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Christianity is an heir to the Jewish monotheism of the late Second
Temple Period. However, based upon an inductive analysis of the Old
Testament evidence, it is readily appavent that ancient Isracelite reli-
gion was not originally monotheistic. Rather, duving the centuvies of
the Old Testament period, monotheism developed gradually. In addi-
tion to the biblical material, Iron Age Hebrew epigraphic evidence
and various other types of ancient Near Eastern evidence ave employed
within this arvticle, as these provide a window on the broader cultural
context of ancient Isvael. Ultimately, thevefove, this avticle suggests
that the monotheistic faith of Israel was a final product of a long
process of development and revelation. Of course, noymative Christianity
has consistently accepted the monotheism, and the Stone-Campbell
Movement stands firmly within this tradition.

1. Certain general methodological statements regarding the study of Israelite religion should be
noted at the outset: (1) It is readily apparent from the available sources that ancient Israelite reli-
gion was not static, but rather, during the course of time, Israclite religion changed and developed;
therefore, there is a diachronic component to the study of Israclite religion. (2) The biblical and
epigraphic evidence suggests that there was synchronic variation within Israelite religion as well. (3)
There were probably stark differences, as well as consistent similarities, between the “official reli-
gion” of the state, and the “popular religion” of the masses. (4) Cultures do not exist in a vacu-
um, but rather in a complicated nexus of reciprocal influence, conflations, and cognate origins; for
this reason, ancient Israclite religion is most profitably analyzed through its own documents,
through those of the surrounding ancient Near Eastern world, and through the lens of the archac-
ological and epigraphic record. See Patrick D. Miller’s monograph, The Religion of Ancient Isracl
(Library of Ancient Israel; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000) 46-47, for similar method-
ological statements and caveats. For a more exhaustive statement of methodology, see the seminal
two-volume work on Israelite religion by Rainer Albertz, A History of Israclite Religion in the Old
Testament Period (Old Testament Library; trans. John Bowden; Louisville: Westminster John
Knox, 1994) 1:12-21. (5) Throughout this article, T use the term “Israclite” broadly, as a means
of referring to both Israel and Judah.
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Lists of deities are also extant from Ugaritic, and various deities figure
prominently in ritual and legal texts as well.” Ugarit’s religion is typical
of ancient Near Eastern religion generally: thoroughly polytheistic.
Occasionally in the ancient Near East, certain deities associated with
powerful cities (Marduk for Babylon) became dominant within certain
circles, but this is, of course, still polytheism (there was no denial of the
existence of other deities). Pharaoh Akhenaten (c. 14th century BC)
was a monotheist, but his religious “reforms” in Egypt were short-
lived.® In essence, then, polytheism was the norm in the ancient Near
East. Most significantly for the purposes of this article, it is imperative
to note that Iron Age Israel was a small peripheral nation, was within a
polytheistic cultural context, had substantial contacts with these cultures
throughout its history, and, according to the Bible, originated as a com-
ponent of this cultural context (Gen 11:31).

One feature of ancient Near Eastern religion that merits special
consideration at this juncture is the “divine council.” Within ancient
Near Eastern texts, there are numerous references to an “assembly of
deities,” consisting both of gods and goddesses, presided over by one
deity, who was the head of the pantheon, similar to the gods of Mount
Olympus in Greek mythology. A paradigmatic example of a divine coun-
cil is contained in the Mesopotamian creation story known as Enama
Elig, where an “assembly of the gods” (Akkadian: pubur tlani) convenes
in order to consider a problem (the raging of the goddess Tiamat) and

7. The Ugaritic material has been published in numerous places. Transliterations of most of the
published Ugaritic texts are contained in the following volume: Manfried Dietrich, Oswald Loretz,
and Joaquin Sanmartin, The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts from Ugarit, Ras Ion Hani and Other
Places (Miinster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1995). This compendium is normally abbreviated as CAT. Coogan,
Stories, is a reliable translation of the major Ugaritic epics. See also, Simon B. Parker, The Pre-Biblical
Narrative Tradition: Essays on the Ugaritic Pocms Kerer and Aghat (Atlanta: Scholars, 1988).

8. For a discussion of Marduk’s rise to dominance, see Bottéro, Religion, esp. 55-58. For the
monotheistic religious reforms (or monolatry) of the 14th century Pharaoh named Akhenaten, as
well as Egypt’s return to polytheism after Akhenaten’s death (and thus the failure of his religious
“reforms”), see Donald B. Redford, Akhenaten: The Heretic King (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1984). Note that Simo Parpola, in One God or Many: Concepts of Divinty in the Ancient
World (ed. by Simo Parpola and Barbara Nevling Porter; Transactions of the Casco Bay
Assyriological Institute 1; Casco Bay, ME: Casco Bay Assyriological Institute, 2001), has argued that
Assyrian religion (with Ashur as the chief deity) was essentially monotheistic. However, Barbara
Porter in the same publication has demonstrated convincingly that this simply was not the case.
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render a decision about Marduk’s request to become head of the pan-
theon (if he can defeat Tiamat).’

Of particular importance is the fact that at Ugarit, there are also
numerous references to the “assembly of the gods,” that is, the “divine
council.” Several different terms are used, with various nuances, but all
with the same basic connotation. There are, for example, Ugaritic texts
that refer to the “assembly of the gods™ (phr ’ilm: CAT 1.47.29;
1.118.28; 1.148.9), “the assembly of the sons of the gods” (phr bn “ilwm:
CAT1.4.1H 14), and the “assembly of the council” (phr m‘d: CAT1.2.
[14,15,16-17,20, 31). Similar terms such as “the circle of *I1” (dr ’I])
or “the circle of the sons of Il ” (dr bn ’Il) are also well attested at
Ugarit, as a means of referring to the divine assembly (CAT 1.15. II1
19; 1.4025, 33-34). At these councils, in addition to feasting, the
Ugaritic gods convened, discussed, and made decisions about various
aspects of the world.! In addition to the Ugaritic evidence, note the ref-
erence to the &/ dr bn ’Im (“the whole circle of the sons of the gods™)
in Phoenician as well (from Karatepe).!! The notion of a divine council
was, therefore, pervasive in the ancient Near East.

RELIGIONS OF AMMON, MOAB, AND EDOM

Before narrowing the focus to the religion of ancient Israel, it is
imperative to summarize briefly the religions of the ancient southern
Levantine “states” of Ammon, Moab, and Edom. Although only sparse
data exists for the religions of these regions, based on the extant data

9. For a fine treatment of the Mesopotamian divine council, see Thorkild Jacobsen, Toward the
Image of Tammuz and Other Essmys on Mesopotamian History and Culture (ed. by William L.
Moran; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1970) 157-170. For a translation of Enama EIi3, sce
Foster, Before the Muses.

10. For more detail, see Mark S. Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2001) 41-53. The dissertation of E. Theodore Mullen Jr., The Assembly of the
Gods: The Divine Council in Canaanite and Early Hebrew Literatuwre (HSM, no. 24; Atlanta:
Scholars, 1980), continues to be a sine qua non; Cross, Canaanite Myth, is still seminal.

11. See H. Donner and W. Rollig, Kanaandische und Avamdiische Inschriften, dritte Auflage
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 1973) vol 1, text 26A, II1, 19. In addition, see Hartmut Gese et al.,
Die Religionen Altsyriens, Altarabiens, und der Mﬁ’f@fl{ (Stutrgart: Kohlhammer, 1970) esp. 100-
102. EMMANUEL SCHOOL OF RELIGION
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(biblical and epigraphic), the basic features of these religions are gener-
ally agreed upon: namely, they were (probably) “polytheistic,” but the
official national cult of each “state” possessed a “chief god” or “nation-
al god.” Ancient “national god” religion can be briefly described as a
religion in a particular “nation” or “culture” that was characterized by:
(a) the predominance of a specific single deity (who will sometimes have
a consort) as the main focus of worship for a “state,” (b) but without
denying the existence or relative potency of the deities of surrounding
“states” or “cultures.”

Biblical materials that refer to the religion of Moab suggest that
Kemosh (also spelled Chemosh) was the dominant “national” god wor-
shiped in the land of Moab (Judg 11:24; 1 Kgs 11:5-7,33; 2 Kgs 23:13;
Jer 48:7), and that Milkom was the dominant deity in the land of
Ammon (1 Kgs 11:5-7,33; 2 Kgs 23:13; cf Jer 49:1,3; Jer 32:35; Lev
18:21; 20:2-5). Significantly, epigraphic evidence in Moabite writings
also suggests that Kemosh (a male deity) was the national god of the
Moabites. Some of the most decisive epigraphic evidence for this is the
content of the Mesha Stele (9th century BC).!? However, additional
epigraphic evidence corroborating this is also extant.” Regarding

12. The Mesha Stele is one of the longest monumental inscriptions in linear Northwest Semitic.
This inscription is written in the Moabite language, and in a script derived from the Phoenician
script. For methodological reasons, it should not be referred to as a “Hebrew script” pace Joseph
Naveh, Early History of the Alphabet: An Introduction to West Semitic Epigraphy and Palaeography
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1987). The content of the inscription is significant, for the incipit of it refers
to Kemosh’s having been angry with his people, the Moabites (compare Yahweh’s anger with Isracl
at various times), which ultimately led to Kemosh’s permitting the Northern Kingdom of Israel to
gain hegemony over Moabite territories. Nevertheless, Kemosh was later pacified and so there is a
reference to Mesha’s reconquest of Moabite territories, and also to Mesha’s “dragging the vessels
of Yahweh before Kemosh” (lines 17,18). Note that although there is substantial agreement
between the biblical and Moabite accounts, there is still a certain amount of tension (cf. 2 Kgs 3).
For a general discussion of this inscription and the literature about it, see the article by Christopher
A. Rollston, “Moabite Stone,” in Eerdmans Dictionary of the Bible (ed. by David Noel Freedman;
Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2000). For a relatively thorough treatment of various aspects of this
inscription, see the volume edited by Andrew Dearman, Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab
{Atlanta: Scholars, 1989).

13. For example, the el-Kerak inscription has “Kemosh” as the theophoric element of a person-
al name. See F.V. Winnett and W.L. Reed, “A Fragment of an Early Moabite Inscription from
Kerak,” BASOR 172 (1963) 1-9. Note that a personal name on the incense altar from Hirbet el-
Mudeyine has an "El theophoric. For the editio princeps, sce Paul E. Dion and P.M. Michele
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Ammonite religion, the epigraphic evidence is more complicated. The
Amman Citadel Inscription (9th century BC) probably begins with
Milkom (a male deity) commanding the erection of a monumental
building (temple, palace).! Moreover, “Milkom” appears as a theophor-
ic element in Ammonite glyptics and ostraca.’® Nevertheless, the pre-
dominant theophoric in Ammonite inscriptions is actually "Il (cf. *El),
not Milkom. For this reason, some have argued that although Milkom
may have been an important Ammonite deity, the chief god of the
Ammonite cult was probably ’IL! Finally, epigraphic evidence in
Edomite suggests that Qaus (Qws) was the national god of Edom.”

Daviau, “An Inscribed Incense Altar of Iron Age II at Hirbet ¢l-Mudeyine (Jordan),” ZDPV 116
(2000) 1-13. *El is common Semitic for “god,” and so could easily be understood as a reference
to “Kemosh” in this inscription, just as the Israclite name “Nathaniel,” for example, uses the same
theophoric to refer to the Israclite god “Yahweh.”

14. For the editio princeps of this inscription, see Siegfried H. Horn, “The Amman Citadel
Inscription,” Annual of the Department of Antiquities of Jordan 12-13 (1967-68) 81-83. For ref-
erence to readings and interpretations of this inscription, see Walter E. Aufrecht, A Corpus of
Ammonite Inscriptions (Lewiston: Edwin Mellen, 1989) 154.

15. For example, a scal impression from Tell el-“Umeiri reads as follows: lmlkm’wr bd bys‘. An
ostracon from Tell el-Mazar has the personal name mlkmyt. For bibliographic material, see
Aufrecht, Corpus, nos. 129, 147.

16. For example, Walter E. Aufrecht, “The Religion of the Ammonites,” in Ancient Ammon
(ed. by Burton MacDonald and Randall W. Younger; Leiden: Brill, 1999) 159. Note that Jefirey
H. Tigay, You Shall Have No Other Gods: Israclite Religion in the Light of Hebrew Inscriptions
(HSS, no. 31; Atlanta: Scholars, 1986) 19, 20, has stated not only that *El was probably the chief
god of the Ammonites but also that “Milkom” “was merely a title of El,” and he goes on to state
that the Ammonites may not have been polytheistic at all. Based on a constellation of evidence,
Tigay’s proposal must be rejected, as has been argued by Ulrich Hiibner, Die Ammoniter:
Untersuchungen zur Geschichte, Kultur und Religion eines Transjordanischen Volkes im 1.
Jabrtausend v Chr (Abhandlungen des Deutschen Paldstinavereins, no. 16; Wiesbaden:
Harrassowitz, 1992) 268. Regarding “Molek,” see George C. Heider, The Cult of Molek: A
Reassessment (JSOTSup, no. 43; Sheflield: University of Sheffield, 1985).

17. An Edomite ostracon from Horvat ‘Uza actually contains a blessing in the name of Qaus: “I
(will) bless you by Qaus.” See Itzhaq Beit-Arich and Bruce Cresson, “An Edomite Ostracon from
Horvat ‘Uza,” Tel Aviv 12 (1985): 96-101. For the fragmentary inscription from Horvat Qitmit (on
a rimsherd) referring to Qaus, see Itzhaq Beit-Arich, Horvar Qitmir: An Edomite Shrine in the
Biblical Negev (Tel Aviv: Institute of Archaeology) 260-261. For the seal referring to Qaus from
Aroer, see Avraham Biran, “Aroer, 1976,” IE] 26 (1976) 139-140 and plate 28b. Seal impression(s)
from Umm el-Biyara refer to Qaus as well. Of course, Assyrian records refer to a king of Edom at
the beginning of the 7th century named “Qosgabri.” The work of John R. Bartlett, Edom and the
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Obviously, the ancient southern Levantine religions were not static
throughout the Iron Age, but the epigraphic and biblical evidence do
combine, nevertheless, to suggest strongly that Ammon, Moab, and
Edom each had a “chief” or “national” god during the Iron Age.

BiBLICAL REMNANTS OF EARLY ISRAELITE RELIGION

Within the Primeval Cycle, the pericope of Gen 6:1-4 stands as a
vestige of a very early stage in Israelite religion." According to this nar-
rative, “the sons of the god saw the daughters of men (human women),
that they were beautiful, and they took for themselves the women
whom they had chosen.” The text goes on to state that these “sons of
the god” had sex with the daughters of humankind, and that the result-
ing offspring were the “the heroes of old, men of renown,” that is, the
“Nephilim.”"

The meaning of the phrase translated “the sons of the god”
(Hebrew: O'TONT *13, b°né ha’élobim) is of fundamental importance. The
Hebrew noun ’#lohim (2°7198) is morphologically plural. Within the
Hebrew Bible, it can be semantically singular (normally a reference to
Yahweh, the God of Israel) or plural (“gods”). Because of the context, it
seems most likely to be semantically singular in Gen 6:1-4, referring to
the head of the pantheon, but it is possible that it should be considered
plural, that is, “gods.” Note also that the term “the sons” (Hebrew, "22,
b’né; i.e., masculine, plural, construct, definite) demonstrates that the

Edomites (JSOTSup, no. 77; Sheffield: JSOT, 1989), remains fundamental for the study of the
Edomites, as do also Piotr Bienkowski, ed., Early Edom and Moab: The Beginning of the Iron Age in
Southern Jordan (Sheffield Archaeological Monographs, no. 7; Oxford: Alden, 1992); and Diana
Vikander Edelman, ed., You Shall Not Abhor an Edomite for He Is Your Brother: Edom and Seir in
History and Tradition (Archacology and Biblical Studies, no. 3; Atlanta: Scholars, 1995). Note the
presence in the Bible of the personal name “Bar-qés,” a temple servant (Ezra 2:53; Neh 7:55).

18. For a discussion of the function of this pericope, within the Primeval Cycle, see Ronald S.
Hendel, “Of Demigods and the Deluge: Toward an Interpretation of Genesis 6:1-4,” JBL 106
(1987) 13-26.

19. Note that this story, set in the antediluvian period, states that “the Nephilim were on the
earth in those days” (Gen 6:4), but a subsequent Pentateuchal pericope states that they were pre-
sent in the land of Canaan during the Mosaic period (Num 13:33). This makes for a serious ten-
sion between these two texts.
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deities referred to are “male offspring” (“male children”) of the head of
the pantheon and his consort (compare the divine children of Apsu and
Tiamat in Eniima Eli§). The Hebrew term 071987 13 is semantically and
etymologically cognate to the Ugaritic term &n ’ilm, as well as to the
various terms in Akkadian.?

Certain segments of Judaism and Christianity have been slow to
embrace the idea that carly Israelite religion originally accepted a pan-
theon of deities (but with Yahweh as the national deity of Israel).
(1) During late Second Temple Judaism, for example, TR/ *32 of this
pericope were considered to be angels, and this interpretation of Gen
6:1-4 continued to be accepted for centuries.! (2) Decades ago it was
sometimes argued that this terminology in Gen 6:1-4 was simply a way
of referring to the children of Seth.?? (3) More recently, it has even been
suggested that D798 "33 should be understood as ancient Near Eastern
kings, with stunning harems.?

Such attempts to explain this phrase, however, are not convincing.
The Hebrew term D198 *12 literally means, “the sons of the god(s),”
and certainly does #ot mean “angels.” Biblical Hebrew has a word for
“angel,” “messenger,” (mal’sk, J870), and although it is quite com-
mon in the Hebrew Bible and even in Genesis (Gen 16:7,9,10; 21:17;
22:11; 48:16), it is not used in Gen 6:1-4.2 Moreover, Seth is not ref-
erenced in Gen 6:1-4 either, and so it is dubious to attempt to suggest
that this was some sort of reference to godly Sethites.”® Furthermore,

20. This is precisely the way that the Aramaic phrase 1728 22 should be understood in the nar-
rative in Dan 3:25. That is, Nebuchadnezzar was a polytheist and he was affirming that the coun-
tenance of one of the occupants of the furnace had the radiance of a divine being of some sort.

21. The fact that this pericope was viewed in this way is demonstrated by the treatment of this
material in 1 Enoch. As expected, this interpretation is reflected in the Septuagint (LXX) as well,
for the LXX is a product of Second Temple Judaism.

22. For example, J. Scharbert, “Traditions- und Redaktionsgeschichte von Gn 6,1-4,” BZ, N.F.
11 (1967) 66-78.

23. Walter C. Kaiser, Toward an Old Testament Theolggy (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1978) 80.

24. Tt is important to note that this word is “Common Semitic,” occurring in Ugaritic,
Phoenician, Old Aramaic, Arabic, and Ethiopic. Therefore, it is not convincing to suggest that it
was unknown at any point in the ancient Hebrew language.

25. Significantly, the D" 32 are said to have been present at creation (Job 38:7), thus mak-
ing the Sethite interpretation even more dubious.
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neither the Masoretic Text of Gen 6:1-4 nor the evidence from the field
of comparative Semitics, suggests that D TP8T 12 are ancient Near Eastern
potentates with large harems. Rather, the Semitic languages and litera-
tures of the biblical world (Mesopotamia, Ugarit, Phoenicia) provide
decisive evidence that the term D987 "3 was a common means of
referring to divine male offspring (children of the divine head[s] of the
pantheon). Early Israelite religion arose within the ancient Semitic
world, spoke and wrote in Semitic, and initially accepted the common
Semitic belief that there was a pantheon of deities.?® Gen 6:1-4 appears
to be a crucial remnant of that early belief. '

Deuteronomy 32:8-9 merits consideration at this juncture, for it
reflects the same basic belief, but with additional detail. The Masoretic
Text reads as follows: “When the Most High (‘Elyon, ]‘1"752) established
the inheritance of each nation, when he divided humankind. He estab-
lished the boundaries of the peoples, according to the number of the
sons of Israel. For Yahweh’s portion was his people, Jacob was his allot-
ted inheritance.” However, 4QDeut% a Dead Sea Scroll manuscript
antedating the Masoretic Text by more than a millennium, reads as fol-
lows: “When the Most High established the inheritance of each nation,
when he divided humankind. He established the boundaries of the peo-
ples, according to the number of the sons of the god (271787 "12).”
Significantly, the reading of the Septuagint does not reflect a Hebrew
Vorlage with “sons of Israel.”? Rather, it reads “angels of God.”

26. It should be noted that “father-son” terminology is often used within the Bible and the
ancient Near East for the divine-human relationship. The biblical examples of this are well known
(Exod 4:23; Hosea 11:1; Isa 43:6; 45:11; Deut 14:1). This terminology is sometimes used of kings
as well (2 Sam 7; Ps 89; 2:7), as seems very natural. Moreover, certain personal names in Hebrew
reflect the same basic terminology. For example, the personal name “Abijah” literally means
“Yah[weh] is my father.” Similar terminology is used within Akkadian. Hence, names such as
“Marduk-Abi” (“Marduk is my father”) and “Itar-ummi” (“Iitar is my mother”) are also attest-
ed. See Bottéro, Religion, 40. Thus, terminology for the divine-human relationship is similar to,
but different from (and thus not to be equated with) the Semitic terminology (biblical Hebrew,
Ugaritic, Akkadian) for the divine council.

27. Note that the term Vorlage is a technical term used within the field to refer to the base text
from which a translation was made. In this case, the term is used to refer to the Hebrew manu-
script that was used as the basis for the Greek translation. Also, the “Letter of Aristeas” suggests
that the translation of the Pentateuch from Hebrew into Greek occurred during the reign of
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