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Editorial 

The establishment of a new scholarly journal devoted to Hebrew language studies, philology, 

and Jewish textual traditions inevitably raises a legitimate question: why is another journal 

necessary within fields already supported by longstanding academic institutions and established 

publication networks? 

Contemporary scholarship has undergone substantial transformation through the expansion of 

open access publishing, digital infrastructures, and international academic collaboration. 

Research today circulates more rapidly and widely than before, yet highly specialized 

scholarship frequently remains dispersed across disciplinary boundaries and separate publication 

environments. 

Studies concerning Hebrew language across historical periods, manuscript traditions, Dead Sea 

Scrolls research, textual criticism, Semitic linguistics, lexicography, historical linguistics, 

archaeology, religious thought, and Jewish cultural history often engage related corpora and 

overlapping methodological concerns while developing within distinct scholarly communities. 

Opportunities for sustained dialogue across these areas remain comparatively limited. 

The European Hebrew Journal (EHJ) emerges within this context. The journal seeks to 

encourage interaction among approaches combining close textual analysis, manuscript-based 
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inquiry, historical language research, archaeology, cultural memory, and broader philological 

investigation. Particular attention is devoted to scholarship grounded in primary sources and 

historically contextualized interpretation. 

EHJ is published by the Institute for Hebrew Language and Literature, Belgrade, Serbia. 

The journal’s principal scholarly orientation includes Hebrew language studies across Ancient, 

Biblical, Rabbinic, Medieval, and Modern periods; Jewish textual traditions; Semitic linguistics; 

philology; manuscript cultures; textual criticism; lexicography; grammar; orthography; 

translation studies; and related forms of historical linguistic inquiry. Research concerning the 

Dead Sea Scrolls, Qumran studies, ancient manuscripts, comparative Semitic perspectives, and 

historically grounded analysis of texts is especially welcomed where supported by rigorous 

methodology and engagement with primary evidence. 

In addition to language-centered and philological inquiry, EHJ welcomes scholarship addressing 

Jewish and Israeli literature; Jewish history across regions and periods, including Sephardic, 

Ashkenazi, Mizrahi, and Balkan Jewish heritage; Holocaust studies; cultural memory and 

heritage studies; Jewish philosophy and intellectual history; philosophy of religion; sociology, 

anthropology, and psychology of religion; religious education; archaeology of the Ancient Near 

East and the Biblical world; ancient Near Eastern civilizations; onomastics; and historical, 

theological, or philological approaches to Judaism, Christianity, Islam, and interreligious 

relations. 

The journal also recognizes the growing importance of digital humanities, manuscript 

preservation, open science practices, and emerging forms of interdisciplinary research 

contributing to the study and preservation of Hebrew language, Jewish textual traditions, and 

related historical cultures. 

At the same time, EHJ welcomes interdisciplinary contributions when Hebrew language, textual 

traditions, manuscript evidence, historical sources, or philological methodology remain central to 

the research question. The intention is not to dissolve disciplinary boundaries, but to create space 

for productive scholarly interaction across them. 

EHJ adopts an open access model founded upon the principle that scholarly research should 

remain broadly accessible irrespective of geographical location, institutional affiliation, or 

economic circumstances. The journal aims to support rigorous peer review, transparent editorial 

practice, editorial independence, and long-term accessibility as its infrastructure continues to 

develop. 

The long-term credibility of an academic journal depends less upon institutional age than upon 

continuity of standards, editorial responsibility, openness to scholarly criticism, and the quality 

of research it is able to attract, evaluate, preserve, and disseminate. 

EHJ enters this process with awareness of these responsibilities. Scholarly legitimacy is not 

established through declarations, but gradually through editorial integrity, methodological rigor, 

consistency, openness to critique, and the quality of published work. 
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The establishment of EHJ would not have been possible without the support of the first members 

of the Editorial Board, contributing scholars, reviewers, and colleagues who have encouraged 

this initiative at its earliest stage. Their trust, guidance, and willingness to participate are 

sincerely appreciated. 

The long-term significance of any scholarly journal is ultimately determined not by institutional 

ambition alone, but by the quality of scholarship it succeeds in publishing and sustaining within 

wider international academic dialogue. The future of EHJ will be measured by these standards. 
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ABSTRACT: Why was the book of Chronicles written entirely in Hebrew in a multilingual 

Persian-period environment in which Aramaic increasingly functioned as the language of 

administration and communication? This article argues that conventional explanations are 

insufficient, as linguistic choice carries broader ideological significance. Drawing on 

sociolinguistic theory and ethno-symbolic approaches to identity formation, it examines 

Hebrew in Chronicles as a symbolic cultural resource in Persian-period Yehud. After 

reviewing the linguistic realities of the period and debates concerning the status of Hebrew 

and Aramaic, this article analyzes the Chronicler’s exclusive use of Hebrew in relation to 

ethnicity, collective memory, and communal boundary formation. In contrast to Ezra–

Nehemiah and Daniel, which incorporate Aramaic sections and explicitly reflect multilingual 

realities, Chronicles constructs a linguistically unified conceptual world centered on 

Jerusalem, temple, genealogy, and “All Israel.” The article proposes that Hebrew functions 

as a form of symbolic space through which the Chronicler reconstructs continuity with 

Israel’s past and articulates a durable sense of peoplehood within the context of Persian 

https://orcid.org/0009-0008-1195-4738
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imperial rule, thus reinforcing continuity between Israel’s textual past and its evolving 

Second Temple identity. 

Keywords: Chronicles, Identity formation, Ethnicity, Postexilic Yehud, Hebrew and 

Aramaic, language choice 

1 Introduction 

The question posed in the title—Why was Chronicles written in Hebrew?—may initially seem 

unnecessary, since most biblical texts are composed in that language. However, this assumption 

becomes less obvious when situated within the linguistic realities of the Persian period. Other late 

compositions, such as Ezra–Nehemiah and Daniel,1 incorporate substantial Aramaic sections that 

reflect the multilingual environment of their time. If Chronicles was indeed composed in the late 

Persian or early Hellenistic period, as is commonly held,2 one might expect it to adopt linguistic 

features that align more closely with contemporary usage. Therefore, its consistent use of Hebrew 

calls for an explanation. 

Several conventional answers are available for this question. Chronicles relies heavily on 

earlier biblical sources, especially Samuel and Kings, and the decision not to translate them 

reinforces their authority by reiterating the narrative, law, prophetic speeches, and embedded 

psalms (Ben Zvi 2011). Hebrew appears to have retained its prestige as the language of sacred 

tradition and may still have been used, at least in some circles, as a spoken or semi-spoken 

language (Polak 2006). In addition, concerns about linguistic change, such as those reflected in 

Nehemiah 13:24, suggest a degree of language consciousness in Yehud (Kottsieper 2007; 

Southwood 2011; Silverman 2021). 

In this study, I propose that these explanations are insufficient. The Chronicler’s use of 

Hebrew may be understood not merely as traditional or practical, but as a meaningful choice within 

a multilingual setting. This will be demonstrated by examining its contrast with Aramaic-inclusive 

texts, its role as a cultural capital, and its function as a boundary marker. In a context where 

                                                 
1 Ezra–Nehemiah is a complicated document with several redaction phases, probably starting at early fourth century 

BCE. The Aramaic portion (Ezra 4–6) contain documents whose authenticity is debated, but considered to affirm 

imperial authority (Grabbe 2004: 70–85; Gertz et al. 2012: 672–676).While the visions in Daniel 7–12 are dated to 

the Maccabean revolt period, the Aramaic portions (Dan 2–6) are earlier, as Qumran texts already refer to such 

traditions (Grabbe 2008: 102–107; Gertz et al. 2012: 650–651). 
2 This is the prevailing opinion on dating of Chronicles. See Peltonen 2001; Knoppers 2004: 101–117. 
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Aramaic was widely used in administration and communication (Naveh and Greenfield 1984) and 

linguistic boundaries were increasingly fluid, the selection of Hebrew contributed to a broader 

process of self-definition. Language is not simply a vehicle of expression but a cultural resource 

that helps define communal boundaries, maintain continuity with ancestral memories, and 

structure collective memory (Fishman 1989; Bourdieu 1991). 

This question can also be asked of other postexilic Hebrew compositions. Chronicles serves 

as a case study because its composition in the late Persian or early Hellenistic period coincides 

with a multilingual environment reflected in works like Ezra–Nehemiah and Daniel (although 

Daniel reached its final form later; see note1). Therefore, this article does not aim to explain the 

persistence of Hebrew in all Second Temple literature but rather to examine the ideological and 

historiographical functions of Hebrew in Chronicles. Moreover, unlike many postexilic 

compositions, Chronicles shares a chronological horizon with Ezra–Nehemiah, making the 

contrast between its exclusive Hebrew and Ezra–Nehemiah’s multilingual profile illuminating. 

Drawing on sociolinguistic3 and ethno-symbolic approaches,4 this study proposes that the 

use of Hebrew in Chronicles constitutes conceptual boundary-making. More specifically, it 

suggests that Hebrew operates as a kind of symbolic space—a medium through which the 

Chronicler reconstructs an “Israel” that is territorially, genealogically, and theologically 

continuous despite the disruptions of exile and imperial domination. In this sense, I propose that 

linguistic choice is integral to the Chronicler’s broader process of shaping a coherent and enduring 

sense of peoplehood in Persian-period Yehud. 

2 Chronicles in Context: Composition and Ideological 

Agenda 

The geopolitical realities of Persian imperial rule define the historical context of Chronicles. The 

province of Yehud, with Jerusalem at its center, was a small and economically modest region 

surrounded by rival territories and governed by imperial administrators.5 The Davidic monarchy 

                                                 
3 For introduction and overview see Trudgill 2000; Wardhaugh and Fuller 2015. 
4 Particularly following A.D. Smith (2009, for instance). 
5 For archaeological and historical background of Persian-period Yehud see Stern 2001: 366–372; Grabbe 2004: 

355–366; Lipschits 2011. For the use of Aramaic script on yhwd seal impressions see Lipschits and Vanderhooft 

2011: 62–77. The use of Paleo-Hebrew script on coins indicates some intentional choice (Schniedewind 2006). It 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

11 

 

had long since ended, along with the traditional structures of political sovereignty. However, 

within this context, the Chronicler appears to articulate an identity not grounded in statehood but 

in memory, liturgy, genealogy, and divine election (Japhet 2009: 13–45). 

The book of Chronicles is generally dated to the late Persian or early Hellenistic period, 

although precise dating remains a matter of debate. Most scholars situate its composition within 

the literate circles of Yehud, where scribal activity played a central role in preserving and reshaping 

Israel’s traditions. Chronicles presents a sweeping retelling of Israel’s past—from Adam to the 

Cyrus decree —drawing extensively on earlier sources, particularly the books of Samuel and 

Kings, as well as Pentateuchal traditions. However, this retelling is far from a neutral reproduction 

of inherited material.6 

The Chronicler’s work is understood as an act of historiographical reinterpretation. While 

adhering to its sources, it reshapes them through omissions, additions, and reconfigurations. 

Narratives of political conflict and moral failure, especially those associated with the northern 

kingdom, are minimized or excluded, while emphasis is placed on the Davidic dynasty, the 

Jerusalem temple, and the Levitical cult. Thus, Chronicles constructs a cohesive, theologically 

ordered vision of Israel’s past, privileging continuity, legitimacy, and cultic centralization 

successes (see Ben Zvi 2006; 2019). This reshaping of tradition extends beyond content and form. 

As scholars have noted, the differences between Chronicles and its Vorlage are not merely stylistic 

but ideological, reflecting the concerns and perspectives of the author and his milieu (Japhet 1993: 

14–23; Jonker 2016b: 183–185). The Chronicler’s historiography thus participates in a project of 

social memory formation, rearticulating the past to meet present community needs (Ben Zvi 2002). 

Within this framework, language must also be considered a part of the Chronicler’s 

constructive activity. Just as the narrative reshapes Israel’s history, the linguistic medium 

participates in framing that narrative. The Chronicler engages with a linguistic tradition by 

adapting earlier texts while maintaining their recognizable form. This raises the possibility that the 

                                                 
should also be noted that the name of the province yhwd (or yhd) preserved the name of the ancient Kingdom of 

Judah, unlike the other coins of the region which bore the name of the main city. This may have served, whether 

knowingly or unknowingly, as a means of preserving national identity (Goodblatt 2006: 140–144).  
6 For a detailed history of research on the Chronicles, see Kleinig 1994; Duke 2009; Ska 2021. For thematic 

introductions covering text criticism, the use of ancient sources, multiple editions, the identity of the author and his 

time, and its place in the biblical canon, see Japhet 1993: 1–49; Knoppers 2004: 37–147. For a review of identity 

formation approaches in Chronicles, see Jonker 2016b: 25–64.  
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choice of Hebrew is not simply an inertial usage of tradition but a component of the work’s 

ideological program. 

Therefore, recognizing Chronicles as a carefully constructed historiographical composition 

is essential for understanding its linguistic features and style. If the text systematically reworks its 

sources to articulate a particular vision of Israel, then its language—no less than its content—

should be examined as a meaningful choice by the author, forming part of the symbolic space 

through which the text articulates communal identity.7 However, this approach does not imply that 

it was widespread throughout the community. Rather, it was probably circulated among the 

educated literati elite engaged with such ideas (Ben Zvi 2019: 1–27). The following section 

situates this choice within the broader multilingual context of Yehud during the Persian period, 

where the relationship between Hebrew and Aramaic was complex, fluid, and socially significant. 

3 The Linguistic Situation in Persian-Period Yehud 

Any attempt to explain the Chronicler’s choice of Hebrew must be situated within the broader 

linguistic realities of Yehud. This environment was not linguistically uniform but was 

characterized by a high degree of multilingualism shaped by imperial structures, regional diversity, 

and local traditions. It was characterized by the coexistence of administrative Aramaic, local 

Hebrew varieties, and complex patterns of bilingualism. 

3.1 Multilingualism and Language Consciousness 

The Achaemenid Empire was multilingual, encompassing many languages and dialects across its 

territory. In this framework, Aramaic served as the principal language of administration and 

interregional communication, facilitating governance and economic exchange (Briant 2002: 507–

510). Its use is attested in official documents and reflected in biblical texts such as Ezra and Daniel, 

where Aramaic appears in contexts of imperial authority and correspondence (Chan 2019). Biblical 

texts reflect multilingualism, code-switching, and the use of loanwords. While Aramaic's role rose 

in texts, inscriptions, and communication, the public and administrative use of Hebrew declined 

(Naveh and Greenfield 1984; Schniedewind 2006; Berlejung and Jonker 2026). Hebrew continued 

                                                 
7 Lefebvre (1991) laid the theoretical foundation of space as a social product. Spatial trialectics comprise three 

interrelated dimensions: perceived (physical and material), conceived (mental and ideological), and lived 

(experiential and symbolic). 
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to function as a literary and religious language, particularly in scribal and cultic contexts, whereas 

local dialects, often grouped under the label Canaanite, likely served everyday speech across the 

region (Cohen 2020a). The result was a layered, dynamic system rather than a simple hierarchy, 

with different languages operating in different domains. 

Significant linguistic differences exist between the Deuteronomistic text, which uses Early 

Biblical Hebrew (EBH), and Chronicles, which uses Late Biblical Hebrew (LBH) (Williamson 

1977: 37–59; Hurvitz 1997; Japhet 1993: 41–43). The strict classification of Biblical Hebrew into 

Early/Classic/Standard and Late has been the subject of a vivid debate in recent years, as these 

categories are unclear and cannot be easily used as a means for dating biblical texts.8 Nevertheless, 

it is generally accepted that Chronicles is a relatively late composition that uses a “less traditional” 

language, perhaps an outcome of a different scribal school (Rezetko 2007). This study does not 

depend on adopting either Hurvitz’s diachronic model or the critiques advanced by Rezetko and 

Young. Regardless of how the linguistic evidence is evaluated, the LBH style of Chronicles and 

its relatively late date are commonly accepted. Because the argument advanced here concerns the 

social and symbolic significance of language choice rather than the linguistic dating of biblical 

texts, this study deliberately remains agnostic regarding this debate. 

Aramaic use was rising, but its extent as the vernacular in Yehud remains unclear, whereas 

Hebrew remained a religious language (Naveh and Greenfield 1984: 119; Polak 2006). Aramaic 

was a widespread ethno-linguistic element; thus, the once threatening power became a cultural 

“other” (Levin 2019). Although administrative use and presence in documentary corpora suggest 

a role in daily life, such evidence does not demonstrate that it replaced Hebrew as the language of 

daily communication. Administrative usage may reflect scribal practices rather than those of the 

broader community. Other evidence, such as increasing Aramaic inscriptions, the decline of 

Hebrew in everyday writing, and later Hellenistic and Roman developments, points to a gradual 

expansion of Aramaic in spoken contexts (Dušek 2013; Gzella 2015: 158–211). Simultaneously, 

indications suggest that Hebrew persisted in some circles, possibly as a spoken or semi-spoken 

language, alongside Aramaic. The linguistic situation is described not as a complete shift but as a 

continuum of bilingualism or diglossia, where the roles of Hebrew and Aramaic varied across 

                                                 
8 For review of LBH see Fassberg 2016. Since the exact flavour of Hebrew is not central to this paper, this historical 

linguistics debate is beyond the scope of this paper. For extensive research review and bibliography, see Hurvitz 

2006; Rezetko and Young 2014; 2019; Schniedewind 2019.  
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social groups and in different settings. Yet, the Chronicler adapted the Hebrew flavor of the text 

but avoided Aramaic. 

The use of Aramaic did not erase Judean communal or ethnic self-understanding. Language 

serves to protect communal cohesion and identity (Fishman 1989: 16–17). Traditionally, religion 

and shared historical experiences have bound Jews more strongly than language. However, 

Hebrew has functioned as a vehicle of Jewish cultural and collective self-understanding, not as a 

political aspiration but as an enduring one (Safran 1999).  

In Yehud, language consciousness—awareness of language as a socially and culturally 

meaningful group marker—was reflected in the perception of Hebrew as a distinct and culturally 

meaningful medium. There was growing language consciousness during the Persian period in 

Jerusalem, as reflected in the Hebrew Bible (Chan 2019: 24–26, 291–294). While Aramaic use in 

Ezra and Daniel was used to assert the authenticity of documents or foreign powers (Arnold 1996), 

the Chronicler had a different agenda. Whether these passages indicate translation into Aramaic or 

are simply interpretive explanations remains contested. Nevertheless, they point to a context in 

which language was not neutral but socially and ideologically charged and intertwined with 

questions of identity, education, and boundary maintenance. 

3.2 Comparative Perspective: Chronicles and Ezra–Nehemiah 

A comparison between Chronicles and Ezra–Nehemiah highlights the distinctiveness of the 

Chronicler’s linguistic and ideological choices. Although these works emerge from broadly similar 

historical contexts, they articulate different approaches to communal self-definition, particularly 

regarding language and markers of inclusion or exclusion.9 

The multilingual character of Persian-period Yehud appears to have generated a degree of 

language consciousness, as reflected in several biblical texts. Nehemiah’s concern over the 

inability of children to speak “the language of Judah” (Neh 13:24) suggests a complex situation, 

not only of diglossia, but also of local vernaculars used by different social classes (Ben Zvi 2009; 

Silverman 2021). It has even been suggested that “Ashdodite” was an Aramaic dialect and that 

Nehemiah was more concerned with the loss of Hebrew than bilingualism (Kottsieper 2007). 

                                                 
9 Although Chronicles and Ezra–Nehemiah share some linguistic similarities, the traditional view regarding their 

common authorship has long been abandoned, mainly due to their different ideologies (Japhet 1968; Williamson 

1977: 37–59).  
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Moreover, the several vernacular dialects used—Edomite (and Arabic), Judahite, and 

Phoenician—confirm Nehemiah’s concern about the danger of local assimilation (Cohen 2020b). 

 Similarly, the account of the public reading of the Torah, in which the text is explained to 

the audience (Neh 8:7–8), has often been interpreted as evidence of the need to mediate Hebrew 

for listeners who may not have fully understood it. The term mĕpōrāš refers to the translation of a 

document, such as the Aramaic mĕpāraš (Ezra 4:18), which refers to an official Achaemenid 

administrative language (Schaper 1999: 15), although the meaning in Nehemia 8 is better 

understood as “explaining” rather than “translating”, so is hardly a proof for the loss of Hebrew 

(Silverman 2021). 

Although the relationship between language and ethnicity is not unequivocal, the author of 

Nehemiah used this topic and the conflict over mixed marriages to emphasize community 

solidarity and its boundaries. Here, language becomes an explicit site of tension linked to 

intermarriage, education, and maintaining group boundaries (Southwood 2011). In contrast, 

Chronicles remains silent regarding these linguistic conflicts. It neither incorporates Aramaic nor 

foregrounds it as a concern. Despite its antagonism toward neighboring areas, it operates 

differently: rather than legislating boundaries or reacting to threats, it constructs an encompassing 

vision of “All Israel” grounded in shared ancestry, cult, and tradition (Gluska and Lipschits 2024). 

Therefore, its use of Hebrew is not polemical but constitutive, embedded in the narrative rather 

than dogmatic. 

This contrast suggests two complementary but distinct approaches to identity in the 

Judahite society. Ezra–Nehemiah represents a model of boundary enforcement in which identity 

is maintained through differentiation and exclusion, characterized by strong emotions among its 

members and elevated but limited territorial boundaries. Chronicles, on the other hand, reflects a 

model of integration, in which identity is reinforced through the reconstruction of a shared past 

and the recentering of communal symbols, where boundaries are more ambiguous and articulated 

through elite priestly and aristocratic frameworks.10 

Within this framework, the Chronicler’s use of Hebrew is significant. While Ezra–

Nehemiah acknowledges the linguistic plurality of the present, Chronicles brackets it, creating a 

world aligned with its vision of ancestral persistence and unity. The absence of Aramaic is 

                                                 
10 Smith (2009: 53–54) refers to these cases as vertical and lateral ethnicities.  
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consistent with the Chronicler's project: it allows the text to sustain a space in which the 

community is imagined as linguistically and culturally continuous with its past. This comparison 

underscores that Hebrew in Chronicles is not inherited but is a distinctive choice among options. 

This reflects a mode of engaging with the challenges of cultural cohesion in a multilingual imperial 

context, privileging narrative reconstruction and peoplehood over explicit boundary discourses. 

This complex linguistic landscape provides the necessary backdrop for understanding the 

Chronicler’s choice of Hebrew. In a setting where multiple languages coexist and their functions 

are differentiated across domains, the use of Hebrew cannot be taken for granted. Rather, it 

emerges as a situated choice within a multilingual system that carries potential social and 

ideological significance. The use of LBH in Chronicles provides not only contemporary adaptation 

but also a conceptual meaning to previous biblical texts and reshapes their reading (Ben Zvi 2009), 

while avoiding their translation into another language.  

The Chronicler’s linguistic preference must therefore be interpreted not simply as a 

continuation of tradition but as a response—implicit or explicit—to the linguistic conditions of his 

time. The following section explores how this choice can be understood through the lens of 

sociolinguistics and theories of ethnicity, with particular attention to the role of language in the 

construction and maintenance of communal peoplehood. 

4 Language, Ethnicity, and Identity: A Theoretical 

Framework 

To assess the significance of the Chronicler’s linguistic choice, it is necessary to situate language 

within broader discussions of ethnicity and social differentiation. Although language does not 

function as a fixed or exclusive marker of identity, it often plays a significant role in defining group 

boundaries, structuring social relations, and transmitting cultural memory, particularly in 

multilingual contexts. Fishman (1989) addressed the interaction between language, ethnicity, and 

nationalism and identified language as a potential marker of ethnic solidarity and collective 

continuity, while recognizing that linguistic practices may also reflect social, religious, 

educational, and class distinctions. Language may function as a marker of group solidarity, cultural 

continuity, and symbolic affiliation, while also reflecting social, religious, educational, and class 

distinctions. Fishman’s distinction between the vernacular and symbolic functions of language is 
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particularly relevant in the Persian period, when Hebrew may have retained ideological and 

identity-forming significance even as Aramaic expanded in the administrative and communicative 

domains. 

Following the work of Anthony D. Smith, ethnicity may be understood as a form of 

peoplehood grounded in shared elements such as a common name, myths of origin, historical 

memories, cultural practices, attachment to a homeland, and a sense of solidarity (Hutchinson and 

Smith 1996: 6–7). These elements do not require political sovereignty but can persist across 

changing historical contexts. 

Smith’s ethno-symbolic approach11 is particularly useful for studying Persian-period 

Yehud.12 Language is one of the symbolic resources used to form ethnicity (Smith 2009: 23–26). 

Although the community elite group did not constitute a nation-state in the modern sense, it 

cultivated a durable sense of peoplehood through symbols, traditions, and narratives. Texts such 

as Chronicles participate in this process by rearticulating the past and reinforcing endurance and 

collective meaning, thereby making this approach particularly useful for understanding the 

Chronicler’s linguistic choices. 

From a sociolinguistic perspective, language is not a neutral medium but a symbolic capital 

(Bourdieu 1991: 43–65). For Bourdieu, linguistic practices are embedded in power and education 

structures where symbolic capital is acquired and reproduced. Language choice reflects and 

reinforces social hierarchies and cultural values. In multilingual societies, languages and registers 

carry distinct social functions and prestige. Sociolinguistics studies language in a social context, 

addressing language consciousness, bilingualism, diglossia, and dialects. Linguistic consciousness 

is vital in multilingual settings (Schniedewind 2013: 28). Here, language serves as a boundary 

marker, distinguishing groups or signaling an affiliation with traditions. Linguistic practices are 

shaped by education, access to textual traditions, and participation in elite or scribal networks. 

                                                 
11 See Smith 2003; 2009. 
12 The theory of nationalism applied to ancient texts requires caution. Modern nationalism, linked to print, 

capitalism, industrialization, and nation-states, involves political movements for sovereignty (Anderson 1991; 

Gellner 1983). However, Smith’s approach emphasizes that nationalism’s core—myths, memories, symbols, and 

identities—has pre-modern roots. These ethnic consciousness forms, or “ethno-symbolic nationalism,” exist without 

modern structures. Modern nationalism and ancient Israelite nationalism share a common ancestry and culture 

(Goodblatt 2006: 26–27). Linguistic nationalism is usually considered a modern phenomenon, yet it is considered a 

forceful agent, specifically in minority groups, where language maintenance becomes important (Edwards 1985: 23–

75). 
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Thus, producing texts is not only a linguistic act but also a social one, embedded in power relations 

and cultural legitimacy (Bourdieu 1991: 105–116, 163–170). 

The relationship between language and identity is complex and varied. Modern theories of 

nationalism emphasize the ideal of a one-to-one correspondence between nation and language (see 

reviews in Safran 1999; Lytra 2016). However, such models are not applicable to antiquity. In 

Persian-period Yehud, language did not define identity exclusively or deterministically, nor did it 

imply linguistic uniformity. Nevertheless, language can function as one of several cultural 

resources through which collective self-understanding is maintained. Alongside genealogy, cult, 

and territory, linguistic choice contributes to the construction of a shared identity framework. In 

particular, the use of a traditional or prestigious language may anchor a community in its past, 

even without political autonomy.  

The establishment of peoplehood preoccupied the authors of biblical texts, and Chronicles 

is no exception (Smith 2003: 1–40; Wright 2023: xii). The theoretical considerations above suggest 

that the Chronicler’s use of Hebrew should not be treated as a neutral or inherited feature of the 

text. Rather, it may be understood as part of a broader process of peoplehood construction by an 

intellectual elite, in which language helps define the community’s symbolic spaces. 

In a multilingual situation in which different languages carry distinct social meanings, 

selecting Hebrew can be seen as a meaningful act that engages with issues of authority, continuity, 

and belonging. The following section explores this possibility in detail, examining how the 

Chronicler’s linguistic choices function within his larger project of shaping identity and memory. 

5 Language and Identity Formation in Chronicles 

The Chronicler’s use of Hebrew should also be viewed within the broader persistence of Hebrew 

in Second Temple-era Jewish literature. Although Aramaic and later Greek became increasingly 

prominent in administration and wider communication, several important corpora continued to use 

Hebrew as the primary literary and cultural medium. Hebrew compositions demonstrate that 

Hebrew retained substantial symbolic, literary, and religious traditions well beyond the Persian 

period. The Qumran texts were mostly written in Hebrew (Weitzman 1999). The original texts of 

Ben Sira and early apocryphal texts such as Jubilees and Tobit were in Hebrew, although they 

were preserved in Greek (Schniedewind 2013:167), and 1 Maccabees from the Hasmonean period 
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is an obvious identity-formation peak (Grabbe 2020: 79–83). Later Tannaitic traditions seem to 

revert to Hebrew before a final shift to Aramaic (Schniedewind 2013: 191–197). 

The Elephantine corpus illustrates an alternative linguistic trajectory in which a Judean 

community used mainly Aramaic rather than preserving Hebrew as its primary written medium. 13 

Although the Yehudite community in Elephantine can be characterized as an ethnic group with 

some self-awareness, the preservation of Hebrew was not a necessary feature of all Yahwistic 

communities during the Persian period (Becking 2022). The transition to the Hellenistic period 

also demonstrates this linguistic challenge, as the Hebrew paleo-script was replaced by the 

Aramaic script, texts were written in Hebrew, Aramaic, or Greek, and the Pentateuch was 

translated into Greek. In contrast, the Qumran community remained loyal to Hebrew 

(Schniedewind 2013: 164–190), reflecting similar concerns for cultural continuity. As Weitzman 

reflected on the usage of Hebrew by the Qumran sect: “Why did the Qumran community write in 

Hebrew? To transcend the multilingualism of the wayward world around it” (Weitzman 1999: 45).  

Chronicles is therefore not exceptional, merely because it was written in Hebrew. Rather, 

its significance lies in the way Hebrew functions within the text. Unlike Ezra–Nehemiah and 

Daniel, which explicitly incorporate multilingual realities through Aramaic sections, Chronicles 

constructs a linguistically unified narrative world centered on “All Israel,” genealogy, the temple, 

and linkage with the ancestral past. In this sense, the Chronicler’s exclusive use of Hebrew 

participates in a broader Second Temple phenomenon while simultaneously serving the text’s 

distinctive historiographical and identity-forming purposes. This cannot be explained solely by the 

book’s preexilic subject matter, since the Chronicler consistently reshapes inherited traditions in 

light of postexilic concerns. The language of narration, therefore, remains a choice of the author 

and his scribal milieu rather than a simple reflection of the period being described. 

The use of Hebrew was not confined to Jerusalem-centered Yehud. Hebrew traditions also 

persisted in other Yahwistic communities, namely, the Samaritans. The significance of Hebrew in 

Chronicles, therefore, lies not in its exclusive association with Judean identity but in the particular 

                                                 
13 The linguistic situation at Elephantine appears more complex than a simple Hebrew–Aramaic dichotomy. While 

Aramaic served as the principal documentary language, the community operated within a multilingual Egyptian 

environment and likely interacted with additional linguistic traditions, including Demotic Egyptian (Porten 1968; 

van der Toorn 2019: 21–41). 
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way it is integrated into the Chronicler's program of constructing "All Israel," Jerusalem, and 

temple-centered peoplehood (Knoppers 2005). 

Within the context of Persian-period Yehud, the Chronicler’s consistent use of Hebrew 

emerges as a non-neutral choice. Rather than merely continuing earlier traditions, Hebrew operates 

as a cultural resource through its integration with genealogy, temple ideology, and the concept of 

“All Israel.” This section explores three dimensions of this approach. 

5.1 Hebrew as Cultural Capital 

The production of a work such as Chronicles presupposes a scribal milieu in which Hebrew 

retained its status as a language associated with authoritative ancestral texts (Ben Zvi 2009). In 

this context, Hebrew functioned as a form of cultural capital, accessible primarily to literate elites 

trained to interpret and transmit such traditions (Ben Zvi 2011). By composing in Hebrew, the 

Chronicler situates his work within this sphere of prestige and memory, thereby aligning it with 

earlier sacred texts. 

This alignment is not merely a formality. Chronicles extensively reuses and reshapes earlier 

Hebrew sources, preserving their linguistic texture while reconfiguring their meanings. The use of 

Hebrew aligns the rewritten tradition with ancestral texts, presenting the Chronicler’s 

historiography not as an innovation but as a faithful continuation of tradition. This choice 

implicitly limits the audience to those capable of engaging with Hebrew texts, thereby embedding 

identity formation within a scribal and educational framework. Scribes may have used a language 

that they no longer used in daily life to sustain the language of old biblical writing (Wright 2023: 

167). Educational efforts need not be directed to the broad public but can be circulated within a 

limited literate class (Bourdieu 1991: 57–63). 

In light of the growing role of Aramaic in administration and communication during the 

Persian period, texts written in Hebrew during this period have gained importance. While Aramaic 

was primarily the language of administration and the economy at this stage, the continued use of 

Hebrew may have contributed to the preservation of social and religious continuity and tradition 

(Schniedewind 2017: 19–28). The Chronicler’s linguistic choice becomes particularly significant 

when viewed alongside other Second Temple compositions that incorporate Aramaic. In Ezra–

Nehemiah and Daniel, Aramaic appears in contexts associated with imperial administration, 
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diplomacy, and foreign authority (Arnold 1996). These texts reflect, at least in part, the realities of 

a multilingual environment in which Aramaic played a prominent role. 

In contrast, Chronicles avoids Aramaic altogether, an absence that may reflect a 

disengagement from imperial linguistic registers. There are a few Old Persian loanwords, 

indicating some linguistic contact (Wilson-Wright 2015). Rather than reflecting the external world 

of administration and the empire, Chronicles retains Israel’s internal, linguistic tradition. In this 

sense, the use of Hebrew may be understood as a form of discursive recentering that privileges 

ancestral and cultic frameworks over imperial ones. 

5.2 Hebrew as Boundary Marker 

Language also functions in Chronicles as a subtle but significant marker of social and cultural 

boundaries. Although the text does not explicitly legislate linguistic purity, as in Nehemiah 13, it 

nevertheless participates in a broader discourse in which language is tied to questions of belonging 

and distinction. 

This dynamic can be illuminated by comparing it with other biblical traditions. The parting 

of the ways between Jacob and Laban is emphasized by an explicit linguistic example (Gen 31:47). 

The “Other” ethnicity is differentiated by borders and language (Garijo-Serrano 2021). In 2 Kings 

18:26–27, the distinction between “the language of Judah” (yəhûdît) and Aramaic is explicitly 

politicized in the context of an imperial confrontation (Berlejung 2021). Chronicles, however, 

reshapes this episode (2 Chr 32:18), omitting the bilingual tension and emphasizing the use of “the 

language of Judah” to address the people. This shift effectively normalizes Hebrew as the 

community’s language while effacing the presence of alternative linguistic spheres. In this way, 

the Chronicler uses language as one means of constructing a symbolic boundary. 

One of the most distinctive features of Chronicles is its extensive use of genealogies and 

sweeping historical scope, extending from Adam to the postexilic period. Chronicles presents 

ethnic and communal trends, including a desire to depict the people of Israel in their land with an 

extremely expansive view of borders (Japhet 2009: 279–280). These elements anchor the 

community in an enduring narrative of origin, descent, and divine interaction.  

The struggle was not only with the surrounding territories and imperial habits but also with 

the internal tendencies of society (Jonker 2016b: 71–114). While the notion of language as central 

to Jewish self-understanding is debated, the choice of language in these texts remains significant 
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as an ideological social marker (Schwartz 1995). While Schniedewind (2006) characterized the 

Jewish people living in Persian Yehud as losing their historical language in favor of Aramaic, he 

acknowledges its preservation as a “liturgical language, a sacred tongue, and an icon of political 

legitimacy and national identity.” 

Linguistic continuity is integral to this process. As the language of earlier traditions, it 

enabled the Chronicler to reactivate and reframe inherited narratives, creating a sense of temporal 

persistence that bridged the rupture of exile. Through cultural transmission, the past is not merely 

recalled but made present, allowing the community to locate itself within an unbroken historical 

trajectory. In this sense, Hebrew functions as a medium of cultural memory, sustaining the link 

between the past and the present and reinforcing the legitimacy of the community’s claims to its 

identity and heritage. 

5.3 Hebrew as Symbolic Space 

Beyond its communicative and cultural functions, Hebrew in Chronicles may constitute a form of 

symbolic space. Just as the text constructs geographical and cultic spaces—most notably Jerusalem 

and the Temple—it also creates a linguistic domain that enables the text’s intended audience to 

situate itself in a similar manner. 

The argument advanced here does not assume that language automatically functions as a 

marker of ethnicity. Rather, the significance of Hebrew in Chronicles emerges from its interaction 

with other identity-forming features of the text: the genealogies (1 Chr 1–9) map belonging 

through lineage,14 the repeated emphasis on “All Israel,”15 the centrality of Jerusalem and the 

temple, 16 and the reconstruction of a continuous national past—all of which operate within a single 

Hebrew narrative framework. Therefore, language acquires significance not in isolation but 

through its integration with the Chronicler’s broader project of constructing communal memory 

and peoplehood. 

Within this framework, Hebrew operates as a boundary and container of identity, 

delineating who belongs to the literary-constructed world and who remains outside it. It provides 

a medium through which the Chronicler can reconstruct an “Israel” that transcends the political 

                                                 
14 See detailed discussions, among others: Oeming 1990; Sparks 2008. 
15 On this concept in Chronicles see Williamson 1977: 87–1131; Japhet 2009: 209–241; Jonker 2016b: 154–157. 
16 See Willi 1994; Kartveit 2016. 
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and linguistic fragmentation of the Persian period. In this sense, language is integral to the 

Chronicler’s project, not external to it, as it provides the medium through which communal 

belonging is imagined and preserved. 

Taken together, these dimensions suggest that the Chronicler’s use of Hebrew is best 

understood as a multifaceted identity-forming function that serves multiple purposes. It 

simultaneously aligns the text with previous texts, differentiates it from imperial linguistic 

practices, creates markers of distinction, and sustains historical continuity (Ben Zvi 2009). The 

significance of Hebrew does not derive from language alone but from the fact that these identity-

forming themes are consistently articulated through a single linguistic medium, despite the 

multilingual environment in which the work was composed. Most importantly, it contributes to 

creating a framework in which identity can be articulated and maintained. In a multilingual 

imperial context, where linguistic practices were fluid and layered, the choice of Hebrew may have 

contributed to stabilizing meaning and anchoring the community in a shared cultural and textual 

world. 

6 Imperial Context and Negotiation of Peoplehood 

The Chronicler’s linguistic choices must be understood within the broader framework of Persian 

imperial rule. Yehud was not an isolated cultural unit but a small province embedded within a vast, 

administratively developed empire. This imperial context shaped not only political and economic 

life but also the conditions under which identities were articulated and maintained in the region’s 

societies. 

6.1 Multilingual Empire and Negotiation of Communal Belonging 

The Achaemenid Empire fostered a high degree of cultural and linguistic interactions (Briant 2002: 

507–511). The empire’s multilingualism is attested in the Bible as well (Esth 1:22). Imperial 

governance relied on administrative standardization, most notably using Aramaic, while 

simultaneously allowing local traditions and institutions to persist. This combination of integration 

and accommodation created a setting in which local communities were continuously exposed to 

external influences without being fully absorbed into a uniform imperial culture. 
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Such conditions often generate zones of cultural negotiation in which communities 

navigate between adaptation and differentiation. In Yehud, this process is reflected in the 

coexistence of multiple linguistic, cultural, and social frameworks, as well as in the diverse 

strategies adopted by different groups in response to imperial realities. After the kingdom’s 

downfall, language may have been a scribal tool for communal differentiation under imperial 

conditions (Wright 2023: 166). Language maintenance is an important aspect through which elites 

face ethnic challenges (Fishman 1989: 202–223). 

The dynamics of identity formation in this context may be illuminated through models of 

cultural interaction that emphasize the tension between assimilation and resistance, or, more 

broadly, between integration and boundary maintenance (Bhabha 1994: 85–92; Sam and Berry 

2016: 19–22). Communities under imperial rule often adopt elements of the dominant culture 

while simultaneously seeking to preserve or redefine their distinctiveness. Hebrew likely 

functioned within more limited social domains, and the Chronicler positioned it as being culturally 

central. The continued production of Hebrew literary works may be understood as reinforcing 

communal continuity and distinction, and “has become vital to Jewish identity and survival” 

(Aberbach 1998: 3). 

The identification of a language with a people may function as a tool of ethnic resilience 

under imperial rule or fluid borders (Schniedewind 2013: 92–96). In Persian-period Yehud, these 

dynamics are visible across textual and social phenomena, including the administrative adoption 

of Aramaic, the use of Hebrew in literary and cultic settings, and debates over intermarriage, 

genealogy, and differentiating features. These developments suggest that identity is negotiated 

rather than static amid changing conditions. Chronicles participates in this cultural recentering 

process. Rather than opposing imperial structures, the Chronicler redirects attention to internal 

authority: the Davidic dynasty, the Jerusalem temple, and the persistence of “All Israel” (Boda 

2013).  

This reorientation is achieved by reshaping history, elevating cultic institutions, and 

consistently using the Hebrew language. By avoiding Aramaic, the Chronicler refrains from 

engaging with the empire’s administrative language and instead situates his work within an 

Israelite textual tradition. This is not overt resistance but a selective disengagement from imperial 

linguistic frameworks, allowing for the construction of an alternative identity-shaping order 
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grounded in ancestral memory and religious practices. “Bracketing out” the empire is attested 

elsewhere in Chronicles as well (Ben Zvi 2021). 

Yehud occupied a marginal peripheral position within the Persian Empire while 

simultaneously functioning as a local center of religious and cultural activity. This dual positioning 

may explain the Chronicler’s emphasis on internal cohesion and cult centrality in the temple. By 

foregrounding Jerusalem and its institutions, the text redefines the locus of significance, shifting 

it from the imperial centers of power to Israel’s sacred geography, thereby turning marginality into 

centrality (Jonker 2016a). 

The use of Hebrew is consistent with this reorientation. As a language associated with 

tradition, scripture, and cult, it anchors the community in a cultural center independent of imperial 

administration. Thus, linguistic choice contributes to the reconfiguration of spatial and cultural 

hierarchies, aligning with the Chronicler’s broader project of communal self-definition. 

6.2 Identity without Sovereignty 

The absence of political independence during the Persian period did not preclude the development 

of a strong identity. On the contrary, the lack of a sovereign state appears to have intensified the 

importance of non-political markers of peoplehood, such as genealogy, law, cult, and language. 

As scholars have noted, the delimitation of land, organization of memory, and articulation of 

communal boundaries often take on heightened significance in such contexts (Goodblatt 2006: 

116–117; Granerød 2021: 6). 

The Chronicler’s project may also be understood within a broader reflection on the role of 

biblical literature in sustaining collective self-understanding after the loss of political structures. 

Much of the biblical historiography has emerged as an attempt to imagine forms of communal 

continuity that can endure beyond the rise and fall of kingdoms (Wright 2023: 313–314, 466–467). 

The formation and preservation of such texts allowed identity to be maintained across generations 

and through volatile political realities. Heinrich Heine’s much later reflection of the Bible as a 

“portable fatherland” (Heine 1887: 310) captures, in retrospective terms, this dynamic: a mode of 

belonging rooted not in territory or sovereignty but in shared narrative, memory, and practice. The 

Chronicler’s work exemplifies this process by relocating the foundations from political to sacred 

and cultic institutions. Maintaining the language became a critical choice for making this textual 

fatherland adhere to the Chronicler’s vision of Israelite peoplehood. 
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Chronicles contributes to this process by constructing a vision of Israel that is territorially 

expansive, historically persistent, and theologically coherent, even in the absence of political 

autonomy. Language plays a crucial role in this regard. Hebrew provides a medium through which 

the Chronicler and his intended audience can imagine themselves as being rooted in a shared past 

and oriented toward a common future, independent of imperial structures. 

In summary, the Chronicler’s use of Hebrew can be understood as part of a broader process 

of negotiating peoplehood within an imperial context. This reflects neither isolation from nor full 

assimilation into the surrounding culture, but rather a selective and purposeful engagement with 

Persian rule. By situating his work within the Hebrew textual tradition, the Chronicler participates 

in creating a linguistic domain that promotes identity in the absence of political sovereignty. In 

this sense, language is a key instrument in the ongoing process of defining and maintaining 

peoplehood in Persian-period Yehud. 

7 Conclusion 

While the persistence of Hebrew characterizes Second Temple Jewish literature, Chronicles 

provides an illuminating case for examining the relationship between language choice, 

historiography, and identity formation. The reasons why Chronicles was written in Hebrew cannot 

be answered solely by appealing to tradition, source dependence, or linguistic practices. Although 

these factors played a role, they do not fully account for the consistency and exclusivity of Hebrew 

use in a multilingual Persian-period environment. Indeed, direct evidence of the Chronicler’s intent 

is not available, and our conclusions are drawn from textual analysis within a reconstructed 

sociolinguistic context. Any reconstruction of the linguistic situation in Persian-period Yehud 

remains tentative because of limited available evidence. Within its historical and sociolinguistic 

context, the Chronicler’s linguistic choice emerges as socially and ideologically significant. 

Chronicles is not unique in its use of Hebrew, as Hebrew appears in most biblical texts. 

Yet, despite its late dating, the persistence of Hebrew is noteworthy. Hebrew in Chronicles should 

be understood as part of identity formation in the ancient world. Language does not automatically 

function as a marker of ethnicity, and the Chronicler’s message has not reached the masses. 

However, in a setting of linguistic plurality and shifting cultural dynamics, language functions as 

a medium of communication and a resource for articulating and maintaining peoplehood. Drawing 
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on sociolinguistic and ethno-symbolic perspectives, this study shows that Hebrew operates in 

Chronicles as cultural capital, a boundary marker, and a medium of historical persistence. 

Most importantly, Hebrew constitutes a form of symbolic space in the Chronicler’s work. 

Just as the text reconstructs geographical, genealogical, and cultic frameworks that define “All 

Israel,” it establishes a linguistic domain that enables the intended audience to situate itself in a 

continuous and meaningful past. The reception of this approach during the time Chronicles was 

written is uncertain, but it seems to have aimed at setting a standard. 

The comparison with Ezra–Nehemiah further highlights the distinctiveness of this 

approach. While these texts explicitly engage with linguistic plurality and boundary enforcement, 

Chronicles adopts a more integrative approach, embedding its linguistic choices within a 

comprehensive narrative of unity and endurance. Thus, the absence of Aramaic is not merely 

incidental but is constitutive of the textual world. 

In the absence of political sovereignty, communities such as those in Persian-period Yehud 

relied on alternative mechanisms to define and preserve their sense of identity. Chronicles 

demonstrates how language, alongside memory, cult, and genealogy, can serve this function. By 

maintaining Hebrew as its exclusive medium, the text participates in constructing a durable 

cultural framework that transcends the immediate realities of imperial rule. 

Therefore, the Chronicler’s Hebrew is not simply a legacy of the past but an instrument for 

shaping the future, thereby linking ancestral textual traditions with later forms of Jewish cultural 

self-understanding. It transforms language into a site of belonging, a boundary of identity, and a 

space in which the community of Israel can be continually reimagined. Thus, the Hebrew language 

is an integral part of the author’s “All Israel” perception. 
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Abstract 

This article re-examines the Hebrew New Testament manuscripts associated with Cochin and 

now held at Cambridge University Library, especially MS Oo.1.32, MS Oo.1.16.1, and MS 

Oo.1.16.2. Although these manuscripts are early modern codices, they preserve a recurring 

Hebrew profile that warrants closer philological and codicological attention than it has typically 

received. The study does not argue that the extant Cambridge manuscripts are ancient, nor does it 

claim direct proof of descent from a single early exemplar. Its narrower aim is to test whether 

selected features of their language, idiom, and internal differentiation are fully explained by 

current models that treat the corpus simply as a late polemical or missionary translation. 

Methodologically, the article first situates the manuscripts within the multilingual world of 

eighteenth-century Cochin, where Jewish, Christian, Dutch, Portuguese, and other textual 

influences may have shaped the surviving witnesses. It then examines representative passages 

and lexical patterns to distinguish, as far as possible, evidence of Hebrew register, translation 

technique, and possible layered transmission. Particular attention is given to post-biblical 

Hebrew diction, Hebrew-Aramaic contact features, bounded variation across books and sections, 

and selected readings that are not easily reduced to straightforward dependence on familiar 

Greek, Syriac, or European source models. 

The argument is exploratory and cumulative rather than definitive. It does not claim that the 

corpus preserves a recoverable early Hebrew New Testament in any simple sense. Rather, it 

argues that the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts should be treated as a stratified textual complex, 

https://orcid.org/0009-0008-1195-4738
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with uneven, mixed, and historically significant internal evidence. On that basis, the article 

proposes a methodological reassessment: rather than dismissing the corpus as uniformly late and 

derivative, scholars should evaluate it book by book and passage by passage as evidence of a 

layered multilingual history of Hebrew New Testament transmission. 

Keywords: Hebrew New Testament; Cochin Jews; Post-Biblical Hebrew; Syriac Peshitta; 

Manuscript Studies; Codicology; Textual Transmission; Semitic Philology 
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1. Introduction 

Among the Hebrew manuscripts of Christian scripture preserved in European collections, the 

group commonly known as the Cochin Hebrew New Testament warrants renewed study. The 

Cambridge witnesses considered here—especially MS Oo.1.32, together with the related 

manuscript units MS Oo.1.16.1 and MS Oo.1.16.2—are early modern codices associated with 

Cochin and later transferred to Cambridge by Claudius Buchanan. They have often been treated 

primarily as late Hebrew translations produced for polemical consultation, reference, or missionary 

and colonial mediation. However, that broad classification does not determine the manuscripts' 

textual profile. 

This article re-examines the Cambridge Cochin Hebrew New Testament manuscripts as a stratified 

textual complex rather than as a uniform late translation. Its claim is limited. It does not argue that 

the extant codices are ancient, nor does it offer direct proof of descent from a single early 

exemplar.17 Rather, it asks whether recurring features of language, idiom, internal differentiation, 

and selected comparative readings are fully explained by current models that treat the corpus 

simply as a late polemical or missionary translation. 

The scholarly stakes are substantial. Earlier judgments by Franz Delitzsch and Solomon Schechter 

tended to treat the Cochin corpus as linguistically inferior, derivative, polemically altered, or 

                                                 
17 This claim is narrower than direct proof of a single ancient exemplar. It concerns the recurring internal profile of 

the Cambridge Cochin witnesses and the possibility that this profile reflects a layered history of Semitic 

transmission. For a wider background on Hebrew, multilingualism, and textual culture in Roman-period Judaea, see 

Birkeland, The Language of Jesus; Wise, Language and Literacy in Roman Judaea; Hezser, “Jewish Literacy and 

Languages in First-Century Roman Palestine”; Smelik, “The Languages of Roman Palestine”; and Schniedewind, A 

Social History of Hebrew. 
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textually secondary, whereas more recent discussion by Justin and Michael van Rensburg and 

Mascha van Dort has renewed attention to questions of source language, layered production, and 

the role of Dutch and German intermediaries in eighteenth-century Cochin. The present study 

engages those debates directly but proceeds methodologically in two stages: it first considers the 

multilingual colonial environment in which the extant codices were copied and used, including 

plausible European intermediary channels, and only then turns to Greek, Syriac, and other Semitic 

comparanda as controls for selected passages. 

1.1. Method, scope, and thesis in brief 

The scope of this section is deliberately limited. The argument focuses on the textual profile 

evident in the surviving witnesses rather than on the physical age of the extant codices, and it asks 

how far the recurring linguistic and comparative features of the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts 

can be explained by existing late-translation models. The central issue is therefore methodological: 

how to distinguish register, translation technique, and possible layered transmission without 

collapsing them into a single claim. 

This ordering is deliberate. Because the surviving Cambridge manuscripts belong to an early 

modern multilingual environment, possible European and colonial mediation must be considered 

before making narrower claims about Greek, Syriac, or other Semitic languages. 

The central thesis is that the Cambridge Cochin witnesses—especially MS Oo.1.32, MS Oo.1.16.1, 

and MS Oo.1.16.2—preserve a recurring pattern of post-biblical Hebrew diction, Hebrew-Aramaic 

contact phenomena, bounded internal differentiation across books and sections, and selected 

readings that resist simple harmonization with familiar source models. No single feature is decisive 

on its own. The argument depends instead on the cumulative distribution across the manuscript 

complex. For that reason, the Cochin corpus should be approached not as a uniform witness with 

a single, simple origin but as a layered multilingual transmission environment requiring book-by-

book and, at times, section-by-section evaluation. 

1.2. AI-assisted comparative controls (Leoni system): Septuagint, Tanakh, and Mishnah 

controls 

This study makes limited use of an AI-assisted comparative tool developed by Justin Leoni to 

support the structured comparison of selected Cochin readings with relevant Hebrew and Semitic 

controls. Its function is narrowly methodological. The tool is used only for passages already 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

35 

 

identified as significant on philological grounds, and its outputs are treated as provisional 

comparative indicators rather than as evidence of textual dependence, priority, or date. 

The purpose of these controls is to help identify patterns of lexical and phrase-level correspondence 

across a small set of selected witnesses, including the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts, the Greek 

text, selected Syriac and other Semitic comparanda, and plausible European intermediary 

traditions. In this article, AI-assisted comparisons are used only when they clarify questions 

already visible regarding post-biblical Hebrew register, Hebrew-Aramaic contact phenomena, 

translation direction, or possible layered transmission. 

Because the extant Cambridge manuscripts belong to an early modern multilingual environment, 

the comparative procedure also includes limited testing against plausible European intermediary 

traditions, especially Luther’s German Bible and the Dutch Statenvertaling, where prior 

scholarship has claimed such dependence. These comparisons are not treated as independent proof 

of source relationships. Rather, they serve as controlled aids for determining whether a European-

source hypothesis remains plausible at the passage level or whether the Cochin wording preserves 

features more naturally explained within a Semitic lexical and rhetorical framework. 

For reference, the comparison sample used in this article includes selected passages from 

Cambridge MS Oo.1.32, Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.2, Freiburg HS 314, and Sloane MS 273. Where 

numerical alignment values are reported below, they summarize a limited lexical and phrase-

pattern comparison within a very small sample and should be read only as heuristic indicators. 

They are not quantitative measures of textual ancestry and do not carry independent evidentiary 

force. 

Table 1. AI-assisted comparison sample and provisional alignment fields 

Manuscript / Witness 
 

Alignment 

Score(s) 
 

Divine Name Count 

/ Representation 

 

Test Passages / 

Notes 
 

Cambridge MS Oo.1.3218 

 
92, 93 

2/0 
Matthew 1, 5 

Freiburg HS-31419 28, 28 0/0 Matthew 1, 5 

                                                 
18 Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
19 University Library Freiburg, “Neues Testament in hebräischer Übersetzung ([S. l.], 1563), Hs. 314,” Digital 

Collections Freiburg, accessed April 18, 2026, https://dl.ub.uni-freiburg.de/diglit/hs314?ui_lang=eng. 
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Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.220 

 
91, 89 

4/5 
Revelation 1, 7 

Freiburg HS-314 (Revelation 

comparison) 

 

33, 36 

0/0 

Revelation 1, 7 

Sloane MS 27321 

 
42, NA 

0/NA 
Revelation 1, 7 

Source: Author’s AI-assisted comparison sample, based on selected passages from Cambridge 

University Library MS Oo.1.32, Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.16.2, Freiburg HS 314, 

and British Library Sloane MS 273, together with the comparative controls described in §1.2.1. 

Note on table values. The alignment column reports paired scores for lexical and phrase-pattern 

similarity on a 0–100 scale. The divine-name column records either the number of occurrences in 

the sampled passage or, where relevant, the form of representation. “NA” indicates that no 

comparison value was available for that field in the sample used here. 

1.2.1 AI Methodology and Controls 

The AI-assisted component of this study serves only as a limited comparative aid, not as an 

independent authority on textual history or translation direction.22 Its role is to flag potential 

correspondences in vocabulary, phrase structure, and register within selected passages already 

deemed relevant on philological grounds. All such outputs are treated as provisional and cited only 

when they align with features independently observed in the manuscripts through direct textual 

comparison. 

The AI-assisted comparative component was also used, in a limited and controlled way, to test 

whether selected Cochin readings are more readily explained by dependence on Dutch or German 

Bible traditions, especially the Statenvertaling and Luther’s translation, as has sometimes been 

claimed in modern discussion. In these cases, the AI was not used to generate conclusions 

                                                 
20 National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210. 
21 Nehemia Gordon, “A Hebrew Manuscript of the Book of Revelation, British Library, MS Sloane 273” (2017), 

https://audio.nehemiaswall.com/Downloads/A-Hebrew-Manuscript-of-the-Book-of-Revelation-British-Library-

Sloane-273.pdf. Note that this manuscript contains only a portion of Revelation chapter 1. 
22 Because the AI-assisted controls in this article are used only as a structured comparative aid, their evidentiary 

weight is intentionally limited. The historical argument is grounded in philological analysis, direct manuscript 

examination, and comparative review of witness testimony rather than reliance on automated procedures. 

Accordingly, all AI-generated alignments referenced here are treated as preliminary heuristics that require validation 

through direct comparison with the manuscript witnesses and relevant control texts, including limited comparison 

with plausible European intermediary traditions, such as Luther’s German Bible and the Dutch Statenvertaling. 
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independently but to flag lexical correspondences, omissions, retained qualifiers, and broader 

phrase-pattern alignments or misalignments between the Cochin text and the proposed European 

comparanda. The results were then assessed manually, drawing on direct consultation of the 

manuscript, philological judgment, and the wider multilingual setting of Cochin. This procedure 

helped determine whether a European-source hypothesis actually explains the Cochin data at the 

passage level or whether the Hebrew text repeatedly preserves features that are more naturally 

understood within a Semitic lexical and rhetorical framework. No argument in this article depends 

on an AI-generated pattern alone. 

2. Manuscripts and Codicological Overview23 

Shelfmark 
Contents (as discussed in 

this paper) 

Material / 

production 

Notes / why it matters 

here 

MS Oo.1.32 
Gospels, Acts, and Epistles 

(no Revelation) 

Early modern 

paper codex; 

multiple hands 

noted in older 

descriptions 

Primary witness for the 

Gospels/epistles; includes 

headings/marginalia and an 

end-of-John note framing 

use. 

MS Oo.1.16.2 Revelation (Apocalypse) 

Early modern 

codex (as 

transmitted at 

Cambridge) 

Primary witness for 

Revelation; used for 

Greek/Syriac/Hebrew 

comparison tables in §6.2. 

MS Oo.1.16.1 

Acts and selected Pauline 

Epistles (e.g., Romans; 1–2 

Corinthians; Galatians; 

Ephesians) 

 

Early modern 

manuscript unit 

(as cataloged at 

Cambridge) 

 

Acts/Pauline witness that 

complements Oo.1.32; used 

to argue for cross-witness 

stability within the 

Cambridge Cochin corpus. 

 

The Cambridge Cochin manuscripts collectively contain a complete Hebrew New Testament.24 

This study centers on the canonical Gospels, Acts, some Pauline letters, Hebrews, James, both 

                                                 
23 Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1; National Library of 

Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of Digitized Hebrew 

Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210; Stefan C. Reif, 

Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997). 
24 Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1; National Library of 

Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.1,” Ktiv: International Collection of Digitized Hebrew 

Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401260205171/NLI?volumeItem=2#$FL221581087; 
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Peter epistles, John’s three letters, and Revelation. It does not include First–Second Timothy, 

Titus, Jude, or Philemon in the current linguistic analysis.25 

2.1. Cambridge, University Library, MS Oo.1.32 

Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32 is the principal witness in this study for the Gospels, 

Acts, and much of the Epistolary material, though it does not include Revelation. It is an early 

modern Hebrew New Testament codex associated with Cochin, Kerala, copied on watermarked 

European paper and later transferred to Cambridge through Claudius Buchanan. The manuscript 

was formerly owned by Ezekiel Rahabi II,26 a prominent Jewish leader in Cochin, and its 

significance therefore extends beyond provenance alone. Even if the codex reflects wider Jewish 

scribal networks and the circulation of European paper, its ownership, preservation, and 

consultation within a Cochin Jewish setting remain historically important for understanding its 

transmission and reception.27 

Oo.1.32 should be distinguished from the related Cambridge manuscript units Oo.1.16.1 and 

Oo.1.16.2, even though all are associated with Buchanan’s 1806 acquisition from Cochin. In the 

present article, Oo.1.32 is treated as the primary witness for the Gospels and most of the Epistles, 

while Oo.1.16.1 and Oo.1.16.2 preserve additional material, including Acts, Pauline texts, and 

Revelation.28 The codex presents a substantial continuous Hebrew text, accompanied by headings, 

marginal notes, and other paratextual features that indicate sustained use, navigation, and reuse 

                                                 
National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210.  
25 First–Second Timothy and Titus are excluded from the present linguistic analysis because, in the Cambridge 

Cochin corpus, they do not exhibit the post-biblical Hebrew and Hebrew-Aramaic contact profile that this study 

considers most relevant to a possible late Second Temple or early Roman-period Semitic horizon. These letters are 

also commonly regarded as later writings. Jude and Philemon are likewise omitted from the present analysis because 

no significant markers of that type have yet been identified in them. Even so, the remaining books preserved in the 

Cochin Cambridge manuscripts require closer, book-by-book, verse-by-verse analysis. For general reference 

discussion of the Pastorals as stylistically distinct within the Pauline corpus, see The SBL Study Bible: Including 

Apocryphal/Deuterocanonical Books (New York: HarperOne, 2023), 2085; and The Oxford Study Bible: Revised 

English Bible with the Apocrypha (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992), 1506. 
26 J. B. Segal, A History of the Jews of Cochin (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 1993). 
27 For Cochin Jewish communal history, mercantile networks, and the role of leading families such as the Rahabis in 

local Jewish life, see J. B. Segal, A History of the Jews of Cochin (London: Vallentine Mitchell, 1993). 
28 Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1; Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew 

Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997). 
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rather than merely decorative copying.29 Its European paper support places it within broader early 

modern material and scribal networks, even where ownership and preservation history remain 

firmly tied to Cochin.30 

Older cataloging and later scholarship also indicate that Oo.1.32 is not the product of a single 

uniform hand. Schiller-Szinessy’s unpublished catalog notes and later observations point to 

internal variation in handwriting, letterforms, and presentation conventions across the codex, 

suggesting the work of multiple scribes or stages of copying.31 Weinstein further proposed that a 

substantial portion of the manuscript may be associated with the scribe David Cohen, an 

identification that, if correct, would place part of the codex within wider patterns of Jewish scribal 

mobility beyond India.32 The manuscript is therefore best described as a hybrid artifact: preserved 

in a Cochin Jewish environment, yet materially and paleographically shaped by broader early 

modern Jewish scribal traditions.33 

2.2. Cambridge, University Library, MS Oo.1.16.1 and MS Oo.1.16.2 

In this article, MS Oo.1.16.1 contains Acts and selected Pauline letters, while MS Oo.1.16.2 

specifically refers to the Revelation (Apocalypse) manuscript used in the comparison tables in 

§6.2. During its time in Cochin, the Revelation manuscript (Oo.1.16.2) was bound with other 

                                                 
29 Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1; Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew 

Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1997). 
30 Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New 

Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
31 Salomon Marcus Schiller-Szinessy, unpublished catalogue notes on Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32, 

Cambridge University Library, Cambridge; Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New 

Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
32 Myron M. Weinstein, “A Hebrew Qur’ān Manuscript,” Studies in Bibliography and Booklore 10 (1971–72): 19–

52. 
33 Salomon Marcus Schiller-Szinessy, unpublished catalogue notes on Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32, 

Cambridge University Library, Cambridge; Myron M. Weinstein, “A Hebrew Qur’ān Manuscript,” Studies in 

Bibliography and Booklore 10 (1971–72): 19–52; Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University 

Library: A Description and Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Cambridge University 

Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 

2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
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texts.34 It is often distinguished from nearby Hebrew New Testament manuscripts (Oo.1.32) 

because it was sometimes kept as a separate volume or "scroll."35 

Additionally, Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.1 contains writings from the Hebrew New Testament, 

including the Acts of the Apostles and specific Pauline letters such as Romans, 1 Corinthians, 2 

Corinthians, Galatians, and Ephesians.36 It is written in a distinctive script that differs from both 

MS Oo.1.32 and Oo.1.16.2, indicating the work of a different scribe.  

MS Oo.1.16.1 and MS Oo.1.32 should therefore be distinguished as separate manuscript witnesses 

within the broader Cambridge Cochin corpus, even though both are associated with Cochin and 

later entered Cambridge through the Buchanan collection. In contrast, Cambridge MS Oo. 1.16.2 

includes the Hebrew version of Revelation.37 

Taken together, MS Oo.1.16.1, MS Oo.1.16.2, and MS Oo.1.32 preserve a nearly complete 

Hebrew New Testament corpus within the Cambridge Cochin group, while later modern work has 

extended access to additional portions through transcription and translation. Oo.1.32 contains the 

Gospels, and most of the Epistles; Oo.1.16.1 supplies Acts and additional Pauline material; and 

Oo.1.16.2 preserves Revelation. In modern scholarship and transcription practice, Justin van 

Rensburg and Michael J. van Rensburg have also worked on the Cochin Cambridge Revelation, 

James, and Jude.38 Their rendering of the Hebrew Revelation, however, should be distinguished 

sharply from the individual Cambridge manuscript witness used in this study. It is a modern 

compilation that takes Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.2 as its base but supplements it with Manchester 

                                                 
34 National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210. 
35 National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210; Cambridge 

University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, 

accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
36 National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.1,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401260205171/NLI?volumeItem=2#$FL221581087; 

Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital 

Library, accessed April 18, 2026, https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
37 National Library of Israel, “Cambridge University Library, MS Oo.1.16.2,” Ktiv: International Collection of 

Digitized Hebrew Manuscripts, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://www.nli.org.il/en/manuscripts/NNL_ALEPH990001401270205171/NLI#$FL221577210. 
38 Justin van Rensburg and Michael J. van Rensburg, Hebrew Revelation, James and Jude, version 2.2 (PDF), 

accessed May 8, 2024. This modern edition/translation presents a compiled and annotated Hebrew text based 

primarily on Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.16.2, supplemented with readings and marginal corrections 

from Manchester Gaster Hebrew MS 1616, and includes added vocalization and interpretive notes. 
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Gaster 1616, a later related manuscript that is not an exact copy of the Cambridge witness. Because 

that compilation also adopts marginal notes and alterations from the Gaster manuscript—many of 

which appear to move the Hebrew toward closer agreement with Greek forms—it cannot serve as 

a direct substitute for the wording, sequence, or translation profile of Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.2 

itself. For the purposes of this article, therefore, the evidentiary priority belongs to the individual 

Cambridge manuscript rather than to later eclectic reconstructions based on multiple witnesses. 

2.3. Layout Density and Early Modern Codicological Caution 

Differences in layout density between earlier and later Hebrew manuscripts do not, by themselves, 

determine the age of the textual layer being copied. Early modern codices on European paper often 

reflect different production priorities than earlier medieval manuscripts, including readability, 

durability, and accommodation of marginal annotation and other control features. For that reason, 

a less compact layout in the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts should be treated as a feature of the 

extant codices rather than as decisive evidence for the age or origin of the text they preserve.394041 

3. Provenance, Acquisition, and the Buchanan Collection 

According to the Cambridge Digital Library, MS Oo.1.32 was obtained by Claudius Buchanan 

from a synagogue of the Black Jews of Cochin in 1806 and donated to Cambridge in 1809. 

However, that nineteenth-century transfer history should not eclipse the earlier eighteenth-century 

context in which the manuscripts were produced and used. At the time, Cochin was part of a 

multilingual colonial environment shaped by Dutch political power, Jewish mercantile brokerage, 

missionary activity, and the circulation of European paper, books, and translators. Any account of 

provenance must therefore move beyond a simple chain of custody and ask how manuscript 

production, language choice, and textual mediation were conditioned by Dutch Cochin and its 

wider Indian Ocean networks. 

                                                 
39 Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New 

Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 
40 Yosef Ofer, The Masora on Scripture and Its Methods, trans. Michael Glatzer (Berlin and Boston: De Gruyter, 

2019). 
41 Stefan C. Reif, Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction 

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997); Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New 

Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1. 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

42 

 

Recent work by Mascha van Dort has helped clarify this broader context by linking the Cochin 

Hebrew New Testament to the Hebrew Qur’an produced in the same milieu and by raising 

questions about the commissioner, date, translators, and copyists. Ezekiel Rahabi’s prominence in 

the Cochin Jewish community and his likely connection to the manuscripts make him historically 

significant for questions of patronage, ownership, preservation, and circulation. At the same time, 

Rahabi’s association with the extant codices does not, by itself, determine the age, source 

language, or textual ancestry of every preserved layer. Provenance and patronage are historically 

significant, but they are not identical to textual origin. On that reading, the manuscripts are best 

understood as part of a broader eighteenth-century Cochin translation environment rather than as 

isolated curiosities detached from the multilingual colonial world that helped shape them. 

4. Language, Register, and Translation Technique 

The Cambridge catalog description identifies MS Oo.1.32 as a Hebrew translation used in 

polemical settings. Internal paratext supports this reading: a note at the end of the Gospel of John 

states that the copy was made “not to believe” but to understand the text and respond to “heretics.” 

In context, “heretics” is the manuscript user’s designation for Christians and is reported here 

descriptively. At a minimum, the note indicates that at least one reader treated the Hebrew New 

Testament as a reference work for debate rather than as a devotional text. However, that use context 

does not by itself determine the age or character of the underlying source tradition reflected in the 

manuscript’s Hebrew. 

4.1. Rabbinic (Mishnaic) Hebrew and the Late Second Temple Linguistic Horizon 

Claims about the Hebrew of the Cochin manuscripts are best evaluated against the broader history 

of Hebrew in late antiquity. The form commonly called Rabbinic or Mishnaic Hebrew appears 

prominently in early rabbinic compilations such as the Mishnah and Tosefta and is generally 

associated with the first centuries CE. Because the Mishnah is a third-century compilation 

preserving earlier material, and because late Second Temple Hebrew is independently attested, 

many scholars do not treat Mishnaic Hebrew as a wholly new post-70 development. Rather, it is 
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often understood as part of a wider continuum of post-biblical Hebrew that was already taking 

shape in the late Second Temple period and continued into the Roman era.42 

Two clarifications are important. First, Late Second Temple Hebrew was not a single, uniform 

register. The Dead Sea Scrolls preserve multiple forms of Hebrew, and the transition between Late 

Biblical Hebrew and Rabbinic Hebrew remains debated. Second, Hebrew in this period coexisted 

with Aramaic and, in some settings, with Greek. The linguistic environment of Judaea was 

therefore multilingual rather than monolingual, and different languages likely served distinct social 

and textual domains. 

Documentary evidence from the Judaean Desert is especially important here. Letters, legal texts, 

and administrative materials, including Bar Kokhba-era documents, show that Hebrew could serve 

as a practical written medium in the first and second centuries CE. Because this documentary 

Hebrew shares notable features with early rabbinic Hebrew, many scholars argue for continuity 

between post-biblical everyday usage and later rabbinic literary standardization. Archaeological 

evidence supports the same general picture. The Copper Scroll, although unusual in genre, is often 

cited as reflecting a form of Hebrew closer to later post-biblical usage than to classical biblical 

prose. Inscriptions from Jerusalem and its environs likewise point to a setting in which Hebrew 

and Aramaic remained active together. 

For the purposes of this study, that background matters because it makes a Hebrew register marked 

by post-biblical usage and sustained Aramaic contact historically plausible within a late Second 

Temple or early Roman-period Judaean setting. This does not prove that the Cochin corpus derives 

from such a setting. It does mean, however, that features often dismissed as “late” or “unclassical” 

are not thereby historically trivial. They may instead reflect a Semitic register more compatible 

with post-biblical Hebrew usage than with an artificial biblicalizing retroversion.43 

                                                 
42 Catherine Hezser, “Jewish Literacy and Languages in First-Century Roman Palestine,” Orientalia 89, no. 1 

(2020): 58–77; Edoardo Nardi, “The Role of Hebrew in the Linguistic Repertoire of Jewish Milieux in the 

Hellenistic and Early Roman Period: New Insights from the New Testament,” Journal of Semitic Studies 70, no. 1 

(2025): 87–105; Willem F. Smelik, “The Languages of Roman Palestine,” in The Oxford Handbook of Roman 

Palestine, ed. Catherine Hezser (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 122–41; William M. Schniedewind, A 

Social History of Hebrew: Its Origins Through the Rabbinic Period (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013). 
43 Edward M. Cook, “The Aramaic Influence on Mishnaic Hebrew: Borrowing or Interference?” in Hebrew Texts 

and Language of the Second Temple Period: Proceedings of an Eighth Symposium on the Hebrew of the Dead Sea 

Scrolls and Ben Sira, ed. Steven E. Fassberg (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2021), 25–36; Elitzur A. Bar-Asher Siegal, 

Introduction to the Grammar of Jewish Babylonian Aramaic, 2nd ed. (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2018); Ivri J. Bunis, 

“The Distinct Linguistic Reality of the Jews in Late Antique Palestine and Babylonia as Reflected in the 

Lexicosyntax of אפשר,” Journal of Jewish Languages 12, no. 1 (2024): 61–103. 
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The presence of post-biblical or Rabbinic Hebrew features should not be conflated with proof of 

an early Semitic Vorlage; in this article, such features are treated only as register evidence, distinct 

from the question of textual layer or transmission history. 

This point also clarifies the role of Aramaisms in the present argument. An Aramaism is not simply 

“bad Hebrew” but a word, spelling, or grammatical pattern shaped by Aramaic influence. In a 

bilingual environment, such features are historically unsurprising. What matters in the Cochin 

corpus is not merely that such forms occur, but that they recur in recognizable patterns across 

multiple books and manuscript units. That recurrence does not by itself prove an early source, but 

it is more consistent with a stable Semitic transmission environment than with a purely late, 

improvised retroversion from Greek. 

Assessments of the Hebrew in Oo.1.32 have varied, but most acknowledge that it reflects post-

biblical usage rather than classical biblical prose. Schechter’s dismissive judgment is best 

understood as reflecting older expectations about what counted as “good” Hebrew. A more 

cautious description is that the Cochin manuscripts repeatedly preserve a post-biblical Hebrew 

register marked by sustained Aramaic contact. In this study, the main question is not whether the 

corpus belongs to a Syriac textual tradition, but whether its wording is better explained as post-

biblical Semitic Hebrew rather than as a purely late Greek-to-Hebrew retroversion. Comparisons 

with Syriac are therefore used only as a secondary diagnostic control, not as the governing 

explanation of the corpus. 

4.1.1. Documentary and Desert Evidence for Hebrew as a Vernacular (with Aramaic Contact) 

Legal texts, letters, and administrative materials from the Judaean Desert—especially from the Bar 

Kokhba period—show that Hebrew could function as a practical written medium in the first and 

second centuries CE, while texts such as the Copper Scroll and other Qumran materials reinforce 

the broader picture of a multilingual environment in which Hebrew remained active alongside 

Aramaic.4445 Because this documentary Hebrew shares important features with the Hebrew later 

codified in the Mishnah, many scholars argue for continuity between post-biblical everyday usage 

                                                 
44 Józef T. Milik, “Le rouleau de cuivre provenant de la grotte 3Q (3Q15),” in Les ‘Petites Grottes’ de Qumrân, ed. 

Maurice Baillet, Józef T. Milik, and Roland de Vaux, Discoveries in the Judaean Desert of Jordan 3 (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press, 1962), 201–303. 
45 Jesper Høgenhaven, “What Is Real? The Copper Scroll as a Material Artefact,” in The Cave 3 Copper Scroll: A 

Symbolic Journey, ed. Anders Klostergaard Petersen, George J. Brooke, and Jesper Høgenhaven (Leiden: Brill, 

2020). 
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and early rabbinic literary standardization rather than a sharp divide between biblical Hebrew and 

a later artificial idiom.46 Archaeological and inscriptional evidence reinforces the same picture: 

texts from Qumran and the wider Judaean Desert, together with inscriptions from Jerusalem and 

its environs, reflect a multilingual setting in which Hebrew remained active alongside Aramaic.47 

4.2. Rubric-like markers and polemical framing as paratext 

Paratextual framing in the Cochin corpus helps us understand how the text was used and 

distinguishes the reader’s approach from that of the original source. The manuscript includes 

headings, marginal notes, incipit- and explicit-like markers, and closing statements that guide 

navigation and interpretation. These features indicate that the manuscript was frequently consulted 

and reused, so it functions more as a working reference book than as a continuous reading copy. 

The clearest sign of reader engagement is the note at the end of John mentioned earlier. However, 

this focus on the reader should not be mistaken for the age or nature of the Hebrew source tradition. 

Within the Cochin corpus, the most prominent polemical signal is a note that guides interpretation 

rather than altering the New Testament's main narrative. As outlined in the opening paragraph of 

Section 4, a note at the end of the Gospel of John states that the copy was created “not to believe” 

but to understand the text and respond to "heretics.” Here, “heretics" refers to Christians. 

Historically, such notes serve as reading instructions, indicating that the manuscript was intended 

for analysis and debate across religious boundaries. 

The same “working-reference” profile appears elsewhere as well. MS Oo.1.32 includes headings 

and marginal notes (see §2.1), and Section 5 (“Script, Hands, and Scribal Practice”) highlights 

additional paratextual features, including book headings, rubric-like markers, and marginal 

glosses. These features suggest a codex designed for navigation, review, and reuse over time. 

A related, more subtle kind of “framing” appears in translation vocabulary. In the Revelation tables 

(§6.2), “Death” is rendered as מלאך המות  (“Messenger/Angel of Death”) and “Hades” as גיהנם  

                                                 
46 Harris Birkeland, The Language of Jesus (Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1954), 22; Michael Owen Wise, Language and 

Literacy in Roman Judaea: A Study of the Bar Kokhba Documents (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015); 

Moses H. Segal, A Grammar of Mishnaic Hebrew (repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2001). 
47 Harris Birkeland, The Language of Jesus (Oslo: Jacob Dybwad, 1954); Michael Owen Wise, Language and 

Literacy in Roman Judaea: A Study of the Bar Kokhba Documents (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015); 

J. A. Emerton, “The Problem of Vernacular Hebrew in the First Century A.D. and the Language of Jesus,” Journal 

of Theological Studies 24, no. 1 (1973): 1–23. 
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(“Gehinnom”) (Revelation 6:7–8). Likewise, the forehead “sealing” in Revelation 7:3–4 is 

rendered as ת  ו  (“a mark”), which makes the parallel with Ezekiel 9 especially easy to see.48  

5. Script, Hands, and Scribal Practice 

The script used in the Cambridge Cochin Hebrew New Testament manuscripts is best understood 

as part of a broader early modern Jewish scribal world rather than as evidence of a purely local, 

uniform Cochin production setting. Earlier descriptions linked Oo.1.32 and related manuscripts to 

late Sephardi or “Spanish” cursive styles, while later observations noted significant variation in 

script, layout, and execution. These differences matter not only for identifying multiple hands but 

also for reopening the question of whether the extant witnesses reflect more than one translator, 

reviser, or intermediary source tradition. 

This point is important for understanding how codicology relates to textual history. The surviving 

codices are clearly early modern: they are written on paper, exhibit irregular handwriting, and 

include headings, marginal notes, and navigation aids typical of working manuscripts. These 

features firmly place them within a later history of copying and use. However, they do not 

determine the age of the textual layer being copied. A late codex may preserve an earlier 

translation, just as an early codex may contain a comparatively recent version of a text. 

The internal variation in Oo. 1.32 is especially significant. Older catalog descriptions and later 

observations indicate that multiple scribes were involved, with shifts in handwriting style, page 

layout, and presentation conventions throughout the manuscript. Even if multiple hands do not 

necessarily prove multiple translators, the evidence is better understood as pointing to a stratified 

process of copying and revision rather than to a single uniform act of Hebrew rendering. The same 

caution applies to the manuscript’s additional features: book headings, rubric-like markers, and 

marginal notes show that it functioned as a practical working manuscript, but such paratext belongs 

to the history of use and reception rather than directly to the age of the underlying textual tradition. 

                                                 
48 On the biblical background of the forehead mark in Ezekiel 9:4 and the interpretive significance of תו/תָו  in later 

Jewish and biblical reception, see the discussion of Ezekiel’s marking scene in standard Hebrew Bible scholarship; 

compare also the lexical evidence in classical and post-biblical Hebrew summarized in Angel Sáenz-Badillos, A 

History of the Hebrew Language, trans. John Elwolde (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), and Elisha 

Qimron, The Hebrew of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1986). The central argument is not one of 

direct literary dependence; rather, the Cochin rendering articulates Revelation’s sealing scene within a distinctly 

Hebrew-biblical register. This appears to allude to the Ezekiel 9 passage as a cited reference. 
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If Weinstein’s identification of a substantial portion of Oo.1.32 as David Cohen’s is correct, the 

manuscript’s scribal profile becomes even more significant. In that case, “Cochin” would most 

securely refer to ownership history, preservation, and community transmission rather than to the 

full geographical origin of every stage of copying. The manuscript would then be a hybrid artifact: 

preserved in a Cochin Jewish setting yet shaped by broader Jewish migration and early modern 

scribal exchange. For this study, the main point is limited but important: the script, multiple hands, 

and practical layout of the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts establish their early modern 

codicological setting, but they do not, by themselves, determine the age or character of the textual 

layers they transmit. 

6. Textual Affiliations and Scholarly Debate 

The interpretation of the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts remains contested because their early 

modern form, colonial setting, and likely transmission through Jewish, missionary, and 

multilingual networks permit multiple historical explanations. The central question of this section 

is whether their recurring post-biblical Hebrew forms, Hebrew-Aramaic contact features, and 

stable idiomatic patterns are better explained as evidence of a layered Semitic textual profile rather 

than as the result of a simple late Hebrew translation. 

The argument is intentionally limited. It does not attempt to prove descent from a single early 

exemplar but asks whether the internal Hebrew profile—especially its post-biblical diction, contact 

morphology, and recurrent cross-witness patterns—is adequately explained by the simplest late-

translation models. Greek and, where useful, Syriac are therefore used as secondary controls in 

selected passages rather than as exhaustive explanations of the sources. 

The sample comparisons that follow are intended to test the internal Hebrew profile of the Cochin 

corpus, not merely to catalog external similarities. What matters most is whether the manuscripts 

consistently preserve post-biblical Hebrew diction, Mishnaic-style verbal and nominal patterns, 

Aramaic-influenced morphology, and culturally Jewish idioms across multiple witnesses and 

genres. Greek and, where useful, Syriac serve as secondary controls. The present argument 

concerns the canonical Gospels, Acts, Romans, First Corinthians, Second Corinthians, Galatians, 

Ephesians, Philippians, Colossians, First Thessalonians, Second Thessalonians, Hebrews, James, 

First Peter, Second Peter, First John, Second John, Third John, and Revelation, but does not include 

First Timothy, Second Timothy, Titus, Philemon, or Jude. 
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6.1. Historical Plausibility of a Layered Semitic Transmission Environment 

The present argument does not depend on positing a single continuous line of transmission from 

remote antiquity. Nor does it require the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts to preserve a direct 

witness to any one early Semitic textual stratum. The narrower claim is that the linguistic and 

idiomatic profile reflected in these manuscripts is historically compatible with a layered Semitic 

transmission environment, especially one shaped by post-biblical Hebrew and sustained Hebrew-

Aramaic contact. For that reason, the most relevant comparative horizon for this study is late 

Second Temple and early Roman-period Judaea, rather than the full prehistory of Semitic writing 

systems. 

6.2. Sample Transcriptions and Micro-Collation (Matthew and Revelation) 

The passages that follow serve as limited tests of translation direction and textual profile. The 

question is not whether any single expression proves an earlier source layer, but whether recurrent 

idioms, lexical contrasts, and post-biblical Hebrew forms are more naturally explained by a stable 

Semitic transmission environment than by ad hoc Greek-to-Hebrew retroversion. Their evidentiary 

force is therefore cumulative rather than decisive. 

Diagnostic test passages: idioms resistant to simple Greek-to-Hebrew retroversion 

The passages identified here are useful because idioms and fixed lexical contrasts often preserve 

culture-specific patterns that are difficult to reconstruct consistently from Greek alone. Their value 

lies not in isolation but in the cumulative recurrence of Semitic phrasing across multiple passages 

and witnesses. 

Sample A (Revelation 1:3): Opening beatitude formula and Semitic packaging 

Greek (Revelation 1:3; key clause): 

Μακάριος ὁ ἀναγινώσκων καὶ οἱ ἀκούοντες τοὺς λόγους τῆς προφητείας καὶ τηροῦντες τὰ ἐν 

αὐτῇ γεγραμμένα 

Syriac (Peshitta; key clause): 

ܘܒܽܘܗܝ
ܽ
ܐ ܠܡܰܢ ܛ

ܳ
ܩܪ
ܰ  
ܝܢ ܕ

ܶ
ܝܠ

ܰ
ܫܳܡܥܺܝܢ ܘܠܰ

 
ܐ ܕ

ܶ
ܐ ܡܶܠ

ܳ
ܝܽܘܬ 

ܺ
ܢܒ 
ܰ  
ܐ ܕ

ܳ
ܝܢ ܗܳܕ 

ܺ
ܛܪ
ܳ
ܝܢ ܘܢ

ܶ
ܝܠ
ܰ
ܢ ܐ ܳ ܝܒ 

ܺ
ܬ  ܟ 
ܰ  
ܗ ܕ ܳ ܐ ܒ 

ܳ
ܢ ܒ 
ܰ
ܝܪ ܙ ܶ ܐ ܓ  ܒ 

ܶ
܀ ܩܪ  

Hebrew (Cochin Revelation 1:3): 

 קדוש הוא הקורא והשומעים זאת הנביאות ומקיימים מה שכתוב׃
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English (Hebrew gloss): 

“Holy is the one who reads, and those who hear these prophecies and keep what is written.” 

Note: Sample A shows the Cochin Revelation recasting a Greek beatitude in a distinctly post-

biblical Hebrew form. The opening קדוש הוא  does not simply reproduce makarios, and the 

participial forms הקורא  and השומעים, together with מה שכתוב, give the verse a recognizably 

Hebrew shape. None of these features alone proves an early Vorlage, but together they make the 

passage more naturally intelligible within a stable Semitic textual profile than as a purely late, 

classicizing retroversion from Greek. 

Sample B (Matthew 3:10): Axe at the root / post-biblical idiom 

Greek (Matthew 3:10; key clause): 

ἤδη δὲ καὶ ἡ ἀξίνη πρὸς τὴν ῥίζαν τῶν δένδρων κεῖται· πᾶν οὖν δένδρον μὴ ποιοῦν καρπὸν 

καλὸν ἐκκόπτεται καὶ εἰς πῦρ βάλλεται 

Syriac (Peshitta Matthew 3:10; key clause): 

ܝܢ ܗܳܐ
ܶ  
ܐ ܕ ܪܓ ܳ

ܰ
ܐ ܥܰܠ ܣܺܝܡ ܢ

ܳ
ܐ ܥܶܩܳܪ

ܶ
ܢ
ܳ
ܐܝܠ

ܺ  
ܽܠ ܕ ܐ ܟ 

ܳ
ܢ
ܳ
ܝܠ
ܺ
ܝܠ ܐ ܺ ܐ ܗܳܟ 

ܶ
ܐܪ

ܺ
ܦ 
 
ܐ ܕ ܶ ܒ 

ܳ
ܐ ܛ

ܳ
ܕ ܐ ܠܰ

ܶ
ܣܶܩ ܥܳܒ 

 
ܦ ܠ ܡܶܬ 

ܶ
ܦ 
ܳ
ܐ ܘܢ

ܳ
ܘܪ
ܽ
ܢ ܒ   

Hebrew (Cochin Matthew 3:10): 

ששם על עיקר האילן כל האילן שאין עושה פירות טוב תקצית וליתן באש׃זה הקורדום   

English (Hebrew gloss): 

“This is the axe that is set at the root of the tree; every tree that does not produce good fruit will 

be cut down and given into the fire.” 

Note: Sample B tests whether the Cochin Matthew preserves a post-biblical Hebrew register 

marked by characteristic idiom, syntax, and Hebrew-Aramaic contact. This Matthean line is a 

compact example of the Cochin register. Lexically, ליתן (“to give”) is a characteristic post-biblical 

infinitive, and its use here in וליתן באש (“to give into the fire”) yields a natural post-biblical idiom 

for being handed over or cast into the fire. The syntactic packaging likewise departs from classical 

biblical prose in ways associated with later Hebrew and Hebrew-Aramaic contact, including the 

demonstrative opening זה, the relative construction ששם, and the generalized negative relative  שאין

 None of these features, by itself, proves an early Vorlage. Taken together, however, they .עושה

make the passage more naturally intelligible within a stable Semitic textual profile than as a purely 

late, improvised retroversion into biblicalizing Hebrew. 
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Sample C (Matthew 5:17): “Destroy” vs “establish” (mini-collation) 

Greek (Matthew 5:17; key clause): 

οὐκ ἦλθον καταλῦσαι ἀλλὰ πληρῶσαι 

Syriac (Peshitta Matthew 5:17; key clause): 

ܐ
ܳ

ܐ ܠܰ ܝܬ 
ܺ
ܬ 
ܶ
ܐ ܐ

ܶ
ܐܫܪ

ܶ  
ܐ ܕ

ܳ
ܠܰ

ܶ
ܐ ܐ

ܶ
ܐܡܰܠ

ܶ  
ܕ  

Hebrew (Cochin Matthew 5:17; key clause): 

 לא באתי להפר כי אם לקיים

English (Hebrew gloss): 

“I did not come to abolish, but to establish.” 

Note: Sample C serves as a key test of translation direction, since the contrast between “abolish” 

and lekayem is more naturally expressed within a post-biblical Jewish idiomatic framework than 

by simple retroversion from Greek alone. The diagnostic force of this passage lies especially in 

the verb לקיים (lekayem, “to establish”), which is strongly at home in post-biblical and rabbinic 

Hebrew usage. In this context, the contrast between “destroy” and “establish” is not merely lexical 

but reflects a culturally Jewish way of speaking about the maintenance, interpretation, and proper 

enactment of Torah. That does not, by itself, prove an early Hebrew Vorlage. It does, however, 

make this clause a useful test case for determining translation direction, since the Cochin phrasing 

is more naturally explained within a stable Semitic textual profile than as an ad hoc Greek-to-

Hebrew retroversion into a more classicizing register. 

Sample D (Revelation 7:3–4): “Mark” (תָו) and Ezekiel 9 resonance 

Greek (Revelation 7:3–4; key clause): 

...ἄχρι σφραγίσωμεν τοὺς δούλους τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν ἐπὶ τῶν μετώπων αὐτῶν. καὶ ἤκουσα τὸν 

ἀριθμὸν τῶν ἐσφραγισμένων, ἑκατὸν τεσσεράκοντα τέσσαρες χιλιάδες... 

Syriac (Peshitta Revelation 7:3–4; key clause): 

ܡܳܐ
ܰ
ܘܡ ܥܕ 

ܽ  
ܚܬ

ܶ
ܢ
 
ܘܗ݈ܝ ܕ

ܰ  
ܕ ܗܳܐ ܠܥܰܒ 

ܳ
ܐܠ

ܰ  
ܐ ܕ ܝܬ 

ܶ ܝܗܽܘܢ ܒ 
ܰ
ܥܺܝܢ ܡܳܐܐ...  ܥܰܝܢ ܐܪܒ 

ܰ
ܥܳܐ ܘ ܐܪܒ 

ܰ
ܝܢ ܘ

ܺ
ܠܦ 
ܰ
ܐ  

Hebrew (Cochin Revelation 7:3–4; key clause): 

ו על מצחות עברי ה֞׃עד  שאתן ת   …ושמעתי המספר מאילו שנחתמו היה מאה וארבע וארבעים אלפים …

English (Hebrew gloss): 

“Until I place a mark upon the foreheads of the servants of Yehovah ... then I heard the number of 

those who were marked: one hundred and forty-four thousand...” 
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Note: Sample D highlights a strongly Semitic rendering in which the use of ו  gives the sealing ת 

scene a distinctly Hebrew-biblical profile and evokes Ezekiel 9. This does not by itself prove an 

early Hebrew Vorlage, but it makes the passage more naturally intelligible within a stable Semitic 

textual environment than as a merely mechanical late retroversion from Greek alone. 

Sample E (Matthew 6:22–23): Eye imagery and interpretive adaptation 

Greek (Matthew 6:22–23; key clause): 

Ὁ λύχνος τοῦ σώματός ἐστιν ὁ ὀφθαλμός... ἐὰν δὲ ὁ ὀφθαλμός σου πονηρὸς ᾖ... 

Syriac (Peshitta Matthew 6:22–23; key clause): 

ܐ ܳ
ܓ 
ܳ
ܐ ܫܪ

ܳ
ܪ ܓ 

ܰ
ܦ 
 
ܝܗ ܕ

ܶ
ܝܬ 
ܺ
ܐ ܐ

ܳ
ܢ... ܥܰܝܢ

ܶ
ܝܢ ܐ

ܶ  
ܐ ܕ ܟ 

ܳ
ܐ ܥܰܝܢ

ܶ
ܗܘ

ܶ  
ܝܫܳܐ ܬ ܺ ܒ  ... 

Hebrew (Cochin Matthew 6:22–23; key clause): 

היה בטוח... אם יהיה עניך רע ...  נר של הגוף הוא עין ואם עינך י  

English (Hebrew gloss): 

“The lamp of the body is the eye … and if your eye is confident … if your eye is evil …” 

Note: Sample E is a secondary test case that presents eye-centered Semitic imagery alongside 

interpretive adaptation. The negative half remains close to the familiar “evil eye” pattern, but the 

positive counterpart is rendered with בטוח (“confident”) rather than the more expected idiom of a 

“good eye.” For that reason, the passage is less probative for the preservation of the full inherited 

idiom pair, though it still suggests a Semitic-contextual rendering rather than a purely literal Greek-

to-Hebrew equivalence. 

Lexical Indicators: Rabbinic/Mishnaic Hebrew and Second Temple Loanwords 

Additional internal evidence comes from recurring lexemes and short formulaic expressions within 

the Cochin corpus. The items listed below are illustrative rather than exhaustive. Their relevance 

lies in the fact that several are characteristic of post-biblical Hebrew, including Mishnaic and 

rabbinic usage, while others correspond to late Second Temple or early Roman-period 

administrative and contact vocabulary.49 No single lexeme is chronologically decisive. Recurrent 

                                                 
49 For these forms and expressions as characteristic of post-biblical or rabbinic Hebrew, see Moses H. Segal, A 

Grammar of Mishnaic Hebrew (repr., Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2001); Miguel Pérez Fernández, An 

Introductory Grammar of Rabbinic Hebrew, trans. John Elwolde (Leiden: Brill, 1997); Moshe Bar-Asher, The 

Language of the Mishnah (Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 2012); and Gary A. Rendsburg, “The Galilean Background of 

Mishnaic Hebrew,” in The Galilee in Late Antiquity, ed. Lee I. Levine (New York: Jewish Theological Seminary of 

America, 1992), 225–40. On של as a marker of post-biblical Hebrew and its broader historical development, see 
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clustering across multiple books, however, helps to identify the corpus’s operative register and to 

test whether it is better explained as a stable Semitic textual environment than as a modern 

classicizing translation exercise. 

 Bat Qol (בת קול), “heavenly voice” (often, a divine voice). Where it appears: Cochin 

Revelation 10:4; 10:8; 14:13. Early rabbinic examples include: Mishnah Yevamot 16:6. 

 Beit Din (בית דין), “court / house of judgment.” Where it appears: Cochin Matthew 5:21–

22; 10:17; also Cochin James 2:2; 3:12. Early rabbinic examples include: Mishnah Peah 

2:6. 

 Liten (ליתן), “to give” (a common post-biblical infinitive form). Where it appears: Cochin 

Revelation 2:17; 8:3; 11:18; 13:15; 15:4; 16:9; 16:19; 17:17; 19:7. Early rabbinic 

examples include: Mishnah Terumot 10:5. 

 Likach (ליקח), “to take” (post-biblical infinitive form). Where it appears: Cochin 

Revelation 4:11; 5:9; 6:4; also Cochin 1 John 3:5. Early rabbinic examples include: 

Mishnah Demai 4:5. 

 Leilek (לילך), “to go / to walk” (post-biblical infinitive form). Where it appears: Cochin 

Revelation 9:20; 12:14; 15:8; 22:14; also Cochin James 4:13 and Cochin John 7:35. Early 

rabbinic examples include: Mishnah Bava Qamma 1:1. 

 Shel (של), meaning “of” or “belonging to,” is a characteristic marker of post-biblical 

Hebrew possession. Where it appears: throughout the Cochin New Testament 

manuscripts (Cambridge MS Oo.1.32, Oo.1.16.1, Oo.1.16.2). Early evidence: although 

not used as a fully independent possessive marker in biblical prose, related forms and the 

same underlying sequence appear in late biblical and early post-biblical Hebrew, and the 

term is well attested in early rabbinic literature and the Bar Kokhba documents. 

Analytical significance. These lexical patterns are not decisive on their own, but their recurrence 

across Oo.1.32 and Oo.1.16.2 strengthens the case that the Cochin corpus reflects a stable post-

biblical Semitic register rather than a purely late biblicalizing translation exercise. Their 

evidentiary force lies in their cumulative distribution across witnesses and textual genres, not in 

any single form.. 

                                                 
Angel Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language, trans. John Elwolde (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1993), 171–76, 203–8. 
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Additional lexical and Aramaic-contact findings. The following few examples broaden the 

lexical picture and show that Aramaic-contact forms and post-biblical Hebrew usage recur outside 

the main samples already discussed.50 These examples are additional observations that should be 

checked directly against the manuscript readings in context. 

 Mark 1:13: This verse contains both a Hebrew word with an Aramaic suffix and an 

Aramaic word. The Aramaic word מתנסא  (metnasse/metnasseyan) is a word for “tested 

one,” and משמשין  (m’sham’shin, “they served”) is a Hebrew word that shows the Aramaic 

plural suffix -ין . 

 Mark 1:22: The Hebrew word תמוהין (t’muhin, “they were astonished”) uses the Aramaic 

masculine plural suffix -ין. 

 Luke 6:1: The two Hebrew words with Aramaic-style endings appear in this verse: מולגין 

(mol’gin, “plucking”) and אכלין (ochlin, “they ate”). 

 John 7:15: The Hebrew word מתמיהין  (mat-mihin, “they were astonished”) uses the 

Aramaic plural suffix -ין . 

 Acts 2:1: The transliterated Greek term for Pentecost is preserved; this is notable because, 

amid many Semitic features, some passages still retain occasional Greek loan or 

transliterated vocabulary. 

 Acts 2:17: Interestingly, the Hebrew phrase  יחלומוןחלם  (“to dream a dream”) shows a 

recognizable Semitic lexical pattern with a paragogic nun. This exact word, יחלומון, can be 

compared with Joel 2:28.  

 1 Thessalonians 1:1: This verse contains the Aramaic word משבחין (m’shab’chin,  

“praising” or “glorifying”). 

 1 Thessalonians 1:2–3: The Hebrew word מזכירין (maz’ki’rim, “we mention”), and uses 

the Aramaic suffix -ין. 

 1 Thessalonians 1:5 and 2:9: The Hebrew word האונגיליון  (ha’evangelion, “the gospel / 

good news”) shows a transliterated form of the Greek term within a Hebrew frame. 

                                                 
50 For Aramaic interference and contact phenomena in post-biblical Hebrew, including plural morphology and 

mixed lexicosyntactic features, see Edward M. Cook, “The Aramaic Influence on Mishnaic Hebrew: Borrowing or 

Interference?” in Hebrew Texts and Language of the Second Temple Period, ed. Steven E. Fassberg (Leiden and 

Boston: Brill, 2021), 25–36; Elitzur A. Bar-Asher Siegal, Introduction to the Grammar of Jewish Babylonian 

Aramaic, 2nd ed. (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2018); and Ivri J. Bunis, “The Distinct Linguistic Reality of the Jews in 

Late Antique Palestine and Babylonia as Reflected in the Lexicosyntax of אפשר,” Journal of Jewish Languages 12, 

no. 1 (2024): 61–103. 
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 Revelation 14:6: The Cochin Cambridge Revelation scribe appears to write this same term 

as two words, as און גיליון (on gillion), with the first word having a nun sofit to identify the 

ending of the first word and a separation of the two words.  

 Hebrews 6:6: The word חוזרין (chozrin, “they return”) is another example of a Hebrew 

verbal form that carries the Aramaic plural ending -ין. 

 1–3 John: These Hebrew writings include rabbinic Hebrew words such as נתראה (nit’reah), 

which is a Nitpael verb form meaning “he/it presented himself." Note: During the first 

century, both Biblical Hebrew, used in religious texts, and Mishnaic or Rabbinic Hebrew, 

the spoken and scholarly dialect of the time, were actively evolving. Later in the language's 

development, the Nitpael verb stem expanded to express passive and reflexive functions, 

but the Hitpael remained the main way to convey active, reflexive, and intensive self-

directed actions. 

Comparison with Joseph Gebhardt-Klein’s description of Cochin Matthew (MS Oo.1.32) 

A useful external point of comparison is Joseph Gebhardt-Klein, a recent editor and translator who 

has worked directly with portions of MS Oo.1.32. He characterizes the Travancore-Cochin 

Matthew (Oo.1.32, fols. 1r–21v) as written in “Mishnaic Hebrew,” notes that it “frequently 

diverges into Aramaic,” and observes that some readings show “seeming influence from the 

Peshitta, or some other Syriac text.” That description broadly aligns with the internal profile argued 

for here: a post-biblical Hebrew register, sustained Hebrew-Aramaic contact features, and 

occasional passage-level Syriac alignment. At the same time, Gebhardt-Klein’s description does 

not reduce the Cochin Matthew to a simple Syriac translation, and for that reason, it serves best 

here as corroborative evidence for a layered Semitic textual profile rather than as proof of a single-

source explanation. 

Additional examples he notes in Matthew 1:16 and 1:23 support the same conclusion. In Matthew 

1:16, the form דמרים exhibits an Aramaic-style feature within the Hebrew text. In Matthew 1:23, 

the phrase דמתרגם עמן אלהן shows especially close agreement with Syriac witnesses. Such readings 

do not settle the question of origin on their own, but they do support the conclusion that the Cochin 

Matthew repeatedly exhibits a Hebrew-and-Aramaic linguistic environment that at times closely 

converges with Syriac forms. 
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6.3. Side-by-side Comparisons (Greek, Syriac, Cochin Hebrew Revelation) 

The tables below present selected excerpts from Revelation 6, 7, and 14 in Greek, Syriac (Peshitta), 

and Cochin Hebrew (MS Oo.1.16.2). They are intended as focused test cases rather than full 

critical editions. The aim is limited: to determine whether the Cochin Hebrew broadly follows the 

same sequence as the Greek and Syriac, whether it favors more distinctly Semitic or post-biblical 

Hebrew phrasing, and which features merit evidentiary weight for the larger argument. 

Methodological note on modern transcription and translation use. This study is concerned 

with the individual manuscript witness of Cambridge MS Oo.1.16.2 and therefore does not treat 

modern compiled translations as equivalent primary evidence. In particular, the Van Rensburg 

rendering of Revelation is not used here as a base text for analysis because it is a composite 

combining Cambridge Oo.1.16.2 with readings from Manchester Gaster MS 1616.51 This later 

manuscript is related to the Cambridge tradition but is not an exact copy of Oo.1.16.2. For that 

reason, a compilation that blends the two witnesses risks obscuring precisely the features this 

article aims to evaluate: the individual wording, sequence, roughness, and unharmonized 

translation profile of the Cambridge manuscript itself. Where modern transcriptions are used as 

access tools, they must therefore remain subordinate to direct consultation of the Cambridge 

witness and cannot be treated as independent or fully diplomatic evidence for the text of Oo.1.16.2. 

More specifically, the standardized nature of the Van Rensburg composite is evident at several 

levels. In places where the Hebrew syntax of Oo.1.16.2 does not mirror the more familiar 

grammatical structure found in the Byzantine and Alexandrian Greek manuscript traditions, the 

compiled translation smooths the Hebrew by adopting corrections that bring the text more closely 

into line with conventional Greek phrasing. In Revelation 4, for example, verbal forms in the 

Cambridge manuscript that carry their own Hebrew nuance—including reflexive, reciprocal, or 

intensive binyan patterns—are normalized in ways that affect how the actions of the heavenly 

beings are represented. In chapter 13, distinctive lexical choices in the description of the beast and 

related evil powers are likewise standardized through marginal suggestions preserved in 

Manchester Gaster MS 1616, producing wording that more closely tracks later Greek textual 

phrasing than the Cambridge witness alone does.  

                                                 
51 John Rylands Library, University of Manchester, Gaster Hebrew MS 1616, digitized manuscript images, The 

University of Manchester Digital Collections, accessed May 28, 2026, 

https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/MS-GASTER-HEBREW-01616/1. 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

56 

 

The editors also add modern nikkudot to their printed Hebrew transcript, a decision that is not 

neutral because vowel pointing imposes an interpretive reading on an otherwise consonantal text. 

Methodologically, therefore, the Van Rensburg project is not a straightforward transcription of 

Cambridge Oo.1.16.2 but a modern editorial synthesis that selects and combines readings from 

Cambridge Oo.1.16.2, Manchester Gaster MS 1616, and other materials to produce a newly 

standardized Revelation text. Whatever one makes of their larger interpretive claims, such a 

composite cannot replace direct consultation of the Cambridge witness itself. 

This methodological issue is also evident in a recent interview discussing the Cochin Revelation. 

In Hebrew Voices #215, “Bias in India’s Hebrew New Testament?: Part 1,”52 Nehemia Gordon, 

PhD, and Miles Jones, PhD, analyze passages in Revelation where Yeshua identifies himself and, 

more broadly, criticize earlier assumptions—especially those of Delitzsch—that Jewish 

transmitters of Hebrew New Testament texts were prone to inserting polemical or insulting 

readings. Gordon explicitly questions whether hostile wording should automatically be attributed 

to the original translator rather than to a later copyist and argues that scholars often approach such 

manuscripts with a prior expectation of Jewish textual hostility. In the same discussion, Jones treats 

the “Aleph and Tav” formula—such as the wording found in Freiburg HS 314—as preferable or 

more original, even while maintaining that the Cochin Hebrew New Testament is a translation 

from Greek. Yet the Cochin Hebrew Revelation instead reads “the First and the Last,” a wording 

that resonates directly with Isaiah 44:6 and 48:12, and also parallels Isaiah 41:4, rather than simply 

reproducing the Greek alphabetic formula.53  That tension is methodologically significant: if the 

Cochin wording preserves a distinctly Hebraic Isaianic self-designation, whereas Freiburg HS 314 

reads “Aleph and the Tav”54  in these same Revelation passages, then the Cochin form is not 

adequately explained, without further argument, as a straightforward retroversion from Greek. At 

                                                 
52 Nehemia Gordon, PhD, interview with Miles Jones, PhD, “Hebrew Voices #215 – Bias in India’s Hebrew New 

Testament?: Part 1,” Nehemia’s Wall, posted April 30, 2025, https://www.nehemiaswall.com/bias-in-indias-hebrew-

new-testament-part-1. The episode description identifies the interview as part of a discussion of the Cochin Hebrew 

New Testament and lists Revelation 1:8, 21:6, and 22:13 among the passages under discussion. 
53 Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.16.2 (Cochin Hebrew Revelation) reads “the First and the Last” in 

Revelation 1:8, 1:11, 21:6, and 22:13, a formulation that resonates with the divine self-designation in Isa 41:4; 44:6; 

and 48:12. In the Hebrew-biblical context, this phrasing is more than a mechanical equivalent of the Greek 

alphabetic formula “Alpha and Omega,” since it preserves an Isaianic mode of self-identification that is deeply 

rooted in biblical Hebrew idiom. 
54 University Library Freiburg, Neues Testament in hebräischer Übersetzung (Hs. 314, 1563), Digital Collections 

Freiburg, accessed April 18, 2026, https://dl.ub.uni-freiburg.de/diglit/hs314?ui_lang=eng. In the Revelation 

passages under discussion, Freiburg HS 314 reads “Aleph and the Tav” rather than “the First and the Last.” 
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a minimum, the interview illustrates the need to distinguish between modern interpretive proposals 

for a preferred Hebrew formulation and the actual wording of the Cambridge Cochin manuscript. 

Additional internal evidence may be found in the linguistic relationship between Matthew 5:3 and 

Revelation 3:17–18. In the Cochin Matthew, the beatitude is rendered as “the poor” using the root 

 whereas the expected Greek phrase “in spirit” is not rendered as in standard Greek and most ,ע־נ־י

familiar European versions, which explicitly read “poor in spirit.” The omission does not by itself 

prove an early Hebrew Vorlage, but it does raise a methodological difficulty for any simple 

dependence on Luther or the Statenvertaling, since those traditions normally preserve the spiritual 

qualifier. More importantly, the Cochin wording allows “the poor” to function in a more concrete 

Hebraic register, comparable to the social-religious valence of עניים / ענוים in Jewish usage. 

That lexical choice becomes more significant in Revelation 3:17, where the Laodiceans are told 

that they do not know that they are “poor and destitute,” again using the same root ע־נ־י together 

with אביון. The result is a deliberate lexical thread between the blessed “poor” of Matthew 5:3 and 

the spiritually impoverished Laodiceans of Revelation 3:17, a connection often blurred in 

European renderings that shift the emphasis toward “wretched” or “miserable.” In the Cochin 

form, the contrast is sharper: those who truly possess the kingdom are “poor,” while those who 

claim wealth are exposed as the truly poor. 

Revelation 3:18 deepens the same paradox, using language that can be read within a wisdom and 

prophetic frame. The speaker offers “counsel” and commands the self-proclaimed rich to “buy 

gold,” language that resonates with Proverbs 23:23 (“Buy truth, and do not sell it”) and with wider 

sapiential exhortation. Likewise, the instruction to anoint the eyes “so that you may see” recalls 

prophetic rebuke formulas for those who have eyes but do not see and ears but do not hear. These 

features do not, by themselves, establish a first-century Hebrew original. They do, however, 

strengthen the case that the Cochin renderings preserve a coherent Hebraic lexical and rhetorical 

pattern that is not easily reduced to a straightforward eighteenth-century translation of familiar 

European versions. 

Another potentially significant internal feature appears in Revelation 2:23, where the Cochin text 

uses the formula “the one who tests the kidneys and the heart” (הבוחן כליות ולב). This wording 

strongly recalls Jeremiah 17:10, where YHWH declares that he searches the heart and tests the 

kidneys. The relevance of this parallel is not that it proves a Hebrew Vorlage by itself, but that it 

shows the Cochin wording expressing the passage through a recognizably Hebrew prophetic 
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formula rather than through a more abstract paraphrase. Read together with the manuscript’s other 

post-biblical and Hebraically packaged renderings, this kind of formulaic resonance strengthens 

the case that at least some Cochin readings preserve a distinctly Semitic rhetorical profile not easily 

reduced to a simple eighteenth-century translation exercise. 

These internal features also bear directly on the broader scholarly tendency to treat the Cochin 

Hebrew New Testament as textually secondary or merely derivative. The Cochin Revelation does 

not simply mirror the most familiar Greek or European formulations at these points. In the passages 

where Freiburg HS 314 reads “Aleph and the Tav,” the Cambridge Cochin witness instead 

preserves “the First and the Last,” a wording that resonates with Isaiah 41:4, 44:6, and 48:12 and 

therefore expresses the claim through a recognizably Isaianic Hebraic self-designation rather than 

through a mere alphabetic equivalent. Likewise, the lexical thread between Matthew 5:3 and 

Revelation 3:17–18, through the root ע־נ־י, together with the wisdom-prophetic framing of 

Revelation 3:18 through “counsel,” “buy,” and “restored sight,” points to a coherent Hebrew 

rhetorical pattern not well explained by simple dependence on Luther or the Statenvertaling. Taken 

cumulatively, such features do not prove a single ancient exemplar, but they do weigh against the 

tendency—visible in different ways from Delitzsch and Schechter to Justin and Michael van 

Rensburg—to treat the Cochin wording as expendable, inferior, or merely derivative before its 

internal evidence has been fully assessed. 

Additionally, Yeates’s manuscript is methodologically problematic because it appears to include 

visual copying errors, marginal corrections that move the Hebrew into closer conformity with 

Greek grammar, and explicit editorial omissions. Most revealing is a note on folio 427, in which 

Yeates explains that he deliberately omitted large sections of the New Testament—specifically 

Acts and several Pauline Epistles already represented in the Buchanan manuscripts—writing: “NB 

The Book of the Acts of the Apostles, Epistle to the Romans, I. Epistle to the Corinthians, II. 

Epistle to the Corinthians, Epistle to the Galatians, Epistle to the Ephesians, having been 

transcribed by some Indian Jew, of which the copy is in the Buchanan Collection marked Oo.I.16, 

is here omitted.”55 This statement shows that Yeates was not attempting a neutral diplomatic 

reproduction of the broader Cochin corpus but rather an edited, selective copy shaped by his own 

                                                 
55 Thomas Yeates, editorial note on fol. 427 of Gaster Hebrew MS 1616 (copy dated 1810), John Rylands Library, 

University of Manchester, digitized manuscript images, The University of Manchester Digital Collections, accessed 

May 28, 2026, https://www.digitalcollections.manchester.ac.uk/view/MS-GASTER-HEBREW-01616/1. 
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judgments. Because Justin and Michael van Rensburg later relied primarily on this Yeates-

mediated Manchester witness for their modern translation project, their rendering inherits a layer 

of nineteenth-century editorial intervention that must be distinguished from the direct evidence of 

the individual Cambridge manuscript.  

Accordingly, the comparison tables below are based on direct consultation of Cambridge MS 

Oo.1.16.2 and are intended to reflect the wording of that witness rather than later harmonized or 

reconstructed forms. 

Table 2. The Four Horsemen (Revelation 6:1–8) 

Ref. Greek (excerpt) Syriac (Peshitta) (excerpt) Cochin Hebrew (excerpt) 

Revelation 

6:7–8 

Καὶ ὅτε ἤνοιξεν τὴν 

σφραγῖδα τὴν τετάρτην, 

ἤκουσα φωνὴν τοῦ 

τετάρτου ζῴου λέγοντος, 

Ἔρχου. 

καὶ εἶδον, καὶ ἰδοὺ ἵππος 

χλωρός, καὶ ὁ καθήμενος 

ἐπάνω αὐτοῦ ὄνομα αὐτῷ 

[ὁ] Θάνατος, καὶ ὁ ᾅδης 

ἠκολούθει μετ' αὐτοῦ· καὶ 

ἐδόθη αὐτοῖς ἐξουσία ἐπὶ 

τὸ τέταρτον τῆς γῆς, 

ἀποκτεῖναι ἐν ῥομφαίᾳ καὶ 

ἐν λιμῷ καὶ ἐν θανάτῳ καὶ 

ὑπὸ τῶν θηρίων τῆς γῆς. 

ܕ ܐ
ܰ
ܚ ܘܟ 

ܰ
ܬ 
 
ܥܳܐ ܦ ܒ 

ܰ
ܥܳܐ ܛ ܐܪܒ 

ܰ  
 ܕ

ܐ ܐ ܫܶܡܥܶܬ 
ܳ

ܐ ܩܳܠ
ܳ
ܚܰܝܽܘܬ 

 
ܐ ܕ

ܳ
ܐܡܪ

ܳ  
 ܕ

ܐ
ܳ  
ܐ ܀ ܬ ܝܬ 

ܺ
ܚܙ
ܰ
ܩܳܐ ܣܽܘܣܝܳܐ ܘ

ܳ
 ܝܽܘܪ

ܫܡܶܗ
ܰ
ܗܰܘ ܘ

 
ܐ ܕ ܒ 

ܶ
ܝܳܬ 
 
ܘܗ݈ܝ ܕ

ܰ
 ܥܠ

ܐ
ܳ  
ܫܝܽܘܠ ܡܰܘܬ

ܰ
ܐ ܘ

ܳ
ܗ ܢܩܺܝܦ 

ܶ
 ܠ

ܐ ܝܗܶܒ 
ܺ
ܐܬ 
ܶ
ܗ ܘ

ܶ
ܐ ܠ

ܳ
ܢ
ܳ
 ܥܰܠ ܫܽܘܠܛ

ܥܳܗ ܘܒ 
ܽ
ܐܪܥܳܐ ܪ

ܰ  
ܠ ܕ

ܶ
ܢܩܰܛ

ܰ  
ܐ ܕ ܳ ܚܰܪܒ   ܒ 

ܐ
ܳ
ܢ ܦ 
ܰ
ܟ  ܒ 
ܰ
ܐ ܘ

ܳ  
ܡܰܘܬ ܒ 

ܰ
ܐ ܘ

ܳ
ܚܰܝܽܘܬ  ܒ 

ܰ
 ܘ

ܐܪܥܳܐ
ܰ  
܀ ܕ  

וכיון שפתח חתימת הרביעי 

שמעתי החיה הרביעי אומר בא 

ואמץ וראה׃ וראיתי סוס אחד ברד 

וזה שישב עליו היה שמו מלאך 

המות והגיהנם הלך אחריו ולו 

נותן רשות להמית חלק רביעי על 

הארץ בחרב וברעב ובמות וע֞י 

 חיות הארץ׃

Source: Greek text from BibleHub; Syriac Peshitta from Peshitta.eu; Cochin Hebrew from 

Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.16.2, consulted directly by the author. 

Brief note: Cochin Revelation 6:7–8 and Zechariah 6:1–8. The Cochin Hebrew phrasing in 

Revelation 6:7–8 invites comparison with Zechariah 6, where differently marked horses appear in 

a judgment vision and are sent across the earth, including the “strong and mottled horse.” Without 

implying direct quotation, the overlap is best treated as a Hebrew-biblical resonance: it shows that 
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the Cochin rendering comfortably packages Revelation’s imagery in terms familiar from 

prophetic-vision language. 

Table 3. The 144,000 (Revelation 7:1–8; 14:1–5) 

Ref. Greek (excerpt) 
Syriac (Peshitta) 

(excerpt) 
Cochin Hebrew (excerpt) 

Revelation 

7:3–4 

λέγων· Μὴ ἀδικήσητε τὴν 

γῆν μήτε τὴν θάλασσαν 

μήτε τὰ δένδρα, ἄχρι 

σφραγίσωμεν τοὺς δούλους 

τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῶν ἐπὶ τῶν 

μετώπων αὐτῶν. Καὶ 

ἤκουσα τὸν ἀριθμὸν τῶν 

ἐσφραγισμένων, ἑκατὸν 

τεσσεράκοντα τέσσαρες 

χιλιάδες, ἐσφραγισμένοι ἐκ 

πάσης φυλῆς υἱῶν Ἰσραήλ· 

ܐܡܰܪ 3
ܶ
ܐ ܘ

ܳ
ܘܢ ܠܰ

ܽ
ܗܪ

ܰ  
ܪܥܳܐ ܬ

ܰ
 ܠܰ

ܐ
ܳ

ܐ ܠܝܰܡܳܐ ܘܠܰ
ܳ

ܠ ܐܦ 
ܳ
ܐ ܘ

ܶ
ܢ
ܳ
ܝܠ

ܺ
 ܠܰ

ܡܳܐ
ܰ
ܘܡ ܥܕ 

ܽ  
ܚܬ

ܶ
ܢ
 
ܘܗ݈ܝ ܕ

ܰ  
ܕ  ܠܥܰܒ 

ܗܳܐ
ܳ
ܐܠ

ܰ  
ܐ ܐܕ ܝܬ 

ܶ ܝܗܽܘܢ ܒ 
ܰ
 4܀ ܥܰܝܢ

ܐ ܐ ܘܫܶܡܥܶܬ 
ܳ
ܝܡܶܐ ܡܶܢܝܳܢ

ܺ
ܚܬ 
ܰ  
 ܡܳܐܐ ܕ

ܥܺܝܢ ܐܪܒ 
ܰ
ܥܳܐ ܘ ܐܪܒ 

ܰ
ܝܢ ܘ

ܺ
ܠܦ 
ܰ
 ܡܶܢ ܐ

ܽܠ ܢ ܟ  ܳ ܐܝܶܠ ܫܰܪܒ 
ܳ
ܐܝܣܪ

ܺ  
܀ ܕ  

ואמר אל תזיקו להארץ ולהים או 

ו על מצחות עברי  לעץ עד שאתן ת 

ה֞׃ ושמעתי המספר מאילו שנחתמו 

היה מאה וארבע וארבעים אלפים 

ישראל׃ שנחתמו ממשפחות בני  

Revelation 

14:1 

καὶ εἶδον, καὶ ἰδοὺ τὸ 

ἀρνίον ἑστὸς ἐπὶ τὸ ὄρος 

σιών, καὶ μετ᾽ αὐτοῦ 

ἑκατὸν τεσσεράκοντα 

τέσσαρες χιλιάδες ἔχουσαι 

τὸ ὄνομα αὐτοῦ καὶ τὸ 

ὄνομα τοῦ πατρὸς αὐτοῦ 

γεγραμμένον ἐπὶ τῶν 

μετώπων αὐτῶν. 

ܐ ܝܬ 
ܺ
ܚܙ
ܰ
ܐ ܘܗܳܐ ܘ

ܳ
ܡܪ

ܶ
ܡ ܐ

ܶ
 ܥܰܠ ܩܳܐ

ܐ
ܳ
ܘܪ

ܽ
ܨܶܗܝܽܘܢ ܛ

 
 ܡܳܐܐ ܘܥܰܡܶܗ ܕ

ܥܺܝܢ ܐܪܒ 
ܰ
ܥܳܐ ܘ ܐܪܒ 

ܰ
ܝܢ ܘ

ܺ
ܠܦ 
ܰ
 ܐ

ܝܗܽܘܢ
ܰ
ܥܠ
ܰ  
ܫܡܳܐ ܫܡܶܗ ܕ

ܰ
 ܘ

ܘܗ݈ܝ ܽ ܐܒ 
ܰ  
ܐ ܕ ܝܒ 

ܺ
ܬ  ܐ ܥܰܠ ܟ  ܝܬ 

ܶ  ܒ 

ܝܗܽܘܢ
ܰ
܀ ܥܰܝܢ  

וראיתי שה אחד עמד על הר ציון 

ועמו מאה וארבע וארבעים אלפים 

ועל מצחותיהם נכתב שמו ושם 

 אביו

Revelation 

14:4 

οὗτοί εἰσιν οἳ μετὰ 

γυναικῶν οὐκ 

ἐμολύνθησαν· παρθένοι 

γάρ εἰσιν· οὗτοι οἱ 

ἀκολουθοῦντες τῷ ἀρνίῳ 

ὅπου ἂν ὑπάγῃ. 

ܝܢ 4
ܶ
ܘܢ ܗܳܠ

ܽ
ܢ
ܶ
ܝܢ ܐ

ܶ
ܝܠ
ܰ
ܥܰܡ ܐ

 
ܫܶܐ ܕ

ܶ
 ܢ

ܐ
ܳ

ܫܘ ܠܰ
ܰ
ܘ
ܰ
ܛ
 
ܬ
ܶ
ܐ ܐ

ܶ
ܘܠܰ

ܽ
ܬ 
ܝܪ ܒ  ܶ  ܓ 

ܝܗܽܘܢ
ܰ
ܝܬ 
ܺ
ܝܢ ܐ

ܶ
ܘܗ݈ܝ ܗܳܠ

ܽ  
ܩܦ
ܰ
ܢ
 
 ܕ

ܐ
ܳ
ܡܪ

ܶ
ܽܠ ܠܰ ܪ ܟ  ܰ ܠ ܟ 

ܰ
ܐܙ
ܺ
ܢ
 
ܝܢ ܕ

ܶ
 ܗܳܠ

ואלו המה שלא חטאו בנשים והם 

כבתולות והולכים אחר השה והמה 

 :נקנים לבכורת ה֞ והשה
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ܢܘ ܶ ܒ 
 
ܙܕ
ܶ
ܫܳܐ ܡܶܢ ܐ

ܳ
ܐ ܐ݈ܢ

ܳ
ܫܺܝܬ 

ܺ
 ܪ

ܗܳܐ
ܳ
ܠ

ܰ
ܐ ܠܰ

ܳ
ܡܪ

ܶ
܀ ܘܠܰ  

Revelation 

14:5 

καὶ ἐν τῷ στόματι αὐτῶν 

οὐχ εὑρέθη ψεῦδος· 

ἄμωμοι γάρ εἰσιν. 

ܘܡܗܽܘܢ 5
ܽ
ܦ  ܒ 
ܰ  
ܐ ܕ

ܳ
ܐ ܠܰ ܚܰܬ  ܟ 

ܰ  
ܫܬ

ܶ
 ܐ

ܐ
ܳ
ܘܬ 
ܽ
ܠ ܳ ܓ 

ܰ  
ܐ ܕ

ܳ
ܠܰ

 
ܝܪ ܡܽܘܡ ܕ ܶ  ܓ 

ܘܢ
ܽ
ܢ
ܶ
܀ ܐ  

ברוחם רמיה והם נקיים לפני  ואין

 הכסא ה֞:

Source: Greek text from BibleHub; Syriac Peshitta from Peshitta.eu; Cochin Hebrew from 

Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.16.2, consulted directly by the author. 

Alignment observations (Revelation 14:1–5) 

In Revelation 14:1–5, the main point is that the Cochin Hebrew preserves the same broad sequence 

as the Greek and Syriac, repeatedly packaging it in Semitic and post-biblical Hebrew terms. In 

Revelation 7:3–4, the use of ו  for the mark on the forehead gives the sealing scene a distinctly ת 

Hebrew-biblical coloring. In Revelation 14:1, the formula “His name and the Father’s name” 

appears in a semiticized form, and in Revelation 14:4–5 the moral description is rendered in post-

biblical Hebrew diction. Some expressions remain close to Syriac at the passage level, but such 

agreement does not, by itself, determine the direction or origin of the reading. The significance of 

the table, therefore, is cumulative rather than demonstrative: the Cochin text follows the inherited 

sequence while repeatedly expressing it in Semitic and post-biblical Hebrew terms. 

Brief note: sealing in Revelation 7 and marking in Ezekiel 9. The Cochin Hebrew of Revelation 

7:3–4 strengthens the resonance with Ezekiel 9 by using ו ו עַל־מִצְח֣וֹת) for the forehead mark ת   – ת ָּ֜

“mark upon the forehead”). The point is not to prove direct dependence but to note that the Hebrew 

rendering expresses the sealing motif in a recognizably Hebrew-biblical way that fits the 

manuscript's broader Semitic profile. 

7. Counterarguments and Alternative Explanations 

The article’s argument is cumulative and must be tested against several serious alternative 

explanations. No single feature of the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts proves descent from an early 

Semitic source layer. The question is not whether every alternative model can be ruled out, but 

whether the corpus is better explained by a layered multilingual history—including European 

vernacular mediation, multiple hands, and possible multiple translators—than by a simplified 

single-source account. 
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A first objection is that these manuscripts might simply be late Hebrew translations prepared for 

Jewish-Christian polemic. That possibility must be taken seriously, especially because the extant 

codices are early modern and some added notes clearly reflect polemical use. Even so, the 

recurring patterns of stable idiom, Hebrew-Aramaic contact, and cross-witness consistency are not 

easily explained as the result of a merely ad hoc translation exercise. 

Additionally, the use of “Yeshu” should not automatically be treated as inherently derogatory. In 

some early Jewish and Aramaic contexts, it may instead reflect dialectal pronunciation of 

“Yeshua,” especially in Galilean speech, rather than deliberate hostility.56 

Furthermore, the manuscript’s polemical character is an important clue to how the extant copy was 

used. Earlier researchers noted hostile marginal remarks and anti-Christian annotations 

surrounding the text.57 These comments indicate that the manuscript was treated as a tool for study, 

rebuttal, and argument rather than for belief or devotion. That matters for the broader question of 

source history: if the scribe already possessed an older Hebrew New Testament witness, a new 

Hebrew copy would not have been necessary merely for polemical consultation. The very act of 

recopying into Hebrew, therefore, suggests that something more than simple anti-Christian utility 

may be involved. 

A second objection is that the linguistic profile may reflect the typical habits of early modern 

Jewish Hebraists rather than an older source layer. In principle, a skilled translator could reproduce 

post-biblical diction, rabbinic-style forms, and even some Semitic idioms. The argument, 

therefore, rests not on isolated forms but on the density, recurrence, and distribution of these 

features across multiple witnesses. 

                                                 
56 On “Yeshu” as a possible dialectal or regional pronunciation rather than an inherently polemical form, see David 

Flusser, Jesus, trans. J. R. Porter (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, 1997), 15; Joachim Jeremias, New Testament Theology: 

The Proclamation of Jesus, trans. John Bowden (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1971), 5; and Tal Ilan, 

Lexicon of Jewish Names in Late Antiquity, Part I: Palestine 330 BCE–200 CE (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2002), 

126–28. The point here is not to deny that the term could acquire hostile force in later usage, but to caution against 

assuming that every occurrence must be read that way in its earliest context. 
57 Claims about hostile marginal remarks, anti-Christian framing, and polemical endnotes in MS Oo.1.32 should be 

tied directly to the manuscript images and, where applicable, to Schiller-Szinessy’s unpublished catalogue notes and 

the Cambridge Digital Library record. See Cambridge University Library, “Hebrew Translation of the New 

Testament (MS Oo.1.32),” Cambridge Digital Library, accessed April 18, 2026, 

https://cudl.lib.cam.ac.uk/view/MS-OO-00001-00032/1; Salomon Marcus Schiller-Szinessy, unpublished catalogue 

notes on Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32, Cambridge University Library, Cambridge; and Stefan C. Reif, 

Hebrew Manuscripts at Cambridge University Library: A Description and Introduction (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1997).  
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This point highlights the difference between a rough Semitic source profile and the more polished 

Hebrew one would expect from a later learned rabbinic redactor. Acts 4:13 describes Peter and 

John as untrained in formal scholarly culture, and that distinction matters here: the unevenness of 

the Cochin Revelation is more consistent with inherited transmission than with a newly composed 

scholarly Hebraizing text.585960  

A further issue concerns the manuscript’s traces of European vernacular. Some proper names and 

lexical items suggest mediation through languages such as Portuguese, while earlier scholarship 

and more recent work also identify traces of Dutch and German. These are historically intelligible 

in an eighteenth-century Cochin setting shaped by Dutch political rule, missionary networks, and 

the circulation of European paper and books. Such features, therefore, require systematic treatment 

as part of the manuscript’s mixed translational environment rather than as isolated curiosities in 

names and loanwords.61 

The personal names in the Cochin Cambridge New Testament suggest a mixed translational 

environment shaped primarily by Hebrew and Latin Vulgate influences, with a smaller but 

noticeable Portuguese element; this pattern may reflect the work of different scribes or stages of 

copying. For example, in Matthew 4:18, Peter appears as Kepha, yet elsewhere in Matthew he is 

rendered as Pedro, aligning with the Portuguese Bible tradition rather than the Latin Petrus. By 

contrast, John in the Cochin Matthew is consistently rendered as the Hebrew Yochanan, which 

aligns with neither the Portuguese João nor the Latin Ioannes, although Revelation preserves 

forms such as Yohannes and Ye’hannos, which are closer to Latinized patterns. Likewise, Joseph 

in Matthew 1–2 consistently appears as the Hebrew name Yoseph, which does not follow the 

Portuguese José but corresponds more closely to the Latin Joseph, while Mary appears as Mariam 

rather than the shared Latin and Portuguese Maria. These naming patterns suggest that the 

                                                 
58 On the distinction between ordinary or less formal Semitic register and later learned rabbinic Hebrew, compare 

Angel Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language, trans. John Elwolde (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1993), 202–8; William M. Schniedewind, A Social History of Hebrew: Its Origins Through the Rabbinic 

Period (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 2013); and Moshe Bar-Asher, The Language of the Mishnah 

(Jerusalem: Bialik Institute, 2012). The argument here is not that roughness proves antiquity, but that it is not what 

one would most expect from a polished early modern scholarly Hebraizing exercise. 
59 Angel Sáenz-Badillos, A History of the Hebrew Language, trans. John Elwolde (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1993), 202–205. 
60 Colette Sirat, Hebrew Manuscripts of the Middle Ages, ed. and trans. Nicholas de Lange (Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 2002), 115. 
61 Franz Delitzsch, trans., Hebrew New Testament (London: Trinitarian Bible Society, 1998). The reference here is 

to Delitzsch’s Hebrew New Testament version as a later comparative witness, not to his 1870 monograph Paulus 

des Apostels Brief an die Römer, which is a separate work. 
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collection was not dependent on a single European source alone, but reflects a layered process of 

standardization in which Hebrew forms, Latin Vulgate influence, and occasional Portuguese forms 

were selectively adopted, possibly under the influence of different scribes working within a 

multilingual environment shaped by interaction with Portuguese Catholic communities on the west 

coast of India, where the Latin Vulgate functioned as the principal biblical text.62 

A third issue is that Syriac influence might explain many of the Semitic characteristics without 

requiring an earlier Hebrew source. Some readings in Matthew and Revelation closely match 

Syriac forms. Therefore, comparing Syriac is relevant to this study. However, agreement at the 

passage level does not fully account for the broader Hebrew profile, especially when the wording 

is strongly rooted in post-biblical Hebrew. 

A fourth concern is that the corpus may consist of layered materials rather than a single uniform 

textual entity. This possibility should not be treated as a weakness in the argument but as part of 

the manuscripts' historical reality. In different ways, Delitzsch, Weinstein, and more recent work 

by Mascha van Dort all point to multiple phases of copying, distinct scribal competencies, and the 

possibility of more than one translational stratum. The Cambridge Cochin manuscripts are 

therefore best approached as related but non-identical witnesses, whose internal differences require 

explanation rather than minimization. 

The historical and material context reinforces this point. European paper, Dutch governance, and 

the presence of a Hebrew Qur’an from the same milieu all argue against treating the New 

Testament manuscripts in isolation. These factors do not determine translation direction, but they 

do require a historically grounded method that integrates codicology, provenance, colonial history, 

and multilingual comparison. Within that broader frame, the Cambridge manuscripts are best 

understood as products of an intelligible eighteenth-century Cochin translation culture. 

A fifth concern is selection bias. Because this article uses representative passages and selective 

comparison tables rather than a complete diplomatic edition, some examples may appear stronger 

than others. The argument should therefore be read as cumulative and provisional, pending fuller 

transcription and broader collation. 

Taken together, these objections help define the proper scope of the argument. This study does not 

claim to provide direct proof of descent from a single early Roman-period exemplar. It argues 

                                                 
62 Stephen Neill, A History of Christianity in India: The Beginnings to AD 1707 (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press, 1984), 114–116. 
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more narrowly that the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts preserve a constellation of linguistic, 

idiomatic, and comparative features that the simplest late-translation model cannot fully explain. 

Whether that constellation is best understood as inherited Hebrew Vorlage, Syriac-mediated 

Semitic transmission, or a layered mixture of both remains a question for further research. 

7.1 Comparative Visualization: Matthew 1-4, Matthew 5-21, and Jude within the Cochin 

Manuscript Complex 

Set within the broader Cochin manuscript complex, the Matthew evidence is most persuasive when 

considered in terms of distribution rather than value judgment. The strongest concentration of 

Meshicha and MarYah / di-MarYah occurs in the opening section of Matthew, although MarYah 

also appears later, including in chapter 21. This pattern shows that Syriac-adjacent influence is 

bounded and cannot account for the whole Gospel.63 At the same time, the pronoun data 

complicates any broader claim of consistent Syriacization: while the opening section preserves a 

mixed profile, the manuscript’s ordinary grammar is overwhelmingly Hebrew in Matthew 5–21. 

That distinction helps explain why Justin and Michael van Rensburg differentiate Revelation, 

James, and Jude64 from the rest of the collection,65 and why the Gospel evidence itself must still 

be evaluated section by section. 

The use of Luther or the Dutch Statenvertaling as a source aids in an eighteenth-century Cochin 

setting, but it does not, by itself, establish that the surviving Hebrew text is simply a direct 

derivative of those versions. Source consultation must be distinguished methodologically from 

grammatical profile, idiomatic distribution, and the internal evidence of layered transmission. 

Even if European Bibles were available and consulted in the production or revision of some 

portions of the corpus, that fact alone does not explain why the Cambridge witnesses repeatedly 

preserve post-biblical Hebrew diction, Hebrew-Aramaic contact phenomena, and bounded internal 

                                                 
63 Traditions of avoiding direct writing or pronunciation of the divine name are reflected in both rabbinic and earlier 

Jewish sources. See Babylonian Talmud, Avodah Zarah 17b–18a, and the Scholion on Megillat Taʿanit regarding 

the decrees associated with Antiochus IV Epiphanes and the Maccabean period. These sources are not cited here to 

claim a direct line of transmission from antiquity to the Cochin manuscripts, but to show that the use of substitute 

forms for the divine name has a long, historically attested background in Jewish textual culture. 
64 Justin J. van Rensburg and Michael van Rensburg, “Authentic Hebrew Revelation, James and Jude—as Contained 

in C.U.L. Oo.1.16 and Oo.1.32,” HebrewGospels.com, accessed May 29, 2026, 

https://www.hebrewgospels.com/introduction-other-nt. 
65 Justin J. van Rensburg and Michael van Rensburg, “Hebrew New Testament from Cochin, India,” 

HebrewGospels.com, accessed May 29, 2026, https://www.hebrewgospels.com/nt-cochin. 
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differentiation across books and sections rather than a more uniform Europeanizing translation 

profile.  

Mascha van Dort’s historical work argues that the manuscripts were produced for Ezekiel Rahabi 

and that Luther and the Statenvertaling served as sources in the eighteenth-century translation 

process.66 In this respect, evidence of source use remains historically important, but it cannot 

substitute for direct analysis of the Hebrew wording itself. 

Read within the paper’s broader historical reconstruction, the Matthew distribution is consistent 

with a layered production history rather than a single uniform act of translation. The opening 

chapters preserve the strongest concentration of Syriac-adjacent theological titles and a mixed 

pronoun profile, while Matthew 5–21 overwhelmingly reverts to ordinary Hebrew morphology. 

Gebhardt-Klein’s comparison of Jude in Oo.1.32 with Walton’s Polyglot Peshitta67 points in the 

same direction: at key points, Jude cannot be reduced to the Syriac tradition alone. Taken together, 

these data support the article’s central methodological claim that the Cambridge Cochin New 

Testament is best understood as a stratified manuscript complex whose internal differences require 

section-by-section evaluation rather than a single-source explanation. 

Table 4. Comparative distribution of Syriac-adjacent features in Matthew and Jude  

Comparative 

Focus 

Matthew 1–4 / 

Primary Zone of 

Early Features 

Matthew 5–21 or 

Jude / Later or 

Distinct Layer 

Primary 

Witness 

Interpretive 

Significance 

Syriac/Aramaic 

theological titles 

Meshicha appears 

at Matthew 1:1, 

1:16, 1:18, and 

2:4; MarYah/di-

MarYah occurs in 

six opening-

section instances. 

The strongest 

concentration is in 

Matthew 1–4, 

though MarYah 

also appears later, 

including Matthew 

21. 

Oo.1.32 

(Matthew) 

Shows a sharply 

bounded opening 

theological 

register rather than 

a uniform profile 

across the Gospel. 

                                                 
66 Mascha van Dort, Leopold Immanuel Jacob van Dort, a Learned Jewish-Christian Man from Dordrecht (self-

published biography, ResearchGate PDF), sections on Van Dort’s work in Cochin and the Hebrew New Testament 

translation, accessed May 29, 2026, https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Mascha-Van-

Dort/publication/366177343_Index_book_Leopold_Immanuel_Jacob_van_Dort_a_learned_Jewish-

Christian_man_from_Dordrecht/links/6394cd7c11e9f00cda357e9c/Index-book-Leopold-Immanuel-Jacob-van-Dort-

a-learned-Jewish-Christian-man-from-Dordrecht.pdf. 
67 Joseph Gebhardt-Klein, “The Epistle of Jude from the Travancore-Cochin, India Manuscript of the Rabbinical-

Hebrew New Testament: Compared to the Peshitta of Walton’s Polyglot,” revised 2024, Academia.edu, based on 

Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32, ff. 160a–b. 
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Pronoun 

morphology: 

Lehon vs. Lahem 

The opening 

section preserves 

a mixed profile, 

including 

exceptional Lehon 

forms. 

Lahem dominates 

in Matthew 5–21; 

Lehon becomes 

exceptional. 

Oo.1.32 

(Matthew) 

Makes the 

grammatical shift 

from the opening 

chapters to the 

later Gospel 

visually explicit. 

Jude in relation 

to the Peshitta 

Gebhardt-Klein 

compares Jude in 

Oo.1.32 with 

Walton’s Polyglot 

Peshitta. 

Jude 13, 16, 22, 

and 23 resist 

reduction to the 

Peshitta alone. 

Oo.1.32 

(Jude) 

Shows that at least 

one part of the 

corpus cannot be 

collapsed into a 

simple Syriac-

source 

explanation. 

Source: Cambridge University Library MS Oo.1.32 and Joseph Gebhardt-Klein’s comparison of 

Jude with Walton’s Polyglot Peshitta, synthesized by the author. 

The comparison suggests a clear overall pattern. The evidence does not support describing the 

Cambridge Cochin New Testament as either uniformly Syriac or uniformly non-Syriac; rather, it 

points to a patterned internal differentiation. In Matthew, Syriac-adjacent titles are most 

systematically concentrated in the opening theological register, though MarYah also appears 

sporadically later, including in chapter 21, while the later chapters overwhelmingly follow 

standard Hebrew morphology. The pronoun data is especially important because it shows that 

everyday grammar is not consistently Syriacized: Lahem is the dominant form overall, and Lehon 

becomes exceptional outside the opening section. This distinction may help explain why Justin 

and Michael van Rensburg differentiate Revelation, James, and Jude from the rest of the collection, 

and why no single judgment should be extended automatically across the corpus. 

Mascha van Dort’s reconstruction of Rahabi’s patronage and of Van Dort’s participation remains 

historically important, but provenance alone does not determine textual ancestry. The Matthew 

distribution and the Jude comparison instead suggest a more complex picture: some sections may 

reflect later finishing or regularization, while others preserve a more clearly bounded Semitic 

profile. In this respect, the present paper departs from both Delitzsch’s older Peshitta-reduction 

model and newer tendencies to collapse the corpus into a single European-source explanation. The 

evidence does not justify treating the Cambridge Cochin New Testament as a monolithic witness, 

and Delitzsch’s judgments must be read within the material limits of nineteenth-century 

manuscript access rather than as final authority on the Cambridge corpus. 
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That conclusion has an important methodological consequence: judgments about one book or one 

section cannot automatically be extended to the whole corpus. Even if some parts of the Cambridge 

Cochin New Testament ultimately prove to be later translations or revisions, that would not by 

itself determine the ancestry of every other part. The internal evidence instead points toward mixed 

transmission and requires book-by-book and, at times, section-by-section evaluation. 

This cumulative internal evidence also requires a reassessment of the scholars and interpreters who 

have treated the Cochin Hebrew New Testament tradition as textually secondary, derivative, or 

otherwise lacking independent value. Franz Delitzsch and Solomon Schechter each approached 

the corpus with assumptions that tended to minimize its linguistic and textual significance, whether 

by treating difficult readings as signs of inferiority, as evidence of polemical corruption, or as 

evidence of secondary dependence. More recently, Justin and Michael van Rensburg have rightly 

drawn attention to the Cochin Revelation, James, and Jude, yet their reliance on a modern 

composite text for Revelation and their broader differentiation of the corpus can still risk obscuring 

the evidentiary value of the individual Cambridge witnesses. Against such judgments, the present 

study has argued from concrete internal data: the sharply bounded Syriac-adjacent title register in 

Matthew 1–4 followed by the overwhelming return to ordinary Hebrew morphology in Matthew 

5–21; Jude’s resistance at key points to reduction to the Peshitta alone; the Cochin Revelation’s 

preservation of “the First and the Last” rather than Freiburg HS 314’s “Aleph and the Tav”; and 

the lexical-rhetorical thread linking Matthew 5:3 with Revelation 3:17–18 through ע־נ־י and 

wisdom-prophetic language. These are not the marks of a corpus that can simply be dismissed as 

a rough late translation. They are better explained as evidence of layered transmission in which 

the extant manuscripts preserve Semitic textual material of genuine independent value. 

The strongest evidence in this study comes from the convergence of several internal patterns: 

bounded Syriac-adjacent forms in Matthew 1–4 followed by ordinary Hebrew morphology in 

Matthew 5–21; Jude’s resistance at key points to reduction to the Peshitta; the Cochin Revelation’s 

preservation of “the First and the Last” rather than Freiburg HS 314’s “Aleph and the Tav”; and 

recurring post-biblical Hebrew diction together with Hebrew-Aramaic contact phenomena across 

the manuscript complex. Taken together, these features do not prove a single ancient exemplar, 

but they do weigh against treating the Cambridge Cochin corpus as merely derivative or wholly 

reducible to Syriac or European source traditions. 
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8. Significance for Hebrew Manuscript Studies and Global Christianity 

The significance of the Cambridge Cochin Hebrew New Testament manuscripts extends beyond 

the narrower question of whether they preserve a late Hebrew translation or a more deeply rooted 

Semitic textual profile. They matter first for Hebrew manuscript studies because they show that 

Christian scripture could circulate in Hebrew within Jewish settings not only as an object of 

polemical engagement but also as a text copied, preserved, annotated, and reused within 

manuscript cultures shaped by post-biblical Hebrew learning. In that respect, the Cambridge 

witnesses complicate any simple division between “Jewish” and “Christian” textual worlds. 

Although the Cochin Hebrew New Testament has not been entirely neglected, the corpus still 

requires more sustained scholarly review. Important contributions by Walter J. Fischel, Meir Bar-

Ilan, and Mascha van Dort have clarified aspects of Cochin Jewish history, manuscript culture, 

and transmission, yet the Cambridge manuscripts themselves remain underexamined in terms of 

linguistic profile, codicological layering, internal differentiation, and comparative textual 

affiliation. The present study should therefore be understood not as the conclusion of the 

discussion, but as a call for more detailed manuscript-based scholarship on a corpus whose 

historical and textual significance has not yet been fully assessed. 

The Cochin setting remains important. Scholarship on the Jews of Cochin, especially J. B. Segal’s 

work on communal history and families such as the Rahabis, shows that these manuscripts should 

not be treated merely as items in a colonial archive. Even if the surviving codices reflect broader 

early modern Jewish scribal and material networks, their transmission through Cochin Jewish 

ownership and preservation remains a significant part of their textual afterlife. 

More specifically, the present analysis engages a substantial portion of the Cochin Cambridge New 

Testament corpus and finds that the strongest evidence is unevenly distributed across the books 

examined. Some books not treated in the main analysis do not presently show the kinds of post-

biblical Hebrew and Hebrew-Aramaic contact markers most relevant to the argument advanced 

here. Even so, the broader corpus preserved in the Cochin Cambridge manuscripts still warrants 

closer book-by-book study, since the evidence already surveyed suggests that no single judgment 

should be extended automatically across the whole collection. 
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9. Conclusion 

This article does not claim to resolve the full origin of the Cambridge Cochin corpus. It does, 

however, aim to render the continued dismissal of these manuscripts methodologically untenable. 

If that narrower point holds, the principal goal of the study has been achieved: to establish that the 

corpus merits direct collation, closer philological scrutiny, and renewed scholarly attention as a 

layered Semitic textual witness of genuine independent value. 

The Cambridge Cochin Hebrew New Testament manuscripts—MS Oo.1.32, MS Oo.1.16.1, and 

MS Oo.1.16.2—should no longer be treated simply as late polemical Hebrew copies of Christian 

scripture. Although the extant codices are early modern and reflect later copying, use, and 

annotation, their recurring internal profile—post-biblical Hebrew diction, Hebrew-Aramaic 

contact, stable idiomatic patterns, and selected comparative alignments with Greek and Syriac—

cannot be explained adequately by a simple model of ad hoc late retroversion alone. The argument 

advanced here is limited: it does not claim descent from a single ancient exemplar, but it does 

contend that these witnesses preserve a stable Semitic textual profile that merits substantially 

closer scholarly attention. 

More broadly, this study argues for a methodological correction. Early modern codices should not 

be dismissed as textually secondary merely because their extant form is late, nor should polemical 

framing, paratextual reuse, or multilingual transmission be allowed to settle in advance the 

question of textual profile. In the case of the Cambridge Cochin manuscripts, codicology, linguistic 

register, and comparative evidence together point to a more complex history than the standard late-

translation model can comfortably accommodate. These manuscripts, therefore, matter not only 

for the history of Hebrew New Testament transmission but also for broader questions about 

Jewish-Christian textual encounter, manuscript reuse, and the persistence of Semitic textuality in 

unexpected archival settings. 

For that reason, the Cambridge Cochin Hebrew New Testament should no longer be described in 

broad terms that reduce it to merely secondary, derivative, or textually expendable status, whether 

in earlier assessments by Franz Delitzsch and Solomon Schechter or in more recent discussion by 

Justin and Michael van Rensburg. 

Future research should extend direct manuscript comparison through selected passage-by-passage 

collation, especially where the present argument makes its strongest claims about translation 

direction, inherited Semitic idiom, and cross-witness stability. This work should also include a 
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targeted side-by-side comparison of the New Testament books addressed in this study—that is, the 

canonical corpus, excluding First and Second Timothy, Titus, Jude, and Philemon. Those excluded 

books are not omitted arbitrarily: in the present state of analysis, they do not exhibit the Hebrew 

markers most relevant to the argument advanced here. First–Second Timothy and Titus are also 

not texts in which such markers would necessarily be expected, since many scholars regard them 

as later writings, dating to roughly a century after Paul. The comparison should therefore focus on 

the books in which the relevant post-biblical Hebrew and Hebrew-Aramaic contact features recur, 

while still leaving open the possibility of more extensive testing of the excluded books for other 

kinds of evidence. The principal external witnesses most often invoked in discussions of the 

Cochin manuscripts remain the Greek text, the Syriac Peshitta, Luther’s German Bible, the Dutch 

Statenvertaling, and the Delitzsch Hebrew New Testament. The purpose of such a comparison 

would not be merely to identify similarities but to determine whether specific Cochin readings can 

be reduced to those traditions or whether they preserve features that resist explanation as direct 

translations from them. Such testing would strengthen the article’s broader methodological claim 

that the corpus must be evaluated book by book rather than assigned a single-source explanation 

in advance. Such work should compare the relevant Cochin witnesses line by line and, where 

useful, place them alongside comparison texts in Greek and Syriac. The aim is not merely to 

accumulate additional examples but to test whether the patterns identified here hold across a 

broader body of evidence. 
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Appendix A. Methodological Clarifications 

This appendix clarifies several methodological points raised in the article. It does not present new 

evidence. Its purpose is to explain how the study distinguishes among linguistic register, 

codicological setting, provenance, and textual profile. 

1. Distinguishing inherited Semitic idiom from early modern Hebraizing 

The argument of this article does not rest on isolated post-biblical words or on the mere presence 

of rabbinic-style Hebrew. A skilled early modern Hebraist could reproduce some of these features. 

The stronger evidence lies in the patterned recurrence of post-biblical vocabulary, Hebrew-

Aramaic contact forms, culture-specific idioms, and bounded agreement across multiple 

manuscript units. The question, therefore, is not simply whether such forms could have been 

imitated, but whether their density and distribution are better explained by inherited Semitic 

textuality than by ad hoc late Hebraizing. 

A smaller subset of the evidence is orthographic. This includes variable spellings, longer and 

shorter written forms, and the treatment of Greek loanwords in Hebrew script. These features are 
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not chronologically decisive on their own, but they qualify as orthographic data in the strict sense 

and may contribute to the corpus’s broader Semitic profile when considered alongside 

morphological, lexical, and idiomatic evidence. 

2. The Cambridge Cochin corpus is not assumed to be uniform 

This study does not assume uniformity across the Cambridge Cochin corpus. The manuscripts are 

distinct codicological units, copied by different hands, and may preserve distinct stages of revision, 

reuse, and transmission. For that reason, the argument is intentionally limited. It claims only that 

recurring internal features visible in more than one witness are more consistent with a sustained 

Semitic textual profile than with a wholly improvised late-translation model. 

This point also affects the method. The Cambridge Cochin New Testament should not be treated 

as a monolithic witness whose entire history can be inferred from a single book, a single translator, 

or a single phase of copying. Because the corpus is already codicologically divided and internally 

uneven, book-by-book and, at times, section-by-section evaluation is required. 

3. Provenance, manuscript date, and textual origin must be distinguished 

A central methodological distinction in this article is the difference among provenance, manuscript 

date, and textual origin. The fact that the surviving Cambridge Cochin codices are early modern 

manuscripts does not, by itself, determine the age or origin of the textual layers they preserve. In 

manuscript studies more broadly, the date of a physical copy is not identical to the date of the text 

it transmits, and later copying does not prove that the text was composed recently. 

For that reason, arguments that move directly from eighteenth-century patronage, copying, or 

ownership to the conclusion that every textual layer in the Cochin corpus must be an eighteenth-

century translation risk conflating distinct questions. This article, therefore, treats provenance and 

codicology as historically important but not self-sufficient. Questions of textual ancestry must 

instead be tested by examining the internal linguistic profile, the distribution of features, 

comparative witnesses, and the possibility that different books or sections preserve different stages 

of transmission. 

A useful methodological parallel appears in other Hebrew works preserved in the Cochin 

manuscript environment. In such cases, the late date of the surviving copy does not, by itself, 

determine the age of the underlying composition. The relevance of that comparison here is 

methodological rather than identical: a late Cochin copy need not be equated with a late textual 

layer. 
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4. Scope of the argument 

The article does not claim to provide direct proof of descent from a single ancient exemplar, nor 

does it argue that every part of the Cambridge Cochin corpus preserves the same depth of Semitic 

evidence. Its narrower claim is that recurring linguistic, idiomatic, and comparative features in the 

principal witnesses are not adequately explained by the simplest late-translation model. 

The burden of argument, therefore, falls not on broad assumptions about what a late manuscript 

must be, but on positive evidence that best explains particular readings, sections, and books. For 

that reason, the study argues for closer manuscript-based evaluation rather than a single-source 

conclusion in advance.  
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Abstract 

This article examines Haim Nachman Bialik’s pivotal activities in Vienna in 1913, during and 

immediately after the 11th Zionist Congress, highlighting two landmark lectures that advanced 

core elements of Zionist cultural ideology. 

In his closing address at the Congress on September 9, 1913, Bialik articulated a powerful vision 

for establishing “The University of the Jewish People” (later realized as the Hebrew University 

of Jerusalem). This speech bridged Theodor Herzl’s earlier practical Zionist foundations in Vienna 

with a deeper spiritual and educational dimension, marking a significant step from abstract ideal 

to concrete institutional planning. 

Shortly afterward, on August 26, 1913, at the Second Conference for the Hebrew Language and 

Culture, Bialik delivered his influential lecture “The Hebrew Book.” The paper presents a new 

English translation of this lecture (based on the 1913 Ha’Shiloah version rather than the later edited 
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1935 collection), accompanied by extensive annotations. Bialik called for a national project to 

compile, select, and concentrate Hebrew literary treasures, both ancient and modern. He advocated 

“reduction and concentration” over unchecked expansion: rescuing Jewish works written in 

foreign languages through Hebrew translation, distinguishing essential national literature from the 

peripheral (echoing historical processes of canonization and Genizah), and creating accessible, 

scientifically grounded yet popular editions for the broader Jewish public. 

Bialik’s address emphasizes the organic connection between literature and national life, the 

centrality of the Hebrew language, and the need to reclaim scattered Jewish spiritual assets. The 

lecture showcases his distinctive stylistic technique of creatively reworking biblical, Talmudic, 

and rabbinic phrases to generate new meanings. 

Overall, Bialik’s 1913 Vienna appearances are presented as defining moments in which he 

championed the spiritual and cultural infrastructure—particularly Hebrew education and 

literature—as essential complements to political Zionism, laying intellectual groundwork that 

continues to influence Jewish cultural revival. 

Key Words 

Haim Nachman Bialik, Vienna 1913, 11th Zionist Congress, Hebrew University, The Hebrew 

Book, Hebrew cultural revival, Jewish literary canon, Spiritual Zionism  

 

I. The idea of establishing "The University of the Jewish People." 

The idea of establishing "The University of the Jewish People" has been integrated into the Zionist 

vision from its beginning. However, there was one specific day, September 9, 1913, when this 

vision began to move from an abstract idea to a materialized dream. This happened in Vienna, 

during the closing lecture held by Haim Nachman Bialik, "The Hebrew National Poet", at the 11th 

Zionist Congress. 

When Bialik came to Vienna as a representative of the congress, it was, in some respects, the 

closing of the circle that had been opened 35 years earlier, when Theodor Herzl, "The Visionary 

of the Jewish State," had moved with his family. Herzl was 18 years old then, just old enough to 
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start his academic studies at the University of Vienna, where he later received a PhD in law. While 

living in Vienna, he wrote his most famous and influential book: Der Judenstaat:  Versuch einer 

modernen Lösung der Judenfrage. 68Herzl had phrased the main principles of Jewish education. 

Still, he concentrated on the practical rather than the spiritual and never went beyond the theoretical 

stages needed to materialize these principles. 

It was Bialik who had spoken explicitly at the largest and most important Jewish conference about 

his vision for the Hebrew University. Indeed, almost 12 years passed from Bialik's Viennese 

lecture and the actual opening of the Hebrew University, but it should be considered a miracle that 

it did not take longer. Bialik returned from his 1913 European tour a few months before the 

outbreak of World War I. The land on Mt. Scopus in Jerusalem, along with the Gray-Hill mansion, 

was purchased for the university from Sir John Gray-Hill before the beginning of World War I. 

But only towards its end, on July 24th, 1918, the cornerstone for the university was laid. It took 

another 7 years until it opened on April 1, 1925. 

Here is the full German version of Bialik's lecture delivered at the closing session of the 11th 

Zionist Congress in Vienna in September 1913. The lecture was given in Hebrew. However, as the 

full Hebrew version was not published in the congress's official documents, it was later translated 

from German into Hebrew by A. Shavit. A short version was published in Hebrew in "Ha'Olam" 

[=The World], vol. 39, pp. 9-10, 1913. The German version is from:  Bericht des Aktions-Komités 

der Zionistischen Organisation an den XI Zionisten-Kongress, Druck von Siegfried 

Scholem, Berlin-Schöneberg, 1914. It is published here as Appendix 1. 

 

II. "The Hebrew book." 

The idea of collecting the treasures of Hebrew literature, compiling them, grading them according 

to their importance, and recommending them for various readers – from schoolchildren to scholars 

- had been the core of Bialik's agenda for many decades. However, Bialik's most famous, most 

                                                 
68Theodor Herzl. Der Judenstaat: Versuch einer modernen Lösung der Judenfrage. Leipzig und Wien, M. 

Breitenstein's Verlags-Buchhandlung, 1896. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Leipzig
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influential lecture, named "The Hebrew book," was held in Vienna after the Zionist congress, on 

August 26, 1913, at the second conference for the Hebrew Language and Culture. I hereby offer 

the reader an English translation accompanied by dozens of references to the Hebrew version of 

this lecture, first published in Ha'Shilo'ah.69 This version is quite different from the one published 

in The Complete Writings of Bialik (1935). As Werses (1984 [1981]) had already compared these 

two versions in length, I hereby offer but a concise comparison of the versions, as well as an 

explanation of my decision to choose the 1913 one. 

 

1. The feeling of listening to Bialik 

In 1913, shortly after the lecture "The Hebrew book" was held, the first version of this essay was 

published. Reading it gives the feeling of listening to Bialik, such as had been the case for many 

hundreds of people who had attended his Tel Aviv Saturday lectures for years. Avraham Levinson 

(1888-1955), the noted researcher in pediatric neurology who pioneered the study of cerebrospinal 

fluid, had maintained personal correspondence with many Zionist figures during the 20ites and 

30ies. He offers a short but also accurate summary regarding the feeling Bialik had induced on 

those listening to him: 

It is interesting that "the oral Bialik"70 almost made us forget his writings. We related to him as Ultra-

Orthodox Jews relate to the Torah. We were listening to Bialik speaking, Bialik the speaker, the "oral 

Bialik", while the "written" Bialik was handed to school children. If they read Bialik, they read more 

about him than his writings. Historical-critical, as well as linguistic and social-philosophical research 

literature was written about Bialik; his phrases, words, even letters were analyzed, but the influence 

of his vivid vision seemed to cease…  (The Abraham and Ida Levinson Papers, 1910-1955).  

 

2. Bialik as an addressee for questions, requests, and threats  

                                                 
69 C. N. Bialik, The Hebrew Book. Ha'Shilo'ah 29, 1913, pp. 413-427. 

70 Bialik she'ba’al pe (oral Bialik), meaning the gathering and publication of the stories, 

anecdotes, aphorisms, etc. that used to pour forth in the course of many public and private 

meetings he was listened to with awe (Patai, 1992, p. 147). 
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For many decades, Bialik was the addressee for problems, questions, suggestions, and requests for 

explanations, clarifications, and comfort in times of grief, disaster, or danger.71  Thus, the choice 

of translating Bialik's lecture rather than his heavily edited essay based on it might help the reader 

feel "being a part of the Bialik community,” namely, not only a reader of Bialik but also to 

experience the popularity of the direct way Bialik approached his listeners. Bialik treated those 

who approached him with both respect for their knowledge, for being able to understand his many 

references to many layers of Jewish literature, and understanding of their need for advice from a 

leader who would be a scholar showing them the right way in questions or problems such as "what 

is the name I should choose for my daughter" or "what is the source of a certain Talmudic 

expressions" (ibid).  

3. The power of change: Bialik's unique technique of creating new expressions by minor 

changes of [biblical] phrases 

Bialik's writing – whether poetry or prose, short stories, essays or articles, translations of plays, 

eulogies, and letters - is characterized by a distinctive feature: his extensive use of phrases from 

the Bible, the Mishna, the Babylonian or Jerusalem Talmud, the Midrash, etc. However, in almost 

all cases, these sources are cited with major or minor changes, changes that often alter their original 

meaning; this change is often used as an ironic means, a subtle way of criticism that remains hidden 

from the unscholarly reader. Thus, the reading of Bialik requires both fluency in many layers of 

the Hebrew language, in the "sister-languages" – at least Yiddish and Aramaic- and in old and 

Modern literature, and some flexibility in the use of language. Bialik himself described this very 

clearly: 

I fight against the 'pasuk' [= verset, versetto] whenever our writers use it for beauty, as a flowery phrase, in 

every place where it smells like archaism, mold […]. The secret of the contemporary writer using a "pasuk" is 

to start one but not finish it, and instead integrate it into an original "pasuk" of his own. This is the redemption 

of the pasuk from its old form; it is a real "Tikun" in the new literary work (Ovadyahu, 1945, p. 58). 

 

                                                 
71 See: Avneri, S. "Whom shall I approach but to his honor": Bialik as the supreme address for 

questions, requests and threats. Haaretz, 11.12.2007. Retrieved from 
https://www.haaretz.co.il/literature/2007-12-11/ty-article/0000017f-db5b-df9c-a17f-ff5b6c050000 

 

https://www.haaretz.co.il/literature/2007-12-11/ty-article/0000017f-db5b-df9c-a17f-ff5b6c050000


                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

83 

 

As will be demonstrated in the dozens of references to the Bialik text, Bialik was a virtuoso at 

dismantling and reassembling Hebrew Pesukim [the plural of pasuk], drawing on all the treasures 

of 2000 years of written Hebrew literature as available sources. This unique aroma has been 

entirely lost in the 1935 version. 

 

III. Literary-personal remarks    

During 1995-2004, I was part of the "Bialik team" at the Katz Research Institute for Hebrew 

Literature, Tel Aviv University. The team began work on the scientific edition of Bialik's work in 

1970 and, until 2000, published the first 3 volumes: two of the canonical songs and the third on 

Yiddish poetry, nursery rhymes, and dedicatory verses.72 The four ready-for-publication volumes: 

two of the scientific edition of Bialik's short stories and two of his letters are still waiting to be 

published. 

I have made it a goal to publish as many of Bialik's unpublished treasures as is within my limited 

powers. This article is but a humble effort to offer Hebrew- and English-reading scholars a glimpse 

into Bialik's research. I translated the text into English to make it available to as many scholars as 

possible. Unfortunately, those who love Bialik and are interested in his literary or historical-

philosophical influence on Jewish culture currently have no access to his complete works and thus 

cannot study them. As Wissenschaft des Judentums has not been very popular in Israel in the last 

decades, as can be observed by the sharp decline of students and scholars in the humanities in 

                                                 
72D. Miron, U. Ofek, H. Hoffman, S. Tretner, Z. Shamir, C. Shmeruk, & R. Shenfld (eds.). Ch. 

N. Bialik. Collected Poems, Vol. 3:  Yiddish poetry, nursery rhymes, dedicatory verses. Tel 

Aviv: Dvir and the Katz Research Institute for Hebrew Literature, Tel Aviv University, 2000. 
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general (e.g. Barshay, 2021), and in Jewish studies in particular,73 I have supplied the reader with 

as many sources as possible – unlike in all traditional editions of Bialik's works so that both the 

learned and less learned will benefit from them. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
73 The decline in the number of students in Jewish studies in Israeli higher education institutes 

had started a long time before that of the humanities. See, for example, David, 1998). According 

to the Education Committee of the Knesset, the Israeli Parliament, there has been a decreased of 

36% of undergraduates and 23% among MA students of Jewish studies, while the number of 

students increased by 30% between 2000-2009 (Fikarsh, 2009; Joffe, 2011). On the other hand, 

the number of Yeshaiva and Kollel students has been increasing rapidly. "There was There was a 

dramatic increase of 8.5% in the number of yeshiva students in January 2024 relative to January 

2023. This is the largest increase we have seen since 2015" (The Israel Democracy Institute, 

2025). 
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The Hebrew Book 

[Lecture held at the second conference for the Hebrew Language and Culture, Vienna, 

August 26, 1913 

 

Sirs, 

In this lecture, I am honored to present on the Hebrew book; I will not discuss the various needs 

of the literary profession. I rather intend to focus on one thing that, in my opinion, is the most 

important one for our spiritual and even concrete existence. I will neither propose, for example, 

suggestions for establishing literary institutions for the enhancement of literature and books. Such 

things, such institutions, can improve only through natural development, and depend more on 

objective life than on our wishes. In addition, I see no exalted aim in enlarging [the italics appear 

in the Hebrew source – H.D.] the national assets and the national institutions. Indeed, the main 

difference between the cultural and the non-cultural does not depend on the quantity of their assets 

and not even on their quality per se, but on the advantage their holders can obtain from them, 

whether their holders know how to use them properly, and if these assets serve as a vessel that 

could contain blessings for them.74 

This is why I am not going to talk about creating new things, namely, about things we do not have, 

but rather about assets we do own. 

We have both old and new literature. Our old literature comprises many alternative shapes that can 

be substituted for one another. [We also have] a large treasure of national forces, of human talents, 

of historical storms. We also have a young literature, rich in talent, that has already produced many 

important works of art, despite the difficult situation the nation is facing.  

                                                 
74Reference to Mishnah, Masechet Uktzin chapter 3, 12: "[…] R. Simeon ben Halafta said: the 

Holy one, blessed be He, found no vessel that could contain blessing for Israel save that of peace, 

as it is written: 'The Lord will give strength unto his people; The Lord will bless his people with 

peace'" (Psalms 29, 11). Bialik recites the Mishna quite frequently, maybe because it is written in 

Hebrew, unlike the Babylonian Talmud, the book studied in all Yeshivot, which is Aramaic. It 

should also be mentioned that Bialik wrote his own commentary on the Mishna, but he finished 

only the first of the six Sedarim, Seder Zeraim (Dvir, Tel Aviv, 1932). 

 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

86 

 

We have got so many [assets]! So why is it that our soul, the Hebrew soul, not fully content at the 

sight of this wealth? Why can we not fulfill our spiritual hunger? Why are we standing wrapped 

in our souls, hungry and thirsty at the entrance of heaven?75 

It is true that books with universal value, creations of great personalities, are scarce even in the 

general literature.76 Had we wanted to judge ourselves even by classical criteria [demands?], even 

then we would not be in an inferior position.77 

So why is it that our literature does not serve us as each other's literature serves its own owners? 

To understand that we should properly evaluate books in general and their connection to 

nationality [in particular]. 

A book is not a creature of its own, a lonely independent organism,78 but rather a part of the nation, 

a bone of its bones,79 a living organ of the national body. The writer is not an incident in the life 

of the nation, but the summary of the powers preceding it. The book is a historical necessity for 

                                                 
75The reference is to Zohar, Lech-Lecha, Chapter 1, 1: "When a soul leaves the world, it enters 

The Cave of the Patriarchs or the Cave of Machpelah [in Hebron] where the entrance to heaven is 

located, and it meets Adam and the Patriarchs there". Bialik used the Aramaic expression for "the 

entrance of heaven" rather than the Hebrew.  

76The exact translation would be: "[…] in the literature of [other] nations". As Bialik probably 

meant to stress the rarity of such excellent literature rather than focus on the difference between 

Hebrew literature and non-Hebrew literature, I preferred the term "general literature". 

77Bialik used the Mishnaic expression, which translates literally as: "[even then] our hand will 

not be to the bottom". He had done than probably for the beauty of expression, as its source is the 

long Talmudic discussion about Regulations concerning hiring laborers, cattle, or transferring 

goods, the responsibilities of the drivers, etc., starting in the Mishnah, Bava Metzia, Chapter 6. 

78 The Hebrew original, "Briya" [בְרִי ה] means "a creature", and "an organism". "Briya" has the 

root "b-r-’", the same as the second word in the book of Genesis:"Bereshit [בראשית=In the 

beginning] [He] bara [ברא=created]". "Yetzur" [יצור =creature] has the root of "Y.Z.R.", which 

means both creating or producing in general, and used quite often in Modern Hebrew as well, 

and "drive" – appears in Modern Hebrew mostly in sexual connotations. A more exact 

translation for "Yetzer" [יֵצֶר] would be the German "Trieb". 

79Reference to the creation of woman, genesis 2, 23: "And Adam said This is now bone of my 

bones and flesh of my flesh she shall be called Woman because she was taken out of man". 

http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/120.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/559.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/2063.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/6471.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/6106.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/6106.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/6106.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/1320.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/1320.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/2063.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/7121.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/802.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/2063.htm
http://strongsnumbers.com/hebrew/3947.htm
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the nation and is therefore ruled by the nation's minister. He needs his approval, his consent. 

Without this divine seal, the book cannot act or influence its own nation. 

When looking at our literature through this mirror, what are we to find? We shall find two facts: 

at present, there is no understanding in the nation for our old literature, and the nation has not yet 

approved our new literature. 

But these two can be reduced to just one, originating from the living nation or in the nation's life. 

And what is life? [It is] the best educator! This educator is able not only to educate the nation and 

train it [so that] it enjoys the fruits [it produces], but also to grant the international fruits the value 

they deserve.  

Hence, what are we to do? 

We should solve the problem of training our people to understand the old literature. 

We need the nation's approval for the new literature. 

We shall make an effort to translate Hebrew literary works written in foreign languages80 for the 

Hebrew reader.81 

 

                                                 
80The Hebrew origin is "Am Loez" (Psalms 114, 1) translated by RASHI [Rabbi Shlomo 

Ytzhaki, 1040-1105] as: "a nation that speaks a language different from Hebrew". This Psalms 

chapter is very famous as it is a part of the Hallel (Hebrew: Hallel, "Praise"), a Jewish prayer used for 

praise and thanksgiving, recited as a part of the morning prayer on Rosh Chodesh, the beginning of 

the month and  holidays. Another possible reference would be to the 1730 Rabbi Yaakov Culi's 

commentary of the Bible written in Ladino it is perhaps the best known publication in that language, 

and has been used for many generations of Sephardic Jews. 

81 The term "The State of Israel" was first suggested in 1886, in the Hebrew translation of Der 

Judenstaat of Yitzhak [Itzi] Fernhof from Buchach [Buczacz, eastern Galicia, the hometown of 

Shmuel Yosef (S. Y.) Agnon, the 1966 Nobel Prize winner in literature]. However, the term 

"Israeli" was not in use until David Ben Gurion chose it as the name of the state he was to be the 

first Prime-minister of in 1948. Thus while "Hebrew works" refer to works written by Jews or 

dealing with Jewish subjects, the "Hebrew reader" is, in Bialik's language, the Jew living in 

Israel, "Israeli" in the language used since 1948. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hebrew_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_Jewish_prayers_and_blessings
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yaakov_Culi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ladino_language
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We should make an effort to ensure that Hebrew works of literature written in foreign languages 

are delivered to the reader of Hebrew. 

[Indeed], effort had been invested in all these subjects until now, but those who put that effort did 

not give themselves an explicit report about their aim and purpose. They printed, for example, 

large libraries;82 they printed books purposelessly. The publishers did not profit much from the large 

libraries, and the books did not have much value. In my opinion, this is not the right way [to do 

it]! 

There is one way our earlier ones had outlined. The leader of the nation had always chosen a totally 

different way to rescue the nation when he saw his nation getting close to a crisis.83 

This way is called compiling!84 

 

Once the founders [of Jewish scripts] decided on the compilation of the Holy Scriptures, the 

Mishnah, and the Talmud. 

                                                 
82Bialik uses the word "Bibliothek" with the Hebrew suffix plural feminine for "library": 

"Bibliothekot" as the Hebrew word "Sifriyya" [plural: "Sifriyyot"] even though the Aramaic 

form of "the house of books" appears in the book of Ezra (6, 1). "Midrash Abarbanel: The House 

of books" in Jerusalem was opened by the B'nai Brith organization in 1902; in 1920 became the 

basis for a university library: Jewish National and University Library [in Hebrew: "the house of 

books"]. 

83Reference to "[…] for the children are come to the birth, and there is not strength to bring 

forth" [2 Kings 19, 3]. The Hebrew "Mashber", which is the exact translation of "crisis", had 

been interpreted by Rashi as "the set of the woman giving birth" and by Radak [Rabbi David 

Kimhi, 1160-1235]: "the exit from the womb". This metaphor compares the situation of the 

Hebrew literature to that of a woman trying to give birth under unfavorable circumstances:  she 

is weak, she is at the edge of succeeding, and if she has enough strength for just one final 

intensive effort she is to give birth to a living new baby. 

84The Hebrew term is "Hatima"; its root is "H.T.M." meaning "closing". "Hatima" also means 

"signature" or "signing" in Modern Hebrew, as well as subscription, ending, completion, 

conclusion and finale. 
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This was as opposed to another method: Genizah [literally: storage]!85 

What was compiled, and what was stored? 

Anything the scholars perceived as a living part of the nation, eternally living or, at least, living 

for a long time; anything they found in natural, fresh power, striving in an essential aspiration to 

the central [main?] point of creation of the nation, and thus has the power to save the nation from 

spiritual chaos, from a national absent-mindedness [confusion]86 – this has been taken out as "the 

precious from the vile",87 and will compile with our holy treasure. 

And what did they store? [They stored] what was perceived [by them] as having but a coincidental 

value, with no necessity for the existence of the nation. They were said to be called "External 

books".88And it is written: "My son be admonished of making many books there is no end…"89 The 

scholars knew that when a nation is at a Crossroads, it should consider its pat very carefully, or 

create in the treasure of its memory the substantial milestones it had crossed walking in its 

historical journeys, because it is only according to them it could continue its way safely, without 

being distorted in chaos,90 dead end. 91They knew that until the process of clarifying the old is 

                                                 
85A Genizah, "storage", is the store-room or depository in a Jewish synagogue (or cemetery), usually 

specifically for worn-out Hebrew-language books and papers on religious topics that were stored 

there before they could receive a proper cemetery burial, it being forbidden to throw away 

writings containing the name of God. 

86The Hebrew term used is "Pizur Nefesh", literally: "scattering of the soul".  

87Reference to: "[…] and if thou take forth the precious from the vile, thou shalt be as my 

mouth" [Jeremiah 15, 19]. 
 
88Reference to the apocryphal books. 

89The book of Ecclesiastes, 12, 12. This is considered the only biblical reference to the 

Deuterocanonical and apocryphal books. 

 
90The Hebrew term is "Tohu", a biblical term appearing for the first time in Genesis 1, 2. In 

Hebrew it also means failure, as in: "The paths of their way are turned aside; they go to nothing, 

and perish" (The book of Job 6, 18) or "He poureth contempt upon princes, and causeth them to 

wander in the wilderness, where there is no way"(Psalms 107, 40). In German, however, the 

biblical term has been preserved, though it is used quite rarely, as in "Tohuwabohu". 

91The literally translation of the Hebrew term "Ein Derech" is "no way", but the meaning is dead-

end. The German term: "eine Sackgasse" is a much more accurate translation of the Hebrew 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Synagogue
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complete, the present generation is not ready to accept new values. If the sprigs92 are not cut from 

the tree before nature makes its decisions [as to the future of the tree], no new growth appears… 

This is the value of compiling and storing!  

There are [people] who are afraid of the word "Genizah".93 Their fear is natural, as they assume 

that such an artificial clarification can stop the natural spring of creativity and its natural 

development. But this is an unfounded fear.94 This clarification is not artificial at all, but rather a 

natural vision made without effort. The compiling and storing are done by life itself. Our scholars 

who were storing books and intended to separate the grains [from the husk] and blend the husk,95 

had not objected to nature, but rather helped it. Storing is as good for literature as trimming for the 

grapevine. Furthermore, when it happens that there is a separation between nature and those who 

help it, nature wins. The nation's opinion, the Holy Spirit of the people: "[…] The sages wished to 

hide the book of Ecclesiastes" (Talmud Shabbat 30, 1), but they did not, because life did not hide 

it… 

                                                 

original because neither in Hebrew nor in German this term contains a connotation of death, as in 

English. 

92 The Hebrew word "Zalzal" [זלזל=sprig] appears the title of one of Bialik's most famous poems: 

Tzanach Lo Zalzal [="A sprig had fallen down"]. This poem, written in 1911, was the last one 

Bialik wrote. Though the Viennese congress took place only two years after the poem was 

written, Bialik probably knew by then that his "spring of creativity" had been drying, as prior to 

1911 Bialik had been a highly productive poet.  
 
93When the Hebrew world "Genizah" is between quotation marks I used its English transcription 

rather than the translation to "storage". "Genizah" is also the scientific short term for the Cairo 

Genizah, which is famous for both its size and contents. 

94"Un-based fear" first appears in Bialik's letter to Friedman in November 1892, sent from 

Odessa. Retrieved from http://benyehuda.org/bialik/letters_03.html 

95Reference to Jeremiah, 23, 28: "What hath the straw to do with the wheat?"  

 

http://benyehuda.org/bialik/letters_03.html
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But among us, there are "revolutionists," those who object to the tyranny of a few individuals, of 

experts.96 "We are sorry for the first [ones]", they complain, "for those who have overturned the 

mountain upon us like an inverted cask,97 so that we accept their tastes and ideas, and [now] you 

add [yourselves] to them"! We answer these people because their objection to the compiling 

concept has no reason. The compiling is not a caprice98 of a few individuals, but rather the wish 

of the History of compiling! Even we, when we get to compiling, we do not wish to imitate the 

deeds of our ancestors, but we rather wish to re-compile [our literary treasures] in time of a terrible 

scattering which is dangerous to the existence of the nation. This compiling, that you are so very 

afraid of, is not gathering in a religious sense, but rather in a national one. It is the gathering method 

of all god things in Israelite literature and its gathering to one whole, united entity. You have 

concerns about building a system that might have a tendency to an extreme. But in this method the 

ancient way is not to be used. On the contrary, we are to be more successful and our work is to be 

more fertile and suits the benefit of the nation better if we adjust according to the spirit of life, and 

when we adjust our work to the living present. 

The influence of literature on people is large nowadays. We all must remember that, and 

remembering is currently the main duty of our Hebrew Congress and our organization. Gentlemen, 

if you just listen to the demands of our life, to the voice of history and to its natural aspirations, 

the people will acknowledge your deeds and bless your names. 

                                                 

96Bialik uses the word "Otoritatim", which is the plural of "Autorität" rather than "Mumchim" 

 ."the Hebrew translation for "experts ,]מומחים]

97Reference to the Talmudic legend to Exodus 19, 17 "And they stood under the mount". R. 

Abdimi b. Hama b. Hasa said: This teaches that the Holy One, blessed be He, overturned 

the mountain upon them like an [inverted] cask, and said to them, 'If ye accept the Torah, 

'tis well; if not, there shall be your burial" (Babylonian Talmud: Tractate Shabbath, 88a).  

98Bialik used the Hebrew transcription for "Kaprice" [=Kapriz] as the Hebrew term "Gachma" 

ה]  though already suggested by Eliezer Ben Yehuda in 1900, was not used widely used or  ,]גַחֲמ 

even known yet. 
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In summa, by compiling [the literary work] we do not wish to undermine contemporary pieces of 

work. On the contrary: we wish to enlarge them, improve them. 

Regarding the compiled work, everything depends, of course, b the method of choosing the 

materials and combining them. This arrangement must include the best works from Genesis until 

today. Its colors will be verified, but its essence will be united.  

This way the Hebrew book will regain its former respect, restore [the strength] of the tired99 and 

strengthen the weary. Maybe those from far away will also hear [about restoring the respect of the 

Hebrew book] and will return to the source…100 

Despite seemingly being too supreme,101 this work102 is still within our powers. "It is not in 

heaven"!103 And indeed, even without our will, it materializes, unintentionally, by time 

preparing104 [it] secretly, and at its end is done by itself, but if this work is done only by nature and 

                                                 
99Reference to Psalms 23, 3: "He restoreth my soul, He guideth me in straight paths for His 

name's sake". 

100The Hebrew term is "Beer", well. However, as in Hebrew "well" means "a source of fresh 

[living] water", "returning to the well" means going back to the origin, to the beginning rather 

than to the literary meaning of "well". 

101"Sublime" is the exact translation from the Hebrew "Nisgav".  

102The German translation for the Hebrew work "Avoda", Arbeit, is much more accurate than 

any of the English alternatives: task, job, or work. 

103Reference to Deuteronomy 30: "For this commandment which I command you 

today is not too mysterious for you, nor is it far off. It is not in heaven, that you should 

say, ‘Who will ascend into heaven for us and bring it to us, that we may hear it and do 

it?’ Nor is it beyond the sea, that you should say, ‘Who will go over the sea for us and 

bring it to us, that we may hear it and do it?’  But the word is very near you, in your 

mouth and in your heart, that you may do it" (11-14). 

 
104The Hebrew verb "Rokem" means "embroidering". 
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without our assistance to History's wish, it will not succeed, the work is not to be perfect or 

satisfactorily complete.105 

I have already spoken about the purpose of this work. The purpose is to allow every Jew, even if 

mediocre and simple, access to our best old and new literature, the Hebrew book from outside and 

inside.106 

In what shape will this work of ours be manifested? What shape is the Hebrew book going to have? 

This work must be scientific in its hidden root and popular in its visible shape. Namely, the book 

itself contains the extract of the essence of its content, the main thing; the last consequences without 

any negotiations or scientific debate, in one word: scientific results107 in a popular style and popular 

form. At the end of each book or after compiling all books special space will be dedicated for 

arguments,108 articles109 and for Torah chattering.110 

Now we are asking: what is to be taken out and what is to be put in? This issue is twofold: the 

exterior one concerns the languages [used]; the interior one concerns the content.  

                                                 
105"Davar Shalem U'Metukan" [=a fixed whole thing] is an expression used by Bialik also in the 

essay: "The pains of [giving birth to] a [new] language" [=Hevlei Lashon] published in 

Ha'Shioah in 1908. The focus on that essay was similar to Bialik'k claim here though its subject 

was the Hebrew language rather than literature. Bialik's claim was that the revival of the Hebrew 

language, existing as a "dead language" for almost 2000 years, had to be, first of all, by re-

adopting words, terms and phrases found in  old layers of the Hebrew, such as in the bible, 

Mishnah, Midrash or Medieval poetry and only later by inventing new words or translating 

words from foreign languages. 

106Reference to a number of Talmudic sources dealing mainly with pure and impure vessels (e.g. 

Chullin, 25a). 

107Bialik used the word "Rezultatim", the Hebrew plural of the German "Resultat", as the 

currently used Hebrew term "Totza'ot" was not used yet. 

108Biaik used the Hebrew term, "Masa U'Matan" [משא ומתן[ for "negotiations", which was the 

translation of the Aramaic "Shakla VeTarya" [שקלא וטריא[. 

109Bialik used the word "Traktatim" [טרקטטים[, the Hebrew plural of the German "Traktat". 

110This half-Hebrew, half-Aramaic expression, "Pitputei De'Oreita" is taken from the Jerusalem 

Talmud (Sanhedrin, 11:5: א"ר יוסי פיתפותי בצים היו שם). Its original meaning is: "[Even] if it is [just] 

Torah chattering, it is good". 
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Here is an in-depth explanation of the first issue. 

Our spiritual powers are spread around the world. Many Hebrew books are written in foreign 

languages. What shall we do for our books on the day when she shall be spoken for?111 

Aramaic is the first language in question. This language relates pleasantly, wonderfully to Hebrew. 

Aramaic has always been connected to Hebrew with love and affection, as a maid loving her 

mistress as much as a daughter loves her mother. It tried to get closer to Hebrew at all times, by 

all means – external and internal, in shape and content; Aramaic was always there for Hebrew, 

helping her in difficult times and completing her with what was missing in bad times [e.g., words, 

expressions]. She did not let her heart go to sleep even at night, during the darkness and distress 

of the Middle Ages, during non-logical ignorance and the ruling of secrecy and mystery; this 

wonderful language was standing there, whispering into our ears "the secret discourse of God's 

angels"112 of Kabbalah and the secret wisdom. 

And see what a wonder! Despite the great things Aramaic has accomplished, and despite the many 

favors it has contributed to the Hebrew nation, despite it being spoken among the people for more 

than 1000 years and contributed many books and prayers remaining in the memory forever – 

despite all these had never allow herself to push her mistress away." Twice Torah (text) and once 

Targum (translation)",113 it is always Hebrew that comes first, as in truth it is not life here gives 

language the right to be a monarch, but rather spiritual life; it is not in the air of the world that the 

kingdom of a national language flourishes but in the air of souls… 

Both partners, especially the Hebrew nation, have benefited from this affectionate relationship. 

Look at the good influence of Aramaic on the Hebrew language in the Mishna, Talmud, and 

                                                 
111Reference to: "We have a little sister, and she hath no breasts; what shall we do for our sister 

in the day when she shall be spoken for?" (Song of Songs, 8, 8). In the original it means: what is 

to happen when our little sister gets a marriage proposal while still un-prepared for marriage? 

112Reference to "siyach sod sarfei kodesh" (Kedushah, from the Yom Kippur prayer, Musaf 

 .([additional service=מוסף]

113
Rav Huna bar Yehuda says in the name of Rabbi Ammi: "one should always complete the reading of 

one's weekly Torah portion with the congregation, twice from the Mikra [מקרא, i.e. Torah) and 

once from the Targum (i.e. Aramaic translation)" (Berachot, 8a). 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amoraim
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbi_Ammi
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torah
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Targum
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Midrash! Look at its good influence also later, even nowadays! Is it not that we use Aramaic as a 

treasure from where we borrow foreign words and whole expressions [adopted] into the Hebrew 

language, fitly set,114 as Sapphires set in a pure vessel. 

Nowadays, various Yiddishists prove their opinions by using Aramaic. They rely on Talmud and 

Kabbalah that the Hebrew nation has always written its top quality books in spoken language. But 

proofs from Kabbalah contradict this assumption, as when Kabbalah [scriptures] were compiled, 

Jews did not speak Aramaic any more. [but] even the Talmud is no evidence [to that assumption], 

as we can observe that its casuistic part becomes more and more Jewish, e.g. all [discourses starting 

with] the Rabbis have taught [=Tanu Rabbanan], it was taught [=Tanya], it was said [=Itamar] and 

the like; most legends are in Hebrew, and the later they were written they are "more Jewish" [my 

quotation marks – H.D]. Even the first Kabbalah books, such as the Heichalot books [from the 

Hebrew word for "Palaces", relating to visions of ascents into heavenly palaces] or the [Angel] 

Raziel115 and the like are [written] in Hebrew. 

We [thus] see that the aspiration, the tendency of our literature regarding its clothing, its language, 

always emerges and comes towards the Hebrew center, namely, from [all] ten exiles our Divine 

Spirit [=Shchina] had been exiled to, it aspires to its source – the forefather's language, the Hebrew 

language! 

We also have to do so! We are here today to make a declaration about the superiority of the Hebrew 

language. We shall also try to raise the holy sparks, wasted and scattered to other worlds, and bring 

them back into our own Hebrew world. We shall try to bring back the distant sons to their mother's 

home. 

Let us look at our spiritual scattering and at the book we have in a foreign language. 

1. We have books whose origin was in Hebrew, but only their translation survived.  Naturally, we 

have an obligation to translate them back to Hebrew. 

                                                 
114Reference to Song of Songs, 5, 12. 

115The Angel Raziel was first printed in Amsterdam in 1701. It can be downloaded from: 
http://huberheights.co.il/kabbala-index-2a.htm 

http://huberheights.co.il/kabbala-index-2a.htm
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2. There are books that have been written in a foreign language because of "It is time 

for thee, Lord, for example, Maimonides [Mosheh ben Maimon] books, or those of Bahya ben 

Joseph ibn Paquda. 

3. Books that were written in foreign languages simply because their authors did not know Hebrew, 

for example:  Epistle to the Alexandrians, or books written in Arabic up to now. All these books 

belong to us and are a part of our national assets. But the curse of exile hanging over us has 

deported these sons from their father's table and forced them to sing the Lord's song in a strange 

land.116 Remember the Jewish Philo of Alexandria[Ἀλεξανδρεύς],117 Spinoza, and Heine! 

Remember Heine, a loyal son to his homeland even after his death, wanders [under the cover of 

his monument, statue] from state to state and from town to town, expelled from his hometown, 

restless in the beautiful island among the waves of the sea! These Hebrew souls demand us repair118 

by Hebrew translation, and at least this will be their tombstone, a shaken tombstone to our 

miserable geniuses! 

4. But we also have books of a different kind. These authors knew Hebrew, but because of various 

reasons, not national at all, wrote their books in the languages of their countries. We have 

complaints against these authors who had fatally beaten the Jews in their countries. These people, 

in spite of their belonging to the [Jewish] community, shall not be mistaken when considering 

them spiritual converts.  They led the surviving remnant119 to a catastrophe it was not able to 

                                                 
116Reference to Psalms 137, 4: "How shall we sing the Lord's song in a strange land?" 

117Also known in Hebrew as Yedidia, literary translated as: "the friend of God". 

118The Hebrew term used, Tikkun, is a shortening of "Tikkun Olam", "repairing the world" (or 

"healing and restoring the world") which suggests humanity's shared responsibility (with the 

Creator) "to heal, repair and transform the world". In Judaism, the concept of tikkun olam 

originated in the early rabbinic period. The concept was given new meanings in the Kabbalah of 

the medieval period and further connotations in modern Judaism. 

119Reference to Ezra, 9, 14: "should we again break Your commandments, and join in marriage 

with the people committing these abominations? Would You not be angry with us until You had 

consumed us, so that there would be no remnant or survivor?" And to Chronicles, I, 4, 43: "And 

they smote the rest of the Amal'ekites that were escaped, and dwelt there unto this day" .The first 

references deals with intermarriages that might bring a disaster [for the sons of Israel]; the 

second – with actual destruction of a people [the Amalekites]. In contemporary Hebrew "the 

surviving remnant" means the surviving Jews from the Nazi holocaust.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
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recover from! But nevertheless, in spite of the grunge we hold against these people, Jews such as 

[Leopold] Zunz, [Abraham] Geiger, and the like – we cannot give up on them! 

5. Finally, there is folk literature in the various Jewish languages, pieces that were created by Jews 

during many years. These works belong to us, and clearly and naturally they need to be a part of 

our literature. 

Reduction and concentration 

In order to achieve what we have just described, we are obliged to follow the general idea of 

Hebrew redemption. Instead of expansion – reduction and concentration of materials; instead of 

expansion120 of the Hebrew spirit – its reduction and concentration. 

Indeed, there are people among us who hold an opposite opinion. Some had meant to sentence the 

Jews the decree of Yiddish.121 The opinions of these people have no root in Jewish history. As 

already said, even Aramaic, which at its time had been much stronger in the market of life than 

Hebrew had finally descended from the stage of history, and left its reminiscences only in Yekum 

Purkan and Kaddish.122I doubt if Yiddish get even such a respectable burial service. 

                                                 
120Bialik used the word: "expansia" [German: “Expension"] when he repeated this idea. The use 

both the Hebrew term as well as one taken from a foreign language – mostly German or Yiddish 

– appears quite frequent in Bialik's prose. As Hebrew was spoken by just a small minority of Jews 

during Bialik's life, he probably used this means not only due to the lack of parallels in Hebrew, 

but also as means to introduce New Hebrew words and terms to the spoken and written Modern 

Hebrew. 

121Bialik uses the Hebrew transcription of "Jargon" instead of the widely accepted "Yiddish". 

122Yekum Purkan (יקום פורקן; literally: "may deliverance arise"), the name of two prayers recited 

in the Ashkenazi rite immediately after the reading of the *haftarah on the Sabbath. Written in 

Aramaic, the prayers derive their name from their opening words. Both are very similar in form. 

"The first consists of a prayer for the welfare of the students in the academies of Ereẓ Israel and 

Babylonia, their teachers, the exilarchs, and the judges. Many of the phrases of this prayer 

resemble those of the Kaddish de-Rabbanan (קדיש דרבנן; "the scholars' Kaddish"). In modern 

times, some communities have added the phrase Ve-di be-khol arat galvatana (a disruption of 

ל אֲתַר וַאֲתַר  meaning: "and all that are in the lands of the dispersion") in order to make this ,וְדִי בְכ 

prayer more meaningful (Baer's Siddur, 229). The second is a more general prayer for the 

welfare of the congregation, similar in content to the Hebrew prayer Mi she-Berakh which 

follows it. The prayers are not found in the Babylonian siddurim of *Amram Gaon and *Saadiah 

Gaon, although they were probably written in Babylonia. The first is found in the *Maḥzor Vitry, 

and the second in the Roke'aḥ of *Eleazar b. Judah of Worms (1160–1238). Both prayers are 
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We do not give up the content of the book treasuries spread around the world, but rather their 

external dressing, their language. Their content belongs to us and will return to us. All Jewish 

works written in foreign languages will be redeemed!  

]when this happens] I will be a very great day, a day of redemption and salvation to the spirit of 

the people, as the day when exiled sons return to the bosom of their mother. Everything that had 

left us in generations, and almost gotten lost when drown in foreign mud will come back to us. It 

will all come back to us if first filtered by the Hebrew language strainer. 

Again, I protest against the strange wish of some individuals to raise Jewish jargons into the level 

of national languages. The use of language for speaking does not give it any right or power to rule 

nationally. Such a language has no ability or power, nor can it supply guarantee confidence to 

preserve the content of the people and its true spirit. This strange wish for expansion and tendency 

towards outside is just a foreign tendency of our abnormal condition. We have been familiar with 

the psychology123 of the person in exile: he is used to name someone else as the owner of his assets. 

But these assets belong o us, and we are allowed to retrieve them back both according to their 

content and their form. This form must be in Hebrew! 

We have three kinds of spiritual assets: 

                                                 

absent from the Sephardi rite, although a similar but a more lengthy prayer entitled "Prayer for 

the Congregation" is found in some Yemenite prayer book manuscripts" (Duschinsky, in bibl., 

pp. 194-197).  

These prayers are not recited on festivals. The reason given for this is to enable the worshippers 

to leave the synagogue earlier and enjoy the meals which they are permitted to cook on the 

holidays (S. Shuck, Siddur Rashban [Vienna, 1894], 20b). 

Kaddish (Aramaic: "holy") is a prayer found in the Jewish prayer service. The central theme of 

the Kaddish is the magnification and sanctification of God's name. In the liturgy different 

versions of the Kaddish are used functionally as separators between sections of the service. The 

term "Kaddish" is often used to refer specifically to "The Mourners' Kaddish", said as part of the 

mourning rituals in Judaism in all prayer services as well as at funerals and memorials. 

123Bialik uses the term "Psychika" [פסיכיקה] which might be translated as "soul" as well. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aramaic_language
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_services
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Names_of_God_in_Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_liturgy
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jewish_services
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1. We have a large amount of our own assets, the choicest according to the whole world;124 

2. Many substantial assets are mortgaged; 

3. New assets that are not ripe and have not been cooked yet. What shall we do with them? 

From the first group Terumah, priestly tithe on produce, needs to be removed and thus it will be 

reduced. 

The second group need o be released from their imprisonment. 

The third group must be nurtured and developed. 

The method of reduction and concentration 

For the compiling process let us divide the materials in the books o three groups: 1. First class 

books. They have a great influence on the nation, and they must be in whole to the collection. The 

bible is the first work at this stage; they are the essence of the nation's spirit, the intersection125 of 

all Hebrew culture and its literature. 

2. Second class books. These books do not have such an essential influence, but it is still national 

in its content or dressing. For example: arranged collections form the Alexandronian literature in 

Hebrew translation, parts of the Mishna and selected Aggada;126parts or whole books of poetic 

rose or poetry, the Kbbalah literature, Hasidic Judaism and new literature.  

Such extracts that we choose will regain their basic national nature, and will be a very good means 

for strengthening the Hebrew spirit of the simple house owner, the mediocre Jew, who now must 

dive into the deep water in order to raise the pearls inside it to the surface. 

                                                 
124In spite of undermining all foreign languages used by Jews during the years of exile, Bialik 

uses, again, a common Aramaic expression: "Aliba De'Chulei Alma" [אליבא דכולי עלמא , namely 

"according to everybody", or "agreed by the whole world"] instead of translating it to Hebrew. 

125Bialik uses the expression: "the intersection of the tendons", term taken from shechita, 

the ritual slaughter of birds for food according to Jewish dietary laws. 

126"Aggadah" means legend; here it refers to the homiletic and non-legalistic exegetical texts in the 

classical rabbinic literature of Judaism, particularly as recorded in the Talmud and Midrash. 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ritual_slaughter
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kashrut
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Homiletics
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Exegesis
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Rabbinic_literature
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Judaism
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Talmud
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Midrash
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But from these extracts certain parts can be separated, "collections post collecting",127 collections 

for women and children, collections for youths etc. That was the custom during the time when the 

Jewish sprit had flourished. 

3. Third class books. We must finally approach seriously this serious work of translating our 

classical literature to Hebrew. This deficiency, existing until now, lies upon us as a heavy rock of 

national shame. We must remove this shame from us. 

In addition, we should also include at this stage books written by our writers in foreign languages 

in subjects such as Jewish studies,128 history, or the history of literature. 

I do not determine a definite rule or set restrictions. I have just shown the general path we have to 

take, the living one… In general, we need to rebel with all our strength against the spiritual 

scattering, as its end is total extinction. It is natural for a nation wishing to live to object to scattering 

and aspire to reduction and concentration. The work will not be too heavy at all. In the west, there 

is order; in the east, a lot of materials and national aspirations. We shall take both and rebuild our 

national palace.129 

It is possible that nowadays the time of holiness of the book has passed, but its honor has not left 

it yet. In my opinion, the duty of the organization of the Hebrew language and culture is to return 

this honor to its place regarding our nation. Here lies its enormous strength, its gaining numerous 

benefits. 

Sirs, not a light thing would it seem to you! Maybe it is within the strength of the Hebrew book to 

give us back the land of the Jews! The other work done in exile yields no positive results. Look 

both at the eastern and the Westerns. The Easterns created for us our new literature. The Westerns 

tried to get right to the nations. But what was at the end? Who really helped the people? 

                                                 
127Bialik uses the Aramaic term: "Likutei betar likutei" [לקוטי בתר לקוטי], as this is the name of 

many important collections of Judaic literature. 

128The English translation is neither exact nor reflects the German term "Wissenschaft des 

Judentums" that Bialik referred to. 

129Bialik used the word: "Heichal", which is also a synonym of "temple". 
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The book has been at the top! The rights had killed us, but the book had saved us. Those seeking 

for rights made us ready to be absorbed by Europe and its culture. But what had the first ones 

achieved? They prepared us for redemption! Prepared us for the revival of the spirit walking towards 

us, prepared us for a better future, for a new future in the land of Israel! 
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Abstract 

 It is widely recognized that Book III of the MT Psalter explores the downfall of the 

Southern Kingdom of Judah and that Book IV has a Mosaic emphasis. This article builds on both 

of these observations and identifies textual features in Book III of the Psalter, namely the 

introduction of Moses and Aaron and numerous allusions to Exodus 34, that anticipate and 

elucidate unique aspects of Books IV and V. The clustering of references to Moses and Aaron in 

Books IV and V along with an increase of allusions to Moses’ intercession in Exodus 32-34 suggest 

that the Psalter hopes for, among other things, a representative intercessory figure like Moses who 

can stand between God and a covenant-breaking people and turn away God’s anger in the 

aftermath of the Babylonian exile. The article contributes to final form readings of the Psalter and 

argues that the expression of hope for an intercessor like Moses is one of the communicative 

features that emerges from the text when it is analyzed as such. 
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This article examines portions of Book III of the MT Psalter (Pss. 73-89) and argues that 

the Psalter’s first mentions of both Moses and Aaron in the climactic conclusion of Psalm 77 are 

significant for the macrostructure and message of the Psalter. Furthermore, it is argued that the 

emphasis in Book III on Mosaic intercession via inner-Biblical allusions to Exodus 34:6-7130 (cf. 

the treatment of Pss. 77, 78, 79, and 86 below) anticipate and elucidate the strong Mosaic and 

priestly aura of Books IV-V. Clusters of references to Moses in Book IV and Aaron in Books IV-

V enhance these conclusions. This article finds that in the macrostructural message of the MT 

Psalter,131 Book III is not solely designed to explore and articulate the Babylonian exilic crisis as 

is often the caricature presented in the recent scholarly literature. Rather, in particular ways, Book 

III begins to introduce and anticipate how the exilic crisis will be resolved even as it laments and 

articulates the crisis itself.  

To anticipate the trajectory of this article, I will argue that Book III begins a thematic 

trajectory developed in Books IV and V related to priestly intercession. Three textual features 

create an emphasis on an idealized priestly figure(s) in Books IV and V: 

1) a cluster of references to Moses in Book IV  

2) a cluster of references to Aaron in Books IV and V, and  

3) a cluster of allusions to Mosaic Sinaitic intercession (Ex. 32-34) in Books IV and V.132 

                                                 
130 I refer to this passage as “the Grace Formula” in this article. Since the Grace Formula is alluded to more 

frequently than almost any other text in the HB and is regularly used creatively and transformatively by later texts, I 

take it as axiomatic that the Grace Formula is the source text in a diachronic relationship with receptor texts when a 

link between the Grace Formula and another text is established. Cf. Gary Edward Schnittjer, Old Testament Use of 

Old Testament: A Book-By-Book Guide (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Academic, 2021), 877. 

 
131 Expecting an intentional macrostructure and communicative intent comes naturally from Zenger’s 

characterization of the Psalter: so ist er doch zugleich ein Textganzes – eben ein biblisches Buch, das wie die 

meisten anderen biblischen Bücher sukzessiv entstanden ist und vor allem auch als Buch gelesen bzw. Gehört 

werden muss. Erich Zenger, “Psalmenexegese Und Psalterexegese: Eine Forschungsskizze,” In The Composition of 

the Book of Psalms, ed. Erich Zenger (Leuven: Peeters, 2010), 17–65, 26. 

 
132 I acknowledge that the Grace Formula occurs throughout the Psalter. However, my argument that the 

Grace Formula functions in an editorially important way in Books III-V of the Psalter is not problematized by its 

presence in Books I-II for at least two reasons. First, it is by no means the case that a book always uses a word, 

concept, or intertext uniformly throughout its entire corpus. Variety in this regard is normal and should be expected. 

Second, despite some presence of the Grace Formula in Books I and II of the Psalter, allusions to it cluster in Books 

III-V. The distribution of the Grace Formula in the Psalter as I understand it is as follows: Books I and II: Pss. 

40:10-12 and 69:13. Books III-V: Pss. 77:8-9, 78:38, 79:8-9, 86:3, 15, 99:8, 103:8-10, 106:45, 145:7-10. This list 

evidences a two to eight contrast and shows the strong clustering of the Grace Formula especially in Books III and 

IV of the Psalter as well as its presence immediately before the final הלל. Without the presence of three or more 

lexical links to the Grace Formula, I take collocations such asחסד ואמת (Pss. 25:10, 40:10-12) and חנון ורחום (Pss. 
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The Exodus 34 allusions demonstrated below along with the introduction to Moses and 

Aaron in Book III of the MT Psalter, when read in light of Books IV-V, suggest a particular 

message of restoration in the aftermath of the Babylonian exile: an intercessory figure must 

represent the covenant-breaking people before God, count on his character as revealed in the Grace 

Formula, and beg God to turn from his burning anger and keep his people as his inheritance. I offer 

this reading of Books III-V as one facet of the Psalter’s message, not the only facet of the Psalter’s 

message. For instance, in my judgment, it has been demonstrated convincingly that the editorial 

features of the final form of the MT Psalter promote messages of hope for a future messianic 

king,133 hope in YHWH’s universal reign,134 hope in YHWH’s role as refuge,135 and the 

importance of wisdom and Torah for the post-exilic community.136 I affirm the presence of these 

themes and intend for this article to contribute an additional facet of the Psalter’s message: the 

necessary role of an intercessory representative figure in Judah’s restoration.137 

This article is divided into two parts. First, I examine the Psalter’s introduction of Moses 

and Aaron in Psalm 77 and exegete inner-Biblical allusions to Exodus 34 in Psalms 77, 78, 79, 

and 86. Second, I argue that these literary features in Book III have rhetorical and communicative 

significance for the message of the Psalter. Themes in Books IV and V will be elucidated and 

                                                 
111:4,112:4) to be too generic to convince of an allusion to the Grace Formula. Each of the allusions present in the 

lists above are, in my judgment, significantly stronger than these probably generic phrases. For example, in Psalm 

69:13 above, the addition of just the amplifier in construct with “covenant love” (רב־חסד) in the same verse as the 

root אמת is a much stronger lexical and syntactical allusion to the Grace Formula than an occurrence of “steadfast 

love and faithfulness” without the amplifier in construct form. 

 
133 Carissa Quinn, The Arrival of the King: The Shape and Story of Psalms 15-24 (Bellingham, WA: 

Lexham Academic, 2023).; David Mitchell, “Lord, Remember David: G. H. Wilson and the Message of the Psalter,” 

VT 56, (2006): 526–48.; Michael Snearly, The Return of the King: Messianic Expectation in Book V of the Psalter, 

LHBOTS 624 (New York: Bloomsbury, 2016).; Peter Ho, “The Shape of Davidic Psalms as Messianic,” JETS 62, 

(2019): 515–31.; Hulisani Ramantswana, “David of the Psalters: MT Psalter, LXX Psalter and 11QPs a Psalter,” 

OTE 24, (2011): 431–63.; Jamie Grant, The King as Exemplar: The Function of Deuteronomy’s Kingship Law in the 

Shaping of the Book of Psalms (Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2004). S.D. Ellison, “Hope for a Davidic King in the Psalter’s 

Utopian Vision,” (PhD diss., Queen’s University Belfast, 2021). 

 
134 David M. Howard Jr., The Structure of Psalms 93-100, BJS 5 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1997).; 

Clinton McCann, The New Interpreter’s Bible 1 & 2 Maccabees, Introduction to Hebrew Poetry, Job, Psalms, vol. 

IV (Nashville, TN: Abingdon, 1996), 662-663, 1040.; James L. Mays, The Lord Reigns: A Theological Handbook to 

the Psalms (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1994). 

 
135 Jerome Creach, Yahweh as Refuge and the Editing of the Hebrew Psalter, JSOTSup 217 (Sheffield, 

England: Sheffield Academic Press, 1996). 
136

 Gerald H. Wilson, “The Shape of the Book of Psalms,” Int 46 (1992).; Steven Dunn, “Wisdom Editing 

in the Book of Psalms: Vocabulary, Themes, and Structure,” (PhD diss., Marquette University, 2009). 
137 The MT Psalter is a highly complex, thoroughly edited piece of literature. It is unrealistic to expect a 

diverse collection of 150 poems to collectively communicate just one simplistic idea. 
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nuanced in light of the features identified in Book III.138 In this article, I follow a growing number 

of scholars who have agreed upon criteria for what constitutes an allusion. An allusion can be best 

understood as a reference to a source text that is: 

1) an indirect reference, that is 

2) intended by the author/editor of the receptor text,139 and 

3) can plausibly be detected and interpreted by a reader.140 

 

1. Moses, Aaron, and Exodus 34 in Book III of the MT Psalter 

 Moses and Aaron’s names are mentioned for the first time in the Psalter in Psalm 77:21. 

Subsequently, Moses is mentioned only in Book IV in Psalms 90:1, 99:6, 103:7, 105:26, 106:16, 

106:23, and 106:32 while Aaron is mentioned throughout Books IV and V in Psalms 99:6, 105:26, 

106:16, 115:10, 115:12, 118:3, 133:2 and 135:19. The absence of references to Moses and Aaron 

in the first three Books of the Psalter are not surprising since, outside of the superscriptions, it is 

not common for the Psalter to refer to individuals by name. For example, “Abraham” occurs in 

only two psalms (Pss. 47:11,141 105:6, 9, 42). Given this, numerous references to Moses and Aaron 

in Books IV-V of the Psalter (seven and eight times respectively) are surprising and as readers, 

we are invited to ask why references to individuals cluster at various points throughout the Psalter. 

It will become evident that in the case of Moses and Aaron, their emphasis in the latter portions of 

the Psalter has communicative and rhetorical effects and is part of the shaping and message of the 

macrostructure of the Psalter. I now turn to examining the introduction of Moses and Aaron in the 

Psalter followed by the identification and interpretation of allusions to Exodus 34 in Book III. 

                                                 
138 Thus, this article engages seriously with both Psalm-exegesis and Psalter-exegesis. As Zenger has said: 

“Die Psalterexegese will die Psalmenexegese nicht ersetzen, sondern ergänzen.” Zenger, “Psalmenexegese Und 

Psalterexegese, 26. 

 
139 Since we do not have access to the thought life and intentions of ancient authors, we cannot prove or 

know for certain that a feature in a text is indeed intended to allude to another text. We can only speak in terms of 

plausibility. Nonetheless, authorial intent is one of the criteria that defines a true allusion. 

 
140 For these criteria, see: Jonathan Kline, Allusive Soundplay in the Hebrew Bible (Atlanta, GA: SBL 

Press, 2016), 20–21.; Jillian Ross, A People Heeds Not Scripture: Allusion in Judges (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 

2023), 17.; Benjamin Sommer, “Exegesis, Allusion, and Intertextuality in the Hebrew Bible: A Response to Lyle 

Eslinger,” VT 46, (1996): 479–89.; Beth LaNeel Tanner, The Book of Psalms through the Lens of Intertextuality, 

StBibLit 26 (New York, NY: Peter Lang, 2001), 7–9. 

 
141 Here and elsewhere in this article, when the versification of the MT varies from ETs, the MT 

numeration is followed. 
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1.1 Allusions to the Grace Formula in Psalm 77 

 Psalm 77 ushers us into the world of a desperate individual. The psalmist cries out to God, 

but God seems to be part of the psalmist’s problem (vv. 4-5, 8-10). Though the psalmist’s crisis is 

never named or detailed, our speaker feels that God has failed to act, uphold justice, and defend 

those faithful to his covenant. However, the psalmist has a strategy to ease their theodic cognitive 

dissonance. They will:  

Consider the days of old,  

the years long ago.  

“Let me remember my song in the night;  

let me meditate in my heart…” (vv. 6-7).142 

 

 As we continue reading Psalm 77, we discover that the remembrance of days long ago (vv. 

6-7) that the psalmist has in mind is the exodus event from Egypt (vv. 11-21).143 These verses 

recall God delivering Israel from Egypt using formulaic exodus event lexemes and collocations 

including עשׁה פלאך (cf. Ex. 15:11b) and גאלת בזרוע (cf. Ex. 15:13 and 15:16) while also casting the 

God of Israel as a warrior deity as in Exodus 15 (cf. Ps. 77:18-19 in particular). The climactic 

conclusion144 to the exodus remembrance in Psalm 77 is v. 21 where:  

 נחית כצאן עמך

 ביד־משׁה ואהרן

You led your people like a flock 

by the hand of Moses and Aaron. 

 

  

For Psalm 77:21, the salvation of God and the leadership of Moses and Aaron are 

inseparable. Our psalmist in crisis finds relief from their cognitive dissonance because they find 

hopeful precedent in Israel’s historical relationship with God.145 God is the sort of deity who will 

                                                 
142 All translations are my own unless otherwise indicated. 

 
143 See: Beat Weber, Werkbuch Psalmen (Stuttgart, Germany: Kohlhammer, 2016), Kindle edition, 674. 
144 “In Ps. 77:20 (v. 21 BHS), the leadership of the people through the ministry of Moses and Aaron is the 

climax of the Psalm.” Robert E. Wallace, The Narrative Effect of Book IV of the Hebrew Psalter, StBibLit 112 (New 

York, NY: Peter Lang, 2007), 21. 

 
145 Similarly, see: Weber, Werkbuch, 673. 
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step in to bring liberation and justice when God’s people cry out (צעק) for rescue as both our 

psalmist (v. 2) and the Israelites enslaved in Egypt (Ex. 5:8, 8:12, 14:10) do. Given that Psalm 77 

does not describe the resolution of the psalmist’s crisis, it may be surprising how much optimism 

our poem ends with. The cries and doubts of that dominate the earlier sections of the poem seem 

to be vanquished by the warrior God of the exodus and by the deliverance achieved by the hand 

of Moses and Aaron. Thus, after their total absence through the last seventy-six psalms, we have 

in the conclusion of Psalm 77 a lofty introduction for Moses and Aaron in the Psalter. 

 The exodus event and the reference to the names of Moses and Aaron in its final verse are 

not the only ways in which Psalm 77 calls to mind the brothers and their actions in Torah. Psalm 

77:8-10 anticipates the presence of Moses in the poem’s conclusion by alluding to the Grace 

Formula.146 In its context, the Grace Formula is part of the aftermath of the golden calf disaster in 

which Israel, enabled by Aaron147 (Ex. 32:2-6, 25, 35), creates a calf to represent YHWH and 

worships it while Moses is on Sinai receiving the details of the Sinai covenant from YHWH. In 

the aftermath of the golden calf incident, Moses intercedes with YHWH not to destroy Israel but 

to remain with the people as they journey toward Canaan (Ex. 32:11-3 and 32:32, 34:9). The 

revelation of YHWH’s character as “merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding in 

steadfast love and faithfulness…” is evident in that YHWH responds to Moses’ intercession and 

does not destroy the people due to their breach of the covenant; YHWH acquiesces to Moses’ 

intercession and continues to “take us (Israel) as your inheritance” (ונחלתנו) in Exodus 34:9.148 Vv. 

8-10 of our psalm strategically invert YHWH’s character as revealed in the Grace Formula by 

using the same lexemes but inverting their meaning in context via rhetorical questions.149 These 

links include: 

                                                 
146 For my initial demonstration of these allusions to Ex. 34 in Pss. 77-79, cf. Matthew Montgomery, 

“Inheritance in the Asaph Psalms: Interpreting a Unifying Theme,” (PhD diss., University of Aberdeen, 2025). 

 
147 Aaron is part of the problem here and in Num. 12. This makes Aaron’s strong presence and idealization 

in Books IV and V of the Psalter all the more interesting. This is addressed in part two of this article. 
148 Similarly, cf. Hee Suk Kim, “Exodus 34.6 in Psalms 86, 103, and 145 in Relation to the Theological 

Perspectives of Books III, IV, and V of the Psalter,” in Inner Biblical Allusion in the Poetry of Wisdom and Psalms, 

LHBOTS 659, ed. Mark J. Boda, Kevin Chau, and Beth Laneel Tanner (New York, NY: T&T Clark, 2020), 36–48, 

37-38. 

 
149 Cf. Kselman and Tate who also sense allusions to the Grace Formula here. John S. Kselman, “Psalm 77 

and the Book of Exodus,” JANES 15 (1983): 51–58.; Marvin E. Tate, Psalms 51-100, WBC (Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan, 1990), 268-9.; McCann, Psalms, 983-4. 
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1) While Exodus 34:6 claims that YHWH abounds in steadfast love (חסד), Psalm 77:9 asks if 

God’s חסד has forever ceased. 

2) While Exodus 34:6 claims that YHWH is gracious (חנון), Psalm 77:10 asks if God has 

forgotten to be gracious (חנן). 

3) While Exodus 34:6 claims that God is compassionate (רחום) and slow to anger (אף), Psalm 

77:10b asks if God’s anger (אף), has shut up his compassion (רחמים). 

 

We can see that our psalm alludes to the Grace Formula and in doing so, creatively inverts150 

its vocabulary used to describe YHWH’s character. The psalm’s inversion of the Grace Formula 

suggests that the psalmist’s crisis has called into question the claims made about God’s character 

in Exodus 34. Thus, in Psalm 77, we have the Psalter’s first mention of Moses in the context of 

his delivering work in the exodus event and his nation-saving intercession on Sinai in the aftermath 

of the golden calf disaster (though the revelation of YHWH’s character revealed in the aftermath 

of the golden calf disaster is inverted in the experience of our psalmist). Rather than the allusions 

to the Grace Formula in Psalm 77 being an isolated event, Psalm 77 begins a string of Asaphite 

psalms that allude to Exodus 34. Psalms 77, 78, and 79 151allude to the Grace Formula.152 It is to 

these allusions and how they relate to one another that I now turn. 

 

1.2 Allusions to the Grace Formula in Psalm 78 

While Psalm 77 presents a righteous individual who is suffering greatly and therefore questions 

YHWH’s Grace Formula, Psalm 78 presents Israel corporately as a rebellious, covenant-breaking 

people that nonetheless has experienced YHWH’s character as revealed in Exodus 34 to be true. 

Immediately after describing the steadfast rebellion of Israel against God (vv. 32-37), the central 

portion of Psalm 78 (v. 38) recounts: 

Yet he, being compassionate, 

                                                 
150 Cf. John Goldingay, Psalms, ed. Tremper Longman III, BCOTWP, vol. 2: Psalms 42-89 (Grand Rapids, 

MI: Baker Academic, 2007), 466. 
151 Fittingly, Beat Weber refers to these three Psalms as the “second arc” of the Asaph psalms and sees 

them as highly connected. Weber, Werkbuch Psalmen, 676. 

 
152 Contra Schnittjer, the explicit mention of Moses, the string of three adjacent Asaph psalms that use the 

language of Ex. 34:6-7, and the rhetorically creative ways in which they do so make it implausible that these 

features are “likely stock phrases from lyrical diffusion.” Schnittjer, OTUOT, 877. 
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covered their iniquity 

and did not destroy (them). 

He often turned away his anger 

and did not stir up all his wrath. 

 

The verse draws heavily from Exodus 34:6-7.153 Lexical links include the following: 

1) The noun רחום occurs thirteen times in the HB154 and first occurs in God’s self-revelation 

creed in Exodus 34:6 where God reveals themself to Moses in the aftermath of the golden 

calf incident.155 The remaining twelve occurrences of the term, with the possible exception 

of Deuteronomy 4:31, all seem to be allusions to the Grace Formula (cf. 2 Chr. 30:9, Neh. 

9:17, 31, Ps. 78:38, 86:15, 103:8, 111:4, 145:8, Jer. 2:13, and Jonah 4:2).156 In Psalm 78:38, 

it is celebrated that God continued to be compassionate (רחום) to Israel in light of their 

repeated rebellion. 

2) In v. 38, God “restrains his anger,” which is semantically very similar to YHWH being 

“slow to anger” in Exodus 34:6.  

3) Furthermore, in v. 38, God “covers the iniquity” (עון) of Israel whereas, in Exodus 34:7-9, 

God forgives iniquity (עון), visits iniquity (עון), and Moses asks God to pardon iniquity 

 .(עון)

 

Thus, almost every feature of Psalm 78:38 has meaningful points of connection with the Grace 

Formula. Given that the Grace Formula is the foundational articulation of God’s compassion in 

the HB, it is not surprising that v. 38, located at the heart of a psalm that records God’s judgment 

along with his patience with Israel, alludes to it. Ultimately, the mercy shown by God in Psalm 78 

leads to the poem’s climactic and idealized conclusion where God builds his temple on Zion “like 

                                                 
153 Erich Zenger and Frank-Lothar Hossfeld, Psalms 2: A Commentary on Psalms 51-100 (Minneapolis: 

Fortress Press, 2005), 297. 
154 Because רחום is used as a technical term pertaining to the Grace Formula in the HB, it is important to 

distinguish between it and the synonymous and slightly more common (forty times in the HB) term רחמים. 

 
155 Cf. David Emanuel, “The Psalmists’ Use of the Exodus Motif: A Close Reading and Intertextual 

Analysis of Selected Exodus Psalms” (PhD diss., Hebrew University, 2007), 60.; Edward Greenstein, “Mixing 

Memory and Design: Reading Psalm 78,” Prooftexts 10 (1990): 197–218, 200, 204. 

 
156 Cf. Schnittjer, OTUOT, 877. 

 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

111 

 

the earth which he has founded forever” (v. 69) and chooses David his servant “to shepherd… 

Israel his (God’s) inheritance” (v. 71).  

All of this is good news for the suffering righteous speaker in the juxtaposed Psalm 77.157 If 

Israel in all its rebellion ultimately finds YHWH’s Grace Formula (Ex. 34) to be true (cf. Northern 

Israel’s inclusion in the idealized v. 71 at the conclusion of Ps. 78 despite God’s moving out of his 

Shiloh residence in vv. 56-67), how much more must the Grace Formula also be true for this 

righteous speaker of Psalm 77! Psalm 78 and its use of Exodus 34:6-7 thus enriches our reading 

of Psalm 77. The speaker of Psalm 77 looks back to the exodus event for hope of deliverance from 

their crisis when they are not able to perceive YHWH’s good character as revealed in the Grace 

Formula. The juxtaposed Psalm 78 also looks back on Israel’s history with God and recalls God’s 

mercy, forgiveness, and compassion despite Israel’s repeated failings.158 The suffering speaker of 

Psalm 77 can thus count on the same character of God as revealed in the Grace Formula to, in the 

end, be true for them as well. 

 

1.3 Allusions to the Grace Formula in Psalm 79 

The Asaph psalms continue to allude to the Grace Formula in the following poem. Psalm 79 is 

one of the clearest articulations of the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem159 in the Psalter. In v. 

1, the Jerusalem temple lays in ruins as a result of the nations coming into God’s inheritance; 

unburied bodies litter the ground in vv. 2-3. After addressing God with interrogatives and 

imperatives in vv. 5-7, vv. 8-9 plead with God for his intervention using key terms from the Grace 

Formula.160 

                                                 
157 An observation from Walther Zimmerli is instructive here. After observing links between numerous 

psalms (many of which are from the Asaph psalms) which are juxtaposed in the MT Psalter, Zimmerli suggests that 

the interpretation of a psalm must at times extend beyond the consideration of the psalm itself to include the 

collection in which the psalm is found. Cf. Walther Zimmerli, “Zwillingspsalmen,” in Wort, Lied Und Gottesspruch: 

Festschrift Für Joseph Ziegler, Josef Schreiner ed. (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 1972), 105–113.; Matthias Millard, 

Die Komposition Des Psalters (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1994), 19. 

 
158 Cf. Weber, Werkbuch Psalmen, 690. 

 
159 Cf. Allen Ross, A Commentary on the Psalms: Volume 2 (42-89) (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Academic, 

2013), 670. 

 
160 Cf. McCann, Psalms, 995. 
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 אל־תזכר־לנו עונת ראשׁנים

 מהר יקדמונו רחמיך

 כי דלונו מאד

עזרנו אלהי ישׁענו 9  

 על־דבר כבוד־שׁמך

 והצילנו וכפר על־חטאתינו למען שׁמך

Do not remember against us our former iniquities;161 

let your compassion meet us quickly, 

for we are very low. 

9 Help us, O God of our salvation, 

On account of the glory of your name; 

Deliver us, and atone for our sins, for your name’s sake! 

 

Lexical links between these two passages include: 

1) Finding forgiveness or covering for iniquity עון) ) is a dominant concern for both texts (Ex. 

34:7, 9, Ps. 79:8).  

2) Both texts appeal to God’s compassion/mercy using the root רחם (Ex. 34:6, Ps. 79:8). 

3) Psalm 79:8 asks for God’s compassion to come speedily (מהר) because the people are 

brought low. In Exodus 34:8, Moses speedily (מהר) bows or brings himself low in response 

to God’s self-revelation. 

4) Psalm 79:9 grounds the logic of its plea to God in the reputation of God’s name with the 

phrase “for the sake of your name” שׁם) ). It is precisely this name (שׁם) that YHWH is 

revealing to Moses in Exodus 34:5-9. 

Above, I argued that Psalm 78 responds to the inversions of the Grace Formula in the desperate 

cries of the speaker of Psalm 77 with hopeful allusions to the same text. Throughout its rebellious 

history with God, the nation of Israel in Psalm 78 has experienced God’s gracious and 

compassionate character as revealed in Exodus 34. If this is so, Psalm 79 problematizes the 

idealized conclusions of Psalm 78. A God who is slow to anger, compassionate, and gracious is 

not the lived experience of the psalmist in Psalm 79.162 Rather, the psalmist begs God to be these 

things via inner-Biblical allusion to the Grace Formula precisely because the characteristics of God 

proclaimed there seem absent as Jerusalem is destroyed and its people killed. 

                                                 
161 Alternatively: “iniquities of former generations.” 

 
162 See Cole who reads these three adjacent poems along similar lines: Robert Cole, The Shape and 

Message of Book III (Psalms 73-89), JSOTSup 307 (Sheffield, England: Sheffield Academic Press, 2000), 72. 
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Lastly, the Grace Formula is alluded to most extensively in Book III in Psalm 86.163 Psalm 86 

is an individual complaint psalm.164 The poem begins with the speaker repeatedly addressing God 

with imperatives begging God to remedy the individual speaker’s sorry situation lamented in the 

poem. Our first hint that the Grace Formula has heavily influenced our psalm is in v. 5 where 

God’s “abounding steadfast love” appears in construct via a maqqef: ורב־חסד. In the HB, this 

collocation is typically a strong indicator of the presence of the Grace Formula (cf. Ex. 34:6, Num. 

14:18, Joel 2:13, Jonah 4:2, Ps. 69:14, 86:5, 86:15, 103:8).165 This early indicator turns out to be 

telling in our case. After the collocation of ורב־חסד in v. 5, the Grace Formula is quoted more 

thoroughly in v. 15 of our psalm. Psalm 86:14-15 contrasts the insolent and ruthless ones who seek 

the psalmist’s life (v. 14) with God who is “merciful, gracious, slow to anger and abounding in 

steadfast love and faithfulness” (v. 15). The entire line is a verbatim quotation of Exodus 34:6b 

and it is the most complete and precise allusion to YHWH’s self-revelation formula in the 

Writings.166 The psalmist assumes that if God has been acting according to their character as 

revealed in the Grace Formula, then the psalmist’s crisis should be resolved. Thus, the speaker 

“uses a phrase spoken by YHWH… in order to persuade YHWH to show the same loving-kindness 

to the psalmist.”167 This is the final allusion to the Mosaic intercession of Exodus 34 in Book III168 

and we are now ready for a significant increase of Mosaic presence in Books IV and V. 

 

                                                 
163 Some have suggested that Ps. 85:3-11 contains allusions to Ex. 34. This is possible, but in my judgment, 

the allusions and lexical links are weaker here than in the four psalms treated above and I remain unconvinced that 

Ex. 34 is intentionally alluded to in Ps. 85. Cf. Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: 

Clarendon Press; New York, 1988), 347. What is more evident is the allusions to Moses’ intercession in Ex. 32:12 in 

Ps. 85:3. 

 
164 Cf. Hermann Gunkel and Joachim Begrich, Introduction to Psalms: The Genres of the Religious Lyric of 

Israel, trans. James Nogalski (Eugene, OR: Wipf and Stock, 2020), 121-98. 

 
165 Lane notes that this occurrence of the collocation “is the only time in the Hebrew Bible that is not 

directly connected with a quotation of the credo” (Ex. 34:6-7). And even here, it is certainly indirectly connected. 

Nathan C. Lane, The Compassionate, But Punishing God: A Canonical Analysis of Exodus 34:6-7 (Eugene, OR: 

Wipf and Stock, 2010), Kindle edition, 120. 

 
166 Lane, Compassionate But Punishing, 120-121. Lane also notes that the more ominous descriptions of 

YHWH’s punishing the guilty in v. 7 are left unmentioned. 

 
167 Kim, “Exodus 34,” 40. 
168 Though Ps. 85:4 alludes to Moses’ intercession in Ex. 32:12. This enhances my argument. See 

comments on this below. 
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1.4 Conclusion to Part One 

 We have seen in part one of this article that Psalm 77 introduces Moses and Aaron in the 

Psalter and begins a cluster of three adjacent psalms (Pss. 77-79) along with Psalm 86 that allude 

to the Grace Formula where YHWH responds to Moses’ intercession (necessitated by Aaron’s 

failure) by revealing their compassionate and gracious character. We also saw that these psalms 

alluded to and transformed Exodus 34 in creative ways. In the juxtaposed Asaphite allusions, 

creative uses of Exodus 34 responded to one another in rhetorically meaningful ways. Having 

examined these textual features in our psalms, we can now consider how these features of Book 

III might lead us to read Books IV and V of the MT Psalter. As it turns out, Moses, Aaron, and the 

clustering of Exodus 34 allusions in Book III of the Psalter are instrumental in the macrostructural 

flow and message of Books III-V of the Psalter. 

 

2. The Role of Idealized Intercessors and Exodus 34 in the Psalter’s Message 

 Part two of this article examines references to Moses and Aaron and allusions to Exodus 

34169 in Books IV and V to determine how these Books develop Moses and Aaron after their 

introduction to the Psalter in Psalm 77. It will be argued that Moses and (surprisingly) Aaron are 

presented in Books IV and V as idealized national representatives. Books IV and V express hope 

for an idealized priestly intercessor(s) to mediate between God and a covenant-breaking people in 

the way that Moses, and to a lesser extent Aaron, do in Torah. Allusions to Exodus 34 (and Ex. 

32) in Books IV and V enhance this message as do psalms such as Psalm 110 which do not mention 

Moses or Aaron but create an idealized priestly aura in Book V. Given the number of references I 

explore here, my treatments are necessarily brief and not intended to be comprehensive. 

 

2.1 References to Moses in Book IV 

 Book IV begins with Psalm 90 which bears the superscription “A Prayer of Moses.” The 

psalm focuses on God’s anger and the brevity of human existence in vv. 2-11 before an 

intercessory individual speaker (“Moses”)170 begs God to bless and show favor to their people in 

                                                 
169 Along with allusions to Ex. 32:12, another influential portion of Moses’ intercession, in Pss. 85 and 90. 
170 ““A Prayer of Moses” suggests that the psalm should be viewed as a prayer that Moses himself spoke.” 

Michael McKelvey, Moses, David and the High Kingship of Yahweh: A Canonical Study of Book IV of the Psalter, 

Gorgias Dissertations, vol. 55 (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2014), 250. 
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vv. 12-17. McKelvey and Freedman have rightly noted that near the beginning of the speaker’s 

intercession, v. 13 alludes to Exodus 32:12.171 These scholars show that the collocation in Psalm 

90:13 of the roots שׁוב and נחם strongly alludes to Moses’ intercession in the aftermath of the golden 

calf crisis where Moses begs God to turn from their burning anger and relent. This has been 

anticipated by Psalm 85:4 in Book III where the psalmist remembers when God turned (שׁוב) from 

their burning anger (מחרון אפך).172 Thus, these allusions to Exodus 32:12 enhance the intercessory 

aura created by the Exodus 34 allusions in Books III-V identified above and below. The person of 

Moses is highly emphasized when the opening psalm of Book IV bears his name (v. 1) and alludes 

to his intercessory work on Sinai (v. 13).173 

 Psalm 99, near the end of the YHWH malak psalm group (Pss. 93-100) makes mention of 

both Moses and Aaron and alludes to Exodus 34 (I return to the latter two features below). In vv. 

6-8, Moses, Aaron, and Samuel174 feature prominently as ideal Israelites who called on God (v. 6), 

kept their statutes (v. 7), and received God’s forgiveness (v. 8). Moses and Aaron are both called 

priests in v. 6a;175 their intimacy and right-standing with the just and holy God proclaimed in the 

psalm (vv. 4 and 9) present them as ideal priests and leaders for God’s covenant people.176 Targum 

Psalms elaborates v. 6 to claim that Moses and Aaron were priests “who gave their life for the 

                                                 
171 McKelvey, High Kingship of Yahweh, 33-34.; David Noel Freedman, “Other than Moses… Who Asks 

(or Tells) God to Repent?” Bible Review 1 (1985), 58.; Krista J. Mournet, “Moses and the Psalms: The Significance 

of Psalms 90 and 106 within Book IV of the Masoretic Psalter,” CWBW 31 (2011): 66–79, 71. Also cf. McCann, 

Psalms, 1040-1. 

 
172 This is an established way of alluding to Moses’ intercession in Ex. 32 in the HB. Cf. for example, 

Jonah 3:9-10. 

 
173 Furthermore, Wallace has convincingly demonstrated how the juxtapositions of Pss. 90-92 are explained 

in light of Moses’ efficacious intercession in Ps. 90 and as alluded to in Ex. 32. Psalm 91 responds to Moses’ 

intercession with God ensuring divine protection and in Ps. 92, the people respond in thanksgiving for that 

protection. Wallace, Book IV, 89. 

 
174 Samuel is fittingly included among the priestly brothers Moses and Aaron since Samuel himself was a 

Nazarite and was closely associated with the priesthood (cf. 1 Sam. 1-3). Samuel calling on the name of God using 

the verb קרא (Ps. 99:6) is best viewed as an allusion to 1 Samuel 12:17-18 where Samuel calls upon YHWH to bring 

about a rainstorm on a clear day when the people ask for a king. Samuel’s opposition to human kings in favor of 

YHWH as king in the context of 1 Sam. here could not fit the YHWH malak psalm group more nicely. 

 
175 The psalmist is clearly not concerned with technicalities such as Moses not being a Levite. Moses is 

Aaron’s brother, acts like a priest throughout Torah, and is therefore called a priest. Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 2, 

490. 

 
176 McKelvey, High Kingship of Yahweh, 285.; Wallace, Book IV, 50. 
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people of YHWH.”177 Given that Moses’ Sinai intercession (Ex. 34:6-7) is alluded to in v. 8 of our 

psalm (see the following sections), it is likely that the Targum authors recognized this allusion and 

incorporated Moses’ self-sacrificial intercessory act (cf. Ex. 32:32) in Psalm 99:6. Thus, the 

Targum of Psalm 99:6 supports the association between the presence of the Moses cluster in Book 

IV and the idea of intercessory, self-sacrificial priesthood. 

Moses next features in Psalm 103:7 where God “made known his ways” to Moses. The ידע 

verb is gapped in the second line of the verse where God’s acts (are made known) to the people of 

Israel.178 Thus, the objects of the verb (Moses and Israel) are in syntactical parallelism. This results 

in Moses being idealized and representing the nation of Israel in their relationship with YHWH. It 

is also important for this article that Psalm 103 is saturated with allusions to Exodus 34. I will 

return to this in a later section, but for now, it is important to note that the allusions to his 

intercession make the reference to Moses in v. 7 especially fitting. 

Moses next appears in Psalm 105. This historical Psalm179 is an expected place to find a 

reference to Moses given his prominent place in Israel’s story. Psalm 105 is an entirely positive 

remembrance of Israel’s history with YHWH; the way in which Moses has been presented thus far 

in Book IV of the Psalter accords well with his presentation here. Moses’ role in the psalm (cf. vv. 

26-27) is specifically related to his working signs and miracles (the exodus plagues). Thus, 

Wallace says: “The psalm celebrates YHWH’s power (and honors Moses and Aaron) by 

proclaiming that YHWH, Moses, and Aaron are the executors of the plagues of Egypt…”180 The 

idealized remembrance of Psalm 105 is contrasted in Psalm 106 where instead of focusing on 

God’s loyalty (Ps. 105), Israel’s rebelliousness highlighted.181 

In contrast with Psalm 105 where Moses is presented as a sign and miracle worker, Psalm 

106 accredits everything related to the exodus event solely to YHWH. YHWH’s faithfulness and 

                                                 
 משׁה ואהרן בכהנוי דמסרו נפשׁהון מטול עמא דיהוה 177

 
178 Although ידע is a very common verb, several scholars seem correct to point out that its contextual use in 

v. 7 more than likely alludes to Ex. 33:13. McCann, Psalms, 1092.; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 35. This, of 

course, increases the intercessory characterization of Moses in the psalm. 
179 See Gunkel, Introduction to Psalms, 247-50. 

 
180 Wallace, Book IV, 77. 

 
181 Cf. Wallace who calls these poems “two sides of the same coin.” Wallace, Book IV, 92.; also cf. 

McCann, Psalms, 1103-1104.; Zimmerli, “Zwillingspsalmen,” 105–113. 
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mighty works are severely contrasted with the unfaithful nature of the Israelites. Moses is first 

mentioned in v. 16 only in reference to the Korahite rebellion (Num. 16) where Korah and a 

number of leaders among the tribes rise up to challenge the authority of Moses and Aaron. The 

emphasis is not on Moses and Aaron themselves, but rather on the historically rebellious nature of 

Israel. 

Moses is referenced two more times in Psalm 106. In v. 23, Moses’ intercessory work is 

described. In the aftermath of the golden calf incident (Ps. 106:20), God would have destroyed 

Israel had not Moses “stood in the breach before him (God) to turn away his wrath from destroying 

them.” Thus, in a long poem emphasizing the severe failures of Israel throughout its history, 

Moses’ successful intercession is a rare bright point.182 As in the opening psalm of Book IV (Ps. 

90), the closing psalm of Book IV (Ps. 106) focuses on Mosaic intercession on behalf of the 

covenant-breaking nation. 

Furthermore, the נחם root used by Moses when he begs God to relent from disaster against 

Israel in the aftermath of the golden calf incident (Ex. 32:12) forms an inclusio of Mosaic 

intercession around all of Book IV. נחם occurs when “Moses” begs God to have sorrow for their 

servants in Psalm 90:13 which is part of a larger allusion to Exodus 32:12 (see above). נחם also 

occurs in the climactic conclusion of Psalm 106 in v. 45.183 In this verse, YHWH has “remembered 

his covenant and relented (נחם) according to the abundance of his covenant love” in their response 

to Moses’ intercession on Sinai; as I show below, this is a blended allusion to Exodus 32:12 and 

34:6-7. Because of this historical precedent for God relenting from destroying their covenant-

breaking people in Exodus 32-34, the psalmist appeals to God for salvation and ingathering from 

exile (v. 47) and praises God in advance for their deliverance (v. 48). Thus, the model of Mosaic 

intercession in the past is held out as the way to achieve exilic restoration in the conclusion of 

Book IV of the Psalter. 

The final reference to Moses in the Psalter comes in Psalm 106:32. Here Moses’ lost 

opportunity to enter Canaan is blamed on Israel just as Moses himself blames Israel for this tragedy 

in Deuteronomy (cf. Deut. 1:37, 3:26, 4:21). The psalmist has no problem scapegoating the 

                                                 
182 Cf. Leslie C. Allen, Psalms 101-150, WBC (Nashville, TN: Thomas Nelson, 2002), 72. 
183 Mournet, “Moses and the Psalms,” 73.; Cf. McKelvey, High Kingship of Yahweh, 250-1. McKelvey also 

points out the occurrence of the root חמה in Pss. 90:7 and 106:23 which strengthens the inclusio created by Pss. 90 

and 106. 
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wilderness generation184 and agrees with Moses’ not-so-subtle claims of innocence in 

Deuteronomy.185 

Having completed our survey of references to Moses in the Psalter, we can claim that every 

psalm that references Moses idealizes him. Moses is presented as an ideal leader, national 

representative, intercessor, priest, and miracle worker. Furthermore, we saw that it is fitting to 

speak of a Mosaic inclusio that frames Book IV of the MT Psalter. Moses’ name (v. 1) and 

intercession (v. 13) occur in Psalm 90 which opens Book IV. Moses’s name (vv. 16, 23, 32) and 

his intercession (vv. 23 and 45) also occur in the final psalm of Book IV. Finally, as we will see 

below, references to Moses also tend to occur near allusions to his intercessory work as presented 

in Exodus 32-34. 

 

2.2 References to Aaron in Books IV and V 

 One might expect Moses to be recalled in an idealized fashion when later portions of the 

HB reference the exodus and wilderness traditions. Torah itself idealizes Moses as a prophet 

without equal (Deut. 34:10).186 One might not expect the same idealizing tendencies when it comes 

to remembrances of Aaron. While there are positive portrayals of Aaron in Torah (cf. most of 

Leviticus and Num. 16b), he has significant moments of failure and numerous lapses in judgment. 

Aaron helped to create the golden calf crisis which could understandably be labeled the most 

significant failure of the wilderness generation (Ex. 32:2-6, 25, 35). All of Numbers 12 also focuses 

on Aaron’s (and Miriam’s) rebellion against Moses’ leadership. These prominent failures of Aaron 

in Torah, along with continued prominent failures of the priesthood throughout Israel’s history (cf. 

Lev. 10, 1 Sam. 2:22-36, Mal., etc.) make it all the more surprising that Books IV and V of the 

Psalter present Aaron in the most idealized of fashions. It is to these references to Aaron that we 

now turn. 

                                                 
184 See Allen, Psalms 101-150, 73. 

 
185 The claim of Hossfeld and Zenger that Moses is simply “taking collective responsibility” here seems a 

bit too smoothed over. Frank Lothar Hossfeld and Eric Zenger, Psalms 3 (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 2011), 

91.  
186 Moses is not, however, without flaws in Torah. Cf. Ex. 2:11-12 and Num. 20:12. 
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 Like Moses, Aaron is first introduced to the Psalter in Psalm 77:21. Here, Aaron functions 

alongside Moses as a leader during the exodus. Aaron is subsequently mentioned in the Psalter in 

Psalms 99:6, 105:26, 106:16, 115:10, 115:12, 118:3, 133:2, and 135:19. 

 I have treated Psalm 99:6-8 above as it pertains to Moses. This is sufficient for my purposes 

in this article. As was the case for Moses, Psalm 99:6 presents Aaron as an idealized priest who 

operates in obedience to and intimacy with YHWH. Notably, though, this presentation of Aaron 

suppresses his significant moral and covenantal failings documented in Torah. Aaron’s actions in 

Exodus 32 especially call the portrayal of Aaron in Psalm 99 into question. But perhaps an accurate 

portrayal of Aaron as presented in Torah is not the goal of the psalm187 (see the following sections 

below).  

 Like Moses, Aaron is named in Psalms 105:26 and 106:16. As I argued in reference to 

Moses in Psalm 105, Aaron is presented as an obedient, idealized sign and miracle worker in the 

exodus narrative. Likewise, as was the case for Moses in Psalm 106:16, Aaron is mentioned in the 

verse only for the sake of describing Israel’s lapse of faith in the Korahite rebellion of Numbers 

16. Unlike Moses, Aaron is not mentioned again in the psalm. What is perhaps surprising is the 

absence of Aaron in the creation of the golden calf as recounted in Psalm 106:19-22. If Aaron’s 

inclusion as an idealized priestly leader in Psalm 99:6-8 despite his complicity in the golden calf 

crisis makes one’s eyebrows raise, so does his conspicuous absence in the golden calf crisis of 

Psalm 106:19-22. Thus, Hossfeld and Zenger can speak of “Aaron’s joint culpability (being) 

suppressed.”188 

 I now treat together three Book V references to the “house of Aaron” in Psalms 115:10-12, 

118:3, and 135:19. In each of these cases, several sociological groups189 are called upon with 

jussive verbs to, with some variations in each poem, praise and express faith in YHWH. While 

these psalms provide no characterization or description of the בית אהרן, we can note that the 

priesthood as represented by Aaron190 rather than another group, is singled out for encouragement 

                                                 
187 McCann seems to come to the same conclusion when he says of the idealized obedience described in v. 

7: “the wilderness was actually characterized by distrust, complaining, and disobedience.” McCann, Psalms, 1076. 
188 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 91. 

 
189 The identification of the groups has been discussed at length in the commentaries with little agreement. 

This is not a concern for this article. 

 
190 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 209. 
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to trust in and praise YHWH. The בית אהרן title coheres well with Books IV and V of the Psalter 

and keeps Aaron as a representative figure at the forefront of these latter Books. Via the בית אהרן 

title in these three psalms, Aaron in Book V primarily becomes a representative for the priestly 

order rather than in individual character as he is portrayed in the Torah. Thus, we can speak of a 

tradition or network of texts in Book V191 that emphasize the representative Aaron and his priestly 

lineage (“house”) and the vitality of their role in trusting in and worshiping YHWH. We can further 

note that this tradition occurs at the opening of Psalm 118 and at the climactic conclusion of Psalm 

135 as a form of emphasis. 

Aaron is mentioned in a more substantive manner in Psalm 133:1-3. Here, the goodness of 

brothers dwelling in unity (v. 1) is likened to good oil running down Aaron’s head, beard, and robe 

collar (v. 2). The goodness of brothers dwelling as one is further likened in v. 3 to the dew of the 

Mount Hermon in the North which flows down to Zion in the South, giving life and blessing 

(agriculturally speaking) to God’s people. This short psalm again presents us with a lofty portrayal 

of Aaron as priest who is abundantly anointed as “Yahweh’s mediator at the sanctuary.”192 Here, 

the work of the high priest is likened to life-giving water in v. 3a and “life forevermore” in the 

place where YHWH has commanded blessing in v. 3b. Hossfeld and Zenger are worth quoting at 

length as they tease out the implications for Aaron and his priesthood: 

“The subject is power over life and the ability to bless, conveyed by the precious oil of 

anointing, in light of the office of Aaron on behalf of the community for whose service 

Aaron was anointed. The abundance of oil poured on Aaron’s head is enhanced still more 

by the expansion of the “beard motif,” inasmuch as in v. 2d the length of the beard is 

explicitly emphasized. It extends over the upper hem of the priestly vestment, so that the 

precious oil dripping down the beard extends with its consecratory power and enchantingly 

sweet smell to the ephod and the breastpiece that lay on the front of the high priest’s robes 

of office. The ephod and breastpiece bore the names of the twelve tribes of Israel (cf. Exod 

28:5-21; 39:2-14). The “oil of blessing” for Aaron’s consecration thus drips onto these 

symbols of the twelve tribes – whereby again the aspect of the community of the twelve 

brothers or tribes is articulated.”193 

                                                 
191 Cf. McCann, Psalms, 1154.; Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 495. 
192 Allen, Psalms 101-150, 280. 

 
193 Hossfeld and Zenger, Psalms 3, 481. 
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 Thus Psalm 133 describes the idealized priestly role of Aaron as nothing short of lifegiving 

and life-sustaining for the covenant community. While it is true that in the rhetoric of the poem 

Aaron and his anointing is a metaphor for brothers living together in unity in v. 1 and YHWH 

commanding the blessing of life forevermore in v. 3, it is also true that the metaphor only works 

if these are apt comparisons in the mind of the author of the poem. Thus, we have here a succinct 

portrayal of Aaron and his priesthood in which he conveys the perpetual life and power of God’s 

presence to the covenant community.194 

 So, in Books IV and V, Aaron is remembered not for his prominent failings as described 

in Torah; nor is his “house” whom he represents remembered for its perennial failings as critiqued 

throughout the HB. Rather, Aaron is an idealized exodus leader (Ps. 99) and sign/miracle worker 

(Ps. 105), is left unmentioned in the golden calf crisis (Ps. 106), and is singled out along with his 

lineage to trust in and praise YHWH (Pss. 115, 118, 135). Most notably, the anointed Aaron is 

used as a metaphor for divine blessing, abundance, and everlasting life in Psalm 133. These 

idealized presentations of Aaron and his house fly in the face of the actions of priests so regularly 

critiqued in the HB. And yet, perhaps this is part of the point. When combined with the intercessory 

and sometimes priestly portrayal of Moses in Book IV as demonstrated above, the clustering of 

references to Moses and Aaron cast a priestly aura over Books IV and V of the Psalter. One 

additional literary feature enhances this aura in Books IV and V; namely, the repeated presence of 

Exodus 32 and 34 allusions which often occur in close proximity to references to Moses in Book 

IV. It is to this that I now turn. 

 

2.3 Inner-Biblical Allusions to Exodus 32 and 34 in Books IV and V 

 In the section above on Book III of the Psalter, I demonstrated that Psalms 77, 78, 79, and 

86 allude to the Grace Formula. I suggested the clustering of allusion to Exodus 34:6-7 along with 

the introduction of Moses and Aaron to the Psalter in Psalm 77 anticipate part of the message of 

Books IV and V where a mediating figure interceding on behalf of a covenant-breaking people is 

part of the Psalter’s solution to exile. I have demonstrated above how the idealized portraits of 

                                                 
194 In addition to the explicit references to Aaron in Pss. 133 and 135, the priesthood is also prominent in 

Ps. 134:1. This strengthens my observations made here. 
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Moses and Aaron in Books IV-V support this argument. This section returns to the Grace Formula 

in the Psalter and exegetes allusions to it in four psalms in Books IV-V; Psalms 99, 103, 106, and 

145.195 Special attention is given to the ways in which three out of the four allusions occur in 

contexts where Moses is mentioned. The pairing of references to Moses and allusions to the Grace 

Formula in Psalms 99, 103, and 106 greatly enhance the idealized intercessory and even self-

sacrificial priestly portrait of Moses in the Psalter. 

 Psalm 99:8 follows a description of Moses and Aaron as priests who called upon YHWH’s 

name (v. 6a) and received replies (v. 6b). One instance of YHWH “answering them” in v. 8 is a 

shorthand version of the Grace Formula. The portion of the Grace Formula alluded to is YHWH 

forgiving (נשׂא) but also avenging wrongdoing. While it must be acknowledged that the verb נשׂא 

is very common in the HB, its contextual use in Psalm 99:8 and Exodus 34:7 is compelling. Both 

texts are found in contexts where Moses is functioning in a priestly fashion (Ex. 32-34 and Ps. 

99:6). In both cases YHWH responds in forgiveness (נשׂא) but still avenges wrongdoing. 

Furthermore, there is a wordplay between the vengeance verbs in our two texts. YHWH “by no 

means clears the guilty (ונקה לא ינקה) in Exodus 34:7 and avenges (ונקם) wrongdoing in Psalm 99:8. 

This allusion enhances the priestly portrayal of Moses in Psalm 99:6 and situates Moses’ priestly 

vocation in relation to his Sinaitic intercession where he offers his life on behalf of the covenant-

breaking nation (Ex. 32:32) in the aftermath of the golden calf crisis. 

 Psalm 103 shares greater lexical overlap with the Grace Formula. While the psalm’s large-

scale allusion to the Grace Formula is found in vv. 8-10, this is anticipated in vv. 3-4. Psalm 103:3 

proclaims that YHWH forgives iniquity using a collocation comprised of the roots סלח and  עון. The 

same collocation occurs in Exodus 34:9.196 This makes the collocation חסד ורחמים in Psalm 103:4b 

a stronger allusion to Exodus 34:6 where the same terms occur. The Grace Formula is picked up 

again in vv. 8-10. V. 8 comprises one of the more complete allusions to the Grace Formula in the 

HB (though Ps. 86:15 is more complete because it includes the final lexeme אמת whereas Ps. 103:8 

does not). Other than Exodus 34:6 supplying the divine name before the Grace Formula while the 

                                                 
195 Notably, Ps. 106 blends its Grace Formula allusion with an allusion to Ex. 32. This is not unprecedented 

in the HB (cf. Joel 2:14 and Jonah 4:2) and will be addressed below. Thomas B. Dozeman, “Inner-Biblical 

Interpretation of YHWH’s Gracious and Compassionate Character,” JBL 108, (1989): 207–23, 219-21.; Magonet, 

Form and Meaning, 79.; Joel Barker, “From Where Does My Hope Come? Theodicy and the Character of YHWH 

in Allusions to Exodus 34:6-7 in the Book of the Twelve,” JETS 61, (2018): 697–715. 

 
196 See McCann, Psalms, 1091. 
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psalm supplies the name in the middle of it, the two texts match perfectly in all grammatical forms 

used. The more ominous statements of YHWH punishing the guilty are not initially included in 

the primary allusion to the Grace Formula, but the relevant lexemes promptly show up in the 

following verses.197 V. 10 enhances this already extensive allusion by using the terms for 

wrongdoing employed by the Grace Formula198 (compare the roots חטא and עון in Ps. 103:10 and 

Ex. 34:7).199 Thus, Psalm 103 alludes to the Grace Formula in numerous ways and, like Psalm 99 

above, these allusions occur in the context of a reference to Moses. Directly before the extensive 

allusion to the Grace Formula in Psalm 103:8, v. 7 states that “he (God) made known his ways to 

Moses.” In the next verse, these ways of God are stated in terms of the Grace Formula. Thus, it is 

not a generic Moses that appears in Psalm 103:7, but an interceding Moses200 who mediates 

between a covenant-breaking people and their God.201  

 Next, we come to the climactic conclusion of Psalm 106. Four key lexemes in vv. 45-46 

create allusions not only to the Grace Formula but also to Moses’ intercession as described in 

Exodus 32. In Psalm 106:45-46, the psalmist describes YHWH’s mercy toward Israel despite their 

consistent rebellion as described at length in vv. 32-43. Vv. 45-46 state that YHWH relented (from 

the implied judgment against their people) using the verb נחם according to their abounding 

covenant love (כרב הסדיו). Furthermore, God caused their people to be “pitied” using the term 

 is used in both Psalm 90:13 and 106:45 to form an inclusio נחם ,As I have described above .רחמים

around Book IV and describe Moses’ Sinai intercession with allusions to Exodus 32:12-14 where 

Moses asks YHWH to repent from disaster and YHWH does just that. On the other hand, YHWH’s 

abounding covenant love (כרב הסדיו) and compassion (רחמים) found in Psalm 106:45-46 allude to 

Exodus 34:6 where the same terms are used. 

                                                 
197 Lane, Compassionate But Punishing, 128. 

 
198 Allen, Psalms 101-150, 31. 

 
199 Two additional occurrences of the רחם root are found in v. 13 of Psalm 103. The double occurrence of 

this lexeme in close proximity to the primary allusion in v. 8 strengthens the allusions to the Grace Formula 

(specifically Ex. 34:6) in our psalm. 

 
200 Cf. McCann who rightly notes that the whole golden calf crisis is resonating in the background in this 

section of our psalm. McCann, Psalms, 1092. 

 
201 Cf. McKelvey, High Kingship of Yahweh, 286. 
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 Like we have seen with Psalms 99 and 103, Psalm 106 not only alludes to the Grace 

Formula but also references Moses. In a previous section, I examined all three references to Moses 

in our psalm. Only the latter two occurrences concern us here. First, it is notable that Moses’ 

Sinaitic intercession in the aftermath of the golden calf incident is described in the main historical 

retelling of our poem back in Psalm 106:23. Thus, there is a considerable distance between the 

initial recounting of Moses’ intercession (v. 23) and the conclusion where it is brought back into 

focus (vv. 45-46). This demonstrates the importance of Mosaic intercession for the author(s) of 

the psalm. The last mention of Moses’ name in Psalm 106 is found in v. 32. This is significant 

because v. 32 is a structural hinge that begins a lengthy retelling of Israel’s repeated shortcomings 

in their relationship with YHWH (vv. 32-43). While any sin of the wilderness generation (and 

there are many!) could have fittingly begun this section of the poem, v. 32 focuses on the incident 

at Meribah where “it was bad for Moses on account of them.” The use of this incident to begin a 

summarizing list of Israel’s rebellions against God both removes guilt from Moses (he is the one 

being wronged, not the one committing the wrong), and scapegoats the people for Moses’ actions; 

it is not Moses’ sin (Num. 20:12) that our psalm finds offensive, but rather that the rebellious 

Israelites lead Moses into the act. Thus, we again have an idealized, intercessory Moses figure 

mediating between a perpetually covenant-breaking people and their God. 

 Lastly, Psalm 145:8 alludes to the Grace Formula at length in a manner that is identical to 

(taken from?) Psalm 103:8.202 This final and thorough allusion to the Grace Formula203 in the MT 

Psalter occurs just prior to the final הלל and cements the importance of the Grace Formula and its 

themes of priestly intercession on behalf of a covenant-breaking people for Books IV-V.204 Kim 

rightly notes that Psalm 145:8-21 begins to describe “why YHWH should be praised”;205 the 

section emphasizes YHWH’s universality and nearness to all who call on them.206 This ending to 

Psalm 145 is thus a fitting launching point into the final הלל. When Psalm 145 provides the Grace 

                                                 
202 An additional occurrence of the רחם root is found in v. 9 of Psalm 145 as well. 

 
203 Or at least to the first half of it. As we have seen repeatedly above, the ominous portions of v. 7 where 

YHWH does not leave the guilty unpunished are not included in our psalm. Cf. Lane, Compassionate But Punishing, 

134. 

 
204 Lane, Compassionate But Punishing, 137. 

 
205 Kim, “Exodus 34,” 45. 
206 Konrad Schaefer, Psalms, BO (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2001), 338. 
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Formula as its lead piece of evidence as for why YHWH should be praised (as demonstrated in 

Pss. 146-150) we get a sense of just how climactic and democratized this final allusion to the Grace 

Formula is within the structure of the MT Psalter. Further organizational significance for the Grace 

Formula in the Psalter is established when we notice that both Books IV and V207 allude to Exodus 

34:6 near the conclusions of their final psalms. 

 

3. Implications, Relationship to Other Psalter Studies, and Conclusion 

 In this article, I have shown that Book III of the Psalter introduces Moses and Aaron (Ps. 

77:21) and contains a notable clustering of allusions to the Grace Formula where Moses intercedes 

on behalf of a covenant-breaking people (Pss. 77, 78, 79, 86). I then demonstrated that idealized 

references to Moses and Aaron that emphasize their intercessory, priestly roles cluster notably in 

Books IV and V of the Psalter. Furthermore, allusions to the Grace Formula are regularly paired 

with references to Moses. These allusions cast a strong intercessory tint over Moses’ character 

which itself forms an inclusio around Book IV. Finally, immediately prior to the conclusion of the 

MT Psalter (Pss. 146-150) a final, lengthy allusion to the Grace Formula is included. In my view, 

all of these textual features are highly intentional and bursting with communicative intent. The 

intent seems to be that the collapse of Judah, its temple, and its monarchy at the hands of Babylon 

as portrayed in Book III is already beginning to receive a response in Book III itself. Moses, Aaron, 

and the Grace Formula are all introduced. Books IV and V proceed to contain clusters of references 

to Moses and Aaron which, in context, cast them as idealized intercessors and priests. Allusions 

to the Grace Formula enhance this portrayal of the brothers and more specifically emphasize 

Moses’ Sinaitic intercession and mediation in the aftermath of the golden calf disaster. All of these 

lines of evidence lead to the conclusion that the MT Psalter holds out a message of hope208 for 

restoration from exile209 via the work of an idealized intercessory priest (or, we could say, a priestly 

                                                 
207 In my view, the final הלל is an editorial conclusion and not part of Book V proper. 

 
208 I emphasize again that this is not the only editorially intended, macrostructural message communicated 

by the literary features of the MT Psalter. It is one of several. 
209 See McKelvey: “The occurrence of exile is thereby equated to the experiences of the exodus/wilderness 

generation. Consequently, it seems clear that this setting leads the reader to view the exilic/post-exilic covenant 

community as being in a second exodus/wilderness event.” McKelvey, High Kingship of Yahweh, 287.; M.A. 

Vincent, “The Shape of the Psalter: An Eschatological Dimension?,” in New Heaven & New Earth. Prophecy & the 

Millennium: Essays in Honour of Anthony Gelston, VTSup 77, ed. Peter J. Harland and Robert Hayward (Leiden: 

Brill, 1999), 61–82.; McCann, Psalms, 1041. 
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messiah)210 who can stand between a covenant-breaking people and their God,211 appeal to God’s 

gracious and compassionate character as revealed in the Grace Formula, and ultimately convince 

YHWH to “relent from disaster” (Ex. 32:12-14) and keep YHWH’s people as their inheritance 

(Ex. 34:9) despite their covenantal shortcomings. This hope is surely worthy of the final response 

of praise found in the final הלל. 

 The conclusions of this article are both unique and complementary to much recent research 

on the shape and message of the MT Psalter. While I grant the widespread claim that Book III of 

the Psalter mourns the Babylonian exile along with the collapse of the Davidic dynasty and the 

temple, I have argued above that there are also the beginnings of a hopeful response to the exile in 

Book III. While numerous studies have explored the royal messianic facets of the Psalter’s 

message (see footnote 4 above), the cluster of priestly and Aaronide themes in Books IV-V of the 

Psalter has not received comparable treatment. This article begins to remedy this. Importantly, as 

noted above, idealized royal and priestly hopes are not mutually exclusive and co-exist within the 

Psalter (see Ps. 110 for the clearest articulation of both). The findings of this article also correlate 

well with studies that have emphasized the kingship of YHWH as a major message of the Psalter 

(see footnote 5 above). An idealized priestly hope only makes sense when said priests are serving 

and mediating the presence and blessing of YHWH to the people. Thus, while distinct, it is evident 

how these theological and communicative themes within the Psalter are mutually supportive. 
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Abstract 

The Proto-Slavic noun čьrta is traditionally derived from the lexical family čersti / čьrtǫ / čьrtati 

and is ultimately connected with the Proto-Indo-European root (s)ker- ‘to cut, carve’. At the 

same time, the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ is attested in Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac, Akkadian, and Arabic 

with meanings related to cutting, incising, scratching, and leaving a visible mark. Of particular 

significance is the Aramaic-Syriac semantic development in which meanings associated with 

incision gradually expanded into the domains of line, stroke, text line, graphic mark, and written 

sign. 

This study examines the degree of formal, semantic, chronological, and historical 

correspondence between the Proto-Slavic lexical family čьrta / čьrtati and the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ. 

The analysis combines comparative philology, historical semantics, and the critical evaluation of 

linguistic evidence. In addition to Slavic and Semitic material, Iranian evidence is employed as a 

control corpus in order to assess whether comparable semantic developments may arise 

independently in different linguistic traditions. 

mailto:hebrejski@gmail.com
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The results demonstrate that both lexical families exhibit a documented semantic trajectory 

extending from cutting and incision to line, mark, and graphic representation. However, the 

available evidence does not establish either a direct etymological relationship or a demonstrable 

borrowing process between the Semitic and Proto-Slavic forms. Instead, the data support the 

existence of a noteworthy pattern of semantic convergence whose broader historical significance 

warrants further comparative investigation. 

Keywords: Proto-Slavic, čьrta, Semitic languages, ś-r-ṭ, historical semantics, comparative 

philology, semantic convergence, etymology, Hebrew, Aramaic, Syriac 

1. Introduction and Methodology 

The word “čьrta” belongs to a group of seemingly simple lexical units whose history, upon 

closer philological examination, proves to be considerably more complex than its everyday usage 

would suggest. In the modern Slavic languages, the concept of a line encompasses a wide range 

of meanings, from a physical line and boundary to a sign, graphic stroke, script, and symbolic 

marking. However, the historical semantics and etymology of this word point to a much older 

semantic core associated with cutting, incision, scoring, and the leaving of a visible trace on a 

surface. Modern Slavic scholarship generally accepts that the Proto-Slavic noun *čьrta belongs 

to the family *čersti / *čьrtǫ / *čьrtati and may ultimately be connected with the Proto-Indo-

European root *(s)ker- “to cut, carve.” This explanation represents the dominant etymological 

model in Slavic linguistics. 

At the same time, the Semitic linguistic sphere contains the root ś-r-ṭ, documented in Hebrew, 

Aramaic, Syriac, Akkadian, and Arabic material, whose earliest meaning is likewise associated 

with incision, cutting, and the leaving of a physical trace. Of particular importance is the fact that 

the Aramaic-Syriac tradition exhibits a further development of this root toward meanings such as 

line, text line, graphic stroke, and sign. This raises a question that goes beyond classical 

etymology: does the Slavic and Semitic lexical material exhibit merely a coincidental overlap of 

individual meanings, or is it possible to identify a broader pattern of semantic convergence that 

emerged through similar processes of semantic development? 

This study does not proceed from the assumption that Proto-Slavic *čьrta was borrowed from 

Semitic languages, nor does it attempt to demonstrate a direct genetic or contact-mediated 

etymological relationship between the forms under analysis. On the contrary, the primary 

objective of the research is a critical assessment of the degree of phonetic, semantic, 

chronological, and historical correspondence between the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ and the Proto-Slavic 

family *čьrta / *čьrtati. Within this framework, particular attention is devoted to the 

reconstruction of semantic chains leading from acts of cutting and incision to the concepts of 

line, mark, sign, and graphic character. 

The methodological approach combines comparative philology, historical semantics, and critical 

source analysis. In addition to Slavic and Semitic material, an Iranian corpus is included as a 

control dataset, since Iranian languages provide important examples of semantic developments 

from incision and marking to sign and graphic representation. This makes it possible to assess 

whether the observed semantic processes reflect universal patterns of linguistic development or 

represent a specific historical phenomenon. The aim of the study is therefore not to deliver a 
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final etymological verdict, but rather to define as precisely as possible the limits of what the 

available philological evidence actually allows us to conclude concerning the relationship 

between Semitic ś-r-ṭ and Proto-Slavic *čьrta. 

1.2 Methodology 

This study is based on a comparative-philological, historical-semantic, and etymological-critical 

methodology. The object of analysis is the relationship between the Semitic root שׂרט and the 

Proto-Slavic lexical family *čьrta / *čьrtati, with particular attention to the development of 

meanings associated with incision, line, sign, and graphic marking. 

The aim of the study is to determine the degree of formal phonetic similarity, semantic 

correspondence, chronological compatibility, and historical correspondence between the two 

lexical families on the basis of the available philological and linguistic evidence. 

1.3 Corpus 

The corpus analyzed in this study comprises primary and secondary sources from the Semitic, 

Slavic, and Iranian linguistic traditions. 

The Semitic corpus includes the Biblical Hebrew root שׂרט, its attestations in biblical texts (Lev. 

19:28; 21:5), the pre-exilic epigraphic attestation הסרט from the seventh century BCE, the 

Aramaic form סְרַט, the Syriac forms ܣܪܛ and ܣܪܛܐ, as well as related forms in Akkadian (šarāṭu) 

and Arabic (ََشَرَط). 

The Slavic corpus includes the reconstructed Proto-Slavic form *čьrta, the verb *čьrtati, the Old 

Church Slavonic formula črъty i rězy, and the reflexes of this lexical family in the Slavic 

languages. 

An Iranian corpus relevant to the semantic field “to cut,” “to incise,” “to draw a line,” “sign,” 

and “to write” is included as a control corpus. This corpus includes Proto-Iranian *kart-, Avestan 

kart-, Proto-Iranian *Hraz, Avestan rəz-, Sogdian skn-, Sogdian ’sk’’n, Middle Persian nibištan, 

and related forms. 

The Semitic corpus was selected because of the documented formal phonetic and semantic 

correspondence between the root שׂרט and the Proto-Slavic base *čьrt-, whereas other linguistic 

traditions fall outside the scope of the present study and may constitute the subject of separate 

comparative investigations. 

1.4 Analytical Procedure 

The investigation is conducted in four analytical stages. 

In the first stage, the phonological structure of comparable forms is analyzed. The aim of this 

stage is not to establish phonetic identity, but rather to assess the degree of formal phonetic 

similarity and the possibility of comparative analysis. 
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In the second stage, the semantic history of each lexical family is reconstructed independently. 

Primary meanings, secondary semantic extensions, and documented directions of semantic 

development are analyzed. Particular attention is devoted to the possible sequence: 

“to cut → to incise → to leave a trace → line → stroke → sign → graphic character.” 

The central object of analysis is the reconstruction and comparison of this semantic chain within 

each linguistic tradition separately. 

In the third stage, the chronology of attestations is examined. Early and late sources are analyzed 

separately in order to avoid the retrojection of later attested meanings into earlier linguistic 

stages. Accordingly, the later Syriac meanings “line,” “stroke,” and “character” are not 

automatically projected onto the Biblical Hebrew material without independent evidence. 

In the fourth stage, the historical context of possible contact zones is examined. Consideration is 

given to contacts between the Semitic world and the Scythians during the seventh century BCE, 

as well as contacts between Proto-Slavic populations and Scytho-Sarmatian and Alan groups in 

the North Pontic region. The historical possibility of contact is treated as a separate analytical 

category and is not equated with evidence of linguistic transmission. 

Criteria of Evaluation 

The comparative analysis is based on five criteria: 

1. formal phonetic similarity; 

2. semantic correspondence; 

3. direction and structure of semantic development; 

4. chronological compatibility; 

5. historical plausibility of contact. 

No single criterion is regarded as sufficient in itself. Conclusions are drawn exclusively on the 

basis of an overall assessment of all available evidence. 

1.5 Methodological Limitations 

This study proceeds from the premise that semantic similarity alone does not demonstrate 

common origin. Similar semantic developments may arise independently in different linguistic 

traditions. 

Likewise, the existence of historically documented contact zones does not constitute evidence of 

borrowing. The absence of an attested intermediary form between Semitic שׂרט and Proto-Slavic 

*čьrta prevents any definitive conclusion regarding direct linguistic transmission. 

Negative results are also included in the analysis. Particular attention is given to the fact that no 

secure attestation of the meanings “commodity mark,” “ownership mark,” “counting tally,” or 
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“administrative sign” has been identified for the root שׂרט in the available Northwest Semitic 

epigraphic material from the seventh to the second century BCE. 

Negative results are treated as legitimate research data, since the absence of attestation in 

relevant epigraphic corpora constitutes an important element in evaluating the explanatory power 

of particular hypotheses. 

The study is conceived as a test of a comparative hypothesis. The possibility of semantic 

convergence is regarded as unconfirmed if the analysis demonstrates that the semantic 

development of the two lexical families proceeded along different and unrelated paths, or if the 

semantic parallel is found to be limited to isolated meanings lacking a systematic developmental 

structure. 

1.6 Research Objective 

The primary objective of this study is to determine whether the Semitic root שׂרט and the Proto-

Slavic lexical family *čьrta / *čьrtati exhibit a documented pattern of semantic convergence 

from incision and physical marking to line, stroke, sign, and graphic character, and to assess the 

extent to which such convergence justifies further comparative investigation. 

1.7 Note on Transcription and Transliteration 

The study consistently employs internationally accepted scholarly systems of transliteration for 

all languages under analysis. Wherever possible, each relevant form is presented both in its 

original script and in scholarly transliteration. This principle is applied to Hebrew, Aramaic, 

Syriac, Arabic, Akkadian, Avestan, Sogdian, Middle Persian, Old Church Slavonic, and other 

languages included in the investigation. 

Original orthography is provided whenever it is preserved in the sources or in standard scholarly 

literature. Where the original orthography is unknown or unattested, standard scholarly 

reconstructions are used and marked in accordance with established linguistic practice. 

For the sake of terminological consistency, the transliteration of individual languages remains 

unchanged throughout the study and is not adapted to the phonetic or orthographic conventions 

of modern Serbian. 

 

2. Previous Interpretations of Proto-Slavic *čьrta 

The Proto-Slavic noun *čьrta represents one of the most interesting lexical units of the Slavic 

etymological lexicon because of its wide distribution across the Slavic languages, its rich 

derivational family, and the complex questions surrounding its origin. Over more than a century 

of etymological research, a relatively stable scholarly tradition has developed that connects this 

word with the verbal family *čersti, *čьrtǫ, and *čьrtati, and ultimately with the Proto-Indo-

European root *(s)ker- / *(s)kert- “to cut, carve.”¹ 
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Although individual scholars differ in certain details of reconstruction, the basic direction of 

interpretation has remained remarkably stable from the earliest etymological dictionaries to 

modern comparative studies.² In most cases, it is assumed that the original meaning of the *čьrt- 

family was associated with cutting, incision, scoring, or leaving a visible trace on a surface, 

whereas the meanings “line,” “stroke,” or “graphic sign” are regarded as secondary semantic 

developments.³ 

2.1. Connection with the Verbal Family *čersti / *čьrtǫ 

One of the oldest and most influential etymological interpretations connects the noun *čьrta with 

the verbal bases *čersti and *čьrtǫ. This connection has been accepted in the Russian, Czech, 

Slovenian, and Western European Slavic traditions.⁴ 

In the Etimologičeskij slovarʹ slavjanskih jazykov (Этимологический словарь славянских 

языков; hereafter ESSJa), the entry *čersti, *čьrtǫ is treated as part of a broader etymological 

nest whose basic meaning relates to acts of cutting, incision, and leaving traces on a surface.⁵ 

Within the same family, the dictionary also discusses the verbal forms *čьrtati and the noun 

*čьrta, indicating that the authors regarded them as interconnected elements of a unified Proto-

Slavic system.⁶ 

This interpretation is not confined to the Russian etymological school. Rick Derksen reconstructs 

Proto-Slavic *čersti with the meanings “carve, slash,” comparing it with Lithuanian kirs̃ti, kertù 

and Latvian cìrst, and derives the entire group from the Proto-Indo-European root *(s)kert- 

“cut.”⁷ Derksen’s analysis represents one of the most influential modern syntheses of Slavic 

etymology and largely confirms the earlier conclusions of Vasmer and Trubačov.⁸ 

It is particularly significant that modern scholarship does not treat the connection between *čьrta 

and *čersti as an isolated hypothesis proposed by a single author, but rather as part of a broader 

consensus shared across several national etymological traditions.⁹ 

2.2. Connection with the Verb *čьrtati 

A second important element in the etymological chain is the verb *čьrtati. In the modern Slavic 

languages, its reflexes often mean “to draw,” “to mark,” or “to draw a line,” yet the etymological 

literature indicates that these meanings represent a later development.¹⁰ 

ESSJa records the Old Church Slavonic form črъtati and compares it with Greek χαράσσειν (“to 

incise,” “to engrave”) and Latin incidere (“to cut into,” “to incise”), thereby confirming that the 

original meaning of the verb was associated with the physical act of cutting or scratching a 

surface.¹¹ 

A similar approach is found in the work of the Czech etymologist Václav Machek, who connects 

the čьrtati family with acts of incision, scoring, and leaving traces.¹² Although the details of 

individual reconstructions differ, the fundamental semantic axis remains the same: a physical 

trace produced by cutting precedes the more abstract meanings of line or graphic marking.¹³ 
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Such a development is not unusual in historical semantics. In many languages, words denoting 

“line,” “letter,” or “sign” derive from verbs meaning “to cut,” “to engrave,” or “to incise.”¹⁴ 

Consequently, the transition from the meaning “to incise” to the meaning “to draw a line” is 

semantically natural and well documented.¹⁵ 

2.3. The Semantic Field of Cutting, Incision, and Scoring 

The most important characteristic of previous etymological interpretations is the fact that almost 

all authors begin from the same semantic core. This core includes notions such as: 

 cutting; 

 incision; 

 engraving; 

 scratching; 

 scoring; 

 leaving a trace. 

From this semantic field, secondary meanings associated with line and graphic marking 

gradually developed.¹⁶ 

In the third edition of the Slovenski etimološki slovar, Marko Snoj derives Proto-Slavic *čьrtà 

from the Proto-Indo-European base *(s)ker-t- “to cut, carve,” explicitly stating that its original 

meaning was “that which has been incised” or “that which has been cut into.”¹⁷ This formulation 

represents one of the clearest and most concrete definitions of the original meaning of the word 

in modern Slovenian etymology. 

Snoj further refers to Słownik prasłowiański (SP II, 252) and Bezlaj’s Etimološki slovar 

slovenskega jezika (I, 89), demonstrating that his interpretation is not isolated but grounded in an 

earlier Slavic scholarly tradition.¹⁸ 

It is highly significant that neither Snoj, nor Derksen, nor ESSJa treats “line” as the primary 

meaning. On the contrary, a line is interpreted as the result of a preceding act of incision or the 

leaving of a trace.¹⁹ 

In this sense, the following general semantic development may be reconstructed: 

cut → incise → leave a trace → groove → line → stroke → sign.²⁰ 

Although this reconstruction is not identical in every author, it represents the common 

denominator of most etymological explanations.²¹ 

Particularly noteworthy is the testimony traditionally attributed to Chernorizets Hrabar. In On 

Letters (O pismenekh), he states that before the adoption of Christianity and the introduction of 

Slavic literacy, the Slavs “črŭtami i rězami čĭtěhu i gatahu” (“read and divined by means of lines 

and cuts”). Although scholarly literature does not fully agree on the precise meaning of this 

expression, most interpretations assume that it refers to some form of incised or drawn signs used 
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for recording information or for divination. For the purposes of the present study, the exact 

nature of these signs is not decisive. What is important is the fact that the concepts of “line” and 

“cut” are directly associated within the expression itself. This testimony indicates that notions 

related to incision, cutting, and graphic marking were already closely connected in the Slavic 

tradition in the earliest surviving texts. In this respect, the formula “črŭtami i rězami” provides 

additional support for the semantic chain reconstructed in Slavic etymological scholarship as: 

cut → incise → leave a trace → line → sign.³⁵ 

2.4. Connection with Proto-Indo-European *(s)ker- / *(s)kert- 

Virtually all modern etymologists who have studied this lexical family connect it with the Proto-

Indo-European root *(s)ker-, or its extended form *(s)kert-.²² 

This root is traditionally reconstructed with meanings such as: 

 “to cut”; 

 “to separate”; 

 “to split”; 

 “to incise.”²³ 

Its reflexes are documented in a large number of Indo-European branches, including the Baltic, 

Germanic, Indo-Iranian, and Slavic languages.²⁴ 

Derksen explicitly derives *čersti from *(s)kert-.²⁵ Snoj connects *čьrtà with *(s)ker-t-.²⁶ ESSJa 

places the *čьrt- family within the same etymological framework.²⁷ Vasmer likewise accepts a 

connection with verbs denoting cutting and incision.²⁸ 

Although scholars differ in certain details of phonological reconstruction, the connection with 

PIE *(s)ker- remains one of the most stable elements of the existing etymological literature.²⁹ 

2.5. The Modern Etymological Consensus 

A review of the literature from Vasmer through ESSJa to Derksen, Snoj, and more recent studies 

demonstrates a high degree of agreement regarding the basic etymology of Proto-Slavic *čьrta.³⁰ 

None of the authors reviewed begins from the original meaning “graphic sign” or “letter.” 

Instead, nearly all reconstruct an original meaning connected with the physical act of cutting or 

incision.³¹ 

Only in later stages of semantic development do the meanings “line,” “stroke,” “mark,” and 

eventually broader graphic meanings emerge.³² 

It is particularly significant that modern scholarship shows no serious disagreement regarding the 

inclusion of *čьrta within the family *čersti / *čьrtǫ / *čьrtati. Differences among authors 
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concern primarily details of reconstruction and the extent of individual semantic stages, whereas 

the basic etymological framework remains stable.³³ 

It may therefore be concluded that modern Slavic etymology largely accepts a model according 

to which Proto-Slavic *čьrta originated within the native Slavic-Indo-European lexical system, 

with its earliest meaning associated with the act of cutting, incision, and leaving a visible trace 

on a surface.³⁴ 

Table 1. The Proto-Slavic Lexical Family čьrt- in Slavic Etymological Scholarship 

Author Reconstructed Form Primary Meaning Etymological Connection 

Vasmer (1987) čьrta cut, incision, trace (s)ker- 

ESSJa (1977) *čьrta, *čьrtati, čersti cutting, incision (s)kert- 

Derksen (2008) čersti carve, slash (s)kert- 

Machek (1968) čьrtati incision, leaving a trace PIE root meaning “to cut” 

Bezlaj (1977) čьrta that which has been incised (s)ker-t- 

Snoj (2016) čьrta that which has been cut into (s)ker-t- 

3. The Semitic Root שׂרט in Hebrew and the Broader Semitic Context 

The Semitic root שׂרט (ś-r-ṭ) constitutes the central Semitic element in the present study. Its 

significance does not derive from any prior assumption of an etymological relationship with 

Proto-Slavic čьrta, but rather from the fact that it is documented in several Semitic languages 

within a semantic field encompassing cutting, incision, scratching, the leaving of traces, and, in 

the later Aramaic-Syriac development, the drawing of lines and graphic marking.¹ This 

development makes the root particularly relevant for the study of the semantic transition from 

physical incision to the more abstract concepts of line and sign. 

In Biblical Hebrew, the verb שׂרט (śāraṭ) is attested with the meanings “to cut,” “to incise,” “to 

make a cut,” or “to make an incision in the body.” The best-known attestations occur in Lev. 

19:28 and Lev. 21:5, where the root appears in the context of the prohibition against making 

ritual cuts on the body.² In both cases the meaning is entirely concrete and physical: the reference 

is to cutting the skin, not to writing, lines, or graphic signs. A similar usage is found in Jer. 49:3, 

where the root is associated with self-inflicted wounds performed as an expression of mourning.³ 

Brown, Driver, and Briggs define שׂרט as “incise, scratch,” while also noting the important 

remark “hence write (= inscribe).”⁴ This formulation does not imply that Biblical Hebrew uses 

 in the sense “to write,” but rather that the lexicographers recognize a broader semantic שׂרט

development from physical incision toward the inscription of a sign. The connection between 

cutting and inscription is also known from other ancient cultures in which the original act of 

writing involved physically cutting into or incising a surface. 

HALOT confirms the same basic meaning. For the root שׂרט, it lists the meanings “incise,” 

“scratch,” “tear,” “rip the skin,” and “make gashes,” with references to Lev. 19:28, Lev. 21:5, 

and Jer. 49:3.⁵ Of particular significance is the noun שֶׂרֶט (śereṭ), which HALOT translates as 

“rip” or “slash,” while at the same time referring to the Syriac form serṭā in the meanings “pen-

stroke,” “mark,” and “like a punctuation mark.”⁶ HALOT thus documents a later development of 

the same root toward graphic marking, while clearly distinguishing the early Hebrew layer from 

the later Syriac development. 
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Klein likewise defines שׂרט as “to scratch, scrape; to tattoo.”⁷ In his treatment, the root is 

connected with the Judaeo-Aramaic and Syriac סְרַט, the Arabic ََشَرَط (šaraṭa), and the Akkadian 

šarāṭu. Klein’s analysis confirms that the root is not an isolated Hebrew phenomenon but part of 

a broader Semitic lexical family. 

Additional confirmation is provided by Davidson’s Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon. On 

p. 740, the root שרט is defined as “to cut, make incisions in the body,” while the derived noun 

 is glossed as “incision in the body.”⁸ Davidson’s definition is fully consistent with the שרטת

evidence presented in BDB and HALOT and constitutes independent confirmation that the 

primary meaning of the root is associated with incision and bodily injury. 

A particularly important epigraphic attestation is the form הסרט from an occupational ostracon 

discovered in the City of David. Yigal Bloch interprets this form as the occupational designation 

“the shredder (of rags),” that is, a person engaged in tearing or cutting rags.⁹ Bloch further 

connects this form with Akkadian šarāṭu, Arabic šaraṭa, and Biblical Hebrew .¹⁰שׂרט  This finding 

is significant because it confirms the existence of the root in pre-exilic Hebrew epigraphic 

material, probably dating to the seventh century BCE. Its meaning, however, remains within the 

semantic sphere of cutting, tearing, and ripping, without any clear connection to lines, writing, or 

graphic signs. 

The Akkadian verb šarāṭu is cited as a Semitic parallel with meanings such as “to tear,” “to rip,” 

and “to split,” especially in the context of tearing garments as an expression of mourning.¹¹ 

Although it does not constitute evidence for the meanings “line” or “graphic sign,” the Akkadian 

material confirms that the semantic field of cutting and tearing was present in several branches of 

the Semitic language family. 

A similar situation is found in Arabic. The verb ََشَرَط (šaraṭa) denotes cutting, slitting, and 

making incisions.¹² As in Akkadian, the primary meaning remains physical, but it demonstrates 

that the concept of leaving a trace through cutting was deeply rooted in the Semitic lexicon. 

A particularly significant development appears in the Aramaic and Syriac material. The 

Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon records Aramaic srṭ with the meanings “to scratch,” “to 

incise,” and “to draw.”¹³ In reflexive and passive forms, the meanings “to be inscribed” and “to 

be drawn” are also attested.¹⁴ Even more importantly, the Syriac material exhibits a further 

development toward the graphic sphere. CAL records srṭṭ “to draw lines,” serṭā “scratch” and 

“line of text,” serṭōn “short line over a word,” serṭōnōn “tiny line,” and sūrṭā “line.”¹⁵ In this 

way, a clear semantic chain is documented: 

incision → trace → drawn line → line of text → graphic sign 
This development must not be retroactively projected onto the earliest Hebrew layer, but it 

demonstrates that within the Aramaic-Syriac cultural and linguistic sphere the root acquired 

meanings directly associated with writing, the graphic organization of text, and graphic signs. 

Modern Hebrew preserves the same root in the verb שרט “to scratch” or “to scrape,” while the 

noun סִרְטוּט (sirṭūṭ) denotes a “line,” “drawing,” “draft,” or “sketch.”¹⁶ Although the modern 

language cannot be used as evidence for the Biblical period, it demonstrates that the semantic 

transition from physical incision to graphic line remained productive over the centuries. 

A particular problem is posed by Northwest Semitic epigraphy outside Hebrew. During the 

course of this study, the available Phoenician-Punic, Moabite, Ammonite, and Edomite evidence 

was examined. The only secure attestation of the form SRT was found in Krahmalkov’s 

Phoenician-Punic Dictionary. However, there S-R-T is not connected with Hebrew שׂרט “to 

incise,” but rather with Hebrew שרת “to serve.”¹⁷ Krahmalkov records S-R-T I “serve” and SRT 

II “service,” as well as the derivative MSRT “public service.”¹⁸ 
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This finding is of considerable methodological importance. It demonstrates that the existence of 

the same consonantal sequence SRT in another language is not sufficient evidence of an 

etymological relationship. Phoenician-Punic SRT belongs to a different Semitic root and carries 

no meaning associated with cutting, incision, line, or sign.¹⁹ 

For the Phoenician, Punic, Moabite, Ammonite, and Edomite material, no secure attestation of 

the root srṭ/śrṭ has currently been identified with the meanings “to incise,” “to draw a line,” 

“mark,” or “graphic sign.”²⁰ Owing to the inaccessibility of certain specialized epigraphic 

sources, especially the complete Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions (DNWSI), 

this result should be formulated as an absence of attestation in the currently verifiable material 

rather than as definitive proof that such a root never existed in those languages.²¹ 

On the basis of the available evidence, it may be concluded that the root שׂרט is most clearly and 

most securely attested in Hebrew with the meanings of cutting, incision, and the making of 

wounds. Hebrew epigraphic material confirms the same semantic sphere. Akkadian and Arabic 

parallels exhibit related meanings of cutting and tearing, whereas Aramaic and Syriac document 

a later development toward drawing, line, line of text, and graphic sign. By contrast, Phoenician-

Punic SRT belongs to a different root and cannot be employed as evidence for the semantic 

development examined in this study. The currently available evidence therefore indicates that the 

primary semantic core of the root שׂרט is associated with the act of incision and the leaving of a 

physical trace, whereas meanings connected with line and graphic marking emerge only in the 

later Aramaic-Syriac traditions. 
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Table 1. Attested Forms of the Root ś-r-ṭ / srṭ and Related Forms in the Semitic Languages 

Language 
Original 

Script 
Transliteration Meaning Source 

Biblical 

Hebrew 
 śāraṭ שׂרט

to cut, to incise, to make a cut in 

the body 

BDB, p. 976; 

HALOT, pp. 

2738–2739 

Biblical 

Hebrew 
 śereṭ cut, incision, slash שֶׂרֶט

HALOT, pp. 

2738–2739 

Biblical 

Hebrew 
 śāraṭ שרט

to cut, to make incisions in the 

body 
Davidson, p. 740 

Biblical 

Hebrew 
 śāreṭet incision in the body Davidson, p. 740 שרטת

Epigraphic 

Hebrew 
 הסרט

h-s-r-t 

(vocalization 

uncertain) 

“shredder of rags” (a person 

engaged in cutting or tearing 

rags) 

Bloch (2022) 

Judaeo-

Aramaic 
 srṭ to scratch, to cut, to incise CAL סְרַט

Aramaic סְרַט srṭ to draw, to draw a line CAL 

Syriac ܣܪܛ srṭ to scratch, to cut, to draw CAL 

Syriac ܣܪܛܐ serṭā scratch; line of text CAL; HALOT 

Syriac ܣܪܛܛ srṭṭ to draw lines CAL 

Syriac ܣܘܪܛܐ sūrṭā line CAL 

Syriac ܣܪܛܘܢ serṭōn short line above a word CAL 

Syriac ܣܪܛܘܢܘܢ serṭōnōn very short line CAL 

Akkadian — šarāṭu 

to tear, to rip, to split; especially 

in the context of tearing 

garments 

Klein (1987); 

Bloch (2022) 

Arabic ََشَرَط šaraṭa to cut, to make an incision 
Klein (1987); 

Lane; Wehr 

Modern 

Hebrew 
 śāraṭ to scratch, to scrape Even-Shoshan שרט

Modern 

Hebrew 
 sirṭūṭ line, sketch, draft Even-Shoshan סִרְטוּט
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Language 
Original 

Script 
Transliteration Meaning Source 

Phoenician-

Punic 
S-R-T S-R-T to serve 

Krahmalkov 

(2000) 

Phoenician-

Punic 
SRT SRT service 

Krahmalkov 

(2000) 

Phoenician-

Punic 
MSRT MSRT public service 

Krahmalkov 

(2000) 

Phoenician — — 

no confirmed attestation of the 

root ś-r-ṭ with the meanings “to 

incise,” “line,” or “mark” has 

been identified 

available verified 

sources 

Punic — — 

no confirmed attestation of the 

root ś-r-ṭ with the meanings “to 

incise,” “line,” or “mark” has 

been identified 

available verified 

sources 

Moabite — — 

no confirmed attestation of the 

root ś-r-ṭ with the meanings “to 

incise,” “line,” or “mark” has 

been identified 

available verified 

sources 

Ammonite — — 

no confirmed attestation of the 

root ś-r-ṭ with the meanings “to 

incise,” “line,” or “mark” has 

been identified 

available verified 

sources 

Edomite — — 

no confirmed attestation of the 

root ś-r-ṭ with the meanings “to 

incise,” “line,” or “mark” has 

been identified 

available verified 

sources 

Note: Transliteration follows standard Semitic scholarly practice. Phoenician-Punic S-R-T, SRT, 

and MSRT in Krahmalkov do not constitute attestations of the Hebrew root שׂרט (ś-r-ṭ) “to incise, 

to cut,” but rather of a different Semitic root related to Hebrew תשר  (š-r-t) “to serve.” For this 

reason, they are included as a methodologically important negative-control finding. In the 

currently verifiable corpus employed in the present study, no secure attestation of the root ś-r-ṭ / 

srṭ with the meanings “to incise,” “to cut,” “line,” or “mark” has been identified in Phoenician, 

Punic, Moabite, Ammonite, or Edomite. 

4. The Aramaic-Syriac Development of the Root srṭ: From Incision to Line and Graphic Sign 

If the Biblical Hebrew material demonstrates that the primary meaning of the root שׂרט is 

associated with cutting, incision, and the leaving of a physical trace on the body, the Aramaic 

and especially the Syriac sources attest a further and considerably more developed semantic 

process. It is precisely within the Aramaic-Syriac tradition that the root srṭ moves beyond the 

narrow domain of physical incision and enters the sphere of line, stroke, writing, and graphic 

marking.¹ 
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This development is of particular importance for the subject of the present study because Proto-

Slavic čьrta denotes not only a cut or incision, but also a line, mark, and sign. Consequently, in 

order to understand the semantic parallel between Semitic srṭ and Proto-Slavic čьrta, it is 

essential to examine precisely that stage of development in which the root begins to acquire 

meanings associated with writing and graphic representation.² 

The earliest Aramaic attestations still remain close to the original meaning. The Comprehensive 

Aramaic Lexicon (CAL) records the Aramaic form: 

 (srṭ) סְרַט

with the meanings: 

 to scratch, 

 to cut, 

 to incise, 

 to make an incision.³ 

However, the same lexicographical source also records secondary meanings such as “to draw” or 

“to draw a line,” representing an important semantic step between physical incision and graphic 

sign.⁴ Unlike Biblical Hebrew, where such a meaning is not directly attested, the Aramaic 

material demonstrates that the connection between scratching and drawing had already been 

established. 

An even more significant development is visible in Syriac. CAL, Payne Smith, Brockelmann, 

and later Syriac lexicographers record an entire family of forms derived from the root srṭ.⁵ These 

forms demonstrate how the original meaning “to incise” gradually expanded to encompass 

various kinds of lines, strokes, and written signs. 

Table 2. The Aramaic-Syriac Family of Forms Derived from the Root srṭ 

Language Original Script Transliteration Meaning 

Aramaic סְרַט srṭ to scratch, to cut, to incise 

Aramaic סְרַט srṭ to draw, to draw a line 

Syriac ܣܪܛ srṭ to scratch, to cut, to draw 

Syriac ܣܪܛܛ srṭṭ to draw lines 

Syriac ܣܪܛܐ serṭā scratch, line, line of text 

Syriac ܣܘܪܛܐ sūrṭā line 

Syriac ܣܪܛܘܢ serṭōn short line above a word 

Syriac ܣܪܛܘܢܘܢ serṭōnōn very short line 

Syriac ܣܪܛܐ serṭā sign, character 

Sources: CAL; Payne Smith; Brockelmann; SAHD. 

Of particular significance is the noun: 

 (serṭā) ܣܪܛܐ

which in Syriac dictionaries acquires the meanings: 

 scratch, 

 incision, 
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 line, 

 line of text, 

 sign, 

 character.⁶ 

Here, for the first time, a direct connection appears between a physical trace and a graphic unit of 

text. Whereas Hebrew שׂרט is primarily associated with the act of incision, Syriac serṭā already 

denotes the result of that process in a graphic sense—a line or a sign. 

A similar development is visible in the verbal form: 

 (srṭṭ) ܣܪܛܛ

which means “to draw lines” or “to make strokes.”⁷ The root thus definitively moves away from 

the bodily and ritual context known from Leviticus and enters the sphere of scribal and graphic 

practice. 

Particularly important evidence is provided by the expression: 

ܚܕ ܣܪܛܐ  

literally: 

“one line” 

or 

“one stroke.”⁸ 

This expression occurs in the Syriac exegetical tradition and demonstrates that serṭā could 

denote the smallest graphic unit of a text. At this stage, the reference is no longer to a wound, 

incision, or scratch, but to a line as an independent element of written communication. 

Even more significant evidence is provided by the Syriac reception of Matthew 5:18. In the 

Peshitta and the later Syriac exegetical tradition, the expression: 

 (serṭā) ܣܪܛܐ

is interpreted as: 

 apex, 

 serif, 

 the smallest graphic extension of a letter, 

 the smallest scribal stroke.⁹ 

In this way, the root srṭ reaches the furthest point of its semantic development. The initial act of 

incision is no longer central; what becomes important is the graphic result—the minimal element 

of a written sign. 

In this context it is particularly significant that the Syriac lexicon also contains the derivatives: 

 (serṭōn) ܣܪܛܘܢ

and 

 ,(serṭōnōn) ܣܪܛܘܢܘܢ

which denote a short line and a very short line respectively.¹⁰ Such forms demonstrate that the 

concept of the line had become the central semantic element of the entire lexical family. 

Additional confirmation is provided by recent research on Aramaic languages. In a study 

published in the Journal of Language Relationship (2025), the East Aramaic dialects record the 

verb: 

srṭ 

with the meanings: 
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 to scratch, 

 to prick, 

 to write.¹¹ 

Among the examples cited is the meaning “score a board,” that is, to make an incision or trace on 

a board.¹² This evidence is of particular importance because it demonstrates that the semantic 

transition from scratching to writing was not restricted to a single historical period or a single 

dictionary, but rather represents a broader developmental pattern within the Aramaic linguistic 

sphere. 

An important link is also provided by the Rabbinic Hebrew term: 

 (sirṭūṭ) שרטוט

which denotes: 

 a ruled line, 

 a scribal line, 

 a guideline for text, 

 the preparation of parchment for writing.¹³ 

In Jewish scribal tradition, sirṭūṭ refers precisely to the process of drawing guiding lines before 

writing a sacred text. Thus, within the Hebrew tradition itself, a development appears that is very 

similar to the one clearly documented in Syriac. 

If all available evidence is considered together, the following semantic sequence may be 

reconstructed: 

**to cut → to incise → to leave a trace → to draw a line → to make a stroke → to write a sign 

→ graphic character.**¹⁴ 

This sequence does not demonstrate any etymological relationship with Proto-Slavic čьrta. It 

does, however, show that within the Semitic linguistic sphere there existed a fully documented 

development from physical incision to graphic sign. For this reason, the parallel with the Slavic 

semantic chain: 

incision → mark → line → sign 
cannot be dismissed as a merely accidental surface similarity.¹⁵ 

At the same time, it must be emphasized that nearly all evidence for the meanings “line,” 

“stroke,” “character,” and “graphic sign” is later than the Biblical Hebrew material. The majority 

of the Syriac attestations derive from the literary tradition of Late Antiquity and the Middle 

Ages.¹⁶ Consequently, it would be methodologically incorrect to project these meanings back 

into the seventh or sixth centuries BCE. The Syriac material therefore cannot serve as evidence 

that Hebrew שׂרט already denoted a line or a letter in its earliest period. 

Nevertheless, the Syriac and Aramaic sources provide the clearest evidence that the root srṭ was 

capable of developing meanings extending from physical incision to the more abstract concepts 

of line, stroke, and sign. In this respect, they constitute a crucial link in understanding the 

broader Semitic history of the root and the most important comparative material for comparison 

with Proto-Slavic čьrta. 

Footnotes 

1. Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL), lemma srṭ.  
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2. Cf. the conclusions of Chapter 3 concerning Hebrew שׂרט.  

3. CAL, lemma srṭ.  

4. CAL, lemma srṭ; BDB, p. 976 (“scratch, hence write”).  

5. Payne Smith, J. (1903) A Compendious Syriac Dictionary; Brockelmann, C. (1928) 

Lexicon Syriacum; CAL.  

6. Payne Smith (1903), s.v. ܣܪܛܐ; CAL.  

7. CAL, lemma srṭṭ.  

8. Commentarii in Lucae Evangelium quae supersunt Syriace.  

9. Peshitta, Matthew 5:18; Payne Smith (1903), s.v. ܣܪܛܐ.  

10. CAL, lemmata serṭōn and serṭōnōn.  

11. Journal of Language Relationship (2025), Middle Eastern Aramaic lexical material.  

12. Ibid.  

13. Jastrow, M. (1903) Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Yerushalmi and 

Midrashic Literature, s.v. שרטוט.  

14. Synthesis based on CAL, Payne Smith, and the Rabbinic material.  

15. Cf. Old Church Slavonic črty i rězy and Proto-Slavic čьrta.  

16. Payne Smith (1903); the Syriac exegetical tradition.  

5. Iranian Material as a Control Corpus: Cut, Incision, Mark, and Sign 

The Iranian material occupies a special place in the present study because it constitutes a natural 

control corpus situated between the Slavic and Semitic evidence. Unlike the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ, 

which belongs to an entirely different language family, the Iranian languages share a common 

Indo-European origin with Slavic. The analysis of Iranian forms therefore makes it possible to 

assess whether the semantic development from “cutting” to “line,” “mark,” and “sign” can be 

explained through internal Indo-European processes or requires additional explanations.¹ 

The oldest and most securely documented Iranian evidence derives from the Proto-Indo-

European root (s)ker-, or its extended form (s)kert-, whose primary meaning is “to cut,” “to 

separate by cutting,” or “to make an incision.”² In the Iranian languages, this root yields Proto-

Iranian kart-, attested in Avestan as karət- with the meaning “to cut.”³ Cheung connects this 

group with Old Indic kart- “to cut (off),” thereby confirming the continuity of the semantic field 

from the Proto-Indo-European to the Iranian period.⁴ 

Unlike the Semitic root שׂרט, which in its earliest layers is primarily associated with incision of 

the body, Iranian kart- represents a general verb of cutting. Its importance for the present 

discussion does not lie in any possible phonetic similarity to Proto-Slavic čьrta, but in the fact 

that it documents the same fundamental semantic core: the act of creating a trace through 

cutting.⁵ 

Particularly important evidence is provided by the Ossetic material. In his historical-

etymological dictionary, Abaev records the Ossetic form ugard with the meanings “notch,” 

“cut,” and “incision.”⁶ He also notes the traditional use of such incisions as marks of memory, 

oath, or mutual agreement.⁷ In one example, individuals make an incision as a sign that no one 

will violate an agreement, while another refers to incisions made on a sacred tower.⁸ 

This evidence is of exceptional importance because it demonstrates the development: 

cut → incision → mark 
Unlike ordinary physical cutting, the incision here acquires a communicative function. It is no 

longer merely a trace produced by cutting, but a carrier of information. In this respect, Ossetic 

ugard constitutes one of the most striking Iranian parallels to Slavic semantics.⁹ 
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Abaev further derives ugard from the form vi-karta and connects it with Avestan karət- “cut,” 

Old Indic kart- “cut,” and vikart- “slice, incise, cut.”¹⁰ The Ossetic material thus provides a direct 

link between the Proto-Indo-European root of cutting and later meanings involving incision and 

mark. 

In addition to the kart- group, the Iranian languages also display a second important semantic 

development. Cheung reconstructs the Proto-Iranian root drau(H)š- with the basic meaning “to 

make a mark, brand.”¹¹ Unlike kart-, the emphasis here is not on the act of cutting itself but on 

the result of that act: marking and the creation of a recognizable sign. The reconstruction itself 

demonstrates that the Iranian world possessed a distinct lexical field associated with marks, 

brands, and identifying signs. 

From this root is derived Middle Persian drōš- (BMP dlwš-), meaning “to brand.”¹² The semantic 

development is straightforward: a physical trace made on an object or animal becomes a means 

of identification. 

Even more significant are the later Iranian reflexes. Cheung records New Persian dirōš, which 

denotes both a “mark” and a “sign.”¹³ He explicitly states that the word functions as a synonym 

of mark.¹⁴ 

Similar meanings occur in other Iranian languages. Baluchi drōš denotes an “earmark,” that is, a 

cut made in the ear of an animal to indicate ownership.¹⁵ In Pashto, the form darwaṣ appears 

with the meanings “earmark” and “distinguishing mark.”¹⁶ In both cases, the reference is to a 

physical incision serving as a sign of identification. The semantic chain may therefore be 

reconstructed as: 

incision → brand → mark → sign 
This phenomenon is particularly interesting because it demonstrates a development very similar 

to that already identified in the Aramaic-Syriac material. Unlike the Semitic root srṭ, however, 

this represents an entirely independent Iranian development.¹⁷ 

In addition, the Iranian corpus contains a group of forms associated with the concept of the line. 

Cheung reconstructs Proto-Iranian Hraz, whose Avestan reflex is rəz-.¹⁸ This root is associated 

with meanings such as: 

 to draw a line, 

 to mark with a line, 

 to trace.¹⁹ 

Although the reconstruction is less secure than that of the kart- group, it remains important 

because it suggests that the concept of the line could be lexicalized independently of the concept 

of cutting within the Iranian linguistic sphere.²⁰ 

Even more significant is the Sogdian material. Sogdian attests skn- with the meanings “incise” 

and “engrave,”²¹ while the form ’sk’’n denotes a “line.”²² Here the semantic development is 

almost transparent: 

to incise → to engrave → line 
This constitutes one of the closest Iranian parallels to the process documented in Syriac through 

the development srṭ → serṭā → line of text.²³ 

For the sake of clarity, the principal Iranian evidence may be presented in the following table. 
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Table 3. Principal Iranian Forms Relevant to the Semantic Field of Cut, Line, and Sign 

Language Form Meaning Source 

Proto-Iranian kart- to cut Cheung 

Avestan karət- to cut, to slice Cheung 

Ossetic ugard notch, incision, cut Abaev 

Proto-Iranian drau(H)š- to make a mark, brand Cheung 

Middle Persian drōš- to brand, to mark Cheung 

New Persian dirōš mark, sign Cheung 

Baluchi drōš ownership mark cut into an animal’s ear Cheung 

Pashto darwaṣ distinguishing mark, identifying sign Cheung 

Proto-Iranian Hraz to draw a line Cheung 

Avestan rəz- to mark with a line Cheung 

Sogdian skn- to incise, to engrave Cheung 

Sogdian ’sk’’n line Cheung 

The Iranian evidence demonstrates two independent semantic trajectories. The first leads from 

cutting to incision and mark (kart → ugard), while the second leads from marking to sign 

(drau(H)š → dirōš).²⁴ A third, less securely documented trajectory is associated with the concept 

of the line (Hraz → rəz-; skn- → ’sk’’n).²⁵ 

The principal conclusion of this chapter is that the Iranian languages provide numerous 

attestations of semantic transitions between cut, incision, mark, line, and sign. At the same time, 

none of these forms exhibits a sufficiently close formal relationship to Proto-Slavic čьrta to 

explain its origin directly. The Iranian material therefore does not provide a direct solution to the 

etymological problem, but it demonstrates that the development from a physical cut to a graphic 

or symbolic mark was a widespread phenomenon within the Indo-European linguistic sphere.²⁶ 

1. Cf. the methodological framework of the present study and the definition of the control 

corpus.  

2. Pokorny, J. (1959) Indogermanisches etymologisches Wörterbuch, s.v. (s)ker-.  

3. Cheung, J. (2007) Etymological Dictionary of the Iranian Verb, pp. 244–245.  

4. Ibid., pp. 244–245.  

5. Cf. Proto-Slavic čьrta and Semitic שׂרט as analyzed in the preceding chapters.  

6. Abaev, V.I. Historical-Etymological Dictionary of the Ossetian Language, s.v. ugard.  

7. Ibid.  

8. Ibid.  

9. Ibid.  

10. Abaev, s.v. ugard.  

11. Cheung (2007), p. 80.  

12. Cheung (2007), p. 80.  

13. Cheung (2007), p. 80.  

14. Ibid.  

15. Cheung (2007), p. 80.  

16. Cheung (2007), p. 80.  

17. Cf. Chapter 4 on the Aramaic-Syriac development of the root srṭ.  
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18. Cheung, J. (2007) Etymological Dictionary of the Iranian Verb. Leiden–Boston: Brill, pp. 

196–198, s.v. Hraz.  

19. Ibid.  

20. Cf. the remarks concerning the degree of certainty of the reconstruction in the preceding 

analysis.  

21. Cheung (2007), Sogdian material.  

22. Ibid.  

23. Cf. CAL, Payne Smith, and the Syriac material analyzed in Chapter 4.  

24. Based on Cheung (2007) and Abaev’s material.  

25. Ibid.  

26. Synthetic conclusion based on the evidence presented in the present chapter.  

27. Discussion: Strengths and Weaknesses of Existing Explanations 

7.1. Strengths of the PIE Explanation 

Traditional etymological scholarship almost unanimously connects Proto-Slavic *čьrta with the 

Indo-European root *(s)ker- and its extended forms *(s)kert-. This interpretation is accepted by 

leading etymologists and Slavists, including Vasmer, Trubačov, Derksen, and Snoj. The 

principal advantage of this model lies in the fact that the Slavic forms under consideration can be 

explained within the Indo-European system without the need to assume borrowing from other 

language families. 

Additional support for this explanation is provided by the Iranian material analyzed in the 

previous chapter. Proto-Iranian *kart-, Avestan karət-, and Ossetic ugard document a semantic 

field associated with cutting, incision, and notching. Particularly significant is Ossetic ugard 

“notch, cut, incision,” which demonstrates that the basic meaning of cutting may develop into the 

meaning of a mark or mnemonic sign. The Iranian sequence *drau(H)š → drōš → dirōš likewise 

exhibits development toward the meanings “mark,” “sign,” and “earmark.” All of this confirms 

that semantic transitions between cut, incision, and mark are possible within the Indo-European 

world. The Iranian group *Hraz possesses less evidential strength than the *kart and *drau(H)š 

groups because its reconstruction is based on a more limited corpus of attestations. 

Another important advantage of the PIE model is its methodological economy. Since Proto-

Slavic *čьrta belongs to an Indo-European language, deriving it from an Indo-European root 

requires fewer additional assumptions than a model involving contact, mediation, and borrowing 

from a Semitic environment. 

7.2. Weaknesses of the PIE Explanation 

Although the Indo-European explanation is well established in the etymological literature, it is 

not without problems. Most scholars discuss in detail the initial phase of development associated 

with cutting, incision, and the creation of a physical trace, but much less frequently explain the 

later development toward the meanings “line,” “graphic sign,” “character,” or “writing.” 

It is precisely at this point that differences among scholars emerge. Some etymologists continue 

to emphasize meanings associated with incision or trace, whereas others assume that the 

transition toward line and sign occurred secondarily. In most cases, however, this process is not 

documented step by step. 

In other words, the PIE model explains the initial stages of development very successfully but 

documents much less convincingly the final stages of the semantic chain involving the graphic 

sign and the function of writing. It is precisely here that comparison with the Semitic material 

becomes relevant. 
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7.3. Strengths of the Semitic Hypothesis 

The principal strength of the Semitic material does not lie in the claim that Proto-Slavic *čьrta is 

of Semitic origin, but rather in the fact that the Semitic sources document an exceptionally 

similar semantic development. 

From a phonetic perspective, there is a certain similarity between Semitic ś-r-ṭ and Slavic č-r-t. 

Such similarity does not in itself constitute evidence of an etymological relationship, but it is 

sufficiently striking to justify comparison. 

Even more significant is the semantic aspect. Hebrew שׂרט, epigraphic Hebrew הסרט, Akkadian 

šarāṭu, and Arabic šaraṭa belong to a semantic field involving cutting, tearing, and incision. The 

Aramaic and especially the Syriac material, however, exhibit a much more advanced 

development. 

Particularly significant are the Syriac forms: 

serṭā, 

sūrṭā, 

serṭōn. 

These forms document meanings such as: 

line, 

line of text, 

pen stroke, 

sign, 

short mark above a word. 

On the basis of this evidence, it is possible to reconstruct an almost complete semantic chain: 

cut → incision → trace → line → sign. 

This constitutes the strongest aspect of the Semitic material. Unlike many other etymological 

models, nearly all stages of development are documented here by concrete lexical forms. 

7.4. Weaknesses of the Semitic Hypothesis 

Despite these advantages, the Semitic hypothesis faces serious difficulties. 

First, no demonstrated intermediary between the Semitic world and Proto-Slavic has been 

identified. No source documents a transition of the type: 

srṭ → intermediary form → *čьrta. 

Nor has any evidence been found that the specific word was ever borrowed into Slavic. 

A particular problem is presented by the Northwest Semitic material. During the course of this 

research, no secure attestations of the root ś-r-ṭ in the relevant sense were found in: 

Phoenician, 

Punic, 

Moabite, 

Ammonite, 

Edomite. 

The only Phoenician-Punic form identified, SRT, proved to be a reflex of a different root 

associated with the meaning “to serve” rather than “to incise.” 

Likewise, no attested Scythian form srṭ has been identified that could represent the expected link 

between the Semitic world and the North Pontic region. 

Consequently, the Semitic hypothesis currently possesses a strong semantic parallel but lacks a 

demonstrated mechanism of transmission. 

7.5. Methodological Limitations 
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When evaluating all of the evidence presented above, several methodological limitations must be 

kept in mind. 

First, semantic parallelism is not the same as etymology. Two languages may develop very 

similar meanings without common origin or direct contact. 

Second, historical contact is not the same as borrowing. The fact that the Scythians were present 

in the Near East, and the fact that Iranian populations were in contact with the North Pontic 

region, does not constitute evidence that a particular word was transferred from one language to 

another. 

Third, absence of evidence is not evidence of absence. The lack of an attested intermediary does 

not mean that contact could not have existed. However, the converse principle is equally valid: 

the mere possibility of contact is not evidence of transmission. Historical plausibility cannot 

replace linguistic proof. For this reason, all conclusions of the present study must be formulated 

cautiously and within the limits imposed by the available evidence. 

7.6. Why Semantic Parallelism Is Not Sufficient for Etymology 

One of the fundamental methodological principles of historical linguistics is that semantic 

similarity alone does not constitute evidence of common origin. Similar or even identical paths 

of semantic development may arise independently in different language families as a result of 

universal cognitive and cultural processes. The material analyzed in the present study provides 

several examples of this phenomenon. 

In the Slavic, Semitic, and Iranian corpora, developmental sequences linking cutting, incision, 

trace, mark, line, and sign are documented, yet they occur in genetically unrelated or very 

distantly related linguistic traditions. Consequently, the fact that Semitic ś-r-ṭ and Proto-Slavic 

*čьrta display partially corresponding semantic trajectories cannot be regarded as evidence of an 

etymological relationship. 

An etymological conclusion requires satisfactory phonological, chronological, and historical 

argumentation in addition to semantic correspondence. For this reason, the present study does 

not proceed from the assumption of common origin but rather investigates the degree of semantic 

convergence between the two lexical families. The results demonstrate that a semantic parallel 

exists and is documented, but that it does not by itself permit a definitive etymological 

conclusion. 

7.7. Why the Absence of an Intermediary Form Does Not Automatically Refute the Contact 

Hypothesis 

On the other hand, the absence of a directly attested intermediary form cannot automatically be 

interpreted as evidence against the possibility of contact. Historical linguistics provides 

numerous examples in which the existence of contacts or borrowings has been accepted even 

before all expected links in the documentation were discovered. The reason lies in the fact that 

the greater part of linguistic history remains unattested, while the surviving corpus of ancient and 

early medieval languages is fragmentary. 

In the case examined in the present study, no form is currently known that would unequivocally 

connect Semitic ś-r-ṭ with Proto-Slavic *čьrta. This constitutes a serious methodological 

limitation and prevents any claim of demonstrated linguistic transmission. At the same time, 

however, it does not permit the definitive rejection of the possibility of contact, especially in 

view of the historically attested zones of interaction between the Semitic world, Iranian steppe 

populations, and the North Pontic region. 

For this reason, the absence of an intermediary form is treated in the present study as a negative 

result that reduces the evidential strength of the contact hypothesis but does not render it a priori 
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impossible. The final assessment must be based on the totality of phonological, semantic, 

chronological, and historical evidence rather than on a single isolated criterion. 

7.8. Principal Result of the Study 

On the basis of the analysis conducted above, the principal result of the present study may be 

formulated as follows. This study does not demonstrate that Proto-Slavic *čьrta derives from the 

Semitic root srṭ. Such a conclusion would require a demonstrated historical mechanism of 

transmission, an attested intermediary form, and clear documentation of the borrowing process, 

and such evidence is currently unavailable. 

The analysis does show, however, that Semitic srṭ and Proto-Slavic *čьrta exhibit an 

exceptionally close phonetic-semantic parallel and a highly similar development from incision to 

line and sign. 

The most important contribution of the present study therefore lies not in demonstrating a 

Semitic origin for the Proto-Slavic word, but in documenting the fact that Semitic, Iranian, and 

Slavic material display remarkably similar patterns of development from a physical trace to a 

graphic mark. Such correspondence constitutes a relevant result of historical semantics and 

provides a basis for future research into possible contacts between the Semitic, Iranian, and 

Slavic worlds. 

 

8. Conclusion 

The question of the origin of the Proto-Slavic noun *čьrta and its verbal family has long 

occupied an important place in Slavic etymological scholarship. Contemporary etymological 

dictionaries generally connect it with the Proto-Slavic verbs *čersti, *čьrtǫ, and *čьrtati, and 

ultimately with the Proto-Indo-European root *(s)ker- / *(s)kert- “to cut,” “to incise,” “to make a 

notch.” Such an interpretation constitutes the dominant model in contemporary Slavic etymology 

and remains the most stable explanation for the origin of this lexical family. At the same time, 

however, the semantic history of Proto-Slavic *čьrta raises the question of whether the 

development from physical incision to line, mark, and sign may also be viewed within a broader 

comparative framework. 

Proceeding from this question, the present study was not designed to demonstrate an 

etymological relationship between the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ and Proto-Slavic *čьrta, nor to prove a 

specific case of linguistic borrowing. Its objective was considerably narrower and 

methodologically more cautious: to determine whether the two lexical families exhibit 

documented phonetic, semantic, chronological, and historical correspondences sufficient to 

justify comparative analysis. 

The analysis of the Slavic material demonstrated that virtually all relevant etymological sources 

begin with meanings associated with cutting, incision, carving, and the creation of a trace. Only 

from such a semantic nucleus do the secondary meanings of line, stroke, and sign develop. 

Particularly significant is the fact that the Slavic tradition already displays, in its earliest 

preserved testimony, a close association between the concepts of “line” and “cut,” confirming 

that physical marking and graphic marking belonged to the same semantic field. 

The Semitic material revealed a similar initial stage of development. In the earliest Hebrew 

sources, the root שׂרט denotes cutting, making incisions, and leaving a physical mark on the body. 

The epigraphic Hebrew material confirms the same semantic nucleus. Akkadian and Arabic 

parallels further demonstrate that meanings associated with cutting, tearing, and incision were 
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widespread across several branches of the Semitic language family. A particularly important 

result of the present study is the analysis of the Aramaic and Syriac material, in which a further 

development from incision toward line, line of text, graphic stroke, and sign is documented. 

Within the Semitic sphere, it is therefore possible to trace an almost complete semantic sequence 

extending from physical incision to graphic character. 

The Iranian material served as a control corpus. Its analysis demonstrated that Iranian languages 

likewise attest developmental paths linking cut, incision, mark, brand, line, and sign. Ossetic 

ugard illustrates a transition from incision to mark, whereas the group of forms associated with 

*drau(H)š documents development toward the meanings “mark” and “sign.” The Sogdian 

material further confirms the possibility of development from incision and engraving to the 

concept of a line. These data indicate that the semantic process under consideration is neither 

confined to the Slavic nor to the Semitic tradition, but rather represents a broader historical-

linguistic pattern. 

The historical-geographical analysis demonstrated that contact between the Semitic world and 

Iranian steppe populations was not impossible. The presence of the Scythians in the Near East 

during the seventh century BCE, as well as later Iranian-Slavic contacts in the North Pontic 

region, create a framework within which the possibility of cultural and linguistic interaction 

cannot be dismissed a priori. Nevertheless, the historical possibility of contact does not constitute 

evidence of linguistic transmission. No intermediary form has been identified in the available 

material that would permit reconstruction of a specific path of transmission between the Semitic 

and Slavic evidence. 

The most important result of the present study, therefore, is not the demonstration of an 

etymological relationship but the documentation of an exceptionally close phonetic-semantic 

parallel between the Semitic root ś-r-ṭ and the Proto-Slavic family *čьrt-. In both traditions, one 

finds a development linking cutting, incision, trace, mark, line, and sign. Such a parallel cannot 

be ignored, yet it is not sufficient in itself to support an etymological conclusion. 

For this reason, the present study does not demonstrate that Proto-Slavic *čьrta derives from the 

Semitic root ś-r-ṭ. It does show, however, that an unusually close phonetic-semantic 

correspondence exists between them, together with a highly similar development from incision 

to line and sign. Whether this correspondence is best explained by independent semantic 

development, indirect contacts, or some other historical process remains an open question. 

Future research should include a systematic analysis of the entire Northwest Semitic epigraphic 

corpus, a more detailed examination of Iranian-Slavic contact models, and a broader typological 

study of developments from physical incision to graphic sign. Only such investigations will be 

able to determine more precisely the place occupied by Semitic srṭ within the wider discussion of 

the origin of Proto-Slavic *čьrta. 

 

 

 

 

References 

Abaev, V.I. (1958–1995) Historical-Etymological Dictionary of the Ossetian Language. 

Moscow/Leningrad: Academy of Sciences of the USSR. 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

154 

 

Adalı, S.F. (2017) ‘Cimmerians and Scythians: The Impact of Nomadic Powers on the Assyrian 

Empire and the Ancient Near East’, in Radner, K., Moeller, N. and Potts, D.T. (eds.) The Oxford 

History of the Ancient Near East. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Bezlaj, F. (1977) Etimološki slovar slovenskega jezika. Vol. I. Ljubljana: SAZU. 

Bloch, Y. (2022) ‘A List of Occupations from the City of David’, Israel Exploration Journal, 

72(2), pp. 189–191. 

Brockelmann, C. (1928) Lexicon Syriacum. 2nd edn. Halle: Max Niemeyer. 

Brown, F., Driver, S.R. and Briggs, C.A. (1907) A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old 

Testament. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Cheung, J. (2007) Etymological Dictionary of the Iranian Verb. Leiden/Boston: Brill. 

Comprehensive Aramaic Lexicon (CAL) (n.d.) Hebrew Union College. Available at: 

https://cal.huc.edu/ (Accessed: 13.04.2026). 

Cunliffe, B. (2019) The Scythians: Nomad Warriors of the Steppe. Oxford: Oxford University 

Press. 

Cyril of Alexandria (1858) Commentarii in Lucae Evangelium quae supersunt Syriace e 

manuscriptis apud Museum Britannicum. Edited by Robert Payne Smith. Oxford: Oxford 

University Press. 

Davidson, B. (1981) The Analytical Hebrew and Chaldee Lexicon. Grand Rapids, MI: 

Zondervan. 

Derksen, R. (2008) Etymological Dictionary of the Slavic Inherited Lexicon. Leiden/Boston: 

Brill. 

Diakonoff, I.M. (1985) ‘Media’, in Gershevitch, I. (ed.) The Cambridge History of Iran. Vol. 2. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

ESSJa IV (1977) Etimologičeskij slovarʹ slavjanskikh jazykov. Vyp. 4. Moscow: Nauka. 

Even-Shoshan, A. (2003) Ha-Milon He-Hadash. Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer. 

Harmatta, J. (1970) Studies in the History and Language of the Sarmatians. Szeged: University 

of Szeged. 

Hoftijzer, J. and Jongeling, K. (1995) Dictionary of the North-West Semitic Inscriptions. 2 vols. 

Leiden: Brill. 

https://cal.huc.edu/


                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

155 

 

Ivantchik, A.I. (1999) ‘Scythian Rule over Asia: The Classical Tradition and the Historical 

Reality’, in Tsetskhladze, G.R. (ed.) Ancient Greeks West and East. Leiden: Brill. 

Ivantchik, A.I. (2001) Kimmerier und Skythen. Moscow: Paleograph Press. 

Jastrow, M. (1903) Dictionary of the Targumim, Talmud Bavli, Yerushalmi and Midrashic 

Literature. New York: G.P. Putnam’s Sons. 

Kim, R.I. (2016) ‘Slavic-Iranian Contacts: Linguistic Relations’, in Encyclopaedia Iranica. 

Available at: https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/slavic-iranian-contacts-linguistic-relations 

(Accessed: 14.04.2026.). 

Klein, E. (1987) A Comprehensive Etymological Dictionary of the Hebrew Language. 

Jerusalem: Carta. 

Koehler, L., Baumgartner, W. and Stamm, J.J. (1994–2000) The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon 

of the Old Testament. 5 vols. Leiden: Brill. 

Krahmalkov, C.R. (2000) Phoenician-Punic Dictionary. Leuven: Peeters. 

Lane, E.W. (1863–1893) An Arabic-English Lexicon. London: Williams & Norgate. 

Levinskaya, I. (1996) The Book of Acts in Its Diaspora Setting. Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans. 

Lunt, H.G. (2001) Old Church Slavonic Grammar. 7th edn. Berlin/New York: Mouton de 

Gruyter. 

Machek, V. (1968) Etymologický slovník jazyka českého. Prague: Academia. 

Mallory, J.P. and Adams, D.Q. (1997) Encyclopedia of Indo-European Culture. London: Fitzroy 

Dearborn. 

Payne Smith, J. (1903) A Compendious Syriac Dictionary. Oxford: Clarendon Press. 

Pokorny, J. (1959) Indogermanisches etymologisches Wörterbuch. Bern/Munich: Francke. 

Semantics of Ancient Hebrew Database (SAHD) (n.d.) Faculty of Asian and Middle Eastern 

Studies, University of Oxford. Available at: https://www.ames.ox.ac.uk/semantics-ancient-

hebrew-database-sahd (Accessed: 17.04.2026.). 

Snoj, M. (2016) Slovenski etimološki slovar. 3rd edn. Ljubljana: Založba ZRC. 

Stanojević, Ž. (2012) Srpsko-hebrejski, hebrejsko-srpski rečnik. Belgrade: Centar za hebrejski 

jezik i književnost. 

Tokhtas'ev, S.R. (2007) To the Question of Slavic-Iranian Language Connections. 

https://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/slavic-iranian-contacts-linguistic-relations
https://www.ames.ox.ac.uk/semantics-ancient-hebrew-database-sahd
https://www.ames.ox.ac.uk/semantics-ancient-hebrew-database-sahd


                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

156 

 

Ustinova, Y. (1991) ‘The Supreme Gods of the Bosporan Kingdom: Celestial Aphrodite and the 

Most High God’, History of Religions, 31(2), pp. 150–180. 

Vaillant, A. (1954) Textes vieux-slaves. Paris: Institut d’Études Slaves. 

Vasmer, M. (1987) Etimologičeskij slovarʹ russkogo jazyka. Vol. 4. Moscow: Progress. 

Wehr, H. (1979) A Dictionary of Modern Written Arabic. 4th edn. Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz. 

Yakubovich, I.S. (2016) ‘The Slavic Draughtsman: Etymology of Slav. *čьrtъ “devil”’, Journal 

of Language Relationship, 14(3–4), pp. 279–291. 

Yakubovich, I.S. (2017) ‘The Slavic Draughtsman’, in Etymology and the European Lexicon. 

Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, pp. 529–540. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

157 

 

 

The Narrative of Election in Ezekiel 16 

 

Anigiselle Regis 

 

Published in European Hebrew Journal, Volume 1, Issue 1 (2026) 

 
Academic Editor: Prof. Dr. Constantin Horia Oancea, Lucian Blaga University of Sibiu, 

Romania 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.67469/EHJ2026.1.1.6 

Article Type: Research Article 

Peer Review: Double-Blind Peer Review 

Received: 29 May 2026 

Accepted: 07 July 2026 

Published 08 July 2026 

Seminario Teológico Adventista Interamericano (SETAI), Puerto Rico, Unated States of America 

ORCID: 0009-0002-5103-326X 

Corresponding Author: Anigiselle Regis 

E-mail: regisanigiselle@gmail.com 

 

 

Abstract 

The concept of Divine Election is often studied through specific lexical terms, namely בחר 

(bāḥar), ידע (yādaʿ), אהב (ʾāhēb), and לקח (lāqaḥ). However, it can also be illustrated by different 

metaphors and implied by others. This study maintains that such is the case in Ezekiel 16, where 

a metaphor illustrates election, and other metaphors officialize and sustain it throughout the 

chapter. Through these metaphors, Ezekiel 16 narrates election as the governing framework of the 

entire chapter. Using a synchronic literary-exegetical approach, this study analyzes the narrative 

development and metaphorical coherence of Ezekiel 16 in its final form, attending to how the 

text’s form and content articulate the concept of election. The analysis demonstrates that election 

functions in the chapter as a unilateral divine initiative that precedes and grounds the covenant; 

that the covenant-lawsuit of vv. 35-52 derives its force from this prior election, since Jerusalem is 

indicted on terms the election itself created; and that the restoration of vv. 53-63 is possible only 

because Yahweh’s elective commitment survives Jerusalem’s breach of covenant. In this way, 

election operates in Ezekiel 16 as the dynamic narrative hinge upon which covenant, judgment, 

and atonement all turn. 
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1 Introduction 
Ezekiel 16 continues to spark controversy among those who study the book of Ezekiel. 

While scholars like Daniel I. Block (Block 2007:459–522), G. A. Cooke (Cooke 1985:159–181), 

Moshe Greenberg (Greenberg 1986:270–306), and Walther Zimmerli (Zimmerli 1979:322–353) 

have provided comprehensive analyses of the chapter,212 scholarly discourse often centers on its 

vivid sexual imagery and complex ethical issues (Shields 1998; Day, L. 2000; Day, P. 2000; Koller 

2017).213 In contrast, the chapter’s construction of the concept commonly termed “divine election” 

has received less scholarly attention. This theme is developed through the chapter’s allegory, 

which transitions from metaphorical description to prophetic indictment, and ultimately to 

promises of restoration.  

When scholars approach divine election in the Hebrew Bible, they often focus on explicit 

lexical terms such as בחר (bāḥar) (Killen & Broomall 1975: "Election"; Sohn 1991:45–50; Patrick 

1992:435–436; Brueggemann 1997:415–416), ידע (yādaʿ) (Killen & Broomall 1975: "Election"; 

Patrick 1992:438; Pike 2007:38), אהב (ʾāhēb) (Patrick 1992:435; Brueggemann 1997:414), and 

 .(Sohn 1991:11–16; eds. Harris, Archer, Jr. & Waltke 1999:482; Pike 2007:38) (lāqaḥ) לקח

However, Ezekiel 16 does not utilize these terms in that context. Instead, it narrates election: 

Yahweh initiates the relationship, establishes a covenant, transforms Jerusalem, confronts her for 

breach of contract, and finally offers the prospect of reconciliation. The literary and linguistic 

elements of Ezekiel 16 portray election as a unilateral act that precedes the making of the covenant. 

Election also becomes integral to the indictment and to the promises of restoration following 

Jerusalem’s breach of the covenant. By analyzing the chapter’s narrative development and 

metaphorical coherence, it becomes possible to describe how election operates within the text. 

The purpose of this study is to describe how the election is narrated in Ezekiel 16, laying 

the foundation for subsequent theological discussion. To do so, this research employs a synchronic 

literary-exegetical approach, attending to the text in its final form with particular concern for 

                                                 
212 Put together, these four commentators provide varied foundational insights into Ezekiel 16. Block, on the one 

hand, defends the chapter’s unity, classifying it as a modified רִיב (rîb) structured around three sections (vv. 3–43; 

44–58; 59–63), and addresses its genre, rhetorical strategy, and theological themes extensively. He engages 

historical context through the chapter’s own referents, Jerusalem’s pre-monarchic Amorite/Hittite heritage (v. 3) and 

the political alliances with Egypt, Assyria, and Babylon as the chapter’s “lovers,” framing the exile as the 

culminating divine judgment on a history of covenant infidelity. Greenberg, similarly, approaches the chapter as an 

extended metaphor and identifies four types of continuity that unify its three divisions, with “memory” and “shame” 

as its literary and theological organization. He intentionally brackets tradition-historical and source-critical 

questions, acknowledging the historical referents of the text while subordinating them to literary coherence. On the 

other hand, Zimmerli reads the chapter through tradition-history and form criticism, identifying successive editorial 

layers and addressing its genre, poetic structure, and theological aim. Historical context is structurally determinative 

in his reading: he dates vv. 44–58 to the period after Jerusalem’s fall in 586 BCE, when comparison with Samaria 

and Sodom became historically plausible, and regards vv. 59–63 as a possible contribution from Ezekiel’s disciples. 

For more source-critical and text-critical treatment, including the identification of a popular folktale underlying vv. 

3–14 and the compositional dating of the chapter’s sections, see Cooke.  
213 For example, Linda Day maps the text’s rhetorical structure onto the sociology of domestic violence, reading 

Yahweh as batterer and noting that the monologue style silences the victim throughout. Mary E. Shields examines 

how the body rhetoric of the text exposes Jerusalem while protecting Yahweh, constructing the female body as 

unclean and the punishment as a public lesson directed at women. Aaron Koller argues that the theological 

difficulties are more severe than commonly acknowledged, the text positions its audience to identify with the victim 

against Yahweh, reflecting Ezekiel’s deterministic and arguably loveless conception of the divine-human 

relationship. A contrasting approach but still focused on the sexual imagery is that of Peggy L. Day who applies 

metaphor theory to argue that most interpreters erroneously literalize the sexual vehicle and thereby misread both 

the rhetoric and the covenant charge.  
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narrative development, metaphorical coherence, and theological progression. This delimitation is 

deliberate. While Ezekiel 16 has been abundantly examined from historical-critical, redaction-

critical, and sociopolitical perspectives, the present study does not pursue these lines of inquiry. 

Rather, it focuses on the narrative logic and metaphorical structure through which the text 

constructs the concept of divine election. Therefore, nations, figures, and events that appear within 

the chapter are treated here as elements of the narrative rather than objects of historical 

reconstruction. The study will be conducted using the Masoretic Text as it appears in the Biblia 

Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS). Because of the chapter's length (63 verses), only the verses most 

directly related to election will be examined in detail; the remaining verses will be referenced only 

as they relate to the subject.  

 

2 The Narrative of Election 
Ezekiel 16 is considered a recount of Yahweh’s history with his people, and, as such, it is 

possible to identify elements that fit the framework of election implicit in the story (Sohn 1991:2, 

4; Patrick 1992:435). This is done through phrases, imagery, and the narrative itself. Through the 

extended metaphor, the City of Jerusalem serves as a metonym for the people themselves and as 

the tenor for the woman (vehicle) (Galambush 1992:4–6).214 Therefore, election in Ezekiel 16 can 

be said to involve both the people and the city as objects. 

Seock-Tae Sohn particularly relates the marriage-covenant in Ezekiel 16:8 as a metaphor 

for election; he believes that “the covenant is a kind of act which puts the election into legal effect” 

(Sohn 1991:192). Walter Brueggemann also relates covenant to election, but he defines covenant 

as the expectation that arises in recognition of the initiatory act (Brueggemann 1997:417). 

Additionally, Dale Patrick sees the relationship between election and covenant so close that the 

“conceptual structure associated with one can be transferred to the other” (Patrick 1992:438). 

While election and covenant are closely related concepts in the Hebrew Bible,215 the narrative 

                                                 
214 The metaphor of the city personified as a woman has its roots in ancient Near Eastern tradition. Galambush traces 

the Old Testament usage to “the ancient Near Eastern understanding of capital cities as ‘goddesses who were 

married to the patron god of the city’” (Galambush 1992:20), a conception so deeply embedded in Mesopotamian 

culture as to be virtually invisible within it. By the time of the biblical writers, it had become what Galambush 

describes as a “dead” metaphor, so ancient and so widely used that its metaphorical status was no longer apparent 

(Galambush 1992:26). She also notes that in the OT “the metaphor is ‘revived’ by its extension to include aspects of 

marriage that had not previously been active parts of the metaphor” (Galambush 1992:26); adultery being one of 

these aspects. Within the OT, the metaphor is implied throughout the Pentateuch but it is first explicitly used by 

Hosea, who portrays Yahweh as the husband of an unfaithful wife (Hos 2:1-3:5), establishing the foundational 

prophetic pattern (Schöpflin 2005:110; Davidson 2007:113–117). Then, Isaiah (54:1-8; 62:1-12) and Jeremiah (2:2, 

20-25; 3:1-10) develop it further (Galambush 1992:52–53; Schöpflin 2005:110). Ezekiel inherits this prophetic 

tradition and intensifies it, providing what Greenberg and Schöpflin describes as a full “biography” of the adulterous 

wife of Hosea and Jeremiah (Greenberg 1986:299; Schöpflin 2005:110). At the same time, he departs from his 

predecessors by consistently distinguishing idolatry from political alliances in his portrayal of Jerusalem’s infidelity. 

In Ezekiel 16, the metaphor operates precisely because Ezekiel “does not posit that Jerusalem is a woman, but can 

assume a system of commonplaces already associated with the city’s feminine persona, and then shape and extend 

the metaphor to suit his purposes” (Galambush 1992:23). Additionally, the grammatical femininity of the Hebrew 

words עִיר (ʿîr, “city”) and אֶרֶץ (ʾereṣ, “land, earth”) further reinforces this framework within the language itself. 
215 The election-covenant relationship belongs to a pattern attested across Israel’s foundational traditions. 

Deuteronomy’s classical articulation of election establishes Yahweh’s sovereign choice grounded in love and 

commitment: “It was not because you were more in number than any other people that the LORD set his love on you 

and chose you… but it is because the LORD loves you and is keeping the oath that he swore to your fathers… (Deut 

7:7-8; ESV).  The text uses common lexical terms that express both election and covenant: אהב (ʾāhēb), בחר (bāḥar), 

ה  Similar expressions of election based on love are made in Deuteronomy 4:37 and .(šābaʿ) שׁבע and ,(šəbûʿâ) שְׁבוּע 
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sequence of Ezekiel 16 distinguishes the initial act of divine initiative from the later, more 

formalized expression of the relationship. As the following analysis shows, before the metaphor 

of marriage appears, the metaphor of adoption portrays Yahweh’s initiative toward Jerusalem. This 

origin narrative functions as the expression of election, which later becomes the basis for the 

covenant relationship, the indictment against Jerusalem, and the anticipated restoration.   

 

2.1 Divine Elective Initiative (Ezekiel 16: 

1-7) 
2.1.1 Verses 1-3b 

Verses 1-3b introduce three characters: (1) ָ֤י  the speaker, giver –(ʾădōnāy yəhwih) יְהוִה   אֲדֹנ 

of the oracle, (2) ם ד ָ֕  the prophet, the one who communicates the oracle, (3) –(ben-ʾādām) בֶן־א 

לִםַ  the receiver of the oracle. Verse 2 specifies the type of oracle that is being –(yərûšālam) יְרוּשׁ 

declared:   יה ִַ֖ם אֶת־תוֹעֲבֹתֶֶֽ  ַ לִ ע אֶת־יְרוּשׁ   In Ezekiel, the Hiphil .(hôdaʿ ʾet-yərûšālam ʾet-tôʿăbōtêhā) הוֹדַַ֥

Imperative of ידע (yādaʿ) frequently introduces forensic accusation (Ezekiel 20:4; 22:2; 23:36) 

(Bovati 1994:75).216 It functions as a rhetorical summons, requiring the prophet to present the 

arraignment to the accused (Greenberg 1986:273; Block 2007:461-462, 471). In this case, the 

parties in conflict are Yahweh and Jerusalem. This verse indicates that Yahweh’s initial position 

is that of the accuser in the indictment against Jerusalem.  

2.1.2 Verses 3-5 
Ezekiel 16:3 begins the allegory of Jerusalem’s evolving and devolving relationship with 

Yahweh, through v. 29. This allegory employs the metaphor of the city as a female persona from 

birth through the period of the conflict. The story itself serves as the basis for the indictment, 

tracing the relationship from election to betrayal. Throughout the rest of the chapter, the metaphor 

and the vocabulary employed for it are maintained as an element of cohesion (Block 2007:464–

465), despite changes in text type. 

In v. 3, the identity of the Newborn-Jerusalem is linked to her Canaanite heritage. Verse 4 

emphasizes the circumstances of her birth through dynamic parallelism, with four negative clauses. 

The first clause is an active-verb clause; the following three are connected through conjunctive 

vavs and are passive-verb clauses. Instrumental phrases also front these passive-verb clauses:  

                                                 
10:15. As Levenson observes, the special status of Israel in Deuteronomy “rests not upon her merits, her strength or 

numbers or intelligence or honesty, but upon something irrational, a passion, an affair of the heart, not the mind, in 

short a love” (Levenson 1985:76); cf. Sohn (1991:194); Patrick (1992:435–436). Ezekiel also reiterates the 

connection between election and covenant in chapter 20, where Yahweh recollects the history between him and the 

people: “and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: On the day when I chose Israel, I swore to the offspring of the 

house of Jacob, making myself known… I swore to them, saying, I am the LORD your God. On that day I swore to 

them that I would bring them out of the land of Egypt… And I said to them, ‘Cast away the detestable things your 

eyes feast on… and do not defile yourselves with the idols of Egypt; I am the LORD your God.’” (Ezek 20:5-7; 

ESV). The lexical choices here differ slightly from Deuteronomy, while בחר (bāḥar) remains as the term expressing 

election, a phrase is repeatedly used to express the covenantal act of “swearing,” א ֣ אֶש  י ו  דִִ֗  .(wāʾeśśāʾ yādî) י 

Additionally, this text recalls the conditions placed upon the people within that relationship, to cast away the 

detestable things and not defile themselves with idols. As H. H. Rowley summarizes, “The election and the covenant 

belonged together, so that loyalty to the covenant was essential to the continuance of the election” (Rowley 

1964:68).  
216 Bovati also notes Job 10:2 and 13:23 as examples of this form of the verb used to introduce 

the accusation.  
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ךְ רֵֵּ֔ ת שׁ  רַ֣ א־כ  ֶֹֽ  4b ל

lōʾ-korrat šorrēk  

צְתְ לְמִשְׁעִ   א־רֻחַ  ֶֹֽ יִם ל י וּבְמַַ֥  4c 

ûbəmayim lōʾ-ruḥaṣt ləmišʿî  

חַתְ           א הֻמְלֵַּ֔ ֹ֣ חַ  ל מְלֵֵ֙  4d      וְה 

wəhomlēḥa lōʾ humlaḥat  

לְתְ             ֶֽ א חֻת  ַֹ֥ ל ל חְתֵ   4e  וְה 

wəhoḥtēl lōʾ ḥuttālt  

The lack of care she experienced is commented upon in v. 5. More than acts, emotions are 

described: (1) יִן לאֹ יִךְ עִַ֗ לַָּ֜ ה ע  ס  ־ח ֵ֙  (lōʾ-ḥāsâ ʿālayik ʿayin), (2) ְיִך ל   ה ע  ֣ עַל (3) ,(ləḥumlâ ʿālāyik) לְחֻמְל  בְגֹ֣

ךְ :Verse 5 also contains a passive-verb clause that underlines rejection .(bəgōʿal napšēk) נַפְשֵֵּׁ֔ י  תֻשְׁלְכִ֞ וֶַֽ  

דֶה   ־פְנֵָ֤יאֶל wattušləkî ʾ) הַש  el-pənê haśśādeh). The verb שׁלך (šālak), combined with the indirect object 

דֶה  specifically refers to the exposure of a child in the legal sense of abandonment ,(śāde) שׂ 

(Greenberg 1986:275; Malul 1990:100, 105; Bodi 2009:437). Both the lack of care and her 

exposure to the open field indicate that Jerusalem’s parents publicly renounced her; anyone could 

adopt her (Malul 1990:101; Block 2007:476). This verse also closes an inclusio formed by the 

circumstantial-temporal clause ְך ֶֽ דֶת אֹת  וֹם הֻלֶַ֥  which appears at the ,(bəyôm hulledet ʾōtāk) בְי 

beginning of v. 4 and at the end of v. 5. The inclusio stresses the negative context that leads to 

Newborn-Jerusalem’s familial rejection (Malul 1990:111). 

2.1.3 Verses 6-7 
A change in the narrative progression is introduced by the clause  ְיִך לֵַ֙ ר ע  אֶעֱבָֹ֤  wāʾeʿĕbōr) ו 

ʿālayik). It is Yahweh’s first appearance in the story, and he is immediately positively connected 

to Jerusalem. Verse 6 can be divided into four consecutive clauses that illustrate Yahweh’s 

favorable actions toward Newborn-Jerusalem: 

יִךְ               לֵַ֙ ר ע  אֶעֱבָֹ֤  6a   ו 

wāʾeʿĕbōr ʿālayik   

יִךְ מ   סֶת בְד  ךְ מִתְבוֹסֶ  אֶרְאֵֵּ֔ ֶֽ  6b   ו 

wāʾerʾēk mitbôseset bədāmāyik  

י        יִךְ חֲיִֵּ֔ מַ֣ ךְ  בְד  מַר ל  אָֹ֤  6c ו 

  wāʾōmar lāk bədāmayik ḥăyî  

י׃      יִךְ חֲיִֶֽ מַַ֥ ךְ בְד  מַר ל   אַֹ֥  6d    ו 

 wāʾōmar lāk bədāmayik ḥăyî  

First, Yahweh passed by Jerusalem, then he saw her in her “bloody” state and acted in favor 

of her survival, opposite to that of her own family. This verse sharply contrasts Jerusalem’s 

parents’ dismissive treatment of her with Yahweh’s favor toward her. A repetitive element in three 

of the clauses is the prepositional phrase “in your blood”; no other element of the pitiful state is 

mentioned. Repetition also appears as identical clauses (6c and d). This duplication both 

accentuates the condition Jerusalem was in and strengthens the Qal Imperative י  (ḥăyî) חֲיִֵּ֔

functioning as a performative (Block 2007:481).217 Verse 7 complements the imperative with a 

Qal Perfect, ְיך ה which, in its context, functions as a semantic causative of ,(nətattîk) נְתַתִֵּ֔ ב   רְב 

(rəbābâ) and its results.218 This function of the verb נתן (nātan) is frequently attested in the Hebrew 

                                                 
217 Block puts it this way: “he pronounces the sentence of life upon the child.” 
218 Block and imply suggest the causative force of נתן (nātan); Block notes that Jerusalem’s survival and maturity are 

attributed to Yahweh, and Cooper comments that God “cared for” and “made” the nation flourish (Cooper 1994:169; 

Block 2007:481). 
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Scriptures.219 It is used particularly in Genesis 17:5, 6, and 20 in a similar context, where God tells 

Abraham he will “make” him into a multitude, exceedingly fruitful, and offers him a covenantal 

agreement.220 C. J. Labuschagne also notes that the verb, combined with the preposition  ְכ (ke), 

carries the meaning “to make like”; he quotes several verses including Ezekiel 16:7 (Labuschagne 

1997:783–784).221 Klaus Koch makes similar remarks in his study of the verb כון (kûn) in the 

Niphal stem (as it appears in Ezekiel 16:7) and observes that it often “refers… to the result of an 

action generally denoted by the hiphil or polel” (Koch 1995:90). In this verse כון (kûn) is the result 

of the causative נתן (nātan). Yahweh “made” her “plentiful like the plants of the open field,” 

resulting in her growing in number (simile about vegetation), form, and beauty (human-body 

metaphors) to maturity.  

The parents’ lack of care, resulting in rejection and abandonment, is contrasted by 

Yahweh’s care, resulting in election and adoption. According to Meir Malul’s study of the 

adoption of foundlings (Malul 1990), four elements in these verses closely parallel adoption 

conventions of the ancient Near East. These features provide an appropriate framework for 

describing Yahweh’s initiative. The first element is the phrase “in your blood,” which emphasizes 

that Jerusalem was in a state fit for adoption (Malul 1990:106–109; Bodi 2009:437). The second 

element is the imperative of חיה (ḥāyâ), which, combined with the third element, נתן (nātan), 

functioning as a causative, results in the fourth element: ה ב   (gādal) גדל and ,(rābâ) רבה ,(rəbābâ) רְב 

(the combination of the three can be understood as “mature growth”). Together, these features 

reflect the legal assumption of the abandoned child (Malul 1990:111, 113; Block 2007:481). 

By contrast, some scholars argue against adoption, election, and even basic care for 

Jerusalem in these verses. Linda Day characterizes Yahweh as commanding her to live while not 

assisting her himself, “but merely commands her from afar” (Day, L. 2000:207). Mary Shields 

goes even further and argues that while some scholars depict Yahweh as a nurturing figure in this 

verse, it is the opposite:  
On the contrary, the imagery itself reveals no tender care, no love, indeed no compassion at all until 

the girl/woman exhibits the “ornaments of ornaments”: breasts and pubic hair. In fact, God’s 

disdain for her is emphasized by the final words of verse 7… (Shields 1998:8) 

Similarly, Aaron Koller disputes Malul’s findings and, as an extension, Block’s argumentation 

based on Malul’s research (Koller 2017:409–410). Koller reasons that there is about a decade 

between Yahweh’s two appearances (vv. 6 and 8) and that Jerusalem is neither in Yahweh’s 

                                                 
219 According to the Logos Bible Software search engine, the verb functions as a semantic causative in the Qal stem, 

particularly with God as its subject, a total of 107 times. These occurrences have both positive and negative 

connotations.  
220 “Behold, my covenant is with you, and you shall be the father of a multitude of nations. No longer shall your 

name be called Abram, but your name shall be Abraham, for I have made you [ָיך  nətattîkā] the father of a ,נְתַתִֶֽ

multitude of nations. I will make you exceedingly fruitful, and I will make you [ָיך  ûnətattîkā] into nations, and ,וּנְתַתִ 

kings shall come from you. And I will establish my covenant between me and you and your offspring after you 

throughout their generations for an everlasting covenant… And I will give to you and to your offspring after you the 

land of your sojournings, all the land of Canaan, for an everlasting possession, and I will be their God… This is my 

covenant, which you shall keep, between me and you and your offspring after you: Every male among you shall be 

circumcised. You shall be circumcised in the flesh of your foreskins, and it shall be a sign of the covenant between 

me and you… So shall my covenant be in your flesh an everlasting covenant. Any uncircumcised male who is not 

circumcised in the flesh of his foreskin shall be cut off from his people; he has broken my covenant… As for 

Ishmael, I have heard you; behold, I have blessed him and will make him fruitful and multiply him greatly. He shall 

father twelve princes, and I will make him [יו  ûnətattîw] into a great nation.” (Gen 17:4-14, 20; ESV, brackets ,וּנְתַתִ 

added for specification). This parallel in Genesis 17 also aligns with Ezekiel 16:7 as a precovenantal episode leading 

to the actual covenant with mutual responsibilities.  
221 Isaiah 41:2; Jeremiah 19:12; Ezekiel 3:9; 16:7; 26:19; 28:2, 6; Hosea 11:8; and Ruth 4:11.  
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presence nor being cared for by him. The logic behind this view is that in v. 8 Yahweh passes by 

again; therefore, “Yhwh did not care for or nurture the foundling he came across” (Koller 

2017:410). Nevertheless, these scholars who argue against Yahweh’s care are yet to explain the 

function of the verb נתן (nātan) in the verse’s context. While v. 8 parallels v. 6 as an introductory 

formula for Yahweh re-entering the scene, thus suggesting physical absence for an undetermined 

amount of time between vv. 7 and 8 do not negate the text’s characterization of Yahweh as both 

rescuer and the active force behind her development at the moment of election.   

Furthermore, the dominance of first-person singular verbs in vv. 6-7, coupled with the 

absence of reciprocal action, establishes unilateral initiative in favor of Jerusalem rather than 

against her. Verse 7, however, ends in a conflicting statement: even after Yahweh cared for her, 

the now Lady Jerusalem remained “bare naked.” This portrayal suggests that election (1) is not an 

end but an initial act and (2) it is grounded not in prior qualification but in divine initiative alone, 

establishing the relationship independently of Jerusalem’s capacity to respond.  

 

2.2 Covenant Formation and Status 

Transformation (Ezekiel 16:8-14) 
2.2.1 Verses 8-12 
  As previously mentioned, v. 8 begins with the introductory formula ְך אֶרְאִֵ֗ יִךְ ו  לַָּ֜ ר ע  אֶעֱבֵֹ֙  ו 

(wāʾeʿĕbōr ʿālayik wāʾerʾēk), signaling the second episode in which Yahweh intervenes in 

Jerusalem’s favor. Rather than a helpless newborn, Jerusalem is described as living in a “time of 

love” or “sexual maturity” (Greenberg 1986:277; Block 2007:482). Continuing the narrative’s 

trajectory established in v. 7, Yahweh now provides for her in that state of nakedness during her 

time of love. Four consecutive clauses portray Yahweh’s actions: (1) ְיִך לֵַּ֔ פִי  ע  שׂ כְנ  אֶפְרָֹ֤  wāʾeprōś) ו 

kənāpiy ʿ ālayik), (2) ְך תֵ  ה עֶרְו  אֲכַסֶ  wāʾăkasse ʿ) ו  erwātēk), (3) ְך ע ל ָ֠ בֶַֽ ֣ אֶש  וֹא  and (4) ,(wāʾeššābaʿ lāk) ו  בֵ֙ א  ו 

ךְ ית אֹת ִ֗   .(wāʾābôʾ bibrît ʾōtāk) בִבְרִָּ֜

The first two clauses directly relate to the metaphor of marriage, while the last two use 

explicit covenantal language. They can be understood as dynamic parallelisms in which the second 

clause of each pair elaborates on the actions of the first. ְיִך לֵַּ֔ פִי  ע  שׂ כְנ  אֶפְרָֹ֤  (wāʾeprōś kənāpiy ʿālayik) ו 

is elaborated by ְך תֵ  ה עֶרְו  אֲכַסֶ   stretching the cloak over her is the means by ;(wāʾăkasse ʿerwātēk) ו 

which her nakedness is covered. ְך ע ל ָ֠ בֶַֽ ֣ אֶש  וֹא is elaborated in (wāʾeššābaʿ lāk) ו  בֵ֙ א  ית ו  ךְ בִבְרִָּ֜  אֹת ִ֗

(wāʾābôʾ bibrît ʾōtāk); swearing is the means by which the covenant is ratified. The metaphorical 

pair focuses on supplying Lady Jerusalem’s needs, covering her nakedness, and functions as a 

declaration of marriage (Greenberg 1986:277; Sohn 1991:202; Block 2007:482; Bodi 2009:437; 

Burns 2016:276). The second pair establishes, in plain language, that the relationship was legalized 

by swearing a covenant.   

The gesture of spreading one’s נ ף  over a woman is a recognized marriage formula (kānāp) כ 

in the Hebrew Bible. Cooke identifies it as “the customary symbolic act” by which a man claimed 

a woman as his bride, citing Ruth 3:9 as the direct parallel (Cooke 1985:163). He further notes that 

“marriage as based upon mutual pledges could be described as a covenant,” citing Mal. 2:14 and 

Prov. 2:17 in support (Cooke 1985:163). In Ruth 3:9, Ruth asks Boaz to “spread your wing (ָכְנ פֶך; 

kənāpekā) over your servant, for you are a redeemer” (ESV), a request with “quasi-legal force” 

affirming the choice of a bride (Zimmerli 1979:340; Duguid 1999:210). D. Bodi notes that in the 

light of Mari Akkadian parallels, the gesture carries a formal covenantal dimension: citing Kruger 

(1984:84), he observes that “for a prospective husband to spread the hem of his cloak over his new 
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wife can in fact only indicate symbolically that he is extending his authority over her, and with it 

also his willingness to undertake her sustenance as is expected from him according to the marriage 

laws of the Ancient Near East” (Bodi 2009:437). Block similarly notes that according to ancient 

Near Eastern custom the gesture signified “the establishment of a new relationship and the 

symbolic declaration of the husband to provide for the sustenance of his future wife” (Block 

2007:482–483). The parallel with Ruth 3:9 confirms the reading of  ֶא פְרֹשׂו  פִי  לַיִךְ כְנ   wāʾeprōś) ע 

kənāpiy ʿālayik) as a formal marriage declaration, and the covenantal language that follows in v. 

8b as its natural legal expression. 

As previously mentioned, Sohn suggests that this is the moment of election, given the 

establishment of the covenant. He comments that,  
Since election is Yahweh’s sovereign choice of Israel, Yahweh’s swearing to take Israel to be his 

is an oath affirming the characteristic divine grace… A legal process was required to make a 

marriage effective in society… Yahweh took legal action in making Israel his by making a 

covenant. (Sohn 1991:185). 

Sohn takes the clause ְך ע ל ָ֠ בֶַֽ ֣ אֶש   as an independent event separate from the (wāʾeššābaʿ lāk) ו 

following clause, ְך ית אֹת ִ֗ וֹא בִבְרִָּ֜ בֵ֙ א   This justifies his argument for election in .(wāʾābôʾ bibrît ʾōtāk) ו 

verse 8 and affirms that election precedes the covenant. However, the linguistic features suggest 

that these clauses describe the same event, functioning as parallel expressions that highlight 

different aspects of a single covenantal act.   

Walther Zimmerli, on the other hand, considers the whole scene a single event, including 

the four clauses. As for his view on the election, he states: 
Yahweh affirms what v. 7 has described, based on what he himself has seen, and does not shrink 

from the view that he is waiting until the time is ripe. Then he affirms his choice. The election of 

the bride takes place under the protection of legal customs, as can also be seen elsewhere. (Zimmerli 

1979:339–340). 

While Sohn and Zimmerli suggest v. 8 as the moment of election, both arguments indicate election 

as a logical antecedent to the covenant. That antecedent, however, is already established in the 

previous scene, vv. 5-6. Nevertheless, this covenant formation, as the commentators recognize, is 

the moment when Yahweh enters a different type of relationship with Jerusalem.  

Just like in the previous section, emphasis is placed on Yahweh’s initiative. For both 

marriage and covenant, the verbs are strictly first-person singular, and Jerusalem is expressed in 

the second-person singular, in both the direct and indirect object. The only exception is the result 

clause that declares: י הְיִי לִֶֽ  Here, the verb takes the second-person feminine singular .(wattihyî lî) וַתִַ֥

as the subject and the first-person singular as the object; this construction serves to solidify 

Yahweh’s marital relationship with Lady Jerusalem. Not only can it indicate conjugal possession 

(Brown, Driver & Briggs 1977:226), but it can also indicate the “human side” of the agreement 

(Greenberg 1986:277). 

Many commentators take this clause, in connection with the divinely initiated covenant, to 

emphasize a unilateral relationship. Block, for instance, argues that “here the prophet does not 

envision a marriage of mutual commitment of husband and bride” since “the emphasis is entirely 

on Yahweh’s initiative: he raised his hand and he entered into the covenant relationship” (Block 

2007:483). With this, he highlights Yahweh’s dominance in the passage. Gili Kugler goes even 

further and says that due to the clause י הְיִי לִֶֽ  this relationship was “enforced upon ,(wattihyî lî) וַתִַ֥

her” (Kugler 2022:7). Haag et al. make a similar argument by appealing to the lack of reciprocal 

speech or action, emphasizing the asymmetrical nature of the covenant (Haag, Llewelyn & Tsonis 

2012:204). Together, these interpretations emphasize the unilateral character of the covenant, 

highlighting Yahweh’s initiative and the absence of reciprocal participation from Jerusalem. 
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Other scholars, however, stress that the marriage metaphor inherently introduces 

expectations of mutuality (Greenberg 1986:278). Lamar Cooper also considers this relationship a 

mutual agreement; he contrasts it to marriages arranged by parents, “in which the woman had no 

part” (Cooper 1994:170). He also points out that it is “reminiscent of Sinai” (Cooper 1994:170), 

where the people agreed to the covenant Yahweh offered (Exo. 19:1-8). It can be argued that the 

covenant, while initiated by Yahweh, establishes a relational framework in which fidelity is 

expected from Jerusalem. Brueggemann likewise understands covenants as implying a response 

of gratitude and loyalty, even when grounded in divine initiative (Brueggemann 1997:418, 419). 

These interpretations, therefore, emphasize that the covenant introduces expectations of fidelity, 

which render Jerusalem accountable within the relationship and warrant the subsequent 

indictment.  

The narrative of Ezekiel 16 supports this latter view. While the covenant clearly originates 

in Yahweh’s initiative, the context of the marriage metaphor signals the establishment of a 

relationship in which Jerusalem is accountable for her actions. This represents a different type of 

relationship from the one in the previous scene. Yahweh’s role towards Newborn-Jerusalem was 

that of a savior; he initiated contact and acted favorably upon her even when she could not 

reciprocate, functioning only as a beneficiary. The relationship was one-sided. When she became 

Lady Jerusalem, however, the relationship was reconfigured. It no longer functions as a one-sided 

dynamic. Yahweh continues to act as the provider, but the marriage metaphor establishes a 

relational framework in which covenantal fidelity is expected of Jerusalem. This expectation marks 

a shift from the previous scene, in which she was entirely passive, an abandoned newborn. Within 

the covenantal relationship, she now bears responsibility for fidelity. A responsibility that becomes 

evident later when she deliberately violates the covenant, reinforcing the relational character of 

the bond. Thus, the covenant does not initiate the relationship but gives it structure, transforming 

divine initiative into a relational framework in which accountability becomes possible. 

Following this marriage covenant, Yahweh acts in Jerusalem’s favor even more than 

before. In his role as husband, he proceeds to transform his wife from humble beginnings to royalty 

(vv. 9-12): יִם ךְ בַמֵַּ֔ צֵ֣ אֶרְח  יִךְ ,(wāʾerḥāṣēk bammayim) ו  ל   ע  יִךְ מֵֶֽ מַ  ף ד  אֶשְׁטַֹ֥  ,(wāʾešṭōp dāmayik mēʿālāyik) ו 

מֶן׃ ֶֽ ךְ בַש  אֲסֻכֵ  ה ,(wāʾăsukēk baššāmen) ו  ךְ רִקְמ ֵּ֔ אַלְבִישֵׁ֣ חַשׁ ,(wāʾalbîšēk riqmâ) ו  ךְ ת   אֶנְעֲלֵ   wāʾenʿălēk) ו 

tāḥaš), ׁש ךְ בַשֵֵּ֔ אֶחְבְשֵׁ֣ שִׁי׃ ,(wāʾeḥbəšēk baššēš) ו  ךְ מֶֶֽ דִי ,(waʾăkassēk mešî) וַאֲכַסֵ  ךְ עֶ  אֶעְדֵ    ,(wāʾeʿdēk ʿedî) ו 

יִךְ ָ֤ה צְמִידִים  עַל־י דֵַּ֔ אֶתְנ  ֵֽךְ׃ ,(wāʾettənâ ṣəmîdîm ʿal-yādayik wāʾeʿdēk ʿedî) ו  יד עַל־גְרוֹנֵֶֽ בִ  -wərābîd ʿal) וְר 

gərônēk), ְך זֶם  עַל־אַפֵֵּ֔ ן נֶ  אֶתֵַ֥ זְנ  ֵֽיִךְ ,(wāʾettēn nezem ʿal-ʾappēk) ו  ים עַל־א   ,(waʿăgîlîm ʿal-ʾoznāyik) וַעֲגִילִ 

and ךְ׃ רֶת בְראֹשֵֶֽׁ רֶת תִפְאֶ   This transformation also creates a strong .(waʿăṭeret tipʾeret bərōʾšēk) וַעֲטֶַ֥

contrast to what was denied to her from birth. She was not washed; now Yahweh washes her and 

rinses her blood from her; she was not rubbed with salt; now Yahweh anoints her with oils; she 

was not wrapped; now Yahweh not only wraps her with fine cloths but also provides covering for 

her feet and jewelry for her adornment. Even more, Yahweh elevates her to royalty by putting a 

“crown of splendor” over her head.  

2.2.2 Verses 13-14 
After two episodes of divine, favorable actions (subject: first-person) dominating the 

narrative, there’s a shift in the verbs' subjects. Verse 13 focuses on Queen Jerusalem’s response 

(subject: second-person, feminine, singular verbs) to Yahweh’s provisions within the context of 

the marriage covenant (Goldingay 2026:238). Yahweh had adorned her; now she י  ,(wattaʿdî) וַתַעְדִ֞

adorned herself with all the jewels and fine fabrics; Yahweh put a crown over her head; now she 

ה ֶֽ י לִמְלוּכ   Yahweh supplied her needs; she accepted and made use of those .(tiṣləḥî limlûkâ) תִצְלְחִ 

provisions, resulting in ד ד מְאֵֹּ֔ יפִי  בִמְאֹ֣  Special attention is given to the .(wattîpiy bimʾōd məʾōd) וַתִ 
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“beauty” in v. 14. Jerusalem’s  ֳִייפ  (yŏpî) had been described in v. 13 with the double use of מְאֹד 

(məʾōd), intensifying the verbal form; now, in v. 14, it is characterized as לִיל  Verse 13’s .(kālîl) כ 

verbal clause “you became extremely beautiful” makes her the subject of this inchoative verb. 

However, in v. 14, Yahweh reiterates that he is the one to be credited for her “perfect beauty”; it 

was due to his ר ד   which he had set upon her. Even for this, divine providence was to be ,(hādār) ה 

credited.  

Carl Gross and Philip C. Stine suggest comparing these verses with Lamentations 2:15, 

where Jerusalem’s beauty is characterized in the same way (Gross & Stine 2016:331):   ּאמְרו ֶֹֽ ילַת שֶׁי  כְלִ֣

פִי  Another parallel with Lamentations 2:15 is the metaphorical sense in .(šeyyōʾmərû kəlîlat yōpî) יֵֹּ֔

which the city and its inhabitants are depicted through a female persona: ִַ֖ם לִ   ת יְרוּשׁ   bat) בַ 

yərûšālām). Cooke also draws a connection to Lamentations and adds Ezekiel’s own 

characterization of Tyre in 27:3 and 28:12 (Cooke 1985:165–166). All instances contain a form of 

לִ  ילכ   (kālîl) complementing יפֳִי (yŏpî) to describe cities as female characters. Only in Ezekiel 16 is 

this characteristic a result of God’s actions upon the personified city, reinforcing the idea of 

Yahweh as the active force behind Jerusalem’s successful development. 

 

2.3 Covenant Breach (Ezekiel 16:15-29)  
2.3.1 Verses 15-29 

The same beauty that was qualified as extreme and perfect in the previous verses is now 

identified as the root of the conflict between Yahweh and Queen Jerusalem.  ֵֵּ֔י בְי פְי ךְוַתִבְטְחִ֣  (wattibṭəḥî 

bəyopyēk) presents the grounds for her downfall. Here ְך  functions as a metonymic (šəmēk) שְׁמֵ 

expression for ְך  ,Jerusalem’s confidence in her beauty, which had made her famous :(yopyēk) י פְיֵֵּ֔

led her to engage in prostitution. Millard Lind not only recognizes v. 15 as the “fundamental” 

moment of Jerusalem’s regression, but he also notes that it constitutes a negative response to both 

election and covenant:  
Ezekiel now declares Jerusalem’s abominations, Israel’s negative response to God’s two acts of 

grace: election (16:6–7) and covenant-making (16:8–14). Jerusalem’s fundamental fault is that she 

trusted (Heb.: baṭaḥ, 16:15) in her beauty rather than in the One who covenanted with her. (Lind 

1996:132) 

After the declaration ְך י עַל־שְׁמֵ  ךְ וַתִזְנִ  י בְי פְיֵֵּ֔  the text ,(wattibṭəḥî bəyopyēk wattiznî ʿal-šəmēk) וַתִבְטְחִ֣

proceeds with a series of consecutive actions until v. 29, dominated by the second-person feminine 

singular. All of which constitute further negative responses from Jerusalem. These can be divided 

further into smaller sections: vv. 15-19 describe the misuse of Yahweh’s gifts to her in her 

prostitution; vv. 20-21 reveal the extent of her misconduct, child sacrifices of the children she had 

borne for Yahweh; vv. 23-26 comment on the effects of these actions over her once perfect beauty, 

עֲ  ךְוַתְתֶַֽ בִי  אֶת־י פְיֵֵּ֔  (wattətaʿăbiy ʾet-yopyēk), and the increment of her prostitution, ְי אֶת־תַזְנתֵֻך  וַתַרְבִ 

(wattarbî ʾet-taznutēk); vv. 28-29 emphasize her sexual dissatisfaction after her “multiplied” 

sexual activity. The sequence follows the logic of a forensic indictment: the charge (v.15), 

supporting evidence (vv. 16-21), the moral ground of culpability (v. 22), and the recounting of 

prior disciplinary measures (v.27) before the resumption of the offense (vv. 28-29).  

Two verses stand out among these, vv. 22 and 27. They do not conform to the pattern 

established by the consecutive verbs. Verse 22 is particularly relevant to the basis of the indictment 

against Queen Jerusalem. It interrupts the chain of second-person consecutive verbs by inserting a 

retrospective evaluative clause centered on זכר (zākar), thereby orienting the indictment from 

action to memory. First, it summarizes the main claims of marriage covenant breach: 
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“abominations” and “prostitutions.” Then it turns to describe what she has not remembered:  א ַֹ֥ ל

ית׃ יִֶֽ ךְ ה  מֵ  סֶת בְד  ה מִתְבוֹסֶַ֥ ם וְעֶרְי ֵּ֔ הְיוֹתֵךְ  עֵרֹ֣ יִךְ בִֶֽ י נְעוּר   רְתְי אֶת־יְמֵ֣  lōʾ zākartəy ʾet-yəmê nəʿûrāyik bihəyôtēk) ז כַ 

ʿērōm wəʿeryâ mitbôseset bədāmēk hāyît).  

Through the expression ְיִך י נְעוּר    Yahweh recontextualizes the ,(ʾet-yəmê nəʿûrāyik) אֶת־יְמֵ֣

narrative by anchoring the indictment in Jerusalem’s origin story. He identifies the moment as 

ית יִֶֽ ךְ ה  מֵ  סֶת בְד  ה מִתְבוֹסֶַ֥ ם וְעֶרְי ֵּ֔ הְיוֹתֵךְ  עֵרֹ֣  This .(bihəyôtēk ʿērōm wəʿeryâ mitbôseset bədāmēk hāyît) בִֶֽ

parallels v. 6, when she was first seen by Yahweh ְיִך מ   סֶת בְד   and (mitbôseset bədāmāyik) מִתְבוֹסֶ 

elected, י יִךְ חֲיִֵּ֔ מַ֣ ךְ  בְד  מַר ל  אָֹ֤  It also limits the event by stating her .(wāʾōmar lāk bədāmayik ḥăyî) ו 

condition before the marriage covenant:  ְת ם וְאַ  ֶֽה׃ עֵרַֹ֥  The repetition .(v. 7) (wəʾat ʿērōm wəʿeryâ) וְעֶרְי 

of the imagery of exposure and the blood motif creates a deliberate return to the moment of 

election. Thus, the indictment is grounded not merely in Jerusalem’s actions but in her failure, and 

even refusal (Gross & Stine 2016:338–339) to remember the divine initiative that established the 

relationship. The failure/refusal to remember this primary act functions rhetorically as grounds for 

culpability.  

Zimmerli calls this verse a “terminal summary,” and argues that Jerusalem’s forgetfulness 

had been “silently implied in the whole account, while also noting connections to v. 7 and the 

further references in vv. 39 and 60” (Zimmerli 1979:344). Moshe Greenberg likewise identifies 

the link to v. 6, but through the Greek versions (Greenberg 1986:281). Block similarly recognizes 

an allusion to Jerusalem’s condition before the covenant. He contrasts her divine rescue from death 

with her purposeful murder of her own children through child sacrifices; “She who owed her 

existence to Yahweh’s call to life now danced with death” (Block 2007:491). Cooper, on the other 

hand, interprets the verses as referring to “neglect of the covenant,” which he sees as the “cause 

behind all the evil excesses presented” (Cooper 1994:172). These interpretations reflect two main 

approaches: one locating the reference in Jerusalem’s pre-covenantal condition, and another 

grounding it in the covenantal failure. Nevertheless, the linguistic connections point to the election 

event rather than to the covenant itself, thereby reinforcing the narrative return to Jerusalem’s 

origin as the basis for the indictment. The indictment, therefore, reflects not only moral failure but 

relational rupture, grounded in Jerusalem’s rejection of the very act that constituted her identity as 

Yahweh’s elect. 

Verse 27 notes the first time Yahweh took action against Jerusalem amidst her prostitution 

and lack of repentance. Yahweh ְך ע חֻקֵ  אֶגְרַ  יִךְ   and (wāʾegraʿ ḥuqqēk) ו  ךְ בְנֶָ֤פֶשׁ שֹׂנְאוֹתַ  אֶתְנֵ֞  wāʾettənēk) ו 

bənepeš śōnəʾôtayik), these actions are narrated as part of the allegory and therefore belong to the 

recounting of Yahweh’s prior responses rather than to the list of Jerusalem’s offenses. Within the 

context of the indictment, they serve as evidence of earlier corrective measures Yahweh took in 

response to her conduct. Thus, the indictment incorporates not only accusations but also prior 

attempts at correction, which heightened Jerusalem’s culpability by demonstrating her persistence 

despite divine intervention. However, these actions did not achieve the desired effect of stopping 

Jerusalem from prostituting herself; vv. 28 and 29 emphasize the persistence of her practices and 

her ה  .after these encounters (śibʿâ) שִׂבְע 

 

2.4 Legal Indictment and Comparative 

Accusations (Ezekiel 16:30-52) 
2.4.1 Verses 30-35 
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Verse 30 establishes another break in the text, the end of the allegory and the beginning of 

one of the comparative sections of the indictment. This first comparative case helps establish one 

of the specific accusations against Jerusalem. Its introductory particle ה ָ֤  functions as an מ 

interjection used in reaction to Jerusalem’s current state; ְך תֵֵּ֔ ה  לִב  ה אֲמֻל  ָ֤  Her .(mâ ʾămulāh libbātēk) מ 

“weakness” of heart is contextualized to her doings טֶת׃ ֶֽ ה־זוֹנ  ה שַׁל  ֶֽ ה אִש   maʿăśē ʾiššâ-zônâ) מַעֲשֵַׂ֥

šallāṭet). Within the election narrative, this signals Queen Jerusalem's moral dissolution. 

Moreover, v. 31 specifies a reversal that sets Jerusalem apart. While she built her גַב (gab) and ה מ   ר 

(rāmâ), establishing locations for her prostitution throughout the city, she was not like the other 

prostitutes (יִיתי כַזּוֹנ  ה  ,wəlōʾ-hāyîty kazzônâ), because she rejected the payment. Jerusalem ;וְלאֹ־ה 

therefore, inverted the dynamics of prostitution's transactional aspect: built the places, initiated the 

encounters, yet scorned payment (Zimmerli 1979:345; Dyer 1985:1257).  

Verse 32 introduces another metaphorical vehicle to characterize Jerusalem and becomes 

a key accusation: the adulteress. This vehicle carries implications of initiative and volition; the 

imagery portrays Adulterous Jerusalem as actively seeking out other partners rather than her 

husband. Verses 33-34 point out another reversal featuring this metaphorical vehicle: every 

prostitute receives payment, and every adulteress takes gifts from lovers, but Jerusalem alone gives 

payment to her lovers and bribes them to come to her. This self-defeating logic is emphasized by 

Greenberg, who notes that v. 34 does not merely describe Jerusalem as one who acted contrarily 

but portrays her as “the embodiment of contrariety” (Greenberg 1986:285).  

A third reversal can be identified in relation to the marriage covenantal gifts. The 

identification of Yahweh as “husband” (ׁאִיש, ʾîš) in v. 32 directly recalls the marriage covenant 

and its gifts. These same gifts that had materialized the covenant, Adulterous Jerusalem offered to 

her lovers (Block 2007:497; Tuell 2012:90);222 thus, becoming the means of her infidelity. She 

who was Yahweh’s gave herself to strangers, acting worse than a prostitute and worse than an 

adulteress. The following table aims to capture the structural logic of the comparison between 

Jerusalem, a prostitute, and an adulteress according to the text:  

Table 1. Comparison between Jerusalem, a prostitute, and an adulteress. 

Jerusalem Prostitutes Adulteresses 

Built herself places to pour out 

her prostitutions.  

Establish places for 

prostitution. 

 

Did not receive payment. Receive payment. Do not receive payment. 

Accommodated strangers 

instead of her husband.  

Accommodates customers. Accommodates strangers 

instead of her husband. 

Bribed men to come from all 

around.  

Gave payments to her lovers. 

Is solicited. Solicits men.  

Gives the payments. 

This systematic inversion of everything election and covenant established forms the narrative and 

theological climax of the indictment before the formal legal proceedings of vv. 36-43. So as v. 35 

commanded her, she must now ה ֶֽ י דְבַר־יְהו   .(šimʿî dəbar-yəhwâ) שִׁמְעִ 

2.4.2 Verses 36-43 
Verses 36-43 constitute the accusation proper, also known as the Notitia Criminis (Bovati 

1994:62), in between the comparative cases. An inclusio of declarative formulas also encloses the 

segment; it begins at 36a with ה ֣י יְהֹוִִ֗ ר אֲדֹנ  מַ֞ ה־א   and ends in 43d with (kō-ʾāmar ʾădōnāy yəhōwi) כֶֹֽ

֣י יְהוִֵּ֔  הנְאֻם  אֲדֹנ   (nəʾum ʾădōnāy yəhwi). The causal particle יַעַ֣ן (yaʿan) immediately follows the first 

                                                 
222 As attested in vv. 15-19. 
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declarative formula; it introduces the accusations and is followed by the apodosis, marked by the 

particle כֵן  along with the punitive sanctions. The forensic structure can be outlined as ,(lākēn) ל 

follows: 

 V. 36a – Yahweh commences his accusation. 

 V. 36b-e – Declarative Accusations. 

 Vv. 37-42 – Punitive Sanctions. 

  V. 37 – Witnesses/accomplices.  

  V. 38 – Criminal Charges. 

  Vv. 39-41b – Sanctions. 

  Vv. 41c-42 – Expected outcome of the Judgment. 

   V. 41c-d – Rehabilitation. 

   V. 42 – Reconciliation.  

 V. 43 – Anchoring the accusations in Jerusalem’s origin story.  

According to the text, יַעַ֣ן (yaʿan) introduces three accusations: (1) ְך פֵָ֤  hiššāpēk) נְחֻשְׁתֵךְ   הִש 

nəḥuštēk), (2) ה לֶ֣ ךְ וַתִג  תֵֵּ֔ יִךְ עֶרְו  יִךְ בְתַזְנוּתַ  י וְעַל   עַל־מְאַהֲב   ל־גִלוּלֵ֣ יִךְ כ  wattiggāle ʿ) תֹועֲבֹותֵַּ֔ erwātēk bətaznûtayik 

ʿal-məʾahăbāyik wəʿal kol-gillûlê tōwʿăbōwtayik), (3) י יִךְ וְכִדְמֵ֣ נֵַּ֔ ר ב  תְ  אֲשֶַׁ֥ תַ  ם׃ נ  הֶֶֽ  wəkidmê bānayik) ל 

ʾăšer nātat lāhem). The first accusation references v. 15 using the same expression “pouring out” 

(in v. 15 it appears as י  wayyiqtọl, second-person, feminine, singular; in v. 36 it ,(wattišpəkî) וַתִשְׁפְכִִ֧

is ְך פֵָ֤  נְחֹשֶׁת whereas v. 36 it is her ,(taznût) תַזְנוּת Nifal, Infinitive Construct) of her ,(hiššāpēk) הִש 

(nəḥōšet).223 The second accusation references v. 8, where a covenant was made through the 

marriage metaphor of covering her nakedness. The terms כסה (kāsâ) (v. 8) and גלה (gālâ) (v. 36) 

represent opposing actions by contrasting subjects: Yahweh’s initiative was to cover, while 

Jerusalem’s was to uncover her עֶרְו ה (ʿerwâ). This uncovering explicitly refers to her annulment 

of the marriage or to the breaking of the covenant, as attested in Hosea 2 and in ancient Near 

Eastern documents (Greenberg 1986:287; Block 2007:501; Quick 2023:201). The third accusation 

references vv. 20 and 21, identifying child sacrifice as the climax of her immorality (Lind 

1996:133; Block 2007:489, 491; Bodi 2009:439). 

Supplementary to the accusations brought against Jerusalem, Yahweh cites the criminal 

charges against her in v. 38: adultery and murder. Having established through the previous 

comparison that Jerusalem behaved as an adulteress, she can be formally charged as such. The first 

two accusations in the previous verses are summarized in the charge of adultery, and child sacrifice 

is translated into the charge of murder. Both charges against her are crimes punishable by death,224 

which is highlighted by the statement ה׃ ֶֽ ה וְקִנְא  ם חֵמ   יךְ דַַ֥ ה Both .(ûnətattîk dam ḥēmâ wəqinʾâ) וּנְתַתִָ֕  קנְא 

(qnʾâ) and ה ה .are attributed to Yahweh in the Torah (ḥēmâ) חֵמ   appears in Exodus 20:5 (qnʾâ) קנְא 

                                                 
223 The term   ְנְחֻשְׁתֵך (nəḥuštēk) is a hapax legomenon whose meaning is disputed. While the root נְחשֶׁת (nəḥōšet) 

commonly denotes “copper” or “bronze,” the ancient versions already reflect interpretive uncertainty: the LXX and 

Vulgate render it literally as “your bronze,” while the Targum Jonathan to the Prophets reads “your shame.” The 

major lexicons distinguish   ְנְחֻשְׁתֵך (nəḥuštēk) as a separate lexeme with a sexual connotation: BDB suggests “lust, 

harlotry” (Brown, Driver & Briggs 1977:II. שֶׁת  TWOT: “harlotry” (eds. Harris, Archer, Jr. & Waltke 1999:1350a ;)נְחֹֹ֫

 ,and DCH ;)נְחשֶׁת HALOT: “female modesty, shame, menstruation” (Köhler et al. 1994-2000:6120 ;)נְחֹשֶׁת

“indecency, lust, or menstrual blood” (ed. Clines 1993-2011:[שֶׁת נְחֹֹ֫  [II( . Zimmerli (1979:329–330) proposes 

emending the preceding verb ְך פֵָ֤  yielding “you uncovered your ,(ḥāśap) חשׂף to read as an infinitive of (hiššāpēk) הִש 

shame,” following the Targum. Block (2007:500) and Greenberg (1986:285–286) prefer the Akkadian cognate 

naḫŝātu, understood respectively as “abnormal female genital discharge” and “morbid genital outflow.” The context 

supports a sexual connotation since it is part of the accusation of marital infidelity.  
224 Adultery: Leviticus 20:10; Deuteronomy 22:22. Murder: Exodus 21:12; Leviticus 24:17; 

Numbers 35:16-34. 
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and 34:14, and it also describes a husband who suspects his adulterous wife in Numbers 5. ה  חֵמ 

(ḥēmâ) appears in Leviticus 26:14-46, which portrays the punishments for an unfaithful people 

who break their covenant with Yahweh. 

In line with the restorative logic of the רִיב (rîb), the sanctions are not presented as the final 

objective of the indictment but as measures intended to terminate Jerusalem’s misconduct and 

restore the relationship between the parties (Bovati 1994:31). The aim was to rehabilitate and 

reconcile. Verse 41c-d וד׃ א תִתְנִי־עֶֹֽ ַֹ֥ ה וְגַם־אֶתְנַ ֵֽן ל  wəhišbattîk mizzōwnâ wəgam-ʾetnan lōʾ) וְהִשְׁבַתִיךְ  מִזֹּונ ֵּ֔

tittənî-ʿōwd), anticipates the rehabilitation and v. 42  ֲס וַה א אֶכְעַ  ַֹ֥ י וְל קַטְתִֵּ֔ ֣ ךְ וְשׁ  י מִמֵ  תִ  ה קִנְא  ר  ַ֥ ךְ וְס  תִי  ב ֵּ֔ י חֲמ  נִחֹתִָ֤

וד׃ wahăniḥōtî ḥămātiy bāk wəsārâ qinʾātî mimmēk wəšāqaṭtî wəlōʾ ʾ) עֶֹֽ ekʿas ʿ ōwd), reconciliation.  

Verse 43 not only closes the inclusio but also anchors the accusations back to Jerusalem’s 

youth. It refers to v. 22 when Jerusalem was confronted in the same terms: ְיִך י נְעוּרֵַּ֔ א־ז כַרְתיְ  אֶת־יְמֵ֣ ֶֹֽ  ל

(lōʾ-zākarty ʾet-yəmê nəʿûrayik). In v. 22, Yahweh used this “forgetfulness” as a basis for the 

indictment, and now he reuses it as a basis for the accusations. This grounding in the origin story 

governs the entire legal proceeding. The severity of the judgment in vv. 36-43 is proportional to 

the election's exclusivity. Amos 3:2 articulates this principle directly: “You only have I known of 

all the families of the earth; therefore, I will punish you for all your iniquities” (ESV). As Patrick 

observes, this passage establishes that Yahweh’s election does not shield the people from judgment 

but intensifies the accountability that accompanies it; since Yahweh chose his people and revealed 

his will to them, he holds them especially responsible for their corruption (Patrick 1992:438).  

This logic finds its fullest expression in Deuteronomy, where election is grounded entirely 

in Yahweh’s unilateral love for Israel’s ancestors (Deut 7:6-8), not in the people's merit. Yet the 

same covenant that legalizes election expresses its obligations through the blessings and curses in 

Deuteronomy 28, parallel to those in Leviticus 26. Joel S. Kaminsky characterizes Deuteronomy 

as perceiving election as “grounded in God’s mysterious love for Israel,” while its whole tone 

“suggests an Israel chastened by her failures” (Kaminsky 2007:104). Deuteronomy 4:25-31 

anticipates the narrative sequence that Ezekiel 16 illustrates: covenant infidelity leading to its 

appointed consequences. Even after the curses are fulfilled, both Leviticus 26:43-45 and 

Deuteronomy 4:31 affirm that Yahweh will not forget the covenant with the ancestors. As 

Kaminsky observes, despite Israel’s failings, “she remains God’s chosen people” (Kaminsky 

2007:105). The Deuteronomic structure of election provides the Pentateuchal basis on which 

Ezekiel’s covenant-lawsuit stands (Day, P. 2000:243). 

Additionally, William Klein observes that election in the OT “did not shield Israel against 

misfortune, political defeat, or the judgment of God,” and identifies Ezekiel 16 as paradigmatic: 

the depiction of Yahweh’s sovereign choice of Jerusalem in vv. 4-14 is followed by a “catalogue” 

of her unfaithfulness and the judgment of vv. 35-58 precisely because of that prior election (Klein 

1990:29). Keil and Delitzsch have a similar understanding; they note that the chapter removes any 

“false confidence in the divine covenant of grace” and that Yahweh will punish Jerusalem 

“notwithstanding its election” (Keil & Delitzsch 1996:123, 129). The indictment does not accuse 

Jerusalem of generic moral failure. Still, it returns consistently to the election that constitutes her 

identity (vv. 22 and 43), measuring her conduct against the standard that election itself established 

through the covenant. The charge of adultery rather than prostitution (vv. 32 and 38), the language 

of the husband’s ה ה and (qnʾâ) קנְא   structure (vv. 36-43) are all (rîb) רִיב and the ,(v. 38) (ḥēmâ) חֵמ 

meaningful precisely because the relationship originated in Yahweh’s unilateral choice. Judgment 

in this narrative is not the negation of election but its necessary consequence: those chosen are 

held to the measure of what was given to them. Election establishes the relationship; covenant 
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gives it legal structure; judgment responds to its breach on the terms the election and covenant 

created. 

2.4.3 Verses 44-52 
The second case comparison is also grounded in Jerusalem’s origins, her blood relatives. 

This section is introduced by a proverb (v. 44b) הּ׃ ֶֽ ה בִת   Adulterous Jerusalem .(kəʾimmâ bittāh) כְאִמ  

is compared to the other women in her family (mother and sisters) who also rejected their husbands 

and children. The following table summarizes the comparison between Jerusalem and her family 

from v. 45 to v. 52, where, once more, Jerusalem is deemed “worse than” (Eichrodt 1970:215; 

Zimmerli 1979:350; Duguid 1999:214; Odell 2005:195). 

Table 2. Comparison between Jerusalem, her mother, and her sisters. 

Hittite Mother Older Sister: 

Samaria and her 

daughters 

Younger Sister: 

Sodom and her 

daughters 

Jerusalem 

v. 45b – rejected her 

husband and her 

children. 

v. 45d – rejected their husbands and their 

children. 

 

 v. 46b – dwells north 

of Jerusalem. 

v. 46c – dwells south 

of Jerusalem. 

 

 v. 47a-b committed abominations. v. 47c – was even 

more corrupt. 

 v. 51a – did not 

commit half of 

Jerusalem’s sins.  

vv. 49-50b – their 

iniquity:  

1. Pride. 

2. Abundance of 

food. 

3. Undisturbed 

ease.  

4. Did not 

strengthen the 

hand of the 

poor and 

needy. 

5. Were haughty.  

6. Committed 

abominations. 

v. 51b – multiplied 

her abominations 

more than her sisters.  

  v. 50c-d – Yahweh 

removed them when 

he saw it. 

 

   vv. 51c-52 – justified 

her sisters through her 

own abominations. 

The table reveals a pattern of cumulative intensification where Jerusalem’s conduct 

exceeds that of the family members. The basis of each comparison reaches back to the origin’s 

narrative, as the proverb ה הּ כְאִמ   ֶֽ  suggests. Block notes that the proverb dispels (kəʾimmâ bittāh) בִת 

any idealized reading of Jerusalem’s ancestry by immediately characterizing the mother as one 

who loathed her husband and her children (Block 2007:507). The comparison is not incidental but 
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theological. By returning to the question of origins, the text grounds the accusation not only in 

what Jerusalem has done but in what she has become. Against that basis, Jerusalem is found to 

have committed her abominations under conditions of greater privilege, and therefore with greater 

culpability. Eichrodt points this out when he states that those who “enjoyed the gift of the divine 

covenant” bear an “incomparably greater” responsibility precisely because of that privilege 

(Eichrodt 1970:215). 

The judicial conclusion of the section is formalized in v. 52. There, the verb  ִלַלְתְ פ  (pillalt) 

functions as a denominative Piel and carries the sense of “interceding” or “acting as an arbitrator” 

(Block 2007:510). It also carries an ironic tone, since Jerusalem, through the magnitude of her 

transgressions, functioned as an unintentional advocate for her sisters’ relative righteousness. 

Greenberg identifies Jerusalem as “the active subject” who has “made her sisters look more 

righteous than she,” having “(inadvertently) interceded on their behalf” (Greenberg 1986:289). 

She did not set out to vindicate her sisters; their vindication is the logical consequence of her own 

conduct surpassing theirs.  

The term ה  appears for the first time in this chapter and is repeated twice in (kəlimmâ) כְלִמ 

v. 52. As Eichrodt observes, it recurs across vv. 52, 53, and 58, and is designed to produce “a 

subjective recognition of the justness of the sentence” (Eichrodt 1970:215–216). The disgrace in 

view is not merely social humiliation but the formal outcome of the indictment. What is 

theologically decisive here is that election functions not as a protection against this verdict but as 

its premise. Therefore, election both initiates the relationship and generates its consequent 

expectations of fidelity (Sohn 1991:194). The disgrace she is commanded to bear is not separate 

from the election narrative but is its direct consequence.  

2.5 Divine Restorative Initiative (Ezekiel 

16:53-63) 
2.5.1 Verses 53-58 

Based on the comparison between Jerusalem and her family, it is concluded that she has 

justified them (v. 52), and this justification carries another narrative consequence: Yahweh 

announces the restoration of each sister. Verses 53 and 55 establish this restoration in parallel 

terms, as shown in Table 3: 

Table 3. Restoration promises. 

 Sodom and her 

daughters 

Samaria and her 

daughters 

Jerusalem and her 

daughters 

v. 53a And I will 

restore their fortunes 

v. 53b. The fortunes of 

Sodom and her 

daughters 

v. 53c and the fortunes 

of Samaria and her 

daughters 

v. 53d and your own 

fortunes in their midst 

 v. 55a Your sisters, 

Sodom and her 

daughters, will return 

to their former state 

v. 55b and Samaria 

and her daughters will 

return to their former 

state 

v. 55c and you and 

your daughters will 

return to your former 

state 

The purpose of this announcement is disclosed by the   עַן  :clause of v. 54 (ləmaʿan) לְמַ 

Jerusalem is to נשׂא (nāśāʾ) her ה ה ,(v. 54) (kəlimmâ) כְלִמ  ה and ,(v. 58) (zimmâ) זִמ   (tōwʿēbâ) תֹועֵב 

(v. 58), and to כלם (kālam) (v. 54). Consequently, the restoration of Sodom and Samaria functions 

within the text not as an independent act of divine mercy but as a narrative device designed to 
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intensify Jerusalem’s shame (Shields 1998:12). Block observes that “Ezekiel’s reason for 

mentioning Sodom’s and Samaria’s restoration is essentially negative”; the purpose clause clarifies 

that Yahweh’s aim was for Jerusalem to “bear her disgrace and feel ashamed not only for her 

actions but also for having caused Sodom and Gomorrah to breathe easier” (Block 2007:514). 

Greenberg identifies “memory and shame” as the twin faculties the restoration sequence is 

designed to produce in Jerusalem, two capacities “this wanton abnormally lacks” that must be 

“generated in her” (Greenberg 1986:305). The rehabilitation of Sodom and Samaria provides the 

occasion “for her first experience of shame –really humiliation over having made her disdained 

sisters look righteous by comparison with her” (Greenberg 1986:306). Zimmerli expresses the 

theological weight of this dynamic:  
In that God, in his righteousness, could not be less gracious to these sinners than to Jerusalem itself, 

the disgrace of those who were so proud of their election could only be complete when the pure 

light of the divine grace began to shine over those who were lost. (Zimmerli 1979:352) 

So, the restoration of the non-elect becomes the very instrument by which the elect is brought to 

genuine repentance. Election in Ezekiel 16 is not a guarantee of privilege but the ground on which 

accountability is most fully reckoned. 

2.5.2 Verses 59-63 
After Yahweh expresses his intention to resolve the matter through restoration, he presents 

the logical consequences of Jerusalem’s actions before introducing a contrasting declaration of 

divine remembrance. This is done through a declarative inclusio beginning in v. 59a with  ה י כָֹ֤ כִ֣

ה ֣י יְהוִֵּ֔ מַר  אֲדֹנ  ה׃ and culminating in v. 63e with (kî kō ʾāmar ʾădōnāy yəhwi) א  ַ֥י יְהוִֶֽ ם אֲדֹנ   nəʾum) נְאֻ 

ʾădōnāy yəhwi). First, he lays out the logical consequence, v. 59  ִַׂ֥ש ה וְע  ֣י יְהוִֵּ֔ מַר  אֲדֹנ  ה א  י כָֹ֤ ר כִ֣ ךְ כַאֲשֶׁ֣ יתִ אֹות  

ית׃ ר בְרִֶֽ פֵַ֥ ה לְה  ל   זִַ֥ית א  ית אֲשֶׁר־ב  שִׂ   kî kō ʾāmar ʾădōnāy yəhwi wəʿāśîti ʾōwtāk kaʾăšer ʿāśît ʾăšer-bāzît) ע 

ʾālâ ləhāpēr bərît). The proposition here is to treat the covenant as void; metaphorically, a divorce. 

This had already been suggested in vv. 37 and 39 through the public exposure of her nakedness 

(Zimmerli 1979:346; Bodi 2009:441). Here in v. 59, the terms are expressed through covenantal 

language rather than through the marriage metaphor. In Block’s words, “Jerusalem’s contempt… 

will be answered by the suspension of his own covenant obligations…Yahweh is legally absolved 

of all responsibility toward her and totally justified in judging her according to the covenant 

curses” (Block 2007:515–516). These observations converge in presenting v. 59 as the formal 

articulation of covenantal rupture, expressed in legal terms rather than purely metaphorical 

imagery.  

Then, Yahweh reinforces his intention of a positive resolution through a contrasting 

addendum introduced with an adversative vav (Block 2007:516):  ְיִך י נְעוּר   ךְ בִימֵ֣ י אֹות   י אֶת־בְרִיתִִ֛ י אֲנִִ֧ וְז כַרְתִֵ֙

ם׃ ֶֽ ית עֹול  ךְ בְרִַ֥ י ל    wəzākartî ʾănî ʾet-bərîtî ʾōwtāk bîmê nəʿûrāyik wahăqimōwtî lāk bərît) וַהֲקִמֹותִַ֥

ʿōwlām). The narrative presents a sharp contrast between Jerusalem’s forgetfulness and Yahweh’s 

remembrance of the days of her youth. While vv. 22 and 43 were limited to the episode of election, 

v. 60 expands the remembrance to both election and covenant-making. In this way, the chapter 

frames remembrance as the hinge upon which both judgment and restoration turn, linking the 

indictment to Jerusalem’s failure to remember and the restoration to Yahweh’s act of 

remembering. Establishing that period as the context, Yahweh returns to the beginning (vv. 6-7) 

and re-engages the foundational moment of the relationship. As a parallel to that episode, Yahweh 

will intervene on Jerusalem’s behalf unilaterally (Block 2007:520), leading to the making of the 

everlasting covenant. Yahweh identifies the temporal context for the addendum as the moment 

when, v. 63d:   ְך ר בְכַפְרִי־ל  ל־אֲשֶׁ֣ ית לְכ  שִֵּׂ֔   .(bəkappərî-lāk ləkol-ʾăšer ʿāśît) ע 

The Piel Infinitive Construct בְכַפְרִי (bəkappərî) is a hapax legomenon in this precise form. 

According to TWOT, the root כפר (kpr) carries overlapping semantic ranges encompassing “to 



                                          European Hebrew Journal | Vol. 1, No. 1 (2026) 

 

174 

 

cover,” “to ransom,” and “to make expiation” in the sacrificial sphere (eds. Harris, Archer, Jr. & 

Waltke 1999:452–453).225 Most scholars agree that the primary meaning of the Piel stem is “to 

wipe away, wipe clean, purge;” the sinner is forgiven because the transgression that “tainted the 

holy has been ‘wiped clean’” (Moskala 2016:43). Ezekiel’s use of this term here is itself 

significant: as a priest, he draws on the full weight of priestly vocabulary, and the verb’s 

distribution across Ezekiel’s temple vision (chs. 43-45) reinforces its cultic precision (Moskala 

2016:49). Woudstra identifies the theological importance of this act of atonement for the 

immediate context (vv. 59-63) and concludes that: “This atonement, this covering, will be the 

foundation on which the everlasting covenant will rest” (Woudstra 1971:47). 

Furthermore, its use in v. 63 is also distinctive in that Yahweh is the grammatical subject 

of the verb. TLOT classifies Ezekiel 16:63, alongside Dan 9:24, as an “eschatological witness” 

that brings the principle of divine agency “to its most forceful expression” (Maass 1997:632): the 

act of atonement requires no priestly mediation and no ritual performance on Jerusalem’s part.226 

This pattern is consistent with what the allegory has established from its opening scene: Yahweh 

alone initiates, and Jerusalem benefits. Cooper describes the act as God “not overlooking but 

covering their sin by his marvelous grace” (Cooper 1994:179). Tuell draws out the theological 

implication: “For Ezekiel, it is God’s action alone that brings salvation... it is always the knowledge 

                                                 
225 The root’s etymology has been contested. Nineteenth-century lexica associated kipper with Arabic kafara 

(“cover”), describing atonement as the covering of guilt, but TDOT cautions that “the interpretation of kipper as 

‘cover’ on the basis of Arabic... is fraught with problems” (Lang 1995:290). TLOT likewise observes that neither 

derivation has yet led to a “generally accepted result,” and notes a telling internal argument against the “cover” 

reading: in Gen 32:21, Jacob wants to “atone” Esau’s face yet immediately states that he wants to see that face, a 

sequence that TLOT judges demonstrates “the speculative nature of such inferences regarding an original meaning” 

(Maass 1997:625). Since Heinrich Zimmern’s identification of the Babylonian kuppuru, meaning “to purify 

cultically,” both etymologies have been brought into alignment (Lang 1995:289). TLOT further notes that the 

cleansing associations of כפר (kpr) in the Piel form in Leviticus 14:19; 16:18f.; and Ezekiel 43:26 have received less 

attention than they deserve in the etymological discussion (Maass 1997:625), with the Akkadian cognates kapāru 

(“to wipe off”) and kuppuru (“to cleanse ritually”) increasingly favored for understanding the verb’s cultic register 

(Köhler et al. 1994-2000:4384 כפר  ;Lang 1995:289( . GHCLOT glosses the Piel as “to cover, i.e., to pardon sin 

(comp. ה  treating the covering and pardoning registers as a single act ,(eds. Gesenius & Tregelles 2003:411) ”(כִס 

seen from different angles. BDB clarifies the purpose governing the entire ritual system via Leviticus 16:30, 

atonement is made “to cleanse you, from all your sins shall ye be clean before Yahweh” (Brown, Driver & Briggs 

1977:497–498), so that the covering of sin is simultaneously a purification unto restored covenantal standing. On the 

specific construction in Ezekiel 16:63: HALOT classifies the Piel with Yahweh as subject and  ְל as relational marker 

under the subcategory “God covers for, does not count against” (Köhler et al. 1994-2000:4384 כפר(; TDOT 

classifies the same prepositional construction as signifying “when I forgive you all that you have done” (Lang 

1995:290); and BDB groups Ezekiel 16:63 with Deuteronomy 21:8 and Daniel 9:24 as the category where “God in 

his sovereignty may himself provide an atonement or covering for men and their sins which could not be provided 

by men” (Brown, Driver & Briggs 1977:497). 
226 The divine-subject construction of כפר (kpr) in the Piel form occurs only seven times in the Hebrew Bible (Tuell 

2012:106). TDOT observes that all such texts deal with situations in which, on account of legal, moral, or religious 

guilt, the life of the individual or the group is forfeit, so that “God’s act of atonement... relates in each instance to an 

exceptionally critical situation in which not simply some aspect of human life but its very existence is at stake” 

(Lang 1995:300). TLOT adds that in this group of texts, human action “is not considered, apparently because it is 

inconsequential,” and further observes that “the atonement process cannot be fully transparent and rational for the 

Yahweh worshiper; God remains free to decide” (Maass 1997:631, 633). BDB distinguishes this usage from the 

priestly ritual pattern by noting that where God is the subject with  ְל, he provides “an atonement or covering for men 

and their sins which could not be provided by men” (Brown, Driver & Briggs 1977:497). In Schenker’s analysis as 

presented in TDOT, divine atonement of this kind means that God “does not insist on full punishment but mitigates 

it” and that “forgiveness is not purchased by the sinner but made possible by God’s preemptive offer” (Lang 

1995:295). 
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of God that makes true self-knowledge possible” (Tuell 2012:97). Jiří Moskala concludes that in 

this context כפר (kpr) encompasses covering, purging, and forgiving sin, but its governing purpose 

is reconciliation and the restoration of the covenantal bond (Moskala 2016:46). The act of 

atonement is therefore not the conclusion of the chapter’s movement but its enabling condition, 

the ground on which the everlasting covenant of v. 60 becomes possible and on which the narrative 

of election in Ezekiel 16 finds its resolution. 

This restoration, grounded in Yahweh’s unilateral act, is further shaped by the עַן  לְמַָ֤

(ləmaʿan) of v. 63: the atonement is the means by which Jerusalem will remember (vv. 61a and 

63a) and be ashamed of her conduct (vv. 61b and 63b-c). Woudstra observes that Yahweh’s 

“remembering” in v. 60 is more than a mental act: “Remembering in the Old Testament is more 

than a mere calling to mind. It is tantamount to making the covenant operative again” (Woudstra 

1971:29). The verbal form וַהֲקִמֹותִי (wahăqimōwtî) in v. 60, the Hiphil of קום (qûm), carries a 

deliberate double sense: “setting up” that which does not yet stand and “causing to stand” that 

which already does, so that “the choice of this word for the activity of Yahweh with respect to the 

covenant serves to stress both the newness of the covenant and its continuity with the preceding 

covenant” (Woudstra 1971:30). That the Hiphil of קום (qûm) rather than כרת (kārat) is used here 

emphasizes Yahweh’s sovereign ratification of the covenant from his own side. Moreover, the 

preposition  ְל (l) of advantage in ְך  frames the everlasting covenant as a beneficial work (lāk) ל  

directed toward Jerusalem. The everlasting covenant is, therefore, simultaneously a new act and 

the re-engagement of the bond first established in Jerusalem’s youth.  

The movement deliberately mirrors the original covenant narrative: Yahweh acts, and 

Jerusalem’s response follows as a consequence rather than a precondition. Within this structure, 

Woudstra identifies what he calls a “penitential frame of mind” as the fitting posture for Jerusalem 

before the covenant’s renewal: “Shame because of past misdeeds and also because of the excess 

of God’s grace in spite of these misdeeds will characterize Jerusalem as she stands before the 

LORD of her salvation” (Woudstra 1971:41). Correspondingly, the new covenant extends to 

Jerusalem’s sisters, who enter the covenantal relationship as her daughters. In this way, the chapter 

concludes by reversing the initial accusatory stance expressed in its opening verses: the same 

unilateral initiative that constituted Jerusalem as Yahweh’s elect culminates in an act of atonement 

on her behalf. This atonement opened, through an everlasting covenant, the possibility and 

assurance of restoration and reconciliation. 

 

3 Summary and Conclusion 
This analysis shows how Ezekiel 16 develops the concept of divine election. Through its 

extended allegory, the relationship between Yahweh and Jerusalem reflects essential features of 

election: divine initiative, the establishment of a covenant grounded in that election, and the pledge 

of restoration after its violation. In this way, election functions not merely as a theological category 

but as the narrative foundation that structures the entire relationship. 

The narrative opens with Jerusalem depicted as an abandoned newborn, exposed in the 

open field. The description of abandonment, rescue, and care reflects patterns similar to ancient 

Near Eastern adoption formulas and portrays Yahweh as the sole initiator of the relationship. This 

episode of origins provides the narrative expression of election within the chapter. Therefore, 

election is grounded entirely in divine initiative, independent of Jerusalem’s condition or capacity 

to respond. The relationship then develops through the establishment of a covenant, expressed 

metaphorically as marriage. In this second episode, Yahweh transforms Jerusalem from a 

vulnerable child into a bride and ultimately a queen. The covenant formalizes an association that 
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had already begun with Yahweh’s earlier intervention. Although the narrative emphasizes 

Yahweh’s initiative, the marriage metaphor also introduces the expectation of relational 

commitment. This establishes the framework for evaluating Jerusalem’s later actions. Election, 

therefore, precedes the covenant and provides the basis for covenantal responsibility.  

The breach of this covenant becomes the chapter’s primary conflict. Jerusalem misuses the 

marital gifts given by Yahweh and engages in conduct described through the metaphor of 

prostitution and adultery. The legal accusations that follow not only list immoral behavior but also 

frame Jerusalem’s actions within the context of her divine election. The accusations repeatedly 

return to Jerusalem’s origin (vv. 22, 43), stressing that her failure to remember the moment of 

divine initiative forms the basis of her indictment. Election, in this narrative logic, does not shield 

Jerusalem from judgment; it intensifies the accountability that accompanies it. Because Yahweh 

chose Jerusalem, she is held to the standard that the election itself established. This is the 

theological logic that governs the severity of the covenant-lawsuit in vv. 36-43: judgment is the 

necessary consequence of election, not its negation. 

Finally, the restoration section features a significant contrast between Jerusalem’s failure 

to remember and Yahweh’s own act of remembrance. While Jerusalem has forgotten the 

circumstances of her election, Yahweh declares that he himself will remember the covenant made 

in the days of her youth. This remembrance leads to the establishment of an everlasting covenant, 

grounded in Yahweh’s unilateral act of atonement on her behalf. Here, election once again governs 

the chapter’s movement: just as it initiated the relationship, it now moves Yahweh to act toward 

restoration. In this way, the narrative anticipates Jerusalem’s rehabilitation and the renewal of the 

relationship. This restorative initiative reflects Yahweh’s continued commitment to the 

relationship despite Jerusalem’s failure, providing the basis for reconciliation should she respond 

positively to his initiative. The chapter thus resolves its conflict by returning to the very foundation 

established at the beginning of the narrative: Yahweh’s unilateral action on Jerusalem’s behalf. 

Taken as a whole, Ezekiel 16 portrays election as the origin of the relationship, the basis 

of Jerusalem’s accountability, and the enduring ground of its restoration. The chapter depicts 

election as a dynamic and relational reality in which divine initiative establishes the relationship, 

human agency shapes its course, and divine faithfulness ultimately sustains the possibility of its 

renewal.  
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