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A. Introduction 

The Purpose, Problem and Hypothesis 

The purpose of this study is to enhance our understanding of the particular 
group of symbolic acts that are performed by so-called prophets in the Old Tes-
tament. What did these characters intend with their various symbolic acts? I will 
attempt to show that these prophetic acts are part and parcel of their prophetic 
message, nonverbal communication that extends the rhetorical arsenal these 
prophets made use of in their struggles to persuade. Some scholars have de-
scribed these acts as 'street theatre', and even though it is a poor comparison, 
there is definitely a clear analogy between these prophetic acts and what we 
would describe as 'street theatre' , or even 'pantomime'. No doubt, we are seeing 
them in action. 

The task of this study will be accomplished through an exhaustive exegetical 
analysis of the texts that describe these acts, with a particular focus on the sym-
bolism involved. The goal will be to formulate the purpose and function of these 
acts, together with a description of the acts and how they have been construed 
by means ofvarious forms of symbolism. 

In order to reach this goal, we will prepare ourselves in this introduction by 
looking back at earlier studies of these symbolic acts. We will then start our 
journey towards a functional definition of 'prophetic symbolic act' as well as a 
relevant model for analysing something nonverbal in literary form. We will start 
by defining some important linguistic terminology that will be used in the 
analysis, since we are concerned with texts, and then turn to non-linguistic ter-
minology used in the analysis, since we are concerned with understanding acts 
that are nonverbal. The goal will be to formulate a working definition of what is 
meant by a 'prophetic symbolic act'. The study of these acts also need to be set 
in the larger context of the study of nonverbal communication, both studied em-
pirically as well as described in literature. Another larger context that needs to 
be understood is the study of nonverbal communication in texts from the ancient 
Near East. The only prophetic symbolic act available to us from the ancient 
Near East, namely from Mari, will be studied in order to shed some light on 
both the function of the prophetic symbolic acts from the OT, but also provide 
them with at least some form of comparative material. This will take us to a 
point where we are ready to formulate a model for how we should approach 
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symbolic acts, on the one hand nonverbal, but on the other hand only available 
to us in literary form. This model will centre on the use of the concept of 'liter-
ary world'. Then follows the selection of the texts that will be included in the 
analysis. The selection of texts from the most recent studies on the subject of 
prophetic symbolic acts will be compared in order to show how differently 
scholars argue when they decide on the relevance of various texts, and to set the 
present analysis in relation to previous studies. Finally, some practical issues re-
garding the analysis will be dealt with. 

Previous Studies of Prophetic Symbolic Acts 

Earlier studies on these symbolic acts can easily be divided in three categories, 
due to the thorough study made by Fohrer in 1953, later published in a second, 
enlarged edition 1968 1, namely studies made before F ohrer, F ohrer's ground-
breaking study, and studies made after Fohrer. 

The earlier studies by Van den Born and Groenman were primarily occupied 
with the question whether these prophetic acts were actually performed or not.2 

This discussion has naturally remained in focus, but it should be decided less on 
the basis on particular preconceptions of ancient Israelite prophets and their ac-
tivities, and more on the exegetical analysis of the texts that actually describe 
these acts. These acts were also largely considered to be equivalent to or closely 
related to magical acts, and the reasoning was heavily dependent on certain vi-
ews of 'Hebrew mentality', anywhere the divine 'word' was supposed to have 
been almost a concrete entity which, once spoken through the prophet, would 
achieve its own fulfilment. 3 However, this view has later been heavily criticized 
for its undue emphasis on certain preconceived ideas of how ancient societies 

1 Fohrer (1968). 
2 Born (1935), Groenman (1942b), Groenman (1942a), Born (1946). 
3 E.g. Lods (1927), Robinson (1927). For further references see Friebel (1999: 41 , n 80). This 
view persists among scholars, e.g. Carroll (1986: 295) and Stacey (1990: 267), ' words were 
not simply a code for communication, they were centres of power' , and the otherwise well-
informed study by Jeffers (1996: 91-2). Jeffers exemplifies with 1 Kgs 22:11, where Zedekiah 
makes horns of iron. But she fails to note that the act of fabricating the horns is in no way in-
dicated to be understood in a symbolic way, nor is something said of wearing the horns. The 
horns themselves are symbolic, as the texts make perfectly clear, ' with these you shall gore 
the Syrians'. There is probably an element of magic involved in this act, but it is definitely 
not symbolic. 
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must have reasoned in a more 'concrete' and less 'abstract' sense than later cul-
tures.1 

Fohrer attempts to put an end to the earlier attempts to equate these acts with 
magical acts by postulating an evolutionary model. They are said to have been 
magical in their origin, but when used by Yahwistic prophets, the power is no 
longer believed to come from the prophets but solely from God. This makes the 
form similar to that of ancient Near Eastern acts of sympathetic magic, but the 
function unique to Yahwistic religion.2 Fohrer's attempt to find a particular form 
in the descriptions of these acts have been largely successful and has been fol-
lowed, mostly because it is so self evident; 

1) God commands the prophet to perform a particular act, 
2) the act is performed by the prophet, and 
3) the act is explained by the prophet.3 

However, as befits a trained form-critic, Fohrer tends to use this scheme in order 
to evaluate whether certain described acts are prophetic acts, and the scheme be-
comes a test as to whether an act is a proper prophetic symbolic act, which is 
going too far in the form-critical agenda. 

After having gone from a close association if not identification between pro-
phetic symbolic acts and magical acts, to a view where the two are more clearly 
contrasted as one developing from the other, the natural step would then be to 
consider the two categories to be wholly separate without any genetic connec-
tion. The first scholar to proposing this was Lang, when he identified these pro-
phetic acts with ' street theatre'.4 According to Lang, there was a group of 
prophetic acts that had nothing to do with magic whatsoever. Instead, these acts 
were meant to persuade through the use of nonverbal means, comparable to 
modem 'street theatre'. Amsler also follows Lang in seeing the 'actes prophe-
tiques' as something distinctly different from magical acts.5 Schokel even went 

1 See particularly the criticism from Barr (1961) and Thiselton (1974). 
2 Fohrer (1966b), Fohrer (1968). Lindblom (1962: 172) held to a similar view, even in the 
Swedish original, although with a lesser emphasis Lindblom (1934: 303). 
3 Fohrer (1968: 18-9). 
4 Lang (1978: 166-88), Lang (1981b), Lang (198la: 88-9), Lang (1983b: 81-9), Lang (1985: 
7-8), Lang (1986), Lang (1997). Of course there were others before Fohrer who held to this 
view, e.g. Gunkel (1917), but it was clearly the minority view in contrast to a clearly develop-
ing consensus view that was eventually formulated in a compromise by Fohrer. 
5 Ams1er ( 1980), Amsler (1985). 
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so far as to describe these acts as 'pantomimes' .1 Friebel has also followed this 
view, in his extensive study of the 'sign-acts' ofJeremiah and Ezekiel and their 
suasive-rhetorical capacity.2 According to Friebel, there are no magical aspects 
involved in these acts. Instead they are means of persuasion, instrumental in the 
work of the prophets, 'but once the verbal words and nonverbal sign-acts are 
stripped of the nonexistent "inherently efficacious power", then they can truly 
be considered "rhetorical" communication devices. '3 It is evident that this has 
rapidly become the new consensus.4 The purpose of this study is therefore not to 
ask whether these acts are magical, but in what sense they can be said to be 
symbolic. 

However, there are some variations on this new consensus, and Stacey's study 
is the most prominent. 5 He holds that these acts are not magical, but still they 
stand in a close relation to magical acts, similar to the view ofFohrer.6 They are 
not communicative in the sense ofLang's 'street theatre', indeed they are not in 
any sense meant to convey a message, which is, according to Stacey, a very 
modem notion of what communication is all about.7 Instead, these dramas stand 
over against reality in the sense of representing, interpreting and revealing its 
inner nature and manifesting its totality. The prophetic act and the reality it de-
picts stand beside each other as two aspects of one whole, originating in God's 
will. The acts do not cause any form of reality into being, but works with what 
already is at hand. This excludes any form of efficacious function of the pro-
phetic act, as Fohrer argued.8 However, it is very difficult to pinpoint what Sta-
cey is actually arguing for, since his style is elusive and at times quite idiosyn-
cratic. How can a drama be interpretative and yet not be communicative, and 
how can it do all this without apparently be in the need of an audience?9 It wo-

1 Schi:ike! (1988: 113). 
2 Friebel (1999: esp. 11-61), see also further below, pp 28-30, for a criticism of Friebel's 
study. 
3 Friebel (1999: 47, also 41-51). 
4 See e.g. Uehlinger (1987: 135, 140), Clements (1988: 118), Greene (1989: 166), Thondi-
parambil (1989), Matthews, and Benjamin (1993 : 215-6), Alien (1994: 65-6). 
5 Stacey (1990). For similar attempts to deal with acts of Jesus, see Bowker (1964), Hooker 
(1997). 
6 Stacey (i990: 257-8). It is strange that although Stacey spends much time arguing against 
the magical interpretation, he still ends up on the side ofFohrer. 
7 Stacey (1990: 265-6). 
8 Stacey (1990: 277-80). 
9 Hutton (1995 : 255) similarly complains that Stacey's work is 'plagued by a number of prob-
lems.' Friebel (1999: 47, n 96) rightly criticizes Stacey for arguing from a metaphysical per-
spective, and for his failure to explain the function of the acts. 
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would seem that in Stacey's view these acts function similarly to visions, but 
even visions are put to use by the prophets in their rhetorical strategies to make 
their audiences react enough to change their ways of life. What is lacking in 
Stacey's study, beside a sufficient theoretical basis, is an explanation of the 
function of the prophetic act. It may mirror reality, but why did the prophets 
choose to perform them in those particular ways at particular moments? 

Hutton attempts to go beyond what he sees as the two extremes ofFohrer on 
the one hand and Lang on the other. He understands prophetic action as consist-
ing of both speech and symbolic act and to function as a form of curse. 1 As op-
posed to Stacey, he is occupied with the question of the function of the 
prophetic act. The words have power, according to Hutton, but not in the sense 
of being parts of magical acts in a new Yahwistic context, as Fohrer argued. In-
stead, he understands the words, and in extension also the prophetic acts, of the 
prophets in the sense that ' in the conventional perception that in certain socially 
recognized contexts and when performed by socially recognized persons, words 
have power. ' 2 It would seem that Button's view is very close to that of Lang, if 
only with an acute awareness of the fact that the prophet played an important 
part in ancient Israelite society as an intermediate figure, who could speak cur-
ses because of his divine status and legitimation. However, Button's study is 
hampered by the fact that he mixes prophetic utterances and acts, which e.g. 
makes his use of illocutionary and perlocutionary functions3 less useful catego-
ries for explaining the functions behind prophetic activity. It would seem that 
Hutton is doing two things in his study, on the one hand arguing that the force 
behind prophetic curses can be explained by means of speech act theory, and on 
the other hand trying to tie this in with the understanding of prophetic symbolic 
acts, which is less convincing and in need of further theoretical elaborations. 4 

Overholt takes quite a different approach to these texts, mainly because his 
aim is to understand those prophetic acts that are normally not included among 

1 Hutton (1995: 256-7). 
2 Hutton (1995: 254). Hutton (1995) relies on Thiselton (1974) and Mitchell (1987) for the 
use of illocutionary and perlocutionary aspects of language. See also Friebel ( 1999: 44-5, 4 7, 
n 95) and Houston (1993). 
3 Hutton's use of the concept 'perlocutionary' is insufficient, since it refers to all conse-
quences pertaining to the person or persons acted upon, and not only emotions. The simplest 
perlocutionary act for an OT prophet would be that his people believed him and followed 
him. For a similar use of speech act theory in explaining prophetic curses in Jeremiah, see 
Anderson (1998a), and Anderson (1998b) for a broader view on the function of curse. 
4 Friebel (1999: 47, n 95) is correct in his criticism ofHutton that not all prophetic symbolic 
acts are future-oriented, nor are they all negative in their content. 
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symbolic acts of the prophets. Overholt begins by identifying the overall rubric 
of 'prophetic acts of power', as acts that 'refers to reported actions of prophetic 
figures that in their narrative context appear somehow unusual, extraordinary, or 
miraculous' .1 Within this group, to which he counts over 60 instances in the OT, 
he further recognizes two subgroups; first, those acts that are within the capa-
bilities of anyone to perform, and these are the acts that are usually regarded as 
'prophetic symbolic acts', e.g. by Fohrer, Friebel, Stacy and in this study. These 
acts are called 'symbolic actions'. Second, Overholt collects those texts that de-
scribe actions by prophets that seem to go against the laws of nature, or what is 
normally expected of a person. These texts are mainly collected from the stories 
concerning Elijah and Elisha in 1 and 2 Kgs, and this is the category that Over-
bolt is primarily interested in. The conclusion Overholt reaches is that these, ap-
parently supernatural acts, had the social function of legitimating the prophets as 
intermediaries between the divine and the human in that particular society.2 

It should be clear from this overview of previous studies that the magical as-
pect of these acts have come much into question, and is more or less regarded as 
a meaningless issue, since the difference between magic and religion is no long-
er meaningful enough to be upheld. 3 The question is, rather, whether these 
prophetic acts served any particular religious purpose or not, as a possible sub-
sidiary aspect to the function of each particular act. I have earlier made the dis-
tinction between e.g. legal symbolic acts as conventional acts, and the prophetic 
symbolic acts as non-conventional, or innovative.4 This categorisation has the 
advantage of focusing on the function of the acts and not on any preconceived 
notions of whether they were meant to function in a particular religious sense. In 
the analysis below it will be shown repeatedly that these acts, although very 
much innovative in their totality, are nevertheless constructed by the use of 
various items of conventional meaning. But the end product in the form of the 
prophetic symbolic act is something inherently different, as will become clear in 
the following analysis. 

1 Overholt (1989: 87). 
2 Overholt (1989: 96). 
3 See e.g. Stacey (1990: 234-59), 
4 Viberg (1992: 11-2). Friebel (1999: 57-61) now makes a similar distinction between con-
ventional, or ritualistic acts and individualistic or idiosyncratic acts. 
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Linguistic Terminology 

We will start defining our basic terminology with the linguistic one, which is 
necessary since the prophetic symbolic acts are only available to us in literary 
form. The terms that have been selected here are the ones that are most crucial 
to the analysis, and it is vital that they are used unambiguously. The terms that 
we will define here are metonymy, metaphor and idiom, and some terminology 
related to speech-act theory, such as performative, illocutionary and perlocu-
tionary. 

Metonymy 
The basic characteristic of metonymy is the associative relation between the 
signifier and the signified. 1 A mantle may associate to the person that usually 
wears it, and the heavens may be a metonymy for God. The figure of metonymy 
is not restricted to the textual level, but can be found on higher levels of dis-
course, such as expressions, paragraphs or even whole texts, but then it is usu-
ally described semiotically as index, although Elam speaks of 'scenic metony-
my' in the area of theatre and drama.2 

Another characteristic of metonymy is that it functions within one semantic 
field and does not cross over or relate to different fields, which is the case with 
metaphors. 3 

Metaphor 
The basic characteristic of metaphor is the analogical relation between the signi-
fier, or the vehicle, and the signified, or the tenor.4 A word or expression which 
in its literal use stands for one item, is applied to a different item, without mak-

1 For definitions, see e.g. Kittay (1987: 295), Eco, and Sebeok (1983: 244-6) and Caird 
(1980: 136-7). Buzy (1923) is also largely occupied with this question. For the comparison 
with index, see Elam (1980: 28). 
2Elam (1980: 28. )For this more overarching use of metonymy and also of metaphor, see e.g. 
Jakobson (1971: 254-9), Hedley (1988), Devenyi (1996), Panther, and Radden (1999), 
Spiegelman, and Teaching Company. (1999), Barcelona (2000). 
3 So Kittay (1987: 291). Cf. Culley (1981: 60), "A metaphorical world is separate but analo-
gous, a member of a paradigm of conceivable worlds, while a metonymical world is contigu-
ous with or part of our own, unexplored but governed by the same laws." 
4 For definitions, see e.g. Caird (1980: 66) and Soskice (1985: 15). For more elaborate discus-
sions, see e.g. Eco, and Sebeok (1983: 254-6) and Kittay (1987: 24). Kittay's study will be re-
garded as the basis for metaphoric theory in this study. For studies of metaphor in relation to 
the Bible, see, e.g., Soskice (1985), Macky (1990), Perdue (1991). 
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ing the comparison explicit, in which case it would be called a 'simile'. The 
metaphor only functions when the signifier has or is given a certain symbolic 
meaning. The metaphorical expression 'God is king' is only understood if the 
symbolic meaning of the signifier, 'king', is understood as well. It is the analo-
gical connection between this symbolic meaning, e.g., 'the one who rules', and 
the apprehension of that which is signified, here 'God', that creates the 
metaphorical meaning. The metaphor as a literary trope can therefore be de-
scribed as a literary reuse or application of symbols in an analogical sense. 1 

Since the symbol is also a process of signification, where 'king' signifies 'rule' 
in an analogical sense, the one who rules is associated with the rule itself, it can 
easily be seen that the process of signification, or semiosis is an endless process 
in principle. 

The metaphor, as well as the metonymy, can be more or less conventional, 
even to the point of loosing the awareness of the discrepancy between the vehi-
cle and the tenor, which is when an idiom is born, see below.2 Between the ex-
tremes of newly created metaphors and idioms, we find metaphors of more or 
less conventional status. 

Idiom 
A synchronic as well as a diachronic explanation can be given to idioms. 3 The 
synchronic explanation states that an idiom is a standardized expression, which, 
although made up of several words, nevertheless functions semantically as one 
lexical item.4 From a diachronic viewpoint, however, there is some uncertainty 
regarding the terminology. What might be called 'true' idioms would be expres-
sions that can not be revitalized by substituting one of its parts with a synonym, 
in contrast to what is called frozen, or dead metaphors. 5 Saying "They tried to 
sugar the medicine" can revitalize the frozen metaphor "They tried to sweeten 

1 So e.g. Sigrist (1993 : 384). 
2 The literature on 'metaphor' is so huge one hesitates even to start referring; Kittay (1 987) 
will in the following be used as a basic and reliable study, together with Ricoeur (1978). 
3 For a technical definition, see Cruse (1986: 37-9). For further discussions, see Glaser (1988) 
and Sornig (1988). For a very narrow definition, see Ward (1986: 95-9). 
4 So e.g. Sornig (i 988: 282) . Contrast e.g. Barre (1990: 46-7), who seeks to interpret the id-
iom nti$lF ne pes by focusing on its lexemic parts and not its linguistic use. 
5 So Cruse (1 986: 41-4), who argues for this distinction. For a thorough discussion of dead 
metaphors, see Cooper (1986: 118-39) who prefers not to call them metaphors at all, but 
polysemes. This is a terminological problem, as in Nielsen (1989: 51)," in such an event a 
dead metaphor is concerned, i.e. a metaphor that does not at present function as a metaphor." 
However, how can a metaphor remain a metaphor when it does not function as such? 
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the pill". However, the idiom "John pulled his sister's leg" can not be revitalized 
by saying "John tugged at his sister's leg." 1 On the other hand, it would be natu-
ral to assume that most idioms originated as metaphors, but their metaphorical 
use has slipped out of the current language, or evolved beyond understanding. 
The difference between a frozen metaphor and an idiom is then a matter of se-
mantic opacity.2 

An idiom can also be the result of a metonymy, as well as metaphor. 3 This is 
another reason why the term 'idiom' should not be used synonymously with 
dead or frozen metaphor. Idiom is therefore used in this analysis as an overall 
concept, whereas dead or frozen metaphor is restricted to those idioms that have 
come into being through metaphorization, and this is often observable through 
the possibility of revitalizing them into live metaphors.4 However, in dealing 
with an ancient language, the issue of revitalizing frozen metaphors becomes 
almost impossible in practise. 

An idiom is thoroughly conventional, since there is no room for innovations 
as to its meaning or use. As soon as its status as fully conventional, i.e., only 
used in its primary meaning, is reduced by the intrusion of some form of secon-
dary, or figurative meaning, the expression turns into a metaphor or metonymy. 
As will be shown below in the analysis, this has some very important implica-
tions for how the prophets used certain items of conventional meaning particular 
to their culture in the construction of their symbolic acts, which then by neces-
sity had to be figurative and innovative. However, the mere use of items of con-
ventional meaning brought with them certain associative meanings that were 
particularly useful in order to create a sense of recognition and understanding, 
even to the point of legitimation. These associative meanings were used in order 
to counter the often new and sometimes even shocking message that the prophet 
invested into his act. 

Speech-act theory 
Particular forms of conventional utterances are those that create a social fact, a 
change in social reality. By 'social reality' is meant a particular perception and 
construction of reality that is shared among a particular group or society.5 This 

1 The examples are from Cruse (1986: 41-4). 
2 See de Ward (1977: 116), who notes that the borderline between metaphor and idiom is 
"fluid". 
3 So Kittay (1987: 297). 
4 So Kittay (1987: 297-9), Nielsen (1989: 52-3) and Eco (1984: 127). The term Catachresis is 
often used to refer to both frozen metaphors as well as metonymies. 
5 See e.g. Berger, and Luckmann (1966), Aijmer (1987), Searle (1995). 
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can only occur under particular circumstances that are strictly regulated by so-
cial conventions. Such an utterance is called 'performative', since it seems to 
perform something beyond being merely informative. 1 Among such performa-
tive utterances two categories are usually distinguished, namely illocutionary 
and perlocutionary. An illocutionary act is an utterance, which attempts to 
change how people think or act, but whether or not the illocutionary act suc-
ceeds, or not it has still been performed. A perlocutionary act, on the other hand, 
does change something by its very utterance, and therefore if it does not suc-
ceed, it has not been performed. A perlocutionary act can therefore also be 
termed a 'perlocutionary effect', since the effect may not have been intended. 
An illocutionary act can be more or less convincing, and its capacity to convince 
and make a change is termed 'illocutionary force'. This force is usually created 
by means of social conventions and expectations related to a particular social 
reality that is created by and relies on such conventions. An utterance can there-
fore have an illocutionary force with the intention of accomplishing a perlocu-
tionary effect. 

Normally, this terminology and speech-act theory in general is limited to ver-
bal communication, but it has often been suggested, already by Austin himself, 
that it can also be used to describe nonverbal communication, or better, that per-
formative acts can be accomplished by using nonverbal means.2 Since it is a 
form of communication, albeit nonverbal, and since it is used with a clear inten-
tion of creating an effect on its audience, both emotive, cognitive as well as 
physical, and since the prophetic symbolic acts consistently operate by means of 
conventions which are used to build a specific social reality, these acts will be 
analysed by means of this terminology, when it is found relevant. 

Non-Linguistic Terminology 

Since prophetic symbolic acts are described as being nonverbal, there is also a 
need for a set of tools that enable us to analyse the acts as such. The terms that 
we will define here are 'convention/conventional', 'symbol', 'index', 'icon', and 

1 See Austin (1975), Lyons (1977: 7325-33) for this summary of terminology related to 
speech-act theory. 
2 So e.g. Lyons (1977: 726), 'it is arguable that there are certain non-linguistic communica-
tive acts that would satisfy Austin's definition of speech-acts', Austin (1975: 119-22), Tam-
biah (1985 : 78-80), Allwood (1987), Hillers (1990), Houston (1993), Downing (1995), Lang 
(1997). 
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finally the term 'act'. It should be noted that this terminology is strictly speaking 
inclusive of all discourse, which means that it could in principle be used to ana-
lyse text as well. This will then lead us to a workable definition of a prophetic 
symbolic act. 

Convention/Conventional 
Even though 'convention/conventional' is not restricted to the non-linguistic 
sphere but can also be used in relation to language, it will mostly be used in this 
study in relation to the area of the nonverbal. But the term does cross over this 
border, which only goes to show how useful it is to also be aware that both the 
verbal as well as the nonverbal make up human discourse. 

A 'convention' is a social agreement and construction, made over time in a 
particular cultural context, and is presumed true and meaningful more or less 
unintentionally. The 'conventional' use of an act, or simply a 'conventional act' 
is therefore an act that by necessity has been performed before, and which has 
become, through a consensus agreement over a long period of time, a natural 
part of a particular society's construction of their social reality. 1 Berger de-
scribes this as the process of institutionalisation through reciprocal typification 
of habitualised behaviour. 2 Any such typification forms a social institution. This 
can be taken further into the area of speech act theory discussed above, which 
presumes that certain utterances are conventional, i.e. , institutionalised. A con-
vention, or institutionalised behaviour, is just as much experienced from within 
that particular society as an objective reality as the effect of a performative ut-
terance. Searle speaks similarly of' institutional facts', existing only within sys-
tems of 'constitutive rules' , and forms a subclass of what he terms 'social facts' 
that must involve 'collective intentionality' .3 

The terms 'legitimate'/' legitimation' will sometimes be used in the analysis 
as they tie in closely with the concepts of 'convention' and 'social construction' . 
Once the conventions or institutionalised behaviours are transmitted to a new 
generation or a new group that has come into a social structure from without, 
they are experienced as traditions and parts of their memory. Therefore these 
conventions have to be legitimised sufficiently in order to integrate the new 

1 See e.g. Lewis (1969). 
2 Berger, and Luckmann (1966: 54-5). 
3 Searle (1995 : 1-2, 24-9). It should be noted that Searle distinguishes between 'constitutive 
rules' and 'convention', since ' convention' implies arbitrariness. However, the distinction is 
not particularly useful, and it is not recognized in this study. Alternatively, it could be said 
that ' rules' form a subclass to ' conventions'. Cf. Saussure, et al. (1983: 100-1) for his use of 
'convention' in the sense of 'collective habit'. 
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group into the social world wherein this convention is an objective reality, 
which only goes to show the limits of conventions.' 

Symbol, icon, index 
What is a symbolic act? This is a question that must be answered in a satisfying 
way before we can go on with the proper analysis of the relevant texts in the 
OT. The most acute problem with defining a symbolic act is not, however, re-
lated to the acts as such, but to the confusion that exists regarding the meaning 
and use of the elusive term 'symbol'. The term is used by scholars in various 
fields with quite different meanings.2 So before we can ask what a symbolic act 
actually is, we must first decide what we mean by thee term 'symbol' and its de-
rivatives 'symbolic' and 'symbolize'. 

In a very basic sense a 'symbol', as well as well as 'sign', could be some-
thing, usually concrete and particular, that stands for something else, usually ab-
stract and generalised.3 However, it is when we try to understand this process of 
representing that various systems exist to charter the various possibilities for 
both 'sign' and 'symbol'. In the areas oflinguistics and semiotics the two terms 
are not used interchangeably, however. Instead, either 'sign' is a subclass to 
'symbol',4 or vice versa.5 Although the former has been held, it is the latter that 
is most often used, and Saussure and Peirce personify the two alternatives for 
this class. 

Saussure's model for explaining the relationship between what is represented, 
or signified, and that which represents, or signifies, is that it forms, in its dyadic 
structure, the 'sign', and it is arbitrary. He uses 'symbol' in the sense of having 
some form of natural connection between the signifier and what is signified, and 
hence, it does not form part of what Saussure regarded as the basic task of 'se-
miology' .6 Firth follows Saussure by attempting to differentiate between 'sig-
nal' and 'symbol', as 'to class as symbols those presentations where there is 

1 Berger, and Luckmann (1966: 61-2, 92-4). See also Austin (1975: 103-4) from the point of 
view of speech act theory, who notes that whereas the illocutionary act is conventional, the 
periocutionary act can not be, since it depends on the reaction of the person acted upon. In-
stead, legitimation as a form of secondary socialisation has to be set in motion. 
2 For a convenient overview, see Heisig (1987), cf. also Firth (1973). 
3 Similarly, e.g. Gorman (1990: 22-3). 
4 So e.g. Geertz (1973: 208, n 19), Malmberg (1977: 21). 
5 See Eco (1986) for a useful overview of various alternatives. 
6 Saussure, et al. (1983: 67-8). 



25 

much greater lack of fit- even perhaps intentionally - in the attributions of fab-
ricator and interpretator.' 1 

Peirce systen:, however, is a system that is much more complicated and dif-
ferent in principle, where the sign2 does not consist of a dyadic relationship but 
of a triadic one. This system, often characterized by obscurity, has however cer-
tain advantages to this analysis, particularly since triadic structure of the sign fa-
cilitates the detailed analysis of the prophetic symbolic acts. It should also be 
noted that Peirce worked with a very broad semiotic approach, encompassing all 
forms of communications, whereas Saussure limited himself to the linguistic 
code. In order to correctly understand Peirce, I will quote him extensively; 

A sign, or representamen, is something which stands to somebody for something 
in some respect or capacity. It addresses somebody, that is, creates in the mind of 
that person an equivalent sign, or perhaps a more developed sign. That sign 
which it creates I call the interpretant of the first sign. The sign stands for some-
thing, its object. It stands for that object, not in all respects, but in reference to a 
sort of idea, which I have sometimes called the ground of the representamen. 

A 'sign' is then to Peirce a triadic constellation, of which 'representamen' and 
'object' would be the equivalents of Saussure's signifier and signified. What is 
not found in Saussure's model, and makes Peirce's system different in principle 
from Saussure's, are the two terms 'interpretant' and 'ground' . 'Interpretant' is 
to Peirce another sign in the mind of the person, an idea and perhaps we should 
say the meaning3 of the sign, in a particular moment, referring to a particular ob-
ject.4 A flask of oil ( ' representamen') could evoke in our minds various things, 
such as cooking ('object') if one is hungry, squeaking doors ('object') if there is 
one at home, or water ('object') if one is thirsty. In ancient Israel, on the other 
hand, they might have thought of how they looked ('object') because of its cos-
metic use, or even of anointing the king ('object'). The interpretant is then the 
idea in the mind that is evoked by the sign, and which points to a certain object. 5 

1 Firth ( 1973: 60, 66-7), and also, 'in the interpretation of a symbol the conditions of its pres-
entation are such that the interpreter ordinarily has much more scope for exercise of his own 
judgement -the alternatives in the situation may be much less circumscribed.' 
2 Peirce (1931 : 2.303), a 'sign' is 'anything which determines something else (its interpre-
tant) to refer to an object to which itself refers'. For studies on Peirce and his system, see e.g. 
Eco, and Sebeok (1983), Sheriff (1989), Hausman (1993), Ochs (1998). 
3 The term 'meaning' is here used similar to 'sense', which would make 'object' similar to 
'reference' , the terminology ofFrege, see Lyons (1977: 177-86) 
4 See e.g. Aichele (1997: 63-7). 
5 See Aichele (1997: 65). 
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The concept of 'ground' is best taken in the sense of context, or communicative 
setting in which the interpretant occurs. 1 

There can be three kinds of signs; 'icon', 'index' and 'symbol'.2 An icon is a 
sign, which is connected to its object by virtue of its own character, i.e., on the 
basis of analogy. An index works on the basis of association, which requires a 
direct relation between the representamen and its object, but no particular char-
acteristics. The symbol works on the basis of convention, or general rule, i.e., 
the only reason why a red light (representamen) stands for 'halt' is because we 
have agreed to view it that way. It is particularly this triadic way of construing 
various forms of representations that is the value ofPeirce's model to this analy-
sis. 

However, there is a problem ofterminology, since Peirce's use of 'symbol' in 
the sense of the conventional is uncommon. We will therefore make two impor-
tant distinctions as to the use of the term 'symbol' . First, we will use terms such 
as convention/conventional instead of symboVsymbolic in Peirce's sense, which 
also ties in to what has been said earlier regarding the linguistic terminology and 
also helps connect the symbolic analysis to the use of speech act analysis. We 
will ask if the prophetic symbolic act achieves its meaning by means of analogy, 
i.e., if its symbolism is iconic, or by means of association and have an indexical 
symbolism, or by conventional rules and institutions. Second, we will restrict 
the use of 'symbol' to secondary, or figurative meanings.3 This is obvious in the 
case of the prophetic acts, since they are not simply meant to demonstrate what 
they actually perform physically, but are intended to convey something else, be-
yond their mere physical performance. That secondary, or figurative, use is 
termed here 'symbolic', in agreement with e.g. Saussure and as it is the more 
common use of the term. 

Act 
Mostly for the sake of completeness, we will define the term 'act' , since there is 
no real need to delve into the technicalities of 'action theory' or 'social interac-
tionism' . We will use the term 'act' in the very broad sense ofwhen an individ-
ual, conscious of his/her doings, intentionally brings about a physical change of 
some kind, to some end, in a given context. One limitation that is strictly not 
necessary in this definition is the demand for a physical change. However, it is 
introduced in order to clarify that it is not a matter of verbal acts, but only non-

1 So Sheriff(1989: 56). 
2 Peirce (1931 : 2.247-9, 292-307). 
3 See e.g. Sigrist (1993 : 384), who defines a ' geste symbolique' as a ' signe figuratif . 
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verbal. This definition excludes various unconscious acts, although it does not 
exclude very basic acts, such as opening a door. But these very simple acts are 
eliminated when the accompanying terms 'symbol' and 'prophetic' are added, 
since they put their particular demands on the act in order for it to categorized as 
a prophetic symbolic act. 

'Prophetic symbolic act' 
Now that we have reached a workable definition of the terms involved, we can 
continue by asking what it means for an act to be symbolic. A simple answer to 
this question would be as follows: 

'A symbolic act is an act that conveys a meaning that transcends the meaning re-
lated to its physical accomplishment.' 

However, in order to avoid confusion, this definition should include references 
to the fact that it is the actual performance of the act that is relevant, and the fact 
that the act performs a particular function. This would lead to a more expanded 
definition: 

'A symbolic act is an act whose performance has the function of conveying a se-
condary meaning that transcends the primary meaning related to its physical 
accomplishment. ' 

For an act to be prophetic we mean simply that it is used as a means by the 
prophet in his communication of the word he has received from his God to his 
people, as a recognized intermediate figure. It is used by the prophet together 
with his verbal communication. This means that not everything the prophet does 
can be a prophetic symbolic act, since there has to be an indication in the text 
that it is part of his task as God's messenger. 

In order to limit our definition to prophetic symbolic acts, the following defi-
nition will be followed; 

'A prophetic symbolic act is an act whose performance by a prophet has the 
function of conveying a secondary meaning that transcends the primary meaning 
related to its physical accomplishment. This meaning forms an inherent part of 
that prophet's message as a divine messenger, and functions in cooperation with 
and as an integrated part of his verbal teaching.' 

In the light of this definition, we are able to select those texts that describe pro-
phetic symbolic acts. Of course this definition is done in close contact with the 
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analysis of the texts, and it is in and as a consequence of this analysis, that will 
follow below, that this definition has been worked out and the texts have been 
selected. 

A Critical View of Friebel, 'Jeremiah's and Ezekiel's Sign-Acts' 
The most comprehensive analysis of prophetic symbolic acts so far is the recent 
volume by Friebel, which deals only with the acts by Jeremiah and Ezekiel. 1 His 
view on the magical or non-magical character was mentioned above, but because 
of the scope and theoretical ambitions in his study, it deserves a particular analy-
sis, and especially since there would appear to be some serious flaws in his theo-
retical approach. 

Friebel makes use of research on nonverbal communication in order to shar-
pen his understanding of the 'sign-acts' of Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and he also 
notes that there are two levels of interpretation, the literary and the nonverbaP 
He then states that he chooses to understand the persuasive aspect of the acts on 
the nonverbal level, without describing how it can be that we can understand a 
nonverbal act through the means of text. The consequence is for Friebel's study, 
that every text is simply presumed to describe the act precisely as it took place, 
and it is understandable therefore that Friebel chooses to simply assume the reli-
ability of the literary renderings of these acts. He then uses the quite technical 
terminology of 'coding' in order to understand the symbolic acts, as if they were 
indeed available. This also has consequences for his use of semiotics. 

In his section on terminology, Friebel follows basically the same semiotic 
terminology as is followed here, except that he does not acknowledge that it is a 
semiotic model, and also that it originates from Peirce, instead he follows a vari-
ant formulated by Hawkes.3 Unfortunately, Hawkes uses Peirce's terms differ-
ently from Peirce himself, which creates confusion. For example, the 
'interpretant' is for Peirce a second sign that is created in the mind of the person 
experiencing the first sign, whereas Hawkes identifies the two, a confusion that 
also involves the term 'ground', which to Hawkes seems to play the role of 
Peirce's 'interpretant' .4 Admittedly, there are different schools of semiotics that 
have evolved from the way Peirce presented his system, and it does create a ter-
minological confusion. A related problem is the fact that Friebel does not seem 
to make a difference between 'arbitrary' and 'conventional', since a sign that is 
'arbitrarily coded' is at the same time conventional. Since arbitrary in this con-
text comes from Saussure's semiotic model, where it denotes the choice of a 
word when it is used for the first time, it should have been distinctly separated 
from the more Peircian term conventional, which denotes the present status be-

1 Friebel ( 1999). 
2 Friebe1 (1999: 12-3). 
3 Friebel (1999: 37-8). 
4 Friebel (1999: 38, n72). 
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tween the sign and its interpretant. Here Friebel unfortunately makes another 
mistake, as fatal as it is strange, namely of equating ' figurative ' with ' arbitrary' 
and 'conventional' . 1 Although there is a large amount of variations in linguistic 
terminology, there is no discussion as to how to use the term 'figurative' . It al-
ways denotes that which is not conventional, but where the relationship is appar-
ent in either an iconic or an indexical way. A word is used figuratively, i.e. in its 
secondary sense, when it is used metaphorically or metonymically, but when it is 
not, it is used in its primary sense.2 It is strange to see such a misunderstanding 
in a work otherwise so impressive as Friebel's. The problem occurs when he uses 
a linguistic term, ' figurative' , and uses it to classify what is not linguistic but 
nonverbal. 'Figurative' then refers according to Friebel to what is ' symbolically' , 
i.e., arbitrarily, reused. In Jer 13, Jeremiah purchases a girdle, and to Friebel the 
girdle has only figurative meaning, in the sense of arbitrary,3 but the emphasis on 
the clinging of the girdle to the body indicates an iconic relationship to the inti-
mate relationship between the people and its God. All in all, it would have been 
better if the two sets of terminology had been kept apart. Another example where 
this creates confusion is when he refers to Polk's expression ' the meta-
phor/parable's world' .4 The point, which Polk is trying to make, is similar to that 
of Paul Ricoeur, namely that by means of imagination a metaphor may enable 
the reader to understand one 'world' by the use of another. But to Friebel, this 
means that his category ' figurative acts ' are related to this category because they 
demanded more from the audiences. But the fact is that the acts based on ' arbi-
trary' or conventional means are always the simplest to understand, simply be-
cause they are based on agreement. When no such agreement exists, the meaning 
must be based on either iconic or indexical meaning. To Friebel, there seems, 
strangely enough, to be a third possibility, where the prophet challenges his audi-
ence without conventional means, but also without using icons or indexes, which 
is simply impossible if one hopes for any success in any form of communication. 
Had Friebel remained consistently with Peircian terminology, this confusion 
would not have occurred. This confusion also keeps Friebel from understanding 
the prophet's subtle use of items of conventional meaning in the construal of the 
symbolic acts, since according to Friebel the acts are ' representational ' or 'figu-
rative'. This categorisation, which is simply not meaningful, since these acts are 
made up of various forms of symbolism and can therefore not be so easily la-
belled. 

Friebel also seems to misunderstand the terminology of speech-act theory, as 
it can relate to nonverbal communication.5 When the potter makes his pottery, it 

1 Friebel (1999: 38). 
2 See e.g. Waard, and Nida (1986: 152), Abrams (1993: 66-70). 
3 Waard, and Nida (1986: 103). 
4 Friebel (1999: 435), Po1k (1983: 572-3). 
5 Friebel (1999: 378-80). 
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is to Friebel a performative act, in contrast to prophetic symbolic acts, which are 
communicative and therefore not performative. Again, Friebel misunderstands 
the basic terminology and turns it upside down. Performatives are always inter-
personal, and not something that can describe what a potter does to his clay. On 
the other hand, it is precisely the prophetic symbolic act, which can function as 
an illocutionary act, since it has the intention, or force, to change the feelings and 
actions of the audience. That can hardly be the case with a piece of clay. 

Friebel also seems to disregard the difficult issues of textual criticism and Dtr 
language in the book of Jeremiah, something one can hardly afford to do in such 
a technical study as Friebel's. 

A Wider Frame 1: Nonverbal Communication 

Introduction 
The purpose is here to broaden the scope of analysis of symbolic acts by under-
standing how nonverbal communication at large is analysed, and by that learn 
how to understand what is nonverbal. The value of this approach lies in under-
standing the place of the analysis of legal symbolic acts in the more general 
field of nonverbal communication.' It will aid the analysis not the least in avoid-
ing mistakes easily made if research in neighbouring areas is not considered.2 

The empirical study of nonverbal communication will also be scrutinized in or-
der to find some tools that will be valuable in the analysis. Then the focus nar-
rows down to nonverbal communication as it is presented in literature, which is 
a step closer to what is being studied here. An even narrower view will then be 
taken, as studies of nonverbal communication in literature from the ancient Near 
East, including the OT, are brought to the forefront. Finally, the attention will 
turn to studies concerning prophetic symbolic acts in the literature from the an-
cient Near East, including the OT. 

1 For a definition, see Kendon (1981 : 3), where it is said to consist of "all of the ways in 
which communication is effected between persons when in each other's presence, by means 
other than words." For works on the area of nonverbal communication in general, see e.g. 
Key (1980), Key (1982), Birdwhistell (1970), Morris (1979), Sebeok (1981), Efron, and Veen 
( 1972) and Poyatos ( 1983: 69), who has a more technical definition. 
2 For a similar overview, see Friebel (1999: 34-40), although Friebel makes the mistake of not 
taking the survey into the study of nonverbal communication in literature, which is of obvious 
use to a study of prophetic symbolic acts described in texts. 
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Empirical study of nonverbal communication 
In the literature regarding the empirical study of nonverbal communication there 
does not seem to be any consensus as to how to structure the different forms, al-
though some basic distinctions can be found. There seems to be at least two 
ways of structuring nonverbal communication, a semiotic and a functional. 1 

They are mostly combined in order to describe the different forms of nonverbal 
communication, but in order to suit this analysis they will be handled separately 
here. 

The semiotic distinction distinguishes between how the acts achieve their me-
anings, i.e. their coding, for which there are three basic alternatives, and we 
recognize the Peircian triad. 2 First, an act can be iconic, whereby the perform-
ance of the act is in some way analogical to its meaning. 3 Second, an act can 
also be indexical whereby the act points to its meaning by way of some associa-
tion that leads in that direction. 4 The third possibility is the conventional act. 5 In 
this third category, the relationship between the act and its meaning is not ob-
servable but agreed upon within the culture. The meaning is then often said to 
be conventional or arbitrary, although these two terms are not strictly synony-
mous in this context.6 We recognize this use of the terms icon, index and con-
ventional from the definitions given above, and which will be used in this study. 

For example legal symbolic acts can be called conventional acts, since their 
legal meaning is not observable, but agreed upon within the cultural sphere.7 

However, it is not a matter of either or in deciding between the iconic/indexical 
on the one hand and the conventional on the other. It is more of a scale, from a 

1 The distinction is borrowed from Kendon (1983: 15). 
2 Kendon (1983: 15) describes these three categories as pointing, characterizing or depicting 
and conventional or symbolic. 
3 See e.g. "Physiographic" used by Efron, and Veen (1972: 11) and "Iconic" by Bolinger 
(1975: 20), Ekman, and Friesen (1969) and Poyatos (1983: 98, 116, 126-7). 
4 See e.g. "Deictic" used by Efron, and Veen (1972: 11) and Poyatos (1983 : 114-6). 
5 This is called "Semiotic gestures" by Barak:at (1969: 110-1), "Lexical gestures" by Bolinger 
(1975 : 19), "Emblematic/Symbolic" by Efron, and Veen (1972: 11), "Symbolic gestures" by 
Morris (1979: xvi-xvii) and Kendon (1983: 15), and "Emblems" as coded arbitrarily by 
Ekman, and Friesen (1969) and Poyatos (1983: 98). 
6 It depends upon whether the act from an etic or emic perspective. From an etic perspective, 
conventional can be used synonymously with arbitrary. From an emic perspective, the con-
ventional is often given an explanation that is more iconic/indexical than arbitrary. For a simi-
lar view, see Lyons (1977: 104-5). Lewis (1969: 70), in a basic study of the concept of 
'Convention' , holds that it is redundant to speak of an arbitrary convention, since a conven-
tion is by necessity always arbitrary. 
7 See my earlier study, Viberg (1992). 
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low form of coding of the indexical/iconic, since it is based on observable simi-
larities and associations, to a higher form of coding, where there is nothing but 
the cultural code to rely on in order to discover the meaning of the act. A result 
of higher coding is that the performance is no longer . needed to recognize the 
meaning. Instead, it is needed to mark boundaries to other similar acts . The per-
formance of these acts then become harder to understand indexically/iconically, 
since legal symbolic acts are highly coded acts and it is the particular cultural 
code of law that is relevant in order to understand their function. However, this 
does not mean that these legal symbolic acts can not under particular circum-
stances still contain some indexical/iconic meaning, although it will always be 
subsidiary to the legal function. 

Since legal symbolic acts are culturally conventional, they are not apt to be 
transposed across cultural boundaries, but instead they are culture specific. It is 
important to note that this applies to the meaning of the acts and not their proce-
dure. Similar acts are given different meanings in different cultures, and the 
same would apply to legal symbolic acts. 1 It must therefore be the cultural con-
text in which the acts occur that has the prime authority in providing them with 
meaning, and naturally this applies to prophetic symbolic acts as well. 

Prophetic symbolic acts, in contrast, are not and can not be conventional, sin-
ce they form part of one individual's message and are not to be repeated. The 
prophetic acts are often construed by means of various items that are taken from 
contexts that are highly conventional, but as a prophetic act, it can not be con-
ventional but must be described as either iconic or indexical. This does not 
mean that a prophetic symbolic act can not be both a symbolic act and at the 
same time a conventional act. We find an example of this in Jer 32, where Jere-
miah's act is both a conventional legal act of land-purchase, and a prophetic 
symbolic act with a highly innovative and also controversial meaning. 

Another way of structuring nonverbal communication is to use a functional 
distinction. Some acts are used together with speech and others are not.2 When 
an act is used with speech this relation, which can vary in kind, is then of rele-
vance for the meaning of the act. The act can merely duplicate the verbal part, 
thus complementing the verbal part in some way, without being redundant.3 The 
act can also illustrate what is being said, which ties it in much closer with the 

1 See e.g. Barakat (1969: 111), "Once removed from the original cultural context the semiotic 
gestures require different meanings." 
2 See e.g. Ekman, and Friesen (1969: 53), Efron, and Veen (1972: 10-1), Bolinger (1975: 19), 
Morris (1979: xvi) and Poyatos (1983: 99). 
3 So Poyatos (1983: 99). 
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verbal part. 1 On the other hand, an act, which functions without any speech, is 
itself communicative.2 It is particularly the conventional acts which functions in 
this way, i.e. as substitutes for speech. This becomes easier to understand when 
the conventional character of words in their primary senses is taken into consid-
eration.3 

To sum up, the following points are relevant from the area of nonverbal com-
munication for the study of prophetic symbolic acts; 

1. A distinction should be made between iconic, indexical and conventional 
acts. The prophetic symbolic act can not be conventional, and must be de-
scribed by means of index and icon. 

2. The proper way to understand a prophetic symbolic act is through observing 
its procedure and how the act is construed by using various conventional 
means, in contrast to conventional acts. 

3. All symbolic acts are culturally specific, which is why the comparative use of 
similar acts from other cultures is to be used with caution. 

4. The relation between an act and speech that is used in relation to the perform-
ance of the act is important, since the act is then not functioning communica-
tively of itself but in relation to this speech. 

Study of nonverbal communication in literature 
So far nonverbal communication has been dealt with as it is available for empi-
rical study. However, this study is concerned with nonverbal communication as 
it is presented in literary form. It is therefore the textual world, presented thro-
ugh the use of written language, that constitutes the situation of the nonverbal 
communication and not the real world analysed by means of empirical study.4 

1 For the term 'Illustrator', see e.g. Poyatos (1983: 103-4). 
2 The term most commonly used is "Emblem", so e.g. Ekman, and Friesen (1969) and 
Poyatos (1983: 98). Kendon (1983: 16), however, labels this category "Autonomous ges-
tures". 
3 So e.g. Barakat (1969: 110). 
4 For the concept of 'textual world', see e.g. Vorster (1985: 60-1 ), who uses the term 'Narra-
tive world' and Ricoeur, and Thompson (1981: 112), "Hermeneutics can be defined no longer 
as an inquiry into the psychological intentions which are hidden beneath the text, but rather as 
the explication of the being-in-the-world displayed by the text. What is to be interpreted in 
the text is a proposed world which I could inhabit and in which I could project my ownmost 
possibilities." A similar case can be made for a "ritual world", so Gorman (1990: 15). 
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The study of nonverbal communication within literature is a rather well trod-
den subject, 1 as well as that of nonverbal communication within other art forms 
such as painting and sculpture.2 However, when different scholars try to catego-
rize nonverbal communication in literature, they arrive at much the same cate-
gories as was found above regarding the empirical study of nonverbal 
communication. Smith, e.g., distinguishes between gestures that function to-
gether with speech and those that function independently.3 The latter category is 
further separated into conscious and unconscious gestures. Barasch, on the other 
hand, distinguishes between natural, i.e. spontaneous gestures over against con-
ventional, which are said to be cultural products as well as culture specific.4 Al-
though the term natural is unfortunate, it could well be compared to Ekman's 
distinction between acts that are common human experiences and those that 
vary with different cultures.5 Poyatos has given a valuable survey of the differ-
ent ways nonverbal communication can be used in literature, and what follows 
is a summary of his survey.6 

1. An act is described together with an explanation of its meaning, which is 
the most usual method and therefore what we should expect to find in literature. 
This is also the case with prophetic symbolic acts. Since they are innovative and 
not conventional, they have to be supplied with an explanation that is given to 
the prophet to declare as openly as he performed the act. When the understand-
ing of the act can not rely on conventions and institutional facts, the prophet 
must resort to verbally explaining his act. 

2. An act is described without an explanation of its meaning, thus leaving the 
reader to understand it by means of contextual signals. This is the usual way le-
gal symbolic acts are given in the OT, due to their conventional status. The rea-
son is that the legal function of these acts was considered by the author to be 
very much a part of the cultural context, i.e. culturally conventional, and since 
this context was thought to be shared by the readers, no further verbal explana-
tion was thought to be required. However, because of the cultural as well as the 
chronological distance, the modem interpreter is in the difficult position of hav-

1 See e.g. Wespi (1949), Smith (1976), Benson (1980) and Poyatos (1983 : 277-314), the most 
ihorough and theoreticaiiy satisfying work. The study of nonverbal communication in the OT 
and other ancient Near Eastern literature will be taken up below. 
2 See e.g. Barasch (1987) and Sittl (1890). 
3 Smith(1976: 21-7). 
4 Poyatos (1983: 98: 113-5). 
5 Ekman, and Friesen (1969). 
6 Poyatos (1983: 308-10). 
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ing to transform his own interpretive cultural context into the author's context in 
order to understand these acts properly. 

3. An explanation of the meaning of the act can be included without mention-
ing the nonverbal part. This is a use, which is almost impossible to detect when 
studying ancient texts as the OT. One possible example would be the oath. Since 
the act of raising the hand is sometimes used with the legal function of enacting 
an oath, the mere mentioning of the fact that an oath has been taken could be 
taken to infer that the act was performed. This would, however, demand that the 
act was mandatory in oath taking and not optional. Such a conclusion can not be 
drawn because of the limited amount of occurrences available of the act and the 
limited insight available into the oath taking at large within the culture mirrored 
in the OT. Such an insight would, in practise, demand the use of informants, or 
at least a vaster material than the one we have from the OT. 

4. An expression that usually comes together with the nonverbal part is men-
tioned, although the nonverbal is not. This is also a use, which is practically im-
possible to detect in the study of ancient texts . The problem is simply how to 
know that an expression is always used with a nonverbal part. This would again 
demand the use of an informant. 

The major difference between studying nonverbal communication empirically 
and in literary form is the importance of the literary context in understanding the 
meaning. The act should be seen as part of the literary whole to be understood 
by the interpreter. 1 It is as if the information concerning the acts comes not from 
eye-witnesses but second-handedly, through a description of the acts in literary 
form. 2 Of course this does not exclude the importance of studying the cultural, 
social and historical contexts of the text in question and how knowledge of these 
are expected to be found with the reader. This can be said to be included in un-
derstanding the meaning of literature in a wider and more profound sense. 3 

The nonverbal communication can be analyzed similarly to the way the empi-
rical study was performed only if the barrier of the linguistic code is neglected. 

1 Cf. Bal (1988: 154). This is a fundamenal idea that is returned to several times in this intro-
duction. 
2 For a technical description of the process whereby the author decodes his signs, reduces 
them to the verbal code and the following decoding act by the reader, see Poyatos (1983: 290-
3). 
3 Cf. Prince (1982: 105-9), who speaks of a code of written narrative with different sub-
codes, e.g. cultural, symbolic and hermeneutic, using Barthe's terminology. As far as the 
author and the reader use similar sets of codes the text can, with its descriptions of acts, be 
understood similarly. 
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All information concerning the act is by definition achieved through analyzing 
the text, which describes the act. This is why the semiotic terminology given 
above, icon, index and conventional is supplanted in this study by a terminology 
which is similar but more limited to the linguistic code, namely metaphor, me-
tonymy, idiom and conventional meaning. 1 

A Wider Frame 11: Symbolic Acts in the Ancient Near East 

So far the empirical analysis of nonverbal communication as well as its occur-
rence in literature have been surveyed. The next step is the analysis of nonverbal 
communication in literature from the ancient Near East and in particular, the 
OT. The tendency is here that the theoretical base of the analyses becomes poo-
rer the further away from the empirical study of nonverbal communication this 
survey gets. 

The major work on nonverbal communication in the ancient Near East is 
Gruber's two volume work from 1980.2 It concerns gestures relating to suppli-
cation, prayer, obeisance, greeting, sadness, mourning,3 anger and joy. The 
analysis is performed by analyzing texts from the three areas of Biblical He-
brew, Ugaritic and Akkadian. Gruber's study tends to emphasize emotive as-
pects4 and is somewhat lacking in its theoretical base.5 This is most evident in 
its failure to distinguish between idiomatic and non-idiomatic use, as well as the 
question whether an idiomatic expression originally described a gesture, which 
Gruber seems to take for granted. He has no discussion of concepts such as met-
aphor and metonymy, which should be included in such a study where the 
material is solely textual and mostly figurative. The fact that the analysis covers 
so much data as from three different cultural spheres raises the question whether 
the same act can be taken to mean the same thing across cultural boundaries. 
Furthermore, since the large amount of data does not permit a close contextual 
analysis, Gruber's work runs the risk of transferring a meaning across cultural 
boundaries and constructing meanings on the basis of, e.g., different body parts 

1 See Nida (1983: 87-9). For the iconic function of the metaphor, see e.g. Bolinger (1975: 
218) and Ricoeur (1978: 199-200). 
2 Some further studies in this area by Gruber are Gruber (1978), Gruber (1980), Gruber 
(1983). A much older and briefer study is Vorwahl (1932). 
3 See the recent study of mourning in the ancient Near East and the OT, Pham (1999). 
4 So Kruger (1989: 55). 
5 So Carena (1981: 12), who complains about the lack of insight into semiotic theory and the 
use of comparative method. 
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that are involved in an act, an essentially etymological procedure that should be-
long to a passed era of study. Otherwise, however, Gruber's work is a massive 
inventory of nonverbal communication in ancient Near Eastern literature. 1 

Another work, dealing with nonverbal communication within a limited text of 
the OT, is Carena's work from 1981. It is an investigation of the nonverbal 
communication within the prophetic stories ofElijah and Elisha in 1 Kgs 16:29-
2 Kgs 13:25. Carena includes all forms of nonverbal communication. His ap-
proach is semiotic, in the sense that he regards all communication within the 
textual world, both the verbal and the nonverbal, as communicative and there-
fore in need of de-codification by the interpreter.2 The major strength of 
Carena's study is its thorough theoretical base, which results in an analysis 
through a grid of twelve categories. The use of semiotics and in particular the 
semiotic grand view which incorporates both verbal and nonverbal communica-
tion is endorsed in this analysis. However, in contrast to Carena's study, this 
analysis is much more concerned with the contextual analysis. This is then, by 
contrast, the weakness of Carena's work, namely that he does not show how he 
has achieved his results. 

Legal symbolic acts from the ancient Near East together with the OT have 
been studied by Viberg3 and Malul.4 These acts are, as have been mentioned 
above, thoroughly conventional and must be distinguished in principle from 
such innovative symbolic acts as those of the OT prophets. A third category also 
exists, namely cultic acts. They share with legal symbolic acts the conventional 
character. 5 

Even though prophecy is a well-known phenomenon from the ancient Near 
Eastern literature,6 there is as yet no study of prophetic symbolic acts from the 
ancient Near East, no doubt because there appear to be only one example 
known, and that single text is quite recently published.7 Nevertheless, this ex-
ample may nevertheless bring some light to our study of the similar acts in the 
OT, so a closer study may be called for. 

1 A more promising approach is taken by Kruger (1989: 54-5). 
2 Carena (1981: 12). 
3 Viberg (1992). 
4 Malul (1988). See also Munn-Rankin (1956), Greengus (1969), Draffkom Kilmer (1974) 
5 See e.g. Rowley (1956), Jacobsen (1975), Gorman (1990). 
6 See Huffmon (1992) for a survey with further literature. 
7 ARM 26.206, see Durand (1988). 
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ARM 26.206: The Symbolic act of a muhhi'tm 

1 a-na [be-U-ia] 2 q(-[bf-ma] 3 um-ma [ia-q(-im-diM] 4 ir-[ka-a-ma] 5 l 16mu-uh-
hu-u[m sa dda-gan] 6 il-li-kam-ma ki-[a-am iq-bi] 7 um-ma su-u-ma w[u-di mi-
nam] 8 sa zi[im-ri-li-im] 9 a-ka-all si[la i-di-in-m]a 10 lu-ku-ull sila [ ad-di-in]-
sum-ma 11 ba-al-tu-us-su-ma [i-n]a [p]a-an a-bu-lim 12 [i]-ku-ul- su 13 u lu-mes 
su- gi 14 i-na pa-an a-bu-ul-li-im 15 sa sa-ga-ra-timki 16 u-pa-hi-ir- ma 17 ki-a-am iq-
bi um-ma su-u-ma 18 u-ku-ul-tum is-sa-ka-an 19 a-na a-la-ne-e ru-gu-um-ma 20 a-
sa-ak-ka-am li-te-er-ru 21 lu sa ri-i-sa-am i-pu-su 22 i-na a-limki 23 u a-
na sa-la-am be-lf-ka zi-i[m-ri-li-m] 241 tug tu-la-ab-ba-sa-an-ni 25 an-ni-tam iq-
be-e-em-m[ a] 26 a-na sa-la-am be-U-[ia] 271 tug u-la-ab-b[ i-is-su] 28 a-nu-um-ma 
te-[er-tam sa] 29 id-bu-ba-a[m as-tur-ma] 30 a-na [be-U-ia] 31 ds-tap-ra-
[am] 32 u te-er-ta-su i-na s(-na s(-mi-is-tim 33 u-ul iq-be-e-em i-na pu-hu-ur lu 
su-gi 34 te-er-ta-su id-di-in1 

Say to my Lord; This says Yaqqim-Addu, your servant. A muhhfim of Dagan 
came to me and said: ' What shall I eat that belongs to Zi'mri-Lim? Give me a 
lamb and I will eat it!' I gave him a lamb and he ate it alive2 in front of the Gate. 
He gathered the elders in front of the Saggaratum Gate, and said: 'There will be a 
'consumption'.3 Call the cities, and let them return the sacred items. A man who 
makes an assault, let them expel him from the city. And, for the good of your 
Lord, Zimri-Lim, you should clothe me with a garment.' This is what he said to 
me, and for the good of my Lord, I clothed him with a garment.4 The message 
which he spoke to me, I have written down and sent it to my Lord. He did not 
speak his message secretly but gave his message in the assembly of the elders.5 

The text is a letter to Zimri-Lim, the king ofMari, from his governor in Sagga-
ratum, Yaqqim-Addu. It describes how Yaqqim-Addu was approached by a cer-

1 Durand (1988: 434-5). 
2 Both Huffmon (1997: 13), from whom the translation is taken, and Gordon (1995b: 77) 
translates balrussu as ' raw', when it actually means 'alive', AHw lOOb, so also the editor of 
the text Durand (1988: 388), ' tout vivant', and Sasson (1994: 311). 
3 The word ukultum means here 'plague', see AHw 1406b, known in the Mari texts through 
the expression ukulti ilim. Huffmon (1997: 13) translates 'plague' , but we follow Sasson 
(1994: 311, n 43) in order to clearly bring out the wordplay. 
4 This should not be taken as a symbolic act, but as a request from the mu!J!Jum for acceptance 
of his status, see Sasson (1994: 311), Huffmon (1997: 14). There is no need to follow Astour 
(1992) and deduce from the request for a garment that the muf;"[Jum was naked while he per-
formed the symbolic act. 
5 See also Durand (1988: 434-5), Huffmon (1997: 13). 
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tain muf;"aum, an 'ecstatic', or simply 'prophet' .1 The muljljum asks for a lamb, 
and it is given him. He then starts to eat it, apparently while it was still alive, in 
front of the city gate for all to see. The elders of the city were then gathered at 
the gate, to hear the interpretation of this symbolic act. The muljljum then de-
clares that there will come a plague, lit. ukultum, 'consumption', which is a de-
liberate wordplay on his request to eat, akalum.2 As the lamb was suddenly 
struck by disaster, so will it be for Mari and Zimri-Lim. The act is clearly a 
symbolic act, very much in line with what we know from Jeremiah and Ezekiel, 
although as far as we know, neither of them performed such a grotesque act. 
Sasson understands the act to be an act of sympathetic magic, without providing 
any for argument why it should be so.3 

The iconic symbolism of the act works on the basis of analogy, emphasized 
through the wordplay. There does not seem to be anything in the text itself that 
would necessitate a magical interpretation of the act, however. Indeed, since this 
is the only symbolic act that we know of from a muljljum or any other category 
of divinatory figures from the Mari texts, there is nothing to compare with and 
to be able to conclude that the act is 'sympathetic magic'. There is also the very 
unusual emphasis on the fact that the muljljum delivered his message in public 

1 AHw 582b, ma!J!Jumlmu!J!Jum. The form mu!J!Ju(tu)m is peculiar to Mari, since in Babylo-
nian and Assyrian texts and a few times in Neo-Assyrian texts the normal form is ma!J!Ju(m), 
see Durand (1988: 386-8), Parpola (1997: 9-10), Nissinen (1998: 9). Cf. also Malamat (1987: 
39). It is worthy of note how Nissinen (1998) and Parpola (1997) uses 'prophecy' and 
'prophet' quite freely when they discuss Assyrian texts. Cf. also Nissinen (1993). However, 
Noort (1977: 9-34, 92) is hesitant to using 'prophetic' for the examples from Mari, and he is 
especially against any form of evolutionary model where the Mari-texts constitute the older 
form of what we find in the OT. A critical distance to using 'prophet' can also be found in 
deJong Ellis (1989: 129-33), but she is hesitant because the term has usually denoted a west-
semitic phenomenon, and been loaded with hidden assumptions from the modern interpreter's 
background. Both of these have been shown to be unfounded by the volumes by Nissinen and 
Parpola. 

The opposite mistake can also occur, if the OT is not to be compared with the same de-
scriptions as other ancient Near Eastern phenomena, but must always have its own terminol-
ogy. A relevant example is the recent debate as to whether or not the OT prophets were not 
actual prophets but poets. Nevertheless, why can they not have been both? See e.g. Auld 
(1983), Carroll (1983), Geller (1983), Williamson (1983), Auld (1993), Gordon (1995b), 
Gordon (1995a), Boadt (1997). The discussion has received new energy from the discovery of 
the Akkadian/Arnorite isomorph to Hebrew 'prophet', namely ntibu/munabbititu, see 
Fleming (1993a), Fleming (1993b). 
2 This must have meant that the mu!J!Jum spoke in Akkadian and not in Amorite. Whether that 
means that he was not native Amorite is uncertain. 
3 Sasson (1994: 311). 
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and not only to Yaqqim-Addu. It would seem best, therefore, to categorize it as 
a dramatic symbolic act, used by the mu!J!Jitm in order to enhance his message, 
and without any apparent magical significance. 

The similarities with the prophetic symbolic acts from the OT are obvious.1 It 
is performed by an intermediate figure with an already recognized status of be-
ing able to reveal divine messages, particularly messages of threat as in this 
case. It is also symbolic in the sense that the mere performance is not relevant, 
and the intimate connection with the verbal message through a word-play em-
phasizes the symbolic interpretation. The emphasis on the public performance is 
also similar, since an audience is necessary to communicate both verbal as well 
as nonverbal messages. 

Text, Nonverbal Communication and 'Textual World' 

With the help of how nonverbal communication should be studied, both empiri-
cally as well as in literature, how should we then go about analysing nonverbal 
communication in the form of prophetic symbolic acts, available only as they 
are in the textual form of various parts of the OT? Should concepts and techni-
cal apparatus akin to the verbal or to the nonverbal level be used? The choice 
that we have to make is whether to analyse the acts themselves, in their setting 
or discourse context of nonverbal communication, or in their literary settings 
where they are described. If we decide to focus on the descriptions of the acts 
we immediately run into the problem of not being able to distinguish between 
fictional and non-fictional acts. Whether or not the acts were performed they 
still form parts of the text, and therefore the study remains a textual study. To be 
fair, one has to admit that no study of the OT can be anything other than a tex-
tual study, since there is nothing but text.2 What varies is how we see and define 
the analogical relationship between what the text describes, and the physical 
world. Do we e.g. consider the prophet Jeremiah to be not only a character in 
the text of the book of Jeremiah, but also a historical figure in late pre-exilic 
Judah? If so, then an historical analogy exists between the literary character 
Jeremiah and a historical character Jeremiah. But how do we go about determin-
ing whether there is such an analogy? 

1 So e.g. Gordon (1995b: 77), even though Gordon speaks somewhat carelessly about 'pro-
phetic symbolism' unfortu.•mtely relying on Stacey (1990). 
2 Not counting the very meagre archaeological and epigraphical material available. 
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The text has to be studied with all the means necessary in order to understand 
its verbal communication, and it is only in and through this close study of the 
text that the understanding of a possible historical character can be understood 
as well. However, when we attempt to understand the symbolic act as nonverbal 
communication, a second arsenal of analytical tools is brought in. To be more 
correct, the acts that then are analysed are seen in and through the 'textual 
world>l ofthe text, the imaginary form of reality, which is mirrored to us in and 
through the text. When we recognize the importance of this textual world we 
also have to emphasize that all possible referential status of texts are indirect, 
i.e., from the textual world to the real world through the means of text. 

All we can be sure of when it comes to the issue of historicity, is that the 
prophet performs his symbolic act in a particular textual world. Any possible re-
lationship between the real world and the textual world, i.e., any possible his-
toricity of the prophetic symbolic acts, must rely on how the textual world refers 
to the real world. Questions that can be asked at this point are e.g. whether the 
textual world seems to project its narrative into the real world, and whether the-
re is an amount of overlap between the two worlds, i.e., if we can recognize the 
real world in the textual world and vice versa. However, from a textuaLpoint of 
view, we can only come as far as to say that the text describes a world that is 
possible to us. At this point it is valuable to see how Ricoeur distinguishes be-
tween on the one hand the text as a structured work or event, construed by the 
means of literary techniques, and on the other hand the world, or meaning, of 
the text, in the sense of what the text is about.2 It is in order to keep these two 
aspects apart that we will use different sets of terminology, one literary and one 
semiotic. 

It is interesting to note that in the area of theatre and drama, this question of 
various levels has been the object of intensive study. A particular semiotic ap-
proach, similar to the one used here, speaks of possible worlds, the world-
creating operations of texts and the demands that texts make on their readers to 
make these worlds come into being.3 Elam speaks e.g. of the 'dramatic world' 
and how it is construed in the dramaturgical process, as part of the 'possible 

1 E.g. Ne! (1995). The expressions 'narrative world', e.g. Vorster (1985), and 'literary world', 
e.g. Stulman ( 1995), are sometimes used interchangeably with 'textual world'. Cf. also Polk 
(1983: 572-3), who speaks of the world of the metaphor or parable. 
2 See particularly Ricoeur (1976: 92-3), 'What has to be appropriated is the meaning of the 
text itself, conceived in a dynamic way as the direction of thought opened up by the text. In 
other words, what has to be appropriated is nothing other that the power of disclosing a world 
that constitutes the reference of the text.' and Ricoeur, and Thompson (1981: 137-8). 
3 Elam (1980: 98-101). 
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worlds' 1 of the drama. 2 The text equals the script, which presents the textual 
world, i.e. the dramatic world, to the reader. The dramatic world is therefore re-
presented in the script as a possible world, whereas on the stage we can see the 
possible world itself. The same would have been the case for the people in Jeru-
salem in the 8th century, who saw the prophet Isaiah waking around naked. To 
us, this story is available in the form of a text, which represents the textual 
world in which Isaiah walks. This can also be described by using Plato's distinc-
tion between 'mimesis', the imitation of verbal communication in the textual 
world, and 'diegesis', the narrative descriptions of all forms ofnonverbal com-
munication, since they can not be imitated by means of text. 3 The prophetic 
symbolic acts must therefore be parts of the diegesis of the textual world. From 
this follows, that everything that is described and not merely imitated in the text 
is also subject to various literary conventions that come into play when the de-
scription of a symbolic act is created. This is the best explanation why we are 
told in some instances that a prophetic symbolic act has been performed but not 
in others. The particular literary style, intention and structure create certain stric-
tures on how the description should be represented.4 It need have nothing to do 
with whether the act was performed or not, whether in the textual world or in 
the real world. This means that in order to understand a possible world one has 
to understand the particular culture in which it is represented textually, which in 
this study would mean that these prophetic symbolic acts have to be understood 
more on the basis of the actual analysis of the texts in which they are described, 
rather than on any preconceived ideas as to their nature and function. 5 

Elam distinguishes between possible worlds as 'hypothetically actual con-
structs' and imaginary worlds, which remain explicitly remote.6 The imaginary 
worlds are not meant to be realized in the mind of the reader/audience, whereas 

1 The concept of 'possible worlds' opens up yet further areas of interesting research that are 
valuable for the interpretation of both texts as well as symbolic acts within texts, see e.g. 
Ryan (1991), Ronen (1994). 
2 Elam (1980: 98-9). 
3 See Chatman (1978), Aichele (1997: 119-20), Plato, Republic, X. 
4 Aichele (1997: 121), 'Every story is also necessarily incomplete, for no story can describe 
every detail of the story-world from every possible point of view' and ' ... "the true story" -
the fully and correctly referential story - can never be told.' 
5 Elam (1980: 98-101: 101), 'A semiotic ... theory of possible worlds is concerned with the 
"world-creating" operations of texts and the conceptual labours they call for from their decod-
ers .... The textual worlds of concern to the semiotician are determined by cultural rather 
than logical models, and must be investigated according to the interpretative process required 
for their constitution rather than according to formal calculi.' 
6 Elam (1980: 110-1). 



43 

the possible worlds are. When the prophets Elijah and Elisha perform various 
miracles in 1-2 Kgs, the one more strange than the other, it is tempting to under-
stand these acts as imaginary worlds, not meant to be anything other than distant 
echoes of other worlds, and without both capacity and intention to be realized in 
the mind of the reader. Instead, they function as the divine legitimation for these 
prophets. These acts are therefore different in most respects from the prophetic 
symbolic acts studied here, since the latter are always within the boundaries of 
being realized. 

The logical step beyond this is to look at the world offered in and through the 
symbolic act itself, a 'symbolic world' inside the textual world, although a suit-
able term would have been dramatic world. That symbolic world is the meaning 
of the symbolic act, what it signifies or represents. Our theoretical approach the-
refore works on the basis of three layers; first, the text that describes the 
symbolic act; second, the performance of the act within the textual world; and 
third, the symbolic reference or representation of the act within the symbolic 
world of the act. 

The Texts 

Earlier studies have largely agreed on what the relevant texts are, but some dif-
ferences remain, and therefore there is need for clarifying the criteria and apply-
ing them to all the texts that have been suggested. I have included the major 
modem studies on these acts, and marked those texts that each study regards as 
a relevant text. 

It should be noted that Overholt does not set out to study the prophetic sym-
bolic acts as the rest of these scholars do, but with the intention to study the acts 
performed by intermediaries in order to legitimate their social position. How-
ever, it is interesting to see how his selection compares with the rest neverthe-
less, not the least because it will contribute to the question why these prophets 
performed these acts in the first place. This also ties in with the current discus-
sion concerning what a prophet in ancient Israel actually was, and if there is any 
meaningful way of distinguishing between a prophet and various other interme-
diators, such as diviners. 1 

1 See Overholt (1989), Petersen (1991), Barstad (1993), Grabbe (1993), Gordon (1995a), 
Gordon (1995b), Grabbe (1995), Wood (1995), Gitay (1997), Petersen (1997). 
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Text Viberg Friebel Amsler Fohrer1 Stacey Overholt2 

I Sam 15:27 x?3 X 

I Kgs 11 :30 X X X X X X 

I Kgs 17:13-6 x4 
1 Kgs 17:21 X 

1 Kgs 18:31 X 

1 Kgs 18:34-5 X X 

1 Kgs 18:36-8 X 

I K!!s 18:42 X 

I Kgs 18:46 X 

I K!!s 19:19 X X X 

I Kgs 19:21 X X X 

I Kgs 20:37 X 

1 Kgs 22:11 X X X X 

2Kgs 1:9-16 X 

2 Kgs 2:8,14,24 X 

2 Kgs 2:12 X 

2 Kgs 2:21 X 

2 Kgs 2:23-5 X 

2 K!!s 4:1-7 X 

2 Kgs 4:33-5 X 

2 Kgs 4:41 X 

2 Kgs 5:26-7 X 

2Kgs6:1-7 X 

2 Kgs 6:15-20 X 

2 Kgs 13:15-7 X X X X X 

2 K!!s 20:7 
2 Kgs 20:11/Is 38:8 X 

Is 7:3 X X X X 

Is 7:10-17 X X X 

Is 8:3,18 X X X X 

Is 20:2 X X X X 

Jer 13:1-11 X X X X X 

Jer 16:1-4 X X X X X 

Jer 16:5 X X X X 

1 Fohrer (1968) 
2 Overholt (1989). 
3 Fohrer (1968:20, n I) has some doubts since Samuel is not clearly depicted as a prophet. 
4 This text belongs to Overholt's category of prophetic acts that goes beyond the laws of na-
ture and serves the purpose of legitimating the prophet in his role. 
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Jer 16:8 X X X X 

Jer 18:1-4 X 

Jer 19 X X X X X X 

Jer 25:15-29 X X 

Jer 27 X X X X X X 

Jer 28:1-17 X X X 

Jer 32:1-15 X X X X X X 

Jer 35 X X X X 

Jer 36 X 

Jer43:8-13 X X X X X X 

Jer 51:59-64 X X X X X X 

Ez 2:8-3 :3 X X X 

Ez3:22, 24:25, 33:21 X X X X X 

Ez 4:1-3 X X X X X X 

Ez 4:4-8 X X X X X X 

Ez 4:9-13 X X X X X X 

Ez 5:1-4 X X X X X X 

Ez6:11 X X X 

Ez 12:1-16 X X X X X X 

Ez12:17 X X X X X 

Ez 21 :6,12 X X X X X 

Ez 21 :8-17,28-32 X X X X X 

Ez 21:18-22 X X X X X 

Ez 24:1 X X X X 

Ez24:3-14 X X X 

Ez24:15-24 X X X X X X 

Ez 37:15-28 X X X X X X 

Hos 1:1-3,3;1-2 X X X X X X 

Hos I :3-9 X X X 

Mic 1:8 x?l X X 

Hab 2:2 X 

Zech 6:9-15 X X X X X X 

Zech 11 :4-17 x?2 X X 

What stands out from this survey is the rather large agreement on the selection 
of texts from the prophetic books, as well as the more or less total exclusion of 

1 Fohrer (1968: 71-2) is uncertain. 
2 Fohrer (1968: 73) is uncertain. 
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the miracle-stories from 1-2 Kgs. Fohrer's argument, that most of these acts 
were magical acts, and as such remnants from that form of prophetic acts that 
had otherwise managed to overcome the magical character and become true 
symbolic acts as they were performed by Y ahwistic prophets in later time, is 
reasonable. 1 However, it should be complemented with Overholt's more func-
tional approach,2 namely that these apparently magical acts were of a somewhat 
different genre, i.e., they had a different purpose than the more traditional acts 
found in the prophetical books. As a way of distinguishing these two groups, 
aside from the obvious form-critical differences, the magical character should be 
replaced with the more functional sociological characterization, not because it is 
wrong but because it a criteria that is built not on function but on the worldview 
of the performers and the audiences. 

Fohrer does include some of the texts from 1-2 Kgs, and these are examples 
that Fohrer regards as something like borderline cases, prophetic acts that have 
just about managed to climb out of the magical context in which they have be-
longed. The fact that Stacey includes many of these texts, even though he is op-
posed to Fohrer's interpretation of these acts as originally magical, should be 
contributed to his very inclusive definition of 'prophetic drama' as it borders on 
any form of nonverbal activity by the prophets. However, his somewhat idiosyn-
cratic methodology makes it difficult to find a rational reason for his selection of 
texts, e.g. his inclusion of 1 Sam 15:27, an act which he admits was performed 
by accidentP 

It is also clear from this survey that our present analysis is quite strict in its 
definition, since there are several texts that are included by all or most all others 
but are excluded here. Friebel, who has a rather similar restrictive definition, 
almost always shares this strict selection.4 The one, basic principle behind this 
more restrictive approach is the quite rigorous requirement to find a clear de-
scription of an act what was in all probability performed, or more correctly, is 
intended to be performed in the textual world. Some acts simply can not be held 
to perform an act that symbolically denotes something beyond its own perform-
ance, e.g. 1 Kgs 19:21, and others are not symbolical but divinatory, i.e., they 
are efficacious and not symbolic, e.g. 2 Kgs 13: 15-7. In fact, the only prophetic 

1 Fohrer (1968). 
2 Overholt (1982), Overholt (1989), Overholt (1990). 
3 Stacey (1990: 78-9). For an interpretation of this text in connection with the prophetic sym-
bolic act by tearing Ahijah's robe in I Kgs 11 :30, see Viberg ( 1998). 
4 Friebel (1999). 
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symbolic act from 1-2 Kgs that is recognized in this analysis is found in 1 Kgs 
11 :30. 

When it comes to the prophetic books there is a larger agreement among 
scholars, but still it is clear that this study is more restrictive and demands more 
from texts as far as indications of performance, prophetic relevance and sym-
bolic value are concerned. Name giving is, e.g., not regarded here as a symbolic 
act (Is 7:3, 8:3, 18, Hos 1:3-9), since no performance of an act is described, as is 
the case in e.g. Ruth 4:16-7. 1 Strictly speaking, the name giving in these texts is 
not symbolic but only the names are, which also excludes any act of shouting 
out the names as prophetic symbolic acts.2 The act of name giving is minutely 
described in relation to Isaiah's writing the child's name on a board, but there is 
nothing in the text that would indicate that anything other than the name is being 
used in a symbolic sense. It may be that the writing on the board is meant to be 
taken in a symbolic sense, but I can not find any clues that would point in such a 
direction. 

The description of the act is introduced with the familiar phrase "take 
... ", which is often used to introduce descriptions of prophetic symbolic acts, e.g. 
1 Kgs 11:31, Ez 4:1, 3, 9, 5:1, etc. However, that does not mean that we can use 
that as an indication itself that the act that follows is symbolic, since the phrase 
often introduces ordinary acts with no intention of being used in a symbolic sen-
se, e.g. Jer 36:2. Isaiah writes the name of the future child on the board and 
makes it public, and that act may very well be described as a prophetic act, in the 
sense that he does it on God's command and as part of his prophetic activity. 
However, there is nothing in the text that would indicate that the writing on the 
board, the public display in front of witnesses are meant to be taken in a secon-
dary, symbolic sense, beside the public display of the name. The name itself, on 
the other hand, is clearly meant to be taken in a secondary sense as a description 
of the future fate of the people, but that does not apply to the act whereby the 
name is displayed. If we compare with Ez 37:16, 1'7¥ "97-nR, 
"Take a stick and write on it", we find a similar introduction. But although the 
phrase here introduces a prophetic symbolic act, that does not follow necessarily 
from the introductory phrase, but from the fact that the sticks are later being used 
in an act that is clearly meant to be understood as a symbolic act by means of 
various textual indications. In Is 8:1f, however, no such indications can be found, 

1 So Viberg (1992: 166-75). 
2 An Assyrian prophet from Arbela was called la dagil-ili, 'One who does not see God' , 
probably a name taken or given to the prophet in order to refer to the Assyrian nation as a 
whole, see Parpola (1997: 1-li). 



48 

and therefore the act must be understood as an act of public display commanded 
by God, but not meant to be taken in any symbolic sense. 

Mic 1:8 describes common, conventional acts ofmouming, not in any way par-
ticular to the prophet or his message. They convey nothing else but their con-
ventional meaning. For this to have been a prophetic symbolic act, it would have 
had to mean something more than the conventional meaning. There are also no 
indications as to whether these mourning were ever performed. This view is also 
shared with Friebel, Amsler, and to a certain extent, Fohrer. Hab 2:2 is not rec-
ognized by anyone else but Overholt, who does not provide any explanation for 
the inclusion of this text, which simply describes an act of writing. This act is 
not in any way indicated to be symbolic, as is also recognized in all other stud-
ies. Zech 11 :4-17 presents a vision, describing some form of act with two sticks. 
But the visionary context clearly excludes any possibility for this text to de-
scribe a symbolic act, as is recognized by Friebel, Amsler and to a certain extent 
also Fohrer. 

What is left, then, are the texts from Jeremiah and Ezekiel, and here we are 
dealing with prophets that were clearly accustomed to performing symbolic acts 
as part of their prophetic activity, and that in itself requires more when it comes 
to put any such text into question. However, it is only in and through a detailed 
analysis of all the relevant texts that a reliable selection can be made of 'pro-
phetic symbolic acts', along the principles laid down in the definition above. 
Therefore, all the possible texts from Jeremiah and Ezekiel will be argued for or 
against in the light of what we define as a 'prophetic symbolic act'. 

The Book of Jeremiah 
Jer 13:1-11: 1 The story of Jeremiah and the linen girdle bears several marks 

of having been performed as a prophetic symbolic act; the command to perform 
a visible act, the detailed description of the act, and the following interpretation 
in the form of an oracle. However, it does have certain problems, such as the 
lack of an audience and the understanding of'Euphrates ' . But on the whole, the 
act should be understood as a prophetic symbolic act. 

Jer 16: 1-9: The absence of action is not itself an action, a principle that we 
will have to come back to on several occasions in this study. There is a clear 
connection between Jer 16:1-9 and Ezek 24, with the exception that Jer 16:1-9 
does not refer to any actions on Jeremiah's part, only his abstaining from action. 

1 Those texts presented in bold characters are the instances that are considered prophetic 
symbolic acts, and they are therefore included in the analysis below. 
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What we have in Jer 16 could be called 'Symbolic behaviour', which would in-
clude even the refusal to perform certain expected, conventional acts, but is does 
not constitute a symbolic act. We find somewhat of a confirmation of this con-
clusion from v. 10, where God is saying that Jeremiah 'will have preached all 
these words', i.e., no nonverbal behaviour is referred to, but verbal. Further-
more, when the people ask their question, they ask why God has pronounced 
such a great misfortune over them, i.e., another clear indication that what has 
preceded has been a verbal activity on Jeremiah's behalf, and not a nonverbal. 
Jeremiah's message that the people should abstain from performing the conven-
tional rituals of mourning is itself a symbol of how they should regard the fall of 
Jerusalem as just, and therefore in no need to be mourned for. 

Jer 18:1-4: Jeremiah's visits to the potter's house are regarded by Stacey as a 
prophetic symbolic act. However, there are several reasons for not regarding it 
as such. First and foremost, it is not Jeremiah himself that is performing the act, 
but the potter; to be a case of prophetic symbolic act, it has to be performed with 
intention of being a prophetic symbolic act, and although we can not excavate 
ourselves down through time to the mind of Jeremiah, we can in this instance 
know for sure that there was no such intention. Jeremiah only interprets the pot-
ter's ordinary work in a symbolic manner. It is therefore a case of prophetic 
symbolism, but not a prophetic symbolic act. 

Jer 19: Here we find a proper case of prophetic symbolic act, where Jeremiah 
again goes to the potter. However, this time with the intention of not only inter-
preting symbolically what he sees, but of actually performing an act himself 
with will afterwards be understood in a symbolic way. 
Jer 25:15-29: The story of the cup of wrath, being handed out by Jeremiah to 
various nations could not be taken as a symbolic act. The cup is said to be taken 
from the hand of God and given to surrounding nations to drink. It could be ar-
gued that this is all to be taken symbolically, and that Jeremiah could very well 
have performed some acts where he handed out a cup of wine. However, such 
an understanding would have to require certain indications from the text in that 
direction, indications that in this case are missing. Furthermore, there is no men-
tioning of an audience, and no following interpretation. When it is said in v. 15 
that Jeremiah is to take i1/?0iJ 'this cup ofthe wine of wrath', it 
would appear to indicate a reference to what precedes in the oracle of Jer 25. In-
deed, 25:9-10 speaks about punishing the people surrounding Israel, which then 
was taken up in the following vision, almost in the form of a parable. The con-
clusion must be that as far the text tells us, the handing out of the cup of wrath 
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was not performed symbolically by Jeremiah, but was used as a parable in his 
preaching. 

Jer 27:1-3; 28:10-11: This is a clear example of a prophetic symbolic act, 
and it is also provided with a clear, historical setting as well. What is particu-
larly interesting is that we are provided with the act of the prophet Hananiah, 
who breaks the joke of Jeremiah as a prophetic symbolic act, but with the oppo-
site message from Jeremiah's. 

Jer 32:6-15: This is another clear and unambiguous example of a prophetic 
symbolic act. The only problem is that no audience is mentioned, although that 
may be presumed to be present. The very concrete description of the conven-
tional act of buying a piece of land is an important indication that this act was 
performed. Furthermore, that the purchase was ordered by God and received a 
following interpretation (v. 15) are indications that help to classify this as a pro-
phetic symbolic act. 

Jer 35: This chapter does not describe a prophetic symbolic act, contrary to 
the views ofFriebel, Amsler and Stacey. As we saw in regard to Jer 18, the act 
of someone else can not be taken as a symbolic act by the prophet who is stand-
ing by. He may be using the act symbolically, but not even that appears to be the 
case here. The behaviour of the Rechabites is taken up by Jeremiah as a worthy 
example of obedience to God, to be followed by his own people. It is a case of 
an act that is understood symbolically by the prophet and put to use in his minis-
try, but that does not make it a prophetic symbolic act. 

Jer 43:8-13: Although the interpretation of this symbolic act is more difficult 
than most prophetic symbolic acts, there is nothing that would indicate that it 
was not performed as such. The description is concrete and receives an interpre-
tation in a following oracle. 

Jer 51:59-64: This is a highly unusual form of symbolic act. It is not the 
prophet himself that is to perform the act, since he is instructing a man called 
Seraiah to perform the act. Furthermore, Seraiah is to accompany the king as he 
goes to Babylon, and there Seraiah is to perform the act of sinking the scroll in 
Euphrates. Is this then a symbolic act, and if so, is it prophetic? It must be em-
phasized that there is no indication as to whether the act was ever performed or 
not. What the text provides us with is a description of the act, given by Jeremiah 
to Seraiah. Whether Seraiah ever got to Babylon and performed the act is un-
known. On the other hand, the intention of the act was clearly to perform a pro-
phetic symbolic act, although the prophet had to use a Seraiah as an extension of 
his hand, as it were. The case is therefore not the same as in Jer 18, where 
Jeremiah used the act of the potter in a sense in which it had never been in-
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tended. However, had the act been performed by Jeremiah it would clearly have 
been a prophetic symbolic act, and it is with these reservations that we will in-
clude this text. 

The Book of Ezekiel 
Ezekiel is the OT prophet that is described as performing the most prophetic 
symbolic acts. However, it is not the amount of acts performed by Ezekiel that 
has bewildered scholars as much as the nature of the acts. They are more elabo-
rate in their performance, and in a number of instances there is a genuine diffi-
culty in trying to determine whether what is described is in fact a prophetic 
symbolic act, meant to be understood as having been performed, or a vision. In 
order to distinguish an act from a mere form of symbolism, it has to be born out 
of the literary context certain significant indications that clearly show that it is a 
description of an act that is referred to. It is these indications that sometimes ap-
pear to be missing in Ezekiel, or appear difficult to distinguish from indications 
ofvisions. 1 

2,8-3,3: This is a description of a vision and not a prophetic symbolic act. In 
2:8 Ezekiel is told to open his mouth and receive what God is giving him, and in 
2:9 Ezekiel says, 'I saw a hand reaching out towards me'. These initial indica-
tions show that it is a matter of vision and not an act. When Ezekiel says in 3 :3 
that what he ate was sweet as honey, it is still a reference to the visionary con-
text, and an indication in this direction is the fact that the taste of the scroll is 
used symbolically for the quality of the message which God has given to Eze-
kiel. 

3:22-25: No prophetic symbolic act is involved in this text, even though it is 
believed to do so by Friebel, Amsler, Fohrer, Stacey and Overholt. God explains 
to Ezekiel how he is to be stricken by dumbness (see also 24:25-7; 33:2lf), and 
forced to reside in his home, until he is to begin preaching again. 2 The basic in-
dication that no symbolic act is involved is that no performance is given any 

1 There is also the view, shared by only a few scholars today, that the prophetic symbolic acts 
ofEzekiel were in effect only literary creations, described as if they had been performed. The 
most recent exponent of this view is Davis (!989b: 71), who ends up by saying that 'It is best 
to remain agnostic about whether any of the sign-actions was actually performed. One can 
only say that, while a number of them present great difficulties for a literal interpretation, they 
are all comprehensible and effective as literary devices.' For a critical evaluation of Davis po-
sition, see Darr (1994: 15-7), cf. also Davis (1989a) and the critical response by Darr (1989). 
2 I follow Zimmerli (1976: 158-9) et al. in considering the use of 'binding with chains' and 
'strike with dumbness' as metaphorical utterances. 
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form of secondary meaning, either explicit or implicit. We have no way of kno-
wing whether this dumbness was a physical impairment that struck Ezekiel, or 
whether he deliberately imposed it on himself. There may very well be symbolic 
value to the dumbness itself, but that does not involve a performance. Again, the 
lack of action does not constitute a symbolic act. What is symbolic in that case 
is instead a situation, a constellation of certain factors, but no performance, and 
therefore it can not be a symbolic act. 

4:1-17: This text clearly describes a whole set of prophetic symbolic acts, that 
together form a cluster with one and the same basic message. 

5:1-4: This is a clear example of a prophetic symbolic act, and it works in 
close conjunction with the prophetic symbolic acts in 4:1-17. 

6:11-14: These acts are surely meant to be performed, but they are not pro-
phetic symbolic acts. They are mere gestures, examples of that form of nonver-
bal communication that works in conjunction with verbal communication in 
order to enhance the value of the spoken message. As conventional gestures, 
these acts can be said to be symbolic since they do signify something beyond 
their mere performance. However, there are two things that distinguish these 
conventional gestures from prophetic symbolic acts. First, their complete con-
ventional status distinguishes them from prophetic symbolic acts, since the latter 
category is always innovative, however dependent they may be on older con-
ventional procedures. Second, there has to be some relevance to the prophetic 
context for an act to be considered as a prophetic symbolic act. A gesture of 
lamentation on the other hand, brings nothing that is relevant to the specific con-
text of a prophetic ministry, but could be performed by any member of society. 

12:1-16: This is a clear example of prophetic symbolic act. The prophet goes 
off, symbolising exile. The secondary meaning is clearly brought out by the lit-
erary context. The act is also free of any risk of being a mere conventional ges-
ture, and the act has a direct link to the prophetic ministry, since it is a symbolic 
act that presumably no one else would be likely to perform. 

12:17-20; 21:6-7, 12, 14: These are probably prophetic symbolic acts but of a 
less dramatic form, for two reasons. First, they only emphasize what is brought 
out by the accompanying verbal communication, and second, they are everyday 
conventional acts invested with an unusually small amount of dramatic empha-
sis for prophetic symbolic acts. However, they do symboiize something eise, as 
in 21:6-7, where Ezekiel is said to sigh. His sigh, however, is not his own natu-
ral sigh in that particular situation but symbolizes the sighing at the time of Je-
rusalem's fall. 
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21:18-20: This is no doubt a description that is meant to be taken as some-
thing that was performed, even though it is seen as such by other scholars. 
However, it is not a prophetic symbolic act since the act whereby the simple 
map is made is not in itself in any way given a symbolic value by any form of 
indicators. It is the finished product that symbolizes something else, namely the 
crossroad at which the foreign king is standing, deciding on which road to take. 

21:8-17, 28-32: This is not a description of a prophetic symbolic act but a 
metaphorical description of the violence that is about to fall on Jerusalem. There 
are no indications in the text to the effect that Ezekiel is supposed to perform 
anything in relation to a sword. His reaction is that of the observer in Jerusalem, 
displaying grief and sorrow at the sight of the oncoming destruction. Again, we 
take a more restrictive view on the text than other scholars. 

24:1-3: There is nothing that would indicate that this presents a prophetic 
symbolic act. The act of writing down the name of the day does not in itself sig-
nify something else, and it is doubtful if there even is something symbolic about 
the product of the act, the written memory of the day that the king of Babylon 
rushed forward towards Jerusalem. 

24:3-14: Although this text has been seen by some to describe a prophetic 
symbolic act (Amsler, Fohrer, Stacey), it does not. Instead, it does precisely 
what it says, namely '?tM '?r:llf, 'fabricates a parable' (v. 3), or perhaps it should 
be called an allegory. There are several indications that points to the conclusion 
that this is not meant to be taken as a description of a symbolic act. The caul-
dron is said to be made of copper, an unlikely item to be found in early sixth 
century Judah (v. 11 ). Furthermore, what would appear to be a description of a 
symbolic act in vv. 3b-5 is explicitly said in v. 3a to be spoken by Ezekiel to the 
people, i.e., nothing is said about performing what is described. What is said in 
vv. 3b-5 is an ironic description of the feeling of security that Ezekiel knew 
could be found in Jerusalem. Whether it was originally a work-song is impossi-
ble to know for sure. 1 

24:15-24: Although it is doubtful whether lack of conventional action can be 
seen to constitute prophetic symbolic act, this example does contain some activ-
ity on Ezekiel's behalf as well. Therefore it would be best to consider this as a 
prophetic symbolic act. 

37:15-28: This is a clear example of a prophetic symbolic act. It could be ar-
gued that it is only the final product of the act which has any symbolic value, 

1 For the most satisfying solution to all the technical problems in Ez 24:3-14, see now Block 
(1991). 
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but the emphasis in the text on being 'in the hand' of the prophet precludes any 
doubt as to the symbolic character of the act of unifYing the two sticks itself. 

Some Practical Issues Regarding the Analysis 

The analysis that follows will deal separately with each of the texts that describe 
a prophetic symbolic act. However, some texts contain more problems than oth-
ers, e.g. in the areas of textual criticism (Jeremiah), historical analysis and re-
daction history (Isaiah, Kings, Ezekiel), and some symbolic acts are more com-
plex in their symbolism than others, e.g. the complexities in Zechariah 6:9-15 
against the simplicity of Ez 4:9-13 . This means that the amount of space given 
to each text varies. This is so in order to come to terms with each and every one 
of the prophetic symbolic acts, without ever neglecting the fact that it is only in 
and through the texts that they can be understood. 
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B. Ahijah Tears the Mantle of Jeroboam (1 Kings 11 :29-31) 

Introduction 

Hardly anyone would deny that DtrG as a whole has been construed with the 
use of at least some earlier traditions. With a greater or lesser degree of force, 
these earlier traditions have then been tuned in to conform to the overarching 
theme. 

Only a part of these texts concern a prophetic symbolic act (1 Kgs 11:29-31 ). 
But I have chosen to deal with certain other texts as well, namely those which 
do not describe a prophetic symbolic act, but still a symbolic act, namely 1 Sam 
15 and eh. 24. It is only by seeing all these acts together that we can properly 
understand the overall theme into which the story of Jeroboam and the prophet 
Ahijah was put, and only so can the how and why regarding the oracle related to 
that act be understood. 

Needless to say, making use of individual narratives in the DtrG begs the 
question of how far the Dtr went in constructing the overall story, and to what 
extent individual narratives were created de novo or not. But although one could 
hold, as is the view taken here, that the Dtr made use of a variety of stories, one 
still has to ask the question whether the story goes back to an historical event or 
not. These two questions, the extent of Dtr literary creativity and possible his-
torical substratum, will be tackled when relevant in the following analysis. 1 

The symbolic acts in 1 Sam 15 and 24 are not prophetic in the sense in which 
we use the term in this study. Nevertheless, they are symbolic acts used with an 
ideological intent in a literary work where prophets are held in the highest es-
teem, and also perform symbolic acts, as in 1 Kgs 11:29-31 . 

A particular category of prophetic symbolic acts found in DtrG is the form, 
which I have elsewhere termed 'divine anointing' .2 Since I have analysed these 
acts before, I will not include them here, only to say that it is evident that sym-
bolic acts were used to a significant degree in DtrG, and as far as possible they 
emphasize those performed by a prophet. Why, then, were the symbolic acts in 
1 Sam 15 and 24 preserved? First of all, we must note again the part these tradi-
tions play in the overarching theme that has been worked out quite meticulously 
in DtrG, namely how a divided mantle can symbolize a divided kingdom. It is 

1 See Viberg (1998) for a discussion of the way Dtr has treated the theme. 
2 Viberg (1992: 89-119) . 
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probable that the theme was sparked off by any one of the traditions involved, 
and the story in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31 could have been that spark that set off the peo-
ple behind DtrG in their creative literary writing. 

Although the symbolic acts in 1 Sam 15 and 24 are not performed by proph-
ets, they are nevertheless performed by kings, or at least king to be. The point of 
view of Dtr appears to have been that the primary issue was whether it served 
the purpose of the overall story or not. If they were not performed by prophets 
but still contributed in a significant degree to the overall point of view of the 
story, so be it. The symbolic act in 1 Sam 15:27 may not be performed by a 
prophet, but it is performed in front of a seer, Samuel! And the new and surpris-
ing message of the act, unintentional as it may have been, is provided by Sam-
uel, who interprets the act in a clearly different way than does Saul. Needless to 
say, in his interpretation by Samuel we are actually hearing the Dtr, construing 
this act into an important part of the overall theme. 

Any possible pre-Dtr form of these narratives is lost to us. What we have 
available are the symbolic acts as they have been put to use in the ideological 
construction of Dtr, but then that is the problem we constantly encounter in try-
ing to understand prophetic symbolic acts. However, any understanding and use 
of such an act is better than none. The belief, still strong in some circles of bib-
lical scholarship, that an earlier context for a particular text can be unearthed 
with exegetical skills and a vivid imagination, is largely fruitless. We are left 
with the text before us, and any indication of an earlier context must be rooted 
in that text. Otherwise we are left with the imaginative but very subjective 
judgements of scholars. In recent years, we have seen a healthy shift in focus 
regarding the attempt to venture beyond and below the available text. It is now 
more or less well recognized that the focus should be on the present text and the 
attempt to explain that text. Any attempt to focus on an earlier, non-existing text 
is bound to end up in subjective judgements that can not be substantiated with 
certainty. The burden of proof for the existence of a textual history lies on the 
one who argues that it is possible to reach beyond the present state of the text. 

A more productive and verifiable way of understanding the text is to try to 
situate it ideologically and sociologically. These attempts have in recent times 
become the most fruitful ways to further our understanding of the biblical text, 
and then we come back to the texts in 1 Sam 15 and 24. The best we can do is 
not to try to extrapolate these texts from their present contexts, but rather to do 
the opposite, and analyse how they function in their respective contexts. Any 
conclusion as to whether these traditions regarding symbolic acts have existed in 
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a literary form earlier than in the present contexts must be based on indications 
in these contexts. 

Analysis of 1 Samuel15:27 and 24:5, 121 

Introduction 
The study of Jirku is an example of older exegetical research concerned with 
these symbolic acts. 2 He begins by noting that according to the belief in ancient 
Israel, and which is witnessed to in the Old Testament, there is an inherent ma-
gical power in clothing, and he particularly emphasizes the magical nature of the 
hem of the mantle together with the mantle itself. 3 He explains the act in 1 Sam 
15:27 by noting the fact that the hem of Samuel's mantle stands for the destiny 
of Saul, which Saul himself violates.4 Concerning 1 Sam 24:5, 12 Jirku holds 
that David, by cutting off the hem of Saul' s mantle, wanted to gain power over 
him, and it was the hem of the mantle that was thought to provide David with 
that power. 5 

Jirku does not work with comparative material, but tries with certain theories 
concerning magic to explain why the mantle in particular is being used and why 
it is used in this particular way. It is here that later scholarship disagrees with 
Jirku. Even if many scholars today would agree that the origin of the use of the 
mantle in such an act as in 1 Sam 15:27, it is more the symbolic meanings of the 
mantle, the hem of the mantle, the whole act of grasping the hem of the mantle 
and the act of cutting the hem of the mantle, that are of interest. 

Hylander understands 1 Sam 15:27 as a conscious act by Samuel by which he 
tears off the hem of Saul's mantle. This would then be Samuel's way of achiev-

1 See also my earlier study Viberg (2005). 
2 Jirku (1917 /18). 
3 Jirku (1917/ 18: 109), 'Es ist eine im Alten Testamente weitverbreitete Anschauung, daB in 
Kleidungsstiicken geheimnisvolle Krafte verborgen liegen konne." 
4 Jirku (1917 /18: 117), ' ... der Zipfel eines Kleides fiir das Schicksal eines Menschen von 
entscheidender Bedeutung sein kam." Stephens (1931: 61) also prefers a magical interpreta-
tion, 'Apparently the act had some magical power by which the man could be the more cer-
tain of receiving the blessing which he sought." 
5 Jirku (1917/18: ll8), ' Bevor David es wagen konnte, Saul zu tiiten, wollte er erst Macht 
tiber ihn gewinnen. Und dies erreichte er dadurch, daB er den Zipfel an Sauls Gewande in 
seinen Besitz brachte." This is also the view ofNoth (1971 : 241). For the opposite interpreta-
tion, see Honig (1957: 1 53). 
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ing a concrete, nonverbal illustration of what he later explains verbally in v. 28. 1 

This means that according to Hylander, there is no example in the text of the 
symbolic act of grasping the hem of the mantle, but more an example of a pro-
phetic symbolic act.2 Mettinger has followed Hylander in his interpretation of 1 
Sam 15:27, and emphasizes the continuity between the mantle of Saul which is 
tom apart and the kingdom of Saul, which is also 'tom' away from him. Met-
tinger also puts the symbolism of the act in connection with the symbolism of 
Jonathan's act of transferring his mantle, among other things, to David in 1 Sam 
18:3.3 

Conrad compares with those Mari-texts that describe how certain prophets 
have their hair and the hem of their mantle cut off. This symbolic act would 
mean that the king of Mari, who decides that such a thing should be done, 
makes these prophets harmless to him as prophets, since it means that they will 
be under his authority. It was his way of gaining control over potentially dan-
gerous critics. The hair and the hem of the mantle would then stand for the fact 
that the prophet is no longer capable of functioning properly in his role as 
prophet, until the king releases him.4 

Conrad holds it unlikely that Saul the king would submit himself to Samuel 
the prophet, which leads him to this alternative interpretation. To Conrad, then, 
Saul is trying to make Samuel appear dubious, and perhaps as a false prophet, 
by exercising his royal authority and cutting off the hem of Samuel's mantle. 
According to Conrad, this might well be the cause of the hostility between the 

1 Hylander (1932: 200), ' Der machtbegnadete Seher nimmt dem Verworfenen das Zeichen 
seiner Wtirde, den Konigsmantel, den er zerreisst, und gibt dazu die deutenden Worte, dass so 
Jahwe es seinem Konigreiche ergehen lassen wird." 
2 Fohrer (1968: 20, n 1) hesitates to classify this act as a symbolic act of the prophets, mainly 
because Samuel is not unambigously described as a prophet. His doubts in that case, however, 
are unfounded. 
3 Mettinger (1976: 34), ' ... the tearing of the robe in 15,27 refers to Saul's robe whether it was 
Saul himself or (more probably) Samuel who tore it. The rending of (15,27) and handing over 
of (18,4) a piece of the royal apparel would symbolize the transference of kingship from Saul 
and his son to someone else, to David." For an interpretation of the act in 1 Sam 18:3 as re-
flecting a legal symbolic act, see Viberg (1992: 127-35). 
4 Conrad (1969: 278), ' ... das Abschneiden von Haar und Mantelsaum bei den unbekannten 
Propheten in Mari eine gewisse Schutzhandlung des Konigs und des Staates darstellt, eine 
Schutzhandlung gegen solche, die aus falschen Beweggri.inden, mit behaupteten Traumen und 
falscher Botschaft zum Konig kommen, die also in betriigerischer Absicht ihre Traume vor-
bringen." So also Munn-Rankin (1956: 92). 
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two of them. I 
It is important to note that Conrad does not view the act in 1 Sam 15:27 as an 

example of the symbolic act of grasping the hem of the mantle. Instead, he un-
derstands the act, in line with the Mari texts he uses, as an example of the sym-
bolic act of cutting the hem of the mantle. However, he is then faced with the 
problem of explaining how a symbolic act which contains both the grasping of 
the hem as well as cutting it off, should be compared with a symbolic with act 
which only covers the latter part, the cutting of the hem.2 

Yet another problem with Conrad's view is that the text of 1 Sam 15:27 actu-
ally says 'and he grasped', which definitely does not point in the direction 
of the symbolic act of cutting the hem of the mantle. On the contrary, it may 
point towards the symbolic act of grasping the hem of the garment. Brauner has 
also criticized Conrad for his way of using the Mari texts. 3 Yet another diffi-
culty with Conrad's view is that Saul's comment afterwards in v. 30 does not fit 
in with an attempt on his part to dishonour Samuel. All this makes Conrad's in-
terpretation of 1 Sam 15:27 unlikely. However, his interpretation becomes much 
more interesting when we come to 1 Sam 24:5, 12, where it explicitly said that 
David cuts off the hem ofSaul's mantle.4 

Brauner's own interpretation of 1 Sam 15:27 is more traditional compared 
with Conrad's view.5 Brauner holds that it is an example of the symbolic act of 
grasping the hem of the mantle. According to the parallels that Brauner makes 
use of, the act points to some form of treaty, where the lower part, the vassal, 

I Conrad (1969: 280), ' Saul benutzt zu ihrer Abwehr die Mittel, die Konig und Staat- wie in 
Mari - seit eh und je gegeniiber ihren Propheten gehabt haben. Er reiJ3t dem Propheten den 
Mantelsaurn ab, entehrt und entmachtet ihn auf diese Weise. Ja, vielleicht kann man sagen, 
daJ3 er ihn seiner Amtswiirde entkleidete." 
2 Conrad (1969: 278, n 24) is aware of this problem, but he does not provide an explanation. 
Noth (1971: 240) holds that it might very well have been enough with just one of the two, but 
he provides no examples to substantiate his view. 
3 Brauner (1974: 37, n 9). 
4 Noth (1971) treats the same Mari texts that Conrad uses, but Noth sensibly enough applies 
them to 1 Sam 24, and not 1 Sam 15 . So also Gordon (1980). Klein (1983) leans towards the 
same direction, 'Hence the taking of the robe in the present is a sign of restraint and 
innocence ... . ". This leaves open the question whether the act was meant to have another 
meaning outside of its present literary context. For the use of the act of cutting the hem of the 
garment in the context of divorce, see Finkelstein (1975: 240), 'For the sequence of actions 
entailed by the divorce procedure, which include the cutting of the sissiktu by the man, ... 
there can be no doubt therefore that this symbolic act was required to validate a divorce", see 
also Munn-Rankin (1956: 92), Greengus (1969: 514). 
5 Brauner (1974). His view is taken up by e.g. McCarter (1980: 268), Greenstein (1982: 217-
8), Klein (1983 : 150). 
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submits himself to the other part and thereby asks for the treaty. This means for 
Brauner that Saul submits himself to Samuel in 1 Sam 15:27 and asks him to 
remain with him. 1 Brauner argues on the basis of both Akkadian texts and the 
one relevant Ugaritic text, KTU 1.6.II:9-11. 2 

Gnmbreck summarizes the four possible ways of understanding 1 Sam 15:27; 
first, Saul tears off the hem of his own mantle, second, Saul tears off the hem of 
Samuel's mantle, third, Samuel tears off the hem ofhis own mantle, and fourth, 
Samuel tears off the hem of Saul' s mantle. 3 Gnmbreck dismisses the first alter-
native, and holds that the second alternative presupposes a change in subject, 
which would have been made explicit in MT. To Gnmbreck it is therefore basi-
cally reasons based on syntax that speaks against the first two alternatives, leav-
ing him with alternatives three and four. He shows that '?'l!T?, 'mantle', could 
very well be a royal mantle, part of the royal apparel.4 However, Gnmbreck 
agrees with Conrad in that it would be unlikely for the king to submit to the 
prophet, which leaves him with only one alternative, namely that Samuel tears 
off the hem of his own mantle. This would then not be a case of any of the two 
symbolic acts of grasping the hem of the mantle and cutting it off the mantle. It 
would then be an otherwise unknown act, but presumably with a symbolic sig-
nificance. It would then make it similar to the prophetic symbolic acts.5 

McCarter follows the view of Brauner in regard to 1 Sam 15:276 and Met-

1 Brauner (1974: 38), 'Clearly, Saul supplicates Samuel, importunes him not to abandon him 
and submits himself of Samuel's (and God's) authority - all, both in word and in the deed of 
taking hold of Samuel's cloak .... it is Samuel then who grasps the tearing of the garment to 
pronounce the penitent Saul's fate." So also Finet (1969: 126), 'En revanche, lorsque SaUI 
veut agripper le pan du manteau de Samuel, c'est un geste de supplication. Car sisir - et non 
couper- la frange du manteau de quelqu'un, c'est quete une protection, se soumettre, faire al-
legeance." See also Munn-Rankin (1956: 92) regarding this symbolic act, which in the wider 
ancient Near Eastern arena can be both a legal symbolic act, e.g. KAI 215:11, as well as a 
non-legal act, e.g. KTU2 1.6.II:9-ll , see also Viberg (1992: 127). 
2 For this text, see e.g. Moor (1987, n 422), who calls the act of Anat an act of supplication, 
and compares it the with the act in 1 Sam 15:27, in line with Brauner's interpretation. 
3 Gmnbaek (1971). 
4 However, in this supposed identification Gmnbreck makes the simple mistake of confusing 
sense with reference. The sense of 'mantle" is its general meaning, applicable to all sorts of 
mantles, royal or not, whereas the reference of 'mantie" may very well be exclusively royal. 
5 Gmnbaek (1971: 42). 
6 McCarter (1980: 384). He compares 1 Sam 15:27 with 24:5, 'The situation here is not, how-
ever, the same. The piece of Saul's robe that David cuts away is to serve as proof of David's 
refused opportunity to strike down his king and thus of his loyalty to him." So also Stoebe 
(1973: 440). According to Stoebe, it is not likely that a symbolic/magical significance of the 
act would have been forgotten, which is why he does not prefer that view. 
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tinger's view of a legal symbolism when it comes to 1 Sam 18:3-4, although 
with a certain hesitation. 1 McCarter understands David's act in 1 Sam 24:5 as an 
attempt to prove that although he could have killed Saul, he did not because of 
his loyalty to Saul. He therefore sees no relevant parallel between 1 Sam 24:5 
and the well-known conventional symbolic act of cutting the hem of the gar-
ment. 

Analysis of I Samue/15:27 

n:;SS ::Jtl"1 As Samuel turned to go away, he caught 
hold of the hem of his robe, and it tore. 2 

There are basically four ways to interpret this verse, as was noted above. First, 
Saul tears off the hem of his own mantle, second, Saul tears off the hem of Sa-
muel's mantle, third, Samuel tears off the hem of his own mantle, and fourth, 
Samuel tears off the hem ofSaul's mantle. As far as I know, no one has argued 
for the first alternative. There is a linguistic problem in the text, since Hebrew 
syntax formally agrees with all four alternatives. One would have thought that if 
Saul was the subject of the verb 'and he grasped', it would have been 
made explicit, but it is not required. However, there are certain clues in the text 
itself that points in a certain direction. First, it says that Samuel turns around to 
walk away, second that someone grasps the hem of someone's mantle, and third 
that the hem tore. It is certainly reasonable to argue that there is an intimate rela-
tionship between these three statements, i.e., that they are dependent upon each 
other. 

If Samuel, according to alternative four above, is understood as grasping and 
tearing the hem of Saul's mantle, there are at least two objections to be made. 
First, if Samuel turns around to walk away, the natural understanding of that 
statement is that he is walking away from Saul. It then becomes hard to under-
stand how he can grasp and tear the hem of Saul' s mantle at the same time that 
he is walking away from him. Second, the text seems to give the impression that 
someone intended only to grasp the hem, and that it tore by accident. 3 If Samuel 

1 Mettinger (1976: 39). 
2 We have chosen a consecutive translation of 1, 'and", here, mostly because it would suit all 
possible interpretations. But it is quite possible, and even likely that it should be translated 
adversatively, ' but it tore", which is preferred by e.g. Stoebe (1973: 289). 
3 The verb used, Dij', 'tear", in niphal occurs 5 times, Ex 28:32; 39:23, 1 Sam 15:27; 1 Kgs 
13:3, 5. In Exodus it concerns cloth that is accidentally torn apart, which is relevant to 1 Sam 
15:27. 
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were supposed to be performing the act it would be hard to understand that the 
text would describe a failure on his part. 1 Instead, it would have to be something 
intentional on Samuel's part, but then it could have been formulated in a much 
easier way, and not as if it was an accidental occurrence. This way of arguing 
shows Conrad's view to be unacceptable. 

The two arguments above also speak against the third alternative, that Samuel 
would be tearing the hem of his own mantle. Why would he leave while per-
forming a symbolic act, and why would the text give the impression that the 
hem of Samuel's mantle was tom by accident? 

That leaves us with the second alternative, that Saul tears the hem of Sam-
uel's mantle. It does justice to all three statements that are made in v. 27; Saul 
grasps the hem of Samuel's mantle, and as Samuel begins to walk away, it is 
easy to understand how it tears by accident. Yet another argument in favour of 
the alternative is that vv. 27 and 28 both start with Samuel as the explicit sub-
ject. In v. 28 Saul is referred to by a pronoun, and it would be natural for him to 
be referred to in this same way in v. 27. 

When we look at Samuel's statement afterwards in v. 28, he says that 'Yhwh 
has tom the kingdom oflsrael from you this very day'. If Samuel sees the king-
dom as being symbolized by the hem of the mantle, then the analogy on which 
the symbolism is based does not quite fit in, since the hem is tom from Samuel's 
mantle and not Saul's. 2 However, it is doubtful whether we should demand the 
analogy to be so strict. The central issue, which forms the basis for Samuel's 
statement in v. 28, is the fact that the hem of the mantle was tom, rather than 
whose mantle it was. It is then the very act itself that is used in an analogical 
way by Samuel. 

Textual criticism also supports the first alternative. Both LXX, Syr and 
4QSam all have Saul as explicit subject to pr.cn, 'and he grasped'. It is hardly 
likely that the name Saul would have disappeared by some mechanical error. In-
stead, the easiest solution is to consider LXX, Syr and 4QSam as examples of 
how 1 Sam 15:27 was understood when those texts were written.3 

There is one other instance in the OT which mentions the symbolic act of 
grasping the hem of the garment, namely Zech 8:23. Ten men from various na-

1 McCarter (1980: 270) holds that 'The prophetic narrator is principally concerned in these 
stories with obedience to the (prophetically transmitted) word of Yahweh". Veijola (1975: 
102, n 156) wonders if 1 Sam 15 does not stem from prophetic circles, so also Birch (1976: 
1 07). For a different view, see e.g. Donner (1983: 25), who considers 1 Sam 15 to postexilic. 
2 This is argued by Hylander (1932: 200), Mettinger (1976: 37, n 7). 
3 So e.g. Klein (1983: 146). 
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tions will •·w.,; 1P'\Qi)\ 'grasp the hem of a Jehudite', and beg for his 
company. From the context it is clear that their act is one of supplication and 
submission. 1 

If we turn to extra biblical material, there is a well-known symbolic act ex-
pressed in Akkadian as qaran $Ubtit PN 'grasp the hem of the mantle of 
PN' or sissiktalsikka $abtltu, 'grasp the hem'.2 This symbolic act means, while 
performed by a vassal in the making of a treaty, that he submits to the suzerain 
and promises obedience.3 The act also occurs in more private legal contexts, and 
then it has the meaning of someone trying to limit the freedom of, or even exer-
cise power over, someone else. 

In earlier research the qaran/sissiktu(m) has been considered as some special 
item on the mantle, as e.g. the 'hem'. However, Malul has shown that this is not 
the case.4 The sissiktu/sikku was not a hem of a mantle, but a form of clothing. 
The corner of the mantle was referred to by qannu/qaran subtlti. A conclusion 
that Malul draws is that it is not a matter of a separate 'hem, but simply the cor-
ner of the mantle. The piece of clothing was called sissiktu, but with time the 
name of the piece of clothing came to signifY, by means of metonymy, that par-
ticular part that was used in legal symbolic acts.5 

A particular text that mentions the act of grasping the hem of the garment 
comes from the Ugaritic Baal epic KTU 1.6.11:9-11, where Anat performs the 
following act: 

tiiJd. mt b sin . lps. 
ts$qn[h] b q$ . all . 

She grasped Mot by the hem of(his) mantle, 

she constrained (him) by the end of(his) robe. 

Anat is looking for her brother Baal, who has been killed by Mot. Finally, she 

1 So e.g. Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 441). See also Kalluveettil (1982: 26-7). For the re-
sumption of the verb prn in Zech 8:23, see Joiion, and Muraoka (1991: 647, n 2). 
2 See AHw 2, 1050-1, and 3, 1067. 
3 See Munn-Rankin (1956: 91), " To hold or carry the sissikturn' suggests a menial action and 
was undoubtedly a symbolic gesture performed by a vassal in acknowledgment of the autho-
rity of his suzerain . ... To 'seize the qarnu or the garment' had the same significance.' In the 
case of a treaty on a parity level, the symbolic act that was used was sissikta raqasu, 'bind the 
hem'. It probably meant that something, symbolizing the agreement, was tied to the hem. See 
e.g. Korosec (1967: 148), 'L' autre locution sissiktam rakasum provient sans doute d'un geste 
symbolique indiquant la formation du lien entre les parties contractantes." 
4 Malul (1986). 
5 Malul (1986: 34), 'Thus, the functioning of the lap-garment in certain very common legal 
symbolic acts may well have caused, by way of metonymy, its name to be restricted to only 
that part of it which was frequently involved in the various symbolic acts." 
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goes to Mot and uses this symbolic act in her plea for the release of her brother. 1 

It is clear that Anat's purpose with her symbolic act was to amplify her prayer 
for Baal's release. The act therefore signifies the humble request from the lower 
to the higher. 

Yet another interesting case of the act of grasping the hem of the mantle can 
be found in KAI 215: 11: 

bftkmth py -'ftz Because of his wisdom and loyalty, he grasped 
bknp mrft mlk J§§wr the hem of his lord, the king of Assur. 

The inscription was made by Barrakib, son of Panammuwa II of SamJal, an 
Aramean city-state between Charchemish and Karatepe. In line 11 is described 
how Panammuwa submits as a proper vassal to his lord, the Assyrian king. His 
submission is described in two ways; first by the use of the concept of and 
second by means of the symbolic act of grasping the hem of the king's mantle, 
-'J:tz bknp mrft mlk .>§swr.2 What should be noted is the similarity in wording and 
expression between 1 Sam 15:27, KTU 1.6.II:9-11 and KAI 215:11. 

The conclusion that can be drawn is that what is found described in 1 Sam 
15:27 is a symbolic act, which is well known from the ancient Near Eastern con-
text of ancient Israel. The act signified submission and could even function as a 
legal symbolic act in the making of a vassal-suzerain treaty. To 1 Sam 15:27 this 
means that Saul, in despair over the fact that Samuel is abandoning him, makes 
use of a symbolic act, which he hopes, will soften the anger of Samuel. Tragi-
cally, however, his submission is by accident turned into something completely 
different, something that Samuel is the first to make use o£ 

At this point there is another lesson to learn from the extra biblical material. 1 
Sam 15:27 emphasizes, quite ironically, that the hem of the mantle is torn.3 

What lies behind this is the identification of yet another symbolic act, well-
known from the ancient Near Eastern context, that of cutting the hem of the gar-
ment, sissikta bataqu.4 This symbolic act had at least two functions, divorce and 

1 See Greenstein (1982), Gaster (1961 : 220-1). 
2 See Haulotte (1966: 77), Brauner (1974: 38, n 11). 
3 The irony can also be found in KTU2 1.6.II :9-ll. Anat is said to grasp the hem of Mot's 
mantle in order to request for her brother's freedom, in all humility. Later, however, it is said 
in ll. 30-31 that ti!Jd bn. ilm.mt, 'She grasped Mot, the son of El", and slaughters him. The 
irony resides in the use of the verb a!Jd in the form ti!Jd in both cases. That the two acts are 
consciously made parallel is clear by the fact that they are both preceeded by three lines de-
scribing Anat's longing for her brother. 
4 AHw 1,1145, esp. 114.l.b. 



65 

and controlling prophets. In the context of divorce, the man cut off the hem of 
the woman's mantle, thus in effect terminating the marriage.1 A somewhat dif-
ferent use was made of this symbolic act in Mari, as was mentioned above. 2 The 
sudden shift from the symbolic act intended by Saul, expressing humility, to the 
symbolic act that is reflected in the accident of the torn mantle, constitutes the 
basis for Samuel's final comment in v. 28. It is likely that this accident provided 
Samuel with a good illustration of his evaluation of Saul, namely that he was 
questioning and maybe even opposing Samuel's prophetic authority. This sud-
den twist from an act of humble request to what seemed similar to an act of de-
fiance is probably meant to be understood as ironic by the author.3 Probably 
Samuel is meant to understand the accidentally created allusion, but it is from 
the author's point of view that we get the full picture of the seemingly humble 
king, who is no longer in a position to hide his true intentions. 

Analysis of 1 Samue/24:5, 12 
The symbolic act of cutting the hem of the garment also becomes relevant in 
trying to understand what David does to Saul in 1 Sam 24:5, 12. Why does Da-
vid cut off the hem of Saul's mantle? Is there perhaps an intentional link on the 
author's behalf between 24:5, 12 and 15:27? 

The expressions that are used in 15:27 and 24:5 are quite similar; 15:27 has 
'and he grasped the hem of his garment', and 24:5 has 

'and he cut off the hem of the garment'. This similarity 
between the expressions, together with the fact that Saul figures so prominently 
in both instances, makes it likely that the similarity is intentional. In 1 Sam 
15:28 Samuel gives his final verdict, inspired by the accidental tearing of the 
mantle, by saying that Saul's kingdom will be torn from him and given lit. 
'to your neighbour', or better, 'to someone else'. It is clear to the reader, as well 
as to Samuel, that this 'someone' is none other than David.4 Saul's ignorance of 
this fact provides the scene with an ironic twist. He who had the reputation that 

1 See e.g. Finkelstein (1975: 240), Petschow, RLA 3, 321, Munn-Rankin (1956: 92). 
2 For this phenomenon, see Ellermeier (1968), Heintz (1968), Huffmon (1968), Notscher 
(1968), Moran (1969), Ross (1970), Koch (1972), Dietrich (1973), Craghan (1975), Noort 
(1977), Malamat (1980), Schmitt (1982), Lafont (1984), Malamat (1987), Durand (1988), 
Gordon (1993). 
3 'Author' is here used in a somewhat heuristic sense. We might as well speak of the 'implied 
author', or the 'Deuteronomist'. 
4 This is also spelled out later in 1 Sam 28:17, when Samuel, back from the dead, quotes him-
self in a final reproach to Saul, 1117 il)il; 'Yhwh tore the 
kingdom from your hand and gave it to your neighbour David." 
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no man in Israel was lit. 'better/more beautiful than he' (1 Sam 9:2), is 
now told that his kingdom will pass on to someone who is 
'better/more beautiful than you', and he does not even know who it is. The use 
of 'better/more beautiful than' in both cases is a clear indication that the irony is 
intended. 

In 15:28 Samuel saw the hem that was tom from his mantle, as a symbol of 
the kingdom, which, he declared, was about to pass from Saul. This prophetic 
utterance is fulfilled in a comic sense in 24:8, when David cuts off the hem of 
Saul's mantle. The actual event of 15:27 is here repeated, but with an intrusion 
of David, the Saul was ignorant of. And the irony continues in 24:5, since 
Saul is still unaware of what is happening. 

Scholars have had different opinions as to whether David's act in 24:5 dis-
plays loyalty to the king, 'Look! I could have done it, but I did not!', or whether 
it is an example of the symbolic act discussed above, sissikta battiqu, 'cut the 
hem of the mantle'. The first alternative may seem rather evident, but it runs 
into difficulties in explaining, first, the oracle in v. 5, which appears to be God's 
go ahead for David to kill Saul, and, second, David's display of bad conscience 
in vv. 6-7. In the light of these two obstacles, the first alternative becomes at 
least insufficient as an explanation. It is clear that what David does in 24:5, 12 
must have meant something more than just showing his loyalty to Saul as the 
anointed one. David must have done something harmful to Saul, although not 
physical. 1 It is precisely here that the symbolic act of sissikta bataqu, 'cut the 
hem of the mantle ' becomes relevant, since the act symbolized taking authority 
over someone else. Saul grasped the hem of Samuel's mantle 'and 
it tore' (1 Sam 15:27), God would li!R, 'tear', the kingdom from Saul (1 Sam 
15:27), and David 'cut', the hem of Saul' s mantle. 

Afterwards David is struck by bad conscience, and regrets his action towards 
Saul (1 Sam 24:6-7). What he regrets is the intention inherent in the symbolic 
act, which was tantamount to rebellion against the anointed king. This means 
that the symbolic act was indeed part of the rebellious act ofDavid towards Saul 
and not something done by David to prove his new, loyal intent towards the 
king. 2 

It seems as if the author wanted to show how David, the king to be, is put to 
the test by God himself and manages to uphold his integrity, although with a 

1 So e.g. Noth (1971 : 241). 
2 McCarter (1980: 387, n 2) instead chooses to consider vv. Sb-6 as an addition. However, the 
text can be understood as it stands, if the symbolic act is interpreted as a conventional sym-
bolic act, well known from the cultural context. 



67 

certain doubt since he does cut off the hem of Saul's mantle. David is encour-
aged by his men to finish Saul off, since he does cut off the hem (1 Sam 24:5, 8, 
11 ). However, in chapter 25 David learns from a woman how to hand over re-
venge and judgement to God. This is then implemented in David's own life i 
26:9, when he is put to the same test as in chapter 24. 1 Sam 25 would then ser-
ve a proleptic purpose to chapter 26. 1 These three chapters would then make 
sense in the order in which they stand, and chapters 24 and 26 do not have to 
present the same occurrence. 2 

The Text 

'i1'1 29 

• ink 
·.Kii1l.blT9 

0 01::l? i1tli,n 

OlJ:rJ:'? 1ltK"J 31 O'l?li? 
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Textual notes 

29 About that time, when Jeroboam was leav-
ing Jerusalem, the prophet Ahijah the Shilo-
nite found him on the road. Ahijah had 
clothed himself with a new garment. The two 
of them were alone in the open country 30 

when Ahijah laid hold of the new garment he 
was wearing and tore it into twelve pieces. 31 

He then said to Jeroboam: Take for yourself 
ten pieces; for thus says Yhwh, the God of 
Israel, 'See, I am about to tear the kingdom 
from the hand of Solomon, and will give you 
ten tribes. 

a LXX prefers to read the more clarifying 6 Axtw;. 
b LXX emphasizes the seriousness on behalf of the prophet by adding Kal. a7tecnl]crev 
atYtov ETC 'tijc; 6o01'J, 'and he removed him from the road' after ev 't'fi 684>, 'on the 
road". Some scholars hold the opposite to be the case, namely that the phrase was lost 
in the transmission of the Hebrew text due to haplography by homoeoteleuthon, ( l11::l .. . 

l,,;,), so e.g. Noth (1968: 242-3), Gray (1970: 290), Knoppers (1993: 183, n. 29). 
However, Wevers (1950: 303) has supplied a convincing explanation for the phrase as 
an addition, according to which LXX is rationalising when it concludes that if the two 

1 So e.g. Gordon (1980). Mettinger (1976: 37) talks about the skopos of the text, before a Dtr 
redaction, as being 'David's future kingship and his freedom from blood-guilt." 
2 Against e.g. Klein (1983: 236). Koch (1969: 132-48) considers chapter 24 to be original and 
chapter 26 as a later development from chapter 24. For the opposite view, see e.g. McCarter 
(1980: 386). Gronbaek (1971: 168f) holds it to be a matter of two independent traditions. 
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are first on the road and then in the field, they must have left the road. Wevers simply 
notes that being on a country road in that time was practically the same as being in the 
fields. 
c This is missing in LXXB,L, but added by LXXO. MT is preferable for two reasons. 
First, the text does not seem to make sense without it, stating only the obvious that they 
were in the open, whereas the statement that they were alone has a specific purpose. 
Second, the Greek J.LOVOt, ' alone" could have been lost in the transmission due to haplo-
graphy by homoeoteleuthon (aJ.Lq>O'tEPQ! - J.LOVQ!). DeVries (1985: 147), however, re-
gards LXXB,L as the original. 
d It could be that the article is secondary since it does not occur in LXX. However, the 
opposite explanation is preferable, namely that the article has been left out, the reason 
for which is not clear. The article makes sense, since the ten pieces have been men-
tioned earlier in v. 31 . 

Earlier Studies 

In trying to understand the symbolic act by the prophet Ahijah in 1Kgs 11:29-
31, we must first note the rather chaotic state of the text in 1Kgs 11:26-40, 
something that has long been noted. 1 This is not the place to deal with the intri-
cate issue of the redaction history of the deuteronomistic history, but only to 
note how various solutions have implications for the understanding of the sym-
bolic act in vv. 29-31. 

Scholars have mainly followed one of two alternative paths in trying to 
smoothen out the rugged texture of 1 Kgs 11 :29-40. Either the text is on the 
whole considered to be a creation by Dtr, except for the odd few glosses that 
have caused the obvious inconsistencies, or it is thought to be based on some 
older, often prophetic, source that has been exposed to various forms of redac-
tion, mostly by Dtr.z 

The most well-known proponent of the first view is Noth in his commentary 
on 1 Kgs 1-16 in 1968, who considered 11:29-39 to be the work ofDtr, except 

1 See in particular Noth (1943: 114), Seebass (1963), Plein (1966), Noth (1968: 245-6), 
Dietrich (1972: 15-20, 54-5, 62, 137), Seebass (1976), Treboiie Barrera (1980: 143-8), Weip-
pert (1983), Vanoni (1984), DeVries (1985: 148-9), Campbell (1986: 25-32), Provan (1988: 
100-5), Trebolle Barrera (1989: 129-35), McKenzie (1991: 41-7). For an attempt to more 
fully appreciate the literary artistry of the text in its extant form, see Cohn (1985). 
2 For some general overviews of the various alternatives when it comes to the redaction his-
tory of the DtrG, see e.g. O'Brien (1989: 3-15), Knoppers (1993: 17-54), McConville (1993 : 
78-90). 
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for some minor glosses. 1 This approach has been further refined in various ways 
by Dietrich and Cross.2 According to Dietrich, a story in 'dtrG' which concerned 
the rebellion that Jeroboam mounted against Solomon according to 1 Kgs 11:26, 
originally in 11:29-39, has been replaced with a prophetic story belonging to 
'dtrP' , consisting of vv. 29-31, 33a, 34a, 35aba, 37abgb.3 The frame of the 
original 'dtrG' story in vv. 26-8, 40 would have been retained, however.4 This 
story has then been added to with various explanations and corrections in vv. 32, 
33b, 34b, 35bb, 36, 37aa, 38aba. This second layer is according to Dietrich no 
story of its own, but it does come from one single author and has a distinctly 
nomistic tendency. Dietrich identifies this second layer with his nomistically 
orientated deuteronomistic redaction, 'dtrN' .5 To say, therefore, that Dietrich 
views 1 Kgs 11 :29-39 as deuteronomistic needs some further qualifications in 
order for it not to be misleading, since he breaks down the deuteronomistic lan-
guage into various redactional layers. A similar solution has been suggested by 
Provan. An original Dtr passage in vv. 29-31 , 33, 34a, 36-38 has been reworked 
by a Dtr editor in two basic ways. First, v. 32 has been added in order to shift the 
emphasis from the active prophet to the Davidic covenant, together with vv. 
34ba, 35 a-ba, 39. Second, the verb forms in v. 33 have been altered from the 
singular, referring to Solomon, to the plural, which now refer to the people of 
Jerusalem. This is evident from the end of v. 33, 'as his father David', 
where the pronoun refers to what was originally a singular object earlier in the 
verse, namely Solomon. In recent times the pendulum has begun to swing away 
from a multitude of deuteronomistic redactions towards Noth's view that there 
was only one author behind the deuteronomistic history, and perhaps the best 
example of this recent trend is a work from 1991 by McKenzie. His book is an 
attempt to move away from various earlier intricate and sometimes very confus-

1 Noth (1968). However, in Noth (1943), he held to the alternative view, namely that Dtr had 
taken over an earlier story about Ahijah and Jeroboam. 
2 Dietrich (1972: 15-20, 28-9, 54-5, 62, 137), Cross (1973 : 287-9). A good critique of the 
analysis of Dietrich can be found in Mayes (1983). Cross does not deal particularly with 1 
Kgs 11:29-31 in his short study, but the main points are that he sees a basic work by a deuter-
onomistic author, Dtrl, mostly the same as Noth' s author of DtrG. The difference lies in 
Cross's recognition of a later, exilic deuteronornistic editor, 'dtr2' , to account for what Cross 
believed was a theme that could not be reconciled with a pre-exilic date. The recent work of 
Knoppers (1993: 51-2) proposes a similar view. 
3 Cf. McKenzie (1991: 91). 
4 So e.g. Veijola (1975 : 43). 
5 Dietrich (1972: 28-9). 
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ing redaction-historical solutions. 1 McKenzie's conclusion is the same as that of 
Noth, namely that vv. 29-39 is the work of Dtr. The inconsistencies in the text 
are attributed to glosses and mistakes in the transmission of the text, and he sees 
no clear tendency among the glosses to suggest one or two writers behind them. 

It is clear that on the basis of this view, a greater degree of variation and crea-
tivity is attributed to Dtr than is the case with the second alternative.2 Usually 
this creativity extends to creating the narrative in 11:29-39, as is the view of 
McKenzie.3 His line of argument, that when the style is smoothly deuteronomis-
tic it is less likely to rely on an earlier tradition, is open to some rather serious 
criticism, however. What ifDtr chose to reformulate, or even to take over some-
thing that already was formulated in a way similar to the style ofDtr? Surely Dtr 
did not create his style completely himself, but relied on a way of writing and 
evaluating history already known to him. 

The second alternative centres on the existence of a narrative concerning the 
encounter between the prophet Ahijah and Jeroboam.4 This basic narrative is 
considered by some to form part of a larger 'prophetic' source.5 This alternative 
grows out of a genuine problem, namely why prophetic stories situated in the 
north are found in a work from the south. The answer given is that Dtr would 
have made use of this source by incorporating various parts of it into his own 
narrative frame at strategic places, often altering the original tendency and em-
phasis of the added text. In contrast to the view of Dietrich, then, the prophetic 
strand can be found behind the deuteronomistic history, and not as a layer im-
posed upon it. Adherents of this view have usually worked out very elaborate 
solutions to how the text of 1 Kgs 11:29-39 has been conflated into its poor pre-
sent status, sometimes with more than one redaction present in the text. One ex-
ample is Weippert, who sees a basic, pre-Dtr kern in vv. 29-31, 37, 
40a.ba. She has made a rather strong case for seeing this basic kern in the form 
of a royal oracle with the purpose of providing a divine legitimation of a throne 
pretendent who otherwise lacks access to the throne by means of proper heredi-

1 McKenzie (1991: 41-7). Concerning v. 34, McKenzie follows a suggestion by Trebolle Bar-
rera (1989: 129-35), who shows quite convincingly how 11:34 is the conflation of two origi-
nally separate readings, both of which are still separate in L:XXLuc. This is a very attractive 
solution, which will probably become a consensus view. 
2 See e.g. Mullen (1992: 231-2). 
3 McKenzie ( 1991: 44-7). Perhaps the best example of this is the work of Hoffmann (1980). 
4 So e.g. Noth (1943), Seebass (1963), Plein (1966), Seebass (1976), Weippert (1983), Vanoni 
(1984), DeVries (1985), Ben Zvi (1993: 337-9), Toews (1993 : 31-2). 
5 So e.g. Nelson (1981: 110-6), Campbell (1986: 24-30, 87-8). See also Birch (1976: 154), 
McCarter (1980: 18-23), O'Brien (1989: 163-5). 
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tary means. She compares this text with other cases where a prophet performs an 
act to provide a divine legitimation for someone who lacks the hereditary means 
to achieve the throne, such as the divine anointings ofSaul (1 Sam 10:1, 7b) and 
Jehu (2 Kgs 9:6b), together with Hag 2:23 and 2 Sam 7. She therefore classifies 
this story as the 'Atiologie des Nordreiches und seines ersten Konigshauses' .1 

McKenzie has shown Weippert's association of her pre-Dtr kern with other pro-
phetic designations of throne pretendents (1 Sam 10:1, 7b and 2 Kgs 9:6b) to be 
somewhat forced.2 Nevertheless, Weippert's interpretation remains an attractive 
possibility. 

According to the second alternative, there appears to be more solid ground for 
considering a historical base for vv. 29-39, since it would then rely on a (pro-
phetic) narrative that predates Dtr. However, the flaw of this line of reasoning is 
just as open to criticism as was the view ofMcKenzie, above, although from the 
opposite direction. Why is this early (prophetic) story less likely to be fictive, 
just because Dtr did not create it?3 The view that everything that is older in its 
literary formation is also more likely to be historical, is a naive and romantic 
view of literary history, yet apparently still very much alive in OT exegesis. Of 
course the opposite is just as naive, namely that whatever is formulated in typi-
cally Dtr terminology is less likely to be historical.4 

1 Weippert (1983: 370). For further on this topic of divine anointings providing usurpers to 
the throne with a sacral legitimation, see Viberg (1992: 89-119). 
2McKenzie (1991). Van Seters (1983 : 318, n 84) also has some serious criticism of Weip-
pert' s study. 
3 Stacey (1990: 81-2), on the contrary, provides some idiosyncratic reasons why the tearing of 
the mantle in twelve pieces must be regarded as unhistorical. His reasons are, first, that it is a 
difficult and impracticable thing to do, bordering on banal. Second, it has no significance in 
its context, since Israel was not divided into separate tribes. The first reason must be dis-
missed as a westernized form of superimposing upon the biblical texts what is likely to hap-
pen and what is not, an approach that is gratefully becoming less common. The second 
argument is somewhat more serious, although there is no reason why it could not have been 
obvious to anyone attentive to political realities in those times that the natural division would 
be between the 10 tribes in the north and the rest in the south. The twelve pieces are treated as 
a collective when they are handed over to Jeroboam, and there is no reason to suggest that the 
division in twelve pieces was added later by someone who tried to adapt the story to what ac-
tually happened. 
4 This has been put very clearly by Ben Zvi (1993: 350), 'the more one can discern the influ-
ence of genre requirements in prophetic stories found in the Book of Kings, the less one can 
accept at face value their historical-political claims concerning the centrality of the prophet." 
The expression ' genre requirements' appears to mean for Ben Zvi deuteronomistic language 
and thought. 
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What implications, then, do these two basic alternatives have for the symbolic 
act, both described and explained in vv. 30-31? First, we should note that those 
scholars who follow the second alternative and postulates a prophetic source 
used by Dtr, usually include vv. 30-31 in this source. As far as literary history is 
concerned, it therefore seems best to hold together the description of the act with 
its interpretation, as they appear in vv. 30-31. 1 

Second, what follows in vv. 32ff. is an elaboration on the basic form of the 
oracle in v. 31, an elaboration that is formulated in typical Dtr language. It is 
only then that the oracle becomes confusing, even contradicting, as it shifts its 
focus from Jeroboam to David and Solomon. This shift of focus does not, how-
ever, alter the understanding of the symbolic act in any substantial way. 

Third, whether or not Dtr has formulated vv. 29-39 in its entirety is of no real 
relevance to the question of the historicity ofthe narrative. The connection with 
what precedes is difficult to evaluate, since there are no obvious tensions point-
ing to a secondary, construed connection. According to the present form of the 
text, it is because of Ahijah's oracle in favour of Jeroboam that Solomon, who 
just recently considered Jeroboam a 'a capable man' (v. 28), now seeks 
to kill him. If the prophetic story in vv. 29-39 (vv. 29-31 + vv. 32-39) has been 
secondarily connected to what precedes, it might have been because Dtr felt a 
need to provide a reason for Solomon's change of attitude towards Jeroboam, as 
the present text will have us believe (11:40).2 It may well be that various parts of 
the narrative have been used by Dtr in a context where they might not have 
originated, since there is some force in the argument that the expectancy awak-
ened by the narrative prologue in 11 :27-28 is hardly satisfied by what follows in 
vv. 29ff. As the text of 1 Kgs 11 :29-40 now stands, Dtr explains the animosity 
of Jeroboam as yet another of Solomon's enemies, after Hadad the Edomite (vv. 
14-22) and Rezon of Aram (vv. 23-25), but his animosity is meant to be caused 
by his divine designation by the prophet Ahijah. So although the contextual con-
figuration of the narrative in 1 Kgs 11 may have its complex history, that is in 
itself no reason to rule out the historical value of vv. 29-31. Dtr is interested in 
highlighting what he regards as the fundamental cause behind Jeroboam, and the 

1 It is possible 11 :31a is the work of Dtr, due to the emphasis on the guilt of Solomon and 
traces of deuteronomistic terminology and phraseology, so e.g. Knoppers (1993: 184-5), 
against e.g. Campbell (1986: 25, n 9). However, the decision is uncertain, particularly when 
scholars such as Camp bell and Knoppers can come to diametrically opposite conclusions as to 
the presence of deuteronomistic language. 
2 Weippert (1983: 346, 353). 
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reason why he could be so successful as he indeed was, gaining power over the 
major part of Salomon's kingdom. 

On the historical plane, one must conclude that although Dtr has edited and 
sometimes reworked the various traditions at his disposal, it is still clear that 
certain prophetic circles in the northern kingdom played a significant role in the 
struggle for political power. 1 Therefore, a designation by a Northern Yhwh-
prophet could very well have been a decisive factor for Jeroboam in his rebel-
lion against Solomon. 2 

Performance 

As was shown above, there is a problem in 1 Sam 15:27 as to whether Saul or 
Samuel performs the act. It has gone quite unnoticed that there is a similar prob-
lem in 1 Kgs 11:30, although not as troublesome as the problem in 1 Sam 
15:27.3 According to 11:29a, Ahijah found Jeroboam on the road as he came out 
of Jerusalem, and according to v. 29b, i1o/l!:! 'he was covered 
with a new mantle'. Who is referred to by 'he', in v. 29b? It could very well 
be Jeroboam, since in v. 29a the literary point of view4 is that of Ahijah, spot-
ting5 Jeroboam on the road from Jerusalem. This perspective could very well be 
continuing in v. 29b with a further description of what Ahijah saw, namely 
Jeroboam wearing a new mantle.6 In v. 30 the problem seems to be resolved 
when Ahijah takes hold ofthe mantle 1'7.!1 was on him', a statement 
which clearly means 'on himself, i.e., that it was Ahijah's mantle after all (cf. 1 
Sam 18:4).7 

1 See e.g. Wilson (1980: 184-7), Blenkinsopp (1996: 56-7) 
2 So e.g. Fohrer (1977: 14). 
3 The only reference found that shows an awareness of the problem is Vanoni (1984: 222-3 , n 
69). 
4 For this expression, see Berlin (1983). 
5 It could very well be that we are supposed to understand in v. 29a as Ahijah' s 'finding 
out" the whereabouts of Jeroboam. The whole act would then have been intentional from the 
very beginning, and not something the prophet decided to do when he saw Jeroboam coming. 
6 The only proponents of this view to be found is Ewald (1878: 304-5) and Godbey (1922: 
101). Vanoni (1984) prefers to remain undecided on the matter, although he shows that statis-
tically, the most probable interpretation is that Ahijah tore Jeroboam' s mantle. 
7 Vanoni (1984: 222-3 , n 69) suggests that 1'7¥ io/t), ' which was on him" could have been 
added later in order to avoid the ambiguity of the text. There is a certain similarity between 
the formulation of 1 Kgs 11 :30a and I Sam 18:4a, 1'7¥ io/t) JJ;!Jiil; t:iWF,;lJ;I:J, 'and 
Jonathan took of the mantle which was on him". No doubt both these texts form part of the 
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The word used (11 :29, 30) for the clothing Ahijah tears apart is i17t7W, a word 
that usually means an outer garment. Together with its variant i1Tt7W, it occurs 36 
times in the OT.1 

Nevertheless, the performance of this act is clear enough; Ahijah takes his 
own mantle and divides it into twelve pieces, handing over ten to Jeroboam. 

The Symbolism of the Act 

In 1 Kgs 11:11-13 God rebukes Solomon with a particular expression, 
"9-:):;J-!!7 .PiR, 'I will tear the kingdom from you 
and give it to your servant. ' Later in 1 Kgs 14:8, Jeroboam is rebuked by God 
through Ahijah, 1? 111 'I tore the kingdom from 
the house ofDavid and gave it to You' , alluding back to the passage in 11 :31, 

"97 '8Dn i1/j'?o/. 'I will tear the king-
dom from the hand of Solomon and give the ten tribes to you. ' The similarities 
make an intentional dependency between them hard to deny. There is also a 
similarity between these texts and God's harsh rebuke of Saul in 1 Sam 15:28, 

Ci"iJ i1Ji1; l1"JR, 'Yhwh has tom the 
kingdom of Israel from You today and given it to someone better than You.' 
The final allusion to the figure of the tom mantle is in 2 Kgs 17:21, which is the 
narrator's final speech, explaining the causes behind the downfall of the north-
em kingdom. According to 2 Kgs 17:21, God 111 l1"JR, 'tore Is-
rael from the house of David' . Throughout all these texts there is also the 
obvious similarity of the mantle symbolizing the kingdom, as an indexical sym-
bol, which associates to the person wearing it. We have to conclude that because 
there are references to the primary use of the phrase 'tear the hem of the man-
tle/mantle' , the expression ' tear the kingdom from' can not be considered as a 
wholly idiomatic phrase. Another argument for this is that the phrase does not 
occur anywhere else in the OT. 

Returning to the symbolic act in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31, it is not possible to hold that 
it bears any direct allusions to a conventional symbolic act, as in 1 Sam 15:27 

major theme used by Dtr, namely how the kingdom, symbolized by a mantle, is passed on 
from one to the other. For further on the symbolic act in 1 Sam 18:4, see Viberg (1992: 127-
35). 
1 See Joiion, and Muraoka (1991 : 74-5, § I 7b). The variation is due to metathesis. 
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and probably also in 1 Sam 24:5. 1 The only relevant connection that can be 
found is the thematic unity created by the author by means of the act in 1 Kgs 
11:29-31, the acts in 1 Sam 15:27; 24:5 and the expression in 1 Kgs 14:8. This 
cluster of various expressions and acts making use of the mantle as a symbol for 
the kingdom and the act of tearing or simply the verb li1p, 'tear' is created by 
the author to make a stylistic effect, and thus to enhance his theological point of 
view.2 For the purpose of this study, however, it is important to note that the act 
in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31 is a typical prophetic act with a symbolic significance. 

The iconic symbolism of Ahijah's act of tearing his mantle in twelve pieces 
and handing Jeroboam ten pieces is quite clear; it symbolizes the disruption of 
the unified kingdom under Solomon and its division in two parts by means of 
analogy, imitating the split in the kingdom. One part, consisting of ten tribes, 
will be ruled by Jeroboam. It should be noted that the tearing of the mantle in 
twelve pieces does not in itself symbolize the division of the kingdom, but only 
the inherent tribal diversity, which had always been the case with the unified 
kingdom. It is when Ahijah hands over twelve pieces to Jeroboam and asks him 
to receive them that the division of the kingdom in two is accomplished. 

As to possible indexical symbolism of the act it is as always much more diffi-
cult to be certain, since it presupposes a deeper knowledge of the culture. The 
associations that are brought to mind are not necessarily tied to the syntagmatic 
structure of the linguistic code, but can be found in all aspects of the social life. 
There is one possible connotative meaning that has been overlooked so far, 
however. The act of tearing a mantle was in the ancient Israelite society a con-
ventional symbolic act, used to express grief, sorrow, and deep frustration and 
possibly also anger. 3 Is it possible for the symbolic act in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31 to 
have been understood by the readers/viewers in its iconic symbolism without at 
the same time making them associate to the conventional act of tearing the man-
tle by means of indexical symbolism? I would hold this to be unlikely. This as-

1 See e.g. Jones (1984: 243). The only possible connection would be to the act of na!Jlaptu 
sararu, 'tear the mantle", signifying grief or defeat. However, since there is no trace of this 
meaning in 1 Kgs 11:29-31, the connection is unlikely to say the least. 
2 The author also uses the mantle as a symbol for the kingdom in other contexts, such as when 
Elijah leaves his mantle on the ground to be taken up by Elisha (2 Kgs 2:13-15), and when 
Jonathan transfers his royal clothes to David (I Sam 18:4). For the latter act as an example of 
the reuse of a legal symbolic act in a non-legal context, see Viberg (1992: 127-35). 
3 See e.g. TDOT 13, 175-7, Gruber (1980: 366). However, Gruber fails to note that various 
terms for clothing are used besides such as ''!11?, The symbolic act was 
common enough in the ancient Near East, and the relevant phrase used in Akkadian is 

sararu, see CAD, 17/2, 59. 
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sociative, or indexical symbolism would then provide the symbolic act with an 
additional character, namely that of grief and sorrow in the face of the disaster 
which was at hand, namely the division of the unified kingdom. 

There is an emphasis on the fact that the mantle Ahijah is wearing is 
'new' (11:29, 30). The author emphasizes this fact by mentioning it twice. Had 
Ahijah a particular reason for wearing a new mantle, or, to put the question on 
the literary level rather than on the action level, why is the author anxious to 
make it clear that the prophet is wearing a new mantle? The reason normally 
given is that the act of the prophet Ahijah required an unused mantle in order for 
its inherent magical strength to be intact. Most scholars are not willing to use the 
concept 'magic' in this context, but their explanations are generally of that na-
ture nevertheless. 1 Another explanation put forward is that a new mantle was 
more likely to draw attention to the act by the element of surprise. 2 A variant 
view of this is that the newness of the mantle symbolized the new and, as yet, 
unbroken kingdom. 3 If we concentrate on the first alternative, one has to ask for 
the basis for such a view, since there is no indication given in the text itself. This 
view is based, not so much on the analysis of this text in particular, but on the 
view in principle that the symbolic acts of the prophets were not communicative, 
symbolic acts, but attempts to accomplish what they displayed symbolically. 
Whether or not we use the word 'magic' is of lesser importance, since according 
to this view some form of mystical force or strength inherent in the acts them-
selves and the items used were thought by the prophets to make the symbolically 
displayed events come about. Since such an argument is open to the risk of cir-
cular reasoning unless it confronts the texts anew and any preconceived ideas as 
to the nature of these acts, we will study the question anew from the texts them-
selves. 

Why, then, would the prophet bring a new mantle on this occasion? First, the 

1 So e.g. Noth (1968: 259), Wilrthwein (1976: 143), Fohrer (1977: 14), Nelson (1981 : 111), 
Jones (1984: 243), Rofe (1988: 17), Stacey (1990: 80-1). The view of Gray (1970: 295) is 
representative, ' Based on the principle of imitative magic, the attempt to influence the power 
of providence by autosuggestion, it was used by the prophets to indict and emphasize the cer-
tainty of the divine intention, and so to arrest popular attention . ... According to the popular 
conception of acts designed to enlist the activity of the supernatural, new media were impor-
tant as having had no contact with other agencies which might impair the designed effect". As 
to magic functions of clothing, the old article by Jirku (1917/18) is still referred to. 
2 So Dietrich (1972: 16). Amsler (1985: 11) speaks of the chocking effect the tearing of a 
new, and therefore valuable mantle would have had, and in that sense, the act was analogical 
to the tearing of the kingdom that it symbolize-d. 
3 So DeVries (1985), Hubbard (1991). 
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very fact that Ahijah did bring a new mantle to his encounter with Jeroboam im-
plies that the meeting was intentional, and not just a casual meeting on the coun-
try road. 1 In order to understand why a new item was used, we can look at other 
instances in the OT where it is specifically stated that a new item is used. 

1) Samson lures Delilah into believing that only new ropes will make him 
loose his strength, which proves to be a lie (Jud 15:13; 16:11±). Although it turns 
out the be a lie on Samson's behalf, the point of the statement by Samson rests 
on the common assumption that the newness of the rope would provide it with 
some extraordinary quality in terms of overcoming Samson' s unusual strength. 

2) When the ark is brought up from the Philistines, as well as when David 
brings up the ark to Jerusalem, it is specifically said that the ark is brought on a 
new cart (1 Sam 6:7; 2 Sam 6:3). This is a case where the ark as a cultic object 
calls for the cultic purity of the cart, in the sense that it should not have been 
used for any other purpose than carrying the ark. Only a new cart was apparently 
believed to possess the particular quality that was required for this particular 
purpose. To what extent this was a matter of conventional procedure in moving 
a cultic object is hard to tell. 

3) David's opponent is fitted with a new sword (2 Sam 21:16). There would 
seem to be little reason for this to be mentioned unless there was some particular 
significance to the fact that the sword was not only fearful as a piece of armour, 
but new. Clearly this is meant to have added to the strength oflshbi-Benob, be-
yond his own physical capacity (2 Sam 21 : 16). 

4) When Elisha purifies the water of a well, throws salt in it, he requests for 
the salt to be brought to him in a new bowl. The only reasonable explanation to 
this is that Elisha, who uses the salt in a way that obviously goes beyond its 
natural quality and function, believes that the item connected to this salt must be 
new in order to bring about the supernatural quality of the salt (2 Kgs 2:20).2 

5) When the Gibeonites try to persuade the Israelites that they have indeed 
come a long way, they point to the fact that their wineskins are worn, in contrast 
to when they were new as they left home (Josh 9:13). This has nothing to do 
with some extraordinary quality due to the newness of the wineskins, but is sim-
ply a way to convince the Israelites. 

6) Last year's harvest will have to be removed in order to make room for the 
new. There is no need to see an extraordinary character here, since there is an 
obvious and very practical sense to what is described. Newly harvested crop is 

1 So e.g. Gray (1970: 295), Campbell (1986: 88, n 54), Knoppers (1993: 169, n 1). 
2 See e.g. Wright (1987: 98-9, n 14). 
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better than last year's harvest, not because it is new in itself, but because it is of 
a better quality and therefore it has priority. 

7) A sacrificial animal shall be new in the sense that it has never been used 
for another purpose than that of sacrifice (Num 19:2; Deut 21 :3 ). 

These examples fall neatly into three categories: 

1) Those instances where the fact that the item is new has a perfectly natural 
explanation, which is brought out by the circumstances (examples 5 and 6). 

2) Those instances where the newness of an item in itself provides an added 
strength of supernatural character to the item itself while it is being used so that 
its capacity increases beyond its normal state. The item's capacity is then en-
hanced beyond its normal standard (examples 1 and 3). 

3) Those instances where a cultic context calls for a cultic purity of the object 
used, in the sense that it can not be defiled by a use other than cultic. In this case 
it is not so much a matter of enhanced supernatural capacity as the particular re-
quirement for using the item in a cultic context (examples 2 and 4 ). 

Which of these categories is relevant for Ahijah's new mantle? We can easily 
rule out 3, the cultic use of a new item. 1 Although most scholars regard 2 as the 
most plausible explanation, there is nothing in the context to indicate this. On 
the other hand, a new mantle would in a dramatic way illustrate the wholeness 
of the kingdom, and enhance the chocking, contrasting effect when Ahijah tears 
it apart. There is also an important point in the fact that a new garment was an 
expensive piece of clothing, and this would also serve to enhance the chocking 
effect. The conclusion is therefore that the natural explanation as to why Ahijah 
tears a new garment is convincing, in contrast to the other alternatives. 

1 The common way of purifying clothes cultically was to launder them (Ex 19:1 0; Lev 11 :25, 
40; 17: 15; Num 19:19 etc). It is interesting to note that LXX, in its second variant of the inci-
dent in 3 Kgdms 12:24o, adds that it was a new mantle which 'tO o\Hc eicrei..Tjl.:u8o<; ei<; i5orop, 
' had not come into water", i.e., it was so new that it had never been laundered. It is best, how-
ever, to take this comment as a simple common sense remark, with saying that it 
was new. The view of Stacey (1990: 80) that the reading of 3 Kgdms 12:24o is evidence of 
the belief that the water would lessen the mystic quality of a new item is without foundation. 
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Excursus: The alternative reading in 3 Kgdms 12:24o 

The text of this very enigmatic variant in LXX, which recounts yet a second time 
how, a prophet tears a garment and hands Jeroboam some of the pieces is as fol-
lows; 

[24o] Kat A.Oyoc; Kupiou cyeve'tO 
1tpoc; 'tOY EA.aJ.Lt A.eyrov 

creau't4'> tJ.Lanov 1eawov 'to 
OUlC etO'eATJA'U8oc; de; uorop lC<Xt 
pijl;ov au'to owoelC<X PllYJ.L<X't<X Kat 
owcret<; 't(\> Kat £pet<; 
au't(\> 'taoe A.eyet Kupwc; 
cream(\> oeKa PllYJ.L<X't<X 'tou 1tept-

cre Kat 
lC<Xt ei1teV 

'taOe A.eyet 1eupwc; £1tl. 'ta<; oe1ea 
q)'\)A.ac; 'tou Icrp<XTJA 

And the word of the Lord came to 
Samaias son of Enlami, saying, 
'Take to yourself a new mantle that 
has not been taken into water, and 
tear it into twelve pieces, and give 
to Jeroboam and say to him, 'This 
is what the Lord says: Take to your-
self ten pieces to dress yourself 
with.' And Jeroboam took. And 
Samaias said, 'This is what the 
Lord says regarding the ten tribes of 
Israel. 

This is not the place to discuss the whole issue of this much discussed variant in 
3 Kgdms 12:24a-z. The issue here is to find out if there is any reason to consider 
the variant, first for text-critical reasons, which would mean that it would have a 
bearing on the reading of MT, and second, if the variant could be considered to 
contain a variant tradition to 1 Kgs 11:29-31, perhaps providing evidence for a 
pre-Dtr stage of the tradition ofElijah' s calling ofElisha. 

There is no scholarly consensus as to the value of the variant in 3 Kgdms 
12:24a-z. It is regarded by some to be a late, midrashic treatment of MT, 1 

whereas others see it as an actual variant to what is found in MT, providing some 
unique information to the pre-Dtr stage in the history ofthe traditions concerning 
Jeroboam.2 What speaks against an identification of the variant as midrashic is 
that it is shorter than both LXX and MT. Much of the typical Dtr language is 

1 So e.g. Gooding (1967), Gordon (1975). Cf. also Debus (1967: 68-80), Knoppers (1987: 
172-86), McKenzie (1991 : 21-40), Talshir (1993). 
2 So e.g. Debus (1967), Trebolle Barrera (1980), Knoppers (1993). The view ofTalshir (1992: 
617-8) is similar, in that she holds that the variant is based on a source similar to Kings, but it 
does not witness to a pre-Dtr stage. Auld (1994: 165-7) presents his own highly original view 
on the composition of the Kings and Chronicles, namely that both of them made use an earlier 
source, what Auld calls the ' Shared Text' , and subsequently added material in accordance to 
their respective ideologies. Since l Kgs 11 is a plus in Kings, i.e., it has no counterpart in 
Chronicles, it means for Auld that it has been added in Kings to the ' Shared Text' . The alter-
native reading in 3 Reigns 12:24a-z is for Auld (1994: 104, n 1) 'a first draft of the introduc-
tion to the first king of northern Israel". Auld holds it possible that the alternative reading was 
part of his 'Shared Text' . 
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missing, which could point in the direction of the variant bearing testimony to a 
stage in the history of traditions when there had not as yet been a thorough Dtr 
redaction. On the other hand, this negative evidence could just as well be the re-
sult of an author who is selective in creating his own account. Although the prob-
lem is likely to remain, the arguments put forward by McKenzie are convincing. 1 

In MT, the meeting between Jeroboam and the prophet is situated just before Re-
hoboam goes to Shechem, whereas the variant has the meeting earlier at the divi-
sion of the kingdom. Since Rehoboam had met with a prophet called Shemaiah in 
1 Kgs 12:22-24, it seemed natural to the author of the variant to name the prophet 
in his variant story Shemaiah as well, since it describes an occurrence almost 
immediately after 1 Kgs 12:22-24. 

If we look more closely at 3 Kgdms 12:24o, there are some indications that 
would substantiate McKenzie's view even further. 

1) When the new mantle, which Shemaiah is told to take with him to the meet-
ing, is said not to have come near water, it appears to be an explanation for some-
thing that has caused bewilderment in an earlier version. Since MT does not have 
this explanation, it would appear to be the earlier of the two. 

2) When Shemaiah is told by God to tell Jeroboam to dress himself in ten 
pieces of what used to be a new mantle, it is hard to understand this as something 
else than an attempt to explain something that has caused bewilderment at an ear-
lier stage. What was Jeroboam supposed to do with the ten pieces, readers are 
likely to have asked. The answer given by the variant, perhaps ironically, is that 
he should wear them! 

3) At the end of 12:24o, Shemaiah says, 'This is what the Lord says regarding 
the ten tribes oflsrael', but there is no record of what God is supposed to say. 2 

The reason is probably that the author of the variant has abbreviated the account 
in MT, in order to exclude any reference to Solomon, which is why he ended up 
with such an anticlimactic formulation.3 

4) MT does not say that Jeroboam takes the pieces of the mantle from the 
prophet, whereas the variant does. This should be understood as yet another case 
where the author of the variant has created a simpler and more straight-forward 
narrative than what he had before him. 

5) In MT, the prophet Ahijah is not said to 'give' Jeroboam the pieces, which 
occurs only in the divine oracle in v. 31b, 'r:mn 'and I will 
give the ten tribes to you.' According to the variant, on the other hand, the 
prophet Shemaiah is told by God to tc'\> 'give to Jeroboam'. 
This is another case where the text has been simplified in the sense that a part of 

1 McKenzie (1991: 91-140) 
2 Knoppers (1993: 181) holds that the statement pronounces the implications of the symbolic 
act, but that would have to take the verb 'say' as relating to the nonverbal act, which is quite 
unusual. 
3 See especially Talshir (1992: 612-3). 
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the oracle, which was not considered as working against the overall intention of 
the author, was incorporated into the narrative to make Ahijah's mission more 
explicit. This should be taken as a rather sure indication that the author of the 
variant knew of the traditional account as it appears in MT, with its Dtr redac-
tion, however far that went. 1 

The fact that I Kgs 11:32-39, which is usually considered as deuteronomistic, 
is missing from the variant might be considered an argument in favour of that 
characterization, but it can also be that the author of the variant considered those 
verses as not in line with his purpose, which was to put the story in the time of 
Rehoboam, and not to connect it with the time of Solomon, a tendency not unlike 
that of the Chronicler. 2 The conclusion is therefore that the variant in 3 Kgdms 
12:24o is of no use in rehabilitating MT, which should be considered the original 
account. The author of the variant account has based his story on MT, and has 
dealt selectively with his source in accordance with his intentions. 

1 This would negate the view of e.g. Knoppers (1993: 179-86), that the variant shows no 
awareness of Dtr redaction. 
2 Knoppers (1993 : 184-5) is of course correct in noting that it is ' technically untrue' for 1 Kgs 
11 :31 b to say that the kingdom is removed from Solomon, since it was actually removed from 
Rehoboam, and that this would indicate that 11 :31 b is from Dtr. However, this is an overly 
simplistic view of the matter. We have to presume that whether it is the author of an earlier 
narrative or Dtr we are focusing on, they are both likely to have known about these matters. 
The question is rather what reason the author could have had for his manner of presentation. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolism inherent in the acts in 1 Sam 15:27 and 24:5 makes use of a 
more extensive symbolism of the hem of the mantle, namely as a symbol for the 
kingdom. The symbolism involved is indexical, since the mantle is used to asso-
ciate to the person wearing it. Whereas these two acts are related to conven-
tional, legal symbolic acts, the act in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31 is a typical prophetic 
symbolic act, that makes use of the legal symbolism to communicate its mes-
sage. 

2. The narrative in 1 Kgs 11:29-31 goes back to a pre-Dtr tradition, describing a 
prophetic symbolic act. This tradition has been used by Dtr as a means of eluci-
dating the division of the kingdom. The figurative language inherent in the de-
scription of the act has been worked into the overall theme of how the kingdom 
was 'tom away'. 

3. The symbolic meaning of the prophetic symbolic act in 1 Kgs 11 :29-31 is 
iconic, since it refers to the division of the kingdom by means of analogy, al-
though in a rather abstract sense. The mantle itself can not be said to be sym-
bolic in the indexical sense ofthe acts in 1 Sam 15:27 and 24:5, since it is not 
worn by a king or a king to be. Only some pieces of the mantle are handed over 
to the king to be, which makes it unlikely that we are meant to see an indexical 
symbolism. 

4. The fact that the mantle Ahijah is wearing and subsequently tears apart is said 
to be new, is best explained naturally. The newness is meant to emphasize the 
suddenness, the unexpected event that is to happen. 

5. The alternative reading in 3 Kgdms 12:24o is secondary to the Hebrew text of 
MT. 
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C. Isaiah Goes Naked (Isaiah 20) 

Introduction 

Is 20 is an odd narrative in several respects. It refers to Isaiah in third person and 
makes no claim to come from the hand of the prophet himself, it describes the 
only prophetic symbolic act by Isaiah in the book that bears his name, it breaks 
in among the collection of oracles against foreign nations, presumably after the 
oracle against Egypt to provide added force to that oracle (Is 19), and it refers to 
events taking place 714-711 concerning which we have no other explicit refer-
ence in the OT. 1 If we also take into consideration the complex grammatical 
structure of the first three verses of the chapter, it would appear that it stands out 
as something quite extraordinary in comparison to its literary context. To fully 
understand the prophetic symbolic act referred to in this chapter, we must try to 
understand the narrative at large, since this understanding will form our under-
standing of the symbolic act as it was performed, if indeed it was, and how it is 
described in the text. 

The Text 

JQlO 1 

17.1? Jill9 ink 
ory7'J 

t>i':J i11i1' i:Ji nl1:J 2 ls 

P il.'s;:J 1'7n 
i7?K'J 3 OiilJ 

';t:;J!; 
tli?llj OiilJ· 

1 In the year that the commander-in-chief, 
who was sent by King Sargon of Assyria, 
came to Ashdod and fought against it and 
took it, 2 at that time Yhwh had spoken to 
Isaiah son of Amoz, saying, 'Go, and loose 
the sackcloth from your loins and take 
your sandals off your feet, ' and he had 
done so, walking naked and barefoot. 3 

Then Yhwh said, 'Just as my servant 
Isaiah has walked naked and barefoot for 
three years as a sign and a portent against 

1 Although some scholars prefers to see in the narrative references and allusions to other 
events, e.g. Clements (1980a: 174), who prefers to see the revolt in Judah 705-701 as the rele-
vant uproar, and Kaiser (1974: 118) who prefers to see the narrative as alluding to the disaster 
of 587 These views will be discussed further below. The only other reference to the Assyrian 
attack on Ashdod is, as one would expect, in the inscriptions of Sargon II, which will be dis-
cussed below. 
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Textual notes 

Egypt and Ethiopia, 4 so shall the king of 
Assyria lead away the Egyptians as cap-
tives and the Ethiopians as exiles, both the 
young and the old, naked and barefoot, 
with buttocks uncovered, to the shame of 
Egypt. s And they shall be dismayed and 
confounded because of Ethiopia their hope 
and of Egypt their boast. 6 In that day the 
inhabitants of this coastland will say, 'See, 
this is what has happened to those in 
whom we hoped and to whom we fled for 
help and deliverance from the king of 
Assyria! And we, how shall we escape?'' 

• I have taken the phrase as part of the second temporal clause 
which is introduced by awaiting the main clause in v. 2 in the final text, but v. 3 
in the original form of the text, since I hold v. 2 to be a later Dtr addition. However, it is 
also possible to take as the main clause, although it is less likely. 
The first temporal clause provides a more general description, which is subsequently 
provided with a more detailed description in the second temporal clause, providing de-
tails as to who sent him, the nature of his mission and its result. Verse lb is therefore a 
specifying parenthesis in relation to v. la. 
b LXX simplifies the dubious in MT by the more expected ttpoc;, ' to'. 
c Variants and lQisa• reads the plural instead of singular in MT. However, it is best 
taken as a defectively written dual, in line with the following dual1'7r:J, 'your feet'. 
ct MT has interpreted 'three years' as belonging to the following phrase, 'as a sign and 
symbol' and to not the previous phrase, 'walked naked and barefoot' by putting the at-
nach after "]0;1, 'barefoot' and not after 'years' . However, this is hardly the correct 
division of the text. The time marker limits the previous clause, i.e., ' Isaiah walked ... 
for three years'. 
e This phrase may very well be an asyndetic apposition to what precedes, and need not 
be a late gloss, as suggested by BHS, Wildberger (1974), Blenkinsopp (2000: 321). 
f MT has an irregular ending'_-, which is corrected, see BHS, Wildberger (1974). 
g lQisa• has 'their trust' but not in v6, so Blenkinsopp (2000: 321). MT has the 
lectio difficilior, however. 
h The phrase is not in LXX, which may have regarded it as awkward and superfluous. 
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Analysis 

Structure 
The interpretation of Is 20 is full of both textual and historical problems, as well 
as the problem of the nature of the prophetic symbolic act itself. As the text now 
stands, it consists of three parts; 

1) V. 1 

2) V. 2 

3) vv. 3-6 
a. v.3 

b.v.4 
c. vv. 5-6 

Historical background 

A historical reference to the time when the Tartan of Sargon 
Il, i.e., his chief general, attacked Ashdod perhaps around 71 
and conquered it in 712;1 

An oracle with a vague historical reference telling Isaiah to 
undress, and a subsequent note saying he did so; 
A second oracle, consisting of three parts; 

A description of Isaiah's symbolic act with a brief 
reference to its interpretation; 
A more elaborate interpretation of the symbolic act; 
A description of how 'those who live on this coast' 
(v. 6) react to Egyptians and Ethiopians being exiled. 

To begin with, there is no need to question the dating of v. 1 as well as the fact 
that it was the Tartan and not Sargon 11 himself who led the punitive expedition 
against Philistia.2 According to the inscriptions of Sargon 11, he himself led an 
expedition westwards in 712, although this might very well be a case where the 
king takes credit for the accomplishments of his general. According to Tadmor's 
attempt to put the annalistic inscriptions of Sargon 11 in chronological order, 
Sargon stayed in Assyria in 712 when the punitive expedition against Philistia 
was undertaken. 3 This expedition was caused by a rebellion by Ashdod that 
must have started some time before 712, perhaps in 714.4 The period 714(?)-712 

1 The period three years which originates from Is 20:2-3 could actually have been only 14 
months long, since such a short period could have covered three years, one completely and 
two partly. This should be remembered below when the figure three years is given in the fol-
lowing below. 
2 The following summary account is based on the various inscriptions of Sargon II, see 
ARAB II, § 30, 62-3, 79, 193-5; ANET, 285-7. For the annals of Sargon II, see also the trans-
lation in Lie (1929). 
3 Tadmor (1958: 79); Tadmor (1966: 94, n 31). This is accepted by e.g. Spa1inger (1973), 
Ahlstrom (1993: 693). 
4 As was suggested by Ahlstrom (1993 : 692, n 7). 
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would then be enough to substantiate the reference in Is 20:3 that Isaiah walked 
naked and barefoot for three years, taking the start of the rebellion as the time at 
which Isaiah received his divine command to perform the symbolic act. 

The rebellion was led by Aziru, the king of Ashdod. He refused to pay taxes 
to Assyria and tried to stir others in the nearby region to do the same, with the 
result that Sargon replaced him with his younger brother Al)imetu. 1 According 
to Tadmor, this expedition took place in 713, but was considered to be of such a 
minor nature that it was not recorded in the annals as a proper expedition. 
Al)imetu was subsequently overthrown by groups from within Ashdod, called 
'Hittites' in Sargon's inscriptions. They replaced Al)imetu with a person called 
Iadna (Yamani), 2 sometimes thought to be a Greek, but who was more probably 
a Philistine, even indigenous to Ashdod. 3 Iadna tried to stir others in the region 
to join him in his rebellion and form a coalition against Assyria. In one of Sar-
gon's inscriptions Judah is mentioned among those who were contacted by 
Iadna.4 He even sent gifts to Egypt in order to gain aid in the attack he knew 
would come from Sargon. 

The broken prism A is at the centre of this discussion, based on Winckle's 
text, ll. 28-33; s 

'To [the kings] of (the lands of) Philistia, Judah, Edom, Moab, who dwell by 
the sea, who pay tribute (and) tax to Assur, my lord, (they were) uttering nu-
merous lies (and) evil things.' 

The undefined plural subject is obviously the 'Hittites', as in Sargon's descrip-
tion of the event in his annals.6 The attempt by Na'aman1 to reconstruct the text, 

1 We learn from Sargon's correspondence that he received tribute during his reign from Ash-
dod, Egypt, Gaza, judah, Moab, Ammon, Edom and Elcron, SAA 1, 29.23-4, 110.4' -13' . 
2 The two names alternate in Sargon's inscriptions, see Tadmor (1958: 80). 
3 So Tadmor (1958: 80, n. 217), Tadmor (1966: 94), Spalinger (1973: 97), Ahlstrom (1993). 
4 Ahlstrom (1993 : 692-3) states that Iadna did form a coalition, but that seems to be taking the 
evidence too far. From what we can read in Sargon's annals, it appears that he tried to form 
such a coalition, but whether he succeeded or not is impossible to say. However, we can sur-
mise that had he succeeded in doing so, the punitive expedition would certainly not have lim-
ited itself to Ashod and some other Philistine cities, but would have included Judah, Edom 
and Moab as well. See e.g. Donner (1986), Miller, and Hayes (1986), Laato (1988), Briquel-
Chatonnet (1992: 182-3). Donner also speaks of Judah and other kingdoms as, at least ini-
tially, taking part in the rebellion, but withdrawing from it when they realized where it was 
taking them. 
5 Winckler (1889). ANET, 287, ARAB I,§ 195, see also CAD 6, 229b for I. 32. 
6 ARAB II, § 62. 
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apparently followed by Miller and Hayes,2 makes the rulers of Ashdod and the 
other countries nearby the subject of the act of sending presents to the pharaoh, 
thus making Hezekiah more active in the rebellion against Sargon. However, 
Na'aman's reconstruction demands much more than the simple reconstruction 
proposed here. It is, on the basis of the translation favoured here, obvious from 
the broken prism inscription that there is no hint in the direction of an active part 
on Judah's behalf in the rebellion against Sargon II, but only that a coalition was 
sought by the leaders of Ashdod. Incidentally, Sargon's annals mention that 
Azuri also spread an invitation to form a coalition against Sargon. 3 We should 
note that only Azuri was punished for this, not any other countries nearby, such 
as Judah. Tadmor4 tries to show by means of a cuneiform fragment (BM 81-3-
23, 131) that Sargon' s army attacked the Judean town of Azeqah after the cap-
ture of Ashdod. The damaged text speaks of an attack on A-za-qa-a, which can 
be Azeqah, but the date is very hard to specifY. Tadmor has been followed by 
Ginsberg,5 who sees the attack on Azeqah pictured vividly in Is 22:1-14. 
Na'aman,6 however, is more persuasive in dating the text to the time of Sen-
nacherib, close to the end of his campaign to Palestine in 701. Mattingly,? after 
an archaeological overview of the cities usually suggested to have been attacked 
together with Ashdod, concludes that 'the desire to include other cities (i.e., ex-
cept Ashdod, Gath and Ashdod-Yam) as targets of this expedition unnecessarily 
exaggerates Yamani's ability and Sargon's intention.' 8 

No help came however, and in 712 the punitive expedition was sent out 
against Ashdod as well as other Philistine cities along the southern coastal area. 9 

Iadna heard of this expedition while it was on its way and fled to Egypt, expect-
ing asylum there from the Assyrians.10 He found no help in Egypt, however, and 
continued to the territory ofKush. However, the Nubian ruler Shabako, who had 

1 Na'aman (1974: 32). 
2 Miller, and Hayes (1986: 352). 
3 ARAB II, § 62. 
4 Tadmor (1958: 80-4). 
5 Ginsberg (1968: 49). 
6Na'aman(1974: 31). 
7 Mattingly (1981: 54). 
8 See particularly Kaplan (1969: 149) on the excavation and significance of Ashdod-Yam. He 
would also see Y amani' s efforts as his own and not as part of the efforts of a coalition. 
9 For Sargon' s intention of making the conquest of Ashdod the first step towards conquering 
the whole ofPhilistia, see Alt (1953: 234-41), Na'aman (1979: 71-2, n 7). 
10 The attack on Ashdod has earlier been assigned to 711 , but recently the year attributed to 
this event has proved to be 712, see e.g. Redford (1985: 6). 
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recently conquered Egypt, did not want any disturbances in his delicate diplo-
matic relations with Assyria, so he sent Iadna in chains to Assyria. 

It is not certain which Pharaoh Iadna hoped would come to his aid. The Nu-
bian ruler Shabako possibly conquered Egypt in 716/15. 1 In his notes of revision 
for the second edition, however, Kitchen puts 713/12 as the latest possible date 
for Shabako' s conquest of Egypt. 2 Iadna could have expected Bakenranef (Boc-
choris) to be reigning.3 However, he found the Nubian ruler Shabako in his 
place, a ruler from which he could expect no possibility of asylum. Redford 
holds, however, that Shabako took over Lower Egypt late in 712 or possibly in 
January 711.4 According to him, this means that Shabako had not yet conquered 
Egypt when Iadna arrived there. 5 Iadna simply could not get any help from the 
pharaoh, and therefore continued further to the border between Egypt and 
Kush.6 

This is the most plausible historical background to Is 20, and it is almost 
unanimously seen to be so among scholars.7 However, Clements and Kaiser 
have each proposed different historical settings for the text, and indeed different 
evaluations of the symbolic act described therein.8 

Clements argues that the symbolic act was originally intended against the 
Philistines, particularly the city of Ashdod at the time of the rebellion, but this 
was later reapplied by a redactor to suit a later time when Egypt and Kush were 
indeed called upon for help, and when Isaiah's prophecy of Ashdod' s downfall 
had proved itself true. This, more suitable rebellion according to Clements, oc-
curred in 705-701.9 However, Clements seems more eager to rescue the pro-
phetic character of Is 20 than is necessary. There is no reason to doubt the risk 

1 See Kitchen (1986: 154, 378-80). 
2 Kitchen (1986: 552). 
3 So Redford (1985: 6, n 16). 
4 Redford (1985 : 9), Redford (1992a: 348). 
5 Redford (1985 : 7). 
6 As in I 12 of the so-called ' Display inscription' from room 14 at Khorsabad, ana ite 

sa piit Melu!J!Ja, ' to the border of Egypt which is (contiguous) to the territory of 
Kush ' . See CAD 7, 313, Weisbach (1918: 179), ANET, 285, ARAB 11, § 79. 
7 Various other parts of the book oflsaiah have been suggested to relate to the same incident 
as Is 20. One of them is the oracle against Philistia in Is 14:28-32, so e.g. Fohrer (1966a: 201-
2), although the chronology poses some acute problems for such a date. It would be more rea-
sonable to date Is 14:28-32 to the death ofTiglat-Pileser in 727. Another text dated to 712 is 
Is 22:1-14, so e.g. Ginsberg (1968: 49), Hayes, and Irvine (1987: 277). However, that too is a 
highly disputable dating. 
8 Kaiser (1974: 116-8), Dietrich (1976: 135, n 103), Clements (1980a: 174-5). 
9 Hayes, and Irvine (1987: 271-2) seems to be inclined to agree with Clements. 
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that was felt in Palestine for the coming attacks from Sargon, especially since 
his attack on Egypt in 720 would still be in fresh memory among most people. 1 

That Isaiah actually believed that Egypt would intervene on Ashdod' s behalf 
and that there would be a battle between the Assyrians and Egypt/Kush is not in 
the least improbable, in the light of what had happened in 720.2 The problem is 
that things did not turn out the way Isaiah thought they would, at least not at that 
time. 3 However, that should not be made into an argument for the view that the 
prophecy was directed against another time. Another main criticism of Clements 
against the traditional interpretation is that the prophecy in vv. 3ff. presupposes 
the downfall of Ashdod, which makes the prophecy loose much of its force. 
However, here Clements has failed to make the simple distinction between the 
date of the prophecy itself and the date of the writing of Is 20, in which the 
prophecy is a part.4 There is no reason why the prophecy could not have been 
given shortly before the downfall of Ashdod, and then, when Is 20 was written, 
including the prophecy, the dating in v. 1 did not stop at the point in time where 
the prophecy had been given (v. la), but went on and described the result of the 
Assyrian attack on Ashdod (v. lb).5 

Kaiser is more radical since he considers the story about the perfonnance of 
the symbolic act to be fictional. He furthermore dates the narrative to exilic 
times, when it became popular to tell stories of how Isaiah had warned against 
taking help from Egypt, which had later proved itself to be true. However, he 
has hardly any substantial arguments for his case. Above all, there is no reason 
why such stories could not have been popular in exilic times even though they 
had been composed earlier, and described actual events. The dating in v. 1, with 
its detailed reference to the Tartan would be very difficult to explain was it a fic-
tional description from exilic times. Kaiser has rightly been criticized by other 

1 See ANET, 284-6; Miller, and Hayes (1986: 336-7). 
2 See Donner (1964: 115). 
3 For the whole issue of prophecies that fail to come about as the prophets thought they 
would, i.e., the application of 'Dissonance theory ' to OT prophecy, the fundamental study is 
Carroll ( 1979). 
4 Wildberger (1974: 750) seems to make the same mistake. 
5 Clements (1980a: 174-5), as well as Wildberger (1974: 757), insists that Isaiah could not 
have been performing his symbolic act for two or even three years without explaining it, as v. 
3 would have us believe. However, such an argument is more a case of wishing the prophet 
was more rational and understandable in our eyes, rather than trying to understand him in his 
own context, however irrational and unexplainable it may seem to be. 



90 

scholars for his hypercritical attitude to the book of Isaiah at large, and to Is 20 
in particular. 1 

Literary coherence 
The second half of v. 1, consisting of the second temporal clause of the verse, 
'when Sargon, king of Assyria ... ', seems to be a repetition of the first temporal 
clause, providing the first with more details as to who send the Tartan, what the 
purpose with the punitive expedition was and its result. Verse 2 is then intro-
duced by the temporal marker 'at that time', which has a rather vague 
character as far as pinpointing a specific historical occurrence is concemed.2 The 
temporal marker introduces an oracle, which tells Isaiah to remove his sackcloth 
and sandals, and go naked and barefoot. The temporal marker seems to refer to 
the point in time that has just been described in v. 1; when Ashdod was attacked, 
God spoke to Isaiah through an oracle, telling him to remove his sackcloth and 
sandals. It is then, in v. 3, that the problems begin to arise. Here, another oracle 
is presented, but this time Isaiah is presumed to have walked naked and barefoot 
for three years! This apparent discrepancy has forced scholars to come up with 
several suggestions as to how it can be resolved. 

The most common solution is to consider v. 2 a later addition to the text. 3 Fur-
thermore, it is not uncommon to consider the addition to be Dtr in its origin.4 If 
v. 2 has been added later, it would eliminate the problem with the correlation 
with the datings in vv. 1 and 3, since the oracle in v. 3 is definitely set around 
the time of the conquest of Ashdod in 712, and so vv. 1 and 3 would belong to-
gether smoothly. I will come back with further reasons for the secondary nature 
of v. 2 below. One problem with this solution, however, is that it bereaves the 
text of a command to the prophet to execute his symbolic act, something that is 
otherwise always a part of the text that describes the performance of prophetic 
symbolic acts. 5 Some scholars would not consider this a price worth paying, but 

1 See e.g. Wildberger (1974: 751-2), Vermey1en (1977: 325, n 2). 
2 See DeVries (1975: 40-1). 
3 So e.g. Huber (1976: 107), Barth (1977b: 9, n 18), Hayes, and Irvine (1987: 270), H0gen-
haven (1988: 135-6). Some would also consider v. 1b as secondary, but that is a minority 
view, e.g. Huber. Stacey (1990: 124) holds that only the words 'two years' were added to v. 2 
in order to fit in the reference to the three years given later in v. 3. A more odd solution is to 
consider v. I as secondary instead, so Wildberger (1974: 750), but it has no convincing argu-
ments on its side. 
4 So e.g. Dietrich (1976: 115), Vermeylen (1977: 325), H0genhaven (1988: 135-6). 
5 It is part of the threefold schema of Fohrer (1968: 18). I. A command to perform the pro-
phetic symbolic act. 2. A description of the act. 3. An explanation of the act. 
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that would be giving the form critical analysis more authority than it can actu-
ally bear. Although a certain structure occurs quite often, there is no inherent 
reason why that particular structure could not be shortened, as would have been 
the case in Is 20, with only the description of the act and its interpretation avail-
able. 

In order to try to make sense of v. 2 in its context, whether or not it has been 
added later, some prefer to consider it as a parenthesis or anacoluthon, breaking 
off from the line of argument started in v. 1 and not followed up in v. 3.1 There 
are basically two ways in which v. 2 can be construed as a parenthesis. The first 
is to hold that the time marker at the beginning of v. 2, 'at that time', 
refers to the attack of Ashdod as mentioned in v. 1. In order to avoid the appar-
ent discrepancy between vv. 1 and 2 it then becomes necessary to see a pluper-
fect in v. 2, referring to a time three years before the date in v. L2 Verse 2 might 
then be translated, 'At that time God had (already) spoken through Isaiah ... '. 
The reason for this is naturally that it presents a possibility to retain v. 2 as an 
original part of the narrative, although some would consider v. 2 to be a later 
addition and still have the character of a parenthesis with a pluperfect. 3 The 
other alternative way of construing v. 2 as a parenthesis would be to consider the 
time marker at the beginning of v. 2 to be inclusive enough to include the three 
years mentioned in v. 3 before what is referred to in v. 1.4 Verse 2 would then 
describe the command to Isaiah some time before the attack on Ashdod, and 
there would be no need for a pluperfect. Verse 2 might then be translated, 
'Around that time, Yhwh spoke through Isaiah .. . '. However, this is a most un-
natural and forced interpretation of n.pf, the most natural and obvious in-
terpretation of which is to see it as referring to the event mentioned in v. 1. This 
survey can be summarized as follows; 

1) Verse 2 can not be read as a straightforward continuation of v. 1 and pre-
cursor to v. 3 because of the apparent conflicts over chronological references. 

2) The time marker at the beginning ofv. 2 can not be used to refer to an un-
specified event in time prior to what is described in v. 1, but must be taken as re-
ferring to the event referred to in v. 1, the attack on Ashdod in 712. 

1 So e.g. Bentzen (1944: 155), Donner (1964: 114) 
2 So e.g. Delitzsch (1879: 238), Bentzen (1944: 155). It is usually the i;J"'J that is considered 
as being in the pluperfect, but Oswalt (1986: 381) strangely considers the second verb, ibK?. 
as pluperfect. 
3 So Duhm (1922: 148), Hoffmann (1974: 74, n 286), Kaiser (1974: 112-4). Cf. the discussion 
on this issue by Gray (1928: 345). 
4 So e.g. Kissane (1960: 216), Watts (1985: 264). 
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3) The syntax of Biblical Hebrew would not allow the clause structure ofv. 2 
to have one of its verb forms in pluperfect. The pluperfect only occurs when the 
word order is S-P, whether or not we designate that particular structure as being 
typical of a compound nominal clause, or allow it to be an alternative structure 
of a verbal clause. The following digression on syntax will explain this further. 

To characterize a nominal clause as a clause that begins with an independent sub-
ject, and a verbal clause as a clause that begins with a verbal form, has been the 
traditional way of characterisation by Arab grammarians. 1 This is applied by 
some scholars to Biblical Hebrew as well, e.g. Nyberg, Schneider, Talstra and 
Niccacci.2 Some scholars do not subscribe to this view, however. According to 
the grammar of Gesenius-Kautzsch-Cowley, a verbal clause can have the word 
order S-P, although it is admitted that such a clause does not carry on the narra-
tive with further actions, but rather describes a particular state. 3 When the verb in 
this case is a suffix form, this state usually belongs to the past in relation to the 
time of the surrounding narrative, i.e., a pluperfect sense.4 Muraoka prefers the 
view that the nature of the predicate and not its place decides between nominal 
and verbal clauses.5 In his study on emphasis in Biblical Hebrew, Muraoka 
makes no connection between the issue of the word order S-P in verbal clauses 
and 'Casus Pendens' in his treatment of the latter.6 Gross prefers to speak of a 
'Pendenskonstruktion' , or a 'Pendenssatz', where the extraposed Pendens is 
imbedded in the clause, and the construction is without internal clause bounda-
ries.7 Waltke-O'Connor speaks of a 'Nominative absolute', the equivalent of the 
'Casus pendens' that is one of the roles ofthe 'Nominative function'.8 When the 
word order is S-P, it is usually due to a disjunctive waw.9 This disjunctive waw, 
introducing parenthetical material, is the second category - besides relative, 
causal or temporal clauses - that can introduce a pluperfect, or, in the terminol-
ogy of Waltke-O'Connor, a 'Past perfect' .10 Waltke-O'Connor do not discuss 
whether we should use the category 'Compound nominal clause' , or simply char-

1 See e.g. Contini (1982: 11-2), Cohen (1984: 47-57). 
2 Nyberg (1952, §85), ('sammansatt nominalsats'); Schneider (1974, 44.4), 'Zusammenge-
setzten Nominalsatz'); Niccacci (1990, §6), ('complex noun clause'); Talstra (1978: 170) 
('complex nominal clause'). 
3 Gesenius (1910, §140 a-f). 
4 Gesenius (1910, §142 a-b). 
5 Muraoka (1985: 4, n 8; 32-7). See aiso Joiion, and Muraoka (1991: 561-3). 
6 Muraoka (1985: 93-9). There are some slight comments in this direction in Joiion, and Mu-
raoka (1991, §153, esp. n 2; §156 e). 
7 Gross (1987: 37-8, 190). 
8 Waltke, and O'Connor (1990, §4.7 a-c, 8.3 a). 
9 Waltke, and O'Connor (1990, §8.3 a, 39.2.3). 
lO Waltke, and O'Connor (1990§30.5.2 a-b). 
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acterize the construction as a fonn of particular emphasis or casus pendens. They 
also prefer the expression 'Verbless clause' instead of 'Nominal clause', a dis-
tinction that takes a more neutral stand on the issue. Meyer considers the bound-
ary to be floating between a compound nominal clause with a verbal predicate 
and a verbal clause with an extraposed subject. 1 

The only reasonable conclusion at this stage is to consider v. 2 to be a later addi-
tion to the narrative, a conclusion that, as was shown above, is the most com-
monly taken. There are several reasons for this conclusion, as well as regarding 
it as a Dtr addition: 

1) The phrase i:::p il)il; is a typical Dtr phrase, as well as typical for P, in 
the typical description of how God spoke through Moses. 2 

2) The failure, intentional or not, to change i:::p of the favourite phrase into the 
more 'to' shows how the Dtr redactor was merely adding to the text, 
without the intention of fully integrating his additions with the narrative at large. 

3) The phrase ?.pJd y?r,rD is rather close to the one in Deut 25:9, 
i?n ?.PP. 'and she removed his sandal from his foot' , the only other 
occurrence of the verb y?n together with the nouns and and the preposi-
tion ?.pJd. This can hardly be a coincidence, especially since the parallel is found 
in Deuteronomy, the terminological storehouse of the Dtr. The Dtr redactor ap-
parently felt a need for a divine command to Isaiah to undress, and the formula-
tion in Deut 25:9 for the removal of the sandals was close at hand. 

4) The epithet 'son of Am os' , is otherwise given to Isaiah. 3 The ref-
erences are thus found in the DtrG and its equivalent in Isaiah 37-38 and 
Chronicles (2Kgs 19:2, 20; 20:1; 37:2, 21; 38:1; 2 Chr 26:22; 32:20, 32), and 
three times in Isaiah where it forms part of various superscriptions, all referring 
to Isaiah in third person (Is 1:1; 2:1; 13 :1). The phrase 'son of Amos' was ap-
parently a reference given to Isaiah particularly among the Dtr tradition, and 
therefore its occurrence in Is 20:2 forms a strong argument for not only the sec-
ondary status of the verse, but also that the addition can be traced to a Dtr redac-
tor. 

5) The phrase at the beginning ofv. 2, l"l.P-?, ' at that time ' , is also a typi-
cally Dtr phrase. It occurs 67 times in the OT, of which 15 occur in Deut, 19 in 
Josh-2 Kgs, 7 in Jer, 2 in Is besides 20:2 (18:7; 39:1), 10 in 1-2 Chr and the re-
maining 13 dispersed evenly through the rest of the OT. The phrase then occurs 

1 Meyer (1972, §91.2 a, 92.4 b). 
2 I Sam 28:17; I Kgs 8:53, 56; 14:18; 15:29; 16:34; 2 Kgs 9:36; 10:10; 14:25; 17:16, 23; 24:2; 
Jer 37:2. 
3 2Kgs 19:2, 20; 20:1 ; Is 1:1; 2:1; 13 :1; 37:2, 21 ; 38:1 ; 2 Chr 26:22; 32:20, 32. 
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mainly in Deut, in DtrG and in texts already known for their Dtr phraseology, 
such as Jer and Is 39. 

There is always the problem that if we consider v. 2 secondary, the text is left 
without a divine command to Isaiah to perform the symbolic act. However, there 
are two alternative ways of explaining this. The lack of a command can be at-
tributed to the unusual character of the narrative in general, e.g., being in third 
person and referring to Isaiah in third person. It can also be explained by postu-
lating that the Dtr redactor replaced a command with his own version. This can 
of course not be shown beyond doubt, but there is always the possibility that the 
Dtr redactor felt it necessary to not only rephrase the description of the com-
mand, but to replace it. That v. 2 would itself be the result of an original com-
mand that has been merely worked over by a Dtr redactor is less likely because 
of its many similarities with Dtr phraseology, as was shown above. 

There has also been a discussion concerning whether vv. 5 and 6 are parts of 
the original narrative, or whether one of them is secondary. Some would argue 
that v. 5 is secondary, 1 whilst some would choose v. 6.2 However, I find it hard 
to take any of these suggestions seriously. The argument for taking v. 5 as sec-
ondary is usually that it anticipates,3 explains4 or is simply dependent on v. 6.5 

However, the simple fact that one part of a literary narrative anticipates another 
part, or explains it, or if it is dependent upon it in some form, is hardly reason 
enough to consider it to be secondary. We have to keep in mind that Isaiah ex-
pected a major clash between the Assyrians and the combined forces of Egypt 
and Kush. The Assyrians would win a major victory and remove the captured 
enemies in exile, as was their policy (v. 4). The Philistine cities that supported 
the uprising and were punished by Sargon' s army would then wonder how they 
could be so foolish to trust in a power so weak in comparison with the Assyrians 
(v. 5). 

The argument for taking v. 6 as secondary is usually that there is a change of 
subject from Judah in v. 5 to the Philistines in v. 6.6 However, Wildberger points 
out correctly that it would not be unusual for an OT prophet to speak to Judah 
through an oracle directed against another people, in this case the Philistines.7 

However, Wildberger then still goes on to consider v. 6 to be secondary instead 

1 So e.g. Hoffmann (1974: 74, n 286), Huber (1976: 107, n 96), Ciements (1 980a: 175). 
2 So Wildberger (1974: 751), Dietrich (1976: 131). 
3 So Huber (1976: 107, n 96). 
4 So Hoffmann (1974: 74, n 286). 
5 So Clements (1980: 175). 
6 So Dietrich (1976: 131). 
7 Wildberger (1974: 751). 
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of v. 5. His argument, taken up from Kaiser, is that if the inhabitants of the 
coastal cities had fled to Egypt, they would have been caught by the Assyrians 
in the attack that Isaiah imagined would come. And if they only took refuge in 
the help they could get from Egypt, why would the Assyrians first attack Egypt 
(v. 4) and only then take on the Philistine cities (v. 6)? 1 Again, these scholars 
fail to take seriously the fact that vv. 5-6 is part oflsaiah's oracle, what he, in an 
inspired moment thought would happen. To Isaiah, the main enemy to Assyria 
was Egypt, which was no doubt a correct interpretation. Therefore, it would 
seem to be reasonable that the Assyrians would attack their main enemy first, 
and then the minor ones on the coast. It must be remembered that this is how 
Isaiah presented these matters in his oracle. In such a context, equal emphasis 
might very well have been given to the terrifying example the conquest of Egypt 
and Kush would be for the coastal cities, and indeed to Judah as well. That in it-
self might have been the reason for Isaiah to put the conquest of Egypt and Kush 
first. 

The subject of v. 5 is not stated, but those who take it to be Judah must ac-
knowledge that Judah plays no part whatsoever in this chapter, at least on the 
surface structure. The lack of a subject in v. 5 creates an anticipation, which is 
satisfied in v.6, where the subject is said to be 'those who live on this coast', i.e., 
the inhabitants of the Philistine cities on the coastal line, the apparent leader of 
which was Ashdod. However, although this oracle is then looking much like an 
oracle against foreign nations, the lack of a subject in v. 5 together with the fact 
that the symbolic act was naturally performed in Judah in order to convince 
them not to take part in the rebellion, argue for that we are supposed to see 
Judah as part of the actual subject ofvv. 5-6.2 The last phrase ofv. 6, 'How can 
we escape?' can not easily be applied to Judah alone, which is why Judah should 
be seen as only part of the subject in vv. 5-6 and not the subject exclusively. 
This would suit the historical situation quite well, since Ashdod was trying to 
build a coalition with nearby states against Assyria, and it was against Judah 
taking part in this coalition that Isaiah prophesied and acted symbolically. 

According to Is 20:3, Isaiah, i.e., the activity of Isaiah, has for three years 
been 'a sign and symbol'. There is no need to go into a detailed word 
study of these terms here, since it is obvious that, in the form of an hendiadys, 
Isaiah's activity was meant to have indicated something else and beyond the 
mere fact that he walked around naked.3 There was a further, subtler meaning to 

1 Kaiser(l974: 117). 
2 See Huber (1976: 111-2) for a similar line of argument. 
3 For niK, see TDOT 1, 167-88, esp. 186; for see TDOT 8, 174-81, esp. 178. 
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the act that needed a divine oracle to be explained. However, this last phrase in 
v. 'as a sign and symbol of Egypt and Cush', 
appears to have had a rather distinct usage in the OT. Together, in the form of a 
hendiadys, the terms occur 17 times. 1 The overwhelming majority of these cases 
come from Deut or Dtr related texts. 2 There are three basic reasons for regarding 
this phrase as a Dtr redactional addition to the text. First, it has already been es-
tablished that the text has been exposed to Dtr redactional activity in the previ-
ous verse, and this makes it likely that there is more of the same kind to be 
expected in the rest of the text. Second, the phrase in v. 3bB is rather clumsily 
appended to the prior clause, which itself is continued in v. 4a. Verse 3bJ3 ap-
pears as a parenthetical remark that seeks to make explicit what is otherwise left 
implicitly by vv. 3a-ba, 4. Third, as was shown above, the phrase in v. 3bJ3 is a 
familiar Dtr phrase. This would make it at least plausible that v. 3bB was added 
by a Dtr redactor - probably the same that added v. 2 - in order to update the 
text in exilic or postexilic times. 3 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
If v. 2 is to be considered secondary and therefore not reliable as description of 
the symbolic act of Isaiah, or at least the original description of the act, then 
what we know from the oracle in v. 3a is simply that he walked barefoot and na-
ked for three years. The following points can be made to illuminate the symbolic 
act. 

As was shown above, there is every reason to take the duration seriously from 
the point of view of the history of the uprising in Palestine. Since three years is 
probably what it took from the first sign of rebellion to the final assault by the 
Assyrians on Ashdod, this is likely to be the duration for the symbolic act of 
Isaiah, or at least to have included it. 

The fact that he is said to have walked in his state of nakedness could be an 
indication that the symbolic act was intended to be publicly noticed and inter-
preted by the people at large, and not only by the king and his likes. His deliber-
ate nakedness has caused some concern among scholars, however; would it 
really have been possible for Isaiah to walk around naked for three years? There 
are several answers to this question. On the one hand, we should not be too 
hasty to rationalize the behaviour of the prophet, and tone done the extreme se-

1 Ex 7:3; Deut 4:34; 6:22, 7:19; 13 :2,3; 26:8; 28:46; 29:2; 34:11; Is 8:18; Jer 32:20,21; I>s 
78:43; 105:27; 135:9; Neh 9:10. 
2 So TDOT 1, 168. 
3 So Vermeylen (1977: 325). 
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riousness by which he took his mission as God's spokesman. On the other hand, 
it would not simply have been physically possible to be naked for even a shorter 
time than three years, given the climate of the region. It could very well be, that 
Isaiah continued with is symbolic act for this period, i.e., he persisted in display-
ing his symbolic act when he appeared in public. The intention was surely not to 
be naked as such, but to bring across a message by means of his nakedness, and 
therefore it would only have been relevant when the prophet appeared in public. 
There is also the case that it was unlikely that Isaiah appeared totally naked. 
This is the way the Dtr redactor of v. 2 has understood it, and perhaps it was his 
intention to make it clear that the prophet was not totally naked, but only with-
out his outer mantle. 

The redactor specifies in v. 2 that Isaiah was dressed in sackcloth. But 
why is stated here, and in a verse that we have already concluded is a Dtr addi-
tion? The sackcloth is usually a sign of grief (Gen 37:34; 2 Sam 21:10; 1 Kgs 
21:27 etc), and that is surely the way it is supposed to be taken here as well, al-
though we are not told of the circumstances surrounding Isaiah's display of 
grief. Some have suggested that the sackcloth refers to the typical dress of the 
prophet, but the only reference to a typical prophetic dress is 2 Kgs 1:8, where 
Elijah is described as a 1J?f;; 'hairy man', i.e., as someone wearing a 
hairy mantle. 1 The similarity between the ruggedness of the hairy mantle and the 
sackcloth is too superficial, however, for drawing the conclusion that the sack-
cloth in Is 20:2 was intended to be a specifically prophetic clothing. This brings 
us back to the question why v. 2 suddenly mentions that Isaiah has been wearing 
the particular mourning dress. The best solution lies in the fact that elsewhere in 
the book of Isaiah, when Isaiah pictures a day of grief after doom, it is men-
tioned that in time of mourning, sackcloth will be worn (3:24; 15:3; 22:12; 37:1; 
50:3; 58:5). In order to illustrate this point more emphatically, Isaiah might very 
well have walked around Jerusalem wearing sackcloth, as if to remind the peo-
ple of what will happen if they do not follow the word of God. 

Since there is no description of such a prophetic symbolic act left in the book 
of Isaiah as it meets us today, I would suggest that Is 20 was once part of a 
larger narrative that described certain activities by Isaiah, such as symbolic acts. 
This would explain not only the reference to the sackcloth, but also the abrupt-
ness by which Is 20 both starts and ends. This would enforce the view that has 
sometimes been proposed that Is 20 was once part of a 'Denkschrift', similar to 

1 For this type of construction with Sv:J as indicating the genitive in certain idioms, see Gen 
14:13; 37:19; 1 Sam 28:7; Is 41:15; 50:8; Jer 37:13; Nah 1:2, Waltke, and O'Connor (1990, 
§9.5 .3 b). 
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Is 6-8, and also to 36-39. 1 Is 20 would then once have followed upon a narrative 
which described how Isaiah walked around dressed in sackcloth, in order to 
bring home to the people the message that if they were to rely on Egypt and 
Kush for help against Assyria, they will indeed end up grieving over their fool-
ishness. To take this a step further, the two symbolic acts would have followed 
upon each other quite understandably in a logical, and chronological order. The 
wearing of sackcloth would have indicated the time immediately before the ex-
pected attack of the Assyrians as well as during the siege of Jerusalem, while the 
nakedness would have indicated what would happen after the conquest of Jeru-
salem, namely the exiling of prisoners (cf. Am 2:16). For this is precisely what 
the naked Isaiah walking around Jerusalem was meant to illustrate, namely a 
prisoner of war being taken away into exile, a theme not unknown from ancient 
Near Eastern iconography.2 

In v. 4 the oracle suddenly takes a surprising turn, surprising at least to the 
modem reader who would expect the act of Isaiah to have symbolized the exil-
ing ofthe people of Judah. However, the act is apparently not meant to symbol-
ize the exiling of Judahites, but of prisoners from Egypt and Kush (vv. 3-4). So 
again we need to be reminded of the image Isaiah had of an impending war be-
tween Assyria and the coalition of Egypt and Kush. They would be the real 
casualties of war, and not primarily those petty states that looked to them for 
help in their rebellion against Assyria. However, they would be held accountable 
for their rebellion soon enough, and then there would be no Egypt or Kush to 
help them (v. 5), the realisation of which would make them cry out, 'How can 
we escape?' (v. 6). 

The symbolic structure of the symbolic act 
In order to describe the detailed structure of the symbolism involved in this act, 
we must start by asking for the act that was performed, since this is a basic re-
quirement for it to be defined as a prophetic symbolic act. It may be prophetic, 
and it may very well be symbolic, but if nothing is performed, it is simply an-
other example of prophetic symbolism. If we start with the obvious fact that 
Isaiah removed some, if not all, of his clothes, then that hardly points in itself to 
a symbolic act. The actual undressing receives no emphasis in the text of Is 20, 
as it would have had Isaiah been described as removing his clothes in public. 

1 So e.g. Gray ( 1928: 344), who thinks Is 20 once formed part of a biography of the prophet; 
Wildberger (1974: 751), Hayes, and Irvine (1987: 271 -2). However, for a critical analysis of 
the notion of a 'Denkschrift' , see Irvine (1992). 
2 ANEP m. 332, 358, 365. 
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The crucial element is what is performed. The mere fact that Isaiah is naked is 
not in itself an act, although it very close to an actual performing. The act that 
should be understood as the symbolic act is described in v. 3, '""l:t-¥ 
'my servant Isaiah has walked'. 1 

It is therefore the walking around in the state of nakedness that is the act 
which, when performed, symbolized something to those standing by. Those two 
items together, the particular dress - or lack of it - and the act of walking 
around, are what make up the prophetic symbolism of this prophetic symbolic 
act. To be more precise, the walking around naked and barefoot makes up a 
symbolic meaning of iconic nature, in the sense that it imitates the behaviour of 
a subdued people going into exile. 

Is there any form of indexical symbolism involved in this symbolic act? As a 
rule, indexical symbolism is harder to detect than iconic, as metonymies are 
harder to detect than metaphors. The analogical nature of the icon/metaphor is 
what makes it easier to detect, whereas the detection of index/metonymy is de-
pendent on our knowledge of the culture and context around the performance of 
the act and the formulation of the description of that act. Having said that, how-
ever, there is a likely case of indexical symbolism in the fact that the act sym-
bolizes going into exile, a threat very much real to Israel and various other 
smaller states in the region. However, it is not as likely that the same would 
have been true for Egypt and Kush. The consequence of this is that the symbolic 
performance of exile was meant to associate to war and defeat, and in this par-
ticular context, to the defeat of Egypt and Kush to Assyria. Isaiah then used a 
concrete act, well known to his people, namely going into exile, as a means of 
referring, not necessarily to the exile of Egypt and Kush, but by means of asso-
ciation to their defeat to Assyria. 

There is actually a further requirement that we could add, but which has no 
direct support in the text, namely that is was to be performed in public. It would 
have been quite nonsensical for Isaiah to perform his act without an audience, as 
if it had some quasi-magical force in bringing about what is symbolized merely 
by its performance. The audience played the vital role of providing the first ten-
tative interpretation of Isaiah's act as it was performed on the streets of Jerusa-
lem. However, this interpretation formed only the first in a series of 
interpretations that can be deduced from Is 20. These various interpretations can 
be outlined as follows; 

1 The Dtr redactor repeats this in v. 2b, -;?;;, 'he went'. There is, however, no mentioning in 
the divine commandment in v. 2a to walk around, a discrepancy which could be attributed to 
the redactor' s sole focus on emphasising the divine command to undress. 
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1. The people of Jerusalem saw the symbolic act oflsaiah as it was performed 
on the streets of Jerusalem, and they presumably understood it as a symbol of 
exile. It is also likely that they associated by means ofthis symbolisation to war, 
military attack, defeat, humiliation, etc. 

2. Isaiah himself interprets the act, perhaps in the light of the interpretation 
made initially by the people of Jerusalem, in his oracle in vv. 3-6. According to 
this oracle, the symbolic act symbolizes the exile of prisoners from Egypt and 
Ethiopia. 

3. Although there is no evidence for it in the text ofls 20, we should presume 
that the people of Jerusalem that heard Isaiah's oracle again interpreted the 
symbolic act, now in the light of the explanatory oracle provided by Isaiah. How 
Isaiah's oracle was received is impossible to say, although we can surmise that 
since Judah was not involved in the rebellion, at least not enough to suffer the 
attacks of the punitive expedition from Assyria, and since the story was put 
down in writing not long after the attack on Ashdod, it is likely that Isaiah's ora-
cle was received favourably. This would mean that people at large, and in par-
ticular Hezekiah the king, took the oracle seriously and understood the symbolic 
act as symbolising the possible exiling of Judah, after the defeat of Egypt and 
Ethiopia. 

4. At a later stage, while the people still remembered what had happened to 
Ashdod, and the political debate in Judah between joining the rebellion or not, 
someone put the oracle down into writing (vv. 3a+ba-6), and prefaced it with a 
reference to the historical setting (v. 1). This could very well have taken place 
soon after 701, when Jerusalem was understood to have been miraculously 
saved by God from the Assyrians, and when Egypt and Ethiopia had suffered a 
defeat at the hands of Assyria. However, it is impossible to be certain of such a 
date. The symbolic act is thought to have symbolized the exiling of Egypt and 
Ethiopia, with the implicit inclusion of Judah as well among those expecting ex-
ile. 

5. After quite some time, in exilic times, a Dtr redactor sought to bring the 
narrative up to date with his own time by adding vv. 2, Since Judah itself 
had now been forced to go into exile, this Dtr redactor saw the symbolic act of 
Isaiah as not only a symbol of exile, but above ali as a symbol of prophetic 
authority and of the legitimate function of God's prophets to foretell the future. 
In order to emphasize this interpretation, the Dtr redactor added v. 2 to complete 
the structure of the description of the symbolic act of the prophet. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. Is 20 has evidently gone through a complicated history of redaction and inter-
pretation. However, it is clear that originally, the people of Jerusalem saw the 
symbolic act performed on the streets of Jerusalem by Isaiah, and they under-
stood it as a symbol of a people going into exile. 

2. The symbolic meaning of this prophetic act is iconic, in the sense that it pic-
tures in an analogical sense how the inhabitants of a conquered people walk, 
humiliated because of their nakedness and lack of sandals. 

3. The symbolic act is interpreted in Isaiah's oracle as picturing the defeat of the 
Egyptians and Kushites. Through indexical symbolism, where the act of walking 
as someone going into exile is meant to associate to war and defeat, this is ac-
complished, even though it is very unlikely that such an outcome was ever a 
threat to Egypt or Kush, but only to smaller states in the more nearby regions. 

4. The duration of three years for the performance of this act should probably be 
seen as the period during which Isaiah would repeat his symbolic act, and not 
that he was actually naked during three years. 
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D. Prophetic Symbolic Acts in the Book of Jeremiah 

Introduction 

Next to Ezekiel, Jeremiah is the OT prophet who performed most symbolic acts, 
at least as far as we know. If we attempt to compare the symbolic acts of these 
two major prophets, we soon find that the character of Jeremiah's symbolic acts 
are less extreme than those of Ezekiel. Jeremiah takes a girdle and hides it, he 
smashes a pot, whereas Ezekiel may lie on his side for a long time, create highly 
elaborate models, or just sit sighing of grief. In general, then, the symbolic acts 
of Jeremiah are more easily understood, although the surrounding questions re-
garding history of redaction and genuineness are similar to those in the book of 
Ezekiel. 

It is impossible to enter any form of scholarly study of the book of Jeremiah 
without also taking a stand on the issue of the redaction history of the book, re-
gardless of how tentative that view may be. Recent studies on this particular 
subject have displayed an almost embarrassing diversity among scholars as to 
the existence of redactional layers, the nature of these layers and the possible 
role played by the prophet himself in this history of redaction. The discussion 
can be summed up in two questions; first, is the text of Jeremiah mainly a co-
herent whole, or the product of a process of various redactions at work on the 
text, and second, to what extent can these redactional layers be labelled 'deuter-
onomic' /'deuteronomistic'? In his recent commentary on Jeremiah, Holladay, 
followed by Jones and Lundbom, has attempted to show that the book is mainly 
a product of the prophet himself, and not the end product of a long and tedious 
redactional process, and so naturally he does not reckon with any substantial Dtr 
redaction of the book. 1 McKane on the other hand, in his recent commentary on 
Jeremiah 1-25, has tried to show that the product is the product of a long, slowly 
developing redactional process, however without any redactor having a firm grip 
on the nature of the development of the book.2 This means that McKane does 

1 Holladay (1986), Holladay (1989). Jones (1992) does appear somewhat more moderate and 
cautious than the decidedly one-sidedness in Holladay's work. Lundbom (1999: 64-5) prefers 
to speak of the prose of the book of Jeremiah as 'the standard rhetorical prose of late seventh, 
early sixth century B. C.' instead of any form of 'Deuteronomic redaction'. He does recognize, 
however, the presence of a relatively small amount of exilic prose in the book. 
2 McKane (1986). 
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not favour any substantial Dtr redaction of the book. It follows naturally from 
this that McKane does not regard the prophet himself to have played any major 
part in the formation of the book. Carroll, on the other hand, takes a much more 
agnostic attitude to these questions in his commentary. 1 He does reckon with re-
dactional activity, e.g., the existence of Dtr redactional activity, although he 
does not see the redaction history as quite as intricate and multifarious as 
McKane does. Carroll's agnostic attitude shows itself when it comes to consider 
the role of the historical prophet, a figure that Carroll seems quite confident to 
consider as more or less a fictional character. Carroll and Holladay are therefore 
on completely different wavelengths when it comes to consider the role of the 
historical prophet. Regarding the question of Dtr redaction, McKane and Hol-
laday, as already mentioned, are quite hesitant to any form of pervasive Dtr re-
daction, a view that has been taken to its length by W eippert. 2 On the other 
hand, Thiel has attempted to show that there has indeed been a major Dtr redac-
tion at work in the book of Jeremiah, a view he shares to a certain extent with 
Carroll.3 

Even from this very brief and limited overview of recent studies on the redac-
tion history of the book of Jeremiah it appears quite clear that no consensus can 
be said to exist among scholars. The divisions are, quite on the contrary, wider 
than ever before. The differences are mainly due to two factors; one, how we 
evaluate a text and its rugged texture as coherent or showing sings of redactions; 
two, how we evaluate the language that pervades the book of Jeremiah and 
which to a large degree appears similar to the language otherwise typical of 
Deuteronomy and to a certain extent also the Dtr history. If a text can be al-
lowed to make sudden shifts in language, themes, motives, then there is no need 
to postulate a redaction history. And if the language of Deuteronomy and the Dtr 
history was known and used as a stock of theological formulas at the end of the 
7th century, why not by the prophet Jeremiah himself or his secretary Baruch as 
e.g. Lundbom argues, then there would be no need to categorize its occurrence 
in the book of Jeremiah as Dtr redaction. 

It would seem wise, judging from this overview of recent scholarly divisions 
over the book of Jeremiah, not to adhere to any particular school of thought. In-

1 Carron (1986). 
2 Weippert (1973). 
3 Thiel (1973), Thiel (1981 ). So also e.g. Graupner (1991 ). 
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stead, we will try to let the text speak for itself, and use these texts as 'test-
cases' for what should be a suitable approach to the book of Jeremiah. I 

I See e.g. Soggin (1989: 342), ' the relationships between Jeremiah and Deuteronomy and the 
Deuteronomistic school are, as we shall see, so complex that it is inadvisable to keep too 
closely to purely formal questions.' 
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1. The Hidden Girdle (Jeremiah 13:1-11) 

The Text 

li?;:t l 

t:l'l'lo/;:1 17 
il'll?rQl 

2 
i11i1' i::li:D 

3 

, -4 , ibK-7 
n'Ji:l 

.;S, 
J''i?P otq 

i1):? 5 

'iJ;J 6 
i11i1' O':li 

17 
1'0'1:? io/.l$ 

1 

i11ptq 
?j? dnnrziJ mm 

i1:;q j1j 9 

i11i1 Ol1i1 10 e::lii1 o?rzi1i' 
·.· - DiDrzi? 

oi1? 

':P ; ; 
'l'lj?:;lliJ p 

·,7 
1l1P.tq 

1 Thus said Yhwh to me, "Go and buy 
yourself a linen loincloth, and put it on 
your loins, but do not dip it in water." 2 

So I bought a loincloth according to the 
word of Yhwh, and put it on my loins. 3 

And the word of Yhwh came to me a 
second time, saying, 4 "Take the loin-
cloth that you bought and are wearing, 
and go now to the Euphrates, and hide it 
there in a cleft of the rock." 5 So I hid it 
by the Euphrates, as Yhwh commanded 
me. 6 And after many days Yhwh said to 
me, "Go now to the Euphrates, and take 
from there the loincloth that I com-
manded you to hide there." 1 Then I 
went to the Euphrates, and dug, and I 
took the loincloth from the place where I 
had hidden it. But now it was ruined, 
and good for nothing. s Then the word 
of Yhwh came to me: 9 Thus says 
Yhwh: Just so I will ruin the pride of 
Judah and the great pride of Jerusalem. 
10 This evil people, who refuse to hear 
my words, and have gone after other 
gods to serve them and worship them, 
shall be like this loincloth, which is 
good for nothing. 11 For as the loincloth 
clings to one's loins, so I made the 
whole house of Israel and the whole 
house of Judah cling to me, says Yhwh, 
in order that they might be for me a peo-
ple, a name, a praise, and a glory. But 
they would not listen. 
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Textual notes 

• In 4QJer•, Perah has a he-locale, which is most likely an accommodation to the two 
occurrences in vv. 6-7. 
h The phrase 17.\':l), ' and I went' , is missing in LXX, probably added in accordance with 
v. 4, nR, so Janzen (1973 : 40), Holladay (1986: 394). 
c The 1 is extant in several manuscripts and Syr, probably left out with the addition of 
iil\':li;t. 
d The word iil\':li;t, ' the loincloth', is missing in LXX, probably added in accordance with 
v. 7a, so Janzen (1973 : 40), Holladay (1986: 394). 
e Holladay (1986: 394, 397) argues that the text is corrupt at the end of v. 9 and begin-
ning of v. 10. However, his solution is simply to elaborate to be convincing. Indeed, so 
is his view that there is a problem. His only indication that something is amiss is what 
he considers the dubious word order of the phrase llli;l i1FJ OJ?i;l in v. 10, noun- demon-
strative pronoun - adjective, admittedly an unusual construction. However, the same 
construction occurs in Jer 33 :12, :::!"11;1(} i1t,iJ oipip:;l, 'in this place, that is waste ', and 
Holladay (1989: 222) appears to have no objections to the construction this time. 
f The phrase of7 mijf?i:;l 'who stubbornly follow their own will', is missing in 
LXX. It is likely to be a later addition, inspired by the verb l?i1, which both introduces 
this phrase and follows it, so Janzen (1 973 : 40), Holladay (1986: 394), cf. its wide-
spread use in Jer 3:17; 7:24; 9:13; 11:8; 16:12; 18:12; 23:17; cf. also Deut 29:18; Ps 
81:13. 

Analysis 

The problems involved in the story of Jeremiah's loincloth and the symbolic act 
that he performs with it, has met with an array of divergent solutions from 
scholars. The problems range from the structure of the text, its redaction history, 
to what has probably been the most difficult question of them all, the nature of 
the performance of the symbolic act. The problems interact with each other, but 
in order to present a workable solution to the text as a whole, we will begin by 
analysing the structure of the text and its possible redaction history, then discuss 
the performance of the symbolic act, and eventually analyse the symbolic value 
of the act. 

Structure 
The structure of vv. 1-11 appears to be simple enough. Jeremiah is commanded 
by God to buy a loincloth, wear it, and then hide it under a stone by a stream 
(vv. 1-5). He is later told to go and fetch the loincloth, only to find out it has 
been ruined (vv. 6-7). In the typical oracular form, he then provides the interpre-
tation of the act or acts (vv. 8-11). The structure can be dispiayed as foiiows; 



1 Performing symbolic acts 
v. 1 Command to perform symbolic act: Phase I 
v. 2 Description of the performance of the symbolic act: Phase I 
v. 3-4 Command to perform symbolic act Phase: ITa 
v. 5 Description of the performance of the symbolic act Phase: IIa 
v. 6 Command to perform symbolic act Phase: lib 
v. 7 Description of the performance of the symbolic act Phase: lib 

2 Interpreting symbolic acts 
v. 8-10 Interpretation of symbolic acts: Phase Ila+IIb 
v. 11 Interpretation of symbolic act: Phase I 
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The structure is uniformly ordered by three rows of command followed by de-
scription of performance. 1 Of these three rows the latter two, here called phase 
Ila and b, concerning the hiding and retrieving of the loincloth, are closely con-
nected and make up a second phase of the symbolic act. The first phase is the 
buying and wearing of the loincloth. Together these two phases make up the 
whole of the prophetic symbolic act. It is interesting to note that the interpreta-
tion of the symbolic act in vv. 8-11 is chiastically structured in relation to the 
two phases ofthe symbolic act in vv. 1-7. The interpretation ofthe second phase 
in vv. 3-7 is found in vv. 8-10, whereas the interpretation ofthe first phase in vv. 
1-2 is found in vv. 11. The structure is therefore chiastically ordered, a:b//b 1a1• 

With the exception of some minor glosses,2 the structure ofvv. 1-11 appears to 
be quite coherent. 

Literary coherence 
Most scholars have regarded vv. 1-7 as more or less a coherent unit,3 but there 
have been some dissident voices. Clements argues that the original story about 
the symbolic act has been reworked later by identifying Israel with the loincloth, 
and specifying that the loincloth will be hidden by the Euphrates, something that 
would then be a clear reference to the exile.4 Schreiner has also tried to find a 
later reworking in vv. 1-7 by seeing the reference to Euphrates as a later inter-

1 Cf. e.g. Lundbom (1999: 666). 
2 Verse 5, v. 7, v. 1 0, n11"1o/::J o•:;>';>TiiJ, see the notes to the text above. 
3 Most recently, Lundbom (1999: 667). 
4 Clements (1988: 85-6). 
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pretation. 1 If the 'original' text is believed to go back to the prophet himself, 
then I can find no reason why he must be refused to make the very obvious con-
nection between the sinful state of the people, the coming judgement, and the 
thought of an oncoming exile to Babylon.2 The act of bringing back the loincloth 
is not to be taken symbolically for the return after the exile,3 something that I 
will argue for later in relation to the symbolic value of the act at large. However, 
the most elaborate attempt to find evidence of redactional activity in vv. 1-7 has 
been made recently by Hubmann.4 His thesis is that vv. 1-2, 11 describe one 
symbolic act, which is inherently positive in its attitude towards the Babyloni-
ans. This has later been supplemented by another description of a symbolic act, 
to be found in vv. 3-10. This latter description is merely a literary product, 
meant to produce a further expansion and interpretation of the earlier, original 
symbolic act, and it displays an inherently negative attitude towards the enemy.5 

Novel as this theory may be, there is simply no reason why the highly structured 
story of this symbolic act should be divided in two. One searches in vain in 
Hubmann's analysis for textual indications that forces us to accept his interpre-
tation. It would appear that it has been the search for a novel interpretation itself, 
rather than the search for a convincing interpretation of the text that has guided 
Hubmann. He claims that the two acts are in no way related to each other, and 
that the first does not in any way contribute to the understanding of the second 
act. The wooden character of Hubmann' analysis is obvious when he discards 
the simplest of all textual indications, namely its contextual placement. There 
has to be more than a theoretical possibility for a redaction-critical hypothesis to 
be relevant; it has to be forced upon us by clear textual indications, and there are 
no such indications to support Hubmann's interpretation. 

Ifwe then consider vv. 1-7 to be a coherent whole,6 we must turn to the more 
difficult passage of the interpretation in vv. 8-11. What has been the issue here 
is the apparently clear presence of Dtr language. However, as was concluded 
above, we do not follow any particular school of thought on the matter of Dtr 
redaction of the book of Jeremiah, since the issue seems to divide scholars to 
such a large extent. Carroll considers vv. 10-11 to be a Dtr expansion,7 but 
Thiel, who has made the most extensive analysis of a possible Dtr redaction of 

1 Schreiner (1981: 88). 
2 See Bright (1965: 96). 
3 As was rightly emphasized by Bright (1965: 96). 
4 Hubmann (1991). 
5 Hubmann (1991: 120-1). 
6 So Thiel (1973: 169). 
7 Carroll (1986: 293), so also Nicholson (1973: 121-2). 
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the book ofJeremiah, considers v. lOa, except its first three words, and v. 11 to 
be the work of a Dtr redactor. Thiel's main argument regarding v. 11 is that it 
displays an allegorising interpretation of vv. 1-2. 1 Holladay is even more cau-
tious, when he considers only v. 1 Oaf3 to be a Dtr redaction. 2 McKane is of the 
opinion that the book of Jeremiah does not provide us with enough clear struc-
ture to suggest a thorough Dtr redaction. Instead he suggests that the language is 
similar to the language ofDeuteronomy/Dtr history, but this is an ongoing influ-
ence during the drawn out process of growth of the text of the book. Neverthe-
less, McKane finds two additions to vv. 1-7, one in vv. 8-9 and one in vv. 10-
11.3 McKane appears to be alone in viewing vv. 8-9 as a later addition to vv. 1-
7. Weippert fails to find any support for a Dtr redaction in vv. 1-11, mainly be-
cause the phraseology is scattered through the OT and because in Jer 13 :10, it is 
imbedded in otherwise typical Jeremianic material.4 The attitude chosen by 
Jones seems very wise, namely that the tradition from Jeremiah was preserved in 
circles that were highly influenced by Dtr language,5 and I would add also that 
they probably were influenced by Dtr theology as well. However, there is no 
need to limit the influence to the bearers of the tradition, and not include the 
prophet himself in this circle. J ones recognizes the typical Dtr phraseology of v. 
10-11, but prefers not to end up with a firm opinion. 6 

It would seem that it is v. 10 that is most critical when it comes to consider 
whether the text has suffered a Dtr redaction or not. Since it involves the inter-
pretation of the symbolic act, it is necessary to take a closer look at v. 10. 

10aaa 
10aab 
lOab 
lOb 

.11''):;t i11,iJ C.l?:;t 

cry? nir:)l."'o/071 CT?.l?? C'lOt$ 
t,j7 i1t.iJ '0'1 

Verse 10 contains an unusual expression, the syntax of which makes it unlikely 
to be used as a typical phrase. The expression used in v. lOaab only occurs, be-
sides here, in 1 Sam 8:19; Jer 11:10; Neh 9:17, hardly enough to consider it a 
typical Dtr phrase. Verse 1 Ob is not argued by anyone to contain a distinctly Dtr 

1 Thiel (1973: 169-72). 
2 Holladay (1986: 397). 
3 McKane (1986: 290-2). 
4 Weippert (1973: 215-8). 
5 Jones ( 1992: 22). 
6 Jones (1992: 197). 



110 

formula. Instead, it is v. 10ab that has been the difficult phrase to consider in 
any other way than as a Dtr phrase, and therefore, the result of a Dtr redaction, 
however small or great. The phrase is a stock phrase, and it occurs here in its 
fullest form, with both the verbs i:Jll and i1nrz.i as additional explicates of the sin-
ful behaviour ofthe people. In this its fullest form, the expression occurs in Deut 
8:19; Jud 2:19; Jer 16:11; 25:6. Its basic form, lSi1, is found 
in Deut 6:14; 11:28; 13:3; 28:14 (+i:Jll); Jud 2:12 (+i1nrz.i); 1 Kgs 11 :10; Jer 7:6, 
9; 11:10 (+i:Jll); 35:15 (+i:Jll). This shows that the phrase is definitely a stock 
Dtr phrase, and it is therefore very likely that it has been added here in order to 
emphasize the corrupt character of the people, perhaps by one of the editors of 
the Jeremianic traditions. However, it is highly doubtful to postulate a wholesale 
Dtr redaction of the passage on the basis on only one phrase. It is better to take 
the phrase as an isolated case of a Dtr gloss, added under the pervading influ-
ence ofDtr language and theology, rather than as a wholesale redaction. 1 

When it comes to 13:11, a similar influence can be found, although it does not 
appear to be a stock phrase that has been used. The expression used in v. 11 is 
similar to Deut 26:19: 

i17i:H;171 ClJ7 '7 ni'iJ7 
i17iJz:17 1i'7¥ "9!;11:17'1 

Jer 13:11 
Deut 26:19 

However, the similarity is not that of both using a stock phrase. What connects 
these two verses is that they are the only two where all four designations 
Cll, and i17iJI;l are used, although not in the same form of expression. 
It would appear that they have both made use of a similar form of expression 
that had not gained the status of a fixed formula, as we found in v. 10ab. Some 
other variations of this expression are .17iJz:17'1 (Sef 3: 19, 20) and 

(1 Chr 22:5). The closest parallel is found in Jer 33:9, 
i170z:17 plllf¥ '7 i1!;1;;:q, which could very well be a deliberate reuse 

of the expression in 13 :11.2 The expression S + [suffix]-S + i1'i1 + S, is largely 
limited to late biblical Hebrew, judging from its occurrences (Gen 17:7; Lev 
11:45; 25:33, 38; 26:45; Num 15:41; Deut 4:20; 7:6; 14:2; 24:4; 26:17, 18; 2 
Sam 12:10; Is 56:6; Jer 34:16; Ez 27:7). 

Another case of relevant influence is the use of the verb p::11, 'cling to' (Deut 
4:4; 10:20; 11:22; 13:5; 30:22; Jos 22:5; 23:8; 2 Kgs 18:6; Ps 63 :9; 119:31). 
This term has a distinct figurative sense that occurs most frequently in Deuter-

1 See also Lundbom (1999: 669-70) for a similar line of argument. 
2 See Holladay (1989: 225). 
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onomy.1 The people should cling to their God, which in Deuteronomy is often 
more or less synonymous with 1?i1, 'follow' (Deut 11:22; 13:4) and :::li1N, 'love' 
(Josh 22:5), both well-known terms from covenantal language. 

So neither can v. 11 show us any clear evidence of the work of a redaction.2 

Instead, the language used could very well be the result of influence on the edi-
tor of the text from the phraseology commonly used in that era. Furthermore, 
since there is no other interpretation of the prophetic symbolic act following the 
description of the act itself (vv. 1-7), we must presume that either a different in-
terpretation was replaced with vv. 8-11, which is unlikely from what we have 
found so far, or that vv. 8-11 do form the proper interpretation, but have been 
exposed to a certain amount of reformulation by later editors, due to the preva-
lent Dtr language en vogue in their time. We will therefore presume that there is 
a legitimate connection between the description ofthe act (vv. 1-7) and the in-
terpretation (vv. 8-11), with a keen eye to the fact that the latter may have suf-
fered some of its original meaning through the later adaptation to Dtr language. 

Performance of the act 
The most difficult problem with this text has undoubtedly been how we can 
imagine that Jeremiah went back and forth twice to the Euphrates, to hide and 
fetch the loincloth (vv. 4, 6). Various solutions to this problem has been sug-
gested, such as that it is a vision and not a description of a prophetic symbolic 
act, properly performed, 3 that it is purely a literary creation, 4 or that it is not ac-
tually the river Euphrates that is referred to by nl!!J, and therefore Jeremiah only 
went to a stream called Farah, near Anatoth (Jos 18:43).5 The text has no indica-
tions whatsoever of being a vision, other than the apparently unlikely reference 
to Jeremiah going to the Euphrates. Quite to the contrary, the story has all the 
signs of a description of a typical prophetic symbolic act being performed, with 
the exception of an explicit reference to witnesses. It is therefore the third alter-
native that will have to be scrutinized further. It must be said that two trips back 
and forth to the Euphrates by Jeremiah can be ruled out, mainly because of the 
distance but also because of the fact that it would have made it impossible for 

1 See Lohfink (1963: 73-80), Weinfeld (1972: 83, 333), TDOT 3, 80-3 . 
2 When Friebel (1999: 100, n 46) argues that there is no need to see an interpolation since 
what is said in vv. 10-11 is not beyond what was originally intended. However, why could not 
a later interpolator or redactor draw his own, quite correct conclusions from the symbolic act? 
That is not a relevant test as to whether we have something secondary or not. 
3 So e.g. Lindblom (1962: 131). 
4 Apparently favoured by Carroll (1986: 295). 
5 See Friebel (1999: 21-2, 106-7), and Lundbom (1999: 668-9) with further references. 
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Jeremiah to perform his act in front of the witnesses he needed, namely repre-
sentatives of the people of Judah. Some other explanation must be found as to 
the use of Indeed, it was suggested long ago that we should read ill=i with 
the locative il, which would only require a slight revocalisation of to nl=i· 
Among the ancient versions, Aquila actually translates <pa.pa.v, 'to Parah', 
although the wooden literalness of his translation makes it uncertain as to which 
reading is followed. Bourguet has suggested, though, that we should not think of 
revocalising the text, but instead see the reference to the Euphrates as meant to 
refer to Parah, while bringing with it the association of the Babylonian river, and 
indexically the magical rituals performed by the Babylonians in and near by that 
river.1 Although the suggestion that the association with Euphrates was meant to 
bring to mind the magical rites performed there should be considered without 
substance, the view that the spelling is deliberately is attractive. However, 
to build anything on such a weak case as a small difference in vocalisation is not 
recommendable. Jones has recently suggested a somewhat simpler interpreta-
tion, namely that Jeremiah went to a nearby stream where he performed his 
symbolic act, and referred to the stream symbolically as 'Euphrates', metonymi-
cally designating the influence of the Babylonian religion as the origin of the 
sins ofthe people (c£ Jer 7:8; 44:17-19, 25). Just as Jeremiah would have taken 
an ordinary loincloth and made it symbolize the people, so he would also have 
used an ordinary stream nearby, and have it stand metaphorically for Euphrates, 
which in turn would have been used as a metonym for Babylon. 2 The simplicity 
of Jones interpretation, with its recognition of the symbolic value of the items 
involved, makes it the most attractive alternative so far. 

What kind of clothing was it exactly that Jeremiah bought and put around his 
waist, and which is called The word occurs 14 times in the OT, and 8 of 
those are in Jer 13:1-11. Outside of Jeremiah it is used for a piece of clothing 
made of skin, most likely a loincloth, wrapped around the prophet Elijah' s waist, 

iill (2 Kgs 1:8), attached closely to the waist (Is 5:27; 11:5; Job 
12:18), and belted unto the waist, Oi}')Qiff 'liJQ (Ez 23:15). In Ez 23:15 this 
piece of clothing is apparently visible, which is problematical if it is the under-
garment, and this is precisely why Friebel prefers to see the as not the un-
dergarment or loincloth, but as a waist sash, or girdle. 3 But then he misses the 

1 Bourguet (1987: 246, 249-57). 
2 Jones (1992: 196). 
3 Friebel (1999: 102). He goes on to argue, that if a loincloth were meant, Jeremiah would 
have been left naked when he removed it! However, that is taking the text in a marmer that is 
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point of that text, since Oholibah is sexually aroused by soldiers who are not 
wearing as much clothes as they normally would, since they are depicted as be-
ing prepared for battle. 

The formed the common undergarment for the Israelite worker and sol-
dier, not unlike a kilt, which was usually held up with a belt, making it possible 
to keep items such as a knife stuck inside the belt. 1 In the relief describing Sen-
nacherib's conquest of Lachish,2 there are Judean soldiers described with what 
probably is only their whereas the older men and women wear long, outer 
garments. 3 The was then a short loincloth, tightly girded round the waist 
(Jer 13:11), and normally held up with a belt. It is also possible that this loin-
cloth was identified with being a 'belt' itself, although that is uncertain. When it 
is said that the that Jeremiah is to use is made of linen, this is no doubt an 
indication of good quality, as opposed to wool, and certainly skin (2 Kgs 1 :8). 

This symbolic act is one of several where no witnesses are mentioned. How-
ever, this should not pose a problem, since there is rarely an audience mentioned 
to his verbal preaching, yet this has hardly posed problems for interpreters. That 
an audience is not mentioned is best understood as something so obvious it only 
needed mentioning when the circumstances made it necessary. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
When it comes to the symbolic value of this symbolic act, it is of vital impor-
tance whether vv. 8-11 are regarded as being in any way relevant as an interpre-
tation ofthe act. As we saw above, there is every reason to believe that vv. 8-11 
were not added as a later, separate Dtr redaction, serving its own theological 
stance. Rather, it should be seen as from the prophet himself, but probably re-
formulated by editors of the Jeremianic traditions under the influence of Dtr 
language, with the sole intent of bringing out the message of the prophet in an 
era when this particular language was en vogue. 

There are certain indications in the text that need to be emphasized in order 
for the symbolic meaning of the act to stand out clearly. To begin with, Jeremiah 

simply too dramatic. What is to say that Jeremiah did not go home and change? However, on 
p I 03 Friebel himself refers to 'the clinging of the garment closely to the person'. 
1 See ABD 2, 233-4. 
2 ANEP no 371. 
3 See Wright (1955: 64-6), Weippert (1977: 187), Edwards (1992: 233), Lundbom (1999: 
667-8). Edwards and Weippert both identify this piece of clothing as the 
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was told to buy1 a linen loincloth that was new, no doubt in order to emphasize 
the perfect quality of the item before it was ruined (v. 1). When Jeremiah took it 
off and put it away, it was therefore new and stainless, which served to empha-
size the difference between when it was worn and when it had been ruined. This 
contrast seems to form the basis for the symbolic function of the act. When the 
people cling to their God, they are not defiling themselves with other gods, but 
when they depart from him, they become unsuitable as the people of God. 

The loincloth is said three times to be put around the waist, an indication that 
would have been unnecessary had there not been a particular reason for it be-
sides specifying how it came to be worn (vv. 1-3). The relationship between the 
people and their God was initiated by God, who chose the people, as one 
chooses to put on a loincloth. Furthermore, the point of intimacy and closeness 
between the person wearing the loincloth and the item itself could very well be 
meant to allude to the ancient understanding of the covenantal relationship be-
tween God and his people, which is also consistently said to be inaugurated on 
God's initiative.2 In the following interpretation of the act in v. 11, the proper 
behaviour of the people in this intimate relationship is expressed by the term 
p:::li, 'cling to', well known in this figurative sense from Deuteronomy. 

The loincloth is said not to be exposed to water (v. 1), which also emphasizes 
the difference between the status of the item as new and without any sign of 
blemish, and when it was dug up by Jeremiah.3 

The act of putting on a loincloth is used symbolically to denote a similar act, 
namely how God chooses his people and keeps them close (v. 11). The apparent 
iconic symbolism is therefore on the level of performance, although on a very 
abstract level. It is not the choice of a loincloth that is relevant when it comes to 
understanding the symbolism, but the act of putting on the loincloth, and keep-
ing it close. 

The second part of the symbolic act in vv. 4-7, the removal of the loincloth, 
hiding it next to a stream and bringing it back again after a lengthy period, is 
both different and more complex in its symbolism. Just as linen suffers from be-
ing removed from the waist and hid away for a lengthy period, so the people 
will suffer from not putting their trust in God. When Jeremiah brings back the 
loincloth, he does so in order to display its condition, and thereby completing 

1 The only three instances in Jer of the verb illp are found in the descriptions of three pro-
phetic symbolic acts, buying a loincloth (13:1-3), buying a pot (19:1), and buying a field 
(34:7-9). 
2 So Friebel (1999: 103), Lundbom (1999: 670-1). 
3 Similary Friebel (1999: 105). 
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the symbolic act. However, there is no indication in the text that the return of the 
loincloth should be seen as a reference of the return from exile. Indeed, not even 
the removal and hiding of the loincloth should be seen as symbolising the exile. 
It is only in v. 9, when these consequences are spelled out as God's judgement, 
that we come close to what could be a reference to the exile. However, the men-
tioning of God's judgement as the consequence is too abstract for it to be con-
sidered a clear reference. It is more likely that Jeremiah leaves it in no doubt 
how God will react to the sins of his people. 

The symbolism involved in the latter part of this symbolic act is consistently 
iconic in its character as in the first part of the act, but now only when it comes 
to the level of use and function of the loincloth. When the loincloth is removed, 
it can no longer function properly. Indeed, a more emphatic symbolic meaning 
is achieved when the loincloth is put away, which will definitely destroy the fine 
linen fabric, again a vividly iconic symbolism. The comparison in this case is 
consistently made on the level of function and role, and not on the level of per-
formance, as was the case in the first part of the symbolic act, the putting on and 
keeping the loincloth near. There is no indication that the iconic symbolism is 
on the level of performance, i.e., that the physical act of removing the loincloth 
has some relevant symbolic meaning, which also goes for the act of putting it 
away. Instead, it is a matter of comparing the people that is judged by their God, 
with the loincloth that is 'good for nothing' (vv. 7,10). The choice of the loin-
cloth as a physical item is, on the other hand, closer to being a case of conven-
tional symbolism, when it denotes not only closeness but also intimacy. We are 
somewhat at a loss as to whether Jeremiah might be making use of some con-
ventional meaning attached to the loincloth. However, the symbolic meaning 
would be that the people which was once so close to their God will be de-
stroyed, as the loincloth was destroyed when it was left 'in a cleft of a rock' . 

There is no apparent symbolic meaning to the acts of purchasing or putting on 
the loincloth, however, even though such an interpretation could well be thought 
of. One could imagine that when God has 'bought' 1 his people, he joins them in 
an intimate, covenantal relationship. However, there is nothing in the subsequent 
interpretation to substantiate that any of this was intended as symbolic. The 
bringing back of the loincloth is also not symbolic, but only serves to illustrate 
the condition of the loincloth. 

Instead, the act of wearing the loincloth is symbolic of the intimate, idyllic re-
lationship between the people and their God. A problem, mostly overlooked, oc-

1 E.g. Ex 15:16, where the same verb, mp, is used to denote how God acquires his people 
through the Exodus, and also Deut 32:6. 
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curs when we attempt to understand the symbolic value of the act of removing 
the loincloth and putting it for a long time in a cleft of a rock. If this is under-
stood as a symbol for God's punishment, where is the sin of the people being 
symbolized? Moreover, if the people are to be defiled by their sins by the Eu-
phrates, where is the symbol for the punishment? The only possible solution is 
to follow the interpretation in v. 9, and see the removal and putting away of the 
loincloth as a symbol for God's punishment on the people. The actual sinful 
pride of the people (v. 9) is read out from between the lines in the symbolic por-
trayal of the idyllic state and the punishment. This brings us to the conclusion 
that this symbolic act serves to illustrate most vividly the stark contrast between 
the status of the people as they were in their heyday, and how they will become 
when they have suffered God's wrath. 

The otherwise consistently iconic symbolism breaks down, however, if the 
loincloth is said to be taken to Euphrates, since that properly belongs to the se-
mantic area of that which is being symbolized, the people being threatened by 
the Babylonians, and not to that of the symbol, the loincloth. As was discussed 
above, however, this may not after all be a reference to the Euphrates river but 
to a nearby stream. If so, there would not be a breakdown of the iconic symbol-
ism. 

The symbolic act clearly functions as an extension of Jeremiah's verbal 
preaching. He exposes the people to the very real threat of destruction, in order 
to convince them of the urgent need for renewed commitment and realistic ac-
tion in the face of the inevitable disaster. It is not that the act in some semi-
magical sense brings the disaster about, but it warns the people of the disaster, 
and tries in every way possible to make them understand the realism of what is 
to come. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolic meaning of this act would be, that just as a loincloth has a spe-
cific purpose, namely to be closely attached to a person's body, so the people of 
God has the specific purpose of being near their God. However, just as the loin-
cloth becomes useless to its original purpose when it is removed and exposed to 
natural forces in a cleft of a rock, so the people will be useless to their purpose 
when their God has served them his punishment (v. 9). 

2. The interpretation in vv. 8-11 is quite suitable to the act that is described in 
vv. 1-7, even though it elaborates somewhat beyond what is symbolized in the 
actual performance. 1 The reformulation and elaboration that seem to have oc-
curred at a later time in accordance with Dtr language has not added anything 
that can not be understood as a natural and relevant interpretation of the pro-
phetic symbolic act. 

3. There is nothing in either the description of the symbolic act or the interpreta-
tion that would indicate a clear reference to the exile, either going into exile in 
the putting away of the loincloth, or in bringing it back. 

4. The symbolism involved in the prophetic act is consistently iconic, but on two 
different levels. The putting on and wearing of the loincloth stands ironically for 
the idyllic relationship between the people and their God on the level of per-
formance, however abstract. The removal and defilement of the loincloth, on the 
other hand, stands ironically for the result of God's punishment on the people on 
the level of function. 

1 Against Carroll (1986: 293). 
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2. The Smashed Jar (Jeremiah 19:1-2, 10-11) 

The Text 

1iC,;;t it!;; 1 
•nnpC,, bi::£1' 

t:no:;o t:l.!J;;t 
2 

c:Jo/ dn'QlOiJ illtQ 

1o 
11 o•:#10 

nKm ilm 

... -, .. -e;i; 

Textual notes 

1 Thus said Yhwh: Go and buy a jar made 
of clay. Take some of the elders of the 
people and some of the senior priests, 2 

and go out to the valley ofBen-Hinnom at 
the entry of the Potsherd Gate, and pro-
claim there the words that I tell you. 

10 TI1en you shall break the jar in the sight 
of those who go with you, 11 and shall say 
to them: Thus says Yhwh of hosts: So will 
I break this people and this city, as one 
breaks a potter' s vessel, so it can never be 
mended. 

a Following LXX (Kat Syr., Tg., in inserting the verb np7 after 1, so e.g. 
McKane (1986: 444). This emendation, together with the following note, might very 
well point in the direction of a physical damage of the text at some point in the textual 
transmission. 
b LXX has 1te1tA<XOJ.Levov, 'formed', which is suggested by e.g. BHS, Holladay (1986: 
534), McKane (1986: 444), Rabin, et al. (1997) to translate the passive participle 'a 
jar, made of clay' , suggesting a subsequent metathesis in MT. A simpler solution that 
does not require a metathesis would be to postulate the reading of the Hebrew text be-
hind LXX as (cf. Is 54:17, t·6 •7f-t,f, 'no weapon fashioned 
against you shall prosper'). This would then later have been wrongly vocalised as the 
well-known i;!i', 'potter' . This in turn created a problem with the following cf. 
Holladay (1986: 539), which then seems superfluous after 'potter' , and some take it 
therefore as an explanatory gloss, e.g. Syr., Lundbom (1999: 838). To prioritize the vo-
calised MT here before LXX, e.g. Friebel (1999: 115, n 91), Lundbom (1999: 838), is 
being overzealous, since LXX does read a different vocalisation that should have a 
higher priority. 
c For this latter expression, see 2 Kgs 19:2//Is 37:2. In LXXB,L the word 1tpeoj3u-repcov 
is lacking in relation to the priests, but it is most likely a case of Haplography, 't&v ... 
'tOOV, against e.g. Janzen (1973: 41), McKane (1986: 444). 
c See Mulder (2006: 745-6). 
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d Following the singular Qere, supported by LXX, xapcne against the plural Kethib. 
e The phrase oipl? 1i:fli?: is missing in LXX, and the most likely solu-
tion is that the phrase was meant to gloss v. 12 as a 'scholarly footnote ' Janzen (1973 : 
43). For various other explanations, see McKane (1986: 446). An interesting indication 
of a rather late glossing activity involving this phrase is the fact that in LXXL the phrase 
is found at the end of v. 13, the very passage in vv. 12-13 it was meant to elucidate, see 
Janzen (1973: 205, n 17), a later accommodation to the expanded Hebrew text. The 
views of Thiel (1973: 223), Lundbom (1999: 841) can not be substantiated, since the 
glossing is all too obvious. 

Analysis 

Literary coherence 
Scholars have recognized for some time the coherence and structure of the text 
as the main problems with Jer 19. The chapter begins in a way similar to Jer 13 , 
namely with God ordering Jeremiah to perform a prophetic symbolic act (v. 1-
2a), and in both instances he is told to purchase an item needed for the perform-
ance of the act. 1 However, the description is in this case interrupted by an in-
struction to Jeremiah from God to preach a sermon before he performs the 
symbolic act (vv. 2b-9). Only then are we given the continuation of the instruc-
tion regarding the prophetic symbolic act (vv. 10), together with an interpreta-
tion of the act (v. 11). Then the sermon seems to continue (vv. 12-15), with a 
brief description of what happened when Jeremiah came back to the temple. 

The sermon shows clear marks of Dtr language, although there are examples 
of distinctive Jeremianic language as weli.2 However, since the description of 
the act as well as the interpretation are apparently left intact, we can still under-
stand the prophetic symbolic act, although its literary context still poses a prob-
lem. 

It has been considered a sure result for some time, that vv. 1-2a + 10-11a 
forms an authentic nucleus, going back to Jeremiah. This has then been re-
worked by the addition ofv. 2b-9 + 11b-13 . Some would regard this sermon as a 
typical Dtr creation, being part of a wholesale Dtr redaction of the book of 

Jer 13 :1 
Jer 19:1 

0' !'1t;i!;l 
P;;J i?::. l i?y 

' go and buy yourself a linen loincloth . .. ' 
' go and buy ajar .. . ' 

2 Stulman (1986: 78) estimates that in vv. 3-9 there are nine stock phrases particular to 
Dtr/Deuteronomy, and four peculiar to the' Jeremianic prose sermons'. 
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Jeremiah. 1 Some, on the other hand, would agree that there has been later re-
working of a nucleus, but refrain from describing the redactional activity as Dtr.2 

A third group would hold that the text is nevertheless coherent, showing no 
signs of later reworking. 3 

It is likely that a story concerning a prophetic symbolic act has been used later 
as an opportunity to expand in the form of a sermon on a topic that has already 
been entertained in Jer 7:31-2. After the command to Jeremiah to buy an earthen 
jar from a potter (v. 1), he is suddenly told to go to the valley ofBen-Hinnom to 
preach (v. 2). Verse 2 seems to have been reworked, since it is strange to refer to 
a valley outside the city by a reference to a gate, and a gate that is nowhere else 
known at that. It is therefore likely that when the sermon was inserted (vv. 3-9), 
the phrase CJji:q:;i was also added to v. 2 in order to accommodate the 
sermon to the literary context. 

Jeremiah is told to bring with him some of the elders of the people and some 
of the 'elders' of the priests, but in his sermon he addresses not them but the 
kings of Judah and the inhabitants of Jerusalem (v. 3). Although this does not 
pose an insurmountable problem, the elders and the priests could perhaps be 
seen as symbolic representatives of the kings and people, it nevertheless indi-
cates that the sermon has a different focus than the situation which is presented 
in v. 1-2*, 10-11a, and should be seen as yet another indication ofthe independ-
ent character of the sermon. However, this is not to say that we can postulate 
that the sermon existed on its own prior to its insertion in Jer 19. The word 
(v. 7) forms a word-play on (v. 1), which rules out any doubt as to the na-
ture of the sermon as a creation made specific for this literary context. The ser-
mon was meant to expand on a subject central to Dtr theologians, i.e., the sin of 
Topheth4 in the valley ofben-Hinnom, linked to the cultic practice of child sac-
rifice in the reign ofManasseh (2 Kgs 16:3; 21:6; 23:10; Jer 7:31-3). 

On the other hand, it seems rather naive to postulate that precisely those 
verses in Jer 19:1-15 that go back to Jeremiah are precisely what constituted an 
original story concerning the symbolic act. In fact, we have no way of finding 
out whether later editors of the text replaced parts of the earlier text with mate-

1 So e.g. Rudo1ph (1968: 127), Nicholson (1973: 163), Thiel (1973: 228-9), Carroll (1986: 
386) . 
2 So e.g. Bright (1965: 131 , 133), McKane (1986: 451-4). 
3 So e.g. Holladay (1986: 536-7), Craigie, et al. (1991 : 256-8). Jones (1992: 264-5) also 
agrees with this view, although he recognizes the possible presence of 'didactic amp1ifica-
tions'. Friebel (1999: 117-8, 101) is reliable in his dogmatic refusal to see any possible redac-
tion of the text, whereas Lundbom (1999: 836-7) argues more persuasively. 
4 See TDOT 15, 757-8. 
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rial of their own. It is therefore only with certain qualifications that we can 
speak of an early nucleus of Jer 19 going back to Jeremiah. One thing that 
would appear to be missing is a description of the actual carrying out of the 
symbolic act. However, this description is sometimes missing elsewhere (e.g. Ez 
37: 15-28), and there is no apparent reason why a later editor would keep the de-
scription of the command to perform the symbolic act but remove the descrip-
tion of how the prophet carried it out. 

Performance of the act 
The performance of the symbolic act is straightforward enough, with the obvi-
ous acknowledgement that the text we presume to have come down from 
Jeremiah is a hypothetical, although very likely, text. Jeremiah is told to go to go 
and buy a piece of pottery, a reference which explains some if not all ofthe edi-
torial decision to place this story immediately after the story of Jeremiah's visit 
to the potter in Jer 18. 

No doubt the reason for buying the pottery and not using something already at 
hand is the same as the reason behind buying the loincloth in eh. 13. The effect 
of smashing a brand new piece of pottery would be greater than smashing a used 
one, the latter probably having cracks and showing other signs of being worn. 
That would have involved the risk of witnesses understanding the act as the eve-
ryday act of throwing useless pieces of pottery on the heap of broken pottery. 
Instead, the very concrete absurdity of breaking a brand new piece would have 
made it very clear to people watching, that Jeremiah must have meant something 
else by his act than simply disposing of useless pottery. This could also be com-
pared with when the prophet Ahijah performs his symbolic act in 1 Kgs 11 :29-
30 by tearing a mantle that is emphasized as a new mantle. The same explana-
tion for this emphasis can be used in 1 Kgs 11 as in Jer 13 and 19. 

Jeremiah is told to buy a illlr;t 'a jar made of clay' to use in his 
symbolic act. It might seem superfluous to specify that a jar bought from the 
potter should be made of clay, but again this indication serves not so much to in-
form the reader of the nature of the jar, as to enhance the symbolic character of 
the act. The reader is meant to be left in no doubt that what Jeremiah is about to 
smash will certainly break in tiny pieces, as was always the case with useless 
pottery, thrown on the heap of rubbish. The author may also want to make cer-
tain that the reader does not think of a jar made of metal, which was likely to ex-
ist, although very rarely. The word for jar, •. occurs only here in Jer 19 and 
in 1 Kgs 14:3, where it is used for a jar of honey. It is therefore likely that a 

,was larger than an ordinary jug (cf. NRSV). The word is formed as a redu-
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plication for onomatopoetic purposes, 1 its pronunciation being an imitation of 
the gurgling sound of pouring liquid from a jar, preferably one with long, thin 
neck.2 In Iron II Palestine, the narrow-necked jar, probably used as water de-
canter, was quite common.3 If such a long-necked jar was purchased by 
Jeremiah, the delicate form would have served well to enhance the symbolic 
value of smashing it to pieces. 

Jeremiah is further told to bring 'elders of the people', and 'elders of the 
priests', presumably as witnesses to the symbolic act that he is about to perform. 
These two groups were no doubt selected as a form of merism for the whole of 
the people. Their status as witnesses are clearly brought out in v. 10, where 
Jeremiah is told to perform his act 'in front ofthe men', which is a 
rare emphasis of the role of witnesses among the texts describing prophetic 
symbolic acts. It might be that unambiguous reference to the performance of the 
act made the author feel it unnecessary to include a reference to the actual out-
working of the ordered act. The use of witnesses was a vital part of the whole 
project of a prophetic symbolic act, and something without which the act would 
have been useless, as futile as any form of communication that never reached a 
receiver to be understood. 

The point of the purchase of the jar is to smash it to pieces, and to do so in 
front of the representatives of the people. This act of smashing pottery has led 
scholars generally to associate to an Egyptian magic/religious practise. This 
practise either involved forming models in various materials of enemies of the 
state, or inscribing their names on pottery, presumably followed by the recitation 

1 See HAL 149, Nyberg (1952 §72.i), Blau (1955: 339). 
2 The word seems to have a dubious origin. It can be found in Syriac, Arabic, see BDB 132, 
and Ugaritic, bk, KTU2 1.3.!.12, where bk rb is used synonymously with ks and krp[[m]}nm. 
There is a possible occurrence in Aramaic, in the so-called Sabbat Ostraca. Dupont-Sommer 
(1949: 31-2), followed by Lipinski (1970: 81), holds that the letters K'?p::l form two words, 
meaning, 'no jar' . This was questioned by Milik (1967), who identifies only one word, 'malt', 
in accordance with Akkadian biiqilu, see also DNWSI 186, Grelot (1972: 370). No doubt the 
same word is found in the Greek Liddell, et al. (1996: 315), which is the translation in 
the LXX of Jer 19:1, its only occurrence of that word. Lipinski ( 1970: 81) has argued that the 
word originally came from Anatolia, through Ionian to western Asia and Ugaritic, his main 
argument being the rarity of the word among Semitic languages. However, he does not men-
tion in BH. Masson (1967: 78-80) has suggested the opposite direction without mention-
ing the Ugaritic occurrence, which strengthens his case. In Tg. Ps-J. Ex 12:12; Num 33:4, we 
find the derivative word Kp'p::l, 'potsherd'. 
3 See the many examples in Arniran (1970: 256-65). Kelso (1948: 17, 48) suggests some par-
ticular jars to be the However, it should be emphasized that the grounds for identifica-
tion are imprecise and unclear. 
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of specific curses. These curses are extant in the so-called 'Execration texts ', 
naming west-Asiatic states. 1 The pottery was subsequently smashed, as a vivid 
display of the fate that awaited the designated enemies. This act of smashing the 
pottery has also been associated with 'the rite of breaking the red pots' . 2 It has 
become customary among scholars to associate Jeremiah's symbolic act with 
this ancient Egyptian ritual,3 a comparison which comes easily enough when the 
prophetic symbolic acts are regarded as magical rituals.4 The similarities be-
tween the Egyptian ritual and Jeremiah's act are two; the obvious fact of the 
smashing of the pottery, and the identification ofthe pottery with a nation under 
some form of divine judgement, in Egypt from Pharaoh and in Jeremiah's case 
from God. Various other texts in the OT are then brought in as further evidence 
ofthis allusion to the Egyptian custom, such as Jer 22:28,5 Ps 2:96 and Am 1:2-
2:167. However, in Jer 22:28 the king is rhetorically described as without any 
means of governing, thus figuratively illustrated as a potsherd. In Ps 2:9 there 
might be an allusion to the Egyptian ritual, since God is asked to crush the ene-
mies like pottery, but the image is so well-known and collected from everyday 
life, that any such allusions must be made with firmer arguments. In Am 1:2-
2:16 there is no mention ofbreaking pottery, only an enumeration of condemna-
tions on surrounding nations. Although this list could be compared with the exe-
cration texts, the comparison with the ritual is too far-fetched. However, the 
most vital point of comparison that is missing in all these texts is the inscription, 
since it is never mentioned that the name of an enemy is inscribed on the pot-
tery. This makes the comparison between Jeremiah's act and the Egyptian ritual 
highly suspect, mainly because what we are left with is the everyday custom of 
throwing useless pottery on the potsherd pit. This reuse of a simple act that be-
longed to the everyday management of the household in a secondary, prophetic 

1 ANET 328-9, 'The Execration of Asiatic Princes', cf. Otto (1975), see also Friebel (1999: 
119-20, n 1 06). 
2 See Wilson (1951 : 156-8), Dijk (1986: 1393), Redford (1992b: 681). 
3 So e.g. Holladay (1986: 541). 
4 It is interesting to note that Dijk (1986: 1393) has some doubts about characterising the 
Egyptian ritual as magical, preferring rather a more mythological interpretation, 'Although 
the ritual may be described in a technical sense as an act of sympathetic magic it is more 
likely to be interpreted as a rite of reassurance, enacted to reassure and thereby protect the 
participants of the ritual when they approach the dangerous borderline between the ordered 
world and the domain of the powers of chaos.' 
5 So Berridge (1970: 179-80, n. 354). 
6 So e.g. Kleber (1943), Berridge (1970: 179-80, n. 354), Soggin (1970: 195). 
7 So e.g. Bentzen (1950: 87), although he is keen to note that Jeremiah' s act does not entail 
any inscription on the pottery. 
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symbolic act was presumably highly effective. The prophet could then make use 
of an act that would have been relevant to each of his listeners, thus creating 
recognition, while at the same time applying the smashing of the pottery to di-
vine judgement on the people itself, which created astonishment and surprise. 
When he crashed a new piece, he also did so in order to make a statement that 
was deliberately built on the customary act, and this seemingly foolish behav-
iour created interest and attention from his audience. The fact that Jeremiah is 
told to go to the potsherd pit and perform his symbolic act there is a further indi-
cation that the allusion is to the everyday custom, and not to the Egyptian ritual. 
This is of course not to say that a witness to the act might very well have alluded 
to the ritual, but there is no reason to regard such an allusion to have been in-
tended by Jeremiah performing the act, or whoever formulated the text as we 
have it. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
The most profound OT symbolism involved in the figurative use of how the pot-
ter works is that of creation. 1 This is a motif that can hardly be emphasized 
enough as background to Jeremiah's act. The notion that God had made man out 
of clay was fundamental (Gen 2:7; Ps 103:14 etc) and not restricted to ancient 
Israel. Deutero-Isaiah brought this to bear on the nation as a whole (Is 43:7; 
44:24), and Jeremiah used the image of the potter hard at work to form his ves-
sel as a symbol of how God creates and shapes his people, and destines them for 
blessing or curse (Jer 18, cf. Is 64:8). The next logical step in the use ofthis im-
agery of the potter's work is to focus on the shattering of the pottery itself, as a 
vivid image of God's judgement, not the least in the book of Jeremiah (Ps 2:9; 
Eccl12:6; Is 30:13-4; Jer 22:28; 48:12, 38). This last step can not be understood 
without the profound notion of God as the creator, who deals with his creation 
as he sees fit, as the potter controls his clay. This is the proper background to 
Jeremiah's act in this instance, part of the conventional figurative language used 
in ancient Israel to describe their view of their God. This is also the symbolism 
that the prophet makes use of and elaborates upon in his symbolic act. 

In Lev 15 : 12 pottery that is touched upon by a man with discharge is to be 
smashed. However, here the act is used in its primary sense, and not in a figura-
tive sense that could have any direct bearing on the prophetic act in J er i 9. The 
pottery is not smashed because it is unusable, but despite the fact that it is brand 
new. The only connection could be on the level of connotative meaning, since 
Jeremiah is explicitly addressing the senior priests, and they were familiar with 

i TDOT 6, 259-64, with further literature. 
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such a procedure, although with a different meaning. Nevertheless, the mere 
similarity in performance was often enough to awaken recognition and thereby 
interest and attentiveness to the new meaning that the prophet is bringing for-
ward through his act. 

The symbolism of the act consists of a dramatic identification between the 
smashing of the jug on the one hand (v. 11aba), and the coming destruction of 
the people and in particular the city of Jerusalem on the other (v. 11aa). As men-
tioned above, this is based on the more profound iconic symbolism between the 
potter's work on his clay and God's work with his people, an iconic symbolism 
that is focused not on procedure but on effect and the total control that the potter 
has on his clay. The smashing of the jug is an example of how this total control 
can express itself. In this case, the identification is not made with how the potter 
decides on whether to keep the item he has made or start all over again with the 
clay. Instead, this symbolic act is based on the everyday act of smashing pottery 
that was of no use, except to use the small pieces that are left as ostraca. As God 
is conventionally symbolized as the potter, who has total control over his clay, 
God is also symbolized as the one who smashes the pottery. It is possible to con-
tinue to see a symbolic representation of the potter also in this symbolic act, 1 but 
the phrase in v. 11, i3.i"iJ ijf{.i: 'as one breaks a potter's vessel', 
argues against such a view. Instead, the rhetorical thrust of the symbolic act, as 
this particular phrase from v. 11 would imply, is that everyone could identify 
with how one smashes useless pottery to pieces. Therefore, the prophet is pri-
marily playing the role of an ordinary Israelite who smashes his pottery, and not 
in effect the role of God, a role that is logically speaking played by the 'ordinary 
Israelite' . 2 What makes the symbolic act work so concretely is that the jug 
smashed by Jeremiah actually stands ironically for the pottery that is smashed 
by the ordinary 'Israelite', as well as the act of smashing itself. This act by the 
'Israelite', performed on a symbolic level by Jeremiah, and not on the level of 
actual physical performance, is then again used symbolically in a secondary 
iconic sense to describe how God will act with his people. God is not smashing 
pottery as Jeremiah does, but as everyone watching would be accustomed to do. 
The identification that everyone watching would have been able to make is pre-

1 This would explain why the jug that Jeremiah is said to buy must be new. The potter is fin-
ished with his work, the item is ready to be used, when the potter suddenly decides that it 
should be smashed (cf. Is 41 :25). This is part and parcel of the conventional symbolism in-
volved in the imagery of the potter, who not only starts over with the clay when he is less than 
satisfied, but who also smashed pottery that is not to his satisfaction after it has been burned. 
This symbolism could have been used by Jeremiah, but it was not. 
2 Against e.g. Friebel (1999: 119). 
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cisely what Jeremiah intends, as in the symbolic use of the linen cloth in eh. 13. 
It could be argued that the use of a new jug was meant to cause bewilderment, 
since no one in his or her right mind would smash a perfectly usable jug, espe-
cially one that was brand new. However, there is not enough indication within 
the text to substantiate such an interpretation, and it must therefore be left open 
as a possibility. 

Furthermore, the intent of the destruction is spelled out, namely so that it will 
be total and leave no room for future repair (v. llabb). This too is an iconic 
symbolism with its focus on the effect, since the jug can not be repaired since it 
has been smashed. It also continues the use of the imagery of the Israelite who 
smashes his useless pottery. This iconic symbolism focuses on the effect of the 
act and not on the procedure, which is conventional. It could theoretically have 
been a symbolic use of the weaver, the blacksmith, or the carpenter, since the 
choice of the potter is a case of conventional symbolism of the ancient Israelite 
culture, whereas the symbolic use of his acts are iconic, focusing on the effect 
and control involved, and not on the procedure. 

It could be concluded from this emphasis that the prophet in this instance did 
not intend to suggest that there would be a future for the people after the de-
struction. However, in language used to interpret symbolic acts one can expect a 
certain amount of hyperbolic force, due to the effort to bring out the comparison 
as clearly and persuasively as possible. The message seems to be, that the people 
has no future in the form it has when Jeremiah performs his symbolic act, and 
certainly not until it has suffered divine judgement. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolic act of smashing a jug symbolizes ironically on two levels. First, 
what Jeremiah does stands for the ordinary Israelite who smashes useless pottery 
to pieces. Second, this ordinary and well known act stands, again ironically, for 
what God will do to his people. 

2. The iconic symbolism involved in this symbolic act is focused on the effect of 
the act on the various levels, physical performance as well as symbolic levels. 
The choice of the potter, however, is conventional, since it is part of the Israelite 
culture to symbolize God's creative activity with the work of the potter. It is 
only on the level of the effect of the act that the symbolism involved becomes 
iconic. 

3. An important aspect of this act is how it vividly displays, by means of iconic 
symbolism, the total and irreparable state of the pottery after it has been 
smashed to pieces. It is precisely this aspect of the act that is brought over to 
how God will deal with his people, who have reached a point of no return. They 
too will be of no use when God has had his way with them. 
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3. Wearing a 'Yoke-Collar' (Jeremiah 27:2-3; 28:10-11) 

Introduction 

Before we can start analyzing the symbolic acts in these particular texts, the 
matter of the textual history of Jer 27 has to be faced. This concerns the well-
known problem as to why LXX is so much shorter than MT.' Does MT provide 
evidence for a later, expanded Hebrew text, and the Hebrew text behind LXX 
then being the shorter and more reliable, or vice versa? This problem has been 
tackled without any apparent solution in sight until the findings of some frag-
ments from Jeremiah among the Qumran scrolls, namely 4QJera·e. 2 Of these 
fragments, it is apparent to most scholars that 4QJerh,d provide us with evidence 
for the shorter text of LXX, and, thus, also the Hebrew text behind LXX. The 
other fragments show similarities with the longer MT. The shorter text of LXX 
has therefore been shown not to be a later expanded text, but to rely on a He-
brew text that is at least as old and reliable as MT, if not more so. Most scholars, 
e.g. Janzen, Tov, and Stulman, have therefore drawn the conclusion that the 
shorter Hebrew text behind LXX is also the preferred one. 3 Tov uses the termi-
nology of two editions, the Hebrew text behind LXX being edition I and the text 
behind MT edition 11.4 This view has been criticized by Soderlund, on the basis 
that internal arguments must be emphasized as well before such a conclusion 
can be made.5 Although this is not the place for a full-scale analysis of such an 
intricate technical problem, we need nevertheless to establish which Hebrew text 

1 For a useful overview of the pluses in MT of Jer 27, see Stulman (1986: 86-8), Tov (1992a: 
319-27). MT is 42 %, or 170 words, longer than LXX, see Stulman (1986: 86). According to 
the analysis of Min (1977: 255) (unavailable to me), the Hebrew text behind LXX was 1/7 
shorter than MT, the reference to Minis from Stulman (1985: 1, n 2). 
22 Tov (1981a: 145-6) described them as 4QJera-c, but later Tov (1992b) has discriminated be-
tween the various fragments earlier assumed to make up 4QJerb into separate fragments, 
4QJerb,d,e, originating from different scribes. The latter article contains publications of 
4QJerb,d,e, 4QJer0 was published in Tov (1991), and 4QJera is now available in a preliminary 
edition by Tov (1994), except of course the recently made available microfiche edition Tov 
(1993). 
3 Janzen (1973), Tov (1981a), Stulman (1986). 
4 Tov (1981a), Tov (1992a: 321). See also the further bibliographic references provided by 
Tov. 
5 Soderlund (1984), and similarly Lundbom (1999). Soder1und' s view was later questioned by 
Janzen (1989). 
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we are to follow, or, and this is Soderlund's view, that it will still be up to the 
individual cases which Hebrew text that is preferable. Perhaps the most interest-
ing and useful analysis has been done by Stulman, who has compared the Dtr 
passages with the pluses in MT (MT + ), and attempted to understand how the 
two fit together. His conclusion is that although MT+ show Dtr language, they 
prefer to imitate and develop the Dtr language already available in the text 
common to both LXX and MT. He has shown that the text of Jeremiah suffered 
a Dtr redaction before it separated into two different textual variations, or text 
traditions. After this separation, the Vorlage behind MT was exposed to a redac-
tion that expanded the text. 1 Although it is hard to be dogmatic in this case, 
Stulman does appear to have provided a convincing case. 

The question is, then, whether MT + are to regarded a matter of textual or lit-
erary criticism. As far as MT + can be shown to be more of a creative stage in 
the literary history of MT, they can hardly be a matter of textual criticism. 2 

However, This is precisely what has not been convincingly shown so far. When 
the examples from MT+ in Jer 27:1-2; 28:10-11 are analysed, they appear to 
have been no more than various forms of interpolations in the Hebrew Vorlage 
behind MT. We will therefore treat MT+ as a phenomenon that can in certain in-
stances be a matter of textual criticism. 3 This is not to say, of course, that there 
is no overall editorial strain to be found in MT+, but we have found no such 
strain in Jer 27:1-2; 28:10-11, or indeed in Jer 27-28 at large.4 In the text of Jer 
27:2-3; 28:10-11 below we have therefore treated M+ as a likely concern of tex-
tual criticism, and largely found the Hebrew text behind LXX to be superior to 
that ofMT.5 

1 Stulman (1986: 89, 139-40, 145-6). 
2 So e.g. Tov (1981b: 296), Barthelemy (1986: 665-6, 670), Tov (1992a: 347). 
3 See the judicious comment by Albrektson (1994: 29). For an example of text-critical analy-
sis where MT+ is not singled out as a literary and not text-critical issue, see McKane (1989), 
cf. also Holladay (1989: 115). 
4 The attempt by Stulman (1986: 146) to characterize MT+ is all too vague to be taken seri-
ously. 
5 See Janzen (1973: 132), 'The differences between M and G are those which characterize the 
textual, rather than the redactoral, phase of development of a Biblical book.' 
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The Text 

•,,li1: 2 

cnnt,tli1 3 

Ji1':$ 

1'?9 o?o/i1; 

2s:10 

ii11::lt0"1 
.. , 

i1::l:D i11i1' 

i:D"T17 i1;J?T o:;m-t,.f 

Textual notes 

2 Thus Yhwh said: Make yourself cords and 
pegs, and put them on your neck. 3 Send 
word to the king of Edom, the king of 
Moab, the king of the Ammonites, the king 
of Tyre, and the king of Sidon through the 
envoys who have come to Jerusalem, to 
King Zedekiah of Judah. 

10 Then Hananiah took the collar from the 
neck of Jeremiah, and broke it. 11 And 
Hananiah spoke in the presence of the peo-
ple, saying, "Thus says Yhwh: This is how I 
will break the yoke of the King of Babylon 
from the neck of all the nations." Then 
Jeremiah went his way. 

a MT+ '7\'), probably added to strengthen the Hebrew text behind MT, see Tov (1979: 
81). The text is changed, although it should be realized that this change is on the border-
line between textual and literary criticism. 
b MT+ v. 1. The verse is taken over from 26:1, with the addition of That Jer 
27 is not situated in the time of Jehoiachim is clear from vv. 3, 12. There is no need 
only to replace the names Jehoiachim and Zedekiah. The verse is a MT+, it is clearly 
taken over from 26:1, and narratives often start without an introduction such as 27: 1, as 
in e.g. Jer 13, 16, 19, 23 etc, of which 13 and 19 both describe a prophetic symbolic act, 
as is the case here in Jer 27:2-3. 
c MT has l:l-, indicating a suffix third person masculine plural with the verb in pie!. It is 
generally preferred to follow LXXL '-449 and read J;l- with the verb vocalized as qal, 
without the suffix, since the 'yoke' prepared was presumably meant for Jeremiah, so 
BHS, Bright (1965: 199), Rudolph (1968: 176-7). The emendation could have occurred 
as an attempt to resolve the awkward Hebrew idiom by connecting to the items that 
Jeremiah has collected. However, LXXL'-449 remains a weak support to warrant a 
change in relation to MT, which makes some retain MT, e.g. Barthelemy (1986: 666-7) 
and similarly McKane (1996: 686). See further below, under 'Performance'. 
d LXX+ eic; a1tUV't'TJ<nV a'il't&v, apparently overlooked by Janzen (1973: 66-7), who 
contributes similar LXX+ to 'scribal memory of (slightly different) parallel passages 
prevailing over attention to the text at hand.' Tov (1979) considers MT more original. 
The Greek is probably a Hebraism for omq.,t,, see Jer 41:6, MT OQK")J?7 //LXX de; 
U1t<Xv't'T)cnv a.u'totc;, a comtnon Hebraism tl:>..roughout LXX. The Hebrew could have 
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been interpolated in the Hebrew text behind LXX, see Tov (1981b: 133-5), but the in-
fluence from Jer 41:6, together with the suitability of the phrase, could also have been 
sufficient factors behind the interpolation on a Greek level, whether translation or later 
scribal activity. 
e LXX+ mhiiiv, probably a clarifying interpolation, see Tov (1979: 78-9, n 25), Barthe-
lemy (1986: 667-8). 
f LXX has plural 'tOV\; KA.owi>c; against singular in MT, so also in v. 12. In v. 13 there 
are two plurals in both MT and LXX. This has led some scholars to change the singular 
forms in 28:10, 12 into plurals, under the influence of the plurals in 27:2; 28:13 (twice), 
so e.g. Carroll (1986: 539), Holladay (1989: 125), but not e.g. Rudolph (1968: 178, 
180), Wanke (1971: 24), Seidl (1977: 80), Jones (1992: 358). IfHananiah is said in vv. 
10, 12 to have broken one yoke belonging to Jeremiah, then what is to be made of the 
plurality of yokes in v. 13 that Hananiah is said to have broken? Rudolph does his best 
by explaining these plurals as general plurals, not particularly referring to the yoke 
Jeremiah had been wearing. That is precisely the 'yoke' that is the issue in Jer 28, and 
there is no room for an abstract, general reference. Seidl explains the differences in 
number as ' sprachliche Varianten' , the Greek plurals displaying an inner-Greek phe-
nomenon, which is not a very satisfying explanation. Wanke considers the plurals to 
have been used in reference to the production of yokes, and the singular in reference to 
the yoke around Jeremiah' s neck. Wanke is near the solution to this problem, when he 
distinguishes between the wearing and producing of the The plural in 27:2 refers 
to the several pegs that Jeremiah was to use in making 'yoke-collars' for the royal mes-
sengers (27:3b). The singular forms in 28:10, 12 refer to the particular ' collar' that 
Jeremiah was wearing himself. The plurals in v. 13 should be understood as pegs of 
wood and pegs of iron, since they are used in the context of producing them, as in 27:2. 
See further below, regarding the figurative language used. 
g MT+ K'::;l¥iJ, and also the second occurrence in v. 10, and the one in v. 11 , probably 
explicative interpolations in the Hebrew text behind MT, see Janzen (1973 : 64, 69-70), 
who apparently overlooked the second occurrence. The same applies to the occurrences 
in vv. 5, 6, 9. 
h LXX+ f.v o<pS<XAJ.tOtc; 1tCXV'tOc; 'tOil A.aoil, probably interpolation, inspired by the same 
expression in vv. 5, 11, so Janzen (1973: 64). 
i MT 1i1-. This suffix is singular masculine, whereas the is feminine. The suffix is 
singular as it should be. The wrong gender can be explained by dittography of the 1, so 
BHS, Rudolph (1968: 178). The scribe mistakenly saw Sll as the antecedent of the sub-
ject. However, Jeremiah is never described as wearing a Sll, a word that is only used 
metaphorically for Nebuchadrezzar's oppression. 
i M+ S:jl, probably strengthening interpolation to the Hebrew text behind MT and in ac-
cordance with 0-\]iTI:>f in v. 5, see Janzen (1973: 65-7) . 
k M+ probably specifying interpolation in the Hebrew text behind MT. The 
spelling of with .l is consistently found in the eight occurrences of the name in 
Jer 27:6-29:3 , and all eight are missing in LXX, see Janzen (1973 : 64). This is a clear 
indication that Jer 27-29 have had a literary history of their own, cf. also Lernke (1966), 
Overholt (1968). 
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1 M+ iill:p, probably interpolated in accordance with v. 3, see Janzen (1973 : 
64: 48), Seidl (1977: 71). A similar MT+ is also illiJI? ill;l.P in 27:16, see Malarnat 
(1975 : 137, n32). 

Analysis 

Literary coherence 
Several indications make it quite clear that Jer 27 and 28 share a similar textual 
history, partly separated from the rest of the book. The subject is substantially 
the same, the prophetic symbolic act of carrying a collar of a yoke is used meta-
phorically throughout both chapters, whereas in eh. 28 the issue is more that of 
false prophecy than the symbolic yoke of the king of Babel. Naturally, the 
amount of MT+ in these chapters also sets them apart, even in the book of 
Jeremiah, which throughout shows this dissimilarity.' They both share the same 
historical situation, the coalition that gathered in Jerusalem to spark a rebellion 
against Nebuchadrezzar. 

After the initial divine command to Jeremiah to perform his symbolic act 
(27:2-3), there follows a summary of what the royal messengers are supposed to 
tell their masters when they get back, a passage which is quite unique among the 
prophets in its emphasis on creation theology.2 Then follows three sermon pas-
sages, directed against the people (vv. 8-11), king Zedekiah (vv. 12-15), and the 
priests (vv. 16-22). Throughout these sermon passages, we find numerous in-
stances of the expressions 'bend one's neck under the yoke of the Babylonian 
king' (vv. 8, 11, 12) and 'serve him/the king in Babel' (vv. 6, 9, 11, 12, 13, 14, 
17). In vv. 11 and 12 the two expressions occur together, making it clear that the 
second explains the former. Throughout this passage, the symbolic act of 
Jeremiah is used metaphorically in reference to the submission, or vassal hood 
under the rule of the king ofBabel. 

In Jer 28 :1, we receive a precise dating, which is more reliable than the dating 
in 27:1, although MT shows sings of expansion in 28:1 as well. This narrative is 
set in the fifth month in the fourth year of the reign of Zedekiah. This places us 
in 594/93. We know from the end of the fragmentary Babylonian chronicle, that 
Nebuchadrezzar called out his army in Kislev (Dec) of 594 for another expedi-

1 Smith (1908: 103) noted concerning Jer 27 that 'there are not many parts of the OT where 
the variations of the Greek and Hebrew are so extensive as in Jeremiah.' 
2 Cf. Lemke (1966), Overholt (1968), Lang (1983a), McKane (1989). 
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tion to Syria.1 Presumably, it was to put a stop to an anti-Babylonian coalition 
growing in the west. 2 Two years earlier, in 596/95, the king ofElam had proba-
bly attempted to through off ' the yoke of the king in Babel', but with no avail. 3 

As is mostly the case, Jer 27:4-22 have been variously divided into an 'origi-
nal nucleus' and later redactions. Nicholson sees a nucleus in 27:2-4, 8, with the 
rest of Jer 27 and 28 being Dtr redaction.4 Thiel sees a nucleus in 27:2-4, 11, 
that has suffered a Dtr redaction to make it suit the following eh. 28, which is 
more or less without Dtr redaction.5 McKane holds to a similar nucleus in 27:2-
4, 11 , with a subsequent addition in vv. 5-8, and yet another one in vv. 9-10, 14-
18.6 Hossfeld has a nucleus in 27:2-3, 11; 28:10-14, with a further 'Bearbeitung' 
in 28:1-9, 15-7, and yet another one in 27:4-10, 12-22.7 Schreiner sees a nucleus 
in 27:2-4, 12; 28:2, 3a, 11a* .8 Holladay would seem to regard both Jer 27 and 28 
to stem more or less from Jeremiah,9 whereas Carroll appears to find nothing 
that could be called Jeremianic in either chapter.10 Seidl runs his own race, se-
verely criticising the redaction-critical methodology of Thiel in particular. Seidl 
finds Jer 27 and 28 to be originally independent of each other, only to have been 
brought together at a later stage. Seidl sees a host of minor interpolations in the 
texts of Jer 27 and 28, but nothing that would classifY as a redaction. 11 

The purpose of the very brief overview of various alternatives of doing liter-
ary criticism on Jer 27-28 above is not meant to be an analysis in itself, but a 
mere suggestion that some parts are more agreed upon than others. The verses 
that describe the symbolic act of Jeremiah (Jer 27:2-3) are apparently agreed 
upon by almost all scholars to be part of an original nucleus, going back to 

1 See Grayson (1975: 102), BM 21946, 125, ina itiKisllmi sar Akkadiki ummanim•-[su id-ke-e-
ma] [ana kurlf]at-lu illik, ' In the month Kislev the king of Akkad [mustered his] army.' See 
also Wiseman (1956: 37). 
2 For the particulars regarding the chronology of this event, see Malamat (1975 : 135-8), 
Wiseman (1985 : 27, 36). Apart from Jer 27, we have no other indication of this coalition in 
Jerusalem. 
3 See Grayson (1975 : 102), BM 21946, 116-20, Malamat (1975: 136), Wiseman (1985: 34). 
4 Nicholson (1970: 95). 
5 Thiel (1981 : 5-10). 
6 McKane (1989: 109). 
7 Hossfeld, and Meyer (1973: 90-1, 93, 99). 
8 Schreiner (1987: 5, 9). See also Schreiner (1984). 
9 Holladay (1989: 119, 127). 
10 Carroll (1986: 530, 541). 
11 Seidl (1977: 61 , 86-7). Jer 27 without interpolations consists according to Seidl of vv. 1 *, 
2-6, 7aa, 8-9, 10aa*.ab, ll-13a, 14-16a-e, 18*, 19-20, 22a, and similarly Jer 28, vv. 1a.bc-g, f, 
3aa, 4aa.ab.b, 5aa, 6b.ca-b, 7-11a-b.ca.d, 12-14a.ba.bb, 15-17. 
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Jeremiah. What we find in 27:2-3 is similar to what we have found earlier in de-
scriptions of prophetic symbolic acts, except that there is no description of the 
actual performance. The interpretation is also difficult to pin down, since the 
whole of the rest of eh. 2 7 concerns the meaning of the symbolic act. However, 
most scholars appear to agree that v. 11 might be more reliably earlier than the 
prose sermons in which it is imbedded. Most scholars also appear to accept a 
nucleus around 28: 10-11, where a second prophetic symbolic act is performed. 
Here the description is in third person, and we are, as it were, given an eyewit-
ness account of the dramatic encounter between the two prophets, both strong 
believers in their cause. 28: 10-11 both describes the prophetic symbolic act as 
well as provides the interpretation through Hananiah's oracle to the people (v. 
11 ). The subsequent encounter between the two prophets is building its figura-
tive language on the prophetic symbolic acts both of them have performed, 
which is the same relationship that exists in eh. 27 between vv. 2-3 (v. 11 ?) and 
the remaining blocks of prose sermon (vv. 4-22). 

Performance of the act 
The performance of the symbolic act by Jeremiah in 27:2-3 presents some diffi-
culties, particularly as to the terminology involved in its description. Jeremiah is 
initially commanded to 'make' several and and not buy them, as was 
the case with the jug and the linen girdle (Jer 13, 19). He is then to put them on 
his neck, presumably as some form ofyoke.1 

The term is more unequivocal in its meaning of 'band' or 'cord' . 
It is only used together with in Nah 1:13 and Jer 27, but earlier in Jer 
2:20; 5:5; 30:8, we find the parallelism pm 11 ',v i :lrV, 'break the yoke' 
I I 'snap the cords'. 3 It would appear be clear from this analysis, then, that 
should be equated with cords that, while attached to the yoke, tie the ox to the 
yoke. 

1 Friebel (1999: 140) is simply mistaken when he says that Jeremiah was ' commanded to 
make a yoke (Sii)', since that word is not even used in vv. 2-3. It seems to be a case of wishful 
thinking on Friebel's part, who wants to understand what Jeremiah fabricates as a whole yoke, 
consisting of a pole and cords. When he continues to describe this yoke as 'consisting of a bar 

and bonds he is again completely wrong, since the text uses the 
2 The word displays a gender variation, of which the book of Jeremiah appears to favour the 
feminine, also in Deut 10:6; Nah 1:13; Ps 107:14; Ps 2:3 ; Job 39:5. The masculine is found in 
Is 28:22; 58:2; Ps 116:16. The feminine seems to have been favoured in later Biblical He-
brew. 
3 A similar parallelism occurs in Ps 2:3, ml"':lll l'?tti 11 pm, ' snap the cords' I/ through 
away the ropes'. 
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The more ambiguous term occurs 19 times in the OT, of which 5 are 
in Jer 27 and 3 are irrelevant to our present analysis (Ps 55:23; 66:9; 121 :3). It is 
sometimes used for a bearing-pole (Num 4:10, 12; 13:23; 1 Chr 15:15). In Lev 
26:13 God says that nbb 'I have broken the nbb of your yoke', pre-
sumably referring to something that is part of the yoke. Since the yoke is in sin-
gular but the i1t;li"' in plural, one yoke must have had several i1t;li"'. A similar 
expression can be found in Ez 34:27, i1ji1; 'I am Yhwh 
when I break the nbb of your yoke', and Ez 30:18, 
'when I break the of Egypt', a remarkably similar metaphorical expression 
to the one used in Jer 27-28 ( c£ also Nab 1:13). 

The word i1t;li"' is also used figuratively, which will be of importance to our 
present case. In Is 58:6al3, i1t;li"' ,Oi:t, 'to undue the cords of the i1t;li"'', the 
i1t;li"' is in the singular, and is at the same time not said to be attached to a yoke 
but to cords. Since each apparently has more than one cord, it can not sim-
ply refer to one peg. Furthermore, Is 58:6bB, ;pmr;J 'every you 
shall snap', is quite unrepentant as to its terminology. The verb (pi) pm gener-
ally occurs in relation to 'cords', and never elsewhere with The 
reason is presumably that the emphasis in Is 58:6 lies on the release of the one 
tied up in bondage, which is why the verbs used earlier in the verse are 
'open', (hi) ,m, 'loosen', +) 'set free'. When we come to v. 6bB, the 
thought is still on the cords, and is used as a synechdoche for the whole 
construction of two pegs, each with a cord at its end. When the ox broke free, it 
would involve shattering both pegs and cords, hence the use of pm, 'snap'. 
These cords are apparently meant to hold the in place on the neck of the ox, 
yet another part of the yoke. 

What is then this which clearly is differentiated from the yoke, and to 
which the cords are attached? In descriptions of yokes used by Palestinian peas-
ants at the end of the 19th century, there are pegs of wood driven through a bar, 
lying cross over the backs of the oxen. 1 The wooden pegs are on either side of 
the head of the ox, and each of the pegs has a cord attached to it at its lower end. 
These cords are then tied under the head of the ox, thus creating something that 
might be described as a 'collar' around the ox's head.2 Naturally we must leave 

1 See Schumacher (1889: ), Dalman (1933 (Repr. 1964): 93-105, nr. 29, 33, 41, 42), Turk-
owski (1969 :29-30, ill b), Galling, and Irwin (1977: 255), King (1993: 161, b). 
2 Note that LXX translates consistently as KA.ot6s, 'collar' in Jer 27-28, and does so no-
where else. Holladay (1989: 120) takes this as a clue to the proper interpretation of the He-
brew term, and that may well be. But he fails to note that KA.ot6s is also used to translate 1?!1, 
'yoke' 10 times. This means that the translator might just as well have understood as 
synonymous with '?!1, as Tg. (i'l) and Syr. (nfr) do. 
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room for the obvious fact that constructions may have varied and certainly de-
veloped, but the basic principles appear to suit the textual evidence. 1 

Friebel argues that the text describes a different form of yoke, where a pole or 
crossbar was placed across the back of the ox, and cords were used to fasten this 
bar either to the horns or around the neck of the ox.2 We will deal briefly with his 
arguments. 3 

First, since the word is used to describe the poles by means of which 
the ark as well as other items was carried (Num 4:10, 12; 13:23; 1 Chr 15:15), it 
must refer to a pole and not a peg. However, this is merely a matter of size and 
nothing else, and therefore the same word could well be used to describe both a 
larger pole as well as a very similar but smaller peg. 

Second, the singular forms of (28:10, 12) must refer to a singular item, 
namely a pole. Nevertheless, as was shown above, the most satisfying explana-
tion is that is used as a synecdoche for the yoke-collar when it is worn. Oth-
erwise, one is left with the insoluble problem of the plural forms, a problem that 
Friebel prefers to pass by. He actually says that the plural is used when more than 
one cross-bar is meant,4 but then Jeremiah made several cross-bars (27:2), and 
why is Hananiah replacing one cross-bar of wood with several of iron? 

Third, Since Hananiah can break the it must have been one item and not 
two pegs. However, it is difficult to follow the logic of this argument. If is 
used to describe an item consisting of two pegs, what else could be said? Fur-
thermore, it would take much more strength to break a crossbar than two pegs, let 
alone carrying it around. 

It is obvious that Friebel' unconvincing attempt to understand Jeremiah' s 
construction produces more problems that it solves. 

The wooden pegs hold the head close to the bar, and the cords tie the head to the 
pegs. This 'yoke-collar' would then have been made of wood and cords, and in 
particular, it would have been rather thin pegs of wood, in comparison with the 
thick bar across the necks of the oxen. The yoke, t,,i), is then usually a term for 
the whole construction taken together. The bar is across the neck, the pegs on ei-
ther side of each ox's head, and the cords at the end ofthe pegs. If we return to 
the parallelism niiQiD pm I I S.i1 i:ltV, 'break the yoke' I/ ' snap the cords', we 
note that the parallelism is grammatical as to its form (v-o//v'-o'), and synthetic 
as to its semantics, since it describes two consecutive actions. First, the yoke, at-

1 So also Holladay (1989: 119-20). 
2 See e.g. ANEP 84, 167. 
3 Friebe1 (1999: 141 , n 152). 
4 Friebel (1999: 142, n 155). 
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taching the ox to the cart or plough, is crushed, and then the cords, attaching the 
ox to the yoke, are snapped. 

If we return to Jer 27-28, we find that in 27:2 Jeremiah is told to fabricate 
cords and pegs, i.e., he is supposed to make so-called yoke-collars.' It is impor-
tant to note here that Jeremiah is never said to have either made or worn a '?11, 
'yoke', only As was concluded above, could be used as a 
synecdoche for the whole of the yoke-collar, including the cords, in the sense of 
part for the whole (cf. Is 58:6, 9). However, that still does not equate the 
used as a synecdoche with the yoke itself The term '?11, 'yoke', on the other 
hand, is only used metaphorically in Jer 27-28, in reference to oppression (Jer 
27:8, 11, 12; 28:2, 4, 11, 14).3 In the same sense the act of wearing a collar is 
symbolically related to submitting to suppression: 

'?17f m: 
'?11f 

'he puts his neck in the yoke' (27:8) 
'it makes its neck come into the yoke' (27: 11) 

The expression used here, '?11f (hiph) shows how the synecdo-
che works in the opposite direction of yoke to collar, when '?17, 'yoke' is used as 
a synecdoche for the collar, in the sense of the whole for a part (so also Is 
58:6bJ3, see above).4 This leads to the conclusion, that what is actually on dis-
play in this symbolic act is not a full-blown yoke, but yoke-collars, that them-
selves refer synechdochically, or indexically if we speak more properly in 
semiotic terminology, to the whole of the yoke. The reason for this distinction 
between the literal collar and the metaphorical yoke was of course that it would 
have been very hard, if not impossible, for Jeremiah to wear a whole yoke. In 
addition, it would have involved some difficulties for Hananiah to break an ac-

1 It is important to note here that if i1t!liD mean 'yoke' in 27:2, it would leave the following 
reference to 'cords' hanging in the air, since they would obviously have been considered parts 
of the yoke. 
2 Fabrication: 27:2; 28:13 (2x); wearing: 28:10, 12, see further below. 
3 For the use of '?.11 in this metaphorical sense of oppression in the OT and the ancient Near 
East, see TDOT 11, 72-6 and the further discussion below. 
4 Incidentally, in this expression, the iK)::1 is used as a synecdoche for the head, since the bar 
of the yoke is to rest on the back of the neck. The act of putting a yoke on the neck, is men-
tioned in 28:14, iK1::1-'?lJ '?n:;1 '?l1, 'a yoke of iron I have put on the neck', and its oppo-
site in 28:11, ... 'I will break (and thus remove) the yoke ... from the 
neck' . 
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tual yoke instead of the much lighter collar, hanging around the neck of 
Jeremiah.' Hence the symbolism, accomplished by means of synecdoche. 

This figurative language comes to a climax in 28:13, where Jeremiah tells 
Hananiah that although he has broken 'pegs ofwood',2 he has, through 
his false prophecy, actually created 'pegs of iron' in its place. What is 
to be made of these plurals, in the light of the use of figurative language that has 
been shown above? In 27:2, where the context refers to the making (i1fzl.l1) of col-
lars, the plural of is used in a literal sense, referring to the wooden pegs 
used to make of the yoke-collar. The same context appears to be relevant in 
28:13, since there is a reference to Hananiah making (i1fzl.l1) of iron. The 
reason for the plurals in 28:13 is therefore that is again used in its literal 
sense of pegs, driven through the bar of the yoke, and making up the main part 
of the yoke-collar. The figurative language was changed in v. 13 from synecdo-
che (28:10, 12) to a literal sense, and from that literal sense to the provocative 
metaphor in 'yoke-pegs of iron'. 3 This creates a nice inclusio for Jer 27-28; in 
27:2, Jeremiah makes pegs for yoke-collars of wood, but in 28:13, Hananiah 
makes pegs for a quite different yoke-collar, this time made of iron (cf. Deut 
28:48). 

A further problem that has to do with performance is the antecedent of the 
suffix of in MT, ' and you shall send them' (27:3).4 The most natural in-
terpretation would be that the suffix refers to the cords and yoke-pegs mentioned 
in 27:2. However, most scholars have found grave difficulties with this transla-

1 It is strange to find Friebel (1999: 141, n 152) arguing in the other direction, namely that it 
would have been easier for Jeremiah to carry a yoke on his neck than a collar made of pegs 
and cords. It becomes even more unbelievable when he suggests that Jeremiah could actually 
have made six yokes and carried them all on his neck Friebel (1999: 142)! In the end, how-
ever, he at least opens up for the more realistic view that the suffix c- in Jer 27:3 is secondary, 
and that Jeremiah only made one yoke, consisting of a pole and cords attached to it Friebel 
(1999: 140-3). However, the problem he does not deal with then is the plural in 27:2. If 

refers to a yoke-pole, and Jeremiah only makes one yoke, why then the plural? 
2 Friebel (1999: 142, n 154) wishes to revocalize nbil) into a singular construct, since other-
wise only the second holem is written plene. However, the word nowhere else occurs in sin-
gular construct, only plural. Furthermore, if Hananiah has broken only one what about 
the ones of iron that Jeremiah says he has replaced them with? And finally, and most severely, 
what should we make of the statement in v. 13, that Hananiah has made of iron FTOQD, 
'instead of them'? Friebel attempts desperately to understand as a yoke-pole, and there-
fore each plural form becomes an acute problem. The strange plene-writing is best understood 
as a later scribal mistake in the form of a hyper-plene writing, not something that would re-
quire a revocalisation to a singular form. 
3 For the contemporary associations connected with 'iron' , see Sawyer (1983). 
4 See Textual note c. 



139 

tion, mostly because they have translated as yoke-bar or even yoke. As we 
have shown above, however, 27:2 does not intend to refer to a yoke but a yoke-
collar, so the cords and pegs could very well be the antecedent of the suffix. 
Jeremiah is also told in v. 2 to put the cords and pegs on his neck, using a for-
mulation that will reoccur later in 28:14, 'and you shall put 
them on your neck'. A more serious difficulty appears, though, if we are to un-
derstand that Jeremiah only made one yoke-collar for himself. Then we would 
be forced to understand v. 3 as dispersing the various parts he had used to make 
the yoke-collar among the royal messengers. Even if he did this, however, he 
would be without a yoke-collar himself, and that would make 28:10 quite diffi-
cult to understand since it clearly presupposes a Jeremiah wearing a yoke-collar 
in public. We would have to force the interpretation that Jeremiah actually made 
a new yoke-collar for himself, or even several collars, one for each of the en-
voys. Yet another alternative would be to see the reference to the royal messen-
gers and the handing over of the cords and pegs to them as a symbolic gesture 
only. It is impossible to understand, due to the brevity of the text in v. 2-3, if this 
was something that was performed as a proper prophetic symbolic act or if it 
was only a symbolic expression, denoting that the threat of the Babylonian yoke 
was upon all countries in the area, not just Judah. If Jeremiah did go to these 
royal messengers, he might well have preached something similar to what we 
have in 27:5-7, and perhaps further until v. 11, although vv. 8f displays traces of 
Dtr expansions, behind the M+. As far as we know, prophets were not an unfa-
miliar phenomenon in this cultural context, and it would presumably have been 
considered the responsibility of the Judahites and Zedekiah in particular to deal 
with an opposing prophet. 

Even though the text-critical issue is a difficult one, the best solution remains 
to see the suffix as secondary. It was presumably added as an attempt to on the 
one hand simplify the rather awkward Hebrew expression, and on the other to 
explain what came of the pegs and cords that Jeremiah put on his neck. What 
was lacking, and therefore caused this suffix to be added, was the understanding 
that the pegs and cords together made up a yoke-collar. They were not merely a 
collection of items that Jeremiah gathered, but the materials out of which he fab-
ricated a collar around his neck. Furthermore, since the text clearly indicates that 
this collar was to be put around Jeremiah's neck, it would be strange to immedi-
ately afterwards state that the parts by means of which the collar was made 
should be distributed among several envoys. It is therefore better to see an ex-
ample of the rather common expression PN 'K n'rzi, 'send (a message) to PN', 
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as e.g., Gen 38:25, i1Q7t?i K';:q, 'she sent (word) to her father-in-law' .1 

However, this also requires revocalising the verb into qal, 2 since there are no ex-
amples of this use with the verb in piel. Apparently, the enforced transitivity that 
belonged to the piel stem required the message to be made more explicit, as in 
e.g. Mal2:4, 'I have sent this command to you'. 

Jeremiah's intention was then to have the envoys deliver the message he was 
delivering to their respective king, a message they may very well have received 
both verbally as well as nonverbally. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
We have already seen how this symbolic act was understood to symbolize the 
submission to the Babylonian king, and presumably the cessation of any plans of 
collective rebellion. We do not have a clear case of an interpretation of the sym-
bolic act as is usually the case, something which must be attributed to the many 
elaborations that the text has suffered, presumably additions as well as removals, 
both at an early literary level of Dtr redaction, and later, exemplified by the size 
of M+ in Jer 27. However, v. 11 seems remarkably unattached to its surrounding 
context, which might indicate that interpolations have been made between the 
description of the symbolic act in vv. 2-3 and its interpretation in v. 11. The con-
tent ofv. 11 seems to be directed to the foreign nations, and so it would be natu-
ral to consider this to be at least part of the oracle that Jeremiah delivered to the 
royal messengers. To succumb to the king ofBabel would be a sensible thing to 
do, since to serve him would be to serve God (v. 6-7). This is in line with the 
earlier use of the metaphor of breaking the one's yoke (Jer 2:20; 5:5). In these 
texts the rebellion of the people of old is described as breaking the yoke that 
God had laid upon them, consisting of the command to serve him as the only 
true God, and seek his will (cf. Sir 51 :26; Matt 11 :29-30). 3 This metaphorical 
use of wearing, submitting to and breaking a yoke is well known from various 
regions and ages of the ancient Near East. 

1 Further examples are Num 22:10, 22:37, Jos 11:1, 1 Sam 20:12, 2 Sam 11:6 etc. It is also 
found in Jer (23:38, 29:28). 
2 So e.g. HAL 1401. 
3 This dual perspective in the metaphorical use of the yoke, being the obedience to God as the 
great king, and the oppressive force of a foreign ldng, persists through time and in later Jew-
ish traditions, see Deutsch (1987: 115-35). 
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In a late Assyrian fragment of the Atra.\}asis epic, 1 we find the following expres-
sion; ... ] i ni-is-bi-ir ni-ra, 'let us break the yoke!' The corresponding Akkadian 
expression to the Hebrew is used, seberu nfra /I ,!1 i:Jtd. 

The annals of the Assyrian kings leave ample evidence of the well established 
expressions 'throw off the yoke of the king', 'bear/submit to the yoke of the 
king', ' impose a heavy yoke on a people' etc.2 

In EA 296:39, we read the following declaration; ni-rilbu-ul-lu3 sarri beli-ia 
a-na kisadi-ia u ub-ba-lu-su, 'I have set the front of the yoke of the king, my 
lord, on my neck and carry it' (see also 257:15). 

In the 'Babylonian Theodicy' , we find the following saying; sa-di-id ni-ir ili 
lu-u ba-bi sa-di-ir a-kal-su, 'He that bears his god' s yoke never lacks food, 
though it be sparse. '4 

We saw earlier that on the literary level, the yoke-collar was referred to by 
means of metonymy, or more precisely, synecdoche. This mirrored what was 
accomplished on the level of performance through the use of indexical symbol-
ism. The yoke-collar symbolized indexically the whole of the yoke, mainly for 
practical reasons, since Jeremiah could hardly have carried a whole yoke on his 
shoulders. Being caught in a yoke was then used symbolically in an iconic sense 
on the level of performance, since it vividly dramatised how the ox was tied to 
his yoke. The more abstract use of being in someone's yoke as a symbol of be-
ing under oppression is iconic with a focus on the effect of the act, i.e., one is to-
tally under someone else's authority and without any ability to act on one ' s own. 
There is also a certain amount of conventional force involved in the choice of 
the image of being in someone's yoke, since we can imagine other similar items 
of that particular culture that could have carried a similar meaning, e.g. slavery. 
As a matter of fact, the figurative expression of bringing the neck under the yoke 
under the Babylonian king is used synonymously in 27:12 with ink 11:tAJl, lit. 
'slave for him'. This symbolism must have had the very clear and obvious refer-
ential meaning of the threatening oppression of the Babylonian king, whose 
yoke Jeremiah was referring to by means of his symbolic act. 

We have found earlier in Jeremiah's symbolic acts, that there is an element by 
means of which he breaks the conventional pattern and expectations that are as-
sociated with the symbolism involved. The loincloth should be new when he 
buried it, although one usually would dispose of an item of clothing only when it 

1 Lambert, and Millard (1969: 44), 12. The parallelism in I 1, 'let us kill [him]' leaves no one 
in doubt as to the meaning of the figurative expression. 
2 CAD N II, 262-3. 
3 Cf. CAD lj, 230, bullu B. 
4 Lambert (1960: 84), 1240. 
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had been worn out, and the jug was brand new when he smashed it, although 
one usually would smash pottery that no longer was of any use. Both of these 
digressions from the expected conventional behaviour must have created a sense 
of bewilderment in the mind of the viewer. This sense of bewilderment was de-
liberately manufactured by the prophet in order to pave the way for the new and 
disturbing message that the prophet meant to communicate by means of his act. 

In the case of this act of carrying a yoke-collar, the digression consisted not 
only in the physical performance of carrying a yoke-collar by a human, which in 
itself must have been bewildering, although strange acts was expected from a 
prophet. What was most disturbing, and which is the precise point that Jeremiah 
is trying to communicate, is the fact that he is under a yoke without being forced 
into it. The fact that Jeremiah does so willingly is the very item of the symbolic 
act that must have made the audience react most strongly. Even though we know 
of no custom, which consisted of forcing a human into something similar to a 
yoke, one would still easily associate to the ox, which hardly would walk under 
the yoke of its own free will. On the symbolic level this created the shocking 
message from Jeremiah that they should willingly bow themselves under the 
Babylonian king, who is also stated clearly in the interpretation that follows, 

1K':;li;J, 'Bring your necks under the yoke of the king of 
Babylon' (27: 12). One was generally aware of the conventional, figurative lan-
guage that spoke of 'being under someone's yoke', an expression that might 
very well have come close to being an idiom, i.e., totally opaque semantically 
and only used in a primary sense. However, when this quite opaque, yet figura-
tive expression was dramatized by Jeremiah, the expression was revitalized in 
its secondary, figurative sense by the bewildering act of putting a yoke-collar on 
a human instead of an ox, and who does so willingly. Jeremiah's intention was 
to make his audience realize with a new and more intense concreteness what the 
future would bring for them. More importantly, he wanted them to realize that 
on the one hand they were unavoidable headed for the yoke of the Babylonian 
king. On the other hand, though, they could themselves have an impact on how 
the future would appear, with total destruction or with life, albeit in exile 
(27:12). 1 Had Jeremiah only settled with using the conventional phraseology of 
'being under someone's yoke', he would hardly have managed to create this 
new and provocative realisation of what submission could mean. 

1 Friebel (1999: 141 , n 150) is surely incorrect when he argues that Jeremiah thought that the 
exilic captivity would be avoided if they 'wore the yoke' . Jeremiah saw the exile as unavoid-
able, but life could be spared if they accepted their fate. 
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If there is anything to be learned from the earlier overview of various attempts 
to recover some form of nucleus and later 'Bearbeitungen', it is that it is a 
highly subjective enterprise. Beyond what we have considered to be reasonably 
sure Jeremianic or relying on his traditions, i.e., 27:2-3; 28:10-11, there is noth-
ing more we need to know concerning the symbolic meaning of the prophetic 
act, even if there might be more relevant Jeremianic traditions in eh. 27-28. 

The second prophetic symbolic act in this context is performed by a prophet 
called Hananiah (28: 1 0). Although the description is in the form of an eye-
witness report, it is still clear that what we have described here is a prophetic 
symbolic act, although not performed by a prophet that has achieved canonical 
status, but one that fell short in the struggle with Jeremiah, or at least that is 
what Jer 28 asks us to believe. Apparently searching fore something more dras-
tic than words, and knowing that Jeremiah has already been performing his 
symbolic act, Hananiah decides to perform a prophetic symbolic act of his own. 
There is no need to question that this was behaviour as natural to Hananiah as it 
was to Jeremiah. However the distinction between a true and false prophet was 
thought to have been made in Judah at the time, 1 there is no need to imagine that 
this also involved a distinction in the use and interpretation of prophetic sym-
bolic acts .2 Hananiah takes hold of the yoke-collar around Jeremiah's neck and 
breaks it (v. 10). He then follows the normal procedure in such a case, i.e., he 
provides the interpretation of the prophetic symbolic act in the form of an oracle 
from God (v. 11). There is no need to question the tradition regarding this pro-
phetic symbolic act. It is simple, realistic, and may be showing us the cause for 
the highly developed metaphorical language in Jer 27-28 regarding the submis-
sion to the yoke of the king versus breaking it, a metaphorical cluster of expres-
sions that we already have seen were quite well known in other parts of the 
ancient Near East, besides Judah.3 

1 It is interesting to see how Jer 28:6-9 applies the deuteronomic law regarding true and false 
prophets selectively to only oracles of peace, but apparently not to oracles of doom. Whether 
this should be seen as interpretation or application is a moot point, but it does seem that appli-
cation more appropriately describes the argument that is being made, see Carroll (1986: 544). 
2 We will not go into the problem of how to understand 28:llb, where Jeremiah is said to 
simply leave the scene, as if he gave up the struggle in the face of the opposing oracle and 
symbolic act from Hananiah. For the more general question of true and false prophets and 
how such a distinction was made, its relation to the cessation of prophecy in postexilic times 
and its relation to the issue of canonical authority, see Osswald (1962), Zimmerli (1963), 
Overholt (1970), Crenshaw (1971), Hossfeld, and Meyer (1973), Meyer (1977), Wilson 
(1980: 249-51), Childs (1985: 133-44), Sanders (1987: 107-15), Sheppard (1988), Coggins 
(1993). 
3 See TDOT 11 , 72-6. 



144 

Summary and Conclusions 

1. The procedure of the symbolic act consisted for Jeremiah in fabricating a 
yoke-collar out of pegs and cords, which he was to put around his neck like an 
ox. This yoke-collar was only part of the conventional form of yoke that is re-
ferred to, since the bar through which the pegs were supposed to be driven had 
to be imagined. As this worked on the literary level through the means of synec-
doche, it was accomplished on the level of performance by means of association 
inherent in indexical symbolism. 

2. The act of wearing a yoke-collar symbolized ironically with a focus on the ef-
fect how a weaker part submits to a stronger part. In the concrete situation in 
which Jeremiah performed his act, it clearly symbolized how the people should 
submit to the Babylonian king, if they were to survive. This was all based on the 
conventional use of this particular symbolism of wearing, submitting to and 
breaking a yoke. It is this conventional language that Jeremiah then elaborates 
upon both verbally as well as nonverbally, in order to come across with his dis-
ruptive message. 

3. When a human wore an ox's yoke-collar, the oddness of the act lies on the 
freedom by which the human enters into submission, in opposition to the ox. 
Jeremiah's message was precisely this, that the people should willingly submit, 
without a struggle that would cost lives needlessly. 
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4. Buying a Piece of Land (Jeremiah 32:6-15) 

The Text 
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6 The word ofYhwh came to Jeremiah: 
7 Hanamel son of your uncle Shallum is 
coming to say to you, "Buy for yourself 
my field that is at Anathoth, for the 
right of redemption by purchase is 
yours." 8 Then my cousin Hanamel 
came to me in the court of the guard, 
and said to me, "Buy my field that is at 
Anathoth in the land of Benjamin, for 
the right of possession and redemption 
is yours; buy it for yourself." I knew 
this was the word of Yhwh, 9 so I 
bought the field from my cousin Ha-
name!, and weighed out to him seven-
teen shekels of silver. 10 I signed the 
deed, sealed it, got witnesses, and 
weighed the money on scales. 11 I took 
the deed of purchase, the sealed part 
and the open part, 12 and gave to Ba-
ruch, son ofNeriah, son ofMahseiah, in 
the presence of my cousin Hanamel, in 
the presence of the witnesses who 
signed the deed of purchase, and in the 
presence of the Judeans who were in the 
court of the guard. 13 In their presence I 
charged Baruch, saying, 14 Thus says 
Yhwh of hosts: Take this deed of pur-
chase, the sealed part and the open part, 
and put it in an earthenware jar, so that 
it may last for a long time. 15 For thus 
says Yhwh: Houses and fields and vine-
yards shall again be bought in this land. 
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Textual notes 

a MT has been redactionally adapted to suit the new context of having a prelude in vv. 
1-5. The accusation by Zedekiah is given an answer from the prophet, thus creating a 
hinge between vv. 1-5 and the earlier tradition in vv. 6-15. LXX provides the earlier and 
more reliable text, Kat Myo<; Ktlpiou eyeVT\61] ttpo<; Iepqtta.v, where no such adapta-
tion has taken place. This is therefore more a case of literary, i.e., redactional history of 
the text, rather than textual criticism, in the form of MT +. Again, we see how difficult it 
is to differentiate between the two in the study of the history of the text of Jeremiah. 
b MT+ il)il; 1:;ll:;l, emphasising the fulfilment of what God has said previously in v. 7. 
c LXX has the reverse order Benjamin-Anathoth. However, there seems to be little or no 
reason to alter MT by taking j'y;p as a later addition, a 'Randglosse', as is 
done by e.g. Bright (1965: 235), Rudolph (1968: 208), Janzen (1973: 133), Migsch 
(1996: 65). This should then have made its way into the text before the two variants 
made their appearance, probably to foreshadow v. 44. Holladay (1989: 203, 210) sug-
gests the opposite, since 'in Anathoth' has already occurred in v. 7, and is clearly sec-
ondary in v. 9, see below. However, the curious variation in order in v. 8 can be 
attributed to mechanical transmission, and the variation in length between vv. 7 and 8 is 
probably stylistic. The same variation in length between vv. 7 and 8 can be seen in that 
v. 7 has only t!l;ltqy "97, but v. 8 the more developed and probably also formal 
language of "971 ilo/TiJ t!l;ltqy "97- The uncle is apparently given a slightly varied 
diction from what is found in v. 7. A similar lengthening of 'field', this time due to em-
phasis, is found in v. 15. 
d LXX surprisingly interprets, probably correctly, the phrase "971 as Kat cru 

'and you are old( est)'. The lack of the article, necessary for the superla-
tive, makes it possible that the Hebrew text behind LXX read something like JP! ilnK1, 
so Migsch (1996: 283-6). There is no doubt, however, that MT is preferable, see Wanke 
(1989: 267, n 29). Holladay (1989: 210) prefers to view "971 as a later scribal ad-
dition between the lines, and so scarcely readable by the Greek translator. This makes it 
possible for Holladay to place the following l7-mi? at the end ofv. 7, as the apparently 
missing divine command to perform the symbolic act. However, this only begs the 
question whether such a command should be considered obligatory. The question re-
mains why LXX omits l?-mi?. This could be seen as a MT+, clarifying what the inten-
tion of more technical terminology in the previous phrases. However, the formal 
structure of the whole verse argues against this view, see below on the structure of these 
verses. The most likely solution is that the decision by the translator to surrender every 
attempt to translate the previous phrase and instead insert a simplifying interpretation 
rubbed off on the following phrase as well. 
e MT+ an attempt to conform v. 9 to what has been said in vv. 6-8, so e.g. 
Janzen (1973: 49), Migsch (1996: 65). 
f MT + a clarifying interpolation. 
g MT + LXX mho represents an earlier mK in the Hebrew text behind 
LXX. This MT+ is therefore taken as an attempt to conform v. 12 to v. 11. This can best 
be seen from the fact that this expansion created an irregular Hebrew, corrected in QOr, 
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where the Nomen regens has the article, which is not possible in a construct position. In 
v. 11, however, the correct form is used. 
h MT + O'jP\IiJl an attempt to emphasize the legal character of the document. The 
scribe could well have been thinking of Deut 31 :26, ili.iJ il")il'liJ i;fO. op7, 'take this 
book of the law', and thus added these terms, commonly used for 'commandments' , cf. 
Wacholder (1986), who relates these two texts to Dam. Doe. 5.1-6, esp. I 2, 
omnil i1i1ni1 i:lO::J Kip i'1i1, 'and David did not read the sealed book of the Torah', 
Charlesworth (1995: 20-1). To relegate the terms to the end ofv. 10, so Rudolph (1968: 
208), is needless and without support. See Migsch (1996: 66, n 48) for various other 
explanations. 
i MT has lost -p, LXX uioii, see vv. 6, 9. So e.g. Bright (1965: 236), Holladay (1989: 
204). Barthelemy (1986: 694-6) argues strangely in favour for MT, which only goes to 
show the absurdity of the principle of never allowing for correction of an obviously 
damaged text. For a needed critique of Barthe1emy's text-critical methodology, see 
Albrektson (1994). 
i MT + o•:;n;i;iJ, explanatory interpolation. 
k MT+ emphasising expansion, common to MT+, see Janzen (1973 : 66). 
1 MT+ filling out to a standard expression, see 25:27, see Janzen (1973 : 
15), Holladay (1989: 204), Wanke (1989: 269). It is common to regard the full expres-
sion as a doublet of what is supposed to come only in v. 15a, so e.g. Bright (1965 : 236), 
Rudolph (1968: 208), Schreiner (1984: 192, n 10). Wanke (1989: 268-9) rejects the pos-
sibility of mechanical error because the 'Botenformel' occurs in LXX as well. On the 
other hand, Wanke regards v. 15 to be an ' interpretierende Fortschreibung' (275) of the 
original story, but then the argument has turned from textual criticism to literary criti-
cism, see therefore below. 
m MT + an attempt to clarify that it concerns two documents. 
0 MT+ iliiJ, an attempt to harmonize with the earlier expression in v. 14. 
0 MT i;fO., LXX 1:0 PtPA.{ov. Quite early in the transmission of the text a mistake was 
made in thinking that there were two documents involved, and not a hidden and an open 
part of the same document, so Janzen (1973: 15), Holladay (1989: 215) . For a thorough 
discussion, see also Porten (1968: 198-9, 213). This mistake is found in both MT and 
LXX, so the erroneous interpretation must have occurred at an earlier stage than MT + 
in the transmission of the text. That i;fO. was added later can be seen from the fact that it 
should be considered part of an attributive phrase, but then it should have been con-
strued with an article, since the following participle is so construed, This goes to 
show that i;fO. was added rather mechanically in resemblance to the earlier occurrence 
of the word in v. 14. 
P MT 1· It is likely that this was felt necessary to be added by a later scribe after the ad-
dition of i;fO. in v. 14, since that lead to the idea of two documents and thus made it 
necessary for a modal 1, so Migsch (1996: 68, 168, 249), or possibly 'both ... and' to-
gether with the second 1, so Rudolph (1968: 208). These two additions are methodologi-
cally to be found in the grey zone between textual criticism and literary/redaction 
criticism. 
q MT + 1( another example of the attempt to see two documents, The Greek lha-
J.Ldvn can be understood as a collective singular, since the subject consists of two ob-
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jects in the neuter. Migsch (1996: 72) is strangely inconsistent when he takes this ex-
planation further in seeing the plural to be the only form that existed in Hebrew, while 
maintaining that there was originally no plural object to the verb nrm, earlier in v. 14. If 
the change from singular to plural is allowed by some later scribe in the one case, why 
not in the other? 
r MT+ c,-, another expansion with the attempt to clarify that there were two documents. 
The object is spelled out as the singular a:tho in ucxB,L, giving a different interpreta-
tion that the plural in MT, but not necessarily relying on the same in its Hebrew Vor-
lage. This a:\:rto is therefore relegated to the apparatus by Ziegler (1957: 369). The 
plural form is found in LXX1 and Syhmg, clearly accommodating MT. 
s MT + •;j';!!;i added in order to comply with the standard phrase. For simi-
lar expansions, see e.g. 5:14; 6:6, 9; 7:3,20, 21; 9:6, 14, 16. 
t LXX has the three words in a different order, aypot Kat oiKiat Kat Based 
on this variation, Holladay (1989: 204) argues that only niif?', ' fields ' is original, since 
that has been the issue so far in eh. 32, and nothing has been said of houses or vine-
yards. However, this is too weak support to change a text that does not seem to originate 
with MT+. The mentioning of houses and vineyards on top of fields can simply be a 
case of expansive language at the climax of the story. The variation in order can easily 
be attributed to mechanical error. 

Analysis 

Introduction 
Jer 32 has attracted much scholarly attention, due to its apparently complicated 
history, its mixture of narratives in both first and third person, and its relation to 
chapters 30-31 and 33, the rest of the 'book of comfort'. We will limit our study 
to the story of the purchase of the field in vv. 6-15, and so not go into the appar-
ently impossible question whether the following prayer in vv. 16 goes back to 
Jeremiah or at least his time, or whether it is a Dtr composition from start to fm-
ish. In general, scholars seem to agree, however, that the story in vv. 6-15 is 
authentic in that it describes an incident that occurred and, more particularly, a 
prophetic symbolic act that Jeremiah performed. 

There are of course some scholars who question this assumption, and one in 
particular is Carroll, who regards the story not as a description of a historical 
event but 'a paradigmatic account of how the future was secured by Jeremiah 
the prophet' .1 There is the obvious problem of the contextual configuration, 
where the story in vv. 6-15 is prefaced with vv. 1-5, saying that the city is under 
siege (v. 2). But if the city was under siege, how could Hanamel manage to 

i Carron (1986: 621). 
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come into Jerusalem with his offer to Jeremiah? Most scholars prefer to solve 
this by concluding that the story of the purchase of land has been put in this con-
textual setting secondarily, and that it actually belongs to a period when there 
was no siege, or at least when the siege was temporarily lifted. To Carroll, how-
ever, this will not do, for two reasons. First, since the story is a positive state-
ment about the future, it belongs to the additions to eh. 30-31. But that in itself 
provides no reason why the story does not describe an historical incident, only 
that it was put to use secondarily when positive utterances by the prophet re-
garding the future were added, if indeed they were. Second, Carroll notes a con-
trast between the constricted circumstances of the prophet in vv. 1-5, and the 
freedom by which he 'manipulates the future so as to secure it for the nation'. 1 

However, again Carroll refuses to see a qualitative difference between the pos-
sible historicity of the story behind the present text, and how it was later put to 
use in the redaction of eh. 30-33. Carroll goes on to add that since Jeremiah had 
been on unfriendly terms with the men of Anathoth earlier ( 11 :21-23 ), it would 
have been unlikely for him to purchase a field there, to which he would never be 
able to return. Suddenly the story in eh. 11 is to be taken at face value. More 
importantly, how much do we know of the prophet's intention with his act, 
whether it was ever meant to be anything other than purely symbolic? Further-
more, is it to rationalize to such an extent that we think we can construe 
a logical coherence between these two texts that are situated in a book that is 
admittedly one of the most delicately redacted books in the OT? It would seem 
that Carroll's reading ofvv. 6-15 are very much his own, a result of his highly 
idiosyncratic reading of the book. 2 

Structure and literary coherence 
The common structure of presenting a prophetic symbolic act, command to per-
form - performance - oracular interpretation, 3 does not seem to apply very well 
to this text. Although this is not a structure of presentation that is always used, it 
does seem to have been a standardized way of describing these symbolic acts, 
and perhaps therefore an indication of their particular status and even genre. 

The structure ofvv. 6-15 is as follows: 

1) V. 6 

1 Carron (1986: 621) 
2 Carron (1986: 621) 
3 Fohrer (1968). 

The word of God to Jeremiah, describing 
the message that Hanamel is bringing. 
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2) vv7-8 

3) vv. 9-12 

4) vv. 13-15 

A description by Jeremiah of the meeting 
between Hanamel and himself. 

A detailed description of the technical 
procedure of purchasing a piece of land. 

Jeremiah provides the interpretation of 
the symbolic act as a word of God. 

However, the common structure can be found in this text as well, although not 
as obvious to us as is most often the case. Vv. 9-12 describe the performance of 
the act, and vv. 13-15 describe the interpretation that Jeremiah provides, as a 
prophetic utterance. The problem lies with the command to perform the act, 
since what is given in v. 6 is only a message from God to Jeremiah, saying that 
Hanamel is coming. The only command at hand is the command by Hanamel, 
for Jeremiah to buy the piece of land, and it is here that most scholars have 
failed to see the more nuanced version of the common structure of presenting a 
prophetic symbolic act. What Hanamel says to Jeremiah in vv. 7-8 leads 
Jeremiah to remark, as a form of afterthought in v. that this was indeed the 
word of God. The reason for this was evidently that what was given to Jeremiah 
in v. 6 occurs later in vv. 7-8. Through the connection between the word of God 
in v. 6, telling Jeremiah ofthe coming ofHanamel, and his coming in v. 7, also 
elevates Hanamel's urging of Jeremiah to buy the land to the status of a divine 
command. 

The phrase at the end ofv. 8, Kii1 i1)i1;-,::n '::;l is meant to be understood 
as the realisation on Jeremiah's part that Hanamel came as God had told 
Jeremiah, and therefore Hanamel's message is also a message from God. This 
realisation can be made clearer by making the phrase subordinated to the follow-
ing clause, 'I knew this was the word of Yhwh, so I bought the 
field ... '. 1 Jeremiah's decision to act in accordance with Hanamel 's wish is 
thereby made explicitly dependent upon his realisation of the divine origin of 
the exhortation to buy the piece of land. 

Legal terminology 
In the divine command to Jeremiah (v. 7), as well as in Jeremiah's description of 
Hanamel's speech (v. 8), there is technical legal terminology and phraseology 

1 The 1 is conjunctive, specifying a consequence that consists in a different act from that of the 
previous phrase. 
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involved, and it is interesting to note that it is substantially the same message in 
both instances; 

I) Exhortation to by the field in Anathoth 

2) That Jeremiah should buy the field because 
he is in the particular socio-juridical position 
where he is expected to buy the land. 

However, there are nevertheless some interesting variations. The two formula-
tions can be compared as follows: 

v 7 nijp7 '97 ':;J 17 
V 8 17-mp '971 '97-':;J mp 

It is clear from the comparison that Hanamel's own words are more developed 
and technical than is the more summary version that is given in the form of a di-
vine command to Jeremiah. This is indicated in Hanamel's formulation by the 
provision of more details, such as the specification of Anathoth being in the land 
of Benjamin, the more detailed explication of the legal character of the transac-
tion, and the repetition of the exhortation at the end. The regional specification 
and the repetition of the imperative are examples of a more delicate rhetorical 
strategy in the composition of the utterance. However, the more detailed legal 
terminology deserves some further comments. 

It is clear from the comparison between the two statements, that the phrases 
!1i:lp7 '97 ':;J (v. 6) and 17'1 17-':;> (v. 8) 
are intended to be more or less equivalent, whether or not they are synonymous 
remains to be seen. 1 Two things stand out when these phrases are compared. 
First, the second phrase makes use of 'possession? in the syntactical posi-
tion where the first phrase has !1ijp7 namely as a specification to 

1 The view of Lohfink (TDOT 6, 376), that since both the terms and occur, they 
can not have the same meaning, is, apart from being naive, also misleading, since it rules out 
in advance any possibility of word variation for stylistic reasons. 
2 For the abstract qefulla-form of see Nyberg (1952: 214), and its particular use in legal 
vocabulary in exilic times, see Mettinger (1971 : 11-4). It seems to have escaped scholars how 
functionally similar this term is to i11 CJ t$, 'property' . In an analysis of the canonical distribution 
of the two terms, we find that whereas i11Clt$ usually in priestly traditions, occurs Dtr-
traditions. The use of the terms is therefore not based so much on their semantic difference, as 
on their respective connotations, inherent in the various theological traditions in which the 
terms have been favoured. 
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17-':;J, 'For yours is the right of ... '. What is significant is the lack of the 
verb mp, 'buy'. This is compensated in the second phrase by the addition of yet 
another specification, '971. 'i.e., yours is the right of redemption' .1 Sec-
ond, the first phrase further specifies '97-':;l with niJj?7, 'in order to pur-
chase' . This comparison between the two phrases shows that what is added in 
Hanamel's case, namely that it is a matter of right of possession, is semantically 
equivalent with what is specified in God's word to Jeremiah, namely that it is a 
matter of purchase. But why, then, is the in phraseology different? It is likely 
that the legal setting, and the conventions governing the customary law sur-
rounding the proceedings in such a case as this, required the particular impera-
tive command, 17-mr, 'buy for yourself, to function as a climax, and therefore 
be put at the end of the statement. It had to be specified, nevertheless, that it was 
a matter of a particular application of the geul/ah-regulation, namely that of 
ownership rights. 

The more extended version from the mouth of Hanamel in v. 8 can best be 
explained as due to its contextual placement. It is the statement to which the ex-
hortation in v. 6 is pointing to, and is therefore the more important of the two, 
due to its formal character as part of the proper legal procedure. This emphasis 
suits the rhetorical function of Hanamel, but would not have been necessary in 
the divine command, the only purpose of which was to provide a summary of 
the later exhortation. 

The rhetorical structure of Hanamel's exhortation can be compared with a 
similar phrase in a similar context in Ruth 4. Here Boaz exhorts the unnamed 
relative ofNaomi to 'buy' Ruth and the land that goes with her (4:4). If he 
does not, he should notify this publicly. The relative does precisely this when he 
exhorts Boaz in return to 'buy for yourself. I have noted earlier that we 
find a mingling of two speech forms in Ruth 4, one more formal, using the verb 
mp, 'buy', and one less formal, using the verb S!-o, 'redeem'.2 Boaz begins his 
public confrontation with the relative by using the more formal language, ex-
horting him to 'buy' (v. 4a). The following discussion then switches between the 
two forms of speech; an informal acceptance on the relative's part to act as re-
deemer (v. 4b), a formal specification of the legal circumstances by Boaz 
whereby he clarifies that should the relative 'buy' Ruth, he must also buy the 
piece of land (v. 5), an informal dismissal by the relative to act as redeemer un-

1 The 1 is disjunctive in specifying what precedes, see Waltke, and O'Connor (1990: 650-1 , 
652-3). It could even be epexegetical, but the overall analysis would argue against it as creat-
ing an all too close semantic equivalence between the two terms. 
2 Viberg(1992: 149-51). 
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der such circumstances (v. 6), a formal exhortation to Boaz to perform the legal 
duty instead (v. 8) and a formal acceptance by Boaz to 'buy' (vv. 9-10). The 
only legally binding phrase that occurs in the text is therefore made by Boaz, us-
ing the performative perfect of mp, 'I hereby buy' .1 The relative almost 
never used anything but the less formal speech of 'redeem' in relation to him-
self, thus not committing himself to any legally binding agreement. The excep-
tion is his use of mp when he waives his right to purchase and hands the right 
over to Boaz (v. 8), an act that clearly has some legal repercussions. 

In Jer 32, we find a similar compound of speech forms, where the formal 
speech, using mp, is found in the exhortations, and the informal, using is 
found in the specifications of the reason why Jeremiah ought to perform this le-
gal deed. Two things can be deduced from this; first, this only goes to show how 
deeply rooted the language ofJer 32:6-15 is in the conventional legal procedures 
of the customary law of ancient Israel. Second, the elaborations in the version by 
Hanamel was not primarily caused by the need for stylistic variation, although 
that purpose probably had an effect on the literary composition, but more likely 
for reasons of adhering to proper procedures of legal formulae. The formal dec-
laration, coming from the mouth ofHanamel, had, on the literary level, as its in-
tended effect to convince the reader of the genuineness of the legal act. This 
originated from the fact that the utterance functioned in the particular situation 
of transference of ownership of land in ancient Israel. Through the use of this 
formal utterance, the author made it possible to associate the prophetic symbolic 
act with a forceful and conventional utterance, and in that process of association, 
some of the force of the legal utterance would 'rub off on the prophetic sym-
bolic act, thus adding to its rhetorical persuasiveness. This associative function 
of the use of the legal act for the purpose of furthering and strengthening the ef-
fectiveness of the prophetic symbolic act can be said to constitute an indexical 
symbolism inherent in the prophetic symbolic act. 

An application of speech-act analysis 
The analysis of the force of the formal language can be taken further in applying 
to it certain categories of speech act theory, namely illocutionary and perlocu-
tionary acts, and with them the terminology that is usually accompanied such an 
analysis.2 The distinction between illocutionary and perlocutionary acts and the 
various forces used to accomplish these acts can fruitfully be applied to the 

1 See Campbell (1975 : 151), Witzenrath (1975: 255), Waltke, and O'Connor (1990: 488-9). 
2 See e.g. Searle (1969), Austin (1975), Searle (1979), Searle, et al. (1980), Searle, and Van-
derveken (1985), Tambiah (1985), Schaller (1988), Houston (1993), Downing (1995). 
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variation between the force behind the legal act in Jer 32, as well as the force 
behind the prophetic symbolic act. The illocutionary act is a speech act that con-
sists in the attempt to create a certain conviction, or belief, in the hearer. The il-
locutionary force is the force, or authority, that is used in order to achieve that 
conviction in the mind of the hearer. The perlocutionary act, on the other hand, 
is a speech act that creates certain behaviour, 'perlocutionary effect', on the part 
of the hearer. The perlocutionary force is the force, or authority, necessary in 
order to accomplish this perlocutionary act. 

If this analysis is applied to this particular nonverbal act of Jeremiah, we can 
say that the illocutionary act that is accomplished by means of Jeremiah's legal 
act consists in the fact that his hearers are convinced that he is now the rightful 
owner of the piece of land, and will be treated as such in the future. The illocu-
tionary act is inherently conventional, since it rests on social conventions, in this 
case legal conventions in the form of customary law, in order to achieve its aim. 
The act Jeremiah has performed, by uttering the explicit performative statement 
'I hereby buy', is therefore an illocutionary act. The force or authority behind 
this act is the legal conventions inherent in the customary law concerning trans-
ference of ownership of property in ancient Israel. 

The symbolic act, on the other hand, has no such force or authority behind it-
self, and can therefore not be termed illocutionary. Since it can not rely on social 
conventions in order to achieve its aim, i.e., it can not accomplish an interper-
sonal, social reality, it has to limit itself to achieving its aim on the individual 
level, as an intrapersonal reality. On the other hand, the persuasiveness that lies 
inherent in the symbolic act comes from the association with the legal act. The 
symbolic act therefore seeks to convince the hearers of its message, but it is not 
possible to speak of the symbolic act as an illocutionary act, even with a ques-
tionable felicitousness, 1 or success. Jeremiah had no conventional authority be-
hind him in performing his symbolic act, which is why he sought instead to 
create in his hearers an association between the symbolic act and the legal act, 
since the latter is thoroughly conventional in its legal function. We could even 
describe the symbolic act as a parasite on the strength of the conventions of the 
legal act, the strength being above all in its capacity to create a social reality. It 
is through this association to conventional force, and not through the use of any 
inherent force of its own, that the symbolic act tries to succeed in its attempt to 
convince. However, it can never reach beyond the sphere of the prophet himself, 
consisting of a promise, albeit a divine one. The prophetic symbolic act can 
therefore be termed a perlocutionary act, with questionable success. 

1 A technical term in the area of speech act analysis, see Lyons (1977: 733). 
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What is apparently missing in Jer 32, is the formal, performative utterance 1 on 
Jeremiah's behalf, expressing his formal purchase of the piece of land, as in 
Ruth 4:10, 'I hereby buy'. There seem to be two reasons for this apparent 
irregularity. 

First, the text as we have it in the book of Jeremiah is not a proper legal text, 
and as such, it need not fulfil the particular requirements demanded by that 
genre. Instead, it constitutes a dramatic description of a symbolic reuse of a legal 
act, and in that reuse the prophet, as well as the author on the literary level, can 
allow himself any amount of freedom in relation to the requirements of the par-
ticular genre of legal transactions. 

Second, the dramatic description allows for a different and more colourful 
way of providing the information of the actual purchase. Instead of the formal 
utterance by Jeremiah, we therefore have the description of the technical ma-
noeuvres in all their details. It is precisely here, in this choice of a dramatic de-
scription of the action instead of the formal expression, that we will find the clue 
to the intention of this prophetic symbolic act. The interpretative principle that 
we thereby use is to find the marked or deviating items in the language used. 

Performance and symbolic meaning of the act 
There is no reason to doubt that Jeremiah fulfilled the requirements of the legal 
act by pronouncing the formal declaration of purchasing the land. However, this 
appeared so self-evident to the author and his conception of the original, in-
tended reader, that it could be left implicit and replaced with the description of 
the act instead. This could be accomplished, since the requirements on this text 
were not those belonging to the genre of legal texts, but those of dramatic and 
persuasive prophetic discourse. And in this particular genre, there is a particular 
fondness for dramatic descriptions of symbolic acts performed by the prophets. 

In the description of the procedure of the legal act, there are three issues that 
are particularly emphasized. These three themes are used ironically, or meta-
phorically on the literary level, for certain central theological themes: 

Item in performance 
1) ownership of a piece of land 

Jconicity symbolized in theology 
1) God's ownership of the land 

1 Friebel (1999: 320) speaks of the act of property transfer as a 'performative act'. However, 
the whole point of a verbal statement being a speech act is that it actually does not accomplish 
anything, except as a social reality. A physical act, on the other hand, by its very definition 
accomplishes something. It may be interpreted in its primary or possibly in a secondary sense, 
but that is another matter. 
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2) removal of evidence of 
this ownership 

3) the return to the land 

2) the exile as an act of God 

3) God's promise of a return to 
the land 

In order to bring across this message, Jeremiah must have realized how admira-
bly well the legal act served, both in its overall function of securing land, but 
also in its three basic parts. In his fervour to get his message across to his fellow 
Judahites, Jeremiah must have seen how close this symbolism resembled the 
everyday life of his audience. Whoever owns a piece of land strives to use it, 
and should it be made impossible for a time, the memory of that land and its 
possibilities would nevertheless be remembered. What could have been consid-
ered as breaking the logical argument is the exile. But the beauty of the image of 
the symbolic act is the fact that the act of putting the scroll out of sight belonged 
integrally to the performance of the legal act. The act of hiding the scroll was 
not added by the prophet in a desperate attempt to accommodate his theological 
intention with the conventional procedure of the legal act, since that would have 
added little or nothing to the symbolic value and persuasiveness of the prophetic 
act. The fact that hiding the scroll was inherently part of the conventional act 
made it possible to use it convincingly in the symbolism of the prophetic act. 
This is another example of how the prophet seizes upon an everyday conven-
tional act, recognized by all in his audience, and makes use of it in order to bring 
his message across. We have found the same phenomenon earlier in relation to 
Jeremiah's acts with the loincloth, the jug and the yoke-collar (Jer 13, 19, 27-
28). The conventional is used in order to make the unconventional understood 
and, more importantly, believed. It is here, in the rhetorical function of the pro-
phetic symbolic act, that we find the most important reason why the prophets 
made so much use of conventional, legal symbols. These conventions are asso-
ciated with strong convictions of right and wrong, and behind that, as the guard-
ian of all practise of law in ancient Israel, the God oflsrael. 

It was not enough for Jeremiah to argue that his word was a word from God, 
in order to gain the necessary authority, because the social setting was not such 
that it would have been enough. Doubtless Jeremiah had his devout followers, 
who needed no such associations with conventional, legal acts to be persuaded 
of the point in Jeremiah's argument. The prophetic status of Jeremiah as the 
spokesman of God was to them inherently sufficient to achieve the necessary ef-
fect. However, Jeremiah was addressing a context where he could not rely on 
such a belief in his prophetic status, and had to rely on the possible force that 
could be gained from the association with the legal symbolic act. 
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The symbolism involved in this act is basically iconic, since it is meant to pre-
figure how the people will once again come back to their land. The iconicity is 
focused on the procedure as well as the result of the act, namely ownership and 
separation from one 's own land. This prophetic symbolic act stands out in the 
sense that what is made use of is not a dramatised version of a conventional act, 
but that very conventional act itself. The piece of land is actually offered to 
Jeremiah, and his purchase is legitimately his own after the transaction is com-
plete. There is an indexical symbolism involved when the piece of land is meant 
to stand for the whole of land that will flourish in the future, not only Jeremiah' s 
but also the land at large (v. 15). As has been emphasized above, the act of pur-
chasing the piece of land is thoroughly conventional, both in procedure as well 
as in the relevant formulations. But for all this conventional status of the act, we 
again find something odd that does not belong there, and that is when Jeremiah 
puts away the deed of purchase. It may very well have been understandable as a 
cautionary act under those circumstances to those who believed Jeremiah, but it 
was certainly not conventional. It was that part of the symbolic act that broke the 
conventional pattern and made the audience troubled and opened their minds to 
the message Jeremiah had prepared for them. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The act of purchasing a piece of land is thoroughly conventional, even at the 
hands of Jeremiah and also when he performs it as a prophetic symbolic act. 

2. The act remains a conventional act of purchasing a piece of land, while at the 
same time being theologically daring and suggestive when Jeremiah breaks the 
pattern of the conventional behaviour by putting away the deed of purchase. By 
this odd behaviour, Jeremiah indicates to his audience that his act is not merely 
conventional. He, as a prophet, is making use of the conventional act in order to 
create a symbolism that certainly was nothing near conventional. 

1. The symbolism involved in the act is basically iconic, between the purchase 
of the land by Jeremiah and the future purchases that will be done by returning 
Judahites. There is also a basic indexical symbolism involved, since the piece of 
land that Jeremiah purchased stands for all the land, 'houses and fields and 
vineyards ' (v. 15) that will be purchased again in the land. 
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5. Putting Stones in the Clay (Jeremiah 43:8-10) 

The Text 

i11i1'-i:li 'i1'1 8 

10 C'i1i1' 
'l'117R71 

Textual notes 

s The word of Yhwh came to Jeremiah in 
Tahpanhes: 9 Take some large stones in 
your hand, and bury them in the clay 
pavement at the entrance to Pharaoh's 
palace in Tahpanhes, in front of the 
Judeans. 10 Say, 'Thus says Yhwh: I will 
send for King Nebuchadrezzar of Baby-
Ion, and set his throne above these stones 
that I have buried, and he will spread his 
awning over them.' 

a The word has usually been considered a doublet or gloss in relation to see 
e.g. Holladay (1989: 276), McKane (1996: 1 054-6). LXX has K<X't(XlCP"Il'lfOV mhoil<; €v 
7tpoe'lipot<; ev 1tUA"!l 'tfj<; oiKia<;, leaving out both words. This could be seen as evidence 
of a MT +, but such a conclusion becomes unlikely for two reasons. First, the Greek text 
may have suffered a haplography, second, the frag-
ment 4QJerb, which is commonly considered to adhere to the shorter Hebrew text be-
hind LXX, contains a lacuna at this place that is large enough to have included both 
words. It is therefore most likely that haplography is the explanation for the minus in 
LXX, and MT should be retained. 

4Qierd I 8 has some further peculiarities in v. 9; 

4Qierd: 
MT: 

LXX: 

'J'.ll? om;,!:lnn::J nn!:I::J ir/JK [ at least four words ) 

ev 7tpoe'lipot<; [ev 7t'liA.nl 'tfj<; oiKt<X<; il>aparo 

The text of 4Qierd seems inverted in relation to MT, since the size of the lacuna suggests 
that it contains the words i1l!i!:i-n'::J as well as j::J?r,::J (!)?r,::J. The text of 4Qierd appears 
to have suffered haplography at some stage, OnJ!:Inn::J nn!:I::J, and i1.lli!:l-n'::J 
was added later, but then earlier on the line, thus explaining the size of the lacuna. The 
preference for MT over 4Qierd is also supported by LXX, although the specification EV 
1tUA"!l might very well have been added later, so Ziegler (1957: 432), on the basis that it is 
omitted in Lxxo.r. p?r,::J would then be an explanatory apposition, specifying the clay 
construction of the floor, possibly with bricks. Together, the two words would then mean 
'clay pavement'. 
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This solution is to be preferred to that of Janzen (1973), who suggests the lacuna con-
tained nlli!:l n':l 1.11t/l:l which creates a rather dubious and unlikely text, 
stating that Jeremiah's act was performed 'at the gate of Pharaoh's house, which was (!) 
at the entrance in Tahpanhes', see Tov (1992b: 540). 

b The word is a hapax legomenon of dubious origin. However, Syr has meliitii, 
mortar, clay mixed with sand, see KB, 458, Holladay (1989: 301), and see also above 
regarding 
c MT +!:J\,l'?.t:$, clarifying the addressee of the speech. It is strange that neither Holladay 
(1989) nor Rudolph (1968) takes any note of this, cf. also McKane (1996: 1050-1). 
d MT+ •i::i'?!;$ common expansion to the full form of the expression. 
e LXX has Kai eljcret, which could represent -nK cfl/1, preferred by most scholars, e.g. 
Rudolph (1968: 258), Pohlmann (1978: 160), Holladay (1989: 277), McKane (1996: 
1056-7). The same problem occurs later in v. 10, where MT has ' I have buried', 
but LXX has K<X'tEKpu'lfac;, 'you have hidden', cf. Thompson (1980: 670, n 3). If we 
consider MT to be preferable in both cases, there is a problem with the logic of 
since it is God speaking to the Judeans standing by, yet the verb being in first person 
suggests that it is Jeremiah speaking. However, LXX is just as problematic, since it has 
God speaking suddenly to Jeremiah, ' which you (i.e. Jeremiah) have buried'. In the 
choice between the two, MT would seem preferable. Since LXX can not be relied upon 
in the second instance, doubts are cast upon its reliability in the first instance as well. 
There is nothing inherently problematic with MT and that it would have been 
created out of nK cil/1 is possible, but in no way necessary. It would be easier to explain 
how the translator behind LXX preferred to have the verb with the Babylonian king as 
subject, possibly in line with the later ilt!l1, referring to his conquest directly, rather than 
to explain how the Text behind MT came to have the verb in the first person. The paral-
lelism with the preceding sentence is intact with the first person, ' I will send and take 
King Nebuchadrezzar ... and I will set his throne above these stones that I have buried.' 
f MT+ most likely an interpolation as in Jer 27:6, see Janzen (1973 : 54-7), Hol-
laday (1989: 276), McKane (1996: 688). On the issue ofNebuchadrezzar as the 'servant 
of God' , see Lemke (1966), Overholt (1968), McKane (1989). 
g Qere hapax legomenon. The Qere is probably created in analogy with Biblical 
Aramaic ' beautiful ' (Dan 4:9, 18). For a further analysis, se below. 

Analysis 

Structure and literary coherence 
The structure of this story of a prophetic symbolic act is incomplete, in that we 
only have the command to perform the act (vv. 8-9) and the subsequent oracular 
interpretation (v. 10). Although this is a deviation from the normal pattern, it is 
not unusual. What makes it clear that we are supposed to interpret this as an-
other instance of a prophetic symbolic act is the command to perform the act in 
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front of the Judeans (v. 9), the necessary audience to any prophetic symbolic act. 
What follows in vv. 11 ff is a further elaboration in the form of a judgement ora-
cle against Egypt, referring to the oncoming assault by Nebuchadrezzar. 

Procedure of the act 
The symbolic act is said to be performed by Jeremiah while in Egypt, after he 
has been forced to emigrate there with rebellious groups from Judah (43:6). His 
message is clear, though: Egypt will not provide a hiding-place for them, since 
Nebuchadrezzar will be brought by God himself to Egypt, to conquer the land in 
his might. 

Jeremiah is told to take some large stones, and bury them in the clay pave-
ment at the entrance to Pharaoh's house in Tahpanhes. Since it is highly unlikely 
that Pharaoh kept a palace so close to the border, the 'house' more probably re-
fers to some form of fort. 1 This would not have presented any difficulties to 
Jeremiah, since the fort symbolized clearly enough the might and power of 
Pharaoh, and that was all that was needed for the symbolism of his act to come 
across. The verb used in describing the act with the stones, usually means 
'hide', and that meaning is probably intended here as welf.2 Jeremiah is to take 
the large stones and hide them in the soft ground at the entrance to the fort, and 
we could probably understand the act as burying the stones in the ground. That 
is what constitutes the prophetic symbolic act, and the following oracular inter-
pretation actually does not explicitly define the symbolic act, but builds on it to 
describe what is to happen on these stones. It is only in understanding this oracle 
that we have any possibility of understanding the symbolism involved in the ac-
tual symbolic act of burying the large stones. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
God declares that he will bring Nebuchadrezzar, and put his throne on top of the 
large stones (v. 10). The stones have then been understood in various ways, 
namely as a foundation or pedestal for the throne of the Babylonian king,3 or 
simply as a marker for the arrival ofNebuchadrezzar.4 Since there seem to be no 
consensus as to what this act is supposed to symbolize, and since there is no 

1 See ABD VI, 308-9, Friebel (1999: 351-2, n 615)). 
2 The verb is also used in the description of the symbolic act of hiding the linen cloth in Jer 
13 :4-7. 
3 So e.g. Buzy (1923: 153), Thompson (1980: 670), Holladay (1989: 302), Stacey (1990: 
166), Keown, et al. (1995: 257), McKane (1996: 1055). 
4 So Jones (1992: 480), Friebel (1999: 356-7). 
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clear interpretation of the act that follows, we will have to focus closely on the 
text in order to find any clues as to what form of symbolic meaning the act was 
meant to convey. 

To begin with, we have to ask what the stones are meant to convey in terms of 
being parts of a symbolic act, i.e., what do they symbolize, if anything? Friebel 
has recently argued that the stones are merely meant to be taken as markers for 
the place where the throne would be erected. His arguments are, first, that the 
stones are concealed in the ground, and not erected above ground as a form of 
visible structure, and the only meaning these concealed stones could have had is 
that of markers of the site. Second, there is no symbolism involved in the stones 
themselves, nor to the ground in which they are hidden. Third, there is no sym-
bolism involved in the act of burying the stones. The only relevant symbolism 
involved is the designation of the specific locale. 1 We will have to deal with 
these arguments at some length, since they go to the heart of the act itself, 
whether it is symbolic or not. 

First, are the stones merely to be taken as markers of the place where the 
throne is to be placed? It does seem that Friebel is contradicting himself, since 
on the one hand he argues that were the stones visible they could have been 
meant to construe some form of structure, but how can they mark a particular 
place if they are not visible? In addition, if they can mark a place although in-
visible since they are buried, why can they not also be part of some form of con-
struction? Also, there is no indication whatsoever in the text to indicate that the 
stones are meant to mark the place. Second, there is no reason why an act can 
not be symbolic although the parts that make up the act are not, and I would 
agree that the stones are meant to be nothing else than stones. Third, it is in the 
symbolic use of the act of burying the stones that we might find the clue to this 
prophetic symbolic act. 

In ancient Palestine, buildings were erected a foundation buried deep into the 
ground. 2 Before a wall could be erected, a firm foundation trench had to be dug 
out, and filled with rough fieldstones. The precise nature of the trench could 
vary somewhat, but the basic principle was the same, rough stones thrown down 
into a trench, upon which a wall was subsequently built (see fig. 1, 2).3 In the 
light ofthe practise, we can easily understand what Jeremiah is portraying sym-
bolically by his act. 

1 Friebel (1999: 356-7). 
2 Netzer (1992: 17-21). 
3 In 1 Kgs 5:31, 7:10 we have this practise described as part of the description of the building 
of the temple. 
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By burying the stones in the ground, he is symbolising the filling of a founda-
tion trench, and from this practise we also learn that the rough fieldstones were 
not visible, only the bricks of the wall above were, hence the command to 'bury' 
the stones. The fact that he is told to use 'large' stones can also be seen as part 
of this symbolism, since a foundation trench was to be filled with larger stones 

Fig. 1. See Netzer (1992: 19, no 5). 

that would remain in place despite the 
pressure from the wall that would be 
erected above it. Also, when it is said that 
Jeremiah buries the large stones in the 
ground it could well have been understood 
as mere markers. However, when the 
stones also appear in the symbolic uni-
verse, consisting of the throne that will be 
set above 'these stones' and the awning 
that will be spread over 'them' ( 4 3: 1 0 ), it 
becomes clear that the stones themselves 
are symbolical, not for some other sub-

stance, but for a particular kind of stones, namely stones that are used to fill up a 
foundation trench. Upon this symbolically portrayed foundation trench, the 

throne was symbolically pictured as residing in a 
secure and firm fashion, not sinking into the ground 
but remaining fast. This interpretation, then, elimi-
nates the understanding of the stones as mere mark-
ers, and provides a highly relevant and needed 
symbolism of both the stones as well as the act it-
self. It is also important to note the idiomatic ex-
pression CJ'ID that is used here, as it occurs with 
the prepositions only here in J er 43: 10 
and in Est 3:1, 'and he 

Fig.2,seeNetzer(1992: 19,no6). set his seat over all the officials'. 1 In Jer 49:38 the 
expression is used with the preposition :l instead of 

'?lm, although with a similar meaning, 'I will put my throne in 
Elam', with the following consequence that 'I will destroy their king and offi-
cials, says Yhwh'. A relevant text is also Ps 89:30, CJ'Ift?i · 'I 
will establish .. . his throne (as long as) the days of heaven'. The idiom clearly 

1 There are some variants to this idiom, e.g. '?ll KO::l O'Pi1 (2 Sam 3:10; 1 Kgs 9:5), 
'?ll KOi1 J'Pi1 (1 Chr 22:10), and possibly ':lll KO::l Jm (2 Kgs 25:28). 
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denotes a hostile activity against the party upon which the throne is placed, and 
this suits the present context of Jer 43 very well. 

In the following statement (v. IOba), the stones are referred to as 'the stones 
which I have buried )', a choice of person for the verb which has caused 
some concern, evidently for the Greek translator as well, since LXX has the verb 
in second person, But that is even more illogical, since God, while 
addressing the Judeans, would suddenly start to speak directly to Jeremiah. It 
would therefore be best to retain the first person ofMT, and consider this to be a 
case where not only the words of the prophet are considered to be those of God, 
but the symbolic acts of the prophets as well. However, it does let us in on yet 
another part of the symbolic universe of the symbolic act, namely that Jeremiah, 
in burying the stones, are playing the role of God, who is actively engaged in 
bringing Nebuchadrezzar to Egypt. 1 

The next statement (v. I Obb) is considerably harder to understand, but since it 
stands in a parallel relationship to the previous statement, we can find some in-
terpretative help. God now declares that Nebuchadrezzar will 'spread out his 

over them', i.e., over the large stones . The word is a hapax legome-
non, and we can only speculate as to its meaning. However, because of the rela-
tionship to the prior statement, we can conclude at least that this statement as 
well must have a hostile sense, probably signifying conquest and rule. 

We can compare with 'beauty' (Job 26:13), Biblical Aramaic i'etQ, 'beau-
tiful ' (Dan 4:9, 18),2 and Northwest Semitic spr, 'be beautiful' , 'radiant', 'glow-
ing'.3 This can also be traced to Jewish Aramaic 'moming',4 and Biblical 
Aramaic (Dan 6:20) 'dawn' ,5 with a reduplication of the last two radi-
cals.6 The Hebrew term in question has a reduplication of the third radical.? Ear-
lier suggestions for this hapax are 1) 'sceptre' < Akkadian sibirru, 2) 'throne-
carpet' , or 3) 'magnificent tent' .8 What provides the most plausible starting-point 
is the Akkadian words suparruru, 'spread out' (verbal adjective)lsuparruru, ' to 
spread out'. 9 

1 Against e.g. Friebel (1999: 357). 
2 HAL 1794-5. 
3 HAL 1509, DNWSI ii84-5. 
4 DNWSI 973, 
5 HAL 1795. 
6 Bauer, and Leander (1927: 193). 
7 Gesenius (1910, §84bm). 
8 HAL 1510. 
9 AHw 1278. 
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The dawn, beautiful and shining, was apparently seen metaphorically as a 
covering, or awning, 1 stretched out over the land. Through that metaphorization 
the covering itself came to stand for the beautiful light of the dawn, and subse-
quently radiance and beauty. 

In order to come closer to the meaning of 1i1!fW in the precise context we must, 
however, leave etymology behind and look at similar expressions to SJJ [noun] 

within the OT. 

1. The most common is the hostile idiom SJJ ,, 'to stretch out the hand 
against' (Ex 7:5; Is 7:25; Zeph 1:4 etc). This idiom is used literally in the com-
mon description of Moses stretching out his hand/staff, SJJ as in 

ntcS.!,! i1rpb 'and Moses stretched out his staff over the land 
of Egypt' (Ex 10:13 etc), o;n; i1)i1; 'and Yhwh 
said to Moses, 'stretch out your hand over the land of Egypt" (Ex 10: 12).2 

2. There is also the expression, although with only one occurrence, 
SJJ 'pitch a tent upon' (2 Sam 16:22). 

3. An expression with definite mythological allusions to a 'Chaoskampf is 
'stretch out the heavens' (Jer 10:12; 51:15; Is 44:24; Zech 12:1; Job 

9:8 etc). Normally this expression does not have the preposition SJJ, but it does 
occur in the variant ii1i'1-S.!,! 'who stretches out Zaphon3 over the void' 
(Job 26:7, cf. Ez 1 :22). This expression is based on the literal 'pitch a tent', 
since the skies were seen metaphorically as an awning, stretched out over the 
land by God in creation, or even as a net, spread out over the beast in the prime-
val ocean.4 

1 This is the choice ofMcKane (1996: 1057). 
2 The use of in the command and in the description shows how interchangeable, even 
synonymous, these variant expressions are bordering on being idiomatic. 
3 For Zaphon, see Pope (1973: 183). 
4 It is interesting that it may very well be the same root in Akkadian s!saparru, 'net', 'throw-
net', CADS, 161-2, even used for sunrise (p. 162, b.2.c), AHw 1026, '(Gotter-)Netz' , sa-par 
nakirl, 'the net for the enemy'. Cf. Enuma Elish IV 41, where Marduk makes a net, sa-pa-ru, 
to catch Tiamat in. Pope (1973 : 185), attempts to see this s/saparru behind another hapax le-
gomenon of the same root, namely (Job 26:13), but this is highly doubtful, as well as the 
suggestion by Gordis (1969), Habel (1985: 365), that it should be related to Akkadian supar-
ruru, 'to spread out' . The meaning of 'net' in Jer 43:10 is out of the question, since spreading 
a net is otherwise consistently described with fzliEl in Biblical Hebrew (eg Ez 12:13; Hos 5:1; 
Ps 140:6). 



166 

4. A very different, and highly metaphorical, expression is 1p NN ?li 
'stretch a measuring line upon NN' (2 Kgs 21:13; Is 34:11; Zech 1: 16; Job 38:5; 
Lam 2:8 [no ?li], cf. also the literal form Is 44:13). 

Of these alternatives, 1 and 3 are supported by the comparative material, and 2 
indirectly in relation to 3. Alternative 4 lacks any comparative support, and is 
not in any way relevant in this context. 

No 1, stretching out the royal sceptre, would imply the exercising of Nebu-
chadrezzar's royal authority over this particular dominion, as is implied in the 
earlier phrase, putting the throne upon the stones. However, the problem with 
this interpretation is that this expression entails a definite hostile attitude to-
wards the object of the act, in this case the large stones, which would seem un-
reasonable in this particular instance. There is also the problem with why this 
apparently very rare word was chosen, instead of the common (e.g. Ps 
110:2). 

The problem with 3 is that there are no examples in the OT of that phrase be-
ing used in relation to a definite, concrete object, such as the large stones buried 
by Jeremiah. This could be remedied if the more literal phrase 'pitch a tent' is 
correct, since Nebuchadrezzar could be expected to set up his royal tent, con-
taining his throne, on the stone foundation that has been prepared by the 
prophet. This would make a suitable parallel to the prior expression of putting 
the throne on the stones. Once the throne is in place, it is covered with a tent, or 
perhaps simply an awning, to make it suitable for the great king. The most likely 
translation although still speculative, would therefore be 'awning'. 

The symbolic value of the prophetic symbolic act is then to form part of a 
larger drama, involving the arrival ofNebuchadrezzar, and the judgement he is 
about to implement upon Egypt. As mentioned earlier, the large stones, buried in 
the ground, are likely to symbolize a firm foundation trench for the throne, 
which can be termed the iconic symbolism ofthe large stones. The stones them-
selves symbolize ironically the rough stones normally used in such an enter-
prise. The fact that Jeremiah is burying stones denotes the strength and 
irresistibility that is implied in the arrival ofNebuchadrezzar. Whether this is to 
be seen in contrast to the surrounding soft ground in which Jeremiah buries his 
stones is uncertain, since nothing is emphasized in the text to substantiate such a 
conclusion, however attractive it may be. The soft ground is more likely nothing 
but a practical reference to where the burying is to take place. 

We can also speak of an indexical symbolism of the buried stones, in the 
sense that the forming of a stone foundation associates to that which is to rest on 
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that foundation, namely the throne, and through that association, further on to 
the purpose of Nebuchadrezzar's arrival and subsequent judgement on Egypt. It 
is this indexical symbolism that is the heart of this prophetic symbolic act. In-
deed, the overall symbolic drama of preparing a stone foundation, the arrival of 
the throne and the setting up of the awning, gives rise to indexical symbolism, 
since it associates to the result or consequence that this preparation will lead to, 
namely Nebuchadrezzar's judgement on Egypt, which is later spelled out (vv. 
11-13). The iconic symbolism involved therefore only serves to enhance the in-
dexical symbolism. That is the overall message of the prophetic symbolic act, 
the fierce association it brings to mind, without ever referring to it. 

A similar case of subtle, yet highly important indexical symbolism can be found 
in Ex 24:10. When Moses and his followers actually see God, •;::iS!;! 
1KTl, 'and they saw the God oflsrael ', we are suddenly met with a description of 
the beauty of what God is standing on, 'under his feet there was something like a 
pavement of sapphire stone, like the very heaven for clearness.' The reason is 
simply that since the beauty of God could not be described in an iconic sense, 
that is, through the description of something that could be understood to be an 
image of God, we are instead given a description of the beauty of God that is 
based on indexical symbolism. What God is standing upon is associated with 
God in a very physical sense, and by describing the beauty of that which is near 
God, God could also be described, although in an indexical sense. As always, a 
symbolism based on indexical signification is subtler since it requires more of 
cultural and linguistic competence. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The act of burying large stones in the clay pavement should be understood as 
a prophetic symbolic act, with a complex symbolic universe that is created by 
both indexical as well as iconic symbolism. 

2. By burying the large stones, Jeremiah is symbolising ironically the building 
of a foundation trench, as it was conventionally done in ancient Palestine, being 
able to support the pressure of a large building. 

3. The act of burying the stones also functions symbolically in an indexical 
sense, in that it associates to that which is said to arrive and settle on the founda-
tion, namely the throne ofNebuchadrezzar. 

4. This symbolic universe, where Nebuchadrezzar erects his throne on the buried 
stones, serves further to symbolize indexically the coming attack of Nebu-
chadrezzar on Egypt, with the consent of God. It is on this, more abstract level 
of the symbolism of the act that Jeremiah can be said to play the role of God. 
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6. Sinking the Scroll in the River (Jeremiah 51:59-64) 

The Text 

59 

in:;>?.:fl i1;9QI.nf. 
n'.l,l:;llQ ";J:f 
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... 
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... , .. 6,1 

O'i:lii1-',J Ql;l 6; · 
i:J-ni'i1 'n',:J', in'i:li1', i1m 

i1'i1, 63 oSi.11 
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Textual notes 

59 The word that the prophet Jeremiah 
commanded to Seraiah son ofNeriah son 
of Mahseiah, as he went from King 
Zedekiah of Judah to Babylon, in the 
fourth year of his reign, Seraiah being the 
tribute-master. 60 Jeremiah wrote in one 
scroll about all the disasters that would 
come on Babylon, all these words that 
are written concerning Babylon. 61 And 
Jeremiah said to Seraiah: "When you 
come to Babylon, be sure to read aloud 
all these words, 62 and say, '0 Yhwh, 
you yourself threatened to destroy this 
place so that neither human beings nor 
animals shall live in it, and it shall be 
desolate forever.' 63 When you have fin-
ished reading this scroll, tie a stone to it, 
and throw it into the middle of the Eu-
hrates, 64 and say, 'Thus shall Babylon 
sink, to rise no more, because of the dis-
aster I am bringing on her."' 

•-• MT in=??f ... i:t"'JiJ, 'The word that 
Jeremiah the prophet commanded Seraiah ... when he went to Zedekiah'. LXX has a 
somewhat different text, marked by certain pluses, 6 Myoc; ov EVE'tEil..cno Kupwc; 
IEpEJ.Lt<X 't<\) n:poqn]'tTI Ein:EtV 't<\) Lapata ... ihE en:opEUE'tO n;apa LE8EKtO'Il, 'The word 
that the Lord commanded Jeremiah the prophet to speak to Seraiah ... when he went 
from Zedekiah'. Most scholars would prefer the shorter MT, and consider LXX to be an 
attempt to mould the account into the more typical form of narrative that describes a 
prophetic symbolic act, and provide Jeremiah with added divine authorization, see e.g. 
McKane (1996: 1350f). An interesting case has been made for LXX by Holladay (1989: 
432-3), cf. also Keown, et al. (1995: 372). Holladay notes correctly that LXX+ is not to 
be treated in the book of Jeremiah lightly, and certainly not on the same level as MT+. 



170 

He tries to show how the text has been damaged on both sides of a colwnn, affecting 
two lines of the colwnn; 

itliK i::lin ... 
?K K'::l.li1 l"lK i11i1' 
Q m::h::1 p n'i.l J::l n•;fll 

... nK 
The text would have suffered damage and made Jeremiah the subject, and the preposi-
tion from into l"lK. A damaged text would also solve the problem of finding a con-
vincing reason for the variations between MT and LXX, particularly between the 
prepositions. However, what finally decides against the reading of MT is the obscure 
Hebrew formulation that would have to be reconstructed, since the verb ;n::; is never 
used with a second object, in the sense of ' command PN to VERB .. .' , so Stipp (1994: 
163). The standard formulation can be found in e.g. Jer 36:5. 

As for MT 'with', LXX 1tapa, 'from', it should be noted that the historical 
sources in the OT are silent as to a journey by Zedekiah to Baby Ion, presumably shortly 
after the collapse of the anti-Babylonian coalition (cf.Jer 27), and the Babylonian 
chronicle is not available for this period. It is more likely that a has been lost in the 
transmission of the text which we have already concluded has been complex, and the 
preposition -?K was read instead. LXX therefore has the preferable reading, so e.g. 
Rudolph (1968: 316), Holladay (1989: 432), Keown, et al. (1995: 357). 
b MT i1Q1l/?, ' resting place', a title otherwise unheard of; LXX oroprov ' tribute ', 
so also Tg. K::lip1n, which makes more sense in the context. The mistake of reading 

instead of occurred after the mistake of reading nK instead of since 
then the task for Seraiah was thought to have been related to his task of accompanying 
Zedekiah in person. The words could easily have been read wrongly if they had been 
written defective. LXX is preferable, in describing Seraiah as 'head of tribute', and it 
was in that role that he was sent by Zedekiah to Babylon to pay the outstanding tribute, 
so Rudolph (1968: 316), Holladay (1989: 432), Keown, et al. (1995: 357), Friebel 
(1999f: 154-5, n 182). 
cAn unusual idiom, with i1Ki as an added emphasis to Kip, lit. 'See (to it that) you read 
aloud ... ' , c£ Ex 25:40, i1Kl1, lit 'see (to it that) you make .. . ' . 
d LXX The word also occurs in Jer 25:12; 51 :26; Ez 35 :9. All four 
occurrences are described as o7ill, they are all treated as singulars by LXX, and so the 
'plurals' are sometimes amended into the singular e.g. Holladay (1989: 432). 
However, both the Greek and the Hebrew are correct, since is most likely an in-
tensive use of the feminine plural of the noun i1\.)\.)1(i, Gesenius (1910, §124a, d-e). A less 
likely, but still possible explanation is that is an abstract nominalization of the ad-
jective in order to express deeds characterized by that adjective, Nyberg (1952: 
202) §73z, see Thompson (1980: 770, n 3). 
e MT + 1i1:/?l: '"1:t"! a late redactional comment. There is a possible indica-
tion here that the oracles against Babylon (50:1-51 :58) ended with this phrase in the 
Hebrew tradition, since 51:58 ends with The lack of this accommodative phrase in 
LXX, together with another structural placing of the oracles against Babylon (27:1-
28:58), indicate, however, that the Greek tradition preserves a more genuine, or at least 
older, structure of the book. Bogaert (1981: 170) and Reimer (1993: 250-1) argue simi-
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larly that v. 64b was added after the restructuring of the oracles, but they fail to provide 
any explanation as to why this would have been done. It would seem, however, to be 
more explainable to see this redactional comment as an end to the original collection of 
oracles against the nations in its original position at the beginning of the book, thus as 
the counterpart to the introductory phrase '"1:t"! (Jer 1: 1 ). Then, when the oracles 
were moved away from this position, the phrase lost its function as part of an inclusio, 
so Huwyler (1997: 380). The problem as to the apparent continuation of the description 
of the oracle to be delivered by Seraiah in v. 64b is best seen as a redactional attempt to 
accommodate the new ending with the end of the description of the act. 

Analysis 

This brief narrative, at the end of the oracles against Babylon, describes, accord-
ing to the textual tradition behind MT, the last saying of Jeremiah in the book. It 
is surprising to find the narrative here, somewhat similar to the narrative con-
cerning Amos at Bethel (Amos 7:10-17). It is clearly a redactional attempt to 
connect the story about the oracle of doom that Jeremiah sent to Babylon with 
the extensive oracles in 50:1-51 :58. 

Structure and literary coherence 
The structure of this story is as follows; 

1) v. 59; Summary introduction, setting the stage and describing the participants. 
2) v. 60; Parenthetical comment, relating the story to the preceding oracles 

against Babylon (50: 1-51 :58). 
3) vv. 61-64; Jeremiah's instructions to Seraiah 

a) v. 61; Jeremiah's instruction to Seraiah to read his oracles against Babylon 
b) v. 62; Jeremiah provides Seraiah with a suitable prayer, to introduce the 

prophetic symbolic act. 
c) v. 63; Jeremiah describes the performance of the act Seraiah is to perform 

after having read the scroll. 
d) v. 64; Jeremiah provides Seraiah with the interpretation his is to utter in the 

form of an oracle. 1 

There are three questions that are clearly on the agenda when dealing with Jer 
51:59-64. First, what is the state of the literary coherence of the text? Second, 

1 As was mentioned above in the Textual notes, v. 64b is best taken as a later, redactional 
comment, marking the canonical, if not chronological, end to the words of Jeremiah in the 
textual tradition behind MT. 
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does the story go back to Jeremiah and a command that he actually gave Se-
raiah, and third, how does this negative evaluation ofBabylon square with the 
positive attitude earlier in the book (e.g. 29:4-23). 

When it comes to literary coherence, we note that according to v. 60, 
Jeremiah wrote down all the misfortunes that would befall Babylon 
'in one scroll'. The reason for the emphasis in v. 60 on 'one', scroll is un-
clear, however. Does it mean 'one particular' in a specifying sense, as in e.g. 1 
Sam 1:1, 'there was a certain man', or 'only one' in the limitative 
sense of'not several', as in e.g. 1 Kgs 4:19, 'there was only 
one official in the land'?' The latter could be understood in the sense of relating 
to the preceding oracles, and saying that there was only one scroll that Jeremiah 
handed over to Seraiah, as if the oracles would have been expected to demand 
several scrolls, and perhaps it would have been unlikely that they would all have 
been sunk by one stone. However, this interpretation appears rather strained. It 
is simpler to see a reference to a certain scroll, namely the scroll that Jeremiah 
later was to hand over to Seraiah. This particular scroll is said to have contained 
a description of all the disasters that would come upon Babylon (v. 60a). This 
reference forward is natural, since bringing the scroll to Baby Ion and performing 
the prophetic symbolic act is the thrust of this whole story. 

It is likely that later, when this story was attached to the oracles against Baby-
Ion (50: 1-51:58), the editor behind this redaction attempted to connect the scroll 
written by Jeremiah with the preceding oracles, by means of adding v. 60b.2 A 
further argument for the secondary status of v. 60b is the formulation O':;JQ:;>iJ, 
'had been written'. This passive construction is significant, and displays the re-
dactor's awareness that the earlier oracles had a separate origin, at least as a fi-
nal collection, than the story in 51:59-64. Otherwise, it would have been quite 
easy to simply say, 'all the words which Jeremiah spoke ... '. lfthe reference to 

1 In the specifying sense functions as an attributive adjective, marking an indefinite noun, 
Waltke, and O'Connor (1990: 251, 273-4). For the limitative sense, see Waltke, and 
O'Connor (1990: 274). 
2 So e.g. Bright (1965: 210), and McKane (1996: 1353-4) with further references. Despite his 
thorough review of scholarship, however, McKane still provides no convincing arguments for 
his own position, that 51:59-64 is not historical, but a late 'midrash'. Holladay (1989: 433-4) 
argues that v. 60b is authentic, although he fails to explain how this could have been accom-
plished on one singe scroll. However, it is not correct to label v. 60b a 'gloss', since it does 
form an integrated part of the redacted whole as we now have it. It is not a comment in the 
marginal, but serves to connect 50:1-51:58 with 51 :59-64, and this is too much for a gloss. It 
is therefore not a matter of textual criticism but ofredaction history, which makes one wonder 
why McKane (1996: 1350) deletes it from his translation of the passage. This redactor could 
well have stood in a deuteronomistic tradition. 
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'all these words' is secondary in v. 60b, what about its use in 
v. 61, which in the present text clearly refers to what has been mentioned earlier 
in v. 60b? In v. 60a, Jeremiah is said to have written in a 'scroll', and that is 
also the case in v. 63, when Seraiah is told what to do when he has finished 
reading i1iiJ 'this scroll'. It is possible that the redactor behind v. 60b 
also changed a reference to in v. 61 into a terminology of his own, 

thus clarifying the connection both between vv. 60 and 61, as 
well as to the preceding oracles. 

This would strengthen the view that the story in 51:59-64 had an independent 
history, as far as its present literary context is concerned. If this story had been 
created de novo to fit the collection of oracles, there would have been no need to 
make this rather forced accommodation to the preceding oracles. 

Does the description of the act go back to a command from Jeremiah to Se-
raiah? Since we are not told in this story whether Seraiah actually performed the 
act, all we can ask is whether it could have been possible, or indeed reasonable, 
for Jeremiah to require such a thing from him. What Jeremiah asks Seraiah to 
do, is to bring a scroll with him to Babylon, proclaim what appears to be a 
summary oracle against Babylon, tie a stone to the scroll, and throw it into the 
Euphrates, while uttering yet another summary oracle, more specifically related 
to the symbolism of the act. As has been argued in the Textual notes above, the 
best reading of the text is to follow LXX, and not see a reference to a visit by 
king Zedekiah to Babylon, but that Seraiah acted as part of a group sent by the 
king. Seraiah had the office of 'tribute-master', i.e., he was in charge of the trib-
ute to the imperial king. Since Seraiah is said to be the son of Neriah, 1 probably 
the father of Jeremiah's scribe Baruch as well (Jer 32:12 etc), Jeremiah is en-
trusting the task of performing the prophetic symbolic act to the brother of his 
personal scribe. It is also likely that Seraiah himself was a scribe, since this was 
often a family tradition. 2 There is nothing inherently improbable about this ar-
rangement, and McKane's view, that it would have been unsuitable for a man in 
that position to start prophesying and performing a prophetic symbolic act, is 
anachronistic, to say the least. The truth is that we know nothing of what Seraiah 
could or could not have been expected to do while in Babylon, and as to what 
would have been considered suitable, it might be that both Jeremiah and Seraiah 
would have been excluded from modem day diplomatic circles, but that is not a 

1 This is probably confirmed by a bulla of unknown origin, dated to the 7th century B. C.; 
1i1',J 1i1',rzi?, 'belonging to Seraiah, (son of) Neriah', Davies (1991 : 230), 100.781; Avigad 
(1978). 
2 See Lundbom (1986: 1 02) with further references, and Dearman (1990). 
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relevant argument. 1 As far as redaction history is concerned, we can note that 
the somewhat awkward placing of the story is not original at the end of the 
book, since LXX has it as the end of the oracles against Babylon in the middle 
of the book. 2 As the story stands today, it serves the fi.mction of providing clo-
sure to the book as a whole. However, it is inconceivable that Jeremiah would 
have ended his office as prophet already in 594 BC. The canonical concerns 
have thereby been seen to weigh more heavily that the chronological coherency 
of the story of the book at large. 3 

The third issue is subtler. Is it possible for us to see 51:59-64 as going back to 
a prophet, who emphasized so strongly that Babylon was the instrument of God, 
and therefore not to be resisted by Judah (29:4-23)?4 Behind the view that this 
could not be the case, lies a misunderstanding of the rhetorical or strategic pur-
pose behind Jeremiah's emphasis on the role of Babylon in God's plan regard-
ing Judah. There is no question regarding Jeremiah's view as to the final 
downfall ofBabylon (25:12-4; 27:7; 29:10).5 But for the sake of being able to 
convince those who have been taken in exile, that it has been in accordance with 
God's will, Jeremiah is emphasising the role of Babylon as a role written by 

1 McKane (1996: 1355), ' ... a statesman who was Zedekiah's adviser or one of his coterie of 
advisers at a crucial confrontation in a foreign land could hardly afford the luxury of the pro-
phetic diversion which is attributed to him.' It is deplorable that McKane can rely on such su-
perficial argumentation. If those scholars who advocate the historicity of the story display 
their tendency in saying that the oracle was pronounced in private by Seraiah, so as not to dis-
turb his official function, then McKane is displaying an equally strong tendency by relying on 
such weak arguments for his dismissal of the historicity of the story, McKane (1996: 1356). 
2 See Gosse (1986), who notes correctly that the later redactional activity behind MT, as op-
posed to the Hebrew text behind LXX, emphasizes the oracles of doom directed against 
Babylon, since this had by that time come true. Whether oracles against Judah were later 
transformed into oracles against Babylon is, however, to take this beyond plausibility. See 
also Gosse (1994), Gosse (1996). A similar line of arguing, and even less likely, can be found 
in Paterson (1984). There is simply no reason to postulate that the act was originally intended 
as the opposite to what we now have in our text, namely an act directed against the prophets 
who opposed Babylon. 
3 See Brueggemann (1991: 281 ). 
4 Scholars answering no are e.g. Carroll (1986: 816), McKane (1996: 1358), those answering 
yes are e.g. Bdght (1965: 212), Thompson (1980: 770-1), Jones (1992: 546), and, perhaps 
most forcefully, Holladay (1989: 434). 
5 It is worth noting how the short reference to the future downfall of the kingdom in 25 : 12-
3LXX is expanded in MT with unambiguous references to the king being the Babylonian king, 
as v. 9 was clarified with a reference to the Babylonian king Nebuchadnezzar. This is clearly 
part of the redactional process, which made MT something of a second edition of the Hebrew 
text behind LXX. 
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God, as well as it provides him with a strong condemnation of those who insists 
on remaining in Judah (29: 15-23). It should not be taken as a statement in a non-
contextualised sense on how Jeremiah viewed Babylon, but in the highly limited 
context of attempting to provide arguments for his rhetorical strategy. 1 Put sim-
ply, just because God makes Babylon do something right, does not mean the 
empire is altogether good. The oracles against Babylon (50:1-51 :58), that have 
been edited and expanded in successive stages, could very well go back in some 
microcosmic form to Jeremiah, who would then have declared his more pro-
found view of the empire, regardless of what was required of him in a particular 
historical situation. It is likely that most of these oracles are the products of a 
later, exilic ' Jeremiah-school', which tried to contextualise the message of 
Jeremiah in a later day. Even then, it would make no sense if these oracles did 
not in some way originate with Jeremiah himself. There is thus nothing inher-
ently improbable concerning this apparent inconsistency on behalf of the 
prophet. 2 It should also be noted, that Jeremiah is not proclaiming this on the 
streets of Jerusalem, which definitely would have created the problems that 
McKane and Carroll discuss. Instead, he is sending this oracle in a diplomatic 
pouch, to be pronounced in summary in Babylon, which is a quite different con-
text with a different audience, requiring a message particular to that audience 
and situation. 

Performance of the act 
Of the three standard parts of a story that relates a prophetic symbolic act, 
namely divine command to perform the act, descriptions of the performance, 
and an interpretation of the act in the form of an oracle, we only find the first (v. 
63) and the third (v. 64). There is no reference to the actual performance of the 
act, so we are left completely in the dark as to whether the act was actually per-
formed by Seraiah in Babylon, or even if the story itself intends to say that it 
was performed. However, it appears reasonable, based on the story itself, that 
the act was intended to be performed, and its performance is reasonable enough 
to be accomplished. As far as the question why the description of the perform-

1 See Keown, et al. (1995: 364). 
2 Scholars who deny the prophet anything more than one view regardless of the historical set-
ting displays a deplorable rationalistic and reductionistic attitude. This could also be called 
anachronistic, since it would make sense in modern book writing, but hardly in the ancient 
times, since the very concept of ' book' is anachronistic. Since the redaction of the book of 
Jeremiah as we now have it is the product of a long process of redaction in various stages, 
some doubtless going back to the time of Jeremiah and some not, the fact that the final text 
can display apparently different views becomes quite probable. 



176 

ance is not given, we can only speculate. It might be as simple as that the story 
was kept and written down in Judah, and no information was received as to 
whether the act had been performed or not. It could also be for economical rea-
sons, i.e., it was felt unnecessary to include a description of the act both in the 
command section as well as in a section describing the actual performance of the 
act. 

Something that also complicates the identification of a prophetic symbolic act 
in this story is the lack of any reference to an audience. One could conclude that 
by implication Babylon stands for the community of exiled Judahites living 
there, but there is no way of verifYing such a hypothesis. The reading of the 
summaries provided by Jeremiah is not prescribed to be done by Seraiah in the 
presence of any form of audience. The only possible indication of an audience is 
the emphasis on the act of reading, both before the act (v. 61-2), as well as si-
multaneous with the nonverbal act. It is also emphasized that Seraiah is to make 
perfectly sure that the scroll was read aloud because of the choice of the verb 

'call' or 'shout', 'be sure to read aloud' . In the end, we can 
only conclude that this is another factor which complicates the interpretation of 
this story, and which casts some suspicion on the character of the act as a pro-
phetic symbolic act. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
Seraiah is told to tie the scroll to a stone after reading it, and to throw it into the 
Euphrates. The description of the act seems clear enough, and its interpretation 
equally so (51 :64). The sinking seems to symbolize the fall of the Babylonian 
kingdom, and the definite destruction of the kingdom, 'to rise no 
more', is as sure as that the stone will not float up to the surface of the Euphra-
tes. The reason for the downfall of the kingdom as given in the interpretation, is 
that it suffers from the disaster brought upon it by God. However, if the stone is 
meant to symbolize the kingdom, then the symbolism of the cause for the down-
fall is contrary to the interpretation, since the stone draws the scroll with the 
oracles of doom to the bottom, and not vice versa. We must conclude, therefore, 
that there does not seem to be any clear iconic or indexical symbolism related to 
the stone. Whether there is any conventional symbolism related to the stone is 
something we will return to below. 

But what about the scroll? Friebel has recently argued that the scroll stood 
figuratively for Babylon, and the sinking for the fate of the city.1 Indeed, if we 
work a priori on the assumption that the scroll, or the stone, must symbolize 

1 Friebel (1999: 160). 
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something by itself, then of course Babylon is the obvious choice. However, the 
problem is that the text does not support such a simple and straightforward in-
terpretation. The text simply states, that 'thus shall Babylon 
sink', which only draws the analogy between the sinking as an event and the 
demise of Babylon. Friebel also notes this quite correctly, but he fails to find 
support for his notion that not only the act, but also the scroll thrown into the 
water is symbolically relevant. 1 If anything, it is the stone tied to the scroll that 
would make the best candidate for being a symbol for Babylon, but this is ruled 
out by Friebel. However, in v. 64 it says clearly that Babylon will sink because 
of the disaster that God will bring on her, and these disasters are described by 
Jeremiah in the scroll (v. 60). 

There is an interesting parallel phrase in 2 Kgs 22:16, where it is also a matter 
of a scroll that contains the words of Jeremiah but has been read by someone 
else, this time by the king of Judah. The prophetess Huldah declares; 

i1lli '.lJi1 i11i1' i1!D , 
itpt$ '1=;:!1-t,;> 

Thus says Yhwh, I will bring disaster2 on 
this place and on its inhabitants, according 
to all the words of the book that the king 
of Judah has read. 

The phrase defines the bringing of i1lfl as what is described in 
the scroll. The object marker functions here in an unusual adverbial sense of 
limitation or specification. 3 This bears a striking similarity with Jer 51:64, and 
we can use the similar phraseology to conclude that the i1lfl in v. 64 is described 
and to some extent made synonymous with the scroll. This is also brought out 
by a similar use of the object marker in v. 60, .. i1lfliT1:'f 1i1;1?"']: 
Jeremiah wrote in a scroll about all the disasters ... in a scroll'. 

There is, therefore, a case of indexical symbolism related to the scroll, in the 
sense that the message it contains relates by means of association to the disaster 
that the message describes. However, this indexical symbolism is subtle, and 
subordinate to the symbolism of the act itself.4 

1 Friebel (1999: 159-61). 
2 See Jer 51 :64 for the phrase illf) K':;liJ, so typical of the Deuteronomistic phraseology in 
the book of Jeremiah, 2 Sam 17:14, 1 Kgs 9:9, 14:10, 21:1 et al. 
3 See Waltke, and O'Connor (1990: 181). 
4 On the literary level, this is a case of metonymy. 
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Besides trying to find a rather peripheral symbolic meaning to the particular 
items, we should expect the very act of throwing a stone into the deep waters to 
carry some important symbolic meaning. In addition, the background in tradi-
tional Israelite imagery to this act is to be found in Ex 15:4-5. It is surprising 
that scholars have usually not taken this text into consideration when they have 
sought for the symbolic value of this prophetic symbolic act. In Ex 15, we find 
the victory song of the Israelites, after the safe passage through the dangerous 
waters. The enemies, on the other hand, have been i1);, 'thrown into the sea', 

'sunk in the sea of reeds' (v. 4), and, more particularly in relation 
to Jer 51:63-4, rht::£7?:;1 11l;, ' they went down into the depths like a 
stone' (v. 5). It is likely that the imagery behind the prophetic symbolic act in 
this case is based on the formulation regarding the divine wrath shown upon the 
Egyptians. God is said to 'throw' the Egyptians into the sea, and they are said to 
sink 'like a stone', a simile which forms an intertextuallink to Jer 51:63-4 that is 
hard to overlook. One possible objection would be that whereas Jer 51:63 uses 
the verb l?tzi (hiph) for 'throw', Ex 15:4 uses i1j;. However, it is noteworthy that 
we find yet another reference to the downfall of the Egyptians in Neh 9:11, 

rht::£7?:;1 1;1=?7o/;:t 'You threw their persecutors into the depths 
like a stone', a reference apparently unnoticed so far. 1 Both Jer 51:63 and Neh 
9:11 display the prevalence for l?tzi (hi ph) for 'throw', instead of i1);,2 which is 
likely to mean that the formulation of the old tradition had gone through a ter-
minological transformation. This shows that the imagery behind the act is the 
tradition regarding the divine wrath upon the Egyptians, as told in Ex 15:4-5, 
and in particular the simile, 'as a stone'. 

In trying to explain the various forms of symbolism that are involved in the 
description of the symbolic act more systematically, we must pursue the relation 
between Jer 51:63-4 and the tradition in Ex 15. This is yet another example of 
how the prophet uses well-known traditions and symbols in his rhetorical strat-
egy, searching for his much needed authority and persuasiveness. This process 
of symbolization can be divided into the following stages; 

1. The persuasive strength, or illocutionary, force, of the nonverbal act is 
founded on a particular conventional imagery, namely that God throws his ene-
mies into waters as stones (Ex 15:4-5). Tne choice of 'stone' is arbitrary, as it is 

1 Williamson (1985 : 313) describes Neh 9:9-11 as ' almost a pastiche of quotations from the 
Exodus account' . Brueggemann (1991: 283, n 87), who notes the allusion to Ex 15:4-10 and 
the different verbs, fails to take Neh 9:11 into account. 
2 The verb i1i' does not occur in either Jeremiah or Ezekiel. 
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chosen simply because of its weight, and because most people would be able to 
identify with how inevitable it is that the stone will sink. This conventional im-
agery is based on an iconic symbolism, or simile, 'as a stone'. 

2. This conventional imagery is meant to be brought to mind by the use of the 
iconic symbolism of the act in Jer 51:63-4, an iconic symbolism that points 
backwards. An analogy is thereby drawn between the simile in Ex 15 :5 and the 
act of Seraiah, by acting out the simile. The iconic symbolism of the symbolic 
act is meant to trigger the conventional imagery in Ex 15, and subsequently one 
would be reminded of the theological message, that God destroys the enemies of 
his people. 

3. This is then applied to a second level of iconic symbolism, where the sink-
ing is made analogous to the demise of Babylon. This time, the iconic symbol-
ism points forward. The tradition from Ex 15 that has been brought to mind by 
means of the first iconic symbolism is thereby made analogous to the destiny of 
Babylon. The text does not emphasize any particular symbolic meaning of either 
the stone or the scroll, because the whole thrust of the prophetic symbolic act is 
to create an analogy, not between the items and Babylon, but between Egypt and 
Babylon. Also, the indexical symbolic message of the scroll, whereby the physi-
cal scroll associates to the disaster that is described in the text on that scroll, 
plays a subordinate role here. It provides an explanation for the disaster on 
Babylon, but the main focus is on the very downfall itself. 

A related question is why a scroll had to be brought to Babylon at all, in addition 
to the utterances made by Seraiah? The text emphasizes that Jeremiah wrote the 
contents ofthe scroll himself(51:60a), most likely because he will not be the 
one who delivers the oracles. The problem this creates is both theological as 
well as practical in nature. Could Seraiah be considered a prophet, so that he 
could utter an oracle from God? There is nothing in the text that would indicate 
this, instead it is emphasized that he simply recites ( N1p, vv. 61, 63) the words 
of Jeremiah from the scroll. Seraiah is merely a means of extending Jeremiah's 
prophetic activity into a land where the prophet could not go. The scroll is there-
fore needed as a means of ensuring that the prophetic activity of Jeremiah is in-
tact, even though it is extended through the use of Seraiah. However, when it 
comes to performing the symbolic act, the authority of Jeremiah is behind it, en-
suring its prophetic character when Jeremiah prescribes the performance of the 
act. Scholars have been puzzled by the fact that here Jeremiah describes the per-
formance in first person and not in the form of an oracle. This unusual manner 
becomes understandable, however, when we recognize the need for a legitima-
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tion of the symbolic act as an act, if not performed by Jeremiah, so at least as 
one laid out in advance, planned and ordered by him. The intention behind these 
particular emphases in the text is clearly that the utterances and the act of Se-
raiah are to be regarded as if they were made by Jeremiah. 1 

1 So e.g. Schmidt (1982: 217), who describes Seraiah' s task as a ' prophetic delegation' . 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolism of this prophetic symbolic act is based on the tradition of how 
the Egyptians, as the enemies of God and his people, are thrown into the sea ' as 
a stone' (Ex 15:4). There is no relevant symbolism related to the choice of a 
stone. It is the act of throwing something into the waters that is symbolically 
relevant, not the choice of the particular object. 

2. The prophetic act receives an iconic symbolism through the analogical rela-
tionship between the act of Seraiah and the Exodus tradition, more particularly 
the simile 'sink as a stone'. The intention of this iconic symbolism is to awaken 
the awareness of the theological message of the Exodus tradition, namely that 
God punishes the enemies of his people. 

3. By means of a second iconic symbolism, now between the act of Seraiah and 
the future demise of Babylon, the enemy of God and his people is again 'thrown 
into the waters', i.e., subdued. This attempt to transfer conventional authority 
and belief from an older, well-known tradition to a new message through a crea-
tive act is attempted by means of illocutionary force. 

4. What this prophetic symbolic act lacks as far as the traditional ingredients of 
prophetic symbolic acts in the Old Testament are concerned, is performance by 
the undisputable prophet. An attempt has been made to overcome this by attach-
ing a scroll with a prophetic oracle to the stone, thus creating a connection be-
tween the prophet and the performance of the act. 
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E. Prophetic Symbolic Acts in the Book ofEzekiel 

1. Building a Siege (Ezekiel 4: 1-3) 

Ezekiel is given instructions through a vision to perform certain symbolic acts, 
which all make up one overall symbolic description of the city ofJerusalem un-
der siege. The instructions easily into three parts, vv. 1-3, 4-8 and 9-17. In the 
first part, Ezekiel is told to take a brick, put it in front of him and then inscribe a 
picture of a city on the brick. He is then told to construct various siege appli-
ances, to take an iron plate and put it between himself and the city, and keep his 
face turned towards the city. In the second part, the prophet is said to lie on his 
left side for a certain amount of days, and in the third part he is to prepare food 
for himself suited for a siege situation. We will consider these parts individually, 
while not forgetting that they form parts of a description of one single perform-
ance. 

The Text 

17-nR 1 

;,p7 
i1l'1rt:l1 2 1'.ll ;,•?.ll 

7J"7.·Jt· ... 
Q'7.Jt ;,77o Q'7.Jt 

i1l'1K1 3 ::1'::10 C'1:l •;,•?.ll-c::J'to1 
·i1!;1J:lil. Sn:;l. .. 

i1Qj'_:;Ji:JJ 1'.!17;7 1r.i.l 'n:;l 1'P 
;,n•m ;,•?K . '- ' 

Textual notes 

1 And you, 0 mortal, take a brick and set it be-
fore you. On it portray a city, Jerusalem; 2 and 
put siegeworks against it; build a siege-wall 
against it, cast up a ramp against it, set camps 
against it, and plant battering rams against it all 
around. 3 Then take an iron plate and place it 
as an iron wall between you and the city; set 
your face toward it, and let it be in a state of 
siege, and press the siege against it. This is a 
sign for the house oflsrael. 

• This fifth ;;t'?.l? is not recognized in LXX. Whether this is due to a slip in the transmis-
sion of the Hebrew text or an attempt to construe a nice three-part structure in the Greek 
translation is impossible to say. 
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Analysis 

Performance of the act 
An extensive analysis of the prophetic symbolic acts in Ez 4-5 has recently 
made by Uehlinger, particularly in relation to iconographic materia1. 1 He spe-
cifically asks whether the portrayal of the city on the brick should be seen in 
terms of a ground plan (e.g. ANEP 260, Nippur), or a drawing on a vertical 
plane (e.g. ANEP 366, Assyrian victory relief). Again, the fact that the siege 
equipment is to be erected against the city speaks in favour of a drawing on a 
vertical plane. The brick would then be erected and the siege equipment stand-
ing next to it, together displaying a miniature siege.2 

Regarding the performance of this act, the question that remains is how much 
of what is described in vv. 1-2 is actually meant to be inscribed on the brick. 
More specifically, the question is what the pronouns in v. 2 refer to, the brick or 
the city. The most natural conclusion is to take them as referring to the city, por-
trayed on the brick. This could mean, then, that these siege equipment were also 
portrayed on the brick. However, the fact that the city is explicitly said to be 
portrayed on the brick, whereas the siege works are said to be 'put 
against' /'built against' /'cast up against' /'set against it' /'planted against' it, does 
seem to make a significant distinction between the portrayal of the city and the 
setting up of the siege equipment. There is also the fact that a clay brick from 
this time would hardly be large enough to contain the whole ofthis description. 3 

There is also the indication that the verb for 'set', ]li.l, is used in relation to the 
brick i1I;J!Jn v. 1) as well as in relation to the siege equipment 

iT?¥ i1I;J!Jn v. 2). Conversely, the verb for 'inscribe', ppn, used in describ-
ing the mode of portraying the city on the brick (iT?¥ I;JipOj, v. 1) is not used in 
relation to the construction of the various forms of siege equipment. It is there-
fore likely that the portrayal was made separately from the construction of the 
siege.4 It might well be that the siege equipment was also portrayed on bricks, 
which were then put next to the brick showing the city. However, since the lan-
guage used in the command to Ezekiel to produce the siege works is metaphori-
cally used from the actual construction of battle rams and various other siege 
works, we can not reach a firm conclusion as to how this was meant to be done. 
However, it does seem likely that bricks were used in these instances as well. 

1 Uehlinger (1987). 
2 For details as to how a siege was conducted at this time, see Yadin (1963 : 313-28). 
3 So Wevers (1969: 60), Alien (1994: 64). 
4 So also Uehlinger (1987: 150-2), Alien (1994: 64). 
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The various siege works referred to in this text are known from the ancient 
Near East, and more particularly from the Assyrian empire.' From there, they 
were inherited by the neo-Babylonian kingdom, which is how they came to be 
described by Ezekiel, who foresaw a siege of Jerusalem by the Babylonians. The 
first word, ' siege', is here used as an introductory description, to be fol-
lowed by concrete examples of siege works. Although can be used for a 
rampart, we should note that it is used in connection with the verb Jm. Although 
it is never used elsewhere in the OT in connection with this verb, it does occur 
as the object of the rather closely related verb C'izl in Mich 4:14, Cf?' 
'siege is laid against us' (cf. Also v. 2f, i;J'?.!J-C'rQl). This is also born out by the 
fact that the two occurrences of in vv. 2 and 3 form an inclusio, both refer-
ring to the siege in general, within which are found the various concrete refer-
ences to siege-works.2 

The word has been understood in different ways. Some hold it to stand for 
a siege-wall, whereas others see it as referring to a siege-tower.3 However, no 
clear and unambiguous indications can be found that could substantiate the 
translation ' siege-tower', a translation that seems to go back to a comparison 
with the Akkadian equivalent daiqu in an inscription of Asarhaddon. This sug-
gestion, however, does not seem to stand up in the light of the most recent edi-
tion of this text; 4 

ammu ul ... ] dilrsu 
iqmilma use me ditallis { 0 0 0 1 
e-pis qabli u tii!Jazi da-a-a-i-qu 
ibbalkituni 

1 See e.g. Ussishkin (1983), Eph'al (1984). 
2 So Uehlinger (1987: 179). 

'(the fire) did not ignite the siege ramp but 
burned his own fortification wall and re-
duced it to ashes, [my troops?] climbed 
over the siege wall [to do] battle'. 

3 So Driver (1954: 147-8), Driver (1960: 157), Yadin (1963 : 315), Alien (1994: 65). It is 
likely that Driver's study is the source behind Alien and Yadin. Driver himself relies on Bauer 
(1928-9: 240-1, 253, n 31) for the comparison with the Akkadian daiqu, although Bauer trans-
lates 'Belagerungsmauer' . 
4 Borger (1956: 104), §68.II.8, CAD D, 27. Uehlinger (1987: 176, n. 254) does not recognize 
the alternative 'siege-tower' , but prefers 'Belagerungswaii'. He also refers to some represen-
tations in the iconography of that time. 
5 HALOT 1, 220-1. 
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Apparently, the translation 'tower' arose from an earlier reading of this text by 
Bauer, who wanted to translate the text as saying that the soldiers climbed into 
the daiqu, whereas they are actually said to climb, or even better, run, over it. 
Thus, it can not be translated as 'siege tower', and a translation along the lines 
of 'siege wall' or 'bulwark' 5 is therefore more likely. A further argument against 
translating as 'tower' is the fact that in 2 Kgs 25: 1 it is said to have been 
built around the city, :l':;l9 something which conclusively ex-
cludes 'tower' as a relevant translation. 1 The i1'{'{b is commonly taken as 'ramp', 
i.e., earth piled up (l:lili,)it. 'pour out') against the wall so that the !:l'lf, 'batter-
ing-rams', could overcome the steepness and penetrate the wall of the city. 2 The 

is the military camp of the besieging army, which in this case could not 
have been mistaken for the neo-Babylonians. 

The last item Ezekiel is to prepare is an iron plate, (v. 3). The 
word stands for a cooking plate, which as far as we know was used at least 
for the cultic purpose of cooking sacrificial meals on over the fire. 3 The plate 
was to be set up between the prophet himself and 'the city', and it is explicitly 
said that it is to be an 'iron wall', which suggests that this plate should also be 
seen as an instrument of siege.4 However, we do not have any examples of iron 
walls being used in this way, the closest thing we know of is the use of large 
shields against the arrows from the defenders of the city. 

Symbolic meaning of the act 
The final statement ofvv. 1-3 is that this is to be an sign or symbol, to the 
house of Israel, which introduces the question of what Ezekiel's acts symbol-
izes. The brick with the portrayal of the city and the various siege attributes 
naturally stand for what they imitate in a miniature way, and together they make 
up a situation that could hardly have been missed by one who observed what 
Ezekiel had accomplished. In this sense, the various symbols are iconic in na-
ture, since they seek to portray and imitate. However, Ezekiel did not only pro-
duce various symbols, but he also symbolized the siege itself, since he is told to 
put siege attributes, build a siege-wall, cast up a ramp, set camp, and plant bat-
tering rams around the city. The verbs do not primarily refer to the acts Ezekiel 

1 HWAT 2, 249. The only modern lexicon that apparently fails to see through the suggestion 
by Driver is DCH 2, 435, which provides both translations and refers to Driver's article (p. 
627). 
2 See Yadin (1963: 315,408,422-3, 425). 
3 See Lev 2:5; 6:21; 7:9; 1 Chr 23:29, and Kelso (1948: 23). 
4 So Uehlinger (1987: 180). 
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were to perform in constructing the miniature models, but to that which these 
models symbolized, the construction of actual siege attributes, that is, the verbs 
are used metaphorically. This shows that the act is then also iconic in its sym-
bolic nature, since it seeks to imitate the conventional technique used in building 
siege works. 

It is only when we come to the last item, the iron plate, that this can hardly be 
said to apply. This is probably linked to the fact that the iron plate can not be 
easily identified with a conventional item used in a siege situation. What, then, 
could the iron plate symbolize? Jewish tradition has interpreted it in various 
ways, mostly theologically motivated, such as the sins of the people that hinder 
their God from being near. 1 However, a more convincing function of the iron 
plate can be found by seeing it as a symbol of strength and protection, a means 
of shutting out more than shutting in. In this sense, the prophet is symbolising 
not God but the Babylonian army, constantly gazing i1J;lj':;JQJ) to-
wards the city to see whether it will withstand the pressures of the siege 
(iJ'?.¥ i1J;l;iJ1). An argument against this would be that the prophet is 
told to 'set his face towards' the city, an expression commonly used when the 
prophet is to prophecy against the people.2 However, this argument is not so 
simple at it first may seem. In Ez 4:3, 7 the verb used in the expression is 11::l, 
fix', whereas the verb otherwise used in the book of Ezekiel is The verb 

is also followed by the verb 'to prophecy'. These variations between the 
two expressions makes it possible that in this particular instance, when the 
prophet seems to be using his acts in a symbolic way, another form of the oth-
erwise common expression is deliberately used. The reason for this would be to 
differentiate this instance from the more common form of expression, so that the 
reader would not understand the prophet as playing his usual role, but instead 
that of the oppressing army. Furthermore, after the prophet is told to set his face 
toward the city, his told to 'press the siege against it', an act which is clearly to 
be understood as yet another imitating, iconic symbolism, and he can only be 
imitating the Babylonian army. What, then, is the iron plate supposed to symbol-
ize? It is quite common to see Ezekiel as symbolising God, who is firmly deter-
mined not to come to the city's rescue, but to let the siege have its course.4 

1 See Is 59:2, and Bokser (i 983). 
2 For this expression, see Zimmerli (1976: 182-3), Brownlee (1983), Layton (1986: 172-3). 
3 6:2; 13:17; 21:2, 7; 25:2; 28:21 ; 29:2; 35 :2; 38:2. 
4 E.g. Greenberg (1983 : 104), Alien (1994: 65), Block (1997: 173-4), Friebel (1999: 204-9). 
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However, this interpretation has no indications from within the text, and relies 
wholly on what appears to be a suitable theological interpretation. It also pre-
sumes that the symbolic act in 4:1-3 must be interpreted in accordance with the 
following symbolic acts in vv. 4ff, but there is no inherent reason why Ezekiel 
must remain with a particular symbolism of himself in the different symbolic 
acts. Instead, the simplest understanding of the plate is to see it as a shield or 
siege wall, separating the city from its attacker, since that is the only meaning 
that has any support in the text. Both shield and siege wall are items used in this 
particular form of war, and it is hard to choose between the two, especially since 
the text leaves us with very little indications. That the plate is made of iron 
should then be seen as a means of symbolising the strength of the shield/wall, as 
a conscious exaggeration, while at the same time being conscious of what is ac-
tually being used to construct the miniature siege situation. This iron plate 
should not be seen at denoting the strength of the city, but that of the army out-
side the city, since it occurs in a context of various descriptions of siege equip-
ment and is followed by an instruction to keep the city under siege. 1 Otherwise, 
the text does not in any way refer to the quality of the city's defence, and there 
is no reason to see such a reference in the symbolism of the iron plate either. It 
stands for the strength and protection of the attacking army, and its imagery is 
probably built on the knowledge of the use of metallic shields to protect sol-
diers, but the possibility remains that it can refer to a siege wall. The symbolism 
of this iron plate is less certain, since Ezekiel is not told to construe a 
shield/wall, i.e., what it is supposed to symbolize, but to take an iron plate, i.e., 
that which is meant to symbolize. It stands, nevertheless, for a strong separation 
between the attacking army and the city. Although the symbolic meaning ofthe 
iron plate is less certain that the other siege items, it is iconic in its capacity to 
symbolize a shield/wall, but conventional in denoting strength by being made of 
iron. 

At the end of this first part of the larger description of the symbolic act of 
Ezekiel, we have one of the few instances were symbolic act is explicitly said to 
have been intended to be understood as 'sign' or 'symbol? i.e., as signi-
fYing something else but the obvious primary meaning of the physical perform-

1 See e.g. lwry (1961: 29-30). Cf. also Kruger (1989: 128), who sees Ezekiel depicting God, 
but still sees the iron plate as a form of shield. 
2 The only other instance is Is 20:3, where Isaiah's symbolic act is described as a npim ni:-:, 
'sign and portent' . 
3 See TDOT, 1, 167-88, esp. 186 regarding symbolic acts. 
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ance of the act. 3 The clause where this is stated is a nominal clause, and it seems 
most reasonable to take the tense of the clause as present. The symbolic act 
would then be saying that it is a sign to Ezekiel's people that symbolizes that a 
siege is immanent, and presumably the nature of the enemy did not take too 
much imagination to unveil. This symbolic meaning is iconic in nature, imitat-
ing the conventional behaviour in construing a siege. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. Ezekiel is told to portray an image of Jerusalem on a plate, and it is likely that 
he portrays various other siege equipments on other plates as well, although that 
will have to remain uncertain. 

2. The imitation of the city and the various items involved in construing a siege 
are imitated by Ezekiel in order to picture the known procedure for such an en-
terprise. The symbolic meaning inherent in this miniature work is therefore 
iconic. 

3. The exception is the iron plate, which does not receive the same explicit sym-
bolic meaning as the other items of siege. However, the most probable symbolic 
meaning of the iron plate is iconic, as that of a shield or siege wall that stands 
for the strength of the Babylonian army. The fact that it is said to be made of 
iron is a case of conventional symbolism, denoting strength. 
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2. Laying on One Side (Ezekiel 4:4-8) 

The Text 
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Textual notes 

4 Then lie on your left side, and place the punish-
ment of the house of Israel upon it; you shall bear 
their punishment for the number of the days that 
you lie there. 5 For I assign to you a number of 
days, three hundred ninety days, equal to the 
number of the years of their punishment; and so 
you shall bear the punishment of the house of Is-
rael. 6 When you have completed these, you shall 
lie down a second time, but on your right side, 
and bear the punishment of the house of Judah; 
forty days I assign you, one day for each year. 7 

You shall set your face toward the siege of J eru-
salem, and with your arm bared you shall pro-
phesy against it. 8 See, I am putting cords on you 
so that you cannot turn from one side to the other 
until you have completed the days of your siege. 

a There is no reason to follow the harmonistic attempt in BHS, going back to Well-
hausen, and read •nl)fl/1 and TC,ll, since it would disregard the very symbolism the text is 
trying to convey. The suggestion by Zimmerli (1976 148), following older commentar-
ies, is to read nKtiiJ1 instead of and delete the following 1'7¥ is equally unconvinc-
ing, since it attempts to create a more suitable and understandable symbolic act. 
However, the whole point of Ezekiel 's symbolic acts are to be precisely chocking and 
even offending. 
b LXX inserts Kat EKCX'tov, 150. Together with reading 190 days in v. 5 in-
stead of 390 in MT, the translator apparently sought to make sense of the calculations, 
since the 190 days is the sum of 150 days on the left side, and 40 days on the right side 
in v. 6. This is not done in order to answer the question 'How long?', but to make sense 
of the time spans. 
c n'ltP is lacking in LXX* and Syr, and may very well be a clarifying gloss, so e.g. 
Zimmerli (1976: 148). But its awkward sense, 'lie on your left side a second time', 
makes it more reliable, and probably why it was deleted in the versions, so e.g. 
Greenberg (1983 : 105), Alien (1994: 50), Block (1997: 175, n 50). 
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d The Kethib 'J1i)'i1 is an apparent scribal error for 'J'i)'i1, and Qere is based on the vari-
ant which is less likely since it can not explain the 1. 

Analysis 

Much can be said about this text and its allusions, particularly to the priestly 
phraseology that is used. However, we will have to focus on the symbolic acts 
and their symbolic meanings, and the main difficulty here is not so much the 
symbolic meanings of the symbolic acts, but deciding as to whether certain ex-
pressions are merely figurative, or actually referring to symbolic acts. 

To begin with, it is not immediately clear what connection vv. 4-8 have with 
vv. 1-3. However, according to v. 7 Ezekiel is said to make use of his bared arm 
in prophesying against Jerusalem. This is only understandable if the prophet is 
lying down on his left side with only his right arm free to use, and the laying 
down is understandable in the light of the miniatures that has been described 
earlier. Now Ezekiel begins to play a part himself in the siege against the city. 
The reference to Jerusalem under siege in v. 7 ensures the connection with what 
precedes. 

However, it is clear that this text includes a later addition creating certain in-
consistencies. The term Israel has up till now been used for Judah, but in v. 6 the 
name Judah is being used instead, implicitly limiting Israel to the northern king-
dom. In v. 8 Ezekiel is said to be tied up so that he can not turn over, but in v. 6 
he is told to turn over on his left side. Finally, the matter of siege suddenly re-
sides to the background in v. 6. The conclusion is that v. 6 has been added later, 
in a situation when the exile was no longer a threat but instead a matter of the 
past. 1 This change of focus can be illustrated by the double use of the expression 
]1!1 1) 'bear guilt' (v. 4), suitable in the situation of the textual world of this 
text, and 2) 'bear punishment' (v. 6), suitable to an exilic or postexilic time, 
when what had happened must be explained in order to be understood and ac-

1 So Alien (1994: 68) Zimmerli sees v. 6 as only part of a larger expansive process at work, 
Zimmerli (1976: 166-7). The attempt by Block (1997: 179-80) seems almost doctrinally de-
fensive ofMT, to the point of sounding idiosyncratic, and similarly Friebel (1999: 216). 
2 So Allen(1994: 68). 
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cepted.2 In the following, we will therefore not take v. 6 into consideration when 
it comes to understanding the performance and meaning of the symbolic act. 1 

Ezekiel is told to lie down on his left side, presumably to free his right hand, 
which is to be used in a symbolic gesture (v. 7). Ezekiel is now playing himself 
in this miniature drama. In this position he is said to 1'7¥ QI?Wl, 
'place the punishment ofthe house of Israel upon it (i.e. his left side)' (4:4). If 
this was meant to be worked out in any way is not clear, but since the instruc-
tions so far in Ez 4 have been rather detailed and quite physical, it would seem 
consistent to consider this statement, lacking any such detailed description, as a 
figurative statement. However, arguing from silence is hazardous, so we must 
remain uncertain. 

The expression 'PN ?l7 )1!1 c•ra', with its only occurrence here in v. 4, serves 
the purpose of bridging the gap between on the one hand the concrete situation 
where the prophet is laying on the ground on his left side, and on the other the 
use of the technical, idiomatic priestly formula, ']1!1 lit. 'bear the sin' (v. 
4).2 This bridge is accomplished by saying that Ezekiel is to 'place' the punish-
ments of the people 'on his left side'. This also revives the frozen metaphor 
']1!1 into a more active one, which makes the reader think of an actual carry-
ing, namely what Ezekiel is performing in his symbolic act, visibly or not. 

That the otherwise technical expression ']1!1 is not used here in its con-
ventional, idiomatic form confirms to the reader that it is only used symbol-
ically, without any suffering or punishment being inflicted on the prophet. That 
is only the case in the symbolic world, which is ironically dramatized by Ezekiel 
through his act. When the conventional use of the expression ']1!1 is no 
longer relevant, the phrase has to be reused in a non-conventional way by awak-
ening the metaphor upon which the expression relies. This has to be done in or-
der to make use of the connotations that are connected with the conventional use 

1 Some scholars feel, perhaps rightly, that there is no need to go beyond Ezekiel himself as 
being behind this addition, as well as v. 13, se below, since his prophetic ministry stretched 
well into the future, see Alien (1994: 79). 
2 For this phrase, see Zimmerli (1976: 164-5), TDOT 10, 31 -7, esp. 33 in regard to Ez 4. It is 
rare that the tecP ... ...nJcal phrase is used in relation to the sins of the people, but it does occur in 
Ex 28.38; Ps 85:3. The expression is used in a different sense in v. 6, a later addition from ex-
ilic or postexilic times, as noted above. 
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of the phrase in priestly theology. 1 Through this process of re-metaphorizing, or 
awakening of a frozen metaphor, a new meaning is created, but with all the 
valuable connotations associated with the conventional use of the frozen meta-
phor still intact. 2 That new meaning is the symbolic meaning of Ezekiel' s sym-
bolic act of carrying, which is iconic as far as its relation to the figurative 
description of the people by means of the frozen metaphor. This symbolic mean-
ing can hardly be called iconic, unless some physical object was put on Ezekiel 
to play the part of the suffering. It must therefore be categorized as a conven-
tional symbolic meaning, which relies heavily on the verbal interpretation to 
convey its meaning. 

In v. 5 Ezekiel is told to lie down for 390 days, one day for each year of pun-
ishment for the people. 3 This is one of the main reasons why some scholars in 
the past considered these descriptions of symbolic acts in the book of Ezekiel to 
be fictitious, since the prophet could hardly have been laying on the ground, on 
his side, for over a year. However, it is not necessarily the case that Ezekiel 
should have had to perform this act for a major part of each day, or even every 
day during this period of 390 days. It may well have been that it was part of 
prophetic ministry, and only required him to perform his act every now and then 
to uphold the impression of a long period. The miniature constructions would 
then have been there for everyone to see during this period, as a constant re-
minder ofEzekiel's message, but not necessarily Ezekiel himself.4 

Lying down, and figuratively having the punishments of the people upon 
himself, Ezekiel is told in v. 7 to direct his face and his outstretched 
arm '9-!?i\1), presumably towards the city, and prophecy against it. The 
first phrase has already been investigated above (4:3), and seen as a unique vari-

1 A similar use of the technical expression has been made in the so-called suffering servant 
song in Is 53 :4-5, 7, 11-2, see Zimrnerli (1976: 165), Blenkinsopp (1990: 35). 
2 For a similar case where a conventional metaphor, stemming from the cultic sphere, is 
awakened into a new and innovative use in a prophetic context, see Viberg (1994). 
3 The figure 390 refers to the period of the first temple, during which Israel accumulated its 
sins according to e.g. the deuteronomistic historian, which is to lie heavily on Ezekiel, see 
Zimmerli (1976: 165-7), Allen (1994: 66-7). The number would then have to be a rather 
round figure, something which is hard to avoid in any alternative view on this matter. 
4 So e.g. Allen (1994: 67), Block (1997: 179), Friebel (1999: 222). 
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ant of an otherwise idiom. The same is very much the case with the 
second expression. The common phrase .l!i1\:;!,'with an outstretched arm', 
usually stands metonymically for God's strength and capacity to save his peo-
ple, 1 and it also occurs in the book of Ezekiel (Ez 20:33). The precise formula-
tion used here, however, does not occur elsewhere. Apparently, 
great care has been taken to avoid the standard expression, while still keeping a 
general similarity to it, so as to ensure that the metaphor is taken in a revived 
sense and not in its traditional, frozen state. 

The two traditional phrases then shows that Ezekiel is ironically symbolising 
God, in the sense that he resembles God as he figures in the revived figurative 
language of the two phrases. The phrases are slightly changed in order to revive 
these frozen metaphors, since otherwise they may not have awakened the figura-
tive imagery that was needed to make the analogy to Ezekiel's act. 

Ezekiel is also said to 'prophecy against it (the city)', which is 
best taken in its primary sense of a command to speak God's word against the 
city, without any relevant symbolic meaning. 

Then, in v. 8, Ezekiel' s role shifts again. He is said to have cords put on him 
until the end of the siege to keep him from turning away.2 It is very hard to un-
derstand whether this is meant to be taken figuratively as a restraining by God 
on his prophet, so that Ezekiel does not deviate from his duty as a prophet, or as 
a symbolic act, where actual cords were put on Ezekiel to symbolize that same 
restraining. However, since there is no command to put these cords on Ezekiel 
or any other indication that it stands for an actual performance, it is best to un-
derstand the statement as a metaphor,3 vividly describing God's intention of not 
letting Ezekiel escape his symbolical siege, as the people will not escape their 
actual siege.4 Verse 8 is therefore not relevant as far as the symbolic acts in this 
text are concerned. 

I r. ........, - - • ,.. • .. ...-... ...... ...... ... .-- - . · ::see bx o:) ; ueut 4:J4; 1 K.gs 1S :4L; Jer L t :) , etc. 
2 Although Ezekiel is said to be bound by cords also in 3:25, the two texts are not related, 
against e.g. Zimmerli (1976: 165), Block (1997: 180-1). In 3:25, Ezekiel is restrained by other 
exiles, whereas what is imposed on him in 4:8, figuratively or not, is done so by God. 
3 Tg. understands it similarly and clarifies by a simile, J'?'il ' like twisted cords' . 
4 So Greenberg (1983: 106), Alien (1994: 67), Friebel (1999: 223). Aside from their literal 
meaning, cords can also be used figuratively, seePs 2:3, 129:4; Hos 11 :4; Is 5:18. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. Ezekiel's act of lying on his left side is a symbolic act, which focuses on the 
act of carrying. Through indexical symbolism that associates to the figurative 
meaning of certain priestly phrases, the act of carrying symbolizes more or less 
conventionally the carrying of sins on behalf of the people. Since nothing is said 
as to whether any physical object is actually placed on Ezekiel's side, the sym-
bolism is dependent on the conventional symbolism inherent in the priestly theo-
logical phraseology. The people have carried their sins almost throughout the 
monarchical period, and it is about to reach its climax. 

2. When Ezekiel is told to gaze at the city and prophesy with his arm bared, he 
is ironically symbolising God as portrayed within the figurative language of 
these phrases. He symbolizes the strength of God in opposition to the city. 

3. Verse 4:8 does not describe a symbolic act, but only a metaphorical state-
ment, that God will not let Ezekiel refrain from his task until the siege has 
reached an end. 
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3. Preparing a Meal (Ezekiel4:9-12) 

The Text 

o•'").iilq1 '97-nR 9 
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Textual notes 

9 And you, take wheat and barley, beans and 
lentils, millet and spelt; put them into one 
vessel, and make bread for yourself. During 
the number of days that you lie on your side, 
three hundred ninety days, you shall eat it. 10 

The food that you eat shall be twenty shekels 
a day by weight; at fixed times you shall eat 
it. 11 And you shall drink water by measure, 
one-sixth of a hin; at fixed times you shall 
drink. 12 You shall eat it as a barley-cake, 
baking it in their sight on human dung. 

a The plural is an Aramaism of 0'1$!J, 'wheat', see Wagner (1966: 135), Gesenius (191 0: 
§87e). 
b To understand this as a prepositional expression, 'with them', so Block (1997: 181, n 
78) is unnecessary and strange, since it makes the ingredients instrumental. 
c This could be a casus pendens, as is clearly the following K'iJ], so Greenberg (1983: 
107), Block (1997: 181, n 83, 185). However, it does not follow that a new topic is be-
gun, as Greenberg and Block believe. The topic is still the bread from v. 10, although 
now in v. 12 a feminine synonym is used, which determines the gender of the verbal 
suffix, see Alien (1994: 51). The nominal phrase O'!llo/ m¥,1 is appositional, and speci-
fies in what form or shape the bread is to be eaten. There is therefore no need for revo-
calising O'!llo/ into ' rotten', ( cf.Jer 29: 17) as Gorg (1982) suggests, although the 
alliteration could have created an association in that direction. 
d Since the word does not occur again in v. 15, it has been regarded as a gloss by Fohrer 
(1955), Freedy (1970: 136). However, to require such a minute correspondence from 
any author, and deny any possibility of variation is simply not warranted, similarly 
Alien (1994: 51). 

Analysis 

In this act, the focus shifts from the siege outside the city to the situation inside 
the city. Ezekiel is told to prepare food and water particular to a siege situation, 
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with particular estimates so that the food and water will last for everyone ac-
cording to rations. In v. 12 he is told to prepare the food 1 by means of human 
dung. 

Verse 13, as well as v. 6 (se above), is a later addition to the text, made from 
an exilic or postexilic context in order to update the interpretation of the sym-
bolic act. It shifts the focus from accusation to punishment, meaningful in a later 
time, but not while the siege is imminent, when Ezekiel has another pressing 
message to proclaim, namely that the people must learn to bear their guilt. 

We then get an interlude in vv. 14-15, where Ezekiel protests against the in-
struction in v. 12, apparently reacting to what he regards as something beyond 
the limit of what even God could expect from one of his prophets. His protest is 
based on his observance of dietary laws. If he was to use human dung as fuel, 
the meat would be defiled, and therefore unfit to eat, and especially to a priest 
such as Ezekiel. When God retracts, and allows Ezekiel to use animal dung in-
stead, we should understand this to have a more overarching purpose than sim-
ply allowing Ezekiel to perform a less dramatic act. This has been the reason 
why many scholars have seen an exilic perspective not only in v. 13 but the 
whole ofvv. 12-15, providing a divine acceptance of something that would have 
been inevitable in a gentile context. However, this is not necessarily so. We can 
also see this lowering of the dramatic effect of the symbolic act as a limitation to 
the prophet himself, while still making it clear that the horror of the oncoming 
siege would transcend any notions of normal living conditions ( c£ 5: 1 0). The 
narrative closes with a further description by God of how there will be a short-
age of food and water in the city, and how starvation will begin, all because of 
their sin (vv. 16-7). 

The symbolic meaning of the act is quite clear. The act of preparing the food 
and water by someone who is already symbolically put under siege simply con-
tinues that iconic symbolic picture of a Judahite inside the walls of Jerusalem 
while under siege. Indeed, what is performed according to this description is the 
act of baking bread, not only symbolically but also in a concrete manner, since it 
is supposed to be the food and water for Ezekiel while lying down (v. 9). The 
eating of the bread is of course also symbolic for how the people under siege 
will have to eat. There is no symbolic relevance indicated by the text as to how 
either the preparation of the bread, or the eating of it is to be performed, merely 
that fact that it is done. The selection of various ingredients, however, resembles 

1 There is no need to see a new topic in v. 12ff, describing a new symbolic act, so Greenberg 
(1983 : 107), Block (1997: 185), since the noun-phrase O'!ilt;l specifies the shape of the 
bread, not another bread from the one made earlier. 
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the desperate need to survive in a situation where one has to pick the scraps out 
of the almost empty storage jars in the kitchen, baking bread that would nor-
mally not have been fit to eat. 

We have no description of the actual performance, but there is a clear indica-
tion that this symbolic act is to be performed C::;t'?.V.7, 'in public' (v. 12). As in 
other cases, the description of the actual performance of the symbolic act is left 
out, presumably because it is considered to be superfluous and simply taken for 
granted. Also related to the performance is the strange length in time of this 
symbolic act. The food prepared is meant to be sufficient for Ezekiel for a pe-
riod of390 days (v. 5). Whether any form of symbolism is involved here as well 
is impossible to say. It would seem almost impossible to endure such a hardship 
for Ezekiel, but we must separate what we would regard as suitable or accept-
able, and simply understand the fervour and passion the prophet his God. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The meals that Ezekiel is commanded to prepare are ordinary meals, although 
symbolically relevant, and they are meant to be Ezekiel's regular meals while he 
endures his symbolic act. 

2. The symbolic meaning of these meals and their preparation is iconic, since 
they aim to resemble the meals that are prepared inside the walls of Jerusalem. 
This is indicated by assembling several items of food in the same bowl, since 
there is only very little of each food, and that various items of food normally not 
used are collected in order to display the desperation that would be spreading in-
side the walls. 
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4. Splitting Hairs (Ezekiel5:1-4) 

The Text 
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Textual notes 

1 And you, 0 mortal, take a sharp sword; use it 
as a barber's razor and run it over your head and 
your beard; then take balances for weighing, and 
divide the hair. 2 One third of the hair you shall 
burn in the fire inside the city, when the days of 
the siege are completed; one third you shall 
strike with the sword all around the city; and one 
third you shall scatter to the wind, and 1 will un-
sheathe the sword after them. 3 Then you shall 
take from these a small number, and bind them 
in the skirts of your robe. 4 From these, again, 
you shall take some, throw them into the fire 
and bum them up; from there a fire will come 
out against all the house oflsrael. 

• The phrase l;lr;JR71 is uniformly regarded as a later adaptation to vv. 1 and 3, as it 
destroys the symmetry of v. 2, and makes i1:ftl cry out for a conjunction (so Syr, a later 
accommodation), or else it is a strange case of asyndeton, so e.g. Zimmerli (1976: 150), 
Allen (1994: 52). Greenberg (1983 : 108-9), followed by suggests that MT has not arisen 
due to a conflation of two alternative readings, but since none of those are extant, it re-
mains hypothetical. 
b This could be a mistaken plene-writing, since e.g. LXX has singular, as most versions, 
so e.g. Zimmerli (1976: 151), Alien (1994: 52). But they understand •p::> as 'mantle', 
whereas it actually stands for the corners of the mantle (see TDOT 8, 231 ), and so the 
plural may be correct. 
c The antecedent of the masculine suffix is no doubt even though it is femine. 
d BHS takes the mistake in the masculine suffix as an indication that the whole phrase is 
a later gloss, and follows LXX in reading instead, but it is hard to understand 
how the phrase would have been formed secondarily. LXX has a different punctuation, 
where v. 4b begins v. 5. 
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Analysis 

This symbolic act follows logically from the acts that have been studied in chap-
ter 4, and it seems to presuppose that the miniature built earlier is still intact. 
This symbolic act is said to be performed 'when the days ofthe siege are com-
pleted' (v. 2), i.e., when Ezekiel's earlier symbolic act has run its course, regard-
less of how long it actually took to perform it. 

Ezekiel is told to shave off his hair, but the expression is unusual. 1 First, no 
verb for shaving is used, and instead he is given a description of how he is to 
perform the shaving. He is to take a :qry, 'sword', and use it as 'a barber's knife' 
and slide it across his head and cheek. He is to use the sword again when he 
strikes at the second pile of hair outside the city (v. 2). This unusual procedure is 
due to the fact that the sword appears later and now figuratively as the sword of 
judgement in the hand of God (vv. 12, 17). The continuity between the descrip-
tion of the physical performance of the act and its interpretation is secured by 
means of the unusual use of the sword in the act. We will return to the use of 
'sword' below. 

He is then told to use a scale to divide the hair into three equal piles. The first 
is to be burned 'inside the city' , the second Ezekiel is to strike outside the city 
with a sword in the midst of the miniature enemy camp,2 and the third he shall 
scatter to the wind, but the sword will go after them nevertheless. From the third 
group, a few hairs are to be bound in the hem of the mantle, presumably Eze-
kiel ' s, but even from these few some will be taken and thrown into the fire. 

The fire that is presumed from the first pile of hair to the last few, is a fire in 
the city, which could mean that Ezekiel is to set his miniature city on fire, and 
throw the first pile of hair on that fire. It could also have been the fire Ezekiel 
used to cook his food on the iron plate, but there would hardly have been room 
on the brick for a fire and an iron plate. 

It is noteworthy that the act of taking a few hairs out of the last pile and again 
taking a few and throwing them into the fire (v. 3-4a), does not receive an inter-
pretation, something which argues for that this again is a case of later applica-
tion. However, this is not as clear-cut at was the case with 4:6, 13, where the 
exilic background was shining throw. Here in 5 :3-4a, the setting is not clearly 

1 For various ways in which shaving was used in the ancient Near East, see Friebel (1999: 
235, n 253). 
2 Note in v. 2, y'!)i:l':;19, ' around it (i.e. the city) ' , and in 4:2, the battering rams are to be put 
::1':;19, 'around (the city). 
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the exile, but most that of the failure of hope in rescue from the catastrophe 
about to come on the city. 

Close to Ezekiel's act of shaving the head stands Is 7:20, a possible example 
of intertextual dependency.' Isaiah spoke of the king of Assyria, who would be 
hired in by God himself to separate the people from its land as a razor separates 
hair from skin. The image in Ez 5: 1 is substantially the same, although much 
more is woven into the symbolism here, as will be shown below. 

The shaved head also receives its symbolic value in the following interpreta-
tion, 'I will make you a desolation and an object of mocking among the nations 
around you, in the sight of all that pass by' (v. 14). Baldness was a shameful 
state, unless it was accomplished under proper circumstances, such as when a 
nazir had been defiled or was about to end his Nazi rite period (Num 6:9, 18-
19), cultic cleansing (Lev 14:8-9) or sorrow and lament (Is 7:20; 15:20; Jer 7:29; 
48:37; Ez 7:18; Mi 1:16). Since none ofthese would suit Ezekiel's context, he 
would unavoidably suffer shame and humiliation, which was to symbolize the 
shame of the people, who succumbed to the enemy despite of its mighty God. 2 

And in Ezekiel's case this would have been even more so since shaving was 
forbidden for priests (Lev 19:27; 21 :5), something which can be found in the 
book of Ezekiel itself, 'they shall not shave their heads' (Ez 
44:20). What made it possible for Ezekiel to break this rule was the symbolic 
connection that was made between his symbolic act and the priestly regulation 
regarding the shaving of the head of the nazir (Num 6:18-19). 

Even though Ezekiel was in no way a nazir, it is still the description of the na-
zir in Num 6 that is the most profound background to this prophetic symbolic 
act. Levine has recently suggested that Ez 5:1-3 could be understood as aliter-
ary dramatization of the nazir's sacrifice' of his hair (Num 6:18-19):3 

nns n,l, 1s 
iit:J 

n;1! 
)iJjiJ 19 

1 So e.g. Amsler (1985: 28). 

18 Then the nazirites shall shave the consecrated 
head at the entrance of the tent of meeting, and 
shall take the hair from the consecrated head and 
put it on the fire under the sacrifice of well-being. 
19 The priest shall take the shoulder of the ram, 
when it is boiled, and one unleavened cake out of 
the basket, and one unleavened wafer, and shall put 

2 This is a common interpretation, so e.g. Zimmerli (1976: 172), Alien (1994: 71), Block 
(1997: 192), Friebel (1999: 236). 
3 Levine (1993 : 233-4). 
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them in the palms of the nazirites, after they have 
shaved the consecrated head. 

It is strange that earlier scholarship has not noted the similarities between the 
description of the symbolic act of Ezekiel and what the nazir is said to have to 
do when he ends his state as a nazir. We will therefore focus on this particular 
relationship in order to display the depth of the symbolism involved in Ezekiel's 
act. 

The nazir cuts his hair and puts it into the fire, which is the only instance ex-
cept Ez 5: 1 where such an act is mentioned. Coupled with the fact that Ezekiel 
was a prophet, and that the institution of the nazir was closely tied to the priestly 
institution, makes it likely that we should take Num 6 into consideration when 
we try to understand the symbolic value of the act in Ez 5:1. As a matter of fact, 
we can strengthen this comparison suggested by Levine by relating to yet an-
other text, namely Jer 7:29; 

TiP Cut off your hair and throw it away; 
raise a lamentation on the bare heights. 

In this text, it is a matter of a symbolic act of lamentation, and the performance 
of the act is not used symbolically. This is the opposite to Is 7:20, where the 
procedure is used symbolically but where there is no reference to the shaving as 
an act of lamentation. What unites these three texts is that they all, in various 
ways, conveys a notion of shame through the act of shaving off the hair. 

What makes Jer 7:29 of particular interest in relation to Num 6:19 and also to 
Ez 5, is the word T1P·' The word ip is used in Num 6 as a designative of the 
head of the nazir; iip tlit(i n,l, lit. 'shave the head of his consecration' 
(vv. 18, 19), or better, 'shave his consecrated head', and iip tlit(i 'defile 
the consecrated head' (v. 9). However, both of these expressions also occur in 
the same chapter in a more contracted form, n,l, 'shave his consecra-
tion' (v. 19) and iip 'defile his consecration' (v. 12). What is referred to in 
this more contracted expression is the hair that part of the body, which for the 
nazir was consecrated, lit. 'restricted' from ordinary trimming. His hair was an 
outward sign of his state as a nazir, and therefore the term denoting the state of 
being a nazir was transferred by metonymy to that which outwardly signified 
that state, namely the hair. It is for that reason that Jeremiah, himself the son of a 
priest (Jer 1:1), used the word ip for hair, off your hair'. The rea-

1 Holladay (1986: 266). 
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son why Jeremiah does this is to make his readers associate to the hair as an 
item of great value and esteem, as was the hair of the nazir, and it is that part 
which is to be removed. 

What we have done so far is that we have established a connection between a 
prophet's symbolic use of shaving and the description of the nazir. When we 
then come back to Ez 5:1-3, it is nothing new to say that the prophet's symbolic 
use of the shaving of the head makes an iconic connection with the description 
of the nazir, and a conventional connection with the meaning of the shaving of 
the nazir. 

There are also some striking similarities that argue strongly for a deliberate 
connection between Num 6 and Ez 5; 

Num 6:5 
Ez 5:1 

io¥tl iiq 
'17 i-¥tl 

The similarities between the two expressions are the word i.l}IJ, 'razor' , 1 and the 
expression i::lll, 'pass over the head', the latter occurring in only these 
two instances in MT. 

The sum of all this must be that the description that Ezekiel receives in Ez 
5:1-3 is deliberately formed on the basis of the description of how the nazir 
would end his state of being a nazir. It is in this context that we must seek the 
symbolic value of this comparison between the prophetic symbolic act and the 
cultic act of deconsecrating a nazir. I would suggest that we find the basic clue 
in Num 6:8, N1i1 rzi'1p; iiq ',j, 'All their days as Nazirites they are holy to 
Yhwh'. Israel was supposed to be God's pride among other nations, his holy 
people. However, they turned away and worshipped other gods, and they must 
therefore loose their status of being holy and consecrated, within the protective 
sphere of God's presence. We should also note, that there is no indication in the 
text that we should find a symbolic role to Ezekiel personally. It is the very act 
of shaving that is symbolically relevant here, nothing e1se.2 

1 Cf. KTU2 1.5.VI.17-19, (17) mizrtm. gr. b abn (18) ydy. psltm . b y<r (19) yhdy, 'they 
scratch the skin with a stone, they scratch with a flint as a razor'. However, it remains uncer-
tain whether this refers to shaving of hair. 
2 Against e.g. Friebel ( 1999: 236), who takes Ezekiel as a representative of the people as the 
one being shaved, and as a representative for God as the one who shaves. This is without any 
support in the text, and creates a very complicated symbolism indeed. Friebel fails to note the 
very elaborate literary connections to the theme of the nazir, as does most corrunentators, with 
the exception ofLevine (1993), as described above. 
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Another text that is clearly related to Ez 5 is Lev 26, the ending of the holi-
ness code with blessings and curses. It is particularly the image of the roaming 
sword as divine judgement that constitutes the link between these two texts; 1 

Leviticus 26 
(v. 2) C:?,¥lto:f :l"JJ:;!l 
(v. 25) :l'Jlj 
(v. 33) :ljJ;I 'DP'!OJ 

Ezekie/5 
(v. I) :ljJ:;! 17-nR 
(v. 17) :l'J01 
(v. 2) Ci:;t'1Qto: P'!l$ :l'J1)1 

Scholars have debated the direction of dependence between the two, or if there 
might be a mutual dependence on a common tradition.2 The strong relationship 
between Lev 26 and Ez can also be extended to include Jer,3 which makes it all 
the more likely that Ezekiel at least made use of an already well-known, conven-
tional phraseology in formulating chapter 5. 

When Ezekiel is done shaving, he is told to weigh the hair, and divide it, and 
from vv. 2-4 we understand that it will be divided into three piles. There is no 
indication that this act of weighing should be understood symbolically. Instead, 
the weighing is merely a preparation for the acts that follow in vv. 2-4.4 

The acts whereby Ezekiel is said to disperse with the hair are representative of 
the fates of the people after the city has fallen. In these acts, Ezekiel plays the 
role of God, and the hair stands conventionally for the people. There is no rela-
tion regarding this symbolic use of the hair and the hair that has been shaved off 
in the preceding act. Instead, the various acts in vv. 2-4 make a fresh start with a 
new symbolic meaning of the hair. 

One third of the hair is to be burned inside the city, ironically symbolising 
those who fall when the enemies enter. However, the fire itself may very well be 
used throughout this text be used as a conventional symbol for the fate of the 
people at the hands of the Babylonians, which is also described as the punish-
ment by God. 

1 In both Lev 26:33 and Ez 5:2, the expression in question is preceded with an expression that 
is similar in boths instances, on7 i1"]\l'l (Lev 26:33a), (Ez 5:2a). In both instances it 
is Israel that is to be swept away by the wind. This even further strengthens the ties between 
these two texts. 
2 Levine (1987: 29-30) argues that although they both emanate from the same literary circles, 
Lev 26 echoes Ez 5, see also Levine (1989: 280-1). Kilian (1963: 161-2) sees a disciple of 
Ezekiel as the likely author, and Hartley (1992: 460-2) dates Lev 26 earlier that Ez 5. 
3 See the collection of similar items between Jer, Ez and Lev 26 in Levine (1987: 29-30). 
4 Against e.g. Block (1997: 193), Friebe1 (1999: 237), who both make their exposition of this 
act without claiming any textual support. 
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One third of the hair Ezekiel is told to strike with the sword outside the city, 
ironically symbolising those who fall while trying to escape after the city has 
fallen. 

One third will be 'scattered to the wind', presumably blown away by Ezekiel 
as a symbol that would seem to be more conventional than iconic. When it is 
said that God 'will unsheathe my sword after them', it remains uncertain if this 
refers to some further symbolic act on Ezekiel's part, or simply a figurative ref-
erence to the fact that even those who seem to escape will eventually be caught 
up. 

Ezekiel is then to take from the third pile of hair a small part, and bind 1 them 
into the corners of his mantle, symbolising in a conventional way the notion of 
rescue and safety with those who would seem convinced that they have been 
convinced of their safety. This might also stand, as a conventional symbol, for 
the theological belief that there will be a rescue by God from the Babylonians, 
but this must remain uncertain. 

Finally, Ezekiel is to take from the hair in his mantle a small part and throw 
into the fire, as a conventional symbolism for the fate of those who would seem 
convinced that they have escaped to security.2 This may very well refer to com-
placent exiles,3 but is very hard to find any sure indications in that direction. The 
act of hiding in the corners of the mantle is conventional, since those who are re-
ferred to have presumably escaped, and the act of burning them does not func-
tion in an iconic sense of representing an analogy. Instead, it symbolizes in a 
conventional sense that even from those who escape, many will eventually per-
ish. If the act of tying into the mantle stands for a theological understanding, this 
act then stands conventionally for a denouncing of this belief, saying that there 
will be no safe haven with God and that any such belief is futile. 

1 The word may very well carry with it a deliberate association to its previous occurrence 
in 4:3, where it is used in its more technical sense of 'besiege', but it is hard to see any sig-
nificance to that wordplay, if indeed it is intentional. A more fruitful reference has been made 
by Block (1997: 195), to a figurative use of a similar phrase, ' who has 
wrapped up waters in the mantle' . See also Malul (1986), Viberg (1992: 137). 
2 Friebel (1999: 241) holds that this last small part of the hair was not taken from the hair in 
the mantle, but from the hair that was scattered, making vv. 3 and 4 parallel in this regard. But 
this breaks the structure whereby the whole thrust of the message in vv. 2-4 relies, namely 
that regardless of how much the inhabitants will try to escape, and even believe they have 
done so, it will be futile. 
3 So Block (1997: 195) and similarly Friebel (1999: 242). 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolic act of shaving the head is based on the iconic symbolism of a 
nazir being shaven. The further meaning of the symbolic act relies, however, on 
the conventional symbolism, which is achieved by means of relating to the 
meaning of the shaving of a nazir. The changed state of the nazir is then used as 
a conventional symbol for the people, as they are no longer God's protected 
people. 

2. The weighing of the hair does not receive any symbolic meaning, as it is 
merely a preparation for the symbolic acts that follow. 

2. In the following acts, the hair is used conventionally for the people, and this 
has no relation as far as its symbolic meaning is concerned with the preceding 
act. 

3. In the briefly described acts in vv. 2-4, various forms of both iconic and con-
ventional symbolism is used in order to describe the fates of those who inhabited 
the city, now conquered. Regardless of whether they perish inside the city or 
while trying to flee, they will not succeed. 
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5. Preparing to Leave (Ezekiel12:3-7) 

The Text 

'97 3 
Ci1'J'lli;, "i1i;,li i1i;lil 

4 i1ipiJ 
. i17il '9'?:;> 

:::l1ll:::l Ci1'J'lli;, 
· .. 

• '97-1oo cry·;· ; 
Ci1'J'llt, 6 i:l 

=,o:;>-'.P 
i19;ll;l 

p 7 n':;l7 
''"' 'n'i::! 

i1tp7.P,:;J •7-'l'llOQ 
=,o:;>-'.P 

Textual notes 

3 Therefore, mortal, prepare for yourself an ex-
ile's baggage, and go into exile by day in their 
sight; you shall go like an exile from your place 
to another place in their sight. Perhaps they will 
understand, though they are a rebellious house. 4 

You shall bring out your baggage by day in their 
sight, as baggage for exile; and you shall go out 
yourself at evening in their sight, as those do who 
go into exile. 5 Dig through the wall in their sight, 
and go out through it. 6 In their sight you shall lift 
the baggage on your shoulder, and walk out in the 
dark; you shall cover your face, so that you may 
not see the land; for I have made you a sign for 
the house of Israel. 7 I did as I was commanded. I 
brought out my baggage by day, as baggage for 
exile, and in the evening I dug through the wall 
with my own hands; I went out in the dark, lifting 
it up on my shoulder in their sight. 

• It has been common to regard this as a dittography, since it is missing in LXX, Vulg, 
Syr and appears to anticipate the later 1T'm, so, e.g., Cooke (1936: 134), Zimmerli 
(1976) . This would change the translation into 'make your items for exile during the 
day'. However, it would be original if Driver were right in that the following sentence is 
conditional Driver (1954: 150). Alien (1994: 171) argues correctly that the l'?i1 motif is 
used generally in v. 3a, whereas it is divided in the following into two phases, one 
where the items are brought out of the house and one where the prophet goes through 
the hole in the wall. The minus in LXX would then be a case ofhaplography. 
b MT has hiphil I;lt{;!ii11, as well as in v. 6a and 7b. However, these verbs should be un-
derstood as qal forms, otherwise the story becomes uninteiligibie. The change has 
strong support in the versions, see BHS. IfEzekiel has already brought out his baggage 
for exile in the first phase during the day (vv. 4a, 7a), he would not have to bring it with 
him the second time, in the evening, so e.g. Alien (1994: 171). Alien prefers not to 
change the hiphil in v. 12, translating it as 'in order to bring him (i.e. Zedekiah) out'. 
However, this is inconsistent and unnecessary in view of how the earlier hiphil forms in 
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that very same expression have been changed. Some would retain MT, but at the cost of 
creating a very complicated text, e.g. Zimmerli (1976: 265), Laato (1992: 150), Block 
(1997: 362, 370-1), Friebel (1999: 264-5, 418). 

Analysis 

This time Ezekiel is told to perform a more elaborate symbolic act. After a 
summary description of the whole of the act in v. 3, the following verses de-
scribe it as taking place in two stages (vv. 4-7). 1 In the first phase Ezekiel is to 
gather together items needed when going into exile and bring out the items (v. 
4a), after which he is to leave himself in the evening (v. 4b). He is to make a 
hole in the wall,2 presumably of his house, exit that way himself, pick up his 
baggage and leave for another place (v. 5-6a). He is also said to leave with his 
face covered (v. 6b). In v. 7 the prophet then describes in a summary fashion 
how he performed the act. 

The fact that the major part of the symbolic act is performed in public re-
ceives a major emphasis through the five occurrences of the expression 
' in their sight' in vv. 1-7. If we look carefully at how these occurrences are used, 
we find that Ezekiel performs four acts that receive this particular emphasis; 
bringing out the baggage, making a whole in the wall, lifting up the baggage on 
the shoulder, and walking away. In contrast, the arranging of the items to be 
brought along in exile is not said explicitly to be done publicly, however, which 
could mean that it should be interpreted as a preparatory measure only and not 
part of the symbolic act. Although this might be the case, there is the fact that 
God explicitly says that Ezekiel is to compose what is needed for exile (v. 3), 
which would imply that the prophet did perform such an act, which in turn 
would be of symbolic value. The rest of the act is emphasized as being per-
formed in public because it is the actual departure from the city that is the mark 
of exile, together with picking up the baggage. The act of covering the face 
while walking away shares certain characteristics with the packing of the lug-
gage. Neither of the acts is said to be performed in public, and neither is men-
tioned when the prophet recounts his performance in first person (v. 7). Since 

1 So Alien (1994: 179). 
2 This formulation strongly alludes to Ezekiel 8:8, where the prophet is told to enlarge a hole 
in a wall of the temple, i'P:il i'P:;) " 'dig through the wall"; and I dug through 
the wall' . 
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there is no reason to question the symbolic value of the covering of the face, in 
spite of these apparent lacunas, the conclusion must be that the symbolic value 
of both the packing as well as the covering of the face is supplementary, hence 
the lack of emphasis on public performance. They are supportive to the more 
relevant and emphasized acts of picking up the baggage and leaving the city, 
and it is through them that they receive their connection with public perform-
ance and symbolic value. 

Again we find the hinge between the description of the prophetic symbolic act 
(vv. 3-6) and its interpretation (vv. llb-16) to be a concluding statement, that 
declares the prophet, and by implication his act as well, to be a sign( vv. 6, 11a). 
In between the two occurrences ofEzekiel being described as a 'sign' , we find 
his own description of his act. This time the word for sign is whereas in Ez 
4:3 its synonym was used. 1 Later in v. 11, when Ezekiel is told what to an-
swer his fellow exiles when they ask him for the meaning of his act, his is to tell 
them that 'I am a to you: as I have done, so shall it be done to them; they 
shall go into exile, into captivity.' This seems to make it crystal clear how the 
act is to be understood; Ezekiel symbolizes the people who are forced into exile, 
only allowed to bring a small pack of personal items, itself a conventional sym-
bol for exile. It is interesting to note how this baggage works as a rather com-
plex symbol, since it also stands indexically for travel by means of association, 
and ironically for the type of baggage that were used by exiles. 2 

The people flee out through the broken wall when the city is stormed. The 
only exception is when Ezekiel digs a hole in the wall, which stands for the 
Babylonian army.3 We have met with similar sudden shifts in what Ezekiel 
symbolizes in his symbolic acts before in Ez 4-5. The symbolic character of the 
act also comes through by the use of the preposition :p in a repeated simile, i17il 

'as the baggage of exile' (vv. 4, 7). 
The symbolism of the act is focused on the verb il,l, 'go into exile' (v. 3) and 

its derivative noun i17il, 'exile' (vv. 3, 4, 7), something that is also emphasized 
in the interpretation (v. 11). 

The act receives an extended interpretation (vv. 8-16), which creates an unex-
pected problem by emphasising Zedekiah as part of or even representative for 

1 Each term occurs four times in Ezekiel, in 12:6, 11 ; 24:24, 27, and niK in 4:3; 14:8; 
20:12; 20:20. 
2 See ANEP 10, 366, 373. The small pack with personal items seems to have been a simple 
yet effective way to signify prisoners in the iconography of that day, cf. Jer 46:19. What 
Jeremiah only used figuratively, Ezekiel performed as a symbolic act. 
3 So e.g. Uehlinger (1987: 138), Alien (1994: 179), Block (1997: 370). 
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the exiled population of Jerusalem (v. lOb, 12-14).1 Apparently, a later scribe or 
redactor could not help but make a connection between Zedekiah's attempted 
escape from Jerusalem (v. 12; 2 Kgs 25:4; Jer 39:4; 52:7) and his blindness, in-
flicted upon him later by the Babylonians (2 Kgs 25:7; Jer 39:7; 52:11). This 
was accomplished by inserting i1tq:-l{' i'!QiK!, 'yet he shall not see it' in v. 13, 
with a reference to the land ofBabylonia.2 The later scribe evidently interpreted 
the veiled head of Zedekiah (v. 12) as a reference to his pierced eyes. However, 
in order to make his intrusion understandable in the context he had to change the 
reference of the 'land' , which can not be seen due to the veil over the head (vv. 
6, 12), from Judah to Babylon. This is the clearest argument for this phrase be-
ing a later adaptation. 3 

This prophetic symbolic act then symbolizes ironically how the people of Je-
rusalem are forced into exile by the Babylonians. This is brought home very 
concretely by the packing of the typical baggage for exile. When Ezekiel sym-
bolizes the destruction of the wall, he is suddenly not to be understood to imitate 
the people but their enemies. The veiled head stands out among the acts per-
formed by Ezekiel here because it is not likely to have been something that was 
actually done to exiles. Therefore, what Ezekiel is performing does not have a 
reference to a particular act but an idea, namely that they will not be able to see 
their land anymore (cf. Jer 22:12).4 This is also made clear by our reading ofv. 
12b, namely that Zedekiah will not be able to see with the eyes.5 Yet, there is 
another indication as to why this is emphasized. As was noted above, it is said 
five times that what Ezekiel performs is done in public, lit. 'unto their 
eyes' (vv. 3, 4, 5, 6, 7). Here we should also mention again the twice repeated 
statement that Ezekiel and his act is to be a sign to the people (vv. 6, 11). In a 
sharp contrast to this public display of the will of God, the people will be forced 
to hide their eyes (vv. 6, 12). This is actually the narrative form of what is stated 
in the introduction to the description of this prophetic symbolic act, namely that 

1 See Lang (1978: 21), Duguid (1994: 43-4), Friebel (1999: 272). 
2 So Lang (1978: 19, 21-3), Lang (1981a: 56), Alien (1994: 175-7). Greenberg (1983: 217-21) 
has a very similar view, so also Laato (1992: 152-3). The attempts by Friebel (1999: 261-71) 
and Block (1997: 372-5) to retain the text ofMT only creates a most strained and unconvinc-
ing text. Alien's survey of this redactional problem is so far the most thorough and reliable. 
3 A change has also been made in v. 12, by adding as a gloss, in accordance with 
v. 6, so Lang (1978: 19, 21-3), Lang (1981a: 56). 
4 So Greenberg (1983 : 211), Alien (1994: 180), Block (1997: 375-6), Friebel (1999: 274). 
5 ph lit. 'So that he can not see with the eye'. The construction with? is unusual, 
the only occurrence with a similar meaning is 1 Sam 16:7, C"")t;:i;J, ' man sees (only) 
according to the eyes' . 
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the people '1Kll(C,1 nitq7 cv7 c:nl, 'have eyes to see but do not see' (v. 2). The 
point seems to be, that if the people shut their eyes to what God has to say 
through his prophet, he will leave them nothing left to see. 1 

1 See Kriiger (1989: 405-6), who speaks of 'die Unwilligheit der Adressaten der prophe-
tischen Kritik an der Politik Zedekias, ... zu "sehen"', and further, 'Das Publikum des Proph-
eten ist so "blind", daB es nichteinmal seine eigene Deportation richtig wahrnehmen wiirde!'. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. This extended and dramatized act is performed by Ezekiel in order to display 
how the survivors of the siege ofJerusalem will go into exile. 

2. Ezekiel, as well as his act, symbolizes by means of iconic symbolism, in that 
he represents the behaviour of the future exiles. 

3. The baggage that Ezekiel carries out of his house stands ironically for the 
baggage that exiles would carry with them into exile by means of similarity, in-
dexically for travel by means of association, and as a conventional symbol for 
travel into exile. 
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6. Acts ofEmotions (Ezekiel12:17-20; 21:11-2, 17, 19) 

The Text 

''K i11i1'-i:::li 'i1'1 12:17 

'ibK? 
'9'/.i'P1 ':;!K"l"' 

19 ilf;lf?ID 
':::ltOi'' i11i1' 'J'1K cStLi,,, 

OtQO mt?f; 

ilP"'l\.l\;1 O'!.iJvl 2o 
Of;l.l?l'1 il;i;JI:l 

21:1 1 

il;i;ll 12 

nJKJ ill"'K 
::l,_,:!l .. 
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• : T -: '•,: TT: 'l 
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Textual notes 

12:17 The word ofYhwh came to me: 18 Mortal, 
eat your bread with quaking, and drink your wa-
ter with trembling and fear; 19 say to the people 
of the land, Thus says the Lord Yhwh concer-
ning the inhabitants of Jerusalem in the land of 
Israel: They shall eat their bread with fear, and 
drink their water in dismay, because its land 
shall be stripped of all it contains, because of 
the violence of all those who live in it. 20 The 
inhabited cities shall be laid waste, the land 
shall become a desolation; and you shall know 
that I am Yhwh. 

21:6 Moan therefore, mortal; moan with breaking 
heart and bitter grief before their eyes. 7 And 
when they say to you, "Why do you moan?" 
you shall say, "Because of the news that has 
come. Every heart will melt and all hands will 
be feeble, every spirit will faint and every man 
will wet himself. See, it comes and it will be 
fulfilled," says the Lord Yhwh. 

12 Cry and wail, 0 mortal, for it is against my 
people; it is against all Israel's princes; they are 
thrown to the sword, together with my people . 
Ah! Strike the thigh! 

14 You, mortal, prophesy; Clap your hands. Let 
the sword fall twice, thrice; it is a sword for 
killing .... 

a 'Its (ie, Jerusalem' s) region', so e.g. Alien (1994: 174). There is no reason to change 
into the easier reading of some manuscripts, 'their land' or even simply 'land' as 
in the versions, see BHS. 
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b Lit. 'Every knee will run with water' , which does not seem to make any sense here. 
The Akkadian birku is commonly used as a euphemism for male or female genitals, 
CAD B, 257, and it has been suggested that the same would apply for T9 here, Driver 
(1953: 260), followed by Hillers (1965: 87, n. 7). This has the external support of LXX, 
Sym, Vulg and Syr. The same expression occurs in Ez 7:17. The euphemistic meaning 
can be substantiated by taking Joel 4:18 into consideration, o:T? i:l'?; 
where the expression l:l'D 1 '?i1 definitely means 'to flow with water ', 'and all the stream-
beds of Judah shall flow with water'. In 1 QHa the expression has been transformed into 
a simile, 1QHa IV 33, i i1D:ll:l'il1D l:l'D:l ':li::11:l'?'1, ' and my knees slide away as water 
that flows down a slope' , and 1 QHa VIII 34, ':li::l tl'D:l 1:l'?'1, 'my knees slide as water', 
cf. Holm-Nielsen (1960: 78, 86, n. 86). This can also be found in the Tg. to Ez 21 :12, 

'?:l1, 'and every knee shall flow as water'. It is interesting to note 
that in 2 Kgs 18:27 (= Is 36:12), (Kethib) 'their urine' has been corrected with 
the euphemism (Qere) . . 
c The emendation to pual is not convincing, see BHS commentaries, since it does not 
explain MT as well as LXX, ,; tpi'tl], 'the third'. The form i1l;H?i'7o/ could be spelled 
defectively (Num 28:14; Deut 26:12), either with a feminine suffix, 'its third (time)', or 
as a slight misspelling of the variant feminine form (Is 19:24). 

Analysis 

This is a collection of various symbolic acts that Ezekiel performs, that all share 
the character of displaying strong emotions, mainly those of sorrow and despair. 

The problem of differentiating between a symbolic act performed by Ezekiel 
and genuine expressions of his own feelings becomes acute in these texts. This 
is why we will have to pay particular attention to the contextual indications, 
since they are the only way to secure an understanding of an expression as not 
only an expression of an emotion, but also as an expression of a symbolic act, 
performed by the prophet. 

In 12:18, a meal is used as the setting for the symbolic act of displaying fear 
and dismay over the impending disaster. Since the act is ordered by God, and 
since it receives an interpretation immediately afterwards, there is no question 
concerning the status of the act as a prophetic symbolic act. 

Ezekiel is to eat and drink with trembling hands, and it is likely that this 
would show itself in other ways as well, but we are not given any more indica-
tions. The symbolic act is thereafter given its interpretation (v. 19), where the 
people are said to be the ones who are to eat and drink with fear, due to the ca-
tastrophe that is about to fall on their land and its cities (v. 20). The symbolism 
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of the acts in vv. 11-12 works by means of iconic symbolism, as Ezekiel imi-
tates how the people in the city will soon be eating their meals with fear. 

Before we go into the details of the symbolic acts of Ez 21, we must pause 
and analyse the structure ofvv. 6-22. Various attempts to structure these verses 
together with the rest of eh. 21 have been done, but no clear consensus seems to 
have been reached. One possible reason is that an originally clear structure has 
been overworked by later editors and glossators, so that what we now have is a 
conglomerate without any consistent structure. However, no consensus has been 
reached regarding later editing and glossing in vv. 6-22, so we should make an 
attempt at finding a structure that does make sense and help us in understanding 
the symbolic acts more thoroughly. 1 

Verses 6-22 can be divided into the following five parts; 

Theme 
1. 6-10 God draws his sword on his people I 
2. 11-12 The prophet mourns the fall of Judah 
3. 13-16 God draws his sword on his people I 
4. 17-18 The prophet mourns his stricken people 
5. 19-22 God draws his sword on his people Ill 

Mission 
Prophecy 
Sigh 
Prophecy 
Cry, wail, strike thigh 
Prophecy, clap hands 

After the introductory part ofvv. 1-5, the focus shifts no less than four times in 
17 verses, as can be seen from the table above. Three of the five parts (1, 3, 5) 
deal with the fall of Jerusalem and Judah from the divine perspective, symbol-
ized by a sword that is to come down on the land. It is none other than God him-
self who is holding the sword, the emphasis on which serves the purpose of 
preventing a split between forces behind the fall of Jerusalem and belief in God. 
To Ezekiel, the challenge is to hold them both together, which is why God must 
be seen as the one who swings the sword aloof. However, in between these very 
strong condemnatory speeches we find two passages that present the same 
events, but from a different perspective (2, 4 ). A simple sign of recognising this 
structure is the introductory command to the prophet, 'prophecy' in parts 1, 3 
and 5, and various symbolic acts in 2 and 4. The structure is complicated in part 
5, when the prophet is told both to 'prophecy' and to perform a symbolic act, 
'clap your hands' (v. 19). This should be seen as a suitable climax to the struc-

1 The only corrections to the text of vv. 1-22 that I would propose is what Alien has shown 
quite convincingly, namely that vv. 15b and 18a, both commonly regarded as suspect, were 
notes in the margin that mistakenly came to be inserted into the main text, Alien (1989), Alien 
(1990: 19-20). 
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ture, where the prophetic symbolic act is used to clarifY the divine perspective as 
well. 

In 21 :11, the prophet is again told to use strong emotional display as a sym-
bolic means of getting through to his people with a message they apparently had 
a hard time understanding, and they grew frustrated with the complicated im-
agery, saying, 'Is he not a maker of allegories?' (21:5). 
The content of the apparently difficult message from the prophet (21: 1-4) is then 
repeated in a less abstract way, supposedly meant to be more easily understood 
(21 :6-10 ). It is significant that it is in that context that we find the exhortation to 
the prophet to perform a symbolic act, presumably because such an act would 
convince more readily than highly strung imagery would. Again we find in v. 11 
that the symbolic act is to be performed 'before their eyes', i.e., the em-
phasis is on the public performance of the prophetic symbolic act, and hence on 
its communicative function. 

The symbolic act in v. 11 is a display of dismay, grief and pain. He is to 
(niph), 'sigh', and to do so in front of the people. His sigh of pain should be so 
thoroughly deep and convincing that it would make people think he was falling 
apart, lit. 'Sigh at the breaking ofthighs'. 1 The interpretation 
comes immediately afterwards, saying that the reason for such an emotional tur-
moil will be a message that will make all people experience this dismay. The 
event that will cause such an emotional storm is the fall of Jerusalem, and it is 
the divine judgement on that city, symbolized by the sword, that constitutes the 
theme of the following vv. 13-17. In v. 17a we again encounter an exhortation to 
the prophet to display strong emotions such as shouting and howling because the 
people are (about to be) in distress. 

These strong feelings are not, however, to be considered as something new 
and innovative on the part of the prophet, and neither in relation to the viewers. 
Neither are they to be considered as evidences of the prophetic ecstasy.2 Instead, 
they should be seen as a conventional form of displaying grief, sorrow and pain 
in response to bad news, as Hillers has amply shown. 3 Again, we find that the 
prophet uses conventional forms in his attempts to communicate to and persuade 

1 See Viberg (1992: 45). There is an interesting parallel in KTU2 1.3.111.33, where Anat 
looses control of herself, b cdn . ksl . ttbr, 'she burst hips all around', see Hillers (1965: 86-7), 
who attempts to show that 'in biblical Hebrew literature there is a widespread literary conven-
tion depicting the reaction to bad news, conceptually similar to that in the Canaanite poems'. 
2 So Hillers (1965 : 87). 
3 Hillers (1965). 
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his people, something that all the more substantiate the thesis that the prophetic 
symbolic acts are inherently communicative. 

The symbolic act that Ezekiel is told to perform in v. 17b, pb9, 'strike 
the thigh' , is evidently of the same nature as those in vv. 11 and 17 a, although it 
is of a more complicated nature. The act to strike the thigh is an act of grief and 
sorrow, which can more clearly be seen from its other occurrence in Jer 31:19. 
The act is also known throughout various ancient cultures.' 

The act occurs several times in Akkadian. It is found in 'The descent of Ishtar', 
where Ereshkigal reacts by striking her thigh (im{Ja$ pensa) and biting her finger, 
because she can not comply with the simplest ofwishes.2 Sargon 11 writes in the 
account of his eighth campaign that his enemies, when they heard what Sargon' s 
armies had performed, lamented (iqbil) and struck their thighs (im[Ja$il sapar-
sun).3 The act is also referred to in Gilgamesh VII.iv.2-4 (im]{Ja$ saparsu).4 

The act occurs twice in Homeric Literature. In the Iliad XV1.125, Odysseus 
strikes his thighs (J.Ll]pro when his boat is on fire and enemies are 
sighted. In the Odyssey XIII.198, he can not recognize his own country, and so 
he strikes his thighs with his hand J.11]pro XEpcrl.) and speaks mourn-
fully. 

These acts of grief are all to be seen as performed from the perspective of the 
people of Judah, experiencing the disaster of the Babylonian army raiding 
through its cities and destroying in its way. The question and answer form5 

found in v. 12 indicates that the nonverbal communication was accompanied by 
verbal as well. The acts therefore symbolize the reaction of the people of Judah 
by means of iconic symbolism. As performed by the people, inside the symbolic 
world of the symbolic acts, these acts are conventional forms of nonverbal 
communication, displaying grief and sorrow. 

When we come to the symbolic act that Ezekiel is told to perform in v. 19, the 
focus has shifted. In vv. 11 and 17, the symbolic acts displayed grief and de-
spair, whereas here in v. 19, the act of clapping hands is evidently an act of defi-
ance and display of strength, both physical as well as mental. It is here that we 
are aided by our display ofthe structure ofvv. 6-22, since v. 19 is part of a de-
scription that is seen from the divine perspective, emphasising the surety with 

1 Cf. Lipinski (1970), Viberg (1992: 50). 
2 Borger (1979: 101), Gruber (1980: 380-1). 
3 Mayer (1983) I. 213, see Gruber (1980: 381-2). 
4 Thompson (1930: 46), cf. VI.63, see Gruber (1980: 382). 
5 See Long (1971). 
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which the sword will come upon the land, and the passion with which this is to 
be brought about. The symbolic act is clearly meant to emphasize this impres-
sion, as is also clear from v. 22, where God proclaims his intention to perform 
this act and pour out his anger, '!}mQJ There is no possibil-
ity that this act of striking hands could be understood as yet another act symbol-
ising distress and grief. Instead, it should be seen as yet another example of how 
the prophet makes use of conventional means to express himself. 

The act is that of clapping hands, which receives no less than four different 
expressions; (1) =p vpn, (2) (=-]::> =p)/=-]::>(::1) i1::>J, (3) =,::> (4) (Sv) =,::> p::lo. 
The various examples of these expressions can be summarised as follows; 

I. Rejoicing 
a. Rejoicing in acclamation 
b. Rejoicing in disaster 

2. Hostility 
a. Active display of hostility 

b. Passive display of hostility 

2 Kgs II:I2 (2); Ps 47:2 (I) 
Ez 25:6 (3); Nah 3:I9 (I); 
Lam 2:I5 (4); Job 27:23 (4) 

Num 24:IO (4); Ez 2I:I9 (2), 
22 (2); 22:13 (2) 
Ez 6:11 (2) 

It is clear from this overview that there was not one distinct idiom in biblical 
Hebrew for clapping hands, since at least four verbs could be used in describing 
the same act. However, in some texts the idiomatic character appears to be 
stronger by not having a genitive suffix on =-]::>/1'. This makes the expression 
less semantically transparent, for example lit. 'and they struck hand' (2 
Kgs 11:12), as opposed to i1.i,l1J, lit. 'strike with your hand' (Ez 6:I1). In-
deed, the expression used in Ez 21:I9, 22 is even more transparent, since it de-
scribes more clearly how one hand was used to strike the other, .1::>J, 
lit. 'strike hand to hand'. 

There is a subtle emphasis in vv. 6-22 on 'hand'. There is the hand of God, 
which pulls out the sword from its sheath (vv. 3, 5) and puts it into the hand of a 
slayer ( vv. 16a, l6b ), and the hands of the prophet ( v. 17), clapping as God's 
own hands do (v. 22). The emphasis on 'hand' also works metonymically as an 
emphasis on the sword of God's judgement, the main theme in vv. 6-22. 1 One 
could imagine that when Ezekiel strikes one hand against the other, an imagi-
nary sword is in his hands, by means of an indexical symbolism that was made 

1 Scholars have often talked about an ancient 'song of the sword' laying behind the present 
text ofEz 21, so, e.g., Guthrie (1962: 280), who argued for an original song being later edited 
into a union with a collection of descriptions of symbolic acts. 
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relevant by mentioning how Ezekiel will let the sword fall repeatedly. 1 Then, in 
v. 22, it all becomes understandable when God himself is said to perform this 
act, since he is the agent behind the sword that will strike Judah. Therefore, we 
could choose to translate v. 22ba epexegetically in relation to v. 22a, 'Even I 
will clap my hands, and so put out my anger'. The quite conventional symbolic 
act is then used by the prophet to stand for something more than it convention-
ally did in the symbolic world of the act, by means of iconic symbolism as being 
performed by God. The prophet takes what is understandable and uses it to say 
something that is partly old, partly new. The symbolic act still stood for its con-
ventional meaning, but together with the integrated theme of the divine sword, 
the act was given a new and innovative meaning. The act was in its conventional 
use associated with hostility, which it was used to encourage. Through indexical 
symbolism, it came to be used not only to encourage hostility, but also to actu-
ally symbolize the outpouring of that anger and hostility. 

1 Terrien (1996) argues that Ezekiel performs a sword dance, dancing and juggling with the 
naked blade of a sword, 'The Dance of the Sword is, in effect, a mimetic portrait of the deity ' 
(p. 131). Although this remains a very remote possibility, it strains the power of imagination 
since the text is certainly not describing anything of the kind. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The meal that is prepared with fear symbolizes ironically the meals that will 
be prepared inside the besieged city. 

2. The various displays of grief, pain and sorrow that Ezekiel performs symbol-
izes ironically the emotions of the exiles when they hear ofthe fall ofJerusalem. 
Within the symbolic world of the acts, the performances are conventional forms 
of nonverbal communication. 

3. The act of clapping hands is used ironically for how God would clap his 
hands to display his strength and defiance. In the symbolic world of the act, it is 
a conventional act of nonverbal communication. Together with the reference to 
a drawn sword, the act would symbolize indexically how the hands are clasped 
round a sword. 
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7. Not Mourning for a Wife (Ezekiel24:15-24) 

The Text 
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Textual notes 

15 The word of Yhwh came to me: 16 Mortal, 
with one blow I will take away from you the 
delight of your eyes; yet you shall not mourn or 
weep, you shall not cry. 17 Groan silenty for 
the dead, for you may not make a mourning 
ritual. Bind on your turban, and put your san-
dals on your feet; do not cover your upper lip 
or eat the bread of mourners. 18 In the evening 
my wife died, and on the next morning I did as 
I was commanded. 19 The people said to me, 
"Will you not tell us what these things mean, 
that you are acting this way?" 20 Then I said to 
them: The word of Yhwh came to me: 21 Say 
to the house of Israel, Thus says the Lord 
Yhwh: I will profane my sanctuary, the pride 
of your power, the delight of your eyes, your 
heart's desire; your sons and daughters whom 
you left behind shall fall by the sword. 22 You 
shall do as I have done; you shall not cover 
your upper lip or eat the bread of mourners. 23 
Your turbans shall be on your heads and your 
sandals on your feet; you shall not mourn or 
weep, but you shall pine away in your iniqui-
ties and groan to one another. 24 Thus Ezekiel 
shall be a sign to you; you shall do just as he 
has done. When this comes, then you shall 
know that I am the Lord Yhwh. 

a The phrase 'the dead, a lament' , is grammatically irregular, and could at the 
most be taken as an attribution, ' lament for the dead', although that would be extremely 
unusual. Some would prefer to transpose the two words into a more understandable 
form with in construct state, so Fohrer (1955 : 141), Eichrodt (1970: 340), Allen 
(1990: 55), with Fohrer also deleting o"l Zimmerli (1976: 502) understands the 
preceding o; as meaning 'motionless', and in construct state to the following 
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'deathly stiffness' . Accordingly, is taken as the object of the following, ' make no 
lamentation', so Greenberg (1997: 508-9). However, that would be part of an id-
iom and not refer to the dead that can not be properly lamented is highly unlikely in the 
context ofEz 24:15ff. Driver (1954) transposes the first two words ofv. 17, 'cease, be 
silent in respect to groaning' , but that is not necessary, see Alien (1990: 55). Bauer 
(1957) sees in r::J"T a homonym, related to Akkadian damamu, Ugaritic dmm, 'wail', 
'StOhne, klag still uber die Tote, Trauertage (aber) halte nicht' , cf. Dahood (1960: 400-
4), Westhuizen (1986), BDB 199, HAL 217, DCH II, 451. However, Bauer must con-
strue the 'still' himself, which makes the interpretation dubious, since the homonym is 
usually taken to mean 'mourn', KTU2 1.161.25-6, bn . al. tbkn. al tdm . ly, 'son, do not 
weap, do not mourn for me', cf. Moor (1987: 212). Nevertheless, the emphasis in the 
context on abstaining from the conventional forms of lamentation makes r::JI)i, 'be silent' 
the most suitable verb behind r::J"T, thus 'groan silenty'. Since is such an awk-
ward expression grammatically, it is preferable to see as the object of r::J"T 
'groan silently (for) the dead', see Jer 51:52, 'groan for the slain'. For a con-
struction similar to r::J"T see Is 23:16, i'rQ-':;lliJ PJ, 'sing many songs'. 
b The phrase Ki:::ll;l Ki'?l is missing in LXX, and slows down the staccato tempo of 
the text. The plene spelling of the negation preceded by 1 only occurs here and in Ez 
16:56. However, there does not seem to be a satisfying explanation for how it came into 
the text, cf. Cooke (1936: 270), Zimmerli (1976), Alien (1990: 55). Only Alien makes a 
serious attempt to explain how the addition might have been made. Greenberg (1997: 
508) proposes a haplography in the Hebrew text behind LXX, pJKi1::>r1l/l)i . . . i1::>:::ln, 
which would seem reasonable enough for the phrase to be retained. 
c MT r::J'rziJK is hardly a correct vocalisation. More relevant would be r::J'rziJK, 'unfortu-
nate', so .Alien (1990: 56). Some follow Tg. l''='':::lK, which suggests cf. 

cry?, ' bread for mourning' (Hos 9:4). The defence for MT by Greenberg (1997: 
509) is strained. 
d The phrase ' and I spoke to the people in the morning', does not 
make much sense in this context. Some see it as a gloss Zimmerli (1976: 503), but per-
haps it is due to rnisplacement during transmission of the text. It is possible that it once 
stood at the end of v. 18, although this would create an unlikely doubling of in v. 
18, between vv. 19 and 20, so Alien (1990: 56). Pohlmann (1992: 14-5) sees the addi-
tion as more a matter of literary criticism, added in order to strengthen the dating of the 
subsequent prophetic oracle. However, since the phrase has full support in the versions, 
and since there is no obvious reason for it to be deleted, it will be retained. 
e Omitted in LXX, Syr, Vulg. Some take it as a mistake in MT, possibly dittography, so 
Zimmerli (1976: 503), Alien (1990: 56), BHS, whereas Block (1997: 784), Greenberg 
(1997: 510) takes the omission to be erroneous. Greenberg explains the repetition as an 
emphasis on the interest of the audience, which is reasonable enough, more so than a 
case of addition, mistakenly or not. The omission may be stylistic. 
f The form of iK:l is singular but the sense is plural, against Block ( 1997: 784). 
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Analysis 

In this symbolic act, we encounter a motif that appears also with Hosea and 
Jeremiah, namely how the motif of a wife is used to symbolize the fate of the 
nation (Hos 1-3; Jer 16). 1 However, in contrast to the story in Hos 1-3, it is not a 
question of adultery on the part of Ezekiel's wife that makes her suitable for 
prophetic symbolism, but the sad fact that she is taken away from him. Some-
thing from real life is used as a symbol, a (v. 27), in order to be realistic 
and convincing. 

Ezekiel is told that his wife is about to die suddenly (v. 16a), but he is not to 
perform the conventional mourning rituals of weeping, covering the lower part 
of his face and keeping to the funeral diet (vv. 16b, 17c). The only sign of his 
grief he will be allowed to express is a virtually silent groan (v. 17). Instead, he 
is told to act as though nothing had happened, putting on his turban and sandals 
(v. 17a-b, cf. 2 Sam 15:20; Is 20:2). The symbolic act thus consists of the almost 
silent groaning together with the extremely common practise of dressing for an 
ordinary day. 

The description of how the act is to be performed in vv. 16-17 is followed by 
a summary statement, saying that his wife died quite suddenly in the evening (v. 
18a). On the following morning, Ezekiel sets out to do what he has been told (v. 
18b ). It is at this stage that we again encounter the explicit question from the 
people, 'Will you not tell us what these things mean for us, that you are acting 
this way?' (v. 19, cf. 12:8; 21:12). The answer from Ezekiel then comes in the 
form of a divine oracle, concerning the meaning of the symbolic act ( vv. 21-23) 
and the role of the prophet (vv. 23-24a). However, in v. 22 Ezekiel deviates 
from the pattern of speaking about himself in third person when be says that 
'you shall do as I have done; you shall not cover your upper lip or eat the bread 
of mourners.' This is more likely a case of where the prophet so identifies him-
self with the divine command that what God says melts together with what the 
prophet himself says. This may be because Ezekiel's oracles mostly have aliter-
ary origin, without much of an oral stage. 

The interpretation of the prophetic symbolic act in vv. 21-23 centres on the 
identification of the wife as the temple that is about to be destroyed, as well as 
the children of the exiies ieft behind in Jerusalem, who are about to be cut down 

1 The argument of Garscha (1974: 82-3), that the story of the death ofEzekiel's wife is with-
out any historical foundation because this is a motif already found in the earlier prophets Ho-
sea and Jeremiah, is hypercritical and unconvincing. That Ezekiel 24:15-27 should be 
dependent on Jer 16 for its story of the death of Ezekiel' s wife is equally unconvincing. 
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by the sword (v. 21). Although God is not presented as the agent of the destruc-
tion of the children in v. 21, we are left in no doubt as to who is behind the 
sword, and it also becomes explicit later in v. 25 (cf. 21:3-5). 

It is apparent that the point of comparison between the wife and the tem-
ple/children is that which is dearest and most loved to the people in exile, and 
that is precisely what God will bring down, 'I will profane my sanctuary, the 
pride of your power ... ' ( v. 21 ). 1 This is brought out most clearly by means of a 
repeated phrase, "9't.V 'the pride of your eyes' referring to Ezekiel's wife 
(v. 16), and referring to the city/temple/children (vv. 21, 25). That 
the emphasis is on the removal of that which is dearest to the people can also be 
seen from the five occurrences of the third person plural suffix in v. 21, empha-
sising the fact that it is their pride and longing that is broken down. This is re-
peated later in v. 25 with six similar suffixes. But before anything is attributed to 
the people, no mistake is made as to whose temple is being destroyed, 'I will 
profane my sanctuary' (v. 21). It rightfully belongs to God, and all that is de-
stroyed that belonged to the people is their love and longing for it. This shows 
most clearly Ezekiel's strong antipathy towards Zion theology as it evidently 
came to expression in Jerusalem, putting all trust in the presence and indestruc- -
tibility of the sanctuary and therefore of the city as well. 

The major problem with understanding this prophetic symbolic act is why the 
people will not perform the traditional ritual acts in their time of mourning, 
which is the main emphasis in the divine oracle (vv. 22-3). It has been custom-
ary to regard vv. 22-3 as secondary, due to the sudden shift from the description 
of the judgement in v. 21 to the statement that the people will then behave like 
Ezekiel, as well as the change from third to first person discourse.2 However, 
there does not seem to be any compelling reason to consider these verses to be 
secondary, except to say that the roughness can be due to the redactional nature 
of the narrative at large. Nevertheless, that would hardly need to go beyond 
Ezekiel himself. 

Several answers to the question of why the people should not display their 
grief have been put forward. 3 The most common interpretation is that the people 

1 So Fuhs (1986: 276), 'Die Wegnahme dessen, was man liebt, ist also die eigentliche Analo-
gie zur Ankiindigung der Vernichtung des Tempels. Nur insoweit ist der Tod der Frau 
zeichenhaft.' 
2 So, e.g., Zimmerli (1976: 508), Stroete (1977: 169, 175). Pohlmann (1992: 14-5) also in-
cludes v. 21b with vv. 22-3 in his 'golaorientierte Redaktion', with the intention of emphasis-
ing the exilic character of the addressees. However, this is hardly enough to excise these 
verses as redactional, since Ezekiel was surely familiar with his addressees being in exile. 
3 For a complete inventory of suggested interpretations, see Stroete (1977: 164-6, 174-5). 
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will be so paralyzed by sorrow and despair that they will not have the strength to 
perform the usual rituals. 1 Although this is a very attractive alternative, it does 
have its problems. If the people are to be so paralyzed, why is it emphasized that 
they are to keep the turbans and shoes on, and why are they not to cry, since cry-
ing can hardly be said to be nothing but a mourning ritual (v. 23)? Other, less 
likely interpretations are as follows. 1. The exiles will continue in their indiffer-
ence,2 which can hardly be taken as the divinely prescribed behaviour. 2. The 
overwhelming realisation of their sins make them forget to perform the mourn-
ing rituals,3 although the added fervour in mourning would have been much 
more understandable. 3. They are not allowed to mourn due to their sins,4 some-
thing that would be understandable had it some textual basis. 4. It was God who 
was supposed to be the one who did not moum,5 a most idiosyncratic view, to 
say the least. 5. The people was to learn that such a defiled city was not worth 
mourning,6 again something which could be understandable had it some relation 
to the text. 6. That the people lived under oppression made it impossible for 
them to show any signs of grief for a city that the oppressing power had itself 
brought down,7 again an interpretation that relies far too much on instinct rather 
than analysis. 7. Mourning would be out of place because a new era has dawned 
with Jerusalem's fall. This was made explicit through the cessation of Ezekiel's 
dumbness,8 which requires the secondary status of vv. 22-3, and even then it 
seems overtly complicated. 

The simple fact is that the text does not provide us with any external indica-
tion as to why the people are not to mourn. However, there are several indica-
tions in the text that could be made useful, if we are to find our way through the 
number of options available. 

The point of comparison has already been said to be that both the wife of 
Ezekiel and the temple/city/children are loved and cherished. In Ezekiel's case it 

1 So Fohrer(1955: 142), Eichrodt (1970: 350), Zimmerli (1976: 508). 
2 So Hitzig (1847: 184). 
3 So Keil (1876: 350), who bases himself on v. 23b, 'you shall pine away in your iniquities 
and groan to one another'. 
4 So Noordtzij (1932: 261t). 
5 So Hempel (1933). 
6 So Born (1947: 75f). 
7 So Bauer (1957), Hals (1989: 176). 
8 So Stroete (1977: 174), who considers vv. 22-3 to be secondary. He relies on Wilson (1972) 
in understanding the dumbness of Ezekiel not to be a complete silence but the absence of me-
diation on the part of the prophet between God and his people. This was about to change with 
the fall of Jerusalem (v. 27), which meant that Ezekiel could again start with a more optimis-
tic tune in his preaching. 
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is meant to be understood to be an act of absurdity not to mourn his wife, and 
the same would apply to the people if they were not to mourn, if their affection 
for the temple/city/children was proper and according to God's instructions. 
However, it is precisely here that we find the point of deviance between the two; 
the affection the people have for their temple/city/children is seen as abominable 
due to the defilement, and therefore it would be proper for the people not to 
mourn. However, if they do not recognize the state the city is in, they naturally 
wonder at the thought of not mourning it and their children, as much as they 
wonder at Ezekiel's behaviour. 

We must also keep in mind that the prophet is not spelling out what will hap-
pen in the future, nor is he trying to accomplish this future by his words. Instead, 
he tries hard to convince the people of the deplorable state the city ofJerusalem 
is in at the present, and how just the judgement will be. He is not trying to make 
the people do something, only to make them understand. Through arguing for 
not mourning the city and their children, the prophet is accomplishing his task, 
namely to make them understand how God sees his own city, and his own peo-
ple. Therefore, the non-mourning is nothing but an argument the prophet is us-
ing in his constant strife to make the people understand his message, and that is 
all he can accomplish. The problem scholars have had in not being able to come 
to an agreement on the most suitable interpretation depends on the fact that they 
have been asking the wrong question. They have been asking why the people 
should not mourn, when they should have asked what the prophet is trying to 
say by means of this comparison between his reaction to his wife's death and the 
people's reaction to the destruction of Jerusalem. However, since emotions can 
not be neglected, they are to display their grief quietly, as Ezekiel was allowed, 
with an almost silent groaning, almost as if nothing has happened. 

In terms of symbolism, the acts of Ezekiel to bind on his turban and put on his 
sandals, as he would have any other day, was a case of iconic symbolism. These 
acts imitated the proper behaviour of the people in relation to the deplorable 
state of the city and its temple, and ultimately their destruction and ill fate on the 
children still in the city. These acts as they are symbolized as being performed 
by the people, symbolizes also indexically the proper attitude to the temple and 
the city, as corresponding to God's own attitude. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The symbolic act in this text is not so much Ezekiel's neglect of performing a 
particular mourning ritual after his wife's death, but instead his going about his 
life as if nothing had happened. 

2. The symbolic act works by means of iconic symbolism, in that it imitates the 
behaviour of the people had they understood the deplorable state the city and its 
temple is in, as God sees it. Inside this symbolic world of the act, the exemplary 
behaviour of the people symbolizes indexically, by means of association, the 
proper view of the city. 

3. The reference to the fate of the children in the city takes the symbolism into 
the future, symbolising how wrong the view is that takes the exiles as the unfor-
tunate and those that remain in Jerusalem as the fortunate. Instead, Ezekiel's fel-
low exiles should not be surprised at the fate of the children that remain, since 
they are regarded by God as part of the sinfulness of the city. 
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8. Joining two Pieces of Wood (Ezekiel37:15-22) 

The Text 
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Textual notes 

15 The word of Yhwh came to me: 16 Mortal, 
take a piece of wood and write on it, "Judah, 
and the Israelites associated with it"; then take 
another piece and write on it, "Joseph and all 
the house of Israel associated with it"; 17 and 
join them together into one piece, so that they 
may become one in your hand. 18 And when 
your people say to you, "Will you not show us 
what you mean by these?" 19 say to them, Thus 
says the Lord Yhwh: I am about to take the 
wood of Joseph and the tribes of Israel associ-
ated with it; and I will put the wood of Judah 
upon it, and make them one piece of wood, in 
order that they may be one in my hand. 20 
When the pieces on which you write are in 
your hand before their eyes, 21 then say to 
them, Thus says the Lord Yhwh: I will take the 
people of Israel from the nations among which 
they have gone, and will gather them from 
every quarter, and bring them to their own 
land. 22 I will make them one nation in the 
land, on the mountains of Israel; and one king 
shall be king over them all. Never again shall 
they be two nations, and never again shall they 
be divided into two kingdoms. 

• The strong form of i!pi;J in the imperative is highly unusual, but does occur, see Ex 
29:1; 1 Kgs 17:11; Prov 20:6. Most scholars prefer to change to either what occurs ear-
lier in the verse, 17-nR, so Fohrer (1955: 209), or to an infinitive absolute, mp'?1, so 
Zinunerli (1983: 267 -8), Alien (1990: 190), although they both appear to be uncertain. 
However, if 17-nR is correct, then we have no way of explaining why LXX varied itself 
in its translations, A.ape for 17-nR and for this expression. In Ez 5: I, LXX has the 
same variation and MT has 17-nR and 17 1;18R71 ( cf.1 Sam 21:1 0). The infinitive abso-
lute does not fit in either, since the preceding 1 requires a preceding finite verb that the 
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infinitive then would continue, see Nyberg (1952 §91.m). Cornill (1886) postulates 
nnp?1, but that form leaves no room for ":J7, which must have been there since LXX has 
creaut!\i. Since the unusual strong imperative form is highly unlikely in such a close 
proximity to the weak form, the best solution is to postulate an original 1? npm, where 
n has been misread for ?. 
bIn both cases (vv. 16, 19) this should probably not be altered to 1'1:m, but be consid-
ered a defective spelling, so Andersen, and Forbes (1986: 323-8), Alien (1990: 220). 
c MT and versions have yp, ' the stick ofEphraim'. However, it disturbs the par-
allelism between the two pieces of wood, it misunderstands the lamedh inscriptionis as 
a lamedh of possession, and is apparently a later gloss, attempting to explain ' Joseph' as 
signifying the northern kingdom, so Zimmerli (1983: 68), Alien (1990: 190). Retaining 
it as explanatory, as done by Block (1997: 396), can only be explained on dogmatic 
grounds. 
d This ? is usually explained as a lamedh inscriptionis, signifying the content of some 
form of inscription, see Uesenius (1910 §119u), Zimmerli (1976: 274), Alien (1990: 
190). 
e MT and the versions add 'which is in the hand of Ephraim' , probably 
a gloss of similar origin as the gloss in v. 16, or even presupposing the earlier gloss. Re-
taining it creates more problems that it solves, contra Block (1997: 397). 
f MT adds an apparent gloss or amplification of the later 
g K il'il' is mistakenly still referring to the king, which is corrected in Q. 
h MT has here 1ill, which is superfluous and is not found in LXX or Vulg. It attests the 
practice of sometimes putting the 1ill in a later position than immediately after the verb 
(Ez 19:9; 39:7), which is the usual position in Ezekiel, see Alien (1990: 190). 

Analysis 

This is one ofthe more straightforward ofEzekiel' s prophetic symbolic acts, al-
though it does have some problems. Ezekiel is told in the usual instruction from 
God that he is to take two These are usually understood to be pieces of wood 
of some sort, although we prefer to refer to pieces of wood, because of the prob-
lems of understanding its reference. The word often denotes pieces of wood 
meant for burning (1 Kgs 17: 12; Qoh 10:9; Zech 12:6 et al.), but it can also be 
used for pieces of wood in general (2 Kgs 6:6). The two pieces Ezekiel uses in 
his symbolic act were probably pieces readily available, meant for keeping a fire 
burning. The must have been reasonably small, since he was to hold them both 
in one hand (v. 17). 

Ezekiel is told to write different names on the pieces, denoting not ownership 
but what the pieces symbolized. On one he writes ' Judah, and the Israelites as-
sociated with it', and on the other, 'J oseph and all the house oflsrael associated 
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with it'. Judah naturally stood for the southern state, and those among the Israel-
ite tribes that had associated them more closely with Judah. The other stick, 
however, was inscribed with the more unusual name Joseph for the northern 
kingdom (cf. Amos 5:6, 15; 6:6; Ez 47: 13; 48:32). This was later attempted to 
be clarified by the following gloss ]'.!?, as is also the case in v. 19 with the 
gloss iWt$· He was then to take the two pieces of wood and hold them 
both in one hand, so that they would appear to be only one stick (v. 17). Pre-
sumably, this would mean holding the two pieces at their respective ends in one 
hand, making it look as it was only one stick, twice as long. 

Strictly speaking, v. 17 does not only describe how the act was to be per-
formed, but it also reveals something about the symbolic value of the act. When 
it is said that Ezekiel is to 'join them together into one stick, so that they may 
become one in your hand' , it is not a mere description of the physical act, since 
that would not actually accomplish this; it is a description of how the act was to 
be perceived by the people around Ezekiel. But even more than that, it says 
something about how the act is to be interpreted symbolically; two items are not 
only to be perceived as being one, but they are to be one, and they are not only 
supposed to be perceived as being joined together, but actually joined into one. 
So already in the description of the act its symbolic meaning has began to be re-
vealed. 

The use of the verb :np, 'draw together' is deliberately used because of the 
preceding vision narrative, the revivification of the dry bones (vv. 1-14). Ac-
cording to 37:7, the bones came together representing the future reuni-
fication of the people. This meaning is also relevant for the symbolic act in vv. 
15-19, which is secured by means of :lip as a 'Stitchwort'. 1 The two pieces of 
wood, representing the two former nations, are two arise and be united into one 
nation. Barth has rightly emphasized the continuity between the vision narrative 
in vv. 1-14 and the narrative concerning the symbolic act in vv. 15-27, the latter 
including some later additions. Barth has especially noted that a narrative con-
cerning a symbolic act in Ezekiel often follows upon a vision narrative;2 

Vision 
1:1-3 :15 
8:1-11:25 

1 So Kriiger (1989: 439), cf. Barth (1977a: 48). 

Symbolic act 
3:22-5:17 
12:1-20 

2 Barth (1977a: 43). However, Barth goes too far in his emphasis on the relationship between 
the two parts of eh. 37, when he claims that w . 20-24 is a reinterpretation of the vision in vv. 
1-14, and has nothing to do with the symbolic act (p. 51). Zimmerli (1983: 275) also tends in 
this direction, although not as strongly as Barth. 
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37:1-14 

21:11-19 
24:15-27 
37:15-27 

However, there does seem to be some irregularity when it comes to the interpre-
tation of the symbolic act. What appears to be an interpretation in v. 19, espe-
cially since it follows on the quite common direct question from the people (v. 
18, cf. 12:9; 21:5, 12; 24:19), can at closer analysis hardly be called anything of 
the sort. 1 It has more the character of a further development of the description of 
the symbolic act in 17. Indeed, we are not told in v. 19 what the two pieces of 
wood stand for, but only that now it is God himself that plays the role of uniting 
the two pieces in his hand. Although we are not yet given a full interpretation of 
the symbolic act, we are here given an introduction to that symbolic meaning, 
when we learn that Ezekiel is playing the role of God. Whatever the symbolic 
meaning of his act may be, it is supposed to be something that God does. This is 
hardly something an audience could have understood, either by means of iconic, 
indexical or conventional symbolism, hence the need for the verbal explanation 
in v. 19. The symbolic meaning of Ezekiel's act can therefore be said to be 
iconic in its relation to the verbal announcement in v. 19. 

If v. 19 can not be called the interpretation of the symbolic act, then we are 
left with two alternatives, judging from the scholarly discussion. Either the fol-
lowing vv. 20-22 constitute the original interpretation of the symbolic act, form-
ing a literary unit with the preceding vv. 15-19,2 or there is no original inter-
pretation available, but only one added later, in the attempt to clarity the 
symbolic act.3 The basic reason why some scholars have been reluctant to con-
sider vv. 20-22 an original interpretation of the symbolic act is that the focus 
shifts from the motif of uniting the two former nations to the theme of bringing 

1 So Zimmerli (1983: 275), who prefers to call v. 19 a divine promise instead, Allen (1990: 
193), who calls it a divine metaphor, and apparently Block (1995: 177), Block (1997: 404), 
who calls vv. 21-28 the ' interpretation proper'. Garscha (1974: 224-5) obviously feels the 
need for an original interpretation of the symbolic act, describing v. 19 as a ' nur fragmenta-
risch erhaltenen Deutung der Symbolhandlung' . He therefore considers v. 22 to form a part of 
the original narrative (vv. 15-19.22) as the proper interpretation of the symbolic act. He 
thereby considers vv. 20-21 to be 'eine spiitere Umdeutung und Aktualisierung der Symbol-
handlung'. Still, many scholars make the mistake of categorising v. 19 as an interpretation of 
the symbolic act, so Hals (1989: 273). Baltzer (1986: 178) also sees an interpretation in v. 19, 
although he acknowledges that it 'wiederholt nur die gottliche Handlungsanweisung (vv. 
16f).' 
2 So Herrmann (1965: 273f), Eichrodt (1970: 359f), Alien (1990: 191), Block (1997: 408-9). 
3 So e.g. Zimmerli (1983: 275). 
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the people out of their present habitations among other nations. However, this 
can hardly constitute a convincing reason why these verses should be relocated 
to the status of not having an original connection with the symbolic act itself. 1 It 
is hardly difficult to consider that the author, in his description of the interpreta-
tion of the symbolic act, also included the prerequisite for a unification of the 
two kingdoms, namely the act of bringing them out of there present situations. 
This added comment hardly needs to be relegated to a later redactor, who saw it 
fit to update the original story, and had a redactor wanted to reinterpret the sym-
bolic act, then why was v. 22 left untouched? That the book of Ezekiel displays 
numerous examples of having a complex redaction history is evident, but, as 
Zimmerli has pointed out, and which seems to stand the test of time, this often 
does not have to go beyond the prophet himself, or the 'school' of followers that 
Zimmerli presumed lay behind a large part of the book. That the theme appears 
to shift is only an example of the fact that the interpretation of a symbolic act 
can not always be extracted from the act itself. The interpretation can sometimes 
be allowed to move beyond what we might regard as the reasonable symbolic 
meaning of an act, i.e., a move from iconic or indexical symbolism to conven-
tional symbolism. Admittedly, the following vv. 23-27 clearly provide indica-
tions of a process that has gone beyond the immediate interpretation of the 
symbolic act, and at least vv. 24b-27, with its clear shift in terminology and 
thematic emphasis,2 should be considered a later, possibly Dtr,3 reworking ofthe 
basic theme of the eschatological expectation of the coming, unified Davidic 
monarchy.4 

Returning now to the symbolism of the act, we have noted that the merging of 
the two pieces of wood symbolizes the merging of the two former nations by 
means of iconic symbolism, and the writing of the names of the nations on the 
pieces indicate what they symbolize by means of indexical symbolism. The in-
dexical symbolism is logically prior; when, and only when, the pieces have been 

1 Garscha (1974) in particular argues that w. 20-21 are secondary, due to the shift in motif. 
2 Hos 2:2, 1")1!: rziKI ov?. 'The people of 
Judah and the people of Israel shall be gathered together, and they shall appoint for them-
selves one head; and they shall come up from the land'. This text appears to receive a reinter-
pretation in v. 23-4, where the theme of leaving the land is interpreted as the exiles leaving 
there countries, and not as the Exodus, which is the most probable interpretation of Hos 2:2. 
3 For the possibility of a Dtr redaction ofEz 37, see Herrmann (1965: 241ft). 
4 See Hals (1989: 274), Kriiger (1989: 438), Laato (1992: 186). Vv. 23-24a also appears to 
share the shifts clearly noted in w. 24b-27. However, Laato rightly stresses the difficulties 
involved in trying to unravel the redactional history behind w . 15-27. 
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given their indexical symbolic meaning of the two nations by means of their 
writings, can the symbolism inherent in bringing them together be iconic. 

However, it remains to ask whether there is a deeper symbolism involved in 
the choice of wood in this symbolic act. Several alternatives have been sug-
gested as to the reference of y,v., e.g. trees, 1 ruler's sceptres,2 and writing tablets.3 

However, none of these alternatives can be substantiated by indications in the 
text itself. There is therefore no reason why we should now regard the reference 
to that of two ordinary pieces ofwood.4 

The fact that the pieces of wood are written upon recalls Num 17:16-28, 
where every tribe were to put a ' staff, in the tabernacle with their name on 
it, and the staff that sprouted would indicate which tribe God had chosen. The 
parallelism is striking; a piece of wood is representing a tribe of Israel, and the 
name is written upon it, and most of all, God does something extraordinary with 
that piece of wood. Again, we find that Ezekiel's priestly background provides 
him with valuable material to be used in his symbolic acts. However, the prob-
lem with establishing this parallelism is that in Ez 37 it is only a y.v., a piece of 
wood, whereas in Num 17 it is a a staff. However, this seems to be the in-
terpretation lying behind LXX, when it translates ]".V. in Ez 37 with 
'staff, as was also the case with in Num 17. We should also look at Ez 
19: 11, from a song of lamentation, where the vine, symbolising the royal Da-
vidic house, grows r.ll 'strong branches', translated by LXX as 
tcrxuoc;. These 'strong branches' are then described as 'sceptres of 
rulers' .5 

It is clear, then, that to Ezekiel himself, a piece of wood could be taken to 
symbolize the royal sceptre, and in a further sense, the king himself.6 Since the 

1 Barnes (1938). 
2 So LXX, Zimmerli (1976: 273-4). Block (1997: 398) is wrong in attributing this view to 
Eichrodt (1970: 512), Friebel (1989: 844), Friebel (1999: 363-4), who regard it a an ordinary 
piece of wood that symbolizes a ruler's rod. Block seems to have totally misunderstood this 
view, and attributed it wrongly to some modem scholars. 
3 So Driver (1971: 549-50). Tg. has in Km'? l'=' ::10, which probably was an interpretation be-
cause the pieces of wood are inscribed upon (cf. Is 8:1). Block (1997: 399-405) propounds 
this view extensively, but he fails to provide any substantial textual evidence. It remains an 
imaginative interpretation by the targumic author. 
4 So e.g. Eichrodt (1970: 512), Alien (1990: 192-3), Friebel (1999: 363-4). 
5 We can find no convincing reason why the plurals of 19: 11a must be converted into singular 
forms, see Laato (1992: 166). 
6 A smaller but yet significant argument is that in God's virtual retelling ofEzekiel ' s words in 
v. 19, the word is used for the tribes oflsrael, whereas in Ezekiel' s own words in v. 16, 
the expressions us.ed are '='Klf?': and 
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whole thrust ofvv. 22-28 is that the unified people shall have one Davidic king, 
it can hardly be a coincidence that wood is chosen to symbolize the nations. In a 
further sense, the wooden pieces therefore symbolize the royal houses, carrying 
the potential of becoming something new, through the extraordinary work of 
God, 'l::t 'I'Ql Y.P.7 'I will make them one stick, in order that they 
may be one in my hand.' 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. The choice of wood for these objects are meant to ironically symbolize the 
royal sceptres of the north and the south, not by resemblance in any other way, 
as far as we know, but the material, namely wood. 

2. Once the iconic symbolism of the choice of wood is established, it works in-
dexically by letting the 'sceptres' associate to the kingdoms as a whole. Writing 
the names of the nations on the pieces of wood indicates what they symbolize by 
means of an indexical symbolism. This indexical symbolism is logically de-
pendent on the iconic symbolism inherent in the choice of wood; when the 
pieces have been given their indexical symbolic meaning of the two nations by 
means of their writings, the symbolism inherent in bringing them together can 
be understood as a case of iconic symbolism. 

3. The joining of the two pieces of wood is, on the basis on the symbolic inter-
pretation of the pieces themselves, a second iconic symbolism that stands for the 
unification of the two nations into one. This iconic symbolism is logically de-
pendent on the indexical symbolism, as it presumes that they stand for the king-
doms at large. 



237 

F. The Marriage ofHosea (Hosea 1:2-3; 3:1-4) 

Introduction 

The marriage of Hosea is one of the most discussed problems in OT interpreta-
tion, and there seems to be no end to the scholarly discussion. The suggestions 
regarding the interpretation of these chapters are numerous, and so are the sum-
maries of past research.' It is worth emphasising, however, that even though the 
actual performances of the prophetic symbolic acts in Hos 1, 3 are very much in 
the dark, the symbolic understanding of them are not.2 There are, however, a few 
items that scholars tend to agree upon regarding this text. 

1. Hos 1-3 describes the actual performance of prophetic symbolic acts. Past 
research were much more inclined to understand the chapters allegorically or vi-
sionary. However, the indications of actual performance are clear, and there is 
nothing inherently improbable regarding the symbolic use of an actual marriage. 

2. The variety of textual character and genre in Hos 1-3 indicate that these 
chapters form a composition of various different traditions that are likely to have 
been composed individually. Only secondarily were these traditions brought to-
gether to form a unified discourse on the issue of the prophetic use of the mar-
riage of Hosea. Whether Hosea had a part in this or whether it is the hand of 
later redactors and/or disciples of Hosea is a point of discussion, as is the 
amount of redactional activity and number of redactional layers. However, it is 
clear to most scholars today, that the heterogeneous character of Hos 1-3, both 
literary as well as historically, must be taken seriously before any attempt is 
made at an overall understanding. 

3. These chapters are primarily intended to impute a prophetic understanding 
to its audience, and any biographical intention is highly redundant. This has 
been the problem throughout earlier attempts of understanding, and it may be a 
hint that scholars ask the wrong questions to the text. Nevertheless, the bio-
graphical information is very small, which leaves us very much in the dark as to 
the actual performance. 

4. It has become clear that earlier scholarship, preferably male, has been lar-
gely misguided in their attempts to rescue the good reputation of the prophet 

1 See e.g. Rowley (1963 : 66-97), Davies (1993 : 79-92), Macintosh (1997: 113-26). See Bitter 
(1975) for a thorough inventory of views on Hosea' s marriage in ancient and precritical times. 
2 See Jeremias (1983 : 26) . 
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from questionable deeds, such as marrying a prostitute (eh 1) in order for her to 
give birth to his children, or a woman who has been divorced (eh 3). Various 
analyses from a feministic angle have been successful in pointing this out, al-
though one would have expected these analyses to be somewhat more construc-
tive in providing answers of their own to the old questions in Hos 1-3.1 

Beyond these more or less consensus views, there is a fundamental disagree-
ment as to whether Gomer from eh. 1 is the woman in eh. 3, and whether Gomer 
was a 'woman of whoredom' when Hosea married her. From the standpoint of 
our analysis of the text as a description of prophetic symbolic act, this is a useful 
beginning. 

In Hos 1, there is a description in third person of how Hosea receives a com-
mand from God to take a 'woman of whoredom', and to have 'children of 
whoredom' with her, together with an interpretation of that symbolic act. Subse-
quently, we are told that Hosea took a woman called Gomer, and how she gave 
birth to three children, each of which were given symbolic names by Hosea on 
God's command. 

Hos 2 is a collection of prophetic oracles regarding the relationship between 
God and the people of Israel, with constant allusions, direct and indirect, to the 
symbols of marriage, adultery, and how the adulterous woman was treated in 
that time. However, there is nothing in eh. 2 that illuminates what can safely be 
described Hosea's prophetic symbolic act, and therefore we will leave out eh. 2 
in the following analysis. 

Hos 3 is a first person account of how Hosea is told by God to 'love' an adul-
terous woman. He then describes in detail how he buys her back and isolates her 
from her former lovers, all done as a means of showing his love. This is then 
given an interpretation, where God is given the role of Hosea, and the people 
that of the woman. 

The first problem we encounter is when Hosea is told to take, i.e., to marry, a 
'woman of whoredom'. It has often been noted that the abstract plural 

is used here, instead of the more common term 'whore', 'prostitute', 'adul-
teress'. 2 The reason could be, that what is emphasized is more the character of 
the woman and less her precise position in society. This in itself could be an in-
dication of the symbolic use of this description, since the focus is turned from 
the behaviour of the woman to her character, which is easier to use symbolically 
in relation to the character of the people towards its God. The question is, then, 

1 See e.g. Weems (1989), Graetz (1995), Keefe (1995), Sherwood (1995), Sherwood (1996), 
Tornkvist (1998). 
2 See TDOT 4, 99-104. See also the Excursus below. 
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whether Hosea actually received a divine command to take a prostitute as his 
wife, or whether the command in 1 :2bJ3 is the result of a symbolic understanding 
of Hosea' s marriage made retrospectively, by one of his disciples or a much 
later redactor. This involves either the attempt to find an early, probably Hosean 
stratum in eh. 1, where it said merely in 1 :2b, 'And Yhwh said to Hosea, "Go 
and take a woman and have children"', 1 or that eh. 1 was composed as a whole 
retrospectively.2 The difference between these two variants is relevant as far as it 
might make us aware of a redactional activity that may have involved eh. 3 as 
well. It is hard, perhaps even impossible to have a clear position on this issue, 
and we must be aware that the social conventions are very much in the dark to 
us, and the prophets were capable to perform very odd things under the convic-
tion that it was all commanded by God. So marrying a prostitute can not be said 
to have been impossible for Hosea. Indeed, the shocking effect might have been 
just what was intended, since if an audience expressed its disgust to Hosea for 
marrying a prostitute, his reply could have been, that they themselves were a 
people il)i1; mr, 'whoring away from Yhwh' (I :2by). 

However, the scholars who side with a retrospective understanding of eh. 1 
fail to provide convincing arguments.3 One of Seifert's basic arguments is that 
apart from the epithet Gomer is nowhere else in eh. 1 described as unfaith-
ful. That is only a relevant argument if the point of eh. 1 is to say something 
about Gomer, but that is precisely where the misunderstanding resides. Chapter 
1 is about the people being unfaithful to their God through their worship of other 
gods. The people are referred to symbolically through the descriptions of Gomer 
and the three children, and it is only as such that the children are meaningfully 
referred to as It might be, that with better insight into the personal life of 
Hosea we would know that his wife earned the description only after being 
married to Hosea. However, as long as this further insight fail us, we are left 

1 So e.g. Rudolph (1966: 48), Ruppert (1982a), Ruppert (1982b ), Jeremias (1983: 26-7), Seif-
ert (1996: 124-6). Schreiner (1977: 173-4) prefers to retain the description of Gomer as 
'whoredom', whereas he removes it from the earliest account in reference to the children. In 
order to allow this, he is forced to employ some very unusual strictures on the languages used, 
which all seems very unlikely. Some argue that the phrase Yll'$;:1 i1l\, 'the land 
is whoring away from Yhwh' , reveals deuteronomistic redactional activities, because of the 
similarity with the common Dtr phrase lt,i1, 'go after', so e.g. Jeremias (1983: 26-7). 
However, it must be noted that the phrase i1J1 occurs only here in Hos 1 :2. There is an 
obvious similarity with the expressions so typical of the Dtr style, but the difference is just as 
important. 
2 So e.g. Andersen, and Freedman (1980: 165-7), Macintosh (1997: 119-20). 
3 The arguments put forward by Rudo1ph (1966) have been sufficiently answered by Davies 
(1993 : 80-7), and need not be repeated here. 
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with the very few facts that the text leaves us with, and they do not provide a 
convincing case for a retrospective understanding of 1:2. 

Davies is one of the few who does not favour a retrospective understanding of 
eh. 1, but that leads him to the conclusion that Hosea, in marrying a prostitute, 
actually plays the symbolic role of Baal, and not God. 1 But that is only true on 
the premise that everything in the procedure of a prophetic symbolic act is sym-
bolically relevant, something which Davies himself, interestingly enough, criti-
cizes Rudolph for, when he argues that Hos 1 would be the only description of a 
prophetic symbolic act that does not refer to the future. Davies argues that there 
is no need to see a complete correspondence between the sign and the thing sig-
nified, a conclusion that makes it unnecessary to strain the imagination with 
having Hosea representing Baal. 

As far as being a possible description of a prophetic symbolic act, an early lit-
erary stratum without any references to either the mother or the children being 

would be difficult to understand as a description of a prophetic symbolic 
act. The mere command to marry or only enter a relationship with a woman 
would hardly suffice as a description of a symbolic act, especially since the ex-
planation of the act, and the symbolic understanding of the act in general, would 
have been added only later, under the influence oflater events in Hosea's family 
life. An early form of eh. I without any references to would therefore not 
qualify as a meaningful prophetic symbolic act.2 

In Hos 3, we encounter a narrative similar to eh. 1 in that it describes what 
appears to be a marriage relation between Hosea and a woman. The main differ-
ences are that no children are mentioned, the woman is now referred to as 
an adulteress and not by the more polyvalent and the narrative is in first 
person. These are all indications of the fact that this narrative has a different his-
tory than eh. I, to which it has been related at a later, redactional stage. 

The symbolic intention of the narrative is also different from eh. I. Whereas 
in eh. 1 the relationship between Hosea and the woman and her children were 
symbolically representing the depraved state in which the people were in their 
relationship to their God, eh. 3 means something different. The crucial point of 
the narrative in eh. 3 is found in 3:I, where Hosea is told, not to 'take' a woman 

1 Davies (1992: 108), Davies (1993 : 87-92). 
2 This is also the conclusion drawn by Rudolph (1996), who holds that an early account where 
Hosea was simply told by God to marry and have children was later mistakenly interpreted 
symbolically to represent the relationship between the people and their God. Schreiner (1977: 
177-8) argues similarly that the marriage between Hosea and Gomer is an introduction and 
presupposition to the following triad of prophetic symbolism, i.e., the naming of the children, 
and does not in itself form the content of a prophetic symbolic act. 
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as in eh. 1, but to 'love' an adulterous woman who has other lovers, as God 
loves Israel. Whereas eh. 1 is about God's judgement on the wayward people, 
eh. 3 is about God's love for a people who does not want his love.' This particu-
lar difference between eh. 1 and 3 does not necessarily indicate a difference in 
origin, but more a complementary relationship. It is likely that it is this comple-
mentary function, judgement and guilt on the one hand, and God's love on the 
other, that appealed to the redactor behind eh. 1-3, and led to the present text. 

The main question that has been asked is whether the woman in eh. 3 is 
Gomer or someone else. Those who argue for a retrospective reading of eh. 1 are 
divided on this issue. Rudolph argues that it is a second woman, on the grounds 
that had it been Gomer, the text would have had every opportunity to say so.2 

Most scholars, however, argue that what makes best sense is to see Gomer as an 
adulteress, to whom Hosea returns in eh. 3.3 

In eh. 3 there are no clear indications that Gomer from eh. 1 is being referred 
to, and this is a strong argument for a second woman. However, this argument is 
weakened by the fact that it is only relevant as far as the narrative in eh. 3 was 
composed with eh. 1 in mind, something that the differences between the two 
narratives have shown to be unlikely. We can only speculate as to the original 
setting of 3:1-4, but a likely setting would have been a public appearance made 
by the prophet, perhaps in response to the questions that had been raised regard-
ing the highly dubious circumstances that Hosea had chosen for himself by mar-
rying a prostitute. The present constellation with eh. 3 following eh. 1-2 is a 
redactional arrangement, which must be held separate from the understanding of 
eh. 3 as a first-hand account from Hosea. We must therefore seek for further 
possible indications that would connect Gomer with the woman in eh. 3. 

In 3:1, the woman Hosea is to show his love to is referred to indeterminately, 
'a woman', which is highly unusual if an already known woman was in-

tended. When Hosea then describes how he performs this prophetic symbolic act 
in 3:2, he refers to the woman determinately, 'I bought her'. This suffix 
pronoun seems to refer to the earlier in 3: 1, and it need not be taken as a 
reference to an already known woman outside of the narrative in eh. 3. This 
could also be described as a rare case of an indeterminate use of the suffix pro-

1 This is also emphasized by e.g. Seifert (1996: 137-8). 
2 Davies (1993: 88) partly follows Rudolph in his analysis of eh. 3, in that he recognizes a 
second woman. However, he does not follow Rudolph in his more idiosyncratic views that the 
woman was a mistress, and the use of 'love' in the command to Hosea is used ironically. 
3 So e.g. Andersen, and Freedman (1980: 296), Seifert (1996: 130-1), Macintosh (1997: 113-
4). 
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noun. 1 These two literary indicators seem to point in opposite directions, and it 
would seem that the indeterminate reference to 'a woman' is stronger than the 
apparent determinate use of the suffix pronoun. The conclusion is therefore that 
there are no indications in eh. 3 that Hosea returned to Gomer, and previous 
scholarship have failed to provide any convincing arguments for such a conclu-
sion.2 

Beside the suffix pronoun in 3:2, one is left with the rather disappointing ar-
gument, brought forward by e.g. Seifert, that 'Das Gebot, eine solche Frau zu 
lieben, ist nur sinnvoll, wenn sie dem Propheten selbst die Treue gebrochen 
hat. ' 3 That may very well be true, and it may very well have been a better pro-
phetic symbolic act. However, that brings us back to the criticism brought 
against Davies above, namely that not every item described in a symbolic rela-
tion must be symbolically relevant. It may be that the prophetic symbolic act 
would have been more effective if Hosea had been divorced from Gomer, and 
then went back to her, but there are simply no indications whatsoever in the text 
to substantiate such a conclusion. Indeed, the conclusion may actually be cor-
rect, but until we know more, we have to abide with the text at hand, even 
though we are tempted to make it more imaginative than it would seem to be. 

1 Rudolph tries to show this to be the case with examples such as Is 46:7b, Lam 3:34, 36, ap-
parently followed by Davies (1992: 101). 
22 So e.g. Nyberg (1940: 38), who argues that it is a matter of polygamy since Hosea took a 
second wife, similarly Buzy (1923: 88). 
3 Seifert (1996: 130). Similarly Jeremias (1983 : 53), who prefers to emphasize that as far as 
the message of eh. 3 is concerned, there is not much difference between the two views. 
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1:2 The beginning of Yhwh's talk through Hosea. 
Yhwh said to Hosea, "Go, take for yourself a wife 
of whoredom and have children of whoredom, for 
the land commits great whoredom by forsaking 
Yhwh." 3 So he went and took Go mer daughter of 
Diblaim, and she conceived and bore him a son. 

3:1 Yhwh said to me again, "Go, love a woman 
who is loved by another, and hence an adulteress, 
just as Yhwh loves the people of Israel, though 
they turn to other gods and love raisin cakes." 2 So 
I bought her for fifteen shekels of silver and a 
homer of barley and a measure of wine. 3 And I 
said to her, "You must remain as mine for many 
days; you shall not play the whore, you shall not 
have intercourse with a man, nor I with you." 4 
For the Israelites shall remain many days without 
king or prince, without sacrifice or pillar, without 
ephod or teraphim. 

a The expression is dubious. It is usually taken as a circumstantial clause in relation to 
the following main clause, but we would expect an initial 'il'1, as in 2 Kgs 17:25, 
Ol;J:;ltq n?l:lN ' When they first settled there .. . '. It is best taken as a title, 'The be-
ginning of God's talk through Hosea'. 
b This particle can refer to what precedes, 'The Lord spoke to me again' , or to what fol-
lows, 'go again'. It is impossible to be certain since both possibilities are legitimate; the 
former is possible in view of the fact that eh. l has already spoken of how God speaks 
to Hosea, but the latter is also suitable since Ho sea has already been told to go and take 
a woman in eh. 1. The difference between the two is not of any greater significance, 
however, for the understanding of the narrative. 
c The 1 is understood here as explicative, in the sense of drawing out the logical conclu-
sion of the fact that the woman is loved by another man, i.e., that she is thereby to be 
characterized as an adulteress. The alternative would be that the 1 introduces something 
new in the description of the woman, but this is less likely, see below for an explana-
tion. 
d LXX has novT]pa, reflecting the homograph lli, 'evil' , followed by e.g. Stuart (1987: 
62-3). This also involves reading the preceding participle as active. However, the read-
ing of MT has the advantage of reflecting the focus of the prophetic symbolic act. First, 
The emphasis is on the woman/the people being loved by Hosea/God, and not on the 
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woman acting out her love. Second, she is loved by another man, which is in line with 
the next participle, which designates her as an adulteress, and the focus on other part-
ners attracting the attention of the woman/the people. 
e LXX and Syr. have an active participle as in v. 3b, followed by e.g. Wolff (1974: 56), 
Jeremias (1983: 52). However, MT is clearly the more difficult and, in this case, prefer-
able reading, so e.g. Andersen, and Freedman (1980: 296), Davies (1992: 99), Macin-
tosh (1997: 93-4), although Andersen-Freedman has a mistake in their argumentation. 
For a decisive argumentation from the context, see above, note d. MT is presupposed in 
Aq, Symm TJYC11tTJJ.1EVTJV, and Tg. 
f The dagesh is highly irregular. It can not be explained as a dagesh forte dirimens as is 
done by e.g. Gesenius (1910: 73), Wolff(l974: 56), since the shewa should be silent if 
the verb is i1i::>, and there is no phonological explanation that would legitimate a stop 
sound, see Andersen, and Freedman (1980: 298-9), Vogels (1988: 412-3). A doubling is 
possible if the verb is i::>J, but this verb is not known elsewhere to have the meaning 
'buy ', which is the required meaning here because of the beth pretii in The only 
way of making sense of the dagesh is to postulate a variant i::>J to i1i::>, 'buy', so HAL 
661, or at least that the Masoretes understood it to be a form ofi::>J. 

Analysis 

What we are left with are two narratives that describe two prophetic symbolic 
acts. Hos 1 describes how Hosea marries a prostitute called Gomer, who later 
gives birth to three children. The children are described as 'children of whore-
dom' as is the mother, wholly due to the fact that they are her offspring, and not 
due to their own behaviour. The children are also given symbolic names that il-
lustrate the message of the narrative. This name giving, however, does not form 
part of the prophetic symbolic act, but is a prophetic symbolism that works 
complementary to the prophetic symbolic act. 

Hos 3 describes how Hosea marries another woman, who is described as an 
adulteress, and who is apparently trapped in some form of slavery, since Hosea 
has to pay a price to perform his prophetic symbolic act (3:2). It may very well 
be that we are supposed to understand the reference in 3:1 to the lJl, lit. 'friend', 
of the woman, as the part to which Hosea has to pay for the woman. It is an im-
portant note to make, that the woman is said to be 'loved', by this 'friend', 
and Hosea is commanded by God, not to 'go and take' a woman as in eh. 1, but 
to 'go (and) love a woman'. This theme receives an explicit coun-
terpart in the interpretation, when Hosea is told to love the woman as God 
'loves', the people. Apparently, the command to 'love' an adulteress must have 
implied a payment for the woman. It remains unclear as to the situation in which 
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the woman lived, but it is likely that since she had been recognized as an adul-
teress she had been sent away from her former husband, and was now living in a 
slave-like situation with another man. 

As to the structure of these descriptions, they appear quite normal when 
compared to other prophetic symbolic acts. They contain the normal tripartite 
structure of 1) divine command to perform a prophetic symbolic act, 2) the 
description of the performance of that act, and 3) the symbolic interpretation of 
that act. The two narratives divide as follows in these three parts; 

Ch 1 Ch3 
I. Command 3:Ia 
2. Description I:3 (4-9) 3:2-3 
3. Interpretation I :2by ( 4-9)1 3:I, 4 

Both narratives deviate from the normal structure in that the command follows 
closely by an interpretation, in what could be described as a disputational style. 
However, it is clear from this that the narratives do follow the normal pattern of 
describing a prophetic symbolic act, and there should be no hesitation as to the 
intention behind these texts to describe acts that were performed. 

It is clear that the two prophetic symbolic acts are different as to their sym-
bolic interpretation. The act in eh. 1, together with the symbolic naming of the 
children, 2 serves to emphasize the fact that as the woman is characterized by 
having sexual relationships with other men but her husband, the people is char-
acterized by serving other gods besides their own. The key theme here is the un-
faithfulness/apostasy of the people and, subsequently, the divine judgement in-
voked through the interpretations of the symbolic names of the children. It is 
therefore not the entrance into marriage that serves any symbolic purpose, but 
the marriage as such, once it has been entered into. The woman is a prostitute 
when she enters her marriage to Hosea, but whether she is faithful to Hosea 
while married is not revealed, and there is no emphasis in the narrative that 

1 In vv. 4-9 the symbolic names are given, and their symbolism described. This name giving 
is not treated here as a prophetic symbolic act, but of course it is intimately connected to the 
prophetic symbolic act as a very similar form of prophetic symbolism. 
2 Jeremias (1983: 26) is correct in noting, that 1:2 does not describe a prophetic symbolic act 
in its entirety, since the symbolic naming of the children must be taken into account. From 
this does not follow, however, as it appears to do for Jeremias, that 1:2 existed in an earlier 
form without the reference to the woman being 'a prostitute'. 



246 

would point to such a conclusion. Indeed, there is no emphasis on Gomer's be-
haviour while married at all. It is the characterisation of the woman as a prosti-
tute, founded on her behaviour previous to her marriage to Hosea, that forms the 
basis for naming her a t:niJ\ 'woman of whoredom', and not, as far as we 
can tell, her behaviour after her marriage to Hosea. The children stand to the 
mother as the members of the people stand to the people at large, as individual 
members of the collective, and thus they symbolize the apostasy of the people 
through their origin with the whoring mother/apostate people. 1 

The noun cniJ( occurs 12 times in the OT, out of which 6 are in Hosea.2 It is not 
the ordinary word for 'prostitute', which is There is also a particular word 
for 'cult prostitute', that could have been used, had that been what the 
author intended (cf. Hos 4:14; 2 Kgs 23:7). The question is therefore why 
has been chosen as a description of the woman in 1:2. The plural form is best ex-
plained as a plural of abstraction, which signifies an habitual behaviour as an ab-
stract characteristic of the person in question, rather than a more or less 
institutionalised behaviour, since the latter would more suitable have been ex-
pressed with the common 3 The closest parallel to the expression in Hos 1:2 
is 2 Kgs 9:22, ''-iJ(, 'the whoring of Jezebel', where the same figurative use 
of the noun occurs which can be found later in Hosea (2:4, 6; 4:12; 5:4). The 
'whoring of Jezebel' refers to the foreign cult that she is said to have imported to 
Israel, and so we have a similar figurative, symbolic use of 'whoring' for apos-
tasy in worshipping other gods beside Yhwh (cf. Ex 20:3). The story of Jezebel 
may have been a well-known story in the north, maybe even part of the national 
heritage as it described the rise of Jehu, and may have been the origin of the figu-
rative use of i1Jt and the influence behind the use of the term in Hosea.4 There is 
also a more distant parallel in Nah 3:4, where the figurative use is extended to 
Nineveh's international politics, described as the ''-iJ(, 'whoring of the 
whore' (cf. also Is 23 : 17). 

1 The salvation oracle in 2:1 -3, which is most likely later than the surrounding context, inter-
prets in 2:3 the children as the collective, which is best understood as an interpretation of the 
prophetic symbolic act in a iater time, when the question regarding the symbolic meaning of 
the children had already been asked. 
2 See TDOT 4, 99-104. 
3 See Waltke, and O'Connor (1990: 121). 
4 Kruger (1983: 18-9) makes a point out of a comparison between 2 Kgs 9 and Hos l-2. 
Whether that aids in understanding Hos l :2, due to the difficulties in dating the narratives in 2 
Kgs, is uncertain. 
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When we attempt to categorize the symbolism involved in the description of the 
prophetic symbolic act in eh. 1, we note an obvious iconic relation between the 
marital relationship between Hosea and Gomer on the one hand, and God and 
the people on the other. This has generally been misinterpreted as implying that 
the relationship between God and people describes a marriage by means of 
metaphor, with all the implications of a comparison with 'hieros gamos' that is 
implied therewith. 1 However, Hos 1 as well as eh. 3 does not put any emphasis 
on the marriage motif as such. Indeed, it can even be argued, not very convinc-
ingly but nevertheless, that there were no marriages involved whatsoever, since 
there are only two rather vague commands to 'take' a woman to have children 
with her and to 'love' her, respectively. Both descriptions lack any emphasis on 
the precise character of the relationship between Hosea and Gomer. It is likely 
that this was done in order to focus on the one point of contact between the sig-
nifier (Hosea and Gomer) and that which is signified (God and people), namely 
;m, 'whoring'. This is the character of habitually being with more than one, 
which is why the woman is described with the noun 'whoredom'. 

There is also a subtle indexical symbolism involved in the use of the expres-
sion lit. 'for the land is truly whoring away from 
Yhwh'. The phrase is sometimes considered to be an indication of 
Dtr redaction, or at least to be an influence from such an origin.2 However, it is 
important to note that the phrase occurs only in Hos 1 :2. On the other 
hand, the phrase is clearly alluding to what later came to be a typical Dtr phrase 

1Si1, which functions as an indexical symbolism.3 This 
stereotypical Dtr phrase has been revitalised, or revivified,4 through a more figu-
rative use when the verb has been replaced with mr, while the figurative use of 
the verb as such is very unlikely to have been the creation of Hosea himself. 
What the prophet has done is that he has taken a well-known idiomatic phrase, 
which clearly denoted apostasy, and connected that phrase with something 
which would clearly create an association to aberrant behaviour, namely the 
verb mr. These two items, the idiomatic phrase and the verb, were, each by it-
self, conventional in its symbolic status. However, through combining these two 
items, the prophet revitalised their symbolic value to be indexical, i.e., they now 

1 So particularly Wolff (1974: 13-6). See also Ringgren (1987), Hugenberger (1994). 
2 E.g. Jeremias (1983: 26-7), see above n. 1. 
3 See Weinfeld (1972: 320-1). 
4 For making idioms or more or less dead metaphors become more like active, less transparent 
or living metaphors, see e.g. Kittay (1987: 298-9). For an example of this in Mal 1:11, see 
Viberg (1994). 
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referred to something else by means of the associations they stirred. In this way, 
Hosea was given the opportunity to say something daringly new, namely that 
this well-known behaviour, which was considered clearly worth condemnation 
by his intended audience, were in fact their own! He thereby turns what they al-
ready acknowledged to be wrong against themselves, and unknowingly they 
would then bring down their condemnation on themselves. 

In eh. 3, we find the same basic iconic symbolism as in eh. 1, in which the 
marital relationship between Hosea and the adulterous woman relates analogi-
cally to the relationship between God and the people. However, whereas the fo-
cus of the prophetic symbolic act in eh. 1 was the characteristic of not being 
with only one, the focus of the act in eh. 3 takes the argumentation a step fur-
ther. This woman, who has not stayed with her husband but has been found to be 
adulterous, i.e., who is characterized by not staying with only one, is still to be 
loved by Hosea. The focus of eh. 3 is therefore on loving someone who does not 
stay with only one. Hosea is given the command to !.'!. :-lrfl:C:liJl$, 
'love a woman who is loved by another, hence1 an adulteress'. It is significant to 
note the double focus of this command. First, she is loved by another, i.e., Hosea 
must take her away from someone else with whom she is involved, in order to 
show her his love. Second, the conclusion is drawn from what has been de-
scribed, that she is characterized as an adulteress, i.e., as someone who does not 
stay with only one. As Gomer in eh. 1 was characterized as someone performing 
whoredom, the woman in eh. 3 is characterized as someone committing adul-
tery. But it has to be remembered that she is an adulteress only as far as the 
symbolic interpretation is concerned, and that is all the text attempts to describe. 
The woman is characterized as living with another man, and given the fact that 
Hosea marries her, she symbolizes an adulterous woman, regardless of whether 
or not she actually continued to be with other men after her marriage to Hosea. 

The interpretation of the act in 3: 1 b makes the iconic symbolism clear, in the 
emphasis on how the people turn to other gods, i.e., how they can not stay with 
only one God, as the woman is characterized as a woman who does not stay with 
only one man. The symbolic value therefore does not rest on whether the woman 
is actually acting adulterously against Hosea or not, but on the characteristics of 
her previous behaviour together with her being married to Hosea. When Hosea 
is married to the woman, the stage is set and all the necessary ingredients for the 
symbolic interpretation are available. 

i The 1 is understood as explicative, see above note c. 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. Hos 1 and 3 are most likely describing two different narratives, Hosea's rela-
tionship with Gomer in eh. 1, and with an unnamed woman in eh. 3. Their rela-
tionship is more due to redaction than literary formation. 

2. Although the procedure is very much in the dark to us, it is likely that in eh. 
Hosea marries a prostitute, and in eh. 3 he marries an adulterous woman as a 
form of purchase from another man with whom the woman is living. 

3. In both eh. 1 and 3, the symbolic meaning of the prophetic act is iconic, in the 
sense that it is construed based on an analogy between the relationship between 
Hosea-Gomer/unnamed woman, and God-people. As Hosea's first relation sym-
bolizes ironically the people's failure to 'stay with only one' God, his second re-
lationship symbolizes ironically God's love for a people who does not stay with 
only one God. 

4. The iconic symbolism is based on the characteristics of the women in eh. 
and 3, but not, as far as we can tell, on their behaviour in relation to Hosea. 

5. There is nothing to substantiate the view that marriage as such is being im-
bued with any particular symbolic meaning in these symbolic acts. 

6. Through the use of the phrase 'whoring away' the author has created a subtle 
indexical symbolism, which associates Hosea' s symbolic act to the apostate be-
haviour of the people. 
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G. Crowning a High Priest (Zechariah 6:9-15)1 

Introduction 

Zech 6:9-16 would seem on the surface to be a rather straight forward narrative. 
It describes the divine command to the prophet to collect silver and gold from 
exiles from Babylon. He is to make a crown, and put it on the head of Joshua the 
high priest. He is then given an oracle concerning a future leader, called 
'Branch', which he is to speak to Joshua, presumably in connection with the 
symbolic act. The crown is then to be deposited in the temple as a remembrance. 

However, this appendix to the night visions in the book of Zechariah has 
proved to be a veritable crux in past attempts to unravel its meaning, 2 and not 
only in relation to the possible prophetic symbolic act described therein. The 
exegete is inevitably drawn into questions regarding messianic expectations in 
post-exilic Jehud, the role of the priesthood and indeed the high-priest in that 
time, 3 together with the possible emergence of a hierocracy already during Per-
sian rule, and the apparent disappearance of Zerubbabel. And in past attempts 
we find various redaction critical methods being applied, as well as being criti-
cized. These are vast issues that can not be solved in a narrow exegetical study 
such as this. However, a close examination of Zech 6:9-15 will reveal that ear-
lier scholarship may have looked too much to the overall views and taken too 
much for granted as 'established results' , and neglected to do a close analysis of 
the very text at hand. Since this text also contains some difficult discursive mo-
ments and shifts, it is only natural that scholars have become entrenched in the 
two well-known categories; either the text is the result of redaction work at a 
later time than the original composition of some of its parts, or the text is under-
standable as it is.4 It follows, therefore, that what has been at the forefront of 
discussion regarding this text has not been the function of the symbolic act, but 
various exegetical problems dealing with post-exilic religious expectations, lan-

1 See also my earlier study Viberg (2000). 
2 E.g. Grabbe (1992: 78). Coggins (1987: 47) even goes as far as to say that 'there is clearly 
no agreement as yet concerning the interpretation of this passage, nor of its relation to the vi-
sions which precede it.' 
3 See the recent treatment by Rooke (2000). 
4 So e.g. Rignell (1950: 218-42), Eichrodt (1957), Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 367), Woude 
(1988). 
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guage, redaction history and the political rule of Jehud. These technical issues 
have lead scholars in various directions, and we will have to deal with them in 
order to properly understand the prophetic symbolic act. 

We are accustomed to a certain form for narratives that deals with prophetic 
symbolic acts. They usually contain a divine order to perform, a description of 
the performance of the act, and an interpretation, normally in oracular form. 
Here, however, we find only the order to perform the act, neither a description 
of its performance nor an interpretation. 1 However, this tripartite form is not al-
ways found, which is why there is no reason to suspect on this particular ground 
that we are not dealing with a prophetic symbolic act. 

Finally, most of the discussions regarding this passage spring from a few but 
very central questions, and they will be returned to in various places in the fol-
lowing analysis. They are as follows; 

1) Why is the word for 'crown' used in the plural in MT (vv. 11, 14)? 
2) Why is the high-priest and not a throne pretendent said to be crowned, 

e.g. the davidide Zerubbabel? 
3) If the 'Branch'2 is said to be he who will build the temple, how then can 

the crown be commanded to be stored in the temple that is yet to be con-
structed? 

4) Who are the elusive characters 'a priest' and the 'Branch', and in what 
temple is the crown to be stored? 

The Text 

i11i1'-1Ji 'i1'1 9 
.. 

9 The word of Yhwh came to me: 10 Collect 
from the exiles - from Heldai, Tobijah, and 

1 Fohrer (1968: 18), Woude (1988: 150) are too simplistic in describing the subsequent oracle 
as an interpretation of the symbolic act. Woude (1988: 149-50) must resort to a very strained 
and unconvincing interpretation of the phrase !VNi :::l l:l'izl as idiomatic, 'put at someone's dis-
posal' , but even then, the oracle is hard to understand as interpretative. 
2 The literary pun on the noun is obvious, and the wordplay might explain the difficulty 
in understanding what is meant by the phrase 'branch out in his place'. Perhaps the pun was 
more literary motivated than the phrase itself. There is also a clear dependence on Jer 33:15, 

i1l7 'I will raise up for David a righteous Branch', and the phrase in Zech 
might be seen as some form of commentary on the Jeremiah text, see Meyers, and Meyers 
(1987: 355-6), Nurmela (1996: 64-5). There is also a thematic link between the double refer-
ence earlier that he will build the temple and that he will 'sprout', both indicating some form 
of growth. 
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Ci';l i1:J?T 
n':l 

Q'lq.!?1 11 
.l)rziii1' 
-·· si,?v 1b£v' 

j1j 12 

. 
.. tom.; ;; 

, :;rz.;,; .. 
F;;;· i1:;;t1 

c;;nt;.i. ci?t;.i 
c;?n?e i1'i1M 14 

C'pinl'lls ti1)i1; Jilf\7 
t:ll'1.!1i'1 i11i1' ?:J'i1:J '1)::11 

i1'i11 ;.;i1,_;::;, 

i1ji1; ?ip=iJ 

Textual notes 

Jedaiah - who have arrived from Babylon; 
and go that day to the house of Josiah son of 
Zephaniah. 11 Take silver and gold, and 
make a large crown, set it on the head of the 
high priest Joshua son of Jehozadak, 12 and 
say to him: Thus says Yhwh ofhosts: Look, 
a man whose name is 'Branch': for he shall 
branch out in his place, and he shall build 
the temple of Yhwh. 13 It is he that shall 
build the temple of Yhwh; he shall bear 
royal horror, and shall sit and rule on his 
throne. There shall be a priest by his throne, 
with peaceful understanding between the 
two of them. 14 And the crown shall be in 
the care of Heldai, Tobijah, Jedaiah, and 
Josiah son of Zephaniah, as a memorial in 
the temple of Yhwh. 15 Those who are far 
off shall come and help to build the temple 
of Yhwh; and you shall know that Yhwh of 
hosts has sent me to you. This will happen 
if you diligently obey the voice of Yhwh 
your God. 

• The use of np? in the sense of 'collect' and without an apparent object is strange, and 
some conclude that the text is corrupt and should read a verbal adjective, so e.g. 
Ackroyd (1968: 194, 79, 195), Rudolph (1976: 127). BHS even suggests changing 
into or mM, 'gifts', in order to provide an object. However, at the beginning ofv. 
11, after the persons from whom the silver and gold will be collected have been intro-
duced, the verb pn? occurs again, now in finite form and followed by the object in a 
straightforward manner. The delay in providing the object is clearly for literary pur-
poses, so e.g. Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 337-8), and could well be described as an 
anacoluthon. Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 338) also make the interesting parallel with 
the priestly expression np? (Ex 25:2; Num 18:26-8; Lev 7:34) for taking offerings, 
and which even occurs without an explicit object (Lev 7:34) which can be detected from 
the context, as in this text. 
b The fom1 is morphologically plural, so LXX, but semantically singular, as witnessed 
by LXX:Luc, Syr, and the more elaborate interpretation in Tg., :ll ?'?::>, ' large crown'. 
However, this does not mean that the Hebrew Text behind Tg. read a singular, but pre-
cisely the opposite. That the form is meant to refer to one crown can be seen from 
the singular form of the verb in the second instance of the word in v. 14, 
There is nothing in the context that would indicate the use of more than one crown, and 
had the intention been to command the making of two crowns for Zerubbabel and 
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Joshua, a dual form would have been expected. On the other hand, there is no basis for 
changing the text to a singular form. This plural with a singular sense also occurs in Job 
31:36, •7 l'iiiC!lP, 'I would bind it on me like a (large) crown'. This has been ex-
plained as a variant singular form under Phoenician influence, so Albright (1955: 8), 
Ceresko ( 1980: 184-5), c£ DNWSI 838, but that is unlikely. It is better to follow the in-
terpretation of the Tg. and see the plural as emphatic, 'a large crown' , probably also in 
Job 31 :36. See also note b. 
c-c BHS app suggests that this is a variant reading to the near doublet, which follows in 
v. 13 . This appears to be supported by LXX, which has the first expression in v. 12 
without the independent personal pronoun. It is more likely that LXX has simplified its 
text by removing what must have appeared as an unnecessary doublet. Scholars who 
consider either of the expressions as secondary are e.g. Wellhausen (1898: 185), Chary 
(1969: 112). A more literary explanation would be that the iteration is meant to enforce 
that it is ' Branch' and no one else who is to build the temple, thus the added emphasis 
through 'yes, he (and no one else) .. .' (v. 13aa), so Rudolph (1976: 129), Petersen 
(1984: 276-7), Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 358), Rose (1997: 158-9). Syr only has the 
second phrase in v. 13a, which would argue for that both variants had at their disposals 
a text that contained both phrases, so Rignell (1950: 229), Petitjean (1969: 289). 
d Some argue that the reading of LXX is preferable here, Kat eCJ't<Xt 0 EK 
a'li'tOii, 'and the priest will be on his right side' , but Tg. has 'i11Ci1::l Sll, 'on his throne' 
in both instances in v. 13. LXX has apparently attempted to avoid the double reference 
to ' sit on his throne' in order to avoid any misunderstanding. A more sensitive reading 
of the Hebrew text discloses that the word KC::l, 'throne' , functions as a literary hinge 
between the monarchical rule of the 'Branch' in v. 13ay and the priest next to the royal 
throne in v. 13ba. It links the monarch and the priest, and as the priest is physically as-
sociated closely with the throne, so he is meant to be understood symbolically as being 
associated with leadership and authority by Zechariah. 
e LXX misinterprets the names as qualities, and the phrase Jii:;>t? is understood as 
ljf<XAJ.LOV, a rather desperate attempt to make sense of the verse. Tg. follows MT. 
f If this form was originally plural, as in v. 11, why is it spelled defectively here in v. 14, 
but plene in v. 11? A likely explanation would be that an original singular form in v. 14, 
supported by LXX, was later accommodated to the plural form in v. 11 by an act of 
revocalisation, but without adding the 1 to the consonantal text. This should therefore 
not be considered a matter of redaction but of accommodation of language in the later 
process of transmission. The exegetical implications of this will be dealt with below. 

Analysis 

The structure of the text 
The symbolism involved in this passage consists of two parts; the symbolic act 
of crowning the high priest (vv. 10-11), and depositing the crown in the temple 
as a symbol for remembrance (v. 14). Since the crown has been part of the ear-
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lier symbolic act, it would be hard to see a sudden non-symbolic use of that item 
in v. 14. Instead, we can see how these two parts functions as an inclusio (vv. 
10-11; 14) around the oracle (vv. 12-13): 

1 9: Introduction 
2 1 0-15: Command to perform the act and the 

a 10-11: 
1) 10: 
2) lla: 
3) 11 b: 

b 12-15: 

accompanied oracle 
The act 
Collecting silver and gold 
Fabricate a crown 
'Coronation' 
The oracle 

1) 12a: Introduction 
2) 12b-13 : Description of'Branch' 

a 12ba: Designation of'Branch' 
b Naming of'Branch' 
c 12by: The task for 'Branch' 
d 12bll: The 'Branch' will build the temple 
e 13aa: The 'Branch' will build, no one else 
f The reward of 'Branch' 
g Bay: The competent rule of 'Branch' 
h 13ba: A priest next to his throne 
i Their peaceful relationship 

3 14: The crown to be deposited in the temple 
4 15: Conclusion 

a 15aa: Aid in building the temple 
b Divine reassurance 
c 15b: Conditions 

A problem that has been noted regarding the structure of the passage is to de-
termine precisely when the oracle is finished, and the angel resumes his speech 
to Zechariah. The usual boundary has been set between vv. 13 and 14, since the 
repetition at the end ofv. 12 and the beginning ofv. 13 would argue in favour of 
those two verses being closely connected. Van der W oude has recently argued 
that the oracle ended with v. 12. 1 The repetition in v. 13a is then part of the fol-
lowing interpretation of the oracle in v. 12 to Zechariah. However, it is very 
hard to find any indications in the text that would substantiate this view. The be-
ginning of the oracle to the 'Branch' is clearly marked by the phrase and 
the shift from second to third person, and the only marking in the text that could 

1 Woude (1988: 145). Hanhart (1991: 41 0) seems to argue along similar lines. 
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indicate the end of the oracle is the shift from third person to second in v. 14a.1 

The composition of Zech 6:9-15 has been much discussed and the suggestions 
are many. It is rather common to regard the text as containing secondary mate-
rial of some form. Proponents of this view have viewed the text as either the re-
sult of a fusion of two originally distinct layers, or an original oracle that has 
suffered later, redactional adaptation, 2 although it would seem to be hard to draw 
an all too fine line between these two alternatives. In order not to get involved 
too much in the details of this discussion, it would be helpful to outline the ma-
jor differences in the case of two originally separate layers that are supposed to 
have been combined;3 

Original 
11, 14-15 
11a, 14-15 
11-12 
11-13 

Secondary 
12-134 

llb-135 

13-156 

14-157 

It is clear from this that scholars in the past have had great problems in accept-
ing that the description of the symbolic act (vv. 11, 14) can actually have formed 
part of the same original text as the oracle (vv. 12-13). 

When it comes to the view that an oracle has been reshaped, Rose again pro-
vides us with a helpful overview, with three alternatives; 

1) There was a crown, but originally there was no command to put it on a 
head. 1 

1 The argument of Rose ( 1997: 159) that an oracle consisting of only v. 12 would hardly have 
been understood does not seem to bear much weight, since v. 13 does not explain v. 12, but 
adds further material to the narrative. 
2 See Laato (1992: 249), Redditt (1992: 252-3). 
3 The table is from Rose (1975 : 149). His analysis of the composition of Zech 6:9-15 is excel-
lent and I refer to it for a more details. 
4 So e.g. Wallis (1972), who sees the oracles in 1) vv. 9, 11, 14; 2) vv. 10ba, 12-13, 
15, thus roughly dividing between the symbolic act and the oracle regarding the 'Branch' . 
Petersen (1984: 273) sees the two earlier oracles in 1) vv. 10-11 , 14; 2) vv. 12-13; 3) v. 15, 
which makes the similar distinction between the act and the oracle regarding the ' Branch' . 
5 Redditt (1992: 253). Even the command to perform the symbolic is then part of the secon-
dary material. 
6 Rignell (1950: 241), who sees vv. 13-14 as a commentary on the oracle, made by Zechariah 
himself, Petitjean (1969: 289), Amsler, et al. (1988: 1 06-7). 
7 So e.g. Horst (1964: 238), Elliger (1967: 130-1). 
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2) A crown was at one time put on the head of Zerubbabel, but it was later 
changed to Joshua the high priest.2 

3) Two crowns were originally meant to be put on the heads of both Joshua 
and Zerubbabel, but later the reference to Zerubbabel was removed. 3 

It would seem embarrassingly clear that scholars have not been able to agree re-
garding a merge of different layers or a later redaction.4 

What has caused scholars to take such drastic steps are the various problems 
they believe to have found in the text. However, the failure to come to any form 
of consensus indicates that it is not the proposed solutions that need reconsidera-
tion as much as the way scholars detect problems in the text. Although this is a 
methodological issue far beyond the scope of this study, it will still be shown 
below what can be achieved by a more sensitive attitude to how a text might be 
construed.5 Since these are matters not only related to the possible redaction his-
tory of the text, we will deal with them in depth below. We will also attempt to 
look at the text anew, and try to find textual indications that can lead us to a 
proper understanding of the text, however it has come about. To focus again on 
the text and less on preconceived ideas as to how a text may or may not have 
come about, may very well be the best lesson to learn from earlier scholarship. 

The performance of the symbolic act 
The lack of any description of the actual performance of the act can be because 
it was never performed. All that can aid us in answering the question whether 
the act was ever performed or not is the practical nature of the act. There is noth-
ing about the description of the act that makes it unlikely to have been per-
formed, unlike the clothing of Joshua in Zech eh. 3, where it is ordered by an 
angle who is standing by when he is being furnished with fresh clothes. This 

1 So e.g. Wellhausen (1898: 43, 185). This view has not had many proponents in recent times, 
although it appears to be the view ofLaato (1992: 248-52), but one looks in vain for a reason 
why v. 1lb should be considered as secondary. 
2 This has clearly been the most popular solution, e.g. Horst (1964: 237-8), Elliger (1967: 
128-9), Fohrer (1968: 70-1), Amsler, et al. (1988: 105), Deissler (1988: 286), Redditt (1992: 
257). Blenkinsopp (1996: 207-8) seems sure, but is more Uilcertain in Blenkinsopp (1995: 
176, n 37). See Rose (1997: 163, nn 57-9) for further references. 
3 So e.g. Carroll (1979: 167), Hanson (1979: 256), Hanson (1986: 26513), Soggin (1989: 389-
90). 
4 Rose (1997: 165-70) is again to be commended for a fine critique of the basic methodology 
behind these various attempts to reshape the text to their liking. 
5 For a similar approach, see Rose (1997: 172), Rooke (2000: 147). 
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dressing ceremony is more likely to be understood as symbolical only, the clean 
clothes symbolising the forgiveness of sins (3:4). 

The elements of performance are straightforward in the divine command (v. 
11 ). Zechariah is to take the silver and gold he has collected, make a crown, and 
put it on the head of Joshua the high priest. However, there are some problems 
with this description. Why is Zechariah told to take both silver and gold? The 
expression ::!i;J!1 'silver and gold' is quite common as a hendiadys, denoting 
wealth and riches, both in the having and in the giving (1 Kgs 15:9; 2 Kgs 7:8; Is 
2:7; Ez 38:13 etc). Here, Zechariah has been told to collect riches from the 
'the exiles', presumably as part of the gifts for the reestablishment of the temple 
(cf. Ezra 1:6, 7:15±). Furthermore, the exodus tradition tells of how the people 
left Egypt with various riches as a spoiling, ::!i;Ji 'jewellery of silver 
and gold' (Ex 12:35-36), ::Ji;1!1 'he brought Israel out with silver 
and gold' (Ps 105:37). The exodus tradition, with its later elaborations, may very 
well have influenced the language used here in Zech 6:11. 1 The reason for the 
use of the phrase 'gold and silver' is therefore more due to its ability to associate 
with riches that have been collected from the exiles, than to the precise materials 
that are to be used in the fabrication of the crown. 

As in any form of idiomatic language, the parts that make up the idiom should 
not be interpreted as having any semantic value on their own, and that is the 
mistake that scholars have sometimes made in this case.2 The view ofMeyers & 
Meyers that the two metals were meant to be made into two crowns, one in sil-
ver for the high priest and one in gold for 'the Branch', is reading much into the 
text that is not there, at the same time as it ignores the linguistic indications that 
are there. 3 They claim that because jewellery was preferably made of gold in-
stead of silver, although the latter was scarcer, it follows that two crowns were 
made, one of silver and one of gold!4 There is no reason why both metals, if in-
deed we are to understand the expression as denoting two metals and not just as 
a hendiadys, could not have been used in the making of one single crown. A 
similar case can be found in 1 Kgs 15: 19, were king As a is sending a bribe to 
Ben-hadad that consists of both silver and gold, :::li;J!1 Whether this 
means that a particular item was furnished out of both silver and gold is hard to 
say, and it is just as likely that the expression 'silver and gold' is explicative of 
the contents of the bribe. The same vagueness should be allowed for here in 

1 See Ackroyd (1968: 195). 
2 The elaborate discussion by Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 346-8) is perhaps the best example. 
3 Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 349). 
4 Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 350). 
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Zech 6:11, since the text does not explicitly state that the crown is to be fabri-
cated out of the two metals, but simply that a crown is to be made. 

The description of the actual act is somewhat unusual, teKi=!J QI?Wl, 'and 
set it on the head of Joshua'. The phrase teKi :J C'ia is mostly used with the 
preposition Z,.v (teKi Z,.v C'ia: Gen 48:18; Ex 29:6; 2 Sam 13:19 etc), and Z,.v is 
also used in a similar construction in Zech 3:5, iteKi-Z,.!l iii19 'Let 
them put a clean turban on his head.' However, the prepositions Z,.v and :J are of-
ten interchangeable, and that is also the case in this expression. In Esther 2:17, 
Esther is crowned with a royal crown, and the expression used is tCKi :J C'ia, 
which shows that also in this particular phrase, there was no semantic difference 
between using Z,.v or :J. Nevertheless, van der Woude 1 has come up with a novel 
suggestion regarding this phrase, trying to understanding it in the light of the 
Akkadian phrase ina resi,2 and the Hebrew ':i::h Jn:i, meaning 'zur Verftigung 
stellen, anvertrauen'. This would mean that the high priest was never crowned, 
but only entrusted with the crown until a future time. However, his suggestion is 
not supported with any other example of that meaning for the phrase teKi :J C'ia, 
and mere wishful thinking will not do, since there is a perfectly satisfying trans-
lation of the phrase already available. 3 

An act such as this is in fact described in 2 Sam 12:30 (=1 Chr 20:2). David 
symbolically takes the place ofMilcom by having Milcom's golden crown trans-
ferred to David, ill teKi-z,.!l 'iJI;11 ... iteKi 'He took the 
crown of Milcom from his head ... and it was placed on David's head.' The em-
phasis here on the head is symptomatic of the description of the conventional 
act. The conventional act can only function as such if the proper, well-known 
procedure is followed, which is why the procedure of the transfer of the crown is 
made so explicit. Inherent in the description of the act of transferring the crown 
lies the meaning of transference of power, and through this particular act, royal 
power. It attempts to resemble a royal coronation, which it is not, but precisely 
for that reason it is even more important that the associative meaning of royal 

1 Woude (1988: 149-50). 
2 Soden (1972: 973-4). 
3 _A.s a matter of fact, van der 'Voude seems to have overlooked Deut 1:13, 'vVhich he could 
have made some use of in his argumentation. God says regarding the wise men, that 

'I will set them over you' , which could theoretically be made to mean 'I will 
put them at your disposal ' . But that translation is as unlikely in Deut 1 : 13 as it is in Zech 6: 11. 
A similar case can be made with 1 Kgs 21:9, 12, where the phrase :::! :::!1/i' is used. It is 
hard to see how Laato (1992: 246) can find this reference to be supportive of van der Woude's 
interpretation. 
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coronation is made even clearer. 1 In other words, it sounds as if it is a corona-
tion, and if no questions are asked, David comes out of the event with an added 
royal impetus. We have also mentioned Esther 2:17, where Esther is crowned by 
having a royal crown placed on her head.2 The procedure of the act in Zech 6:11 
is therefore quite clear; a crown was put on the head of Joshua, as an imitation 
of the conventional act of royal coronation. 

The plural form of 'crown' has been understood by some as a numeri-
cal plural, denoting two crowns that were meant for Joshua the high priest and 
Zerubbabel the davidide.3 The problem with this interpretation is that there is no 
indication whatsoever in the text of a crowning or similar of the davidide Zerub-
babel, in contrast to the described act of putting the crown on the head of Joshua 
the high priest in v. 11. The most decisive argument against understanding the 
term as a numerical plural, however, is the implicit reference to the one crown 
commanded to be put on the head of Joshua, J;l'lq.lfl, 
'make a crown, and put (it) on the head of Joshua' (v. 11).4 The pronominal ob-
ject is commonly omitted in biblical Hebrew when it can easily be detected from 
the context, and in particular when it relates to the verb o•lo, but only if the num-
ber of the object correlates to the number ofthe antecedent noun.5 Since the ob-
ject that is being implicitly referred to is decidedly singular, unless Joshua is 
supposed to be crowned with more than one crown, the antecedent noun must 
also be singular. 6 

1 See Viberg (1992: 13-14). The act of royal coronation was not legal in the sense that it 
achieved royal status for the one crowned; the decisive role in the legal sense was played by 
the royal anointing, see Viberg (1992: 89-119). However, we find a similar case in 1 Kgs 2 
concerning the royal anointing of Solomon. The author is at great pains to describe the anoint-
ing in detail in order to show that the proper procedure was followed. Nevertheless, the 
anointing was not performed in the proper context with the representatives of the people pre-
sent, which makes Solomon's entrance to the throne nothing but a coup d'etat. 
2 The opposite of making someone king could be symbolized by having the crown removed, 
see e.g. Jer 13:18, and Ez 21 :21, where both the turban as well as the crown is part of the 
royal ornaments, see Block (1997: 690, n 189). 
3 So e.g. Wallis (1972: 236), Petersen (1984: 275), Redditt (1992: 252), Cook (1995: 135). 
Carroll (1979: 166-7, 238, n. 9) also seems to favour this view. 
4 It is very strange that this has gone unnoticed in earlier scholarship. A good example is 
Cook (1995 : 135), who makes a point of translating the passage, ' ... make crowns. Place [one] 
on the head ... ' with NPJS. 
5 Meyers (1987: 353) are mistaken in limiting this linguistic trait to only the singular. 
6 Meyers (1987: 353) acknowledges this as being ' not normal procedure'. But that is not good 
enough. There is simply no example available that can show the number to be changing be-
tween the object and the antecedent noun. They apparently break the observable rules of 
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Not one instance can be found where t::l'ilJ refers implicitly to a preceding noun, 
where the reference and the noun do not agree numerically. The following are a 
few examples, according to the word-pattern found in Zech 6:11, noun+ t::l'ilJ 1 + 
prep + noun; 1 

Gen 9:23 

Ex 3:22 

Jer 13:2 

... o\7 

::!iJi ... 1 
riS7ttq ... 1 

i;l"P 

np; 

Then Shem and Japheth took the garment, 
laid (it) on both their shoulders ... 

... jewellery of silver and of gold, and cloth-
ing, and you shall put (them) on your sons 
and on your daughters ... 2 

I bought the loincloth according to the word 
ofYhwh, and put (it) on my loins. 

When this common linguistic practise is allowed to shed some light on Zech 
6:11, there can be no doubt that a singular sense must be involved: 

Zech 6:11 Q'iq ¥1 ::!iJir'l9?. QQR71 
q;K;:p Ql?iql 

Take the silver and gold and make a crown, 
and set (it) on the head of Joshua ... 

It would be quite absurd to hold that two or more crowns were put on the head 
of Joshua, and therefore the only possible solution is that only one crown can be 
involved in the description of the act. The only, and very desperate, alternative 
would be to postulate that originally both Joshua and Zerubbabel were meant to 
be crowned, but that Zerubbabel was later removed. Needless to say, there is no 
textual indication in that direction. The quite common solution, that two crowns 
are involved and one is set on the head of Joshua, and the other one is intended 
for Zerubbabel, is therefore linguistically impossible, and should never have 
been seriously considered as a viable solution to the problem. 

grammar deliberately in order to suit their preconceived ideas as to how the text is to be un-
derstood. 
1 Some further examples according to this strict pattern are Gen 22:6; Ex 17:14; Jud 16:3; Jer 
40:10. If we broaden the search to include other verbs, preferably K1::J and )nJ, the examples 
are numerous. In Is 40:19 there is even a double case of implicit reference. 
2 Gesenius (1910, §117.f) considers the omission of the plural pronominal object as in this 
case to be remarkable, since it would open up to misunderstanding. However, the context can 
easily provide the necessary clues to a proper understanding. 
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The reason for the plural form must then be other than numerical, and the 
most probable function would be to create emphasis, which is understood by 
Tg., :li t,•t,:J, 'large crown'. 1 The defectively spelled plural in v. 14 is best un-
derstood as an originally singular form that was much later adapted to the plural 
form in v. 11 in the history of textual transmission. The originally singular form 
was used in v. 14 since there was apparently no need for the emphasis brought 
about earlier by the emphatic construction in v. 1 1,2 

Why was a high-priest crowned? 
The question why a high priest is said to be crowned instead of the davidide 
Zerubbabel has spurred the most diverse solutions, mostly redaction critical 
ones. The most popular solution has been that an original reference to a crown-
ing of Zerubbabel was changed into the crowning of the high-priest Joshua.3 

This would have been due to the disappearance of Zerubbabel, or at least the 
disillusionment regarding the messianic visions centred on him as a davidide 
(Hag 2:24; Zech 4:7, 9). An originally singular form of 'crown' in v. 11 is then 
supposed to have been altered into a plural, in order to include the crowning of 
both Joshua as well as Zerubbabel, but, as has been shown above, a numerical 
plural form is impossible. 4 We must admit, however, that we know nothing of a 
'disappearance' of Zerubbabel,5 in fact the only disappearance we can speak of 
is the disappearance of references to Zerubbabel in the available sources, which 
is something quite different. The arguments behind this radical interpretation are 
basically two. 1. The crowning is followed by an accompanied oracle that does 
not concern Joshua, but the 'Branch', by most scholars identified as Zerubbabel. 
This is seen as a change of subject that is too illogical to be original, and so 
some scholars divide the text into various layers or separate oracles that have 

1 See Textual Note d. 
2 Se also the technical discussion in Textual notes a and b. 
3 So Mitchell, et al. (1951: 185-6), Elliger (1967: 128-9), Amsler, et al. (1988: 1 08-9), Redditt 
(1992: 256). The emendation is also done is NAB, see also BJ, n. i and NEB n. g. It is a 
common misconception that this view was held by Wellhausen (1898: 185), but his sugges-
tion regarding v. 11 was more radical, 'Der Satz nach dem Atnach ist zu streichen; das Dia-
dem ist von Sacharja fiir Serubbabel als kiinftigen Konig bestimmt, erst von einem spateren 
Diaskeuasten fiir den Hohenpriester Josua. .. . Der Diaskeuast trug den Verhaltnissen 
Rechnung, wie sie sich tatsachlich gestalteten; der Priester wurde das Haupt der Theokratie, 
nicht der Davidide.'. 
4 For a valuable critique of this alteration, see Woude (1988: 147-9). 
5 See Woude (1988: 139-40), ABD 6.1084-6, Carroll (1979: 162-8), Rose (1997: 11 -3). Still, 
scholars keep imagining that he was e.g. accused of treason, so Luria (1990/1 ), or even assas-
sinated, so Schneir (1996). 
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been brought together secondarily. 1 2. A crowning is only supposed to be suit-
able in relation to a monarchic figure, which as far as conventional behaviour in 
the area of legal symbolic acts is concerned, is correct.2 Should the required cir-
cumstances for the proper legal function not be in place, then the act would not 
have been able to achieve its intended purpose as a legal, conventional act. 

However, two things need to be said in regard to this. First, no one can seri-
ously suggest that a crowning by a prophet such as Zechariah would have been 
legally correct, according to customary practises and laws, so the purpose of the 
act must have been other than the proper, legal act of crowning the throne pre-
tendent. Second, an all too rigid reading of the text denies the prophet any use of 
creative and unusual figurative language, in his nonverbal as well as in his ver-
bal communication. 

A striking comparison can be made with what I have elsewhere termed 'di-
vine anointing'. A prophet is sometimes described as anointing a person with all 
the proper language, both verbal as well as nonverbal, pointing to a royal anoint-
ing. 3 However, the prophetic act of anointing never had the intention of making 
someone king in the legal sense, but only to make use of the emotive strength 
inherent in the connotative language and imagery related to the performance of 
the act. All is done in order to associate the act with the notion of divine elec-
tion; as men select their leaders, so does God. And in Zech 6:9-15 it is precisely 
the same principle that is set in motion; the prophetic symbolic act makes use of 
the powerful associations connected with royal crowning, and they are innova-
tively set in relation to the high priest. By this act the prophet on the one hand 
made use of a strikingly new image, since although the priest were also 
anointed,4 they were never crowned to be the leaders of the people as the kings 
were. On the other hand, the text does make use of conventional practise when 
the prophet is told to put something on the head of the high-priest, since some 
form of headdress was part of the institutionalised priestly dress (Ex 28:4, 40; 
29:6; Zech 3:5, •n¥ 'Let them put a clean turban on his 
head'.) The priestly installation as it is described in Ex 29:6 makes the act of 
putting a headdress on the priest closely connected to the more formal acts of 
anointing and hand filling. It is therefore precisely here, in the association be-

1 So e.g. Wallis (1972: 234-6), Petersen (1984: 273), Redditt (1992: 253). 
2 So e.g. Amsler, et al. (1988: 1 07-8). 
3 Viberg (1992) 
4 See Viberg (1992: 116-7). Fleming (1998) has fmally shown that there is no need to view 
the priestly anointing as a late imaginative construction inspired by royal anointing, as e.g. 
Blenkinsopp (1996: 92). 
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tween the priest and the royal status, that the prophet accomplishes his provoca-
tive message, through his symbolic act; 'Can a priest really be a leader, like a 
king?' That is the rhetorical question that the prophet is seeking to put on the 
lips of his viewers, if indeed the act was ever performed. The rhetorical force of 
the intended act is accomplished through a combination of using traditional ma-
terial and transforming it into a highly controversial message. 

How many temples are involved? 
A more difficult problem is that the 'branch', usually identified as Zerubbabel, is 
the one who is to build (i1p:) the temple (v. 13), while the crown is put away as 
a remembrance in the temple (v. 14). Since this relates to the handling of the 
item used in the prophetic symbolic act, it is a question that has to be dealt with 
at some length. The temple is yet to be built in v. 12-13, but has already been 
built in v. 14, and the apparent contradiction between the two verses seems hard 
to resolve. How can the temple be referred to as not yet built, but still be referred 
to as the place for keeping the crown? Does this not prove that certain verses 
presuppose the existence ofthe temple (v. 14) and some do not (v. 12-13)?1 The 
common, redaction critical solution is to see an oracle concerning Zerubbabel as 
the builder of the temple yet to be. After some form of debacle on the part of 
Zerubbabel, Zechariah lost his faith in him, and so the oracle was integrated in 
the present form of the text. However, by then the temple was already built, and 
so v. 14 had to be added.2 This solution is usually connected with the common 
redaction critical solution to the problem of the plural form of 'crown'. When 
the temple was built Zerubbabel was no longer on the political scene, and the 
crown was deposited as an item of sacral memorabilia, perhaps to be put on the 
head of a true messianic davidide to come. 

However, the contradiction is more likely to be apparent and not real. Even 
though the temple is not yet built, it is being referred to as a future building pro-
ject, and so it is natural to refer to this temple yet to be built as a place for the 
crown in a proleptic sense. We will show two examples where this is similarly 
done, and where scholars have had no difficulties in accepting this proleptic use. 

In Zech 5: 11 the temple building is in the future, yet it is described how the inte-
rior of it is to be configured, J:;l1i11 flt9 i1?-niJ=;17, 

1 So e.g. Laato (1992: 248-9). 
2 Variants of this view can be found in e.g. Ack:royd (1968: 174, 194-200), Laato (1992: 248-
9). Those who see different oracles only later brought together all make this common distinc-
tion. 
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'To the land of Shinar, to build a house for it; and when it is prepared, they will 
set the basket down there on its base.' The temple is referred to as the place for 
the basket, yet it has not yet been built, but exists only in the mind of the charac-
ters, as well as the reader. That is all it takes for it to be referred to as a future lo-
cation. 

In Ezr 5:15, the Jehudites are in the middle of reciting the Persian decree per-
mitting them to rebuild the temple. The Persian king decrees, n':;)1 

o7f\i1i':;l '"! 'Take these vessels; go and put 
them in the temple in Jerusalem, and let the house of God be rebuilt'. The temple 
is not yet built, but that evidently does not stop him from referring to it, and order 
the temple vessels to be stored in it, when it is built. 

There is therefore no need to see a contradiction between the putting of the 
crown in the temple and the building of the temple itself This apparent contra-
diction has been caused by scholars all to eager to find a textual evolution that 
will provide us with further clues as to both the historical as well as ideological 
development in J ehud.1 

There is also the matter of whether or not the temple in vv. 12-13 is the same 
temple being rebuilt when the night visions are dated, ea 520 BCE.2 It is possi-
ble that what is referred to in the oracle is Zechariah's long-term strategy for the 
coming of the messianic era. What is referred to in v. 14 would then be the tem-
ple that was being built in his present time, and which formed part of his short-
term plan.3 Regardless of which alternative we choose, the temple is still in the 
future and the argument above still stands. However, if we opt for a more distant 
temple-building in vv. 12-13, v. 14 must refer to the temple being built in 
Zechariah's own time, since otherwise it would have been difficult to understand 
the very practical and concrete command to put the crown in the temple as a re-
membrance. 

1 From the way e.g. Hanson (1979: 256-8) and Carroll (1979) treats Zech 6 it is obvious that 
the multilayered text serves their purpose, in Hanson's case to exemplify how the messianic 
movement in the hierocratic tradition came to an end, and to Carroii the removal of Zerubba-
bel from the crowning is a good example of cognitive dissonance. According to Blenkinsopp 
(1996: 207), the history can even be 'read between the lines' ofZech 6:9-15! 
2 See Miller, and Hayes (1986: 456-60). 
3 The useful terminology of long-term and short-term strategy is from Tollington (1993: 179), 
'Since the advent of the Branch was projected into the future, Zechariah also considered the 
matter of an interim rule to take effect as soon as the temple was finished'. 
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The symbolism of the prophetic act 
The lack of an interpretation of the act in the form that we are accustomed to is 
problematic, since it means that the act was so self-evident to the original view-
ers/hearers, that there was apparently no need to provide one. Instead, the ac-
companying oracle concerns the figure 'Branch', and it is to this we must turn to 
understand the symbolism involved in the act. In the comparison between the 
symbolic act in Zech 6:11 and the so-called divine anointing made earlier, there 
is one important difference to be noted. In a divine anointing the symbolism 
works analogically, in the sense that although the person who is anointed by a 
prophet is not legally made king at that time, he is still a possible candidate to be 
made king, through the conventional practice of royal anointing. The reason 
why a divine anointing differs from a royal anointing is not that the one being 
anointed could not be imagined as being anointed in a legal sense, but because it 
is not performed in the proper context, e.g. the representatives of the people be-
ing present, the priest performing the act, etc. The analogical relationship be-
tween the divine anointing (the signifier) and the imagined royal anointing (the 
signified), however, was believable all the same. When e.g. David is anointed it 
must have appeared similar to a royal anointing ( 1 Sam 16: 1 ), and there would 
have been nothing in principle that would have stood in the way of imagining 
David being anointed in a legal sense. It was not enough for the two acts to look 
the same, however, since it would have been necessary for the imagined reality, 
in this case a royal anointing, to have been a conceivable reality. In addition, it is 
precisely because it was conceivable that it formed the nucleus of the message 
of the symbolic act, 'as men make kings, so does God'. 

However, a symbolism based on a similar form of analogy is not a viable al-
ternative for the interpretation of the act in Zech 6: 11, since no one could have 
imagined a priest being crowned in the proper, customary act of royal crown-
ing.1 The symbolism involved in this act must therefore have worked not 
through analogy, i.e. not through an iconic relationship between what is symbol-
ized and that which symbolizes, but through association, i.e. through an indexi-
cal relationship between the two. Needless to say, we do find symbolism by 
means of analogy in the performance, since it looks like a royal crowning, and 
the crown might very well have looked like a crown used for such an occasion. 
Nevertheless, these items of symbolism are merely parts of the common, social 
construction of reality, materialised through conventions such as royal crown-

1 Some scholars are close to this view, e.g. Schottler (1987: 395-6). Of course, there are those 
who argue that the passage originally described the crowning of Zerubbabel to be king and 
when the name was replaced with Joshua, the problem occurred. 
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ing. They are taken for granted and used in the construction of the symbolism of 
the act. Instead, the focus of the prophetic message of the act lies not on the 
crowning as such, but on who is being crowned. Through the use of a priest in-
volved in a crowning, the prophet challenges his viewers/listeners through the 
construction of a new and alternative reality. 

Any attempt to understand the symbolism involved in this act must then begin 
by examining any possible indexical symbolism in the relationship between the 
act (signifier) and what it is meant to convey (signified). The clues can not only 
be found in the performance of the act itself, but in the subsequent oracle. It is 
perhaps because of this rather odd and demanding symbolism that modern 
scholars have felt themselves forced to recreate a simpler and more acceptable 
text. In this lack of analogies for the coming 'Branch' might very well lie an in-
dication that Zechariah was more of an apocalyptic than is normally held. 1 There 
was nothing in his circumstances that could be used to signify that which was 
his ideal, and in his description he could paint no details but only a very rough 
picture of a throne with a priest nearby. 

The crowning is meant to appear similar to a proper, royal crowning. Through 
this resemblance, one is meant to associate to what is achieved by royal crown-
ing, namely such qualities as power, authority, divine election and leadership. 
Although no one would hold that this prophetic act could have been capable of 
achieving the same goals, still the mere performance forces one to associate in 
that direction. The high priest Joshua is therefore by means of this indexical 
symbolism attributed with these extraordinary qualities. Not in the sense that he 
might be king at a later stage, since that would have been inconceivable, but as 
the recipient of similar qualities. Zechariah could of course have tried to argue 
for Joshua as the new king, but it would have contradicted so much of the com-
mon, social reality and its conventions that it would simply have made him loose 
all credibility. The best evidence for this is that in the following oracle, Zecha-
riah presents a future throne pretendent. What we have gathered so far regarding 
the symbolic meaning of the act fits in well with how the future 'Branch' and 
the future priest will work together, oit,o/ mH?J, 'with peaceful 
understanding between the two of them.' This implies that the priest in Zecha-
riah's future does play a significant role in leading the people, which implies 
those characteristics which we saw is associated to by means of the symbolic 
act. 

1 See Cook (1995: 133). 
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In order to present his ideal picture of how the re-established society should 
be construed, 1 Zechariah starts with the elevation of priesthood and with the 
high priest as its representative, probably because he had no alternative since 
there was no king. Furthermore, Zechariah could see no acceptable candidate for 
the throne in his time. As Joshua was forgiven, symbolically by being provided 
with new clothes in eh. 3, and reinstalled in his office, so here in eh. 6 he is the 
first to be elevated to the heights of power and authority. 2 It is to this rekindled 
authority in Jehud, that God then speaks through the prophet concerning 'the 
Branch', who will personalize the resurrected monarchy, and who is to rebuild 
the temple (vv. 12-13). Zechariah seems to paint a picture of a society in which 
priest and king (and prophet?) are in harmony with each other, and dependent 
upon each other for the stability of the community, as has been described earlier 
in the book with the image of the two branches that both serve to provide the 
precious oil ( 4:3, 11-14 ). 3 His picture is one of compromise, the elevation of the 
high priest on the one hand and the monarch on the other, but none is elevated at 
the expense of the other. This is why he is so careful to describe how the priest 
is to be next to the royal throne (v. 13), ready with his council and oracular func-
tion. This does not mean that Zechariah imagines the priest being on the same 
level as the king, but still his picture has much of diarchy in itself. The oracle in 
6:12-15 therefore presupposes and is balanced with a high priest being elevated 
to a position of power and authority. That is precisely what is accomplished in 
and through the symbolic act.4 

1 Eichrodt (1957) argues along similar lines, that the crowning of the priest foreshadowed the 
coming crowning of the 'Branch', the true davidide on the throne. The restitution ofthe cult 
would be a sign for the total restitution that was to come. Seybold ( 1972) argues in a similar 
way that the priest was to hold the crown as a substitute for the coming davidide, until the fi-
nal diarchy had been established. See also Ackroyd (1968: 199), 'The high priest Joshua is 
here symbolically crowned in token of the coming of the Branch ... '. However, Ackroyd' s 
suggestion that the symbolic act was performed in the Baby1onian exile, and that Zechariah 
returned with Zerubbabel, lacks any credibility, as does his suggestion that originally both 
Joshua and Zerubbabel were mentioned as the objects of the coronation. According to Rose 
(1997: 69), the high priest Joshua is given the crown as ' a sign guaranteeing that YHWH will 
certainly fulfil his promise concerning the coming of Zemah.' 
2 There are several similarities between the chs 3 and 6: Joshua is restored, he is given prom-
ise and conditions (3 :7, 6:15) and in both texts Joshua serves to point to ' the Branch' (3:8, 
6:12-13). 
3 See Petersen (1984: 278), who tends to see the davidide as more elevated in the passage than 
is necessary. He is more to the point when he states, that 'The mention of a crown for Joshua 
in 6:11 represents a tilt in another direction, toward the high priest' (275). 
4 So Petersen (1984: 275). 
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We might find yet another indication that the priest is imbued with character-
istics similar to that of a king. The normal recipient of a prophetic oracle is a 
king, and especially so when it concerns the building of a temple ( c£ 2 Sam 7). 
It is remarkable in Zech 6:9-15 that the prophet directs his oracle to the high 
priest. It is through associating the high priest with the normal function of the 
king, i.e. being the recipient of a divine oracle concerning the building of a tem-
ple, that the priest is even more given an aura of authority, leadership and divine 
election. Although this is rather speculative, it would explain the odd choice of 
the symbolic act, as well as why the oracle is directed to the high priest even 
when it does not appear to concern him personally, but a future king. It is as if 
the prophet was challenged with the question, 'Why should we listen to a priest, 
when we can have a king?' The answer Zechariah gives is that the high priest 
can be a leader as well, not instead of the king, but the two together. In the 
choice of leadership in the bewildering times in Jehud when the people had be-
gun to look for leadership on other grounds than that it was appointed by the 
Persian rulers, Zechariah comes with an alternative reality that refuses to take 
sides in the debate regarding the choice of king or priest. 

The oracle shows that Joshua as a person is merely used as a representative 
for priesthood, since Zechariah is looking for a future where priesthood and 
monarchy will work together in harmony. However, since Joshua undeniably is 
available, he is the one who Zechariah elevates to a level of authority and lead-
ership in his time. 

Depositing the crown in the temple 
To deposit the crown in the temple was not meant to be a symbolic act, but it 
does function symbolically. The phrase ::! [ind obj] t, ]1i::li t, occurs only here, 
but if we widen it to [prep] + [ind obj] + t, ]1i::li t, we find certain priestly texts 
to be illuminating. In Ex 30:16 the atonement money is to be a 

'to the Israelites' , and 'before Yhwh'. In Num 10:10 the blowing 
of the trumpets will serve as a reminder 1:1:;>7, 'for you' 'before your 
God' .1 The similarities are so close that we must view this phrase as a typical 
priestly formulation for an item in the temple that is meant to be remembered. 
The phrase i1Ji1: is the equivalent of i1ji1; in Zech 6:14, and Hel-
dai, Tobijah, Jedaiah and Josiah are the indirect objects, preceded with the 
preposition t,. Nothing is said as to what the crown is to remind of, but we can 
not be far off if we see a symbolic reference to the coronation of the coming 

1 Cf. Ex 13:9; 28:29; 39:7; Num 17:5; 31 :54; Josh 4:7; Mal 3:16. See also TDOT 4, 77-9, 
Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 363). 
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'Branch' . But who is to be reminded? It would seem natural to view the men re-
ferred to as those who will remember, 1 but the priestly texts show that it might 
just as well indicate that God would be remembered of his promise in the previ-
ous oracle.2 However, it would seem impossible, and unnecessary, to choose be-
tween the two alternatives. The conclusion must be that the symbolism inherent 
in the symbolic act works hand in hand with the symbolic value of the crown as 
a deposited item of remembrance in the temple. 

Indeed, van der W oude has gone so far as to identifY the crown in the temple 
with the 'sign', in Zech 3:8.3 He understands as 'men assigned 
an omen', i.e., those priests that have been entrusted with the task of caring for 
the crown (cf. Gen 46:32, 34). He relies on his interpretation of iziK1 ?li Cl'ill as 
'be entrusted with', which we have found to be unconvincing. However, there is 
nothing in the text that would indicate a connection between the crown and the 

It is more likely that we should understand as a genitive of char-
acter (e.g. Gen 47:6; Ex 22:30; Jud 20:44; 2 Sam 19:29). This, in combination 
with the fact that prophets sometimes describe themselves as being a to the 
people (Is 8:18; 20:3; Ez 12:6; 11; 24:24, 27), makes it most likely that Joshua's 
friends are referred to as men who in some way point beyond themselves. Any-
thing beyond that is mere speculation. 

The symbolism inherent in this passage appears to run in two directions. The 
symbolic act elevates the priest by providing him with authority and leadership 
by associating him with royal authority and leadership, and the crown as a item 
of remembrance in the temple emphasizes the need for a king on the throne. 

1 So e.g. Petersen (1984: 279), Meyers, and Meyers (1987: 363). 
2 So e.g. Ackroyd (1968: 200). 
3 Woude (1988: 150-3), Woude (1988a: 244), followed by Cook (1995: 136). 
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Summary and Conclusions 

1. There is no need to resort to source or redaction criticism in order to solve the 
riddles presented to us by Zech 6:9-15. A sensitive reading provides what is 
needed to not only understand the text as it stands, but also to reach a reasonable 
understanding of the prophetic symbolic act, together with the following oracle. 

2. There is only one crown involved in the symbolic act. 

3. The temple that is to be built according to the oracle (vv. 12-13) is the same 
temple where the crown is to be deposited as an item of memorabilia (vv. 14-
15). 

4. The performance of the symbolic act consists of putting a crown on the head 
of the high priest Joshua. There is no reason to postulate an earlier stage in the 
history of the text to explain how this description came about. It is instead in the 
nature of the prophetic symbolic act to be controversial. 

5. The symbolic meaning of the act is primarily indexical, as it is based primar-
ily on association and not analogy. The conventional act of crowning was used 
because of its capacity to evoke associations connected with royal authority and 
leadership. When the high-priest is crowned, he is thereby associated with these 
royal qualities, not in order to make him king, but to make him a credible leader. 

7. The symbolic act is supplemented with the symbol ofthe crown being depos-
ited in the temple, where it symbolizes the hope for a coming ruler. This indexi-
cal symbolism is also worked out by association, where the crown associates to 
a king. 

8. There will be a priest and a king in Zechariah's ideal future. Through the 
symbolic act and the subsequent oracle, Zechariah envisages a future when 
priest and king work together harmoniously, which is symbolized through the 
very odd combination of royal crown and high priest. 
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H. General Conclusions 

This study has displayed the construction, performance and symbolic meaning 
of each of the prophetic symbolic acts in the Old Testament, as was its purpose. 
This has been done through a detailed analysis of the texts in which the acts are 
described. However, some general conclusions still remain to be drawn. 

1. No trace of a magical function has been found in any of the texts describing a 
prophetic symbolic act. The acts are created to communicate and persuade, 
along with the verbal communication by the prophets. That is not to say that 
there are no magical acts in the Old Testament, but only that the two forms of 
acts are separate categories, not to be confused with each other. 

2. The analysis has shown it to be necessary to make a thorough and technical 
study of the texts in order to catch all forms of symbolism that are made use of 
in the construction of the symbolic acts. The symbolism is not found in some 
form of historical analysis, but through a serious attempt to find in the texts the 
clues to the meaning of the acts. 

3. In the construction of the prophetic symbolic acts, various forms of symbo-
lism have been used. It is clear that in this endeavour we see one of the most cre-
ative facets of the activity of the prophets. Various forms of symbolism from all 
forms of life were used in order to construe these very particular and highly non-
conventional acts. All was done in order to convey an urgent message as persua-
sively as possible. 

4. It is true that the historical veracity of these texts will always allude us in the 
end. However, it is very likely that it is precisely in this highly creative and non-
conventional use of symbolism that we actually see the prophets in action. 
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