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Preface

Unless otherwise noted, quotations of the Hebrew scriptures are from the Mas-

oretic Text, specifically Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia. English translations

of scriptural texts generally follow the NRSV (or NETS for the LXX), but on

occasion I have modified the translation to highlight a facet of the relevant an-

cient language. English translations of other ancient texts typically follow the

secondary publication cited, again on occasion modified for clarity. Akkadian

texts are cited only in normalised form.
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Abstract

In Jeremiah 32, the portrayal of economic writing creates conditions suitable

for reading Jer 32 as a creative and productive analogy for prophetic writing.

The composite nature of the text allows it to be read as a microcosm of the

growth of the Book of Jeremiah.

Just as economic writing secures testimony to a transaction, conveys owner-

ship through time, and offers the possibility of economic renewal after exile,

prophetic writing secures testimony to the divine message, conveys divine

speech through time, and offers the possibility of covenant renewal after exile.

What is more, Jer 32 presents economic writing as the prophet’s initiative, and

the expansion of the historical sign-act into the wider narrative of the chapter

presents a sophisticated evocation of the potential of prophetic writing to

address circumstances in other times and places.

The transformation of the sign-act of Jer 32.6–15 into a written prophetic text,

and the growth of the text over time, allows Jer 32 to be read as a microcosm of

the development of the Book of Jeremiah. The realism of the material details

enhances the persuasive effect of the analogy between economic and prophetic

writing, rather than providing a precise basis for identifying the origins of
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elements of the composite text of Jer 32.

Jer 32 does not offer a presentation of ethical norms for the economic practice

of redemption of land. Redemption of land and economic hope are, of course,

central to the narrative of Jer 32 as a whole. Jer 32 does not, however, offer a

clear prospective ethic for economic practices. Instead, the economic practice

of redemption, with all its details, provides narrative realism for the text, and

the economic practice of writing provides a narrative analogue for the idea of

prophetic writing.
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Long abstract

To introduce reading Jer 32 as a microcosm of the Book of Jeremiah, in its

scribal development, I first locate my project within existing work addressing

economic theology. As one of the scriptural texts which attests to the practice

of redemption of land, Jer 32 has sometimes been approached for its economic

details, especially in conversation with Lev 25.

My own reading of Jer 32 was motivated by an interest in the way scriptural

texts which describe economic practices have been interpreted by devout

readers of those texts over time. For example, I became aware of the way the

Māori chief Panakareao ended up becoming profoundly disillusioned, in an

experience paralleling that of many other Māori, in the face of land loss during

the 19th century. Māori permitted aspects of colonisation in part because

of their encounter with scriptural texts, translated into the Māori language,

which gave the impression that the colonisers shared traditional Māori ideas

about inalienable familial rights to land.

In the Introduction, after referring to this and other motivating aspects of

this project, I problematise some readings of scriptural texts which address

economic issues, by showing that the same texts are used by modern comment-

xiv



Contents

ators as evidence for radically different economic prescriptions in modern

society. In many cases structural economic issues are not attended to, or ad-

dressed without careful engagement with the discipline of economics. Similar

issues are discernable in modern scholarly work attempting to describe the

economic life of ancient Israel, including the tendency to privilege scriptural

texts, especially when material culture evidence is limited, and the use of eco-

nomic analytical frameworks that embed assumptions which are not plausibly

valid for ancient Israel. The common problem is one of approaching scriptural

texts expecting to discover in them information which their genesis and genre

offer us with little reason to expect from them.

In Chapter 2 (‘Major sources’), I survey the main primary sources which I

draw on for this project. First, of course, is the text of the Book of Jeremiah.

I draw on the work of scholars who discern in the text material addressing

different communities, in particular exilic communities, whose concerns and

interest are evident. These layers in the text, rather than primarily providing

an opportunity to discriminate between authentic and redactional material, of-

fer readers the opportunity to encounter a visibly composite text, the product

of scribal development into at least the Persian period. Alongside this, I survey

references to written prophecy and writing more generally in Jeremiah. Bey-

ond Jeremiah, I discuss the cuneiform law collections and remission edicts, the

Pentateuchal law collections, and some inscriptions. I conclude the chapter by

considering the two other narratives which offer an especially close connection

with Jer 32 and Pentateuchal material: the Book of Ruth, with its description

of an act of land redemption, and Jer 34, with its description of manumission.

xv



Contents

In Chapter 3 (‘Setting the scene: writing, money, and land’) I discuss some

thematic issues which are of particular importance to my thesis. The first

of these is the practice of writing, including the issues of literacy, types of

writing, practices such as sealing and witnessing, and the possibilities of cross-

language transfer. These establish the ways in which ancient scribalism can be

described, as essential matters for interpreting the mentions of writing and

evidence of scribal development in Jer 32. Secondly, I survey the evidence for a

number of economic matters which are again essential for interpreting the

narrative of the field purchase and its expansion in Jer 32. I give more detail

on the matters of land tenure and the issue of land alienation. In the final

sections of the chapter, I address some scriptural texts which share common

features with Jer 32 (such as Abraham’s field purchase in Gen 23), and some of

the thematic issues which these present (such as familial inheritance of land).

Having set the scene, in Chapter 4 (‘Writing: Jeremiah 32 as a microcosm of

Jeremiah’) I present my central thesis, that Jer 32 creates conditions favourable

to being read as a microcosm of the Book of Jeremiah. First, I show that Jer

32’s description of writing in the context of a land purchase differs from other

land transfer texts, in particular Gen 23 and 1 Kgs 21. It bears a much closer

resemblance to the portrays of prophetic writing, sealing, and witnessing in

Isa 8. In the sign-act of Jer 32.6–15, the prophet Jeremiah is portrayed as the

active agent in writing, sealing, and getting witnesses, drawing a narrative link

between the authority of the figure of the prophet and the written prophetic

text. In the following, expansionary sections of Jer 32, Baruch is portrayed as

the custodian of Jeremiah’s purchase deed, offering readers a parallel between

xvi
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the deed and scribal custody of Jeremiah’s prophetic message. The image of

the burial of the deed, to be unearthed at a later time for other people, offers

an analogy to scribal recontextualising for other audiences, including those

returning from exile. The visibly expansionary nature of the text is not an

embarrassment, but offers a vivid example of what scribal custody of a proph-

etic message looks like in practice. This analogy can then be extended to the

surrounding context in the ordering of material in the Book of Jeremiah, and

to the formation of the book as a whole.

In Chapter 5 (‘Materiality: the rhetorical effect of economic details’), I turn

back to aspects of the text which have often informed attempts to identify

authentic Jeremian material, or to inform modern appropriation of economic

ethics from the text. These include the material details of the economic transac-

tion, and of the practice of writing. I argue that the inclusion of these material

details offers readers realism, but provides little information about the ‘real’

or ‘historical’ life of the prophet Jeremiah. The material details offered are

historically plausible, but do not locate the details of the economic action or

the writing of the text precisely in time or place. For example, the references

to sealed and open copies of the deed, it is now known, are coherent with

practices known for papyrus deeds of the type presumably envisaged in the

narrative. A similar kind of practice with clay tablets, though, is also well-

attested. The story of a double deed, with closed and open copies, does not

disrupt the narrative by being obviously out of place for a knowledgable reader,

but nor does it precisely locate the narrative in either time or place. In the case

of land redemption, the practice is attested in scriptural texts and inscriptional
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evidence, but the scriptural texts which describe redemption are difficult to

reconcile in their details. It is preferable to see the reference to redemption as

referring to a well-known practice. The description resists attempts to locate

it precisely in relation to material history or other scriptural texts. Similarly,

weighing money is now known to be a real practice, but was attested over

a wide range of times, and persisted at least until the advent of coins in the

Persian period.

Finally, in Chapter 6 (‘Conclusion’) I draw the threads of the thesis together,

and outline some areas of work which I have begun or intend to address in

the future. The common thread of these areas of future work is to take the

central point of my thesis — that Jer 32 can be read as a microcosm of the Book

of Jeremiah — and engage with areas of scholarly work which I problematised

in the Introduction. These include identifying the kind of hope which my

reading of Jer 32 can evoke, given that I resist a straightforward connection

between the interests of the text’s audiences and a modern audience. Similarly,

I remain interested in the idea of economic theology, and propose some avenues

to develop this thesis in that direction. Finally, the economic issue of land

ownership, especially in postcolonial settings which experienced large-scale

alienation from familial ownership, remains one which I am eager to explore.

The chapter concludes with a summary of the thesis and its contribution.
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1 Introduction

Informed modern, secular commentators on financial ethics and financial

systems rightly detect the influence of the Hebrew scriptures on aspects of

the values which many modern people espouse around finance, and on cer-

tain principles which are deeply-rooted in modern economies. For example,

Robert Shiller’s exceptional work on a socially beneficial system of financial

capital notes the scriptural ban on interest, and goes on to make a differen-

tiation between ‘odious’ and ‘salubrious’ debt.1 Later in the same book, he

distinguishes between inequality and ‘injustice.’2

To some degree, this merely reflects the importance of debt in financial

stability.3 As debt was obviously systemically important in antiquity, and was

1. Robert J. Shiller, Finance and the Good Society (Princeton, N.J.; Oxford: Princeton University
Press, 2012), 157–8.

2. Shiller, Finance and the Good Society, 187–96.

3. Hyman Minsky, Can “it” Happen Again? Essays on Instability and Finance (Armonk, NY: M. E.
Sharpe, 1982); Charles P. Kindleberger and Robert Z. Aliber, Manias, Panics and Crashes: A
History of Financial Crises (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005), 55–76; George Cooper, The
Origin of Financial Crises: Central Banks, Credit Bubbles and theEfficientMarket Fallacy (Petersfield:
Harriman House, 2008); Carmen M Reinhart and Kenneth S Rogoff, This Time is Different: A
Panoramic View of Eight Centuries of Financial Crises (Princeton: Princeton University Press,
2009); Angus Deaton, TheGreat Escape: Health, Wealth, and the Origins of Inequality (Princeton:

1



Contents

also the subject of reflection in the Hebrew scriptures and other texts from

the ancient Near East, it is in one sense unsurprising that there is modern

interest in ancient thinking around debt. What is surprising is that in a system

so comprehensively more technically sophisticated than (and indeed different

from) the ancient economies which these texts engage, modern thinkers turn

at all to texts from antiquity, whether they are considered religious or secular

texts.

To my mind, this arises because Michael Sandel is correct when he asserts

that judging usefully between systems of financial capital requires econom-

ist to go beyond quantitative assessments in order to make moral or ethical

judgements.4 Indeed, former US Treasury Secretary Timothy Geithner is open

about the influence that the biblical Jubilee had on Western efforts to offer

international debt reform at the turn of the millenium.5

Hence, we find that in societies where — as a matter of historical record —

the Hebrew scriptures had a formative influence in the development of their

social values, naming and discussing the sources of those social values has

persuasive power. This can be true even if people in the present day largely do

not profess any allegiance to those scripture, because founding narratives still

Princeton University Press, 2013), 211; Timothy F. Geithner, Stress Test: Reflections on Financial
Crises (London: Random House, 2014), 510–20; Bank of England, Open Forum: Building Real
Markets for the Good of the People (London: Bank of England, 2015), 14.

4. Michael J. Sandel, WhatMoney Can’t Buy: TheMoral Limits of Markets (London: Penguin, 2012),
90–91; see also J. A. Kay, Other People’s Money: Masters of the Universe or Servants of the People
(London: Profile Books Ltd, 2015).

5. Geithner, Stress Test, 70–72.
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matter.

By participating in the development of a more rigorous understanding of

the scriptural texts which address economic matters, this thesis may help to

problematise some of the straight lines drawn from scriptural texts to modern

practice. At the very least, I hope this can provide a helpful analytical tool, but

I also hope that developing a clarity about the difficulty in discovering moral

reasoning in some of the scriptural texts, might usefully inform a discussion

about moral reasoning in modern society.

In the context of economic ethics, the Nobel Prize-winning economist Jean

Tirole is quite correct when he notes that strong moral feelings can be a poor

guide to policy development, and asserts, ‘We must better understand the

foundations of morality.’6 In the case of Jer 32, my thesis is that the text offers

us an example of the use of economic activity and ideas in another setting,

rather than being primarily a prospective or formative text for the development

of economic ethics.

It is quite true that Jer 32 contains economic hope (‘Fields shall be bought for

money, and deeds shall be signed and sealed and witnessed… says yhwh,’ Jer

32.44). I do not propose to address that hope in this thesis, although as I will

shortly outline, that is of considerable interest to me. Instead, I wish to show

that Jer 32, instead of providing a recipe for economic success, makes use of

economic ideas to persuade an ideal reader of the possibility of the economic

hope the text holds out. The economic elements found in Jer 32 are primarily

6. Jean Tirole, Economics for the CommonGood (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2017), 46–47.
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1.1 Motivation

part of an effective rhetorical strategy, rather than economically prescriptive.

1.1 Motivation

The genesis of this thesis began outside the academic world. For most of my

commercial career, I worked for an investment bank. I traded government

bonds and interest rate derivatives, and was involved in issuing large amounts

of debt to the government of the United Kingdom and trading that debt in the

secondary market. During the financial crisis, I helped develop methods for

identifying and effectively managing market risk.

At the same time, my wife and I chose to live in a deprived part of London,

and volunteered in a small church where the worshipping community was

active in providing for the wider community around us. My wife and I lived for

some years in a tower block where the other residents were largely in complex

life situations and often economically poor. There was a stark contrast between

my working life and my family’s community involvement.

I felt then and still observe now that there was a degree of dissonance

between the commonality of commitment to alleviate social and economic need

that shared scriptures gave to people, and the wide divergence of ideas among

devout people about precisely what systemic economic change those same

scriptures should occasion. As a consequence, when I eventually reentered

the academic world as part of my training for ordained ministry, I did so with

the intention of exploring the intersection of the system of finance I knew as

an insider, with the social and economic outcomes I connected with (albeit as

4



1.1 Motivation

something of an outsider).

I eventually published an article on debt in the forgiveness petition of the

Lord’s Prayer,7 although my interest was always more towards the Hebrew

Bible. In due course, I began to realise that the diversity of systemic prescrip-

tion among devout people arose at least in part from the complexity of the

scriptural texts which we share (along with a limited background in economics

for some theologians).

For the last decade, I have been working increasingly in Aotearoa/New Zeal-

and,8 among the indigenous Māori tribes from whom I trace my own heritage.

I have become aware that as Māori encountered the Christian scriptures dur-

ing the colonial period, they found significance in many of the texts of the

Hebrew Bible, including in particular those which addressed land tenure. This

produced an acute sense of dissonance between Māori readers of scripture

and their perception of those colonialists who, in common with many Māori,

professed a commitment to obey the ethical norms of the scriptures.

An example can be found in the story of a Māori chief, Panakareao. In April

1840, a large group of Māori chiefs gathered for a wānanga9 in Kaitaia in the

far North of Aotearoa. They were there to discuss with European missionaries

the prospect of signing a treaty with the British Crown, ceding certain rights

7. Lyndon Drake, ‘Did Jesus Oppose the Prosbul in the Forgiveness Petition of the Lord’s Prayer’,
NovT 56.3 (2014): 233–44.

8. Aotearoa: the common Māori-language name for New Zealand.

9. Wānanga: a gathering for discussion and collective learning.
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1.1 Motivation

to the Crown. A number of other chiefs had already signed, first on the 6th

of February 1840 at Waitangi, and then on the 12th of February at Mangunu.

Questions of land ownership had already dominated the discussions, and as

many of the chiefs and people were Christians, they were familiar with the

Bible in the Māori language.10

At the wānanga in Kaitaia, one chief, Panakareao, is widely known from the

written record to have said that ‘the shadow of the land goes to the Queen, and

the substance remains with us,’ that is, with the Māori chiefs.11 In the oral

tradition12 of the wānanga that has been passed down through the generations,

Panakareao made his statement because of the discussions which focused on

Lev 25:23: ‘Kaua e hokona te whenua, he mea oti tonu atu; nōku hoki te whenua;

10. It is important to note that this did not arise because of any mistranslation. The translation
into Māori of the Hebrew Bible, in particular, was excellent. It was done primarily by Robert
Maunsell, who had studied Hebrew at Trinity College, Dublin, winning the Hebrew prize
there, before learning Māori in London at the CMS School, which in turn was connected to
the University of Cambridge where the orthography, grammar, and lexicography of Māori
had been systematised and documented in a partnership between Samuel Lee (eventually
Regius Professor of Hebrew) and four Māori who lived for some time in Cambridge, namely
Tı̄tori, Tūı̄, the chief Hongi Hika, and his nephew Waikato. Having completed his studies in
London, Maunsell then went to Aotearoa and lived in the territory of the Ngāti Tipa tribe,
where he developed his Māori language skills in situ and undertook the translation of the
Hebrew Bible, with reference to Māori readers of his translated text. A revised version of
his Māori translation of the Hebrew Bible remains in use to this day, and is widely known
and quoted. The dissonances that arose were not due to translation issues, but to the issues of
multiple possible uses of the same scriptural text, even among devout readers.

11. Later, he reversed his view, stating that the shadow was all that remained to Māori with the
substance having gone to the Queen, a sad and perceptive reflection on the actions of the
Crown in the years following.

12. An oral tradition which is now being transformed here into a written text.
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1.1 Motivation

he manene hoki koutou, he noho noa ki ahau.’13

This understanding of land being inalienable from family groups, even if

‘sold,’ permeates Māori ideas of land ownership and sovereignty. In the Kaitaia

wānanga, the Māori chiefs gained comfort about the British approach to land

sales because the text of the Bible had become sacred to them in Māori, and

they believed the same text in English to also be sacred to the British Crown.

They were encouraged in this by the missionaries, who also held the scrip-

tural text to be sacred, and would in many cases in subsequent years be driven

by their understanding of scripture to oppose the actions of the British Crown

and settler communities in permanently alienating land from Māori. Unfortu-

nately, the missionaries’ optimistic or perhaps even naı̈ve view that the British

Crown could be relied on to read the scriptural texts in the same way, and

derive the same ethical norms from those texts, turned out to be misguided. As

a consequence, many Māori became disillusioned about Christianity, including

Panakareao himself:

Panakareao became profoundly unhappy with what was happen-

ing to himself and his people. Prior to his death, ka tangohia e

ia te kakahu o te Haahi Karaitiana, ka u tonu ki te whakapono i ona

atuaMaori [he took off the clothing of the Christian Church, and

affirmed the faith of his Māori gods].14

13. ‘Do not sell the land, in a permanent manner; because the land belongs to me; because you are
strangers, who are merely dwelling with me.’

14. Rima Eruera, ‘Evidence to Waitangi Tribunal Regarding the Muriwhenua Claim (Wai 45)’,
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1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

In this thesis I do not propose to put forward ethical norms, and in fact I

want to demonstrate the ways in which scriptural texts are not always straight-

forward to read for such purposes — or at least, to give some examples of the

ways in which modern readers seeking ethical norms might well give attention

to details which for an ideal, ancient reader conveyed different information.

Hence, I will not address issues of post-colonial readings of scripture, or indeed

theological matters more generally, even though those motivated this project.

I will briefly return to these points in my conclusion, and hope to develop some

of these ideas in subsequent work.

1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

I wish to problematise four assumptions and issues apparent in a number of

works in economic theology.

The first assumption is that there was a coherent economic system, either in

practice, or expressed as an ideal, in ancient Israel. The second assumption

is that whatever system or systems existed in practice or were idealised are

observable. The third issue is the impossibility of detaching observational data

from ideals. And the fourth issue is that it is difficult to achieve any methodolo-

1997. Eruera’s text switches freely between English and Māori, and in this instance I have
translated the Māori part of the sentence. I am indebted to the Rev’d Katene Eruera, the son of
Rima Eruera, who pointed me towards this written evidence, provided to the modern tribunal
which attempts to document, assess, and where possible remedy historic injustices to Māori. I
also note here that this written text reveals information that traditionally would have been
confined to a few tohunga (experts in spiritual matters, sometimes referred to as traditional
priests), and is only accessible because the loss of land was of such significant that Rima Eruera
felt it was justifiable to write down what would normally be improper to reveal.

8



1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

gical precision in detaching idealised economic principles from the settings in

which we have any access to them at all, namely texts which display attention

to religious and political ideas. Indeed, these texts defy the anachronistic and

modernist distinctions between religion, politics, and economics.

I will illustrate these problems briefly in two ways: firstly, by a brief sample

of modern scholarly and popular literature on economic ethics; and secondly,

by considering some scholarly work on economics in ancient Israel. In doing so,

I will surface some of the ways in which these issues contribute to my choice

of Jeremiah 32 as a focus for my analysis of primary texts.

1.2.1 Modernworks on economics and theology

The genesis of this thesis arose from my particular interest in issues around

ownership of capital. This is a different starting point from questions of wealth

and poverty, which have been a more frequent topic of study.15 This reflects

to some degree a more general, secular interest in structural approaches to

poverty, and in particular to inequality.16

When more structural issues have been addressed from a theological point

of view, the frame of reference has sometimes been limited to a discussion of

wealth. As Lester Grabbe points out:

15. For example, Craig L. Blomberg, Neither Poverty Nor Riches: A Biblical Theology of Possessions
(Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity, 1999).

16. Richard G. Wilkinson and Kate Pickett, The Spirit Level: Why Equal Societies Almost Always Do
Better (London: Allen Lane, 2009); Thomas Picketty, Capital in the Twenty-First Century (Cam-
bridge, Massachusetts: Belknap, 2014); Branko Milanovic, Global Inequality: A New Approach
for the Age of Globalization (Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap, 2016).

9



1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

Unfortunately, for some biblical scholars, the entire issue of the

ancient economy seems to be reduced to the “exploitation of the

poor” … a proper economic discussion has to go beyond indigna-

tion over the oppression of the poor and seek to understand and

describe.17

Despite Grabbe’s accurate observation, it is also true that the scriptural texts

which address structural issues around ownership of resources and debt have

inspired significant modern structural responses.18 At a popular level, this has

been sometimes been expressed in voluntary action, as in the act described in

this letter:

We are returning to you a check for $3,579.39 which represents in-

terest on the $68,700 which we were awarded by the city as payment

for the property at 223 Chrystie Street, which we owned and lived

in for almost ten years, and used as a community for the poor… We

are returning the interest on the money we have recently received

because we do not believe in ‘money-lending at interest.’19

17. Lester L Grabbe, AHistory of the Jews and Judaism in the Second Temple Period: The Coming of the
Greeks: The Early Hellenistic Period (335–175 BCE), Library of Second Temple Studies 2 (London:
T. & T. Clark, 2008), 208.

18. For surveys and literature, see Glen H. Stassen and David P. Gushee, Kingdom Ethics: Following
Jesus in Contemporary Context (Downers Grove, Illinois: IVP Academic, 2003), 422–25; John
Goldingay, Old TestamentTheology: Israel’s Life 3 (Downer’s Grove: InverVarsity, 2009), 479–85,
493–501.

19. Dorothy Day, ‘Letter’, The Catholic Worker, 1960, 1.
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1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

Dorothy Day was writing on behalf of a Catholic charity, whose property

had been subject to compulsory purchase by the city. Because of a delay in

paying out the proceeds of the sale, the city paid them some interest. The

charity’s trustees felt morally obliged to return the interest, based on the Chris-

tian church’s historic opposition to usury, opposition that was based on the

Pentateuchal prohibitions.20

As another example, much larger in scale and with international structural

effect, the Jubilee 2000 Debt Campaign was successful in its political campaign

to persuade Western governments to forgive large amounts of developing-

world debt—a theologically-motivated campaign.21 Jubilee 2000 took scrip-

tural texts which addressed ancient Near Eastern debts between individuals,

and developed a principle (rich lenders should forgive the capital owed by

poor debtors) and made a novel application to modern financial loans between

sovereign states.

Many economic theologians, however, have more in common with Dorothy

Day than with Jubilee 2000, and attempt to draw a more direct line from bib-

lical law to ideal modern economic practice. For example, Paul Mills believes

that the laws proscribing interest mean that modern Western societies should

20. The charity and the city eventually agreed that the sum of interest would be donated to a public
radio station.

21. Michael John Adrian Long, ‘Theological reflection on international debt: a critique of the
Jubilee 2000 debt cancellation campaign’ (PhD diss., Birmingham: University of Birmingham,
2010).
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1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

abandon interest-bearing debt.22 Along similar lines, Timothy Gorringe in-

cludes in his passionate, theologically-motivated call for the reform of modern

social economics this claim:

The redemption of money will involve—as Deuteronomy, the medi-

eval theologians, and Luther all insisted—the abolition of usury…

[Charging interest] harms life.23

Gorringe, like Mills, is confident that his interpretation and appropriation

of the Pentateuchal debts laws provide definitive normative value to modern

society. Unfortunately for both Gorringe and Mills, there is no consensus

about the economic rules which ought to apply, even among others who (like

them) believe that the Christian scriptures are a source of normative social

ethics. One interpreter sees in Deut 15 support for a broadly socialist system,24

while another appeals to precisely the same text in support for a broadly cap-

italist system.25 There are examples of more judicious approaches,26 but the

22. Paul Mills, ‘The Ban on Interest: Dead Letter or Radical Solution’, Cambridge Papers 1.4 (1993);
Mills, After Capitalism: Rethinking Economic Relationships (Cambridge: Jubilee Centre, 2012),
114–26.

23. Timothy Gorringe, Capital and the Kingdom: Theological Ethics and Economic Order (Maryknoll,
NY; London: Orbis; SPCK, 1994), 167; see also Justo L. González, Faith and Wealth: A History
of Early Christian Ideas on the Origin, Significance, and Use of Money (San Francisco; London:
Harper & Row, 1990), 226.

24. Andrew Bradstock, ‘Profits Without Honour? Economics, Theology and the Current Global
Recession’, IJPT 4.2 (2010): 135–57.

25. Andrew Schein, ‘The Vision of Deuteronomy 15 With Regard to Poverty, Socialism, and Capital-
ism’, JMM 9.2 (2006).

26. For examples of more cautious scholarly work which attempt to connect the Pentateuchal

12



1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

diversity of interpretive outcomes suggests that the interpretive method is

more determinative of outcome than the texts themselves.27

Very few of these authors interact in any depth with the discipline of biblical

studies. As a result, Edward Norman’s criticism of popular use of scriptural

material in public theology still rings true:

…the vocabulary used is not merely a contemporary rendition of

biblical meaning, as those who employ it like to suppose; in reality,

… Their enthusiasm is such that they are unhesitatingly convinced

of the inherent Christianity of any moral ideal which seems calcu-

lated to improve the lot of men.28

In fact, there is a deeper challenge, because when the ancient setting of the

texts is given serious consideration, it is not obvious that there is a straightfor-

ward, hermeneutically defensible pathway from those ancient texts to modern

debt laws with contemporary practice, see Jeffries M Hamilton, Social Justice and Deuteronomy:
The Case of Deuteronomy 15, SBLDS (Atlanta, GA: Scholars Press, 1992); Andy Hartropp, What is
Economic Justice? Biblical and Secular Perspectives, Paternoster Theological Monographs (Milton
Keynes: Paternoster, 2007). Donald Hay argues that non-ideal (i.e. non-utopian) social reforms
are a legitimate devout appropriation of the biblical laws (Economics Today: A Christian Critique
[Leicester: Apollos, 1989], 62–3).

27. See as examples Jacques Ellul,Money and Power (Eugene, OR: Wipf; Stock, 1984); Clive Beed and
Clara Beed, Alternatives to Economics: Christian Socio-Economic Perspectives (Lanham, Maryland:
University Press of America, 2006); Stephen Green, Good Value: Reflections onMoney, Morality
and an UncertainWorld (London: Allen Lane, 2009); Hay, Economics Today; Richard A Horsley,
Covenant Economics: A Biblical Vision of Justice for All (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John
Knox, 2009); Jeremy Kidwell and Sean Doherty, eds., Theology and Economics: A Christian Vision
of the Common Good (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015); Christopher J. H. Wright, Old
Testament Ethics for the People of God (Nottingham: IVP, 2004).

28. Edward R. Norman, Christianity and the World Order, Reith Lectures 1978 (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1979), 74.
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1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

economic action that can command a consensus among those who regard the

texts as scripture. John Barton makes an important point when he states that

many interpreters, especially those reading scriptural texts with an ‘avowedly

theological agenda,’ in doing so ‘detach the text wholly from its ancient moor-

ings.’29 This is because if the texts are considered at their moorings, so to speak,

they are less productive for the theological agendas at play. Similarly, although

from the viewpoint of economics, Andrew Henley suggests that ‘it is not appro-

priate to attempt to derive a set of rules or principles for economic life from

the foundation of Old Testament economic law, as some recent attempts by

economists try to achieve.’30

The theological agendas and interpretive practices in play can themselves

be problematic. Economic theology is not immune to the tendency which

Hubert Ratheiser observes more broadly for the guild to ‘exhibit strong religion-

historical leanings,’ and especially for confessional Christian scholarship ‘to

assign to ancient Jewish biblical ethics the status of a provisional stage for the

superior ethics of the Christian New Testament.’31

29. John Barton, Understanding Old Testament Ethics: Approaches and Explorations (Louisville, KY;
London: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 63.

30. Andrew Henley, ‘Economics and Virtue Ethics: Reflections From a Christian Perspective’, in
Theology and Economics: A Christian Vision of the Common Good, ed. Jeremy Kidwell and Sean
Doherty (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 109–28.

31. Gershom Manfred Hubert Ratheiser, Mitzvoth Ethics and the Jewish Bible: The End of Old Testa-
mentTheology, LHBOTS 460 (New York; London: T&T Clark, 2007), 103, 105.

14



1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

1.2.2Modernworks on economics in ancient Israel

Alongside the challenges mentioned in the previous section, in my view there

are also significant issues in the way in which studies of economic issues in

ancient Israel have often been approached. In some instances, the analytical

tools chosen by the author predict the analytical results, in ways which perhaps

suggest that the outcomes are more dependent on the analytical framework

than on the particularities of the subject being analysed.

As one example, take Moshe Elat’s book which broke new ground in present-

ing a systematic reconstruction of the Israelite economy.32 One challenge with

his approach is the degree to which it privileges the scriptural texts (for ex-

ample, in relation to copper mining33), and develops analysis on the basis

that they represent the historical situation in pre-exilic Israel and Judah. For

example, Roger Nam rightly critiques Elat on this point:

This was most evident in his understanding of late tenth century

trade between Solomon and surrounding polities, in which Elat

draws freely form [sic] the biblical narrative without much discus-

sion over the archaeological evidence.34

32. Moshe Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in the
Lands of the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.) (Yerushalayim: Mosad Biʼaliḳ, 1977).

33. Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in the Lands of
the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.), 184.

34. Roger S. Nam, Portrayals of Economic Exchange in the Book of Kings, BIS 112 (Leiden: Brill, 2012),
22.
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Now, Nam is not entirely fair — Elat does engage closely with the archae-

ological evidence for the vast majority of the book, and indeed even in the

chapter Nam is referring to. For example, he refers to the Tel Qasile ostracon

in chapter 10.35 Elat’s work (which sadly suffers in attention for never having

been translated from Hebrew) is still worthy of a much wider audience. In

particular, I have found the structure of the book helpful, with priority given

to non-Israelite documentary texts, and the recognition of the significance

of the Imperial actions from Assyria on the economic setting in Israel and

Judah. The first nine chapters display none of the problems Nam mentions.

And Elat himself in his discussion of gold, points out about the biblical de-

scription of Solomon’s wealth that ‘ המזוגןושלהז׳םנמא ’ (‘True, it is exaggerated

language…’).36 Later, in his discussion of the scale of the Israelite army, he

notes in reference to 2 Kings 13.7, ‘ םימיהתואיצמתאתונמאנבםירסומהלאםירפסמםא

.תעדלןיא׳םהה ’ (‘Whether these numbers faithfully convey the reality of those

days is not known.’) and goes on to discuss the biblical evidence in relation

to the Assyrian documentary evidence.37 Elat also displays a more general

awareness of some of the issues around using biblical sources for historical

evidence:

35. Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in the Lands of
the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.), 194–5.

36. Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in the Lands of
the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.), 196.

37. Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in the Lands of
the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.), 212.
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תועפותלוםיעוריאלןווגמרוקמאוה,ובםיעקושמםינושתורפס־יגוסרשא,ארקמה

,תיארקמהתורפסהלשהיפואללגבםלואו….הנודנההפוקתבםינושםייח־ימוחתמ

ןוטלשרואיתבוויהולאבלארשיםעלשדחוימהרשקהתגצהבהניינערקיעש

דחיילהברמארקמהןיא,תישונאהותימואלההירוטסיההךלהמבלארשייהולא

38.םיילכלכםיניינעלערובידהתא

But Nam’s larger point remains, which is that especially in chapter 10 (on

Israel and Judah), Elat does primarily take the scriptural texts at face value in

their economic treatment, and even more strangely (provocatively?) he almost

continuously refers to the monarchies of David and Solomon as uncontentious

matters of history. This treatment of scriptural texts as straightforwardly

describing the historical settings they present a portrayal of is problematic,

especially if the scriptural corpus as a whole is regarded as a coherent and of a

similar evidential type as (for example) Assyrian documentary texts.

As another example, when Roland Boer appeals to Vladimir Lenin’s view

that the ‘state is the product of class conflict’ as ‘uncontroversial,’39 it is not

entirely obvious that the argument which he develops from this point is closely

connected to ancient Near Eastern evidence. Indeed, Boer cautions against ap-

38.‘The Bible, which is composed of different types of literature, is a diverse source of events
and phenomena from different areas of life in the period under discussion… However, due to
the nature of the books of the Bible, which are mainly concerned with presenting the special
relationship of the people of Israel with their God and describing the rule of the God of Israel
during national and human history, the Bible does not often specifically address economic
matters.’ (Elat, Ḳishre Kalkalah Ben Artsot Ha-Miḳra Bi-Yeme Bayit Rishon (Economic Relations in

the Lands of the Bible C. 1000-539 B.C.), 12).

39. Roland Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, Library of Ancient Israel (Louisville, Ken-
tucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 134.
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peals to the ‘seductions’ of contemporaneous written sources,40 which it must

be admitted do not help his cause; Boer detects ‘the self-sufficient subsistence

of the village communes, which comprised the bulk of all socioeconomic life,’41

but proposes that the lack of any particular evidence for these communes and

their economic dominance is because class-specific control of writing meant

that they remained unattested.

Of course, Boer is quite correct that the material evidence we have access to is

indeed the product of elite groups (although he dislikes the term ‘elite’42), and

its survival for modern readers to access it is accidental. Boer is also quite right

to point out the flaw in assuming a modern neclassical economic theoretical

framework when analysing ancient cultures.

What I am unconvinced by is that we ought to replace one modern theory

(neoclassical economics) with another (Leninist-Marxist), or to replace the

challenge of interpreting biased material culture evidence with an unattested,

hypothetical at the economic centre of ancient Israel. In my view, at these

points Boer’s work risks displaying a particular kind of romanticism of the

pre-Imperial Israelite economy that mirrors the intent of neoclassical eco-

nomists, merely replacing their tools and conclusions with Marxist ones. This

is particularly evident in Boer’s conclusions, which argue for a return to an

40. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 126.

41. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 131.

42. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 132.
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1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

idealised, primitive economic society.43

In summary, the examples given above share a common feature: approaching

scriptural texts expecting to discover in them information which their gen-

esis and genre offer us little reason to expect from them. The tools of critical

analysis can help to tease apart the historical from other aspects of scriptural

texts, but even then they suffer from a similar problem of asking a question

of a text that the text itself was neither created nor expected to answer for

most of its life. The problem is one of expectation, not something inherently

problematic to the texts. Different readers come to these texts expecting them

to fit a modern economic framework of one kind or another, often in order

to justify other modern uses of that framework by an appeal to a constructed

past that can never be identified with any real historical precision or clarity.

As Robert Carroll has pointed out, Jer 32 might simply be ‘reflecting a social

practice of land-purchasing,’44 rather than advocating for that practice.

The reason for these attempts is, of course, a recognition that for many

people, especially in the culturally Western world, our conception of society is

significantly influenced by ideas and values which trace their origins to the

religious ideas inspired by the scriptural texts of Judaism and Christianity.45

43. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 217–22.

44. Robert P. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’, in Second
Temple Studies: 1. Persian Period, ed. Philip R. Davies, JSOTSup 117 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 108–24.

45. See, for example, Joshua Berman, Created Equal: How the Bible Broke With Ancient Political
Thought (New York; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008); Tom Holland, Dominion: The
Making of theWesternMind (London: Little, Brown, 2019).
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As a consequence, despite the secular aspirations of many Western cultural

movements, there is still a tendency to seek justification for what we believe to

be ethical in the past, especially the sacralised past of ancient Israel.

1.2.3 Summary

A consequence of some of these methodological issues, or perhaps more accur-

ately an interwoven problem, is the degree to which a desire for the ancient

world to speak in a particular way on modern issues obscures some of the eco-

nomic realities of that ancient world. Polemical approaches to ancient history

are hardly confined to the field of biblical studies; for example, Marı́a Aubet

has this to say:

The idea of a market economy or ancient capitalism implies not only

supply and demand but also the pillaging of resources, accumula-

tion of capital, exploitation of one class by another and free trade,

and certain practices of production and consumption dictated by

the laws of supply and demand, behind which lie large-scale move-

ments and interests associated with the structural fluctuation of

prices.46

I am not convinced that many professional economists, no matter how pro-

gressive, would read this as a fair description of market economics, but similar

46. Marı́a Eugenia Aubet, Commerce and Colonization in the Ancient Near East (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2013), 369.

20



1.2 吀he problems of economic theology

methodological choices can also be found among scholars of the scriptural

texts. Roland Boer, for example, distinguishes between ‘credit’ as part of a

trust-based system which he sees as virtuous, and ‘debt’ which is ontologically

different and is a means of gaining power over labour.47 Although he criticises

Adam Smith, with some justification, for imagining historic villages rather

than using real data in his reconstruction of economic history,48 Boer is not

able to appeal to any data himself in making this distinction between credit

and debt, and in any case he is redefining terms with reflexive meanings in

conventional economics. Robust, scientifically-informed critiques of mod-

ern financial capital are available from economists49 and policy-makers,50 but

comprehension of such technical details is not always evident in theological

works.

In the thesis which follows, I attempt to avoid the problems I have observed

in a range of other works addressing economics and theology in the Hebrew

Bible. These problems include harmonisation at the expense of the individual

texts, attempts to romanticise ancient Israelite economic life, and attempts to

read theological rules from scriptural texts. I also aim to present a reading of

47. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 157–8.

48. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 12–15.

49. For example, Branko Milanovic, Capitalism, Alone: The Future of the SystemThat Rules the World
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Belknap, 2019).

50. For example, Mervyn King, The End of Alchemy: Money, Banking, and the Future of the Global
Economy (London: Norton, 2016); David G. Blanchflower, NotWorking: Where Have All the Good
Jobs Gone? (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2019).
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these texts which is informed by the discipline of economics.

1.3 Reading Jeremiah 32

Of course, one of the dominant scholarly questions around the Hebrew scrip-

tures has been the question of ‘authenticity,’ and determining which parts

of the text are to be ascribed to the historial prophet. In chapter 3 below on

writing, I argue that the stages of development of the chapter reflect in general

terms the growth of the Jeremiah as a whole — that Jer 32’s own textual and

literary development is a microcosm of the textual and literary development of

the Book of Jeremiah — and hence I cannot agree with Gordon Wenham when

he states that source criticism is ‘marginal to a study of narrative ethics.’51 In

other words, although the approach of this thesis is to consider the rhetorical

effect of the text, it is important to consider the results of critical approaches.

But having said this, at least some of the interest in uncovering the ‘authen-

tic’ prophet who could be discovered behind the text was perhaps, in historical

development, motivated by some unfortunate 19th century biases against ‘leg-

alistic’ Judaism:

Could it be that this six-point paradigm of the nineteenth century

gained credence in scholarship because of this dichotomy between

the figure of Jeremiah, ancestor of Jesus, versus Ezekiel, the much-

51. Gordon J. Wenham, Story as Torah: Reading the Old Testament Ethically, Old Testament Studies
(Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 2000), 7.
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denigrated ancestor of Second Temple institutional priesthood?

And, even though the biases that led to this distinction have long

been exposed, should we be continuing to assume these distinc-

tions between Jeremiah and Ezekiel and, more generally, between

prophets as visionaries and prophetic writers as authors?52

In Rom-Shiloni’s article, she argues that while the tools of literary and redac-

tion criticism are useful, the unexamined assumptions which have driven so

much of the distinction between the oral prophecy and the text of the prophetic

book continue to have an impact on Jeremian scholarship. I suggest that this

is also visible in the way the primary interest visible in many commentaries

is distinguishing between the origins of different parts of the text. This can

obscure the impact of the text of Jer 32 as a whole. As we will see later, it also

affects the way in which Jer 32 is read as subsequent to Jer 36 (in line with the

chronology of events), rather than prior to Jer 36 as it appears in all our textual

witnesses.

Of critical importance, too, is the way in which we interpret references to the

‘empty land’ (e.g. Jer 32.43). It is now widely recognised that the land was not

depopulated,53 but the texts referring to the empty land have often been read as

a matter of social ideology, supporting the claims of the Babylonian returnees

over those who were living in the land when returnees arrived. As Dalit Rom-

52. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, ‘From Prophetic Words to Prophetic Literature: Challenging Paradigms
That Control Our Academic Thought on Jeremiah and Ezekiel’, JBL 138.3 (2019): 565–86.

53. Robert P Carroll, ‘The Myth of the Empty Land’, Semeia 59 (1992): 79–93.
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Shiloni has argued, this kind of social conflict is observable in Ezra-Nehemiah,

but there is no claim there that the land is ‘empty’ — indeed, Ezra-Nehemiah’s

narrative is predicated on the fact that the land was not empty, and there was

conflict between the returnees and the ‘peoples of the land.’54

Instead, the concept is better understood as a theological construction, re-

lated to earlier traditions. Diana Edelman suggests that Mesopotamian city

laments (one of three Mesopotamian genres which have similar depictions

of an empty land) provide the closest parallels to the scriptural ‘empty land’

texts, and that Carroll may have overlooked the degree to which a ‘literary

template’55 was being following, in which its ‘primary function is to emphasize

Yahweh’s wrath and the total punishment of his disobedient people.’56 This

identification of a theological point would also be accurate if the motif draws

from the tradition, which Edelman also examines, of the Neo-Assyrian treaty

curses:57

These descriptions have a clear theological intention. They are cent-

ral components in the theological conception of the destruction as

54. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, ‘What is “Persian” in Late Sixth Century B.C.E. Prophetic Literature?’, in
On Dating Biblical Texts to the Persian Period, ed. Richard J. Bautch and Mark Lackowski, FAT 2.
Reihe 101 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 33–53 (35 including a survey of the literature).

55. Diana V. Edelman, ‘The “Empty Land” as a Motif in City Laments’, in Ancient and Modern
Scriptural Historiography = L’historiographie Biblique, Ancienne Et Moderne, ed. George J. Brooke
and Thomas Römer, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 207 (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 2007), 127–49.

56. Edelman, ‘The “Empty Land” as a Motif in City Laments’, 148.

57. Rom-Shiloni, ‘What is “Persian” in Late Sixth Century B.C.E. Prophetic Literature?’, 37.
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the divine action of an omnipotent God who fights against his own

people… It is, therefore, crucial to observe that this entire complex

of which the conception of the empty land is a part did not emerge

for the sake of any political-social-internal debate among Judeans

of the Second Temple Period. In its initial stage it was not used

to express a sociological perspective, just as (in response to Oded,

and to the historical-archaeological approaches) it was not a report

on the actual historical/physical situation of the land. Rather, the

empty land motif took shape as a component within the theological

conception of the destruction as a divine judgment.58

I agree with Rom-Shiloni that exilic ideologies and literature are most use-

fully understood ‘not to define the time frame, but as a locative terminology and

a social category: “exilic” (literature, and thus ideologies) designates a place of

and ideological framework for the writing, compiling, and editing of literary

compositions during the 6th century, and probably beyond. “Babylonian exilic

ideologies” is an overarching term denoting the entire spectrum of ideological

perceptions reflected in the literature written (and/or compiled) both by the

exiles in Babylon and by the repatriates in Achaemenid Yehud.’59

In other words, in this thesis, I make use of the results of critical readings

of the text of Jeremiah, but I wish to note the unfortunate presuppositions

behind some critical efforts, and hope that this thesis can offer a contribution

58. Rom-Shiloni, ‘What is “Persian” in Late Sixth Century B.C.E. Prophetic Literature?’, 38.

59. Rom-Shiloni, ‘What is “Persian” in Late Sixth Century B.C.E. Prophetic Literature?’, 39–40.
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to other ways to read this text (and others like it) without a negative value

judgement about the process of textual and literary development.

1.4 Favourable conditions

Finally, in terms of introductory matters, it is important to distinguish one

aspect of the approach in this thesis from similar approaches around writing

and Jeremiah 32. The thesis advanced here is that aspects of Jer 32, and the

Book of Jeremiah, create conditions which are favourable for the recognition

of the prophet as the authoriser and agent of both writing itself, and scribal

activity in expanding the text over time.60

This is to be distinguished from arguments that aspects of Jeremian prose

which engage with scribal activity ‘license’ such activity,61 or had a ‘curricular’

or ‘didactic’ ambition.62 It is not clear that such proposals are falsifiable or

testable, because they speak to the unstated intent of the producers of the

texts. The same is true in regard to this statement:

The purpose of Jer 32:6–15, then, is to highlight the central role

of the scribe in articulating prophecy, which in turn legitimizes

60. I owe this formulation to a suggestion by my supervisor, Hindy Najman, who in turn drew from
the title and argument of Stanley Cavell, ConditionsHandsome andUnhandsome: TheConstitution
of Emersonian Perfectionism (Chicago, Illinois: Chicago University Press, 1990).

61. Mark Leuchter, ‘The Pen of Scribes: Writing, Textuality, and the Book of Jeremiah’, in The Book
of Jeremiah: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Jack R. Lundbom, Craig A. Evans and
Bradford A. Anderson, VTSup 178 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 3–25.

62. Leuchter, ‘The Pen of Scribes’, 22.
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the scribal reworking of chs. 27–29 and 30–31 in the Supplement

itself.63

Even though I agree that the presentation of Baruch in Jer 32 is important

for the recognition of the validity of prophetic writing, I prefer not to use the

language of ‘purpose,’ and certainly do not see the inclusion of verses 6–15 as

being primarily in relation to Baruch’s role, especially as Baruch’s role in those

verses is not to ‘articulate’ a deed but to be its custodian.

This thesis advances the argument that in Jer 32, it is possible to observe

within the text conditions for the possibility of recognition of scribal activity,

without arguing that such recognition was intended. This is a more modest

argument, and also one which is more testable, because it can be measured

against the textual artefacts we have access to, rather than the inaccessible

intentions of long-dead scribes.

1.5 吀hesis outline

The remainder of the thesis is organised in four chapters. Chapter 2, Sources and

methods, briefly addresses some of the main primary and secondary sources,

and some significant methodological choices which affect the substantive ar-

gument of the thesis. Chapter 3, Writing: Jeremiah 32 as a microcosm of Jeremiah,

advances the central argument of the thesis, namely that the description of

63. Mark Leuchter, The Polemics of Exile in Jeremiah 26-45 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 65.
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Jeremiah’s writing of the deed of purchase functions rhetorically as an ana-

logue for the phenomenon of prophetic writing. Chapter 4, Materiality: the

rhetorical effect of economic details, strengthens the argument made in Chapter 3

by showing that other economic details in the text are coherent with economic

practices in ancient Israel and Mesopotamia, building a sense of narrative

realism. The final chapter concludes the thesis by summarising the argument

of the thesis, and reflects on opportunities to develop the thesis further in the

future.
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In this chapter, I discuss some of the major primary sources which I will draw

on in the subsequent chapters of the thesis, with particular attention to Jer

32. I then address some specific points of methodology where I have chosen to

locate my thesis within a particular framework, notably around writing and

money.

Beyond Jer 32, a number of scriptural texts related to the lands and peoples

of ancient Israel and Judah refer to changes of ownership or control of land.

While the categorisations are anachronistic, these can broadly be characterised

as purchase, conquest, or grant.

In this section, I first address the Book of Jeremiah as a whole, and then some

other texts which are particularly significant for my thesis: the cuneiform law

collections and remission edicts from the Akkadian corpus; the Pentateuchal

law collections, Ruth, and Jer 34 from the Hebrew Bible; and a brief example

in relation to inscriptions from the Levant. Later in the thesis, I will allude to

other texts as the need arises. In a later section of this chapter I address the

specific issue of cross-language transfer.

I am not drawing a sharp distinction between biblical and non-biblical texts,
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1.5 吀hesis outline

recognising the fluidity of writing, rewriting, and generative discourse around

texts which were eventually recognised as canonical.1 These texts cover a range

of dates in the first millennium bce, particularly around and following the

Assyrian conquest of the northern Israelite region.

A huge corpus of comparative literature exists, particularly in the cuneiform

discoveries, which stretches across an even longer period of time. Rather than

attempt to survey and summarise that corpus and the associated secondary

literature, I will generally refer to comparative examples where relevant. There

are degrees of proximity in these comparisons, such as language (Ugaritic), or

topic (e.g. references to the Judean exile in Babylonian literature) that are of

special interest.

The texts I consider in this section, the wider set of primary texts of compar-

ative interest, and other archaeological work, all have an important heuristic

function for my examination of Jeremiah 32. They help to identify those ele-

ments of the text of Jeremiah which appear to be typical aspects of economic

life in relation to land, and which aspects appear to be distinctive to Jeremiah

32. This heuristic function can only be approximate and tentative, given the

fragmentary nature of the evidence, but in my judgement is preferable to

simply assuming that every aspect of Jeremiah 32 is intended to prescribe a

normative model of economic ethics in relation to land transactions.

1. Hindy Najman, ‘The Vitality of Scripture Within and Beyond the “Canon”’, JSJ 43.4-5 (2012):
497–518.
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2.1 An illustrative example

2.1 An illustrative example

Before turning to those texts and methodological issues, I will refer to a mixed-

language text which illustrates a number of points which I will return to in

this chapter in more depth, and does so in a single tablet:

12 kor of dates that are owed to Aḫı̄qam, son of Rapā-Yāma, he

has given to Iššûa, son of Nabû-ēṭir, for a ḫarrānu business ven-

ture, valued at one-half mina of silver. In Simānu, Iššûa will repay

to Aḫı̄qam that one-half mina of silver of the ḫarrānu business

venture’s capital. Of whatever he makes with these kor, they will

have an equal share in the surplus. … Judahtown, the 10th day of

Kislı̄mu…2

Firstly, the location mentioned in the text is significant. uru ia-a-ḫu-du

(āl Yāḫūdu, Judahtown3 or City of Judah4) is an evocative name for a town

which from its name must have been formed largely of Judeans, presumably

exiles (although there is nothing specific in the documents referring to the

experience of exile). Nevertheless, the text arises from a community which

had its origins in the events which were of central significance in the narrative

2. Laurie E. Pearce, Documents of Judean Exiles and West Semites in Babylonia in the Collection of
David Sofer, CUSAS 28 (Bethesda, Maryland: CDL Press, 2014), 162.

3. Pearce, Documents of Judean Exiles andWest Semites in Babylonia in the Collection of David Sofer,
162.

4. Mordechai Cogan, Bound for Exile: Israelites and Judeans Under Imperial Yoke: Documents From
Assyria and Babylonia (Jerusalem: Carta, 2013), 140.
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of the Book of Jeremiah, and in a sense is (like the Book of Jeremiah) a text

which reflects the interests of the people who experienced those events.

Secondly, the Judean origins of the town’s population find additional support

in the numerous Hebrew personal names in documents from there. These

names can be identified in many instances by theophoric elements which are

of Canaanite origin or are specifically Yahwistic, or because they are attested

in texts from the Hebrew Bible or Hebrew inscriptions. That they are foreign

names is evident in part because of the variety of spelling — that is, Akkadian

names had standardised forms of spelling, and the Akkadian scribes appear

to have lacked standardised rules for these names, which suggests that they

were outside the corpus of known Akkadian personal names and hence by

implication foreign. In this example, Aḫiqam is attested in the Hebrew Bible.

Thirdly, this tablet itself includes evidence of cross-language competency.

The edge of the tablet has an alphabetic ink epigraph of six characters, of which

the first three characters read רטש (‘document,’ a loan word from Akkadian

šaṭāru). The remaining three characters are uncertain but might be a personal

name or an archival mark. In either case, given that Aḫiqam is an attested name

in biblical Hebrew, and Iššûa might well correspond to Hebrew עשי (‘save’), the

combination of a Hebrew personal name and alphabetic script suggests at least

some continuation of Hebrew language competency in the town, including

competency in written alphabetic script in addition to cuneiform tablets.

This is particularly relevant when we consider the possible mechanisms

for knowledge transfer between Babylonian economic practices and the ex-

ilic community, and textual transfer between Akkadian and Hebrew sources.
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Without delving into the compositional and redactional history of the Book of

Jeremiah, documentary evidence of cross-linguistic competency in writing is

highly relevant to the potential for the Book of Jeremiah to reflect influence

from the Babylonian economy and Akkadian texts.

Fourthly, the tablet records an risk-sharing business venture between three

parties, a mode of economic practice which is certainly not prominent in scrip-

tural texts which address economic matters. One partner, Aḫiqam, provided

the financial capital, in this case a half mina of silver. A second partner, Iššûa,

is expected to ‘make’ something with the capital, and Aḫiqam will receive half

of whatever surplus Iššûa manages to make from the venture. These ḫarrānu

ventures are widely attested, as are many of the standard prices. From high

value of the dates as measured by the silver price — ‘more than twice the

standard ideal conversion price of one shekel to one kor,’5 despite the start of

the contract being at the point of the date harvest— and the calendar months

mentioned for the repayments of capital and a share of the surplus, Iššûa was

presumably going to lend the dates out, and receive barley in return. Because

Iššûa had to pay Aḫiqam in silver, he would also have had to sell the barley for

silver

Fifthly, there is a relatively sophisticated use of silver as a measure of value

and means of exchange. The start of the contract specifies an advance of

dates, at a particular valuation in silver. The end of the contract specifies

5. Pearce, Documents of Judean Exiles andWest Semites in Babylonia in the Collection of David Sofer,
163.
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repayment in silver, rather than dates (which would have been challenging)

or barley (which would have been easy immediately after the harvest). The

high valuation of the dates at the start builds in a baseline profit for Aḫiqam

of perhaps 100%, plus a 50% share of whatever additional surplus Iššûa was

able to generate. Hence, silver in this contract functions both as a measure of

value, and as a means of exchange. Aḫiqam’s preference for receiving silver

at the end of the contract is interesting, as it is suggestive of a preference for

holding capital in silver rather than in goods.

Sixthly, the tablet attests to a number of features of daily life that are of

interest in this thesis. Enlil-iqı̄ša is identifed as a scribe, which is consistent

with the existence of a professional class of scribes. Both Enlil-iqı̄ša and Nabû-

qatarı̄ have theophoric elements to their names, which is a common feature

across ancient Near Eastern semitic names and is one facet of a world in which

‘religion’ (if such an anachronistic term can be used at all) was not a separable

aspect of human life, but an indivisible part of life. Later, I will note the

importance of temples as part of the institutional life of ancient Near Eastern

civilisations and economies. The date is identified by the regnal year of Darius,

which hints at the importance of the state, and the monarchic state at that,

in daily life. In other words, this apparently mundane text, which in no way

appears to have been an attempt to describe daily life, nevertheless is nicely

informative on certain aspects of daily life. It is not comprehensive, but it has

the immense virtue of being contemporaneous to some of the events from

a time relating to the composition of the book of Jeremiah, and hence has

hermeneutical value for the exegesis of the text of the scriptural book.
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And last, but by no means least for this thesis, the document is of course a

written text. It illustrates the strong connection in material culture evidence,

at least, between writing and economic activity. The evident value placed on

recording economic activities and obligations in writing, with witnesses and in

forms which resisted modification (in this case, a clay tablet), point towards a

social interest in writing as part of everyday life. This does not, of course, imply

any widespread literacy, and a formulaic economic text such as this one is quite

different from a literary text such as the Book of Jeremiah. But it does suggest

that writing, particularly economic writing, had points of connection with

everyday life for a much wider group than scribal elites, or functionaries of the

cult or state. Only a few people could read, and no doubt contact with literary

texts was much rarer than contact with economic documents, but awareness

of writing — especially economic writings — and some of its benefits was

more widespread.

2.2 Jeremiah

In this section, I survey some general matters in relation to the Book of Jeremiah

as a primary source. I will address the specifics of Jer 32 later in the thesis.

2.2.1吀he text of Jeremiah

The text of Jeremiah offers a notable examples of textual diversity in the

Hebrew scriptures. In fact, it might be more precise to refer to the texts or books
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of Jeremiah, rather than the text or book. The mt and lxx versions of Jeremiah

differ substantially, and the discovery of the Qumran scrolls demonstrated

that these versions represent two Hebrew recensions from antiquity (rather

than a single Hebrew recension and an idiosyncratic translation into Greek).

As Tov puts it:

With the discovery of 4QJerb and 4QJerd… [It] seems very likely

that [lxx Jeremiah] was translated from a Hebrew text that was

very close to these two Qumran texts.6

In Tov’s model, text-critical questions are then to be viewed in relation to

multiple ‘pristine’ texts of the Book of Jeremiah, rather than a single text.7

Jeremiah 32 is itself an examplar of some of the characteristic differences

between the two ancient recensions which are attested in the mt and lxx

versions, and in the Qumran scrolls. Andrew Shead has argued that Jer 32

is an example of the complexity of the relative priority of the two versions,

and that in some instances the mt reflects an earlier stage of the text.8 An

example can be found in Jer 32.5, which Juha Pakkala shows is an lxx minus to

avoid a suggestion of a reversal of fate for Zedekiah, who is typically portrayed

relatively negatively in the lxx.9 Despite this in relation to Jer 32, it seems

6. Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 287.

7. Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible, 161–9.

8. Andrew G. Shead, The Open Book and the Sealed Book: Jeremiah 32 and Its Hebrew and Greek
Recensions, JSOTSup 347 (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002).

9. Juha Pakkala, God’s Word Omitted: Omissions in the Transmission of the Hebrew Bible, FRLANT 251
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likely that the lxx of Jeremiah typically represents an earlier text. An example

can be found in the story of Gedaliah’s murder, where comparison with 2 Kgs

25.25 shows development first in the text attested in Jer 48.1–3 lxx, and then

further in Jer 41.1–3 mt.10 In some instances I refer to details in the differences,

but this thesis does not rely for its argument on the differences between the

two versions.

In the remainder of this thesis and in order to avoid overly wordy, I will

use the term ‘Book of Jeremiah’ to refer to the literary work, without differ-

entiating between the two major versions, with the intention of keeping a

lexical connection with the term רפס , and where necessary will disambiguate

the term further. I trust that readers will recall this section and charitably

understand that I will not refer to the complex literary history of the Book of

Jeremiah unless it is pertinent. Where I need to refer to the historical person of

Jeremiah which the Book of Jeremiah purports to attest to, I will simply refer

to ‘the prophet Jeremiah,’ recognising that even his existence cannot be de-

termined with complete certainty. Again, I hope for a charitable reading which

recognises that I am aware of the historical difficulties such a term poses.

(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2013), 112–6.

10. Reinhard Müller, Juha Pakkala and R. B. ter Haar Romeny, Evidence of Editing: Growth and
Change of Texts in the Hebrew Bible, Resources for Biblical Study 75 (2014), 140.
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2.2.2Communities and ideologies

The text of the Book of Jeremiah in general, and Jer 32 in particular, engages

with the ideological concerns of different communities related to the events of

the Babylonian invasion and subsequent exile. Because these ideological con-

cerns are detectable in what we will shortly address in terms of the redactional

layers of the text, they are of considerable importance to the interpretation

of Jer 32. To use Marc Bloch’s distinction, some of the evidence of the text of

Jer 32 is not ‘intentional,’11 that is, by contrast to the narrative account which

was ‘consciously intended to inform’ readers of the text.12 In considering the

more accidental communications of Jer 32, it becomes possible to know ‘far

more of the past than the past itself had thought good to tell us.’13 Or to put it

another way, the composite text of Jer 32 can be a source for discovering the

‘particular reality’14 of those whose concerns the text reflects, and even if the

narration of the later parts of Jer 32 does not correspond to the historical reality

of Jeremiah’s life, it ‘may be of great importance in illuminating’ the world in

which the text was constructed.15 George Brooke makes a similar point about

the Qumran manuscripts: ’In reality, it has ever been so with most history

11. Marc Bloch, TheHistorian’s Craft (New York: Vintage, 1953), 60.

12. Bloch, TheHistorian’s Craft, 61.

13. Bloch, TheHistorian’s Craft, 64.

14. Amit Yairah, History and Ideology: Introduction to Historiography in the Hebrew Bible (Sheffield:
Sheffield Academic, 1999), 105.

15. Yairah, History and Ideology, 107.

38



2.2 Jeremiah

writing or uses of history — it has been undertaken to illuminate the author’s

present.16

2.2.3Dating

I will briefly address the question of dating, specifically of Jeremiah 32. The

terimus ad quem of Jeremiah 32 is its earliest surviving manuscript evidence,

namely the manuscripts from the Qumran. These manuscripts, however, are

widely believed to represent a state of textual development reached some time

earlier. Most commentators, even those who see parts of Jeremiah as directly

connected to the historical person of the prophet Jeremiah, understand the

Book of Jeremiah to have developed over a considerable period of time, and to

have involved the work of different scribes over that time.

A point of continued scholarly debate is around whether textual stability was

largely achieved in the Babylonian, Persian, or even Hellenistic period. Even if

this question can be resolved, there are numerous individual questions about

the dating of the earliest material in the Book of Jeremiah, and every stage of

textual development. I want to echo the caution expressed by William McKane,

when he urges epistemic humility about correlation between historical matters

and the text of the Book of Jeremiah, as a means of dating the text (or parts of

the text):

16. George V. Brooke, ‘Types of Historiography in the Qumran Scrolls’, in Ancient and Modern
Scriptural Historiography = L’historiographie Biblique, Ancienne Et Moderne, ed. George J. Brooke
and Thomas Römer, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 207 (Leuven:
Leuven University Press, 2007), 211–30.
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The assigning of pieces of text to particular, historical periods is

founded on decisions sufficiently subjective to make it inevitable

that they will be opposed reasonably by contrary judgements.17

Leaving aside for the moment the question of whether there is any ‘authen-

tic’ material (see below for more discussion of the issue of authenticity), I wish

to address two main points which are relevant to my thesis. The first is around

the ways in which the text developed. Both Dalit Rom-Shiloni and Konrad

Schmid have advanced strong arguments in favour of substantial, coherent

revisions of the material in the Book of Jeremiah, in contrast to the idea of

numerous independent changes. Rom-Shiloni sees these changes happening

during the Babylonian exile,18 while Schmid sees them occuring later, but the

critical point of agreement between the two is in viewing the formation of the

book as addressing the interests of the groups evident in the text: those who

remained in Judah, and the Babylonian exiles.19 Rom-Shiloni suggests ‘three

major strands of composition’: the first arising from the prophet’s activity

and presenting a Judaean perspective; the second with a ‘clear Babylonian

17. William McKane,ACritical andExegetical Commentary on Jeremiah: Introduction andCommentary
on Jeremiah I–XXV 1 (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1986), p. xci; see also Joseph Blenkinsopp, ‘The
Earliest Persian Period Prophetic Texts’, in On Dating Biblical Texts to the Persian Period, ed.
Richard J. Bautch and Mark Lackowski, FAT 2. Reihe 101 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 19–29
(pp. 24-5).

18. See Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity: Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People
Who Remained (6th-5th Centuries BCE), LHBOTS (New York; London: Bloomsbury/T & T Clark,
2013), 244–52, where she addresses examples typically viewed as Persian in origin.

19. For background and literature, see Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity, 1–29.
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exilic’ perspective; and the third ’revisions and adaptations of Jeremian proph-

ecies of consolation.20 In terms of of the interests addressed, this is a helpful

categorisation for the Book of Jeremiah in general, and Jer 32 in particular.

In terms of the earliest and latest periods of development for the attested

texts, I agree with Konrad Schmid that the earliest material in the book does

not predate the prophet Jeremiah,21 and with his straightforward observation

that there is a huge diversity of views ranging between those who attribute

much of Jeremiah to the prophet22 and, at the other end of the spectrum, to a

Hellenistic author.23 Schmid also makes a strong argument that in at least one

important case, a Hellenistic date can be demonstrated, namely Jer 33:14–26.24

The book as a whole, though, should not be dated to the Hellenistic period.25

In the case of Jer 32.37–44, the text portrays a hope which is predicated

on a return from exile, and the economic life of the post-exilic community.

20. Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity, 199–200.

21. Konrad Schmid, ‘How to Date the Book of Jeremiah: Combining and Modifying Linguistic- and
Profile-Based Approaches’, VT 68.3 (2018): 444–62.

22. Notably William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah,
Chapters 1–25, ed. Paul D. Hanson, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1986); Holladay,
Jeremiah 2: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, Chapters 26-52, ed. Paul D. Hanson,
Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989); more recently, John Goldingay, The Book of
Jeremiah, NICOT (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2021).

23. George Fischer, Jeremia 1-25, Herders Theologischer Kommentar Zum Alten Testament
(Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2005); Fischer, Jeremia 26-52, Herders Theologischer Kom-
mentar Zum Alten Testament (Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 2005).

24. Schmid, ‘How to Date the Book of Jeremiah’, 454.

25. Pamela Barmash, ‘Rival Methodologies for Dating Biblical Texts’, HebSt 61 (2020): 359–72.
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These verses, then, address the interests of the Persian period, not the earlier

Babylonian years.26 Another piece of data which is suggestive of the Persian

period is the Book of Jeremiah’s place in relation to other texts, observable by

virtue of relative textual dependency with other datable books.27

Hugh Williamson has suggested that because texts in Haggai and Zech 1–8

which can be securely dated to the initial stages of return do not display any

evidence of inter-group conflict,28 the idea of conflict ‘comes from a very much

later period,’29 which would support a Persian or even Hellenestic date. Against

this, David Carr has proposed some methodological heuristics for dating texts

within the Persian period:

This would suggest that Persian-period texts dating toward the

outset of the period would be less likely to feature an emphasis on

Pentateuchal traditions, particularly Priestly Pentateuchal tradi-

26. The strongest point against a Persian dating is that beyond those interests, there is nothing
which explicitly betrays a Persian setting. John Goldingay, arguing for a Babylonian dating,
has argued: ‘[The Book of Jeremiah] makes no reference to anything we know about in the
Persian period. It never refers to the Persians themselves or to the issues that surface in Ezra
7–Nehemiah 13… It also gives no concrete indication of links with the Greek period, such as
Greek words or historical references…’ Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah 19.

27. Georg Fischer, ‘Jeremiah’s Relations With the “Minor Prophets”’, in On Dating Biblical Texts
to the Persian Period, ed. Richard J. Bautch and Mark Lackowski, FAT 2. Reihe 101 (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 55–63 (p. 63); Fischer, Jeremiah Studies: From Text and Contexts toTheology,
FAT 139 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020), 27.

28. H. G. M. Williamson, ‘Welcome Home’, in TheHistorian and the Bible: Essays in Honour of Lester
L. Grabbe, ed. Philip R. Davies and Diana Vikander Edelman, LHBOTS 530 (New York: T&T
Clark International, 2010), 113–23.

29. Williamson, ‘Welcome Home’, 121.
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tions, less prone toward emphasis on Persian sponsorship (and per-

haps more likely to feature extravagant hope), and more likely to be

written in archaic Hebrew. By the end of the Persian period and be-

ginning of the Hellenistic period, our more datable Persian-period

texts manifest a more explicit emphasis on Persian sponsorship,

links to the combined Pentateuch with a trend toward emphasis

on Priestly traditions, and occasional breakdown of features of the

archaic Hebrew literary dialect, including more mixing of Aramaic

and other (esp. Persian) isoglosses.30

This would suggest a date (for Jer 32 at least) in the early Persian period,

rather than later, as there is no obvious reference to Persian sponsorship, for

example. Schmid’s argument about the dating of the layers of the text is more

closely tied to historical detail than Rom-Shiloni’s, and while my argument

does not rely on precise dating, I will give preference to Schmid’s dating.

This thesis offers one relatively minor contribution to the question of dating.

In the chapter below on materiality, I note that in a number of technical details

the picture Jer 32 paints of economic life is a plausible portrayal of pre-exilic

life, in a way which also has nice correspondences with Bablyonian economic

life. In particular, the portrayal of the use of money, and the closed and open

copies of the land transfer deed, both connect well to both pre-exilic Judah

and to Babylon, but (for example) offer no obvious connection to a Persian

30. David M. Carr, ‘Criteria and Periodization in Dating Biblical Texts to Parts of the Persian Period’,
in On Dating Biblical Texts to the Persian Period, ed. Richard J. Bautch and Mark Lackowski, FAT
2. Reihe 101 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 11–18.
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or Hellenestic world of coins. My argument below is that this is ‘realism’ —

I make no claim that it presents ‘historical reality’ — but at the margin this

might support a date, for the origins of the more technical economic details, in

the early Persian period or the Babylonian period, when historical memory

was more likely to be accurate.

2.2.4Authenticity and prophetic writing

A defining feature of the way in which an implied hierarchy when identifying

‘authentic’ and ‘additional’ layers of the text can obscure literary approaches to

Jer 32 can be seen in the way in which it is made subordinate to (for example)

Jer 36. In a statement by Mark Leuchter, both of these dynamics are visible:

Though Jer 32:6–44 appears earlier than Jer 36 in the book’s literary

sequence, it is unlikely that ancient literati read these materials in a

strictly linear manner (or only read it that way). Rather, the dispar-

ate units orchestrated into the book of Jeremiah carry a curricular

character, folding back onto each other in a cross-referential man-

ner. In this case, the finale of Jer 36 licenses the addition of oracles

such as that in Jer 32:26–44, which are then re-read with an aware-

ness of the scribal imprimatur they carry.31

Now there is no evidence cited for this ancient practice of non-linear read-

31. Mark Leuchter, ‘The Pen of Scribes: Writing, Textuality, and the Book of Jeremiah’, in The Book
of Jeremiah: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Jack R. Lundbom, Craig A. Evans and
Bradford A. Anderson, VTSup 178 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 3–25.
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ing, and while of course it is possible, it is not clear that this is the best way

to interpret the ordering of the book of Jeremiah. The fact that we as modern

readers are prone to re-reading the earlier parts of the Book of Jeremiah in the

light of Jer 36 suggests, I suppose, that ancient readers could plausibly have

done the same thing, but I wonder if this suggestion of non-linear reading owes

more to the undoubted truth that these oracles existed independently before

being gathered and ordered, than to a particular attested reading practice. I do

also wonder if the non-linearity of reading might, in fact, be more of a modern

propensity than an ancient one. On this point, Friedhelm Hartenstein (follow-

ing Ina Willi-Plein and Hermann-Josef Stipp), notes that the oral performance

of written prophecy is important in understanding the account in Jer 36:

In every instance when the scroll is read “in the hearing/the ears”

of the different audiences or in front of the king, the prophetic

word reaches its addressees through the act of communication.

Writing it on a medium is—like with the bulk of texts from ancient

(and even modern) times—a vehicle for the reen- actment of the

message at another place or in another time.32

The organisation and ordering of the Book of Jeremiah, then, was not acci-

dental. The undoubted fact that individual oracles existed prior to the produc-

tion of the written prophetic book ought not to provoke a modern reader to

32. Friedhelm Hartenstein, ‘Prophets, Princes, and Kings: Prophecy and Prophetic Books Accord-
ing to Jeremiah 36’, in Jeremiah’s Scriptures: Production, Reception, Interaction, andTransformation,
ed. Hindy Najman and Konrad Schmid, JSJSup 173 (Leiden: Brill, 2017), 70–91.
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reorder those oracles within the literary work of the Book of Jeremiah, without

at least also giving attention to the Book’s actual ordering.33 A work such as the

Book of Jeremiah is not merely a library of separate oracles, but was arranged

in an order which has an effect on the reader:

The effects of the entire reading process all contribute to the mean-

ing of the work: its surprises; the changes along the way; the pro-

cess of a gradual, zig-zag-like build-up of meanings, their rein-

forcement, development, revision and replacement; the relations

between expectations aroused at one stage of the text and actu-

ally made in subsequent stages; the process of retrospective re-

patterning and even the peculiar survival of meanings which were

first constructed and then rejected.34

Along similar lines, in part of a discussion of the ways in which chronological

framing shows editorial interests in Haggai and Zechariah, Jill Middlemas seeks

to identify aspects of the intent of editorial activity (rather than simply seeking

the ‘authentic’ prophet). These include, ‘to preserve a historical context (or

33.

1. See also Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literature, New
Directions in Aesthetics 3 (Oxford: Blackwell, 2006), where Kivy points out that all ancient
(fictional) literature was intended for oral performance, even if that ‘performance’ was
eventually commonly enacted as silent reading.

34. Menakhem Perry, ‘Literary Dynamics: How the Order of a Text Creates Its Meanings [With an
Analysis of Faulkner’s “a Rose for Emily”]’, PoT 1.1/2, Special Issue: Literature, Interpretation,
Communication (1979): 35–64+311.
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to provide one, given your viewpoint), … to give legitimacy to the prophet

and to lend authority to the tradition of the prophet (especially by the written

record),’ and others including attention to narrative time in the arrangement

of prophetic oracles.35

I prefer to understand the expansions in Jer 32 as part of a conscious strategy

of rewriting, one that is similar to those observable in Deuteronomy, and later

at Qumran, as Najman suggests:

It is rather, we may charitably assume, a pious effort to convey

what is taken to be the essence of earlier traditions, an essence that

the rewriters think is in danger of being missed.36

So within Jer 32, I suggest that the expansionary nature of the text is intended

to take an episode attributed to the prophet Jeremiah (the land purchase itself),

and show why that episode not only legitimates prophetic writing — but, by the

very nature of an expansionary text, for the text to be an examplar which shows

the potential of written prophecy to convey the true essence of a prophet’s

words for a new setting. The incident of the land purchase is ideal for this

purpose because it involves writing’s potential in the economic setting, and

hence offers the prospect of analogy for prophetic writing.

35. Jill Middlemas, ‘The Shape of Things to Come: Redaction and the Early Second Temple Period
Prophetic Tradition’, in Constructs of Prophecy in the Former and Latter Prophets and Other Texts,
ed. Lester L. Grabbe and Martti Nissinen, Ancient Near East Monographs 4 (Atlanta: Society
of Biblical Literature, 2011), 141–55 (pp. 148-9).

36. Hindy Najman, Seconding Sinai: The Development of Mosaic Discourse in Second Temple Judaism
(Leiden: Brill, 2003), 46.
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It is the modernist preconception that a rewritten text is intrinsically fraud-

ulent that provokes a sense of surprise when the expansions in a text are

observable. That surprise can, for a biblicist, be the kind of surprise that in-

duces a fear that a text might not be entirely ‘authentic,’ or for a member of

the scholarly guild, the delight of discovering a redactor’s ‘failure’ to conceal

the seams and discontinuities of an expanded text.

But as Najman states earlier,

…it was entirely possible to aspire, not to replace, but rather to

accompany traditions already regarded as authoritative, and thus

to provide those traditions with their proper interpretive context.37

If this was a recognised strategy for rewriting and for the attribution of

authority in ancient texts, as Najman has persuasively argued,38 then there

was no particular need to make the expansion of the text undetectable, because

no ‘fraud’ was being perpetrated.39 Instead, the expansion of the text could

be left as a visible process because there was no embarrassment involved

in creating such expanded texts, and ‘we may take a prospective approach,

studying the interpretive, religious and cultural developments that precede,

37. Najman, Seconding Sinai, 44.

38. Najman, Seconding Sinai, 13.

39. On this point and for literature, see John Barton, ‘What is a Book? Modern Exegesis and the
Literary Conventions of Ancient Israel’, in Intertextuality in Ugarit and Israel: Papers Read At the
Tenth JointMeeting of the Society for Old Testament Study andHet OudtestamentischWerkgezelschap
in Nederland En Belgie Oudtestamentische Studiën, ed. Johannes C. de Moor, Oudtestamentische
Studiën 40 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 1–14, 10.
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succeed and intervene in the formation of texts’.40

2.2.5Written prophecy in Jeremiah

In a number of points in the Book of Jeremiah, there are specific references to

the writing of prophecy.

רפֶסֵּ֣בַּב֙וּתכָּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֤הָילֶ֑עָיתִּרְבַּ֣דִּ־רשֶׁאֲירַ֖בָדְּ־לכָּ־תאֶאיהִ֔הַץרֶאָ֣הָ־לעַ֙יתִיאבֵהֵֽוְ

׃םיִֽוֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַוּהיָ֖מְרְיִאבָּ֥נִ־רשֶׁאֲהזֶּ֔הַ

I will bring upon that land all the words that I have uttered against

it, everything written in this book, which Jeremiah prophesied

against all the nations. (Jer 25.13)

This is the first instance in the Book of Jeremiah which refers to the written

prophetic work. (In the lxx it is fairly closely followed by Jer 28.60 lxx/51.60

mt.)

Already this statement implies multiple editions of the ‘book.’ The state-

ment is backwards looking to the book which contained Jeremiah’s prophecies

‘against all the nations,’ which of course cannot be precisely the same written

text as the one containing this new promise of doom.

The statement ascribes divine approval to the text of the book, by equating

‘all the words I have uttered against it’ to ‘everything written in this book.’

40. Hindy Najman, ‘Configuring the Text in Biblical Studies’, in ATeacher for All Generations: Essays
in Honor of James C. Vanderkam, ed. Eric F. Mason et al., JSJSup 153 (Leiden: Brill, 2011), 3–22.

49



2.2 Jeremiah

ֹכּ ךָילֶ֖אֵיתִּרְבַּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲםירִ֛בָדְּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֧ךָ֗לְ־בתָכְּרמֹ֑אלֵלאֵ֖רָשְׂיִיהֵ֥לֹאֱהוָ֛היְרמַ֧אָ־הֽ

׃רפֶסֵֽ־לאֶ

Thus says the Lord, the God of Israel: Write in a book all the words

that I have spoken to you. (Jer 30.2)

In this verse, Jeremiah himself is commanded to write down God’s words.

This is particularly fitting for Jer 30–33, in which the proclamation of hope can

(in narrative time) only find its full effect when read in the future by people to

whom the prophet Jeremiah cannot speak in person. Indeed, as Konrad Schmid

has pointed out, it is characteristic of Jer 30–33 for there to be no record of

any oral proclamation by the prophet: It also nicely prefaces the concern with

writing which we will find in Jer 32.

Jeremiah 36 is best understood in the context of concerns about memory,

reimagining and rewriting, the personal unavailability of the prophet, and the

risks of being absent when a written text is accessed.41

Unlike in Jer 32, where Jeremiah takes the initiative in writing, in Jer 36 the

prophet is instructed by God to write:

לאֵ֥רָשְׂיִ־לעַךָילֶ֛אֵיתִּרְבַּ֧דִּ־רשֶׁאֲםירִ֞בָדְּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֣הָילֶ֗אֵתָּ֣בְתַכָוְ֒רפֶסֵ־תלַּגִמְךָ֮לְ־חקַ

.Jer)׃הזֶּֽהַםוֹיּ֥הַדעַ֖וְוּהיָּ֔שִׁאֹיימֵ֣ימִךָ֙ילֶ֙אֵיתִּרְבַּ֤דִּםוֹיּ֞מִםיִ֑וֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַוְהדָ֖וּהיְ־לעַוְ

36:2)

41. Carolyn J. Sharp, ‘Jeremiah in the Land of Aporia: Reconfiguring Redaction Criticism as Witness
to Foreignness’, in Jeremiah (Dis)placed: New Directions in Writing/reading Jeremiah, ed. A. R.
Diamond and Louis Stulman, LHBOTS 529 (London: T & T Clark International, 2011), 40–1.
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Take a scroll and write on it all the words that I have spoken to you

against Israel and Judah and all the nations, from the day I spoke

to you, from the days of Josiah until today. (Jer. 36:2)

In a second contrast to Jer 32, the narrative in Jer 36 makes explicit that

Baruch the scribe is the one undertaking the writing, even though Jeremiah

the prophet was instructed to write:

רבֶּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲהוָ֛היְירֵ֧בְדִּ־לכָּתאֵ֣וּהיָ֗מְרְיִיפִּ֣מִךְוּר֜בָּבתֹּ֨כְיִּוַה֑יָּרִ נֵֽ־ןבֶּךְוּר֖בָּ־תאֶוּהיָ֔מְרְיִארָ֣קְיִּוַ

׃רפֶסֵֽ־תלַּגִמְ־לעַוילָ֖אֵ

Then Jeremiah called Baruch son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a

scroll at Jeremiah’s dictation all the words of the Lord that he had

spoken to him. (Jer 36.4)

Later, there is a similar reference to Baruch writing:

ר֙פֶסֵ֙־לעַהלֶּאֵ֤הָםירִ֨בָדְּהַ־תאֶוֹ֩בתְכָבְּה֑יָּרִ נֵֽ־ןבֶּֽךְוּר֖בָּ־לאֶאיבִ֔נָּהַוּה֣יָמְרְיִר֙בֶּדִּרשֶׁ֤אֲרבָ֗דָּהַ

ס׃רמֹֽאלֵהדָ֖וּהיְךְלֶמֶ֥וּה֛יָּשִׁאֹי־ןבֶּםיקִ֧ יָוֹהילִתיעִ֔בִרְהָֽה֙נָשָּׁבַּוּהיָ֔מְרְיִיפִּ֣מִ

The word that the prophet Jeremiah spoke to Baruch son of Neriah,

when he wrote these words in a scroll at the dictation of Jeremiah,

in the fourth year of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah: (Jer

45.1)
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This makes explicit the role of the scribe in mediating the spoken prophecy

in its journey to a written text. Baruch’s role is reduced to repeating the words

which come from ‘the mouth of Jeremiah’ (nrsv: ‘at the dictation of Jeremiah’).

Finally, there is another text in which Jeremiah’s agency is emphasised:

םירִ֣בָדְּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֚דחָ֑אֶרפֶסֵ֣־לאֶלבֶ֖בָּ־לאֶאוֹב֥תָּ־רשֶׁאֲהעָ֛רָהָ־לכָּתאֵ֧וּהיָ֗מְרְיִבתֹּ֣כְיִּוַ

׃לבֶֽבָּ־לאֶםיבִ֖תֻכְּהַהלֶּאֵ֔הָ

Jeremiah wrote in a scroll all the disasters that would come on

Babylon, all these words that are written concerning Babylon. (Jer

51.60)

Here, much as in Jer 32.10, Jeremiah himself is the one described as writing,

but in this case as a write of prophecy rather than a land deed.

2.2.6Letters in Jeremiah 29 and 51

In referring to letters, I first must note that there is no distinctive Hebrew term

used in Jeremiah for a letter. Reading רפס as ‘letter’ in a text is inferred from the

act of sending a written document from one place or person to another, or more

securely by its form corresponding with what we know of the letter genre,

which has distinctive terminology including חלש (‘to send’) and רמאל (‘saying’)

which originate in the letter genre and from there find their way into prophetic

literature.42

42. William M. Schniedewind,TheFinger of the Scribe: HowScribes Learned toWrite the Bible (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2019), pp. 104-116.
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The case of Jeremiah 29 is fairly straightforward, and presents an extended

episode regarding Jeremiah and the Babylonian exiles, and the act of commit-

ting prophetic speech to two letters. Note the narrative references to sending

between Jerusalem and Babylon.

םינִ֤הֲֹכּהַ־לאֶוְהלָ֗וֹגּהַינֵ֣קְזִרתֶיֶ֜־לאֶםִ֑לָשָׁוּרימִאיבִ֖נָּהַהיָ֥מְרְיִחלַ֛שָׁרשֶׁ֥אֲרפֶסֵּ֔הַירֵ֣בְדִּה֙לֶּאֵ֙וְ 1

תאצֵ֣ירֵ֣חֲאַ 2 ׃הלָבֶֽבָּםִ֖לַשָׁוּרימִרצַּ֛אנֶדְכַוּבֽנְהלָ֧גְהֶרשֶׁ֨אֲםעָ֔הָ־לכָּ־לאֶוְם֙יאִיבִנְּהַ־לאֶוְ

 ׃םִֽלָשָׁוּרימִרגֵּ֖סְמַּהַוְשׁרָ֥חָהֶוְםִ֛לַשָׁוּריוִהדָ֧וּהיְירֵ֨שָׂםיסִ֜ירִסָּהַוְהרָ֨יבִגְּהַוְךְלֶמֶּהַ֠־היָֽנְכָיְ

רצַּ֛אנֶדְכַוּבנְ־לאֶהדָ֗וּהיְ־ךְלֶמֶֽה֣יָּקִדְצִחלַ֜שָׁרשֶׁ֨אֲה֑יָּקִלְחִ־ןבֶּהיָ֖רְמַגְוּןפָ֔שָׁ־ןבֶהשָׂ֣עָלְאֶד֙יַבְּ 3

ס׃רמֹֽאלֵהלָבֶ֥בָּלבֶ֖בָּךְלֶמֶ֥

1 These are the words of the letter43 that the prophet Jeremiah sent

from Jerusalem to the remaining elders among the exiles, and to the

priests, the prophets, and all the people, whom Nebuchadnezzar

had taken into exile from Jerusalem to Babylon. 3 The letter was

sent by the hand of Elasah son of Shaphan and Gemariah son of

Hilkiah, whom King Zedekiah of Judah sent to Babylon to King

Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon. (Jer 29.1–3)

ֹכ25ּ׃רמֹֽאלֵרמַ֥אֹתּימִ֖לָחֱנֶּהַוּהיָ֥עְמַשְׁ־לאֶו24ְ לאֵ֖רָשְׂיִיהֵ֥לֹאֱתוֹא֛בָצְהוָ֧היְרמַ֞אָ־הֽ

ִ֔לַשָׁוּריבִּרשֶׁ֣אֲם֙עָהָ־לכָּ־לאֶםירִ֗פָסְהכָ֜מְשִׁבְתָּחְלַ֨שָׁה֩תָּאַרשֶׁ֣אֲןעַיַ֡רמֹ֑אלֵ היָ֤נְפַצְ־לאֶוְם

׃רמֹֽאלֵםינִ֖הֲֹכּהַ־לכָּלאֶ֥וְןהֵֹ֔כּהַה֙יָשֵׂעֲמַֽ־ןבֶ

43. LXX: ‘the book…which Jeremiah sent… as a letter…’ (Jer 36:1 LXX)
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24 To Shemaiah of Nehelam you shall say: 25 Thus says the Lord of

hosts, the God of Israel: In your own name you sent a letter to all

the people who are in Jerusalem, and to the priest Zephaniah son

of Maaseiah, and to all the priests, saying, (Jer. 29:24–25)

הוָ֔היְ־רבַדְּ֙יהִיְ וַֽ 30 פ׃איבִֽנָּהַוּהיָ֥מְרְיִינֵ֖זְאָבְּהזֶּ֑הַרפֶסֵּ֣הַ־תאֶןהֵֹ֖כּהַהיָ֥נְפַצְארָ֛קְיִּוַ 29

ֹכּרמֹ֔אלֵה֙לָוֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַחלַ֤שְׁ 31 ׃רמֹֽאלֵוּהיָ֖מְרְיִ־לאֶֽ ימִ֑לָחֱנֶּהַהיָ֖עְמַשְׁ־לאֶהוָ֔היְרמַ֣אָה֚

ֹל֙ינִאֲוַֽהיָ֗עְמַשְׁםכֶ֜לָאבָּ֨נִר֩שֶׁאֲןעַיַ֡ ׃רקֶשָֽׁ־לעַםכֶ֖תְאֶחטַ֥בְיַּוַויתִּ֔חְלַשְׁא֣

29 The priest Zephaniah read this letter in the hearing of the prophet

Jeremiah. 30 Then the word of the Lord came to Jeremiah: 31 Send

to all the exiles, saying, Thus says the Lord concerning Shemaiah

of Nehelam: Because Shemaiah has prophesied to you, though I

did not send him, and has led you to trust in a lie, (Jer. 29:29–31)

The chapter as a whole presents Jeremiah’s writing, along with the letter-

writing of Shemaiah (presented as being false prophetic speech in Jer 29.31).

William Schniedewind has argued that the references to letters being written

and conveying prophetic speech has a similar function to that which I have

argued for in relation to Jer 32:

Prophets like Jeremiah were clearly outside of the official bureau-

cracy, yet the Book of Jeremiah shows evidence of adapting the pro-

tocols of letter writing in its presentation of the “word of YHWH”

(e.g., Jer 29)…. The letter genre lent authority to the prophetic
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word. As pointed out above, there are two formal forms to a letter:

one from a superior to an inferior and one from an inferior/equal

to a superior/equal. The prophetic messenger formula naturally

followed the form of a letter from a superior to an inferior. … In the

Hebrew Bible, God is like a human king in his use of messengers,

and prophetic speech is essentially an adaptation of the royal letter

genre.44

If Schniedewind is correct, then narrative of Jeremiah 29 itself can function

to readers of the Book of Jeremiah as another analogy for prophetic writing,

with similarities to the way I am arguing that Jeremiah 32 functions.

The means by which Jeremiah 29 can function to create the conditions for

recognising the potential prophetic writing is different, though, because it

presents not a metaphor of prophetic writing (in the deed of purchase), but

a worked example of the transformation of oral prophecy to written word in

the widely-used example of letters — which themselves modified the role of

messengers from bearing oral messages, to carriers of written texts.

2.2.7Other references to writing in Jeremiah

The first reference in the Book of Jeremiah to a document is a metaphorical

reference to a תותירכרפס (‘decree of divorce’):

הָיתֶ֖תֻירִכְּרפֶסֵ֥־תאֶןתֵּ֛אֶוָהָיתִּ֕חְלַּשִׁלאֵ֔רָשְׂיִהבָ֣שֻׁמְה֙פָאֲנִֽרשֶׁ֤אֲת֙וֹדאֹ־לכָּ־לעַיכִּ֤ארֶאֵ֗וָ

44. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, p. 118.
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ֹלוְהָילֶ֑אֵ ֹבּהאָ֜רְ יָֽא֨ ׃איהִֽ־םגַּןזֶתִּ֥וַךְלֶתֵּ֖וַהּתָ֔וֹחאֲה֙דָוּהיְהדָ֤גֵֽ

She saw that for all the adulteries of that faithless one, Israel, I had

sent her away with a decree of divorce; yet her false sister Judah

did not fear, but she too went and played the whore. (Jer 3.8)

In Isa 50.1, the same term is used, and there the implication is that the cause

of Judah’s rejection is written in the decree.45

In both Isa 50.1 and Jer 3.8, a material document from non-religious life is

used to evoke the idea of a text which contains an explication of the events

which prophecy describes. The term הנקמהרפס occurs several times in Jer 32,

and has a similar sense of a material, everyday document which the reader is

apparently intended to recognise.

ֹתהכָ֤יאֵ רקֶשֶׁ֥טעֵ֖השָׂ֔עָרקֶשֶּׁ֣לַהנֵּ֣הִ֙ןכֵאָוּנתָּ֑אִהוָ֖היְתרַ֥וֹתוְוּנחְנַ֔אֲםימִ֣כָחֲוּ֙רמְאֽ

׃םירִֽפְסֹ

How can you say, “We are wise, and the law of the Lord is with us,”

when, in fact, the false pen of the scribes has made it into a lie? (Jer

8.8)

45. John Goldingay and David F. Payne, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 40-55, ICC
(London: T&T Clark, 2006) 2:200-1]. In Lundbom’s commentary on Jer 3.8, he reads Isa 50.1 as
Judah being sent away without a bill of divorce, but this seems like a strained reading (Jack R.
Lundbom, Jeremiah 1–20: A New TranslationWith Introduction and Commentary, AB [New York;
London: Doubleday, 1999], 307). As with Goldingay and Payne, I read Isa 50.1 as a reference to
a written reason for divorce, which then points to the written prophetic text as the source of
revelation for understanding Judah’s woes.
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This verse surfaces the possibility of a text which is ‘lying,’ even a religious

text associated with the scribal class.46 In fact, the association with two social

elite groups:47 the םימכח (‘wise’) and םירפס (‘scribes’) is striking, because the

failure of the people to בוש (‘turn back,’ Jer 8:4) is associated in Jer 8:8 most

prominently with the apparent corruption of הוהיתרות by the רקשטע (‘lying

pen’) of scribes.

This is a remarkable possibility to raise in a written text, at least if the

possibility of a lying scribe was a novel concept which might not have occurred

to a reader previously. One might imagine that the subject would be better not

mentioned at all!

But if the possibility of a false text was already potentially present in a

reader’s (or hearer’s) mind when encountering a Jeremian text, then a plausible

strategy might be to address the possibility directly. Or alternatively, and

perhaps more likely given the references to letters with competing truth claims

later in the book (Jer 29; see §2.2.6), the book of Jeremiah might have been

formed at a time when other texts already made claims, perhaps with the

backing of elite social groups, which stood in opposition to the messages of

Jeremian texts.

In Jer 8, the possibility of textual corruption is portrayed as a matter of

divine rebuke. Notably, when read alongside Jer 32, one promised penalty for

46. James Philip Hyatt, ‘Torah in the Book of Jeremiah’, JBL 60.4 (1941): 381–96.

47. Note also the mention in Jer 8:10 of the םיאבנ (‘prophets’) and םינהכ (‘priests’) as other elites,
who in the verse are accused of social injustice.
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the textual corruption is that Yhwh will give ‘their fields to conquerors’ (Jer

8.10) — precisely the fate which Jeremiah’s family avoids by their adherence to

הלאגהטפשמ (Jer 32.7,8).

׃םכֶֽיתֵוֹחבְּזְמִתוֹנ֖רְקַלְוּםבָּ֔לִחַוּל֣־לעַה֙שָׁוּרחֲרימִ֑שָׁןרֶפֹּ֣צִבְּלזֶ֖רְבַּטעֵ֥בְּהבָ֛וּתכְּהדָ֗וּהיְתאטַּ֣חַ

The sin of Judah is written with an iron pen; with a diamond point

it is engraved on the tablet of their hearts, and on the horns of their

altars, (Jer 17.1)

This striking reference to writing is both evocative in its imagery, and pre-

cise in its technical details. An iron stylus with an embedded hard stone

( רימשןרפצ )48 is highly appropriate for a heart that has become so hard that it

can be described as a tablet ( חול ).49

These technical terms are consistent with inscribed writing on hard mater-

ials such as metal,50 and their specificity is suggestive of a contrast with the

clay tablets common in Mesopotamia (although incised inscriptions were also

known there). These kinds of inscribed texts are known from pre-exilic Israel.

48. In Isaiah, רימש is a thorn-bush (Isa 5:6, 7:23–25), and while Lundbom suggests that the noun is
the same here with a meaning derived from the sharpness of thorns (Lundbom, Jeremiah 1–20,
776–7), it may instead be that the term here and in Ezek 3:9 and Zech 7:12 is distinct (HALOT
4:1562–3).

49. Hindy Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, in Past Renewals: In-
terpretative Authority, Renewed Revelation, and the Quest for Perfection in Jewish Antiquity (Leiden;
Boston: Brill, 2010), 3–38.

50. Andreé Lemaire, ‘Writing and Writing Materials’, TheAnchor Yale Bible Dictionary 6, ed. David
Noel Freedman et al. (1990): 999–1009.
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Examples include an inscribed ostracon,51 inscribed basins,52 and (if Yardeni

is correct on the dating)53 the Ketef Hinnom amulets.54 Interestingly, given the

reference to inscribing ‘the horns of their altars,’ are the inscribed Nimrud

ivories, likely ‘part of the plunder taken from Samaria when the city fell to

Shalmaneser V in 722 bce.’55

In this case, the ‘text’ being inscribed is the divine verdict on Judah’s beha-

viour, and is a positive portrayal of a truthful text (truthful within the thought

world of the text of Jer 17, at least). The technical details enhance the meta-

phor’s power, speaking of the kind of inscriptional writing that was known

in pre-exilic Israel. The technical details do not date Jer 17.1 to the pre-exilic

period, nor do they locate the verse’s origin in Israel, but they do indicate that

the language is intended to evoke that period and place by reference to details

that are coherent with the time and location.

׃ןוּלֽלָהטָ֥נָחַרֵ֖אֹכְוּץרֶאָ֔בָּרגֵ֣כְּה֙יֶהְתִֽהמָּלָ֤הרָ֑צָתעֵ֣בְּוֹע֖ישִׁוֹמֽלאֵ֔רָשְׂיִה֙וֵקְמִ

O hope of Israel, its savior in time of trouble, why should you be like

51. ‘Barley order’ (COS 4.17:81); Shmuel Aḥituv, Echoes From thePast: HebrewandCognate Inscriptions
From the Biblical Period (Jerusalem: Carta, 2008), 310–11.

52. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 313–4.

53. Ada Yardeni, ‘Remarks on the Priestly Blessing on Two Ancient Amulets From Jerusalem’, VT
41.2 (1991): 176–85.

54. ‘The Ketef Hinnom amulets’ (COS 2.83:221–22); Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 49–55.

55. ‘Inscribed Nimrud ivories’ (COS 2.88:224); Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 329–30.
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a stranger in the land, like a traveler turning aside for the night?

(Jer 14.8)

ֹכּ ֹלי֩כִּוימָ֑יָבְּחלַ֣צְיִ־אֹלרבֶגֶּ֖ירִ֔ירִעֲה֙זֶּהַשׁיאִ֤הָ־תאֶוּב֞תְכִּהוָ֗היְרמַ֣אָ׀ה֣ וֹע֗רְזַּמִחלַ֜צְיִא֨

׃הדָֽוּהיבִּדוֹע֖לשֵׁ֥מֹוּדוִ֔דָאסֵּ֣כִּ־לעַב֙שֵֹׁישׁיאִ֚

Thus says the Lord: Record this man as childless, a man who shall

not succeed in his days; for none of his offspring shall succeed in

sitting on the throne of David, and ruling again in Judah. (Jer 22.30)

ֹזיכִּ֣ יתִּתַ֤נָהוָ֔היְ־םאֻנְם֙הֵהָםימִ֤יָּהַירֵ֨חֲאַלאֵ֜רָשְׂיִתיבֵּ֨־תאֶתֹ֩רכְאֶרשֶׁ֣אֲתירִ֡בְּהַתא֣

׃םעָֽלְילִ֥־וּיהְיִֽהמָּהֵ֖וְםיהִ֔לֹאלֵֽם֙הֶלָיתִייִ֤הָוְהנָּבֶ֑תֲּכְאֶםבָּ֖לִ־לעַוְםבָּ֔רְקִבְּ֙יתִרָוֹתּֽ־תאֶ

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel

after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and

I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall

be my people. (Jer 31.33)

Immediately adjacent to Jer 32 is the promise at the end of Jer 31 that yhwh

will write his law on the hearts of the house of Israel. Here the agent of writing

is not the prophet. In fact if anything the concept is not entirely supportive of

prophetic writing, which is inherently a mediated communication from God

— mediated by the prophet, and then also by its written form.
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The language here connects with Exodus, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, Ezekiel,

and elsewhere in Jeremiah,56 including notably Jer 32.38–40.

2.2.8Relationships to scriptural texts

A particularly contested question is the relationship of the texts which make up

the Book of Jeremiah to the texts which make up the Books of the Pentateuch.

I will start by way of a comparison with another scriptural text that displays

points of connection with the Pentateuch, Nehemiah 9, which describes a

renewal of the people’s commitment to ‘the book of the law’ ( הרותרפס , Neh

9.3). At the end of the narrative, the renewed commitment is written down,

and in Neh 10.32 (31 et) includes commitments to avoid mercantile activity on

the Sabbath (c.f. Jer 17.19–27) and to observe sabbatical crop cessation and the

remission of debts (c.f. Lev 25; Deut 15).

As John Choi points out, while Neh 9 offers many points of comparison to

the Pentateuchal salvation history, ‘Upon closer inspection, however, there

are a number of subtle elements that suggest that while the author of Neh 9

may relate some of the same events as narrated in the Pentateuch, he does

not adhere to its narrativization of those events.’57 In the case of Neh 9.18,

which has a nearly exact verbal parallel in Exod 32.4, the variations could be

56. C.f. Exod 6:7; Lev 26:12; Deut 6:6, 11:18; Jer 11:4, 24:7, 30:22, 31:1; Ezek 11:20, 14:11, 36:28, 37:23. See
the note on Jer 7:23 in Lundbom, Jeremiah 1–20 482–3.

57. John H. Choi, Traditions At Odds: The Reception of the Pentateuch in Biblical and Second Temple
Period Literature, LHBOTS 518 (London: T&T Clark, 2010), 144.
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the result a theological revision in Neh 9.18,58 or theological revision in Exod

32.4.[Aaron,59 94; Choi2010, 145] The direction of dependence, if that is even a

useful term, is not possible to identify with certainty, although the degree of

verbal correspondence in this and other similar examples suggests that there

were texts involved. The most plausible conclusion is that while texts which

are antecedents of the scriptural texts we have access to existed long before

the earliest surviving manuscripts, a common early form of ‘interpretation’

was the reworking of earlier texts. As James Kugel puts it:

…with a few exceptions (Philo of Alexandria, some Dead Sea Scrolls

texts), [ancient intepreters] did not write commentaries as such,

mentioning a biblical verse and then offering their own interpret-

ation of it. Instead, they followed the practice of substitution: in

place of the element to be explained, X, the interpreter simply

substituted his explanation, Y.60

Because of the lack of fixity of the earliest texts, which in any case we have

no access to other than in their mediated form in the later manuscripts still

extant, it is methodologically unjustifiable, and arguably in many instances not

particularly interesting, to attempt to draw a simple direction of dependence

58. Michael A. Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford; New York: Clarendon;
Oxford University Press, 1985), 145.

59. David H. Aaron, Etched in Stone: The Emergence of the Decalogue (New York: T&T Clark Interna-
tional, 2006).

60. James L. Kugel, Traditions of the Bible: A Guide to the Bible as it Was At the Start of the Common Era
(Cambridge, Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1998), 23.

62



2.3 Cuneiform law collections

between, for example, D or P and Jeremiah. Again, the argument in this thesis

does not depend on this kind of precise identification. In fact, if the view of

scribal development argued for in this thesis is persuasive, it suggests a world

of scribal activity in which identifying precedence of one text over another

might be in many instances an intractable problem.

2.3 Cuneiform law collections

In the years since the famous discovery of Hammurabi’s law code, a number of

other cuneiform law collections have been discovered.61 The apparent lack of

citation of the law codes in court decisions led to debate about their function.62

For the purposes of this essay, it is sufficient to note that the law codes present

‘concretized experience in the form of individual but objectivized cases . . .

[from which to infer] underlying principles of law and justice.’63

As Samuel Jackson shows in his comparison of cuneiform law collections,

61. Martha Tobi Roth, Harry A. Hoffner and Piotr Michalowski, Law Collections FromMesopotamia
and AsiaMinor, WAW (Altanta, GA.: Scholars Press, 1997); law numbers and translations follow
Roth’s edition, unless otherwise stated. For lh, see also M. E. J. Richardson, Hammurabi’s Laws:
Text, Translation and Glossary (London: T&T Clark, 2004).

62. As a starting point, see F. R. Kraus, ‘Ein Zentrales Problem Des Altmesopotamischen Rechtes:
Was Ist Der Codex Hammurapi’, Genava 8 (1960): 283–96; and for a more recent survey of the
debate see Anne Fitzpatrick-McKinley, The Transformation of Torah From Scribal Advice to Law,
JSOTSup 287 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999).

63. Raymond Westbrook, ed., AHistory of Ancient Near Eastern Law, Handbuch Der Orientalistik.
Erste Abteilung, Nahe Und Der Mittlere Osten 1 (Boston: Brill, 2003), 21–22; see also J. N.
Postgate, EarlyMesopotamia: Society and Economy At the Dawn of History (London: Routledge,
1994), 289.
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there is evidence of closely related economic regulation across the various

collections, although textual dependence is less common than originality even

for laws dealing with the same theme. For example, we can observe across

several law codes the same interest rates for loans of grain (1/3) and silver

(20%),64 and the interest rate on a loan being tied to the commodity lent rather

than the commodity of repayment (which was fungible).65 But, ’dissimilarity

in the phrasing of these laws argues against substantial literary borrowing.”66

Jackson does identify one potential instance of literary borrowing, including

the use of some identical ideograms, between lx 1 and lh 111 (dealing with beer

loans), but:

The most striking feature when one compares the laws to do with

merchants, loans and trade across collections is the inordinate

focus on these topics within lh and ae as compared to other collec-

tions.67

When it comes to the related topics of distraint (lh 115–116, 144; le 22–24),

or the sale of persons (lh 117–119; no parallels), the differences are such that

Jackson concludes that ‘there is little here to suggest more than a common topic

64. LH t, LE 18a, and LX m–n.

65. LH u and LE 20–21.

66. Samuel A. Jackson, A Comparison of Ancient Near Eastern Law Collections Prior to the First Millen-
nium BC (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2008), 124.

67. Jackson, A Comparison of Ancient Near Eastern Law Collections Prior to the First Millennium BC,
124–5.
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within a similar society.’68 Textual dependency was not a primary factor in the

composition of a cuneiform law code, but the sharing of ideas and even texts

was part of the process of their composition.

Turning to the law codes, lh 117 makes explicit that the person has been

‘seized by debt,’ or as Richardson translates the phrase, ‘gripped in poverty.’69

le 19 and lh gap l70 establishes that produce loans become due ‘at the threshing

floor,’ suggesting that the lending envisaged is tied to the annual harvest cycle

and not to financial arrangements also attested around merchants and trade

agency. le 39 established a perpetual right of redemption for the impoverished

house seller.

By contrast, the law codes also demonstrate there were other financial ar-

rangements, some also called a ‘debt’ (eʾiltum),71 which were not subsistence

loans. lh 77+f (fragment cc; BL §U; MS S) establishes that silver given by

one person to another for a partnership (ana tappûtum) establishes a profit-

and loss-sharing arrangement.72 le 38 deals with a person in a partnership

(atḫı̂). lh 100–107 deal with the financial relationship between a merchant

68. Jackson, A Comparison of Ancient Near Eastern Law Collections Prior to the First Millennium BC,
125.

69. Richardson, Hammurabi’s Laws, 79.

70. Roth, Hoffner and Michalowski, Law Collections FromMesopotamia and Asia Minor, 96.

71. For example, in LH 40 ‘a nadı̄tu, a merchant, or any holder of a field with a special service
obligation’ can sell but the buyer must perform the obligation.

72. Richardson, Hammurabi’s Laws, 72.
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2.4 Cuneiform remission edicts

(tamkārum), and an agent who goes on trading journeys on behalf of the mer-

chant.

2.4 Cuneiform remission edicts

Another point of comparison are the cuneiform andurārum and mı̄šarum re-

mission edicts. The edict of Ammi-ṣaduqa73 established a remission of debts

and other obligations, as did the other royal edicts with similar provisions.74

In contrast to the law collections, we possess material evidence that the remis-

sion edicts were in fact put into effect.75 In this respect they are functionally

different from the law codes:

The codes are quite distinct from the ‘edicts’ of economic reform,

though: those are purely retrospective cancelling debts up to the

day of their promulgation. The ‘codes’ (to use the convenient if

sometimes misleading term) are prospective, laying down rules

for the future.76

73. ‘The edicts of Samsu-iluna and his successors’ (COS 2.134:362–64).

74. J. J. Finkelstein, ‘The Edict of Ammiṣaduqa: A New Text’, Revue d’Assyriologie et d’archéologie
orientale 63 (1969): 45–64; F. R. Kraus, Königliche Verfügungen in Altbabylonischer Zeit, Studia Et
Documenta Ad Iura Orientis Antiqui Pertinentia (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1984).

75. Dominique Charpin and Jane Marie Todd, Writing, Law, and Kingship in Old BabylonianMesopot-
amia (Chicago, IL; London: University of Chicago Press, 2010), pp. 83-96.

76. Postgate, Early Mesopotamia, 289.
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2.4 Cuneiform remission edicts

Remission edicts were referenced in other documents, including a court

decision about a dispute arising from an edict.77 Some contracts even included

exclusions prohibiting an edict from affecting the execution of the contract:

for example, a slave sale contract states that, “at a general release, she may not

be released.”78

Debt could take many forms, but the critical point to understand about debt

was that a distinction appears to have been made in many situations between

what we might call ‘commercial’ debt and ‘personal’ debt. These English terms

are imprecise and anachronistic, but the distinction is a real one and important

in understanding economic realities across much of the ancient Near East. It

can be observed in the various release edicts, and Peter Altmann’s comment is

helpful:

The edicts make a very important distinction between debts on

the one hand, and purchases and agreements meant for business

travel, partnerships, or as an advance on the other. A purchase or

something possibly meant for a commercial endeavour was not to

be remitted… while those in debt to a private lender or the palace

(or one of its agents) were to be given release.79

77. Hannes Olivier, ‘The Effectiveness of the Old Babylonian Mēšarum Decree’, JNWSL 12 (1984):
107–13.

78. ‘Receipt for purchase of a debt slave (AT 65)’ (COS 3.100:250–51).

79. Peter Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical Texts: Their Interactions With Economic Devel-
opments in the Persian Period and Earlier Biblical Traditions, FAT 109 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2016), p. 44.
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Michael Hudson makes a similar point,80 and goes on to point out an addi-

tional and important dimension of the release edicts:

To let agrarian debts mount up to the point where royal collectors

and other creditors foreclosed on subsistence lands on a large scale

would have disenfranchised the cultivators who manned the army,

dooming debt-ridden realms to defeat by outsiders in short order.81

Various forms of financial transaction were excluded from the remissions.

The key provision in regard to private debts is §4:82

Whoever has given barley or silver to an Akkadian or an Amorite

as an interest-bearing loan, or on the melqētum basis . . . and had a

document executed—because the king has invoked the misharum

for the land, his document is voided; he may not collect the barley

or the silver on the basis of his document.

§§20–21 also indicate that a person reduced to servitude or distrained in

relation to a debt would be freed.

By contrast, the advance of goods to a merchant or agent for a trading journey

is excluded from the remission (§8). Attempts to disguise a subsistence loan

80. Michael Hudson and Marc Van de Mieroop, Debt and Economic Renewal in the Ancient Near East
(Bethesda, Md.: CDL, 2002), 28–29.

81. Hudson and Van de Mieroop, Debt and Economic Renewal in the Ancient Near East, 30.

82. Section numbers are as in ‘The edicts of Samsu-iluna and his successors’, COS 2.
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2.4 Cuneiform remission edicts

by making it out to be a commercial transaction are expressly prohibited (§§6,

7, 10).

One aspect of the cuneiform remission edicts that needs to be kept in mind

is that the ultimate benificiary of the interest in justice and righteousness was

often the king, rather than the marginalised: ‘the impetus was often to help

the ruler by increasing his popularity and portraying him as being just and

honest.’83

We need to be cautious about imposing a modern interpretation on the

professed concern for social order in the release edicts: order mattered to many

ancient Near Eastern kings, at least in part, because order was necessary to

the exercise of political and military power. It was not necessarily comparable

to a modern conception of humanitarian concern. Moshe Weinfeld suggests

that Zedekiah’s emancipation proclamation in Jer 34 ought to be understood as

‘intended for creating “harmony” (a feeling of solidarity) among the citizens

in order to facilitate mobilization in the army.’84

83. Jacob Rosenberg and Avi Weiss, ‘Land Concentration, Efficiency, Slavery, and the Jubilee’, in
TheOxford Handbook of Judaism and Economics, ed. Aaron Levine (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2010), 74–87.

84. Moshe Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 152 note 1.
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2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

The three major law codes of the Pentateuch preserve various laws concerning

the regulation of economic matters,85 including ‘release of various kinds,’ and

the regulation and remission of debt and its close ancient relative, slavery.86

Slavery (or perhaps more precisely, a range of forms of servitude which could

include treatment as a chattel) was often a consequence of a failure to meet

other obligations including financial debts. Debt obligations often arose as

a consequence of economic pressure rather than an attempt to leverage a

profitable investment opportunity, and security offered for debt was often the

servitude of the debtor or a family member.

These Pentateuchal laws are often read as examplars of the legal diversity

evident across the Pentateuchal law codes, and can also be read as an idealisa-

tion of concepts found elsewhere in scriptural texts, including in Jer 32, and a

particular textual expression of those concepts.

85. A century ago, S. R. Driver argued that these scriptural laws prohibiting interest reflected the
‘comparatively undeveloped’ state of ancient Israelite society, although he did also perceive
that the laws primarily addressed the relief of poverty (A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on
Deuteronomy [Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1901], 267).

86. The relationship between debt and slavery varied by time and place. See R. Westbrook, ‘Slave
and Master in Ancient Near Eastern Law’, Chicago-Kent Law Review 70 (1995): 1631–76; Laura
Culbertson, ‘Slaves and Households in the Near East’, in Slaves and Households in the Near East,
ed. Laura Culbertson and Indrani Chatterjee, University of Chicago Oriental Institute seminars
7 (Chicago: Oriental Intstitute of the University of Chicago, 2011), 1–17; John Nicholas Reid,
‘Slavery in early Mesopotamia from late Uruk until the the fall of Babylon in the Longue Durée’
(PhD diss., Oxford: University of Oxford, 2014); Gregory Chirichigno, Debt-Slavery in Israel and
the Ancient Near East, JSOTSup 141 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993).
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2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

Covenant Code (CC) Holiness Code (H) Deuteronomic Code (D)

Exod 21.2–11 sabbatical

manumission and

limitations on servitude

Lev 25 laws of Jubilee

including

debt-remission,

manumission, and ban

on interest

Deut 15.1–18 sabbatical

debt remission and

manumission

Exod 22.20–26 [21-27 et]

ban on interest and

prompt return of

pledges

Deut 23.20–21 ban on

interest

Exod 23.10–11 sabbatical

agricultural ‘release’

Deut 24.6, 10–13

regulations for pledges

Regulations on economic matters

While the Pentateuchal law codes differ from the cuneiform law collections,

not least because the Pentateuchal codes are only extant within larger, com-

posite literary texts, there are also substantial parallels in form and even ter-

minological and legal details.

Michael Lefebvre, following Dale Patrick87 and Bernard Jackson,88 suggests

that the initial functions of the biblical law collections were similar to those of

87. Dale Patrick, Old Testament Law (SCM, 1986).

88. Bernard S. Jackson, ‘’Law’ and ‘Justice’ in the Bible’, JJS 49 (1998): 218–29.
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2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

the cuneiform law collections.89 Similarly, Anne Fitzpatrick-McKinley suggests

that the law collections owe their current form to the activities of scribes,

attributing the laws to ‘the king in order to portray him as wise and conforming

to the ideals of torah,’90 in a parallel to the monumental form of the cuneiform

codes. But, she argues, ‘The background to the rules laid down in the Book of

the Covenant is not the lawcourt but the wisdom-morality of Israel’s scribes.’91

There are differences between the biblical law codes and the cuneiform codes,

but these differences have more to do with the prospective function of biblical

law in an ideal society than the status of the biblical codes as law. Hence, even

if the function of biblical law collections was not as a simple rule-book for

judges in courts, the ‘substance of H is law’92—and the same is true of CC

and D. Biblical law ‘aims at teaching duties in advance,’93 rather than merely

addressing penalties for wrongdoing after an offence is committed, although

of course this latter purpose is still evident in the biblical law collections. Still,

the prospective function is significant and distinctive.

89. Michael LeFebvre, Collections, Codes, and Torah: The Re-Characterization of Israel’s Written Law
(New York; London: T & T Clark, 2006), p. 54.

90. Fitzpatrick-McKinley, TheTransformation of Torah From Scribal Advice to Law, p. 153.

91. Fitzpatrick-McKinley, TheTransformation of Torah From Scribal Advice to Law, p. 141.

92. Jan Joosten, People and Land in the Holiness Code: An Exegetical Study of the Ideational Framework
of the Law in Leviticus 17–26, Supplements to Vetus Testamentum 67 (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1996),
p. 27.

93. Moshe Greenberg, ‘Three Conceptions of the Torah in Hebrew Scriptures’, in Die Hebräische
Bibel Und Ihre Zweifache Nachgeschichte: Festschrift Für Rolf Rendtorff Zum 65. Geburtstag, ed.
Erhard Blum et al. (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1990), 365–78 (p. 372).
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2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

The literary relationship between the cuneiform law collections and edicts

on the one hand, and the biblical law collections on the other, is a matter of con-

siderable debate, over both methodological issues94 and particular instances

of potential textual borrowing.95

There is convincing evidence of at least some textual borrowing from the

cuneiform texts in the biblical law codes,96 although there is no consensus

about the degree of textual versus merely ideological borrowing from cunei-

form texts, and indeed the connections between the biblical law codes.97

94. There is evidence of cuneiform texts in Bronze Age Canaan, including legal decisions and letters
(Stephen J. Andrew, ‘Law, Economy, Academia, and Divination in Bronze Age Canaan: The
Value of the Cuneiform Tablets Discovered At Tel Hazor’, in Windows to the Ancient World of the
Hebrew Bible: Essays in Honor of Samuel Greengus, ed. Bill T. Arnold et al. [Winona Lake, Indiana:
Eisenbrauns, 2014], 1–12). A parallel methodological discussion about treaties is illuminating:
Bernard M. Levinson and Jeffrey Stackert, ‘Between the Covenant Code and Esarhaddon’s
Succession Treaty: Deuteronomy 13 and the Composition of Deuteronomy’, Journal of Ancient
Judaism 3 (2012): 123–40; Joshua Berman, ‘Historicism and Its Limits: A Response to Bernard
M. Levinson and Jeffrey Stackert’, Journal of Ancient Judaism 4 (2013): 297–309; Bernard M.
Levinson and Jeffrey Stackert, ‘The Limitations of “Resonance”: A Response to Joshua Berman
on Historical and Comparative Method’, Journal of Ancient Judaism 4 (2013): 310–33.

95. David P. Wright, ‘The Laws of Hammurabi as a Source for the Covenant Collection (Exodus
20:23–23:19)’, Maarav 10 (2003): 11–88; Bruce Wells, ‘The Covenant Code and Near Eastern
Legal Traditions: A Response to David P. Wright’, Maarav 13 (2006): 85–118; David P. Wright,
‘The Laws of Hammurabi and the Covenant Code: A Response to Bruce Wells’, Maarav 13
(2007): 211–60; Jeffrey Stackert, Rewriting the Torah: Literary Revision in Deuteronomy and the
Holiness Legislation (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2007); Jessica N. Whisenant, ‘Writing, literacy,
and textual transmission: the production of literary documents in Iron Age Judah and the
composition of the Hebrew Bible’ (PhD diss., Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 2008).

96. The ‘goring ox’ remains a classic example J. J. Finkelstein and Maria deJ Ellis, TheOxThat Gored
(Philadelphia: American Philosophical Society, 1981).

97. See, for example Sara Japhet, ‘The Relationship Between the Legal Corpora in the Pentateuch
in Light of Manumission Laws’, in Studies in Bible, ed. Sara Japhet, Scripta Hierosolymitana 31
(Jerusalem: Magnes Press, Hebrew University, 1986), 63–89; John H. Walton, Ancient Israelite
Literature in Its Cultural Context: A Survey of Parallels Between Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern
Texts (Grand Rapids: Regency Reference, 1989); David Carr, ‘Method in Determination of
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2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

It is sufficient simply to note that borrowing of ideas (and almost certainly

texts) from the cuneiform laws and edicts was part of the formation of the

biblical laws on debt, and hence it is methodologically appropriate to consider

the cuneiform evidence as one aspect of exegesis of biblical laws.

Finally, it is important to note that these economic laws do not address all

economic activity, but have a particular focus on the mitigation of poverty,

especially around subsistence debt. Take, for example, the ban on interest in

Exodus:

Exod 22.25 Exod 22.24

25 If you lend

money to my

people, to the

poor among you,

you shall not deal

with them as a

creditor; you

shall not exact

interest from

them.

הוֶ֣לְתַּ׀ףסֶכֶּ֣־םאִ

֙ינִעָהֶֽ־תאֶימִּ֗עַ־תאֶ

וֹל֖היֶ֥הְתִ־אֹלךְמָּ֔עִ

ֹלהשֶׁ֑נֹכְּ ןוּמ֥ישִׂתְ־אֽ

׃ךְשֶׁנֶֽוילָ֖עָ

24

Direction of Dependence: An Empirical Test of Criteria Applied to Exodus 34,11–26 and Its
Parallels’, inGottesVolkAmSinai: UntersuchungenZuEx 32–34UndDtn9–10, ed. Matthias Köckert
and Erhard Blum, Veröffentlichungen der Wissenschaftlichen Gesellschaft für Theologie 18
(Gütersloh: Gütersloher Verlaghaus, 2001), 107–41.
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Note the qualification regarding the debtors being ‘the poor ( ינע ) among

you’ (the surrounding verses alos focus on issues related to poverty). The term

ינע means ‘without (sufficient) property and therefore dependent on others…’98

ינעה־תא restricts the sense of ‘my people’ to those who happen to be depend-

ent.99 Someone not of ‘my people’ is likely a ‘traveling trader… This situation is

well documented in the ramified and far-flung trading operations carried on

in the Assyrian Empire, which were financed through private enterprise.’100

Klaus Issler offers this summary ethic for the laws on interest, based on a

carefully-argued lexical study of the various texts: ‘Do not charge interest on

basic subsistence loans to the poor and needy, but you may charge interest on

loans for other purposes, including for commerce.’101 While the laws display

diversity, this seems like a plausible summary of the common aspects of the

laws.

Similarly, when we turn to H, we find a repeated pattern of references to

poverty across the various Jubilee laws in Lev 25, such as:

98. HALOT 2:856.

99. Umberto Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus (Jerusalem: Magnes Press, Hebrew
University, 1967), p. 292; Brevard S. Childs, Exodus: A Commentary (London: SCM, 1974), p. 478;
William Henry Propp, Exodus 19-40: A New TranslationWith Introduction and Commentary (New
York; London: Doubleday, 2006), pp. 260-1.

100. Cassuto, A Commentary on the Book of Exodus, p. 266; See also Nahum M. Sarna, Exodus = תומש :
The Traditional Hebrew Text With the New JPS Translation (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication
Society, 1991), p. 139.

101. Klaus Issler, ‘Lending and Interest in the OT: Examining Three Interpretations to Explain the
Deuteronomy 23:19–20 Distinction in the Light of the Historical Usury Debate’, Journal of the
EvangelicalTheological Society 59.4 (2016): 761–89.

75



2.5 Pentateuchal law collections

Lev 25.35 Lev 25.35

35 If any of your kin

fall into difficulty

and become

dependent on

you…

הטָמָ֥וּךָיחִ֔אָךְוּמ֣יָ־יכִֽוְ

ךְמָּ֑עִוֹד֖יָ …

35

Lev 25.35

ךכמ/ךומ is a rare verb, but it is apparent from the way the term is used in

Lev 25 that here it means “become impoverished,”102 from its basic meaning of

“sink lower.”103 The other sections which treat debt or related issues are also

introduced by the casuistic formula, ךומי־יכו (verses 25 and 39; ךמו in verse 47).

In Lev 25.29–31, there is a contrast in the way houses in the city are treated.

Unlike in the other sections in Lev 25, there is no mention of the person ‘becom-

ing poor.’ The only restriction placed on the sale of city houses is a one-year

right of redemption, because selling such a house ‘is considered a business

102. See the extensive discussion of this chapter in Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23-27: ANewTranslation
With Introduction and Commentary, AB 3B (New York; London: Doubleday, 2001) pp. 2145-2271.
Also Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus (London: Hodder; Stoughton, 1979) pp. 317, 322;
Baruch A. Levine, Leviticus = ארקיו : The Traditional Hebrew Text With the New JPS Translation
(Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989) pp. 168-80.

103. HALOT 2:555.
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transaction.’104

So, in Lev 25, we see not only a focus on the poor in its lending laws, but

an explicit contrast between the protection of productive land which a poor

person relied upon for survival, and the relative economic freedom to trade

city houses which represented wealth.

Similarly, in Deut 15 we find that the law offers protection to a poor borrower:

Deut 15.11 Deut 15.11

11 Since there will

never cease to be

some in need on

the earth, I

therefore

command you,

‘Open your hand

to the poor and

needy neighbor

in your land.’

ןוֹי֖בְאֶלדַּ֥חְיֶ־אֹליכִּ֛

ןכֵּ֞־לעַץרֶ֑אָהָברֶקֶּ֣מִ

רמֹ֔אלֵךָ֙וְּצַמְיכִ֤נֹאָ

ךָ֜דְיָ־תאֶחתַּ֨פְתִּחַתֹפָּ֠

ךָ֛ יֶּנִעֲלַךָיחִ֧אָלְ

ס׃ךָצֶֽרְאַבְּךָ֖נְֹיבְאֶלְוּ

11

Deut 15.11

104. Milgrom, Leviticus 23-27 p. 2198. In 6th century Babylon ‘… [city] houses were a means of
storing wealth,’ often worth more than all other household assets together. Michael Jursa
and J. Hackl, Aspects of the Economic History of Babylonia in the First Millennium BC: Economic
Geography, EconomicMentalities, Agriculture, the Use of Money and the Problem of Economic Growth,
AOAT 377 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2010) pp. 169, 175.
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The repeated and varied terms used all emphasise the poverty and need

of the prospective borrower:105 ןויבא ‘needy, poor,’106 רוסחמ/רסח ‘to decrease,

lessen/lack’ (verse 8),107 and ינע ‘without sufficient property’ (as in Exod 22.24,

see above). No part of Deut 15 seems to anticipate a wealthy borrower, or

borrowing for profit instead of need.

In summary, the pentateuchal laws regarding debt, interest, and redemption

all share a common thread of mitigation of poverty, in some cases with other

motivating factors in addition to this. When we turn to the other scriptural

examples of redemption in Ruth and Jer 32, poverty (or at least, economic

insecurity) is central to the story of Ruth, but less obviously central in the Jer

32 redemption.

2.6 Inscriptions

While documentary texts from ancient Israel and Judah are rare, some do

illuminate the economic and textual issues, and in particular offer points of

connection between the later scriptural texts and material culture from the

period they describe. For example, in the Meṣad Ḥashavyahu ostracon,[The

105. Gerhard von Rad and Dorothea M. Barton, Deuteronomy: A Commentary (London: SCM, 1966),
p. 106; Jeffrey H. Tigay, The JPS Torah Commentary: Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: The Jewish
Publication Society, 1996), pp. 144-45.

106. HALOT 1:5.

107. HALOT 1:338; HALOT 2:571.
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Meṣad Ḥashavyahu (Yavneh Yam) Ostracon;108 See also Ahituv2008 pp. 156-164]

the writer relies on an expectation of pledge return that appears very similar

to the laws in Exod 22.25–26 [26–27 et] and Deut 24.12–13, but does not explicitly

appeal to either:109

רצקיו∙מסארצ 4 חב∙כדבע∙היה∙רצק 3 כדבע·הדבערבדתא 2 רשה•ינדאעמשי

ממיכמס 7 אורצקתאכדב[ע]לכרשאכת 6 בשינפל∙ממיכמסאולכיו 5 כדבע

ממיהזירצקתא 9 תלכרשאככדבעדגבתא∙חקיו∙י 8 בשנבוהיעשוה∙אביו

ונעי∙יחאשמשה 11 מחביתאמרצקה∙ילונעי∙יחאלכו 10 כדבעדגבתא∙חקל

[דגבתאב] 13 שהלרשל∙אלמאוידגב[תאבשינכלמש] 12 אמ∙יתקננ֯מא∙יל

[—] 15 [—]מהדתאלוכדב[עדגב]תאתב[שהוממ] 14 חר∙ולאנ[תתוכד]בע

1 May my lord, the official, hear 2 the report of his servant. Your

servant 3 is a harvester. Your servant was in Hasar 4 Asam and your

servant harvested and 5 finished. Now he had stored (the grain)

some days ago before stopping (or, before the Sabbath). 6 When

your servant had finished (the) harvest and had stored (the grain),

7 some days ago, then Hoshayahu, the son of Shobai, came 8 and

took your servant’s garment! When I had finished 9 my harvest

— this very day — he took your servant’s garment! 10 And all my

companions will testify for me, those who were harvesting with

108. ‘The Meṣad Ḥashavyahu (Yavneh Yam) Ostracon’ (COS 3.41:77–78).

109. K. A. D. Smelik, ‘The Literary Structure of the Yavneh-Yam Ostracon’, IEJ 42 (1992): 55–61 (61
n. 27).

79



2.6 Inscriptions

me in the heat of 11 the sun. My companions will testify for me.

Truly, I am innocent of any 12 gu[ilt. Come, let him return] my

garment. Surely the power belongs to the official to retur[n 13 the

garment of your] serva[nt. May you hav]e mer[cy] on him 14 [and

return the garment of your se]rvant and not remain silent (?)[…]

15 […]

This famous inscription makes it evident that labour under some kind of

system existed in pre-exilic Judah. The text is also interesting because of its

reference to a garment being taken in pledge of delivery of a certain amount

of work product (in this case, sufficient grain from a harvest). It attests to at

least some system of recourse available to the labourer — namely, the person

they are writing to. The sense of injustice is evident in what is written, and

the person making the complaint is most easily understood as being, as Aḥituv

suggests, ‘a tenant famer or corvée worker.’110

This is similar to instances where Mesopotamian legal practice conforms

to cuneiform law collections without explicit citation. The letter is also an

example of a written text addressing an economic matter. It is also evidence

that while literacy in ancient Israel was limited, and the ability to write likely

confined primarily to scribes, non-elites still had access to writing. The com-

plainant is undoubtedly not a wealthy person, but still had the ability to hire ‘a

trained scribe’111 and make use of a written text to further their cause. Know-

110. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 158.

111. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, p. 158.
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ledge and use of writing were not confined only to the literate.

The ostracon also attests, at a minimum, to a correspondence of ideas around

pledges and their return between social practice in pre-exilic Israel and the

pledge return law in Exodus and Deuteronomy. The aggrieved tone of the letter,

which is a cry to a superior (rather than to God as in Exod 22.26 [27 et]), gives

the impression that the author of the letter expects its recipient to share their

evident sense of injustice, and order the pledged cloak to be restored. Lester

Grabbe’s comment (in relation to Torah in Ezra-Nehemiah) seems pertinent:

‘…the law codes seem to a large extent to incorporate the general practice of

the society even if there may be an idealized element to them.’112

2.7 Ruth

Ruth is the other narrative account of a redemption in scriptural texts. The

text presents a redemption of land, which like Jer 32 involves an uncle. In fact,

the redemption in Ruth has more in common with Jeremiah’s redemption in

Jer 32 than to the laws of Lev 25. Note that the unnamed לאג (‘redeemer’ is

preferable to the nrsv‘s ’next-of-kin’) in Ruth 4.1 is expected to purchase the

field for their own use, as is made evident by his eventual refusal of his right:

ֹיּוַ ֹללאֵ֗גֹּהַרמֶא֣ יתִ֔לָּאֻגְּ־תאֶה֙תָּאַךָ֤לְ־לואָגְיתִ֑לָחֲנַ־תאֶתיחִ֖שְׁאַ־ןפֶּילִ֔־לוֹאגְלִל֙כַוּאא֤

׃לאֹֽגְלִלכַ֖וּא־אֹליכִּ֥

112. Lester M. Grabbe, Ezra-Nehemiah, OTR (London: Routledge, 1998), p. 148.
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At this, the redeemer said, “I cannot redeem it for myself without

damaging my own inheritance. Take my right of redemption your-

self, for I cannot redeem it.” (Ruth 4.6)

In Lev 25, the redeemer buys the land for its original owner. In Ruth 4, as in

Jer 32, the redeemer ends up with the land.113 If this is not obvious with the land

itself, the fact that Levirate marriage is combined with the land redemption,

with Ruth being bought just as much as the field, demonstrates the outcome

here. Ruth doesn’t become her own owner, so to speak, but becomes part of

Boaz’s household:

וֹת֔לָחֲנַ֣־לעַת֙מֵּהַ־םשֵׁםיקִ֤ הָלְהשָּׁ֗אִלְילִ֣יתִינִ֧קָןוֹל֜חְמַתשֶׁאֵ֨ה֩יָּבִאֲמֹּהַתוּר֣־תאֶםגַ֣וְ

׃םוֹיּֽהַםתֶּ֖אַםידִ֥עֵוֹמ֑וֹקמְרעַשַּׁ֣מִוּויחָ֖אֶםעִ֥מֵתמֵּ֛הַ־םשֵׁתרֵ֧כָּיִ־אֹלוְ

I have also acquired Ruth the Moabite, the wife of Mahlon, to be my

wife, to maintain the dead man’s name on his inheritance, in order

that the name of the dead may not be cut off from his kindred and

from the gate of his native place; today you are witnesses.” (Ruth

4.10)

113. William Tooman suggests instead than an unnamed and unmentioned character has already
bought the land in question (William A Tooman and Marian Kelsey, Re(reading) Ruth [Eugene,
OR: Cascade, 2022], 137–8). This seems rather implausible to me, not least because the evidence
Tooman’s cites is Jer 32, where he also has to refer to an unnamed and unmentioned additional
field owner, and Lev 25. Instead, it appears to me preferable to note that both Ruth 4 and Jer 32
have no concept of the tripartite purchase arrangement that Tooman proposes, and recognise
that there is no need to attempt to harmonise the two narrative accounts of land redemption
(Ruth 4 and Jer 32) with the legal presentation of land redemption (Lev 25).
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Note the purpose of the purchase (of both the land and Ruth) is to ensure

that the family Mahlon will have descendants (Levirate marriage) who will

inherit the land under Mahlon’s name. The text reflects interests in familial

inheritance and productive land use. I agree with Jean Louis Ska, when he

refers to the ‘acrobatic exercises’ performed by exegetes who wish to delineate

redemption from Levirate marriage in Ruth, and then align the two matters

with the legal material from the Pentateuch:

The difficulty arises only, in my view, because one tries to reconcile

the matter with the written texts of the laws in Deut 25 and Lev

25. The problem is much simpler when one admits that the book

of Ruth supposes a series of customs where the roles of levir and

redeemer are combined.114

In fact, it is possible that Ruth is to be read in contradistinction to the

pentateuchal laws, particularly around exclusivity of marriage.115 If so, Ruth

may display some of the same interests around exilic return and inclusion that

114. Jean Louis Ska, ‘The Tablet of the Heart and the Tablets of Stone: Orality and Jurisprudence
in Ancient Israel’, in Stones, Tablets, and Scrolls: Periods of the Formation of the Bible, ed. Peter
Dubovský and Federico Giuntoli, Archaeology and Bible 3 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020),
39–61.

115. Georg Braulik, ‘The Book of Ruth as Intra-Biblical Critique of the Deuteronomic Law’, Acta
Theologica 19 (1999): 1–20; see also Michael S Moore, ‘Ruth the Moabite and the Blessing of
Foreigners’,TheCatholic Biblical Quarterly 60.2 (1998): 203–17; Stephen Dempster, ‘A Wandering
Moabite: Ruth — a Book in Search of a Canonical Home’, in The Shape of the Writings, ed. Julius
Steinberg and Timothy J. Stone, Siphrut: Literature and theology of the Hebrew scriptures 16
(Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 87–118; David Starling, ‘Full and Empty Readers:
Ruth and the Hermeneutics of Virtue’, Biblical Interpretation 24 (2016): 17–26.
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scholars have identified in the redaction history of Jeremiah.116

2.8 Jeremiah 34

While Jeremiah 34 addresses emancipation, not land redemption or Jubilee,

it has a topical connection and also raises interesting issues around intertex-

tuality with the law codes. Considering first the relationship between the

andurārum and mı̄šarum edicts and Zedekiah’s emancipation edict in Jer 34,

Julius Lewy argued that the innovative aspect of the Pentateuchal laws was to

regularise release rather than depend on a king’s action.117 It is rather notice-

able that in Jer 34, Zedekiah’s emancipation is portrayed as being at the king’s

decree, rather than after a certain period of servitude (as in Deut 15), or on a

set national calendar (as in Lev 25).118

This is suggestive of two points which are worth bearing in mind when we

turn in due course to Jer 32. The first is that the intertextual connections

116. Ziony Zevit, ‘Dating Ruth: Legal, Linguistic and Historical Observations’, ZAW 117.4 (2006): 574–
600; Timothy J. Stone, ‘The Search for Order: The Compilational History of Ruth’, inTheShape of
the Writings, ed. Julius Steinberg and Timothy J. Stone, Siphrut: Literature and theology of the
Hebrew scriptures 16 (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2015), 175–86; Edward Allen Jones,
Reading Ruth in the Restoration Period: A Call for Inclusion, LHBOTS 604 (London: Bloomsbury
T&T Clark, 2016); Peter J Sabo, ‘Moabite Women, Transjordanian Women, and Incest and
Exogamy: The Gendered Dimensions of Boundaries in the Hebrew Bible’, JSOT 45.1 (2020):
93–110.

117. Julius Lewy, ‘The Biblical Institution of Derôr in the Light of Akkadian Documents’, Eretz-Israel
5 (1958): 21–31; see also Lester L. Grabbe, Leviticus, Old Testament Guides (Sheffield: JSOT, 1993),
96.

118. Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel, 153.
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between Jeremian texts and D or H are not trivial,119 and certainly not as

straightforward as one text citing another, with the ability to establish a linear

precedence in time between one text and the other.120 ‘We may say that there

is a genuine correspondence between Deut 15:12 and Jer 34:14, but the latter is

not a literal quotation of the former.’121

The second point is that the world the book of Jeremiah is portraying does

not necessarily correspond to ideals portrayed by the biblical law codes. In

both Deut 15 and Lev 25, slaves are routinely freed, regardless of the monarch’s

wishes. In Weinfeld’s words, the laws have ‘received a utopic coloring.’122

Similarly, as Raymond Westbrook points out in regard to Lev 25, release was

‘a practicable and practised institution… but which, being in the hands of

practical, secular monarchs, was but infrequently and irregularly performed,’

and the innovation of Lev 25 was to make it a regular, recurring event on a

predictable calendar.123 This precisely corresponds to the main narrative flow

of Jer 34, which assumes the practise but locates the problem in the fickle wills

119. See, for example, Dalit Rom-Shiloni, ‘“On the Day I Took Them Out of the Land of Egypt”: A
Non-Deuteronomic Phrase Within Jeremiah’s Conception of Covenant’, VT 65.4 (2015): 621–47.

120. Although see Joshua Berman, ‘The Legal Blend in Biblical Narrative (Joshua 20:1–9, Judges
6:25–31, 1 Samuel 15:2, 28:3–25, 2 Kings 4:1–7, Jeremiah 34:12–17, Nehemiah 5:1–12)’, JBL 134 (2015):
105.

121. Ska, ‘The Tablet of the Heart and the Tablets of Stone’, 60.

122. Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel, 156.

123. Raymond Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, JSOTSup 113 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991),
50–1.
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of the king and the elites.

In Jeremiah, though, there is arguably a narrative reflection of a realistic

world, in which a Judaean king does behave like other, non-ideal (from the

perspective of the law codes) ancient Near Eastern kings. The same observation

may help understand the differences between the ideals portrayed in Lev 25

around redemption of land and the somewhat different (but obviously related)

pattern of economic behaviour portrayed in Jer 32.

Finally, I briefly note the close connections which can be observed between

Jer 32 and 34, especially as outlined by comparing the wording of the two

texts.124 Stipp argues that Jer 32 reflects a rewriting of an older text, in order

to portray Zedekiah more negatively in its current setting, prefacing Jer 34

(which Stipp sees as a very old textual unit).125 There is no doubt that the

two chapters are closely connected, not least because they address the closely-

related economic matters of redemption of land and of people. The focus of this

thesis is on economic writing, rather than economic matters more generally,

and as writing is absent in Jer 34 I will not address the points of connection

subsequently.

124. Hermann-Josef Stipp, ‘Zedekiah in the Book of Jeremiah: On the Formation of a Biblical
Character’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 58.4 (1996): 627–48.

125. Stipp, ‘Zedekiah in the Book of Jeremiah’, 637–8; see, though, Mark Leuchter, The Polemics of
Exile in Jeremiah 26-45 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 221 note 107.
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2.9 Summary

The book of Jeremiah is part of a wider cultural and literary setting that displays

thematic and textual links between different primary sources. In the following

chapter, I will address a number of thematic issues which are important to my

thesis, including the issue of cross-language transfer.
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3 Setting the scene: writing, money, and

land

In the following sections, I address some methodological issues which are

important background to the arguments I develop later in the thesis. First

I address the phenomenon of writing, with attention to some of the issues

which are especially relevant to Jer 32, including different kinds of literacy,

and then address the issue of money as a central question of understanding

ancient Near Eastern economies.

3.1 Writing

Writing in the ancient world is a complex phenomenon to describe, and is a

central element of my thesis. Issues which affect my thesis include the different

kinds of literacy and their prevalence, the ability to write different kinds of

texts, and the social location and functions of writing and textuality, and the

particularities of both economic and religious writing. In addition, there are

particular challenges in considering the writing of Hebrew because of the

paucity of material evidence, especially by comparison with the much larger
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3.1 Writing

volume of cuneiform literature available.

The origins of alphabetic writing in the Levant should probably be traced

back to Egypt, and the regularisation of West Semitic alphabetic writing and

script might perhaps have occured in due course to ‘the formation of schools

in the royal courts of the emerging kingdoms.’1

As William Schniedewind proposes, reconstruction of Hebrew scribal activ-

ity requires a synthesis of the Hebrew inscriptions, Egyptian influence, and

cuneiform parallels:

The Hebrew inscriptions are like pieces of an incomplete puzzle.

Now, however, it seems that early alphabetic scribes were closely

related to their cuneiform forebearers. As a result, we can use

cuneiform parallels to reconstruct some of the missing pieces of

early Hebrew scribal curriculum. Using the educational DNA of

curriculum from scribes who were working in Canaan as the Egyp-

tian New Kingdom collapsed in the twelfth century BCE, we can

re-create the genetic code for the education of the early Israelite

scribes.2

There is little doubt that writing was a phenomenon connected with as-

1. Nadav Na’aman, ‘Egyptian Centres and the Distribution of the Alphabet in the Levant’, TA 47.1
(2020): 29–54; see also Christopher A. Rollston, ‘Scribal Education in Ancient Israel: The Old
Hebrew Epigraphic Evidence’, BASOR 344 (2006): 47–74; Israel Finkelstein and Benjamin Sass,
‘The West Semitic Alphabetic Inscriptions, Late Bronze II to Iron IIA: Archaeological Context,
Distribution and Chronology’, Hebrew Bible and Ancient Israel 2.2 (2013): 149–220.

2. William M. Schniedewind, How the Bible Became a Book: The Textualization of Ancient Israel
(Cambridge: University Press, 2004), 1.
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pects of social organisation and economic activity, and so I will briefly address

writing in the contexts of economic activity, religious texts, sealing, and wit-

nessing.

3.1.1 Literacy and the scribal class

Hebrew writing, like other forms of writing, arose in connection with the

cultures and times which preceded the formation of Israelite culture.

As Christopher Rollston points out, the ‘bibliography for the subject of lit-

eracy in antiquity (and modernity) is vast and varied.’3 For our purposes the

most likely distinctions around literacy are neatly observable in this ostracon

from Lachish:

יכשמא֯כ֯ד֯ב֯ע֯לינדאה֯ת֯ח֯לש 6 רשארפסלכדבע֯נ֯ז֯א֯ת֯א֯[אנ] 5 חקפה∙תעו…4

ר֯פס֯ארק֯ 9 התעדיאלי֯נד֯ארמאיכוכ 8 דבעלאכחלשזאמהו֯ד֯[כ]ד֯ב֯ע֯ 7 בל

מאילאאבירשארפסלכ 11 מגוחצנלרפסילארקלשי 10 אהסנמאהוהיח

המ֯ואמלכ 13 והנ֯נ֯תאד֯ו֯ע֯והתאיתארק 12 

4…And now, please open 5 the ear of your servant to (the meaning

of) the letter that 6 my lord sent to your servant yesterday. For

[your] 7 servant has been sick at heart ever since you sent (it) to

your servant, 8 that is, because my lord said, “You do not know

3. Christopher A. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic Evidence
From the Iron Age, Archaeology and Biblical Studies 11 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2010), 127.
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how— 9 call a scribe!” As YHWH lives, no one has ever tried 10 to

read to me a letter! And also, 11 any letter that did come to me, 12 if

I had read it, I could repeat it 13 to any detail! (Lachish 3)4

Rollston proposes three broad divisions of society in ancient Israel: the illiter-

ate (in which he includes those who possessed some trivial facility with writing

and reading, such as the ability to write their own name), the semi-literate who

had some facility to read and/or write, and the literate.5 The Lachish ostracon

refers to a professional scribe, while the author is not a scribe but purports to

be able to read, and we can infer the unlikelihood of other people being unable

to read from the citation of the letter which prompted this one. Letters were

common and important across the ancient Near East.6

The existence of formal education for scribes, often framed in terms of

scribal ‘schools,’ is not attested in inscriptions or texts from the Hebrew Bible.

Rollston argues convincingly, though, that formalised teaching can be inferred

from the letter morphology of the inscriptions. Letter shapes develop dia-

chronically, but are consistent for inscriptions from the same period. The most

plausible explanation for the synchronic consistency is formalised education.7

4. ‘Lachish ostraca’ (COS 3.42:78–81); see also Shmuel Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past: Hebrew and
Cognate Inscriptions From the Biblical Period (Jerusalem: Carta, 2008), 62–69.

5. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel, 127–8.

6. William M. Schniedewind,TheFinger of the Scribe: HowScribes Learned toWrite the Bible (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2019), 95–104.

7. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel, 97–103.
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Similarly, Schniedwind argues that the existence of practice letters in the

Kuntillet ʿAjrud inscriptions suggests formal scribal education in Israel.8

This ought to be carefully distinguished from the idea that there was a

broader system of education which could have produced wider literacy. In a

wide range of periods, including pre-exilic late monarchial Judah, and post-

exilic Persian and Hellenstic Judah, there was professional education for scribes,

but it is unlikely that this extended to any wider form of literacy.9

In the case of Jeremiah 32, we can consider literate scribes in particular,

especially if we reason on the basis that the description of Jeremiah himself

writing ( רפסבבתכאו , ‘I wrote the deed’ Jer 32.10; see later on this) is an ascription

of agency, rather than direct scribal activity by the prophet. Baruch appears

throughout the Book of Jeremiah with the title of scribe, as does (for example)

Gemariah (Jer 36.10). Hence it seems reasonable to read the Book of Jeremiah’s

descriptions of scribes as a distinct professional group as a realistic depiction

of pre-exilic life in Judah, as well as being coherent with the later realities of

the Babylonian, Persian, and indeed Hellenistic periods.

In particular, it is important to note Christine Scham’s conclusion from her

detailed study of second Temple-era scribes:

…the role of scribes from pre-exilic times and the general Near East-

ern tradition of influential and educated scribes at royal courts and

8. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 104–9.

9. Philip R. Davies, Scribes andSchools: TheCanonization of theHebrewScriptures, Library of Ancient
Israel (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 74–85.
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in the administration of empires continued in a non-monarchic

context.10

As she points out, this included some scribes who were engaged in the intel-

lectual life of the community, rather than simply as secretaries. This means

that it is plausible that there was basic continuity of scribal status before the

exile (the period portrayed by the narrative of Jeremiah) and after the exile (the

periods in which scribal activity on the Book of Jeremiah continued). Hence,

the portrayal of scribal activity in the Book of Jeremiah likely reflects both the

narrated world and the social setting behind the text.

3.1.2 Economic and administrative writing

Writing has a strong connection with economic matters in ancient Near East-

ern societies since its earliest recorded uses.11 This extends to the adoption of

alphabetic scripts, which as André Lemaire notes, is closely assocated with

Phoenician mercantile activity, ‘eastwards by land routes and westwards by

both land and sea.’12

One point which has not, to my knowledge, been widely noticed is that

an unusual aspect of the Judean inscribed weights is that they are inscribed.

10. Christine Schams, Jewish Scribes in the Second-Temple Period, JSOTSup 291 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1998),
312.

11. Hans Jörg Nissen, Archaic Bookkeeping: Early Writing and Techniques of the Economic Administra-
tion in the Ancient Near East (Chicago; London: University of Chicago Press, 1993).

12. Andreé Lemaire, ‘The Spread of Alphabetic Scripts (C. 1700–500 BCE)’, Diogenes 218 (2008):
45–58.
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In fact, Kletter describes this as ‘a unique phenomenon when compared to

other contemporary weight systems.’13 Inscribing the intended weight is one

form of economic writing, and while its distinctiveness in relation to the large

quantity of weights discovered in other archaeological contexts is certain, how

to interpret it is not obvious.

The inscriptions are not ‘official’ in character, in distinction to (for example)

lmlk stamps — they simply denote metrics for the weight in question. Precisely

because the inscription is metrological, it seems likely that there was some

utility in the inscription. Perhaps among the class of people who used the

weights there was knowledge of hieratic numerals, at least enough to make

the inscriptions useful in daily life (note that I am not claiming ‘literacy’ in

any general sense). Or perhaps the likely involvement of a scribal class in

making the inscriptions on the weights gave some official (state or cult) mark

of approval to the weights. What makes this difficult to judge is that none of

these rationales seems to plausibly be unique to Iron II Judah, and it would be

preferable to discover why this phenomenon was unique to Judah.

In any case, the wider point remains, which is that the evidence of the vari-

ous Hebrew inscriptions mirrors that of other ancient textual material, and

indicates that for ancient scribes, ‘most of the basic work involved adminis-

trative and economic texts of various types.’14 For the argument in this thesis,

13. Raz Kletter, Economic Keystones: TheWeight System of the Kingdom of Judah, JSOTSup 276 (Shef-
field: Sheffield Academic, 1998), 118.

14. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 20.
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the relative commonality of administrative and economic texts is significant,

because their widespread prevalance, as well as the comparative rarity of liter-

ary texts, means that for many people encountering a literary text — whether

as an actual reader, or a hearer of a text being read — they were likely to have

previously, and perhaps even frequently, encountered economic texts.

3.1.3 Religious writing

There are non-scriptural examples of prophetic, and more broadly, religious

writing. One particularly relevant example is the Deir ʿAlla inscription,15

which begins (according to Aḥituv’s transcription):

.אהןהלאהזחשארעברבםעלברפסהז

This is the Book of Balaam, son of Beor, a man, a seer of the gods

was he. (Combination 1, line 1)16

The text is not strictly speaking an inscription, as it is written in coloured ink

on plaster.17 The text is lacking examples of some of the distinctive messenger

15. ‘The Deir ʿAlla plaster inscriptions (the Book of Balaam, son of Beor)’ (COS 2.27:140–45).

16. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 435.

17. Aḥituv,EchoesFromthePast, 433 notes the similarity to Deut 27.2–3: ןדֵּרְיַּהַ־תאֶוּרבְעַתַּרשֶׁאֲםוֹיּבַּהיָהָו2ְ
ירֵבְדִּ־לכָּ־תאֶןהֶילֵעֲתָּבְתַכָו3ְ׃דישִּׂבַּםתָאֹתָּדְשַׂוְתוֹלֹדגְּםינִבָאֲךָלְתָמֹקֵהֲוַךְלָןתֵנֹךָיהֶלֹאֱהוָהיְ־רשֶׁאֲץרֶאָהָ־לאֶ
הוָהיְרבֶּדִּרשֶׁאֲכַּשׁבַדְוּבלָחָתבַזָץרֶאֶךָלְןתֵנֹךָיהֶלֹאֱהוָהיְ־רשֶׁאֲץרֶאָהָ־לאֶאֹבתָּרשֶׁאֲןעַמַלְךָרֶבְעָבְּתאֹזּהַהרָוֹתּהַ

׃ךְלָךָיתֶֹבאֲ־יהֵלֹאֱ (‘2 On the day that you cross over the Jordan into the land that the LORD your
God is giving you, you shall set up large stones and cover them with plaster. 3 You shall write
on them all the words of this law when you have crossed over, to enter the land that the LORD
your God is giving you, a land flowing with milk and honey, as the LORD, the God of your
ancestors, promised you.’).
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formulae of scriptural prophetic texts (‘thus says…,’ etc.), and referring to

Balaam as a seer rather than a prophet ( איבנ ). Neverthless, it is notable for

its presentation as a written record as an utterance of a prophetic person,

probably dated to around the 8th century bce.18 Later in the more broken

Combination 2, there is what appears to be another reference to prophetic

speech:

.ןשללעהמעלרבדרפסתעדל

From Egypt, Hallo classified four compositions as prophecy, although the use

of quotation marks in the section heading (“Prophecy”) is a signal of the ways

in which these Egyptian texts are not entirely similar to scriptural prophetic

texts.19 Some points of similarity are that they purport to recount the utter-

ances of a person, recorded in writing, and which address issues including

social justice. In two instances, they are explicitly related to the exercise of

justice by the king.20

William Schniedewind has argued, convincingly in my view, that there is

a strong connection between the practice of letter-writing and the develop-

18. Moawiyah M. Ibrahim and Gerrit van der Kooij, ‘Excavations At Tall Dayr ‘Alla; Seasons 1987
and 1994’, Annual of the Department of Antiquities Jordan XLI (1997): 95–114.

19. ‘The admonitions of an Egyptian sage: the admonitions of Ipuwer’ (COS 1.42:93–98); ‘The
eloquent peasant’ (COS 1.43:98–104); ‘The complaints of Khakheperrē-sonb’ (COS 1.44:104–6);
‘The prophecies of Neferti’ (COS 1.45:106–10).

20. ‘The admonitions of an Egyptian sage: the admonitions of Ipuwer’, COS 1; ‘The prophecies of
Neferti’, COS 1.
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ment of prophetic literature.21 This includes the messenger formula which is

so common in scriptural prophetic literature.22 The connection is, of course,

particularly strong in the Book of Jeremiah because of the specific example

given in Jeremiah 29. More specifically, the ‘letter genre lent authority to the

prophetic work,’ and ‘In the Hebrew Bible, God is like a human king in his use

of messengers, and prophetic speech is essentially an adaptation of the royal

letter genre.’23

When we come to Jeremiah, the critical point, as Philip Davies notes, is that

it purports to provide a message from yhwh himself. Referring to Jeremiah 36,

Davies points out that the story says nothing about why a scroll was written,

although it does contain important references to the fact that the scroll was

originally written only so that it could be read aloud by someone else — because

Jeremiah himself was indisposed.’24

Indeed, this is a vital point to note about prophetic writing and literary

works more generally. They were not consumed only by readers of texts, but

by the hearers to whom the readers read aloud. What is central to the story is

the presentation of authority, not so much in terms of the text arising from the

prophet Jeremiah, but instead that the process of textualisation is presented

as preserving a chain of dictation, from yhwh to the prophet Jeremiah, then

21. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 116–19.

22. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 117.

23. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 118.

24. Davies, Scribes and Schools, 119.
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from Jeremiah to Baruch, and from Baruch to the scroll:

…the contents of the scroll are entirely from the deity. They have

come by word of mouth to the prophet. They have equally come by

word of mouth from the prophet to the scribe: Ergo: these are the

words of God.25

This distinctive attribute of Jeremiah’s account of writing is important to

maintain, especially in regard to the rhetorical claims of Jer 36, when we come

later to examine Jer 32’s own depiction of prophetic writing.

3.1.4Sealing

A happy archaeological accident is that while no Hebrew papyrus survives

from before the exile, numerous stamp seal impressions (‘bullae’) have been

found, and these attest to a number of personal names identical to those found

in the Hebrew scriptures. Like much else in ancient Israel, seals designs display

influence from elsewhere in the ancient world, and while they might have had

unique aspects, it seems likely that sealing practices in Israel were derived

from foreign settings.

Seals are effective at providing evidence of tampering, but have no ability to

stop someone accessing a document. They are able to do this without recourse

to state or temple archives, because they are attached to the document itself

and are technically simple to use. Seals ‘were closely tied to the individual

25. Davies, Scribes and Schools, 120.
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and notions of identity. Their role in administrative systems developed only

later.’26 It is impossible to be sure that this is equally true in ancient Israel,

because while we have many seals and impressions, we lack any documentary

context for them, and while in some instances seals have obvious links to the

state there is no obvious diachronic development.

According to Yelena Rakic, the practice of sealing in the Akkadian period

(2334–2154 bce) expanded from sealing of closures (analogous to the Hebrew

stamp seal impressions) to also include directly sealing tablets.27 The use of

imagery on seals projected ‘the power of the dynasty and the position the

owner held within the administration of the kingdom.’28

Dominique Collon suggests that ‘the growing use of the alphabet instead of

cuneiform, on writing materials other than clay, led to the increasing use of the

stamp seal.’29 Some Hebrew stamp seals bear imagery, such as the Assyrian-

26. Kim Duistermaat, ‘Which Came First, the Bureaucrat or the Seal? Some Thoughts on the
Non-Administrative Origins of Seals in Neolithic Syria’, ed. Kim Duistermaat, Ilona Regulski
and Peter Verkinderen, Seals and sealing practices in the Near East: developments in admin-
istration and magic from prehistory to the Islamic period : Proceedings of an international
workshop at the Netherlands-Flemish Institute in Cairo on December 2-3, 2009 Orientalia
Lovaniensia Analecta zotero://select/items/119 (Leuven: Peeters, 2012), 1–16.

27. Yelena Z. Rakic, ‘Sealing Practices in the Akkadian Period’, in Seals and Sealing in the Ancient
World: Case Studies From the Near East, Egypt, the Aegean, and South Asia, ed. Sarah Scott et al.
(Cambridge: University Press, 2018), 81–94.

28. Rakic, ‘Sealing Practices in the Akkadian Period’, 94.

29. Dominique Collon, First Impressions: Cylinder Seals in the Ancient Near East (London: British
Museum, 2005), 77.
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influenced lion.30 Other Hebrew stamp seals have apparently ornamental

images such as buds,31 flowers,32 fish,33 or geometric patterns.34

Of methodological interest are a number of seal impressions which reflect

Egyptian influence. Some include images, including several with scarabs and

uraeus, which are Egyptian gods,35 along with Hebrew text (including, for ex-

ample, the theophoric pn ʾAdoniyahu). Others include Egyptian heiroglyphs36

or pseudo-hieroglyphs.37 Avigad traces these to borrowing from Phoenician

practice.38

Across a long period of time, Egyptian seals served ‘a fundamental role as

markers of individual and institutional authenticity in management and the

exchange of property and documentation,’ including sealing both documents

30. Nahman Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim: Ha-MeʼOT Ha-Sheminit - Ha-Shishit Li-Fsh.n =
West Semitic Seals : Eighth-Sixth Centuries BCE, Osef Muzeo̓n Reʼuven Ṿe-ʿidit Hekhṭ (Ḥefah:
Universiṭat Ḥefah, 2000), 30.

31. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 26, 50, 57.

32. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 35.

33. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 41.

34. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 54, 59, 90.

35. Nahman Avigad,HebrewBullae FromtheTimeof Jeremiah: Remnants of aBurntArchive (Jerusalem:
Israel Exploration Society, 1986), 110–11; Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 20, 41, 42, 56.

36. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 52.

37. Avigad, Ḥotamot ShemiyimMaʿaraviyim, 73.

38. Avigad, Hebrew Bullae From the Time of Jeremiah, 110.
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and objects.39 If anything, the Egyptian connection points to the degree of

transfer of form (and, presumably, function) which is visible more broadly in

seals.40 It may also indicate a degree of national affection for things Egyptian,

which is plausible if Egypt was seen as a more natural ally than the Assyrian

and Babylonian imperia.

In prophetic usage, the function of seals in relation to documents — tied to

personal identity and in some cases official status, detecting tampering, and

preserving an attested message for the future — is germane, because of the

need for the prophets to emphasise their ability to preserve their message

despite official administrative opposition.

Sealing a document did nothing to stop it being destroyed, of course, and

Jer 36 displays open awareness of the risk of document destruction. In the

context of Jer 32, the issue which sealing specifically addresses is the detection

of tampering, a concern which is also detectable in the reference to open and

closed copies of the purchase deed.

3.1.5Witnessing

It is also worth noting here that in the Elephantine papyri, witnesses names

appear on these examples in the same scribal hand as the rest of the document,

so it seems unlikely that witnesses physically signed a document; instead,

39. Josef Wegner, ‘The Evolution of Ancient Egyptian Seals and Sealing Systems’, in Seals and
Sealing in the Ancient World: Case Studies From the Near East, Egypt, the Aegean, and South Asia,
ed. Sarah Scott et al. (Cambridge: University Press, 2018), 229–57.

40. Collon, First Impressions, 69–70.

101



3.1 Writing

the scribe must have noted their names.41 In at least one instance, the typical

scribal endorsement referring to an instruction from one of the parties to the

transaction is replaced by a reference to the witnesses:

הנזארפסלעיזאידהשםפלעויחארבהירמגארפסבתכ

Gemariah son of Ahio wrote the document upon the instruction

of the witnesses who are on this document. (B4.2 Cowley 11 recto

16)42

3.1.6Cross-language transfer

This image, from an Assyrian relief made in 728bce of Tiglath-pileser III’s

campaign in southern Mesopotamia, shows one example of cross-language

41. See the many examples in Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents From
Ancient Egypt, Vol. 2: Contracts (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University, 1989).

42. Porten and Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents From Ancient Egypt, Vol. 2, 104–5.
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activity.43 A soldier is working with two scribes to record the spoils taken from

the capture of a city. The scribe on the left has a normal tablet and stylus, and

the one of the right is using a pen and what is probably a leather roll.44 The

two portray cuneiform and Aramaic writing in the same scene, and indicate

an awareness of the differences of language and writing system, and ability to

work with both.45

An example of the intersection of different language and state involvement

is Alalakh (late Bronze Age Tell Atchana), which was under Hittite domination,

and also features in Ugaritic text

The question of the relationship between Akkadian (or more generally, Meso-

potamian) writing and writing in the Levant is extremely difficult. Among

other things, the alphabetic nature of West Semitic writing means that it was

likely to have been considerably more accessible than cuneiform. For example,

Foster, noting that Herodotus never mentions writing in his book on Babylo-

nia, points out that the gruelling and elitist scribal education of Babylonians

suggests that a hypothetical Babylonian scribe might well have thought, ‘What

could a foreigner understand of such things and the long years of studying,

43. British Museum number 1848,1104.5. R. D. Barnett and M. Falkner, The Sculptures of aššur-
Nasir-apli II, 883-859 B.C., Tiglath-Pileser Iii, 745-727 B.C. [and] Esarhaddon, 681-669 B.C., From
the Central and South-West Palaces At Nimrud (London: Trustees of the British Museum, 1962),
11, plate 6.

44. Andreé Lemaire, ‘Writing and Writing Materials’, TheAnchor Yale Bible Dictionary 6, ed. David
Noel Freedman et al. (1990): 999–1009.

45. There are even instances of Aramaic on clay tablets. See, for example, Pierre Bordreuil, ‘Une
Tablette Araméenne inédite De 635 Avant J.-C.’, Semitica 23 (1973): 95–102.
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copying, and memorization that went into the formation of a literate person?’46

David Carr has argued for significant commonality in the way scribes were

educated, including in the matter of cultural artefacts.47 An important aspect

of his argument, when considering the potential transfer of textual material

to Hebrew-language scribes, is the possibility of transfer from syllabic scripts

(cuneiform) to alphabetic, of which the Ugarit material is of particular im-

portance.48 While cuneiform educational texts have been found in Bronze

Age Canaanite sites,49 the Iron Age offers less material evidence of linguistic

transfer to areas under Israelite influence:

Texts like this [Gen 3.6–7] provide provocative pointers to possible

influence of the Sumero-Akkadian tradition on texts written long

after that tradition is attested in the Syro-Palestinian area. Yet it is

quite unclear how such influence would have taken place or what

kind of textual-educational system Israel itself had.50

But as Seth Sanders has pointed out, most of the educational examples which

46. Benjamin R. Foster, Akkadian Literature of the Late Period, Guides to the Mesopotamian Textual
Record; V. 2 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2007), 1.

47. David McLain Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature (Oxford;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), 47–52; see also Alan R Millard, ‘Sages, Schools,
Education’, in Dictionary of the Old Testament: Wisdom, Poetry &Writings, ed. I. I. I. Longman
and Peter Enns (Nottingham: IVP Academic, 2008), 704–10.

48. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 52–56.

49. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 57–58.

50. Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart, 61.

104



3.1 Writing

Carr mentions for Ugaritic are unatttested.51 In fact, the Ugaritic texts demon-

strate that even among Ugaritic scribes who were competent in Akkadian

cuneiform, their scribal culture was not the result of a similar system of educa-

tion to that attested to in Mesopotamia.52 Sanders’ own proposal is that there

are two discernable stages of literary transmission from Mesopotamia which

resulted in texts now found within the Hebrew Bible:

in the late Iron Age, Judahites adapted Mesopotamian political and

legal genres into Hebrew, while after the Exile, Judeans absorbed

Mesopotamian scientific texts in Aramaic; other relationships are

possible but not solidly established… The Mesopotamian genres

that scholars agree were adapted into Hebrew during the late Iron

Age are public genres of power.53

A material example of cross-language contact is the inscription on a royal

statue discovered at Tell Fekherye,54 which demonstrates a range of translation

choices and fluency in both Aramaic and Akkadian.55 As Sanders points out,

51. Seth L. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch: Scribal Culture and Religious Vision in Judea and Babylon,
Texte Und Studien Zum Antiken Judentum 167 (Tübingen, Germany: Mohr Siebeck, 2017), 5.

52. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch, 6.

53. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch, 156–7.

54. Ali Abou-Assaf, La Statue De Tell Fekherye Et Son Inscription Bilingue Assyro-Araméenne, Etudes
Assyriologiques, Cahier 7 (Paris: ADPF, 1982).

55. Jonas C. Greenfield and Aaron Shaffer, ‘Notes From the Akkadian-Aramaic Bilingual Statue
From Tell Fekherye’, Iraq 45.1 (1983): 109–16.
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the inscription ‘demonstrates that not only languages but textual genres in East

and West Semitic were already being intertwined during the ninth century

BCE.’56 At a seminar in Oxford on the 1st of November 2021, Peter Machinist

made the point that monumental inscriptions such as Neo-Assyrian stele were

likely to have been part of the spread of not only cuneiform texts, but the

wider scribal knowledge that would have made the inscriptions on the stele

accessible to a wider group of people via literate scribes.

A number of Aramaic legal documents in clay57 suggest that the transfer of

cultural and textual practices from Akkadian was not confined to monumental

or literary texts of the scribal class, but extended to the economic arena. In

fact, Sanders suggests that initial language transfer took place largely in the

domains of elite and economic texts, which he terms instances of ‘public power’

and that it was only with the rise of parchment as a medium that a wider range

of Mesopotamian texts and textual practices became available to the west.58

I owe to Paul Collins from the British Museum the observation that during

the Neo-Babylonian period, including during Nebuchadnezzar’s time, Aramaic

writing on parchment became the dominant form of writing for adminis-

trative documents, with cuneiform on clay continuing to be dominant form

for archival and literary works. Sanders, referring to this change, notes ‘the

56. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch, 168.

57. André Lemaire, Nouvelles Tablettes Araméennes (Geneva: Librairie Droz, 2001); Frederick Mario
Fales, ‘Multilingualism on Multiple Media in the Neo-Assyrian Period: A Review of the Evid-
ence’, SAAB 16 (2007): 95–122.

58. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch, 231.
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ascension of Aramaic-writing scribes, termed sēpiru, to top positions in the

Neo-Babylonian and Persian imperial administration.’59

Indeed, this has some correspondence with the observation that there is

a marked decline in the number of cuneiform tablets discovered in Canaan

between the 2nd and 1st millennia (although the small total number of tablets

— 55 from the 2nd millennium and 27 from the 1st millennium — suggests that

caution about generalising conclusions on text types is justified).60 But it is

plausible that this decline in tablets discovered in Canaan reflects the fact that

‘Akkadian was no longer a lingua franca in the first millennium, particularly

in the West.’61

As Aramaic gained administrative and diplomatic supremacy, there is strong

evidence for cross-language transfer from Akkadian to Aramaic. William

Schniedewind doubts that this extended to the law codes,62 but when it comes

to non-monumental legal traditions such as deeds and contracts, the situation

is clearer. Yochanan Muffs has shown in an extended study that many tech-

nical lexical terms, and more importantly whole legal phrases, are to be found

59. Sanders, From Adapa to Enoch, 183; see also Michael Jursa, ‘Ein Beamter Flucht Auf Aramäisch:
Alphabetschreiber in Der Spätbabylonischen Epistolographie Und Die Rolle Des Aramäischen
in Der Babylonischen Verwaltung Des Sechsten Jarhunderts V.chr.’, in Leggo! Studies Presented
to Frederick Mario Fales on the Occasion of His 65th Birthday, ed. Giovanni B. Lanfranchi et al.,
Leipziger altorientalistische studien 2 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2012), 386–90.

60. Wayne Horowitz, Takayoshi Oshima and Seth Sanders,Cuneiform inCanaan: TheNextGeneration
(Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2018), p. 5.

61. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, p. 7.

62. Schniedewind, The Finger of the Scribe, 155–6.
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in common across Akkadian, Aramaic, and Demotic legal texts.63 There are

a number of Aramaic phrases that are in common only with Akkadian, and

others that are in common only with Demotic, suggesting that Aramaic was in

general the descendant of the other two languages, perhaps unsurprisingly

given the relative antiquity of the Mesopotamian and Egyptian legal tradi-

tions.64 Even more striking is that in cases that are in common across all three

languages, ‘the Aramaic is often closer to the Akkadian than the Demotic is…

[and] the Aramaic often anticipates the later Demotic usage by several cen-

turies… [which suggests that] it was the Aramaic that served as the historic

bridge’ between the languages.65 We will return to this point when we come to

the double deed in Jer 32.

Finally, it is worth noting that in considering cross-language transfer, we

ought to recognise the absence of textual material that has been lost since

antiquity, including in Semitic languages similar to Hebrew. One concrete

example is that of Phoenician, for which literary material may have been

preserved until as late as the first century ad, when Roman actions probably

led to the destruction or dispersal (and subsequent loss) of the remains of

Phoenician literary culture.66 No specific conclusions can be drawn, of course,

63. Yochanan Muffs, Studies in the Aramaic Legal Papyri From Elephantine, Handbook of Oriental
Studies. Section 1 the Near and Middle East (Leiden: Brill, 2003).

64. Muffs, Studies in the Aramaic Legal Papyri From Elephantine, 173.

65. Muffs, Studies in the Aramaic Legal Papyri From Elephantine, 173–4.

66. Carolina López-Ruiz, Phoenicians and theMaking of the Mediterranean (Cambridge, Massachu-
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from material which no longer exists, but these deductions about Phoenician

literature are a reminder of the gaps in our knowledge of potential literary

sources, and indeed other forms of cross-cultural contact in antiquity.67

3.2 Money, transactions, and the economy

In this section, I note some choices of economic framework or analysis which

I will rely on later. These are particularly in relation to issues of money and

transactions. Before addressing these directly, I want to draw on an example

which highlights how the ancient economy resists easy categorisation in mod-

ern terms, but which also demonstrates certain aspects of the economy which

can be identified in the archaeological record.

The shrine at Tel Arad was buried around 715 bce after a relatively short

period of use (perhaps as part of Hezekiah’s reforms, or perhaps to protect

the shrine in the face of Assyrian imperial expansion).68 As well as its obvious

interest as a religious artefact, it offers a fascinating glimpse of some economic

matters.

setts: Harvard University Press, 2021), 236–8.

67. On code switching more generally, see for example Willem Smelik, ‘Code-Switching: The
Public Reading of the Bible in Hebrew, Aramaic and Greek’, inWas is Ein Text? Alttestamentliche,
Ägyptologische Und Altorientalistische Perspektiven, ed. Ludwig Morenz and Stefan Schorch,
Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft 362 (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2007),
123–51.

68. Eran Arie, Baruch Rosen and Dvory Namdar, ‘Cannabis and Frankincense At the Judahite
Shrine of Arad’, TA 47.1 (2020): 5–28.
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Unusually for Levantine altars, organic residues were found on the two altars.

They may have been preserved because of the apparent deliberate burial of the

shrine. The residues are of frankincense and cannabis resin (hashish). These

two substances were both imported, and frankincense, at least, was considered

an expensive good:

The high value of frankincense is further reflected in the Bible,

where its price is compared several times with that of gold and

precious stones, and it is often described as a royal treasure… the

high price of frankincense was due to the efforts required for its

import from the remote production areas over long distances, to

regions where it was in demand.69

Hence, the shrine and its sacrificial practices were connected to foreign trade

in luxury goods, at least at the elite level of society which a shrine presumably

represents. There is a connection with wider society, in that the acquisition of

expensive foreign goods is suggestive of the existence of an economic surplus.

It is possible that a surplus was generated by a flourishing economy, with

productive farms producing more goods than were needed for subsistence.

But it is also possible that the existence of luxury goods is indicative of the

exercise of forms of compulsive power, rather than the overflow of a rich

society. For example, the shrine might have had sufficient purchasing power

for the acquisition of frankincense and hashish because of the use of state

69. Arie, Rosen and Namdar, ‘Cannabis and Frankincense At the Judahite Shrine of Arad’, 17.
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taxation or the effects of religious claims in compelling people to hand over

goods, even though they needed them for subsistence. Or, given the Assyrian

patronage of trade,70 it might also indicate a mode of projection of Assyrian

imperial influence or power.

Another indicator of the complexity of interpretation is that the institutions

of the cult cannot necessarily be analysed as independent economic agents.

The Tel Arad shrine was indeed institutional (rather than individual) by virtue

of its association with the cult, but it was also located within an apparently

military town, and the resources available to Arad may reflect its status as a

fortress — that is, the shrine may have been a religious institution that formed

part of the apparatus of the state. But the difficulties of interpretation are

highlighted by the slightly circular reasoning of Arie et. al. in their analysis of

this:

The very high price of frankincense, and presumably that of can-

nabis, reinforces the assumption that the fort of Arad was an offi-

cial institution, owned by the Kingdom of Judah. Being part of the

kingdom administration, the residents of the fort could have had

the resources to obtain such precious materials.71

In fact, we lack the knowledge of the economic status of the Arad shrine

to make this judgement. Perhaps the shrine was wealthy for other reasons;

70. Arie, Rosen and Namdar, ‘Cannabis and Frankincense At the Judahite Shrine of Arad’, 22.

71. Arie, Rosen and Namdar, ‘Cannabis and Frankincense At the Judahite Shrine of Arad’, 19.

111



3.2 Money, transactions, and the economy

without more evidence, or some way to compare the relative acquisition power

of the state and the cult, we cannot be certain that the shrine was attached to

the Kingdom of Judah in this way.

The institutions of state and temple loom large in any analysis of the ancient

Near East and its societies and economies, because as Tel Arad exemplifies, the

material culture remains they left are often accessible, even if the details of

interpretation remain elusive.

But this ought to make us cautious about our hermeneutical instincts, be-

cause modern people are not necessarily attuned to the social and economic

realities these remains attest to. For example, our own experience of interna-

tional trade is not often associated with religious activity, and religious activity

in some modern societies is intentionally distinguished from the activities of

the state.

Furthermore, for many of us in modern society, international trade is the

source of the cheapest and most mundane goods, and one of the most visible

aspects of market economies — in fact, many international trade agreements

are called ‘fair trade’ agreements. By contrast, the existence of international

trade in an ancient Near Eastern society does not necessarily imply any kind of

‘market’ for goods, and might not inform us about the lives of most members

of society. The motives for participation in these trade practices were often

quite different from those visible in the modern world.

Finally, the shrine is open to multiple interpretations, some of which cohere

with the biblical text and others of which do not. Certainly in the bare fact of

its existence, the shrine attests to the pre-Hezekiah diversity of cultic practice
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in Iron Age Judah which the scriptural texts complain of. But its burial is

impossible to interpret with any certainty. This in turn makes it hard to make

broad generalisations about the economy.

In other words, the shrine at Tel Arad is an example of the ‘otherness’ of the

economy of Iron Age Judah. In the glimpses we catch of economic realities

through its material culture remains, we must be attuned to the ways in which

the evidence cannot be naı̈vely interpreted as if it were reflective of modern

economies. And because of the limits to our ability to ascribe definite meaning

to what we can observe, such as the shrine’s burial, we must recognise that

there are limits to any general theory of economics for ancient Judah.

I have focused on Iron Age Judah because that is the narrative setting for Jer

32, and in chapter 4 I will discuss the ways in which the narrative of Jer 32 is

realistic in its portrayal of economic details.

3.2.1Money

Broadly speaking, there are scholarly disagreements about both what money is,

and how it came into being — that is, its definition, and its history — and these

debates are closely tied to other debates about models for ancient economies

generally.72 Because ףסכ (‘silver, money’) appears in Jer 32, not just in the

72. See Elon Heymans, TheOrigins of Money in the Iron AgeMediterraneanWorld (Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2021), 17-54 for an excellent summary of these aspects; and John K
Davies, ‘Linear and Nonlinear Flow Models for Ancient Economies’, in TheAncient Economy:
Evidence andModels, ed. Joseph Gilbert Manning and Ian Morris, Social science history (Stan-
ford, Calif.: Stanford University Press, 2005), 127–56, 127-134 for a summary of the prolbems
involved.
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description of the field purchase (verses 9–10) but in the promise of a future

hope (verse 44), and because the topic is so contested, it is important to note a

number of points about money and its social place here.

There is an important theoretical debate among economic historians around

the origins of money, dating back to the late 19th century,73 which has an in-

fluence on the way ancient texts which refer to terms such as ףסכ (‘silver’)

are interpreted, and on the way in which transactions recorded in texts are

understood. In general, ancient historians tend to follow a story of the origins

of money which appears to have originated with Aristotle, who suggested that

money arose organically, as a more efficient way of transacting.74

In terms of historical development, though, money arose in response to the

exercise of state power, through national taxation and imperial tribute. The

earliest clear expression of this idea is found in Georg Knapp’s exposition of

the ‘State theory of money.’75

Knapp’s key insight is that it is ‘not what the law offers as possible, but only

what the Government selects’76 The form that the state demands for its reven-

73. Sylvia Nasar, Grand Pursuit: The Story of Economic Genius (London: Fourth Estate, 2011), 139–70.

74. Aristotle, Pol. 1.1257; see also the commentary and extract in Samuel Gregg, EconomicThinking
for theTheologically Minded (Lanham, Maryland: University Press of America, 2001), 113–15.

75. Georg Friedrich Knapp, Staatliche Theorie Des Geldes (München und Leipzig: Duncker &
Humblot, 1905); an abridged English translation of the 1923 fourth edition can be found in
Knapp, The State Theory of Money, Harvard Pre-1920 Social History/Business Preservation
Microfilm Project; 03478 (London: Published on behalf of the Royal Economic Society by
Macmillan, 1924).

76. Knapp, The StateTheory of Money, 106.

114



3.2 Money, transactions, and the economy

ues tends to become the most convenient form used for economic exchange,77

and indeed typically becomes the form used for record-keeping and for mon-

etisation.78 In the ancient Near East, and in particular under Babylonian and

Persian domination, taxes were typically required to be paid in silver.79

Private taxpayers therefore had to have access to silver: landown-

ers at least were to some extent forced into the market for staples.

Agricultural producers without additional sources of income had

to sell some of their crops for cash, otherwise they would have

lacked the means required for dealing with the demands made by

the state.80

Roland Boer comes close to recognising this pattern in his discussion of coins

in the context of ‘tribute-exchange.’81 He recognises that the innovation of

coins stamped with a ruler’s head arose from the desire of the ruler to both pay

77. L. Randall Wray, Modern Money Theory: A Primer on Macroeconomics for Sovereign Monetary
Systems (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2015), 48–51.

78. Wray, ModernMoneyTheory, 55–62.

79. Michael Jursa and J. Hackl, Aspects of the Economic History of Babylonia in the First Millennium
BC: Economic Geography, EconomicMentalities, Agriculture, the Use of Money and the Problem of
Economic Growth, AOAT 377 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2010), 645–59.

80. Michael Jursa, ‘Babylonia in the ‘Long Sixth Century’ BC’, in AHistory of Market Performance:
From Ancient Babylonia to the ModernWorld, ed. R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan
Luiten van Zanden, Routledge Explorations in Economic History 68 (Abingdon: Routledge,
2015), 83–106.

81. Roland Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, Library of Ancient Israel (Louisville, Ken-
tucky: Westminster John Knox Press, 2015), 187–90.

115



3.2 Money, transactions, and the economy

for goods and services with these coins, and then to demand their return in

taxation. ‘The earlier intermittent practices of exchange… now gained a whole

new life… coins changed hands.’82 Boer rightly ties the spread of coins to the

exercise of imperial power as armies, paid in coin, spread to new regions.

Interestingly, Boer sees this development as having a constructive effect,

as ‘markets overcame the logistical limits of palatine estates.’83 The key point,

however, which he does not apply to a pre-coinage economy, is that ‘the most

efficient and practical way for markets to spread is through the activity of the

government.’84 Boer was quite right in the detail of his observation about the

effect of money on markets, but he failed to generalise these observations and

apply them to earlier evidence which does not fit his model.85

Michael Hudson touches on these points, recognising the role of the cultic

demands alongside those of the state:

Silver owed its high status not to its technological role in produc-

tion, but to the social role it played in the temples and palaces that

served as society’s administrative organs. Probably because of its

rising status as the major form of religious donation, silver became

82. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 187.

83. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 188.

84. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 188.

85. Boer notes the existence of exchange and markets before coinage, but argues that exchange
was confined to precious objects and was effectively an activity of the state rather than of
enterprise. I will not address these points here, although my own view is that the documentary
evidence does not seem to fit this picture particularly well.
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the preferred payment vehicle for merchants to settle balances

owed to the temples… the large institutions gave silver value by

making it acceptable in payment for proto-taxes and fees, as well

as for goods and services purchased from these institutions.86

If one follows Polanyi’s substantivist approach, or a number of other models

which give weight to the power of institutions other than the state and the in-

dividual, then the definition of ‘state revenue’ arguably needs to be broadened

to include the power of religious and household institutions. Cultic demands

for offerings in the ancient world functioned in a similar way to state taxation

demands. As Morris Silver observes, ‘merchants often tithed the gods,’87 in

many cases in acts closely tied to temple participation in business activity. And

recognising the influence of the state ought not to obscure the fact that organic

developments also took place.88

In the context of ancient economies, perhaps the most significant insight

from these theoretical developments is that money is not merely a flow (as in

classical economics), but a part of the economy that requires examination in

86. Michael Hudson, ‘Introduction: The Role of Accounting in Civilization’s Economic Takeoff ’,
in Creating Economic Order: Record-Keeping, Standardization, and the Development of Accounting
in the Ancient Near East : A ColloquiumHeld At the BritishMuseum, November 2000, ed. Michael
Hudson and Cornelia Wunsch, International Scholars Conference on Ancient Near Eastern
Economies 4 (Bethesda, Md.: CDL Press, 2004), 1–22.

87. Morris Silver, Economic Structures of Antiquity (London: Greenwood Press, 1995), 28.

88. Keith Hart, ‘Heads or Tails? Two Sides of the Coin’, Man 21.4 (1986): 637–56.
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its own right.89 This is because, as Christine Desan puts it,

“The new narrative explains how each of the capacities associated

with money—its function as a unit of account, mode of payment,

and medium of exchange—is, at base, a mode of governing.”90

Because money is identified, at least in part, as a construct of power, rather

than an organic social development, the ways in which money and its use

are regulated is more obviously a part of societal formation than in classical

economics, which treats regulation of money as a reaction to the community.91

And while the state and cult were important, money was not soley the product

of power dynamics, because exchange transactions did occur in antiquity, and

in fact considerably earlier than the Iron Age, albeit closely tied to international

trade:

Briefly stated, it can be proposed that exchange and redistribution

flourished in Canaan of the Middle Bronze Age IIA (c. 2000–1550

89. For the study of exchange and flows in their own right in Ugarit, see Kevin M. McGeough,
Exchange Relationships At Ugarit, ANESSup 26 (Leuven: Peeters, 2007); Kevin M McGeough
and Mark S. Smith, Ugaritic Economic Tablets: Text, Translation and Notes, ANESSup 32 (Leuven:
Peeters, 2011). For a study of exchange in some scriptural texts, see Roger S. Nam, Portrayals
of Economic Exchange in the Book of Kings, BIS 112 (Leiden: Brill, 2012); from his earlier thesis,
Roger Sangburm Nam, ‘Portrayals of economic exchange in the Book of Kings’ (PhD diss.,
University of California, Los Angeles, 2008).

90. Christine Desan, MakingMoney: Coin, Currency, and the Coming of Capitalism (Oxford, United
Kingdom: Oxford University Press, 2014), 58.

91. Note that this is distinct from, but related to, payments by the state to others, which is also an
exercise of state power but less coercive (Peter Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical
Texts: Their Interactions With Economic Developments in the Persian Period and Earlier Biblical
Traditions, FAT 109 [Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016], 99).
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BCE) not only between the coastal lowlands and the interior moun-

tain regions, but with the added input of ports, where imported

wares and materials were shipped far inland. In the other direc-

tion, the produce of the highlands, which included timber, wine,

oil, and resin, was in great demand, and was shipped down not

only to the coastal lowlands, but also on to the ports for export.92

Not only, this, but prices varied over time in the ancient Near East, signific-

antly although not solely because of the pressures of supply and demand:

We must accept that in antiquity as well as in modern times the

law of supply and demand is valid, but we must also accept that

the modern economy cannot be studied ignoring societal forms,

rules, values, habits and paradigms that shape the possibilities and

limitations of free exchange of good and services. A ration profit

maximizing homo oeconomicus did not exist in antiquity, but nor

does it in our age — even now, economic decisions are also based

on ideas of fairness and reciprocity, as experimental economics

92. Baruch A. Levine, ‘The Biblical “town” as Reality and Typology: Evaluating Biblical Reference
to Towns and Their Functions’, in Urbanization and Land Ownership in the Ancient Near East: A
ColloquiumHeld At New York University, November 1996, and the Oriental Institute, St. Petersburg,
Russia, May 1997, ed. Michael Hudson and Baruch A. Levine, Peabody Museum bulletin 7
(Cambridge, MA: Peabody Museum of Archaeology; Ethnology, Harvard University, 1999), 421–
53, 442. The archaelogical evidence he is referring to is from Shiloh, a place which is referred to
in a number of scriptural texts and for which we possess substantial archaeological results for
the period of reference. This archeological evidence gives us the first point of interest, namely
that Shiloh rose to significance as a centre of economic power rather than a cultic centre (this
cultic function arose later and provided continuity but not origin).
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has demonstrated.93

While acknowledging the complexity of the uses of money and the modes of

exchange, another aspect of the use of money which demonstrates the exercise

of state power was the standardisation of Judean weights, which were used

(among other things) for weighing silver. These standards were taken into

exile, as demonstrated by this text from Nineveh dated to 660 bce:

03 ANŠE ŠE.GIG o

ina GIŠ.BÁN ša KUR.ia-ú-di

3 homers of wheat according to the Judean seah, (SAA 14.077)94

It refers to a Judean standard measure, even though none of the names on

the tablet are Israelite or Judean. It attests to both the dispersion of measures

across the Assyrian Empire and the maintenance of customs among exiles or

traders. And perhaps more significantly for our purposes, it offers a glimpse

into the world of standardised weights and measures which is attested to in

the material culture of Judah.

In the case of Iron Age Judah, the standardisation of weights is attested to by

(among other things) the substantial number of Judean inscribed limestone

93. R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van Zanden, ‘Markets From Babylon to
Belfast: Some Concluding Remarks’, in AHistory of Market Performance: From Ancient Babylonia
to the Modern World, ed. R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van Zanden,
Routledge Explorations in Economic History 68 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 529–44 (p. 531).

94. Theodore Kwasman and Simo Parpola, Legal Transactions of the Royal Court of Nineveh, Part II:
AssurbanipalThrough Sin-Šarru-Iškun, SAA 14 (Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 2002) I am
indebted to Quinn Daniels for drawing my attention to this text in a talk given at ASOR 2018.
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weights (JILs) studied in some detail by Raz Kletter.95 While the names for

Judean weights have a Semitic origin (most obviously, shekel), the numeric

values of the fractional weights were for some time a puzzle, which was only

gradually solved in the 1960s.96 The use of hieratic numerals was an indication,

of course, of some connection with Egypt, and it eventually became clear that

the particular choice of fractional weights allowed a direct correspondence

with the Egyptian deben and its decimal fraction, the qedet.97 As Aharoni ob-

served, the division means that a Judean 4-shekel weight is exactly equal to an

Egyptian 5-qedet weight.98 This can hardly have been accidental, and is highly

suggestive of ‘international commerce,’99 — or to avoid that rather loaded

term, long-distance transfers of goods where quantities needed to be recorded

or assessed in amounts which could be easily divisible in two different weight

systems, one of which was the Egyptian system.

Note that the weights are in many cases rather small. For example, Shmuel

Aḥituv notes that the average weight of a Judean shekel ‘was c. 11.4 grams.’100

95. Kletter, Economic Keystones.

96. R. B. Y. Scott, ‘Shekel-Fraction Markings on Hebrew Weights’, BASOR 173 (1964): 53–64.

97. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 244.

98. Yohanan Aharoni, ‘The Use of Hieratic Numerals in Hebrew Ostraca and the Shekel Weights’,
BASOR 184 (1966): 13–19; see also R. B. Y. Scott, ‘The N-Ṣ-p Weights From Judah’, BASOR 200
(1970): 62–66.

99. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 244.

100. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 244.
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It seems from the material evidence of measure jars inscribed with amounts

such as יצח 101 that flour, grain, and oil were commonly measured by volume

rather than weight. In fact, even smaller weights, הרג , each equivalent to a

twenty-fourth of a shekel have been found.102 The most plausible use for such

small weights is for something precious: more precious than any plausible

foodstuff, and so these tiny weights were likely used for luxury goods (perhaps

spices), but most plausibly for weighing precious metal.103

As Levine points out, this Judean standardisation of weights reflects one

aspect of ethnic identity:

The Judahite weights, with their internally consistent shape, ma-

terial, and inscription pattern, were different from the weights

used elsewhere… The Judahite weights were likely an attempt to

assert Judah’s emerging identity among its neighbor. As we have

shown, the unit of mass that Judah chose for its weights was not

new; Judah merely clothed an old unit in a new package. Such

ethnic claims cannot be explained in their particulars: we can-

not know why Judah chose this unit of mass, preferred limestone

101. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 241.

102. Note that this conflicts with Exod 30:13, which states that לקשההרגםירשע , “the shekel is twenty
gerahs.”

103. Jewelry is also a possibility, but given that jewelry is generally valued substantially for its
aesthetic qualities rather than merely its raw weight, the use of these weights for the meas-
urement of silver and perhaps gold which were being used for payments seems the most
likely.
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weights, or designed this scheme of inscriptions.104

This system of weights, distinctively Judean but metrically international,

was designed for the purposes of trade, and the combination its widespread

geographic distribution and rapid appearance in time suggests an official stand-

ard.105 The weight system of Judah attests to the widespread measuring of

precious metal, primarily silver, for use in exchange transactions.

In terms of material culture, provincial currency seems to emerge later than

imperial coinage,106 and there is no clear reference to provincial coins in the

biblical texts. We know that imperial coinage was also used beyond the paying

of tribute (for example, it appears in accounting records relating to Phoenician

trade).107 According to archaeological data, Judah demonstrates ‘a high degree

of monetization,’108 in the later centuries of the epoch (400 bce onwards), as

represented by small denomination silver and bronze coins.

Another point of note is that in Babylon, the Persian period resulted in

significant economic disruption as a consequence of imperial allocation of

104. Ely Levine, ‘The weight of the evidence and the evidence of the weights: an examination of
the interrelations of economies in the Iron Age Levant’ (PhD diss., ProQuest Dissertations
Publishing, 2008), 394–95.

105. Levine, ‘The weight of the evidence and the evidence of the weights’, 392–93.

106. Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical Texts, 187.

107. Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical Texts, 147.

108. Frédérique Duyrat, ‘The Circulation of Coins in Syria and Mesopotamia in the Sixth to First
Centuries BC’, in AHistory of Market Performance: From Ancient Babylonia to the ModernWorld,
ed. R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van Zanden, Routledge Explorations in
Economic History 68 (Abingdon: Routledge, 2015), 363–95 (p. 374).
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land to the new imperial elite.109 This is a different effect from land acquisition

by latifundisation, and may be worth considering as a different social context

for the hope in Jer 32 of land sales: perhaps the idea is less odd than it first

seems, if the idea of people being able to buy and sell land is seen in contrast

with an imperial allocation system that offers no opportunity to acquire the

basic resource for agricultural production, and where imperial allocation in

another setting had disrupted the economy more generally.

Peter Altmann carefully describes the economy of initially Babylonian Yehud

and its transition into Persian Imperial domination.110 Some of the clearest

instances of currency, in particular coins, occur in that Persian period, and

this is reflected in scriptural texts too. For example, in Ezra 8.27, we find the

following:

ֹדוּמחֲםיִנַ֔שְׁה֙בָוֹטבהָ֤צְמֻתשֶׁחֹ֜נְילֵ֨כְוּףלֶאָ֑םינִֹ֖כרְדַאֲלַםירִ֔שְׂעֶב֙הָזָירֵ֤פֹכְוּ ׃בהָֽזָּכַּת֖

(Ezra 8:27)

twenty gold bowls worth a thousand darics, and two vessels of fine

polished bronze as precious as gold. (Ezra 8:27)

The daric (or drachma) is a Persian coin. Significantly, from the point of

view of theoretical models of money, it is not a provincial coin but the kind of

currency which formed part of the imperial tribute.

109. Michael Jursa, ‘Factor Markets in Babylonia From the Late Seventh to the Third Century BCE’,
JESHO 57.2 (2014): 173–202.

110. Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical Texts, 79–187.
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The economic impact of imperial demands for tribute on the flow of capital

can be seen, for example, in Nehemiah 5.4:

.Neh)׃וּנימֵֽרָכְוּוּניתֵֹ֖דשְׂךְלֶמֶּ֑הַתדַּ֣מִלְףסֶכֶ֖וּניוִ֥לָםירִ֔מְאֹרשֶׁ֣אֲשׁ֙יֵוְ 5:4)

And there were those who said, “We are having to borrow money

on our fields and vineyards to pay the king’s tax. (Neh. 5:4)

The social demand for money, as opposed to commodities such as wheat, was

driven by the external pressure of imperial tribute collection. A particular form

of money was needed, and debt capital created in related and easily fungible

form, in response to imperial demand rather than some kind of organic social

process originating in the need for a medium of exchange.

This is the critical point in regards to capital: people were not offering debt

capital because of their innate ability to create innovative financial structures.

The demand side of the equation arose first. Faced with a demand for tribute,

some people could not pay, and were offered loans by those with excess capital.

The flows began with the imperial demand, and Nehemiah’s response was a

regulation of a form of capital that arose from external pressure rather than

organic innovation.

A separate link between coins and imperial power can be found in the ana-

chronistic reference to darics in 1 Chronicles 29.7:

ם֙ירִכָּכִּףסֶכֶ֗וְ֒וֹבּרִםינִֹ֣כרְדַאֲוַם֮יפִלָאֲ־תשֶׁמֵֽחֲםירִ֣כָּכִּבהָ֞זָםיהִ֗לֹאֱהָ־תיבֵּתדַ֣וֹבעֲלַוּנ֞תְּיִּ וַֽ

.1Chr)׃םירִֽכָּכִּףלֶאֶ֥־האָמֵֽלזֶ֖רְבַוּםירִ֑כָּכִּםיפִ֖לָאֲתנַ֥וֹמשְׁוּוֹבּ֛רִתשֶׁחֹ֕נְוּםיפִ֔לָאֲתרֶשֶׂ֣עֲ

29:7)

125



3.2 Money, transactions, and the economy

They gave for the service of the house of God five thousand talents

and ten thousand darics of gold, ten thousand talents of silver,

eighteen thousand talents of bronze, and one hundred thousand

talents of iron. (1 Chron 29.7)

Not only did Persian coins not exist at the time being described, but no coins

of any kind existed. Yet both talents — a measure of weight — and darics are

mentioned in the text. Darics were gold coins, and so their inclusion here is an

anachronism. The word ‘daric’ is itself a Persian loan word, and this signals

both an origin for the textual material in the Persian period at the earlist, but

even more significantly, displays a lack of concern that the anachronism might

disturb an informed reader of the text. This suggests that by the time this

was written, an ideal reader was not likely to detect the mention of darics as

a confusing lack of realism, and that historical memory of the distant past’s

economic details was no longer an obstacle to presenting David in terms which

portrayed him in Persian imperial terms.

3.2.2Taxation

Having established the critical connection between taxation and money, we

turn to evidence for taxation, and then in the following section, tribute. In a

non-monetised economy, taxes could still be collected in kind. Such agricul-

tural taxes are referred to in a number of tablets,111 ranging from administrative

111. J. N. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire (Rome: Biblical Institute, 1974),
174–85.
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texts to texts referring to individual agreements and exemptions. Two points

emerge from these tablets. The first is that the agricultural taxes appear to

have been systematised, affecting the entire hierarchy of society, from the

village (e.g. text 1.6.4112) to the imperial administration (e.g. text 1.11113 or the

text below).

Secondly, agricultural taxes were collected in kind, and distinguished from

silver payments. Collection in kind can be discerned from the reference to

the rab karmāni (‘chief granary keeper’) in texts 1.9.1–3 (see comments 1.9.4)114

in relation to tax obligations. In one text (1.7) a debt of silver is met by the

payment of ‘corn and straw taxes’.115 In another, straw and corn tax obligations

are met by the payment of silver (text 1.10).116 The goods themselves were

collected, presumably because of the utility of having actual grain and other

goods for distribution to others (see text 1.17 which mentions distribution).117

But it appears to have also been possible to exchange goods for silver, and vice

versa, given that obligations were met by means of similar substitution.

An example from Samaria under Assyrian domination is the following:

112. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 176.

113. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 181.

114. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 180–81.

115. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 177.

116. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 181.

117. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 183–4.
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a-na mdPA—BÀD—PAB

IM ma-ri-ḫi lu DI-mu

a-na DUMU

ina UGU ŠE.nu-sa-ḫi ša KUR.sa-mir-na-a.a

EN ṭè-e-mu lu-te-re

šúm-mu i-[ba-áš]-ši šúm-mu la-áš-šú

ina UGU ŠÀ-bi-ni lu DÙG.GA

EN—pi-qi-ta-te qa-a-lu

i-za-zu la il-lu-ku dul-la-šú-nu

e-pu-šú la ṭè-mu : ni-šá-kan-šú-nu

ki-i an-ni-ma TAv MU.IM.MA

a-du-na-kan-ni ina UGU e-ri-bi

a-ta-na-ḫar-ka e-ri-bu-ma

la nu-še-ri-ib

ú-ma-a ṭè-mu te-re

šúm-mu i-ba-áš-ši

šúm-mu la-áš-šú

A tablet from Arihu to Nabû-duri-uṣur. Good health to my lord!

As to the barley tax of the Samarians, my lord should send a notice

whether it exists or not, and let us be content with that. The officials

are passive, they keep where they are, they don’t go to do their work,

nor can we give them orders.

I have been petitioning you since last year until now in this very
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manner about the income, but we have not brought in any income

whatever. Now send a notice whether it exists or not! (SAA 1.220)118

This 8th-century tablet contains no Israelite names, but illustrates both the

existence of imperial taxation of Israel under Assyrian domination, and the

challenges of administering taxation. All-too-familiar problems to modern

ears are apparent: the writer is unhappy with the officials in charge of admin-

istering the tax, and appears equally unhappy with his superior’s lack of action

to amend the situation. The non-Israelite sender and recipient suggest that

both are part of the Assyrian administration.

The nusāḫū was an agricultural tax, ‘especially on barley,’119 and gives some

indication of the importance of agriculture in the economy. If barley could be

usefully taxed by Assyria, then by implication there was a nominal surplus

to extract from the agricultural economy, and demand for it in the Assyrian

hierarchy.

Another piece of material evidence for taxation is preserved in fiscal bullae,

that is, stamp seal impressions concerned with accounting for transactions,

exchange, or taxation.120 The seals are variously impressed on clay receipts, or

118. Simo Parpola, The Correspondence of Sargon II, Part I: Letters From Assyria and the West,
SAA 1 (Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 1987) 170. Also available online at http://or-
acc.org/saao/P334789/. I am indebted to Quinn Daniels for drawing my attention to this text in
a talk given at ASOR 2018.

119. ‘Nusāḫū’, TheAssyrian Dictionary of the Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago 11 351–52.

120. Robert Deutsch, Messages From the Past: Hebrew Bullae From the Time of Isaiah Through the
Destruction of the First Temple (Tel Aviv: Archaeological Center, 1999), pp. 166-173; Deutsch,
Biblical Period Hebrew Bullae: The Josef Chaim Kaufman Collection (Tel Aviv: Archaeological
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clay document closures.

An example of a receipt is the bulla from Eltolad:

ךלמלדלתלאהנש26ב

In the 26th year [from] Eltolad to the king.121

The text of the seal impression suggests that there was a formal tax system

which resulted in goods being sent not only by individuals but by polities to

the central state (and which also makes more likely that the numerous other

ךלמל material remains are part of a similar system, despite lacking a source).122

On paleographic grounds, the seal is dated to 613 bce, in the reign of Josiah.

Other seal impressions on receipts for the presumed tax system include two

from Lachish,123 along with similar seal impressions which were used to seal

documents.124 A number of fiscal bullae are personal, rather than from a city,

Center Publications, 2003), 76–91.

121. Nahman Avigad, ‘Two Hebrew ‘Fiscal’ Bullae’, IEJ 40.4 (1990): 262–66 (p. 262); Nahman Avigad
and Benjamin Sass, Corpus of West Semitic Stamp Seals, Kitve Ha-aḳademyah Ha-Leʼumit Ha-
Yiśre e̓lit Le-Madaʿim, Ha-Ḥaṭivah Le-Madʿe-ha-ruaḥ (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences;
Humanities : Israel Exploration Society : Institute of Archaeology, the Hebrew University of
Jerusalem, 1997), pp. 177-8; Deutsch, Messages From the Past, p. 172.

122. Eltolad is mentioned in Josh 15.30, 19.4; 1 Chron 4.29 (abbreviated to דלת ). A possible identifica-
tion is with Tel ʾIra in southern Judah. ןריבםהרבא , ‘Tel ‘Ira / :)1985(69/70(1/2.חיתוינומדק,’אריעלת

הירא-תיבקחצי28–25 , ‘Tel ‘Ira — a Fortified City of the Kingdom of Judah / הרוצמריע—אריעלת
25–17:)1985(69/70(1/2.חיתוינומדק,’הדוהייכלמימימ

123. Deutsch, Messages From the Past, 166–68.

124. Deutsch, Messages From the Past, 168–72.
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and include both receipts (convex reverse with no impression of papyrus or

cord, often with fingerprints),125 and document seals.126

Of particular note is a seal relating to non-state tribute, also used for sealing

a document:

סכמלתשלשב

In the third (year), for the custom/tribute.127

As Deutsch points out, the term סכמ (‘tribute’) is known from Numbers

31.37–41 and is the offering ascribed to God, and which in practice goes to the

priest.128 The term is cognate with Akkadian miksu, although the lexicon sug-

gests that it is a tax on produce and does not mention a cultic destination for

the tax.129 Again, the production of annual seals, while not necessarily a partic-

ularly onerous task, does speak to a degree of systematisation of cultic revenue

collection, and to an administrative structure supporting the centralisation of

the collected goods.130

125. Deutsch, Biblical Period Hebrew Bullae, 76–79.

126. Deutsch, Biblical Period Hebrew Bullae, 79.

127. Deutsch, Messages From the Past.

128. HALOT 2:581.

129. Jeremy A. Black, A. R. George and J. N. Postgate, A Concise Dictionary of Akkadian, Santag
(Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2000), 210.

130. It is not completely certain how the construction of an annual seal should be interpreted. At
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Indeed, as more fiscal bullae have been discovered, the geographic distri-

bution of the city names — largely south-west of Jerusalem, similar to the

distribution of cities named on ךלמל (‘of the king’) jars — has led Deutsch to

suggest that both phenomena ‘are to be attributed to the time of Hezekiah and

his taxation system, probably connected with his efforts to confront and resist

the Assyrian threat, realised in the invasion which took place in 701 b.c.e.’131

The survival and discovery of any of these bullae is of course an accident of

history, and offers very limited information about the actual quantities which

existed in pre-exilic Judah. It is possibly notable that so few seal impressions

relating to the system of taxation survive compared to the number of personal

seals. Similarly, it could perhaps be significant that more bullae relating to

state taxation have been found, compared to those relating to cult taxation;

but even if the relative numbers are truly representative of the past (not at all

certain), an equally plausible interpretation is that taxation related to the cult

was not entirely centralised. Indeed, if the scriptural texts are at all reflective

first, Avigad argued that it was significant that, ‘a settlement in the Negev introduced a special
seal for the purpose of sending taxes for only one year, clearly indicating that large quantities
of goods had to be sealed’ (Avigad, ‘Two Hebrew ‘Fiscal’ Bullae’, p. 264). But a later volume
co-authored by Benjamin Sass offers a better interpretation, pointing out that the hieratic
numerals make it easy to add years, ‘by adding an annual stroke after year 20,’ and that in
any case to ‘manufacture such a seal, made of cheap material judging by the quality of the
engraving, must have been a matter of hours, if not minutes. A new seal could have been
produced effortlessly every year’ (Avigad and Sass, Corpus of West Semitic Stamp Seals, p. 178).
Similarly, Deutsch points to the example of a bulla from the city of Naṣib where two strokes
appear after the numeral 20 (i.e. referring to the 20th year), slightly cramped and higher than
the rest of the first line of text, which might be evidence of amendment in subsequent years
— the 21st and 22nd regnal years, in this case (Deutsch, Messages From the Past, p. 169).

131. Deutsch, Biblical Period Hebrew Bullae, p. 89.
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of pre-exilic realities, Levites and priests could be found throughout Israel

and Judah, and it seems plausible that localised taxation would have needed

less administrative support and documentation. Along similar lines, 2 Kings

ascribes the building of the Temple to Solomon, and the distinction between

state and cultic revenue might well have been a blurred one.

As I have already alluded to in a few instances, it is anachronistic to attempt to

define a merely private economy in the ancient Near East. At a minimum, cult

and state need to be considered in a wholistic fashion. I agree with Roland Boer

that ‘religion was woven into every fact of ancient economics and society,’132

and would want to go further than the Marxist analytical frameworks he uses133

perhaps allow in recognising the institutional form this tended to take. In

particular, institutions typically hold important functions in societies, and

in the case of the ancient Near East, religious institutions existed and acted

economically in ways which are not reducable to class systems.

What we can conclude, more minimally, is that the seal impressions attest

to a system of taxation which was not merely personal but drew from polities

— in other words, that attests to a structuring of the administration of pre-

exilic society to support centralised state and cultic economic practice.134 The

receipts are of course interesting in this regard, but more intriguiging are the

132. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 5.

133. Boer, The Sacred Economy of Ancient Israel, 18–41.

134. Avraham Faust, ‘Household Economies in the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah’, in Household
Archaeology in Ancient Israel and Beyond, Culture and History of the Ancient Near East 50
(Leiden: Brill, 2011), 255–73.
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seal impressions from document sealings. The documents so sealed must have

been related to taxation — I wonder if they might have recorded the names

of the individuals whose tax or tribute was being sent onwards to the king or

the Temple — and so the bullae are evidence of pre-exilic sealing practice for

economic documents.

Secondly, even if Deutsch is incorrect in ascribing the origins of this ad-

ministrative structure to Hezekiah’s attempts to resist Assyrian invasion, the

dating is consistent with a centralised system of extraction of revenue which

was functioning in the face of Assyrian and later Babylonian imperial control.

The bullae cannot tell us whether the system was set up in order to collect

resources in order to make imperial tribute payments, but they do attest to

precisely the kind of system which we would expect to exist in order for such

imperial extraction to take place at a national level.

Samuel’s prediction about the extractive tendencies of kings, and the negat-

ive portrayal of Solomon’s and Rehoboam’s taxation, may well reflect historical

memory of the economic realities of pre-exilic Israel and Judah, especially as

centralised extraction of revenue was a post-exilic reality too. In summary, we

can reasonably infer from this that pre-exilic Israel and Judah had developed

systems of taxation, and were in the process of monetisation prior to the exile.

This in turn implies that the pressures arising from the state extraction of

revenue, monetisation of the economic system, and the related consequences

of debt, servitude, and land alienation were experiences in common between

the late pre-exilic period of narrative time in Jer 32, all the way through to the

Persian period reflected in Jer 32’s contents.
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3.2.3Tribute

In addition to state taxation (and cultic obligations), imperial domination

required the provision of tribute, which was in both kind and precious metal

(both weighed and made). As an example, Shalmanasser III had an inscription

made to record, in part, receipt of tribute from Jehu, who is probably the figure

pictured kneeling in front of the Assyrian. The inscription captions the relief:

I received the tribute of Jehu, son of Omri: silver, gold, a gold bowl,

a gold vase (?), gold goblets, gold buckets, tin, a royal scepter (and)

javelins.135

The amounts of silver and gold are not mentioned, but a few points are worth

mentioning. The precious metals (and tin) are distinguished from objects made

from precious metal, such as bowls, goblets, and buckets. This suggests that the

first two items of the tribute refer to bulk metal. Jehu is named as an Omride,

rather than by reference to his actual parentage (2 Kings 9:2, 20), in order to

identify his kingdom, as is typical of Assyrian inscriptions,136 despite Jehu’s

status as a usurper.

The receipt of Jehu’s tribute is also attested in an inscription from Ashur, but

is merely stated without any detail of the composition or amount of tribute.137

135. Mordechai Cogan, The Raging Torrent: Historical Inscriptions From Assyria and Babylonia Relating
to Ancient Israel (Jerusalem: Carta, 2015), 23–4.

136. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 26.

137. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 27.
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Adad-Nerari III records receiving “tax and tribute” from the “land of Omri,”

among others, following political subjugation.138 While the amount received

from Israel is not mentioned, the tribute taken after military victory over Mariʾ

of Damascus is:

I received from him within his palace in Damascus, his royal city,

2,300 talents of silver, 20 talents of gold, 3,000 talents of bronze,

5,000 talents of iron, multicolored linen garments, a bed (inlaid)

with ivory, a couch with ivory inlay and fittings, his property (and)

possessions without number.139

As Cogan points out, the tribute paid by Israel might well have been the

result of political alliance, if “Mariʾ” is to be identified with Hazael or Ben-

hadad III, and if Adad-Nerari III is therefore the עישומ (“saviour”) of 2 Kings

13:5. For our purposes, though, it is sufficient to note that Israel paid tribute to

Adad-Nerari III, and it appears that this was related to military support against

the Arameans.

In a summary inscription, Tiglath-pileser III recorded receiving tribute from

a number of kings, including:

… Jehoahaz of the land of Judah, … gold, silver, tin, iron, lead, multi-

colored garments, linen garments, the garments of their lands, red-

purple wool, […, all kinds of] costly articles, produce of the sea

138. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 40.

139. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 40.
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(and) dry land, commodities of their lands, royal treasures, horses

(and) mules broken to the yo[ke, …].140

The text itself is dated to 729 BCE, but the tribute collection probably oc-

curred a few years earlier, perhaps in 732 BCE.141

The text does not record the amount of tribute received from this group of

kings, but does quantify the amount taken from two other subject kings: Ḫulli

of Tabal and Metenna of Tyre. From Ḫulli, the text records receipt of 10 talents

of gold and 1,000 talents of silver (that is, about 300kg of gold and 30,000kg of

silver).142 From Metenna, the even larger quantity of 150 talents (4,500kg) of

gold and 2,000 talents (60,000kg) of silver were apparently received.143

Another summary inscription of Tiglath-pileser III records the tribute re-

ceived for installing Hoshea as vassal following his usurpation of Pekah (2

Kings 15:30):

10 talents of gold, x talents of silver, [with] their [property] I re-

ceived from them and [to Assyria I carried] them off (lines 18–19).144

140. Hayim Tadmor and Shigeo Yamada, The Royal Inscriptions of Tiglath-Pileser Iii (744–727 BC),
and Shalmaneser V (726–722 BC), Kings of Assyria, The Royal Inscriptions of the Neo-Assyrian
Period 1 (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 122–3; ‘Tiglath-Pileser Iii (744–727): Campaigns
Against Syria and Palestine: Building Inscription’, Ancient Near Eastern texts relating to the
Old Testament zotero://select/items/2354 (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969), 282.

141. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 64.

142. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 67.

143. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 67.

144. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 73.
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Although the inscriptions of Sargon II in relation to Israel are largely con-

cerned with the deportation of Samaria (or Israel; see 2 Kings 17:5-6 and

Cogan145), there is also a mention of tribute for the Samariams in the Khorsabad

Annals:

[tax] and tribute I imposed upon them like Assyrians.146

I briefly note that there is a tendency in the cuneiform inscriptions for the

reported size of tribute to vary over time, in those instances where we are able

to observe the same tribute event reported on multiple occasions.

For example, between Adad-Nerari III’s Calah inscription and his Sabaʾa

inscription, the amount of gold increases from 20 talents147 to 100 talents.148

The variations are not always increases over time, but are suggestive of the

possibility that the amounts mentioned are not precise and may involve exag-

geration.

Nevertheless, there seems little doubt that large amounts of tribute were

raised. Incidentally, this suggests that large amounts of precious metal must

have been in use: ‘…the fact that imposing a tax would have raised at least part

of a considerable tribute indicatees that there must have been a considerable

145. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 93.

146. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 100.

147. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 40.

148. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 45.
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amount of silver available or in circulation in order to realise such proceeds.’149

Or to look at it from another angle, the need to provide such a large amount in

tribute plausibly influenced the monetisation of the economy under imperial

domination.

3.2.4Trade

‘Trade’ in the secondary literature of ancient Near Eastern economies typically

applies to international trade, rather than domestic trade. Trading activity is

identifiable from material culture artefacts and contemporary records, and

persisted across long periods of time. It is associated with the monetisation of

the economy and to writing practices. It took place despite other barriers to

the international movement of people:

As long as the traveling merchants did not violate customs obliga-

tions, they could easily cross foreign borders, and except for cases

where their passage was blocked as an act of sanction against their

or a neighboring king, they were also able to enter and cross enemy

territory. In certain cases, when they traded with royal merchand-

ise, we may find them provided by a letter of requesting the foreign

authorities not to impose a tax on their merchandise.150

149. Heymans, TheOrigins of Money in the Iron AgeMediterraneanWorld, 145.

150. Amnon Altman, Tracing the Earliest Recorded Concepts of International Law: TheAncient Near East
(2500-330 BCE) (Leiden; Boston: Martinus Nijhoff Publishers, 2012), 77–78.
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A significant part (but not all) of this international trade was in goods for

elite use, such as jewellery, fine pottery,151 and other luxury goods. The elite

aspect of trade also interacted with imperial activity.152 Writing was also closely

tied to elites, and to imperial activity.

In a summary inscription of Tiglath-pileser III (which also mentions Hoshea’s

status as an Assyrian vassal), there is a brief mention of the establishment of a

customs-house in Gaza.153 This suggests that the flow of tribute was not the only

material economic flow into imperial Assyrian hands, and that as Cogan notes,

‘clearly points to the strong economic drive at the base of Assyrian expansion,

whose goal was the domination of international trade.’[Cogan,154 71; see also

Cogan,155 73; Cogan2015, 77]

The existence of the hacksilver hoards (see below) is evidence of a number

of economic flows. Because silver is not endemic to the region, the silver must

151. Seymour Gitin, ed., TheAncient Pottery of Israel and Its Neighbors From the Iron AgeThrough the
Hellenistic Period (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2015), 190, 217–18, 224.

152. Sandra Blakely, ‘Images, Merchants, and Mercenaries: Aegeans and Southern Judah in the
Eight Century BCE’, in Archaeology and History of Eighth-Century Judah, ed. Zev Farber and
Jacob L. Wright, Ancient Near East Monographs 23 (Atlanta, GA: SBL, 2018), 35–56; See also
Giovanni B. Lanfranchi, ‘The Ideological and Political Impact of the Assyrian Imperial Ex-
pansion on the Greek World in the Eighth and Seventh Centuries BC’, in TheHeirs of Assyria:
Proceedings of the Opening Symposium of the Assyrian and Babylonian Intellectual Heritage Project
Held in Tvärminne, Finland, October 8-11, 1998, ed. Sanna Aro and Robert M. Whiting, Melammu
Symposia 1 (Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian Text Corpus Project, 2000).

153. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent, 69, 71.

154. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent.

155. Cogan, TheRaging Torrent.
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have been imported at some point. Isotopic analysis of the hoards is able to

shed some light on the origin of the metal, and it is certain that silver was

imported from distant places. Indeed, there is an argument that the prestige

associated with precious metals from geographically distant places gave these

precious metals value within the social networks of the Levantine societies.

Being exchanged within interregional trade and obtained through

the long-distance networks that were a source of prestige for their

participants, [silver] gained a local significance that it did not ne-

cessarily have on the other end of the exchange. This significance,

which caused it to stand out from other, that is, local goods being

exchanged, made it suitable for appropriation and use in certain

contexts as a form of money.156

In recent years, analysis of lead isotopes in silver from hoards has shown

that not only was silver imported from other parts of the Mediterranean, but

that this activity stretched as far away as Iberia during the Iron Age.157 There

is evidence in the silver of the Tel Dor hoard of a composite of Anatolian and

Sardinian silver,158 and hence of flows of metal from the western Mediter-

ranean in the 10th century BCE. In the case of the Eshtemoa hoard, some of

156. Heymans, TheOrigins of Money in the Iron AgeMediterraneanWorld, 231.

157. Tzilla Eshel et al., ‘Lead Isotopes in Silver Reveal Earliest Phoenician Quest for Metals in the
West Mediterranean’, Proceedings of theNationalAcademy of Sciences PNAS 116.13 (2019): 6007–12.

158. Eshel et al., ‘Lead Isotopes in Silver Reveal Earliest Phoenician Quest for Metals in the West
Mediterranean’, 3.
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the silver originated in Iberia.159 In fact, Eshel et. al. hypothesise that given

the distance involved, and the relatively early dating of these hoards relative

to Phoenician activity, that “Iberian silver was possibly the prime, and likely

the earliest, reason for Phoenician endeavors in the peninsula, preceding, or

contemporaneous with, the earliest stages of settlement there”.160

Note that Ephraim Stern had hypothesised that even the earlier Tel Dor

hoard had some Iberian provenance, but this was based on the ratio of gold

within the silver alloy, which lacks the precision of isotopic analysis.161

As well as the connection between precious metals and interregional trade,

there was a strong connection with writing culture, particularly notable in

the case of the Phoenicians, who never exerted imperial domination but were

central to important trade routes. As Caroline López-Ruiz puts it:

As the Levant recovered from the Late Bronze Age systems collapse,

the Phoenician centers offered the fragmented Levantines an in-

spiring continuity with the lustrous urban world that had once

been exemplified by Ugarit, and Tyre in particular was a beacon of

exploration and innovation. The Phonicians’ uninterrupted pala-

159. Eshel et al., ‘Lead Isotopes in Silver Reveal Earliest Phoenician Quest for Metals in the West
Mediterranean’, 5.

160. Eshel et al., ‘Lead Isotopes in Silver Reveal Earliest Phoenician Quest for Metals in the West
Mediterranean’, 5.

161. Ephraim Stern, ‘The Silver Hoard From Tel Dor’, in Hacksilber to Coinage: New Insights Into the
Monetary History of the Near East and Greece, ed. Miriam S. Balmuth, Numismatic Studies 24
(New York: American Numismatic Society, 2001), 19–26.
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tial and temple traditions as well as their institutions, preserved

since the Bronz Age, served as models for the formation of new

city-states, such as in Israel, Judah, and the Aramaean and Neo-

Hittite states. Phoenician script was adopted by all surrounding

groups in the southern Levant, North Syria, and Cilicia, and used

as a sign of international prestige, before it passed on to the Aegean

and beyond.162

This connection between trade, institutional culture, and the writing of the

Hebrew scritpures is vital to note.163 Prophetic writing is in the end an artefact

of a complex interaction between political influence, cultural contact, and

economic activity. What must not be forgotten is that Hebrew writing owes

its form, at the very least, not to Egyptian or Mesopotamian influence, but

to the Phoenicians and their economic power. Jer 32 connects economic and

prophetic writing, and this reflects the historical path which made prophetic

writing a reality.

3.2.5Economic growth

The construction, improvement in quality, and widespread use of agricultural

tools, and especially the iron tools which mark the Age, led to substantial

growth in agricultural productivity in Israel and Judah, which ‘resulted in a

162. López-Ruiz, Phoenicians and theMaking of the Mediterranean, 281.

163. López-Ruiz, Phoenicians and theMaking of the Mediterranean, 288–313.
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large surplus of foodstuffs.’164

In the highlands, twenty-four late Bronze Age settlement sites have been

discovered, compared with 136 settlement sites in the early Iron Age.165 These

settlement patterns have often been noted in relation to the vexed question of

the origins of Israel as a nation. But if we ignore for the moment the question

of the ethnicity of the settlers, the economic picture is a striking one.

Growth in the number of settlements indicates that there was a sustained

period of economic growth; that is, growth in the production of the goods

necessary for survival. In fact, given that the remains of these settlements are

extant in modern times, it is evident that the people who built the settlements

had sufficient excess of time and resources beyond survival that they were

able to create durable buildings.

Furthermore, there is evidence that over the course of the Iron Age, highland

settlements grew in scale. Hopkins notes the sizes of twelve Iron I settlement

sites. The median settlement size was 1ha.166 By contrast, he notes that a num-

164. Oded Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel (Winona Lake, Ind: Eisenbrauns, 1987), p. 164; see
also David C. Hopkins, ‘Dynamics of Agriculture in Monarchial Israel’, in Society of Biblical
Literature 1983 Seminar Papers: One Hundred Nineteenth Annual Meeting December 19-22, 1983 the
Loews Anatole Dallas, Texas, ed. Kent Harold Richards, Society of Biblical Literature seminar
papers 22 (Chico, California: Scholars Press, 1983), 177–202.

165. David C. Hopkins, TheHighlands of Canaan: Agricultural Life in the Early Iron Age, The Social
World of Biblical Antiquity (Sheffield: Almond, 1985), 139. See Brendon C. Benz,TheLand Before
the Kingdom of Israel: A History of the Southern Levant and the People Who Populated it, History,
Archaeology, and Culture of the Levant (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2016) p. 266
for more recent figures of 25-30 Bronze Age settlements and 250 in the early Iron Age. Benz
also presents a more recent bibliography, and a discussion of how to interpret the changes in
settlement patterns.

166. Hopkins, TheHighlands of Canaan, 140.
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ber of Iron II settlements covered between 42ha and 56ha in area,167 a huge

increase in scale.

The type of production, however, does not appear to have significantly

altered, and the combination of horticulture and animal farming was likely

the primary productive component of the economy.168 Limited production,

primarily of olive oil, is evidenced in urban houses, but the size of olive presses

indicates a smaller scale of production than for rural settings.169 This coheres

with the continuing prominence given to rural life and land in scriptural texts,

even as increased economic prosperity enabled a process of urbanisation.

One feature of economic life which does appear distinctive in pre-exilic

Israel and Judah, although this is contested, is the comparatively egalitarian set-

ting of life in rural villages,170 as evidenced by similar house sizes and forms.171

The same is not true of cities.172 As John Goldingay notes, in conjunction with

urbanisation, both the development of the state, and the ‘demands of tribute

from imperial powers,’ likely provided structural conditions in which disparit-

167. Hopkins, TheHighlands of Canaan, 142.

168. Borowski, Agriculture in Iron Age Israel, 163.

169. Faust, ‘Household Economies in the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah’, 257–62.

170. Avraham Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis: Settlement, Interaction, Expansion and Resistance, Ap-
proaches to Anthropological Archaeology (London: Equinox, 2006), 92–95.

171. Faust, Israel’s Ethnogenesis, 71–84.

172. Walter Houston, Contending for Justice: The Ideologies andTheologies of Social Justice in the Old
Testament (London: T&T Clark, 2008), 18–51.
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ies of economic outcomes became more pronounced.173

According to Peter Altmann, the situation was quite different in post-exilic

Persian Yehud. Material culture remains point to a reduced population and

widespread poverty. The economy was largely rural, in contrast to the pre-

exilic urbanisation, and as a consequence there was no lack of land.174 In fact,

the pressing issue may well have been access to a sufficient labour force.175

3.2.6Labour

While much of what has been discussed relates to elites, and to the develop-

ments around cult, state, and imperium, the reality of life for many people

was tied to an unmonetised aspect of the economy, in various forms of non-

free life and labour. The case of the servile workforce at Nippur is unusually

well-documented in certain ways, and makes for grim reading:

…this group was under abnormal population stress, lived in relative

povery, and worked under duress. … these workers had a short

life expectancy. The data also show that this population was not

able to sustain its size through natural reproduction and so was

not viable without the continual import of fresh workers. … the

173. John Goldingay, Old TestamentTheology: Israel’s Life 3 (Downer’s Grove: InverVarsity, 2009),
480–1.

174. Altmann, Economics in Persian-Period Biblical Texts, 159–77.

175. Philippe Guillaume, Land, Credit and Crisis: Agrarian Finance in the Hebrew Bible (Sheffield;
Oakville, Conn.: Equinox, 2012), 209.
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majority of nuclear-family households were headed by a woman.

In many cases, these were single mothers caring for young children

only (such as multiple unweaned infants), which may indicate that

the mother was young.176

One aspect of the economy is the use of the corvée, or unpaid labour ( סמ ,

cognate with Akkadianmassu). This is only referred to in three scriptural texts,

1 Kgs 4.6; 5.27 and Esth 10.1:

׃סמַּֽהַ־לעַאדָּ֖בְעַ־ןבֶּםרָ֥ינִֹדאֲוַ…

…and Adoniram son of Abda was in charge of the forced labour (1

Kgs 4.6)

המָ֣הֵבְּהַ־לעַר֙בֵּדַיְוַריקִּ֑בַּאצֵֹ֖ירשֶׁ֥אֲבוֹז֔אֵהָד֙עַוְןוֹנ֔בָלְּבַּרשֶׁ֣אֲז֙רֶאֶ֙הָ־ןמִם֒יצִעֵהָֽ־לעַר֮בֵּדַיְוַ

׃םיגִֽדָּהַ־לעַוְשׂמֶרֶ֖הָ־לעַוְףוֹע֔הָ־לעַוְ

King Solomon conscripted forced labor out of all Israel; the levy

numbered thirty thousand men. (1 Kgs 5.13)

.Esth)׃םיָּֽהַייֵּ֥אִוְץרֶאָ֖הָ־לעַסמַ֛׀שֹׁרשֵׁחָאֲךְלֶמֶּ֨הַם֩שֶׂיָּוַ 10:1)

176. Jonathan S. Tenney, Life At the Bottom of Babylonian Society: Servile Laborers At Nippur in the 14th
and 13th Centuries, B.C. (Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011), pp. 135-6.
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King Ahasuerus laid tribute on the land and on the islands of the

sea. (Esth 10.1)

While the specific identification made by the verses in 1 Kings might lack

historical precision, the verses suggest that it was plausible to refer to the ex-

istence of corvée labour in the pre-exilic period. The also attest the plausibility

of referring to state officials in the administration of the corvée.

The existence of the corvée in the time of the prophet Jeremiah is attested by

the existence of a stamp seal impression, where the text of Face B is ‘ סמהלערשאהיאלפל ’

(‘Belonging to Pelaʾyahu who is in charge of the corvée’).177 The Book of Jeremiah

also contains a negative reference to unpaid labour (Jer 22.13), directed against

Jehoiakim, althought it does not use the term סמ , and the reference may merely

be to a failure to pay workers as promised, rather than to the imposition of the

corvée.

3.3 Land in history

In this section, I will briefly review matters relating to land ownership and

other rights, transfers, alienation, and the connection between elite and agrarian

life.

177. Avigad and Sass, Corpus of West Semitic Stamp Seals, pp. 56-7.
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3.3.1 Land rights and transfers

There is in the ancient world a close connection between cities as consumers of

goods and the habitation of elites, and the rural fields which supply the basic

needs of all the people of the land.178 Even for a person in Jerusalem, agrarian

fields of the sort which features in Jer 32 were of significant economic and

hence symbolic importance. City houses, and urban life generally, held status

but agriculture was the economic engine:

In ancient Israel, the principal source of income was not contract,

as in modern society, but property, and the most important prop-

erty for these purposes was agricultural land. At the same time,

the principal economic unit was the family, which provided the

framework for the exploitation of the land and for distribution of

the income from it. Small wonder then, that the biblical law of

property was concerned less with the efficient use and transfer of

a commercial asset than with protecting the rights of the family to

the source of their economic survival, not only against outsiders

but even against individual members of the family itself.179

178. See Simon Winchester, Land: How the Hunger for Ownership Shaped the ModernWorld (London:
William Collins, 2021) 39-55 for a summary of the ancient origins of the relationship between
the development of agriculture and the idea of land ownership. For the process of urbanisation
in ancient Israel, see Mark McEntire, Not Scattered or Confused: Rethinking the UrbanWorld of
the Hebrew Bible (Lousiville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 2019) 119-142, and subsequent
chapters for some of the ways in which these ideas developed.

179. Raymond Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, JSOTSup 113 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991),
1.
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The start of the Book of Jeremiah invites readers to attend to the distinction

between rural and urban by its initial framing of Jeremiah’s call: he is from

Anathoth — that is, the countryside rather than the city — and as Mary Mills

has pointed out, the opening oracle makes ‘symbolic use of fertile nature to

convey a political and cultural evaluation.’180 The use of the almond branch

(Jer 1.11) is a clever piece of wordplay on דקַשָׁ (‘keep watch’) and דקֵשָׁ (‘almond

tree’),181 using agrarian imagery in the description of God’s watchfulness, itself

a metonym for his impending judgement.

The connected imagery continues in the Book of Jeremiah in the contrasting

images used for judgement and restoration. In ‘Jeremiah 4, 12, 23… earth is

its own agent and responds actively to the impact of negative influence.’182

The image of wasteland is applied to both the city of Jerusalem (Jer 44.6), and

to the ‘whole land’ (Jer 25.11). Only the city is under seige, but the totality of

God’s judgement is portrayed by the devestation of the land as well as the city.

Similarly, the promises of restoration in Jeremiah 31 and 33 are closely tied

to the restoration of agrarian ideals, not merely the city itself (Jer 31.2–12; Jer

180. Mary Mills, ‘Wasteland and Pastoral Idyll as Images of the Biblical City’, inTheCity in theHebrew
Bible: Critical, Literary and Exegetical Approaches, ed. James K. Aitken and Hilary F. Marlow,
LHBOTS 672 (London: T&T Clark, 2018), 105–22 (p. 109).

181. Robert P. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986),
p. 102.

182. Mills, ‘Wasteland and Pastoral Idyll as Images of the Biblical City’, p. 111; see also Katherine
Murphey Hayes, The EarthMourns: Prophetic Metaphor and Oral Aesthetic, Academia Biblica 8
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002), pp. 69–75.
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33.10–13).183 In fact, in Jer 31.12 even applies the language of agrarian fertil-

ity, no doubt itself an important material component of hope, to the people

themselves.

Our knowledge of land tenure in the ancient Near East is bound up with the

use of economic writing, because our access to land tenure is largely the result

of the quantity of documentary material describing rights and obligations

regarding land. What we lack is any kind of systematic description of the

systems of tenure, which in many cases makes it challenging to interpret the

documentary texts, not least because such texts are often formulaic and terse,

and make use of technical terms whose meaning is obscure. This is both a

blessing and a curse:

While the laborious culling of information from such sources may

be deemed less conducive to solid results than utilizing descriptive

studies on the subject, the former has certain advantages in that

it contains synchronic and objective information, while the latter

contains (or may contain) diachronic and personal, and therefore,

subjective information. Ancient Mesopotamia cannot boast of any-

thing close to Aristotle’s Politeia, but it has thousands of original

documents approximating in type and value to the English Dooms-

day Book.184

183. Mills, ‘Wasteland and Pastoral Idyll as Images of the Biblical City’, pp. 115–120.

184. Ignace J. Gelb, Piotr Steinkeller and Robert M. Whiting, Earliest Land Tenure Systems in the Near
East: Ancient Kudurrus, University of Chicago Oriental Institute Publications 104.1 (Chicago, Ill:
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Of course, the situation is even more challenging when it comes to ancient

Israel, because our sources are comparable to neither Politeia nor theDoomsday

Book. We have very little by way of documentary texts, the scriptural texts are

neither synchronic nor particularly descriptive, and there is uncertainty about

comparability between aspects of tenure in the wider ancient Near East on the

one hand, and Iron Age Judah on the other. Nevertheless, it is no doubt better

to give consideration to such evidence as is available than to ignore it. From

the earliest periods, the documentation of rights and obligations in relation to

land occurs frequently. In some cases, these involve multiple ‘sellers,’ but as

Gelb et al. point out:

already in the earliest periods the actual “owners” (= primary sellers)

of sold real property were either single individuals or, at best, nuc-

lear families.This, in our view, precludes any possibility of the

existence of a truly familial/communal ownership of land during

the time-span with which this study is concerned [i.e. the third

millennium bce].185

Leviticus 25.29–34 distinguishes between city houses and open land, with no

redemption rights for city houses. No motivation is given for this distinction

in the text, but it seems reasonable to draw a comparison in this case with

some of the evidence from Babylonian archival material:

Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1991), p. 1.

185. Gelb, Steinkeller and Whiting, Earliest Land Tenure Systems in the Near East, p. 17.
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For the social stratum that has left us the overwhelming majority

of private archives, i.e., propertied city dwellers, a town house

of their own was certainly one of the most important types of

property, of not the most important in absolute terms: houses

can be extraordinarily valuable… From an economic point of view,

houses were a means of storing wealth, less often of generating

wealth. Much money was invested in urban properties, but unless

families or individuals owned more than one house which could

then be let, houses, other than fields or gardens, did not normally

constitute a source of income—houses used as shops or workshops

being an obvious exception to this rule.186

We have no way of knowing whether city houses in ancient Israel had such

a high monetary value, but what does seem plausibly similar is the distinction

between storing and generating wealth. Fields generated wealth (or at a min-

imum, had the potential to generate a subsistence), in a way that city houses

did not. You could not eat a house, but if you owned a field you might be able

to eat grain one day.

The critical question, not always given attention, is why the land of Judah

and the city of Jerusalem continue to feature so strongly in the scriptural texts

which originate from the exilic period. Rom-Shiloni points out that:

Biblical compositions of the sixth and fifth centuries b.c.e. are

clearly dominated by authors from among the Babylonian deportees

186. Jursa and Hackl, Aspects of the Economic History of Babylonia in the First Millennium BC, 169.
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and the Repatriated Exiles. Yet, much of this literature is focused

on Judean existence in the land… The Babylonian exiles follow the

national-religious shared beliefs of Israel when they cling to the

land as the essential symbol of the God-people covenant relation-

ship.187

This symbolic significance of agrarian land is important in the context of

Jer 32, where a narrative located in the city (Jerusalem, no less) is devoted to

the fate of a field. The symbolism of the field is related to the group interests

reflected in the text, and economic realities common to the pre-exilic and post-

exilic periods in which a field represented productive wealth — and hence

could be used as a symbol of hope in the face of destruction.

3.3.2Alienation of land

In Jer 32.7–8, the term הלאג (‘right or obligation of purchase’)188 occurs, along

with the familial relationship between Ḥanamel and Jeremiah, key aspects

of the idea of inalienable familial land. John Dearman argues that inalien-

ability of land was not the basis for the eighth-century prophets’ critiques

of economic oppression,189 and it is possible that the changes resulting from

187. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity: Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People Who
Remained (6th-5th Centuries BCE), LHBOTS (New York; London: Bloomsbury/T & T Clark, 2013),
270–1.

188. HALOT 1:170.

189. John Dearman, ‘Property rights in the eighth-century prophets: the conflict and its background’
(PhD diss., Ann Arbor, MI: Emory University, 1981); J. Andrew (John Andrew Dearman, Property
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Assyrian imperial expansion were the catalyst for the development of this

idea.190 Certainly this period involved significant economic changes, including

to land and buildings. Gadot et. al. suggest that the pattern of buildings in

the Soreq valley (northwest of ancient Jerusalem) is not consistent with the

settlement pattern of earlier agricultural villages centred around families,191

despite exhibiting the three- and four-room pillared buildings characteristic of

Israelite settlements,192 which perhaps indicates a transformation of economic

activity away from families and towards other structures.

But even in Mesopotamia, where latifundisation is observable through doc-

umentary evidence, however, it was not always a unidirectional process. For

example, longer-term archival material shows that financial risk, as well as

reward, attached to wealthy landowners:

The archives show how once wealthy land-owning families gradu-

Rights in the Eighth-Century Prophets: The Conflict and Its Background, SBLDS (Atlanta: Scholars
Press, 1988).

190. See, for example, Oded Lipschits and Joseph Blenkinsopp, eds., Judah and the Judeans in the
Neo-Babylonian Period (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2003); Avraham Faust, ‘Settlement,
Economy, and Demography Under Assyrian Rule in the West: The Territories of the Former
Kingdom of Israel as a Test Case’, JAOS 135.4 (2015): 765–89; Joshua Theodore Walton, ‘The
regional economy of the southern Levant in the 8th-7th centuries BCE’ (PhD diss., Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University, 2015).

191. Yuval Gadot et al., ‘What Kind of Village is This? Buildings and Agroeconomic Activities
Northwest of Jerusalem During the Iron IIB–C Period’, inTheLast Century in theHistory of Judah:
The Seventh Century BCE in Archaeological, Historical, and Biblical Perspectives, ed. Filip Čapek
and Oded Lipschits, Ancient Israel and its Literature 37 (SBL, 2019), 89–118.

192. Gadot et al., ‘What Kind of Village is This? Buildings and Agroeconomic Activities Northwest
of Jerusalem During the Iron IIB–C Period’, 109.
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ally became impoverished, even to the point that family members

had to be given in pledge but could not be redeemed.193

In any case, in the scriptural texts we can observe that over time, both priestly

and prophetic religious communities found commonality in prohibitions of the

alienation of familial land, and rules benefiting those with limited economic

power on related issues such as debt and servitude. These developments are

evidenced in a number of texts, such as the Jubilee provisions of the Holiness

Code (Lev 25), the Sabbatical Year (Deut 15), and the narrative of Jeremiah 32,

among others. The narratives of the books of Samuel and Kings refer to some

of these economic issues, possibly as retrojections (for example, 1 Sam 22.2 on

debt; 1 Kgs 4.25 on universal land ownership; 1 Kgs 5.13–18; 9.15–26; 10.14–29 on

forced labour and trade; 1 Kgs 21 on elite confiscation of land; 2 Kgs 15.19–20 on

tribute to Assyria).

It is quite possible that the traditions that found codification in the various

law codes during the exilic period arose much earlier, and the variations reflect

differentiation arising from the process of oral transmission or innovation

among different groups. Another possibility is that they are attempts to give

divine warrant to a past age which with the benefit of hindsight appeared to

have some superior economic features (and, given the material culture evid-

ence, hindsight might have had a degree of accuracy). This second possibility

could easily have had a single point of innovative origin, and then spread to

193. Kathleen Abraham, ‘The Middle Assyrian Period’, in Security for Debt in Ancient Near Eastern
Law, ed. Raymond Westbrook and Richard Lewis Jasnow, CHANE 9 (Leiden Boston: Brill, 2001),
161–97.
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the different schools of religious activity — notably those who eventually pro-

duced D, P, and so forth — during the period following the Assyrian destruction

of the northern Israelite kingdom.

Given that these ideas clearly involved critique of both the ruling Judahite

elites, and many religious leaders, the evidence of contested ideas found in

the textual artefacts available to us would make sense. Attempts to give divine

warrant to the inalienability of patrimonial land would have been unpalatable

to those who had benefited from land alienation, but attractive to those who

were less-powerful. At the same time, given the event of the Babylonian exile,

the idea of the possibility of a ‘return’ to land seen as having been unjustly

alienated, or even the possibility of a new ‘golden age’ following a return to a

homeland, is precisely the kind of idealistic hope that could have gained favour

among the first generation of exiled scribal groups who began the process of

codification and development of traditions taken into exile.

Even among the first returnees, and the remnant in Jerusalem, the depop-

ulation of the land and removal of the earlier ruling elites could plausibly

have made the idea of a system for allocating land on this kind of basis attract-

ive. Perhaps the lists of land distribution and family lines found in e.g. Num

33.50–56; 34.1–29 can also be tied back to this process of development, or more

minimally, that the issue of land allocation forms one aspect of the background

for this allocation. Baruch Levine identifies Num 34 as ‘a priestly text of relat-

ively late origin,’194 and this would be coherent with origins similar to the list

194. Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 1–20, AB 4 (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 71.
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of returned exiles in Ezra 2 // Neh 7.

And regardless of whether or not we see latifundisation as a material reality

which lies behind the text of Jer 32 (and Lev 25, and so on), as Robert Caroll

pointed out, there is no doubt that a strict familial inheritance regulation of

land ‘which cannot be alienated permanently… would necessarily prevent lati-

fundisation.’195 In other words, we cannot prove that latifundisation occurred,

either before the exile or in the periods of the return or later, but it is obvious

that the idea of redemption stands against the possibility of latifundisation

occurring. Jer 32, however, is best read as an indication of the development

of the social concept of inalienable family land, rather than as a prophetic

enjoinder to maintain familial ownership. The imperial threat of Babylon’s

military power is the pressing issue in Jer 32, not latifundisation.

3.4 Land purchases in scriptural texts

Whatever the origins of the idea of inalienable family land, the concept of

it is present across a range of scriptural texts, of which I will survey some

which address transfers of ownership rights. Jer 32 can be read in conversa-

tion with these other texts. As David Baker points out, most of the scriptural

transfers involving purchases of land also involve the alienation of land from

non-Israelites to an Israelite, and that ‘there is no record in the Old Testament

of any Israelite selling land outside his extended family, and Naboth refuses to

195. Robert P. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’, in Second
Temple Studies: 1. Persian Period, ed. Philip R. Davies, JSOTSup 117 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991), 108–24.
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do so even at the demand of the king (1 Kgs 21:1–4).’196

3.4.1Genesis 23

As noted by Carroll in his Jeremiah commentary,197 there are noteworthy par-

allels — or more precisely, constrasts — that can be observed between the

story of Jeremiah’s field purchase, and the account in Genesis 23 of Abraham’s

purchase of Ephron’s field at Machpelah.198

Several features of this story emphasise that the land Abraham purchases is

not ancestral land:

• Sarah dies ןענכץראבןורבחאוהעבראתירקב ‘in Kiriath-arba (that is, Hebron),

in the land of Canaan’ (verse 2), and for good measure is buried at אוהארממ

ןענכץראבןורבח ‘Mamre (that is, Hebron) in the land of Canaan’ (verse 19).

This emphasises a pre-Hebron name for the place, and its location within

pre-conquest Israel.

196. David L. Baker,Tight Fists orOpenHands? Wealth andPoverty inOldTestament Law (Grand Rapids,
Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2009) 76. He also asserts that there is no material evidence of
Israelites selling land, but this would hardly be compelling archaeologically given the paucity
of documentary evidence from ancient Israel, and is in any case contradicted by the Gezer 4
tablet, which records the sale of of a field by an Israelite called Natanyahu (Mordechai Cogan,
Bound for Exile: Israelites and Judeans Under Imperial Yoke: Documents From Assyria and Babylonia
[Jerusalem: Carta, 2013], 27–9; Horowitz, Oshima and Sanders, Cuneiform in Canaan, 57–8;
‘Land sale (Gezer 2)’ [COS 3.118:264–65] ).

197. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah, p. 623.

198. Carroll’s comparison is ‘both instightful and compelling’ (Hindy Najman, ‘The Symbolic Sig-
nificance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, in Past Renewals: Interpretative Authority, Renewed
Revelation, and the Quest for Perfection in Jewish Antiquity [Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2010], 3–38).
Note also that in Genesis 33, Jacob buys a plot of land from Hamor for 100 kesitahs, but the
story has fewer parallels.
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• Abraham describes himself as a בשותורג ‘alien and stranger’ (verse 4). These are

evocative terms used for landless non-Israelites elsewhere in the Pentateuch.

• The Hittites, not Abraham, are the ץראה־םע ‘people of the land’ (verses 7, 12,

and 13).

• The cave and field are described as being the personal possession of Ephron

the Hittite (verse 9), with a typical use of ל to mark ownership.199

Abraham seeks that the field and cave become his הזחא (“property”; verses

4 and 9), and by the end of the story, this is the outcome (verse 20). It seems

likely that this transfer to become Abraham’s property is the matter of subtle

dispute between Abraham and the Hittites.200 Abraham’s request for הזחא in

verse 4 is not met with an outright “no,” but their offer in verse 6 of the use of

a burial-place was clearly not to Abraham’s liking. Hence, in verse 9, Abraham

reiterates his request to obtain the land as הזחא , this time offering specifically to

pay for it (see next section). The lengthy back-and-forth contrasts the potential

for a friendly permission to bury someone with an actual exchange transaction.

The actual question of inheritance by Abraham’s descendants is not ad-

dressed specifically, but verse 20 makes a point of identifying a transmission

from the Hittites (as a group) to Abraham. Later in Genesis, we find that Ab-

raham’s descendants are able to access the burial field (Gen 25.9–10; 49.29–32;

199. GKC §129; J-M §133d, §130.

200. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 29–30.
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50.5,13).201 Gen 25.9–10, as Raymond Westbrook has pointed out, Gen 23.17–18

could be read as a tripartite arrangement, whereby the field becomes Abra-

ham’s as a הנקמ (‘purchase’) by paying money to Ephron, and as הזחא (perhaps

‘possession’) by the juridical authority of the Hittites, mirroring similar tri-

partite agreements from a wide range of ancient Near Eastern sources where

a private purchase was also matched by a gift of the same land from the ruler

of the land.202

Ephron initially rejects Abraham’s offer of payment ( אלמףסכב ‘for the full

price,’ verse 9) in exchange for ownership ( ינדאאל ‘No, my lord,’ verse 11),

while still offering to give the field to Abraham. Eventually Ephron concedes to

Abraham’s reiterated offer to pay the field’s price ( הדשהףסכ , verse 13), which

Ephron suggests to be 400 shekels of silver (verse 15). The money is duly

weighed out רחסלרבע (‘according to the weights current among the merchants,’

verse 16), perhaps a technical term referring to a standard measure,203 and

a connection between mercantile activity and the use of weighed silver as

money.

In verse 18, the status of the acquired field as something purchased (rather

than given) is emphasised by the term הנקמ , ‘acquisition’ or ‘property.’ Other

instances of the term refer, for example, to a purchased field (Lev 27.22), or a

201. The burial place is not mentioned subsequently in the Pentateuch.

202. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 32–3.

203. E. A. Speiser, Genesis: Introduction, Translation, and Notes, AB (New Haven; London: Yale
University Press, 1974), 171.
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slave bought for money ( הנקמףסכ , Gen 17.12) as distinguished from a house-

born slave.204

Raymond Westbrook rightfully cautions against seeking naı̈vely a parallel

in Hittite legal documents of land purchase, merely because the narrative

mentions the Hittites. Instead, he notes that the form of Gen 23 more closely

corresponds to neo-Babylonian purchase ‘dialogue documents’ which narrate

the interchange, and where — notably — the main clause is a payment for-

mula.205

There may well be a secondary issue at play. Just as Esau displays his lack of

moral worth by selling his birthright, there may be a hint here of the unworthi-

ness of the Hittites who are willing to sell their ancestral land. Hittites are only

mentioned 14 times in the Hebrew Bible: initially as the second son of Canaan

(and then in a secondary citation in 1 Chr 1.13), 11 times in Gen 23, and on one

other occasion in Gen 27. In Gen 27.46, Rebekah despairs at the thought that

Jacob might marry   ץראהתונבמהלאכתח־תונבמהשׁא ‘a wife from the daughters

of Ḥatti like these, from the daughters of the land.’ The otherwise negative

portrayal of Hittites makes it possible that this story in Gen 23 is intended to

show the descendants of Canaan as morally unworthy of continued possession

of the land, in part because of their willingness to alienate their ancestral land

by a sale and purchase.

204. HALOT 2:628.

205. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 31–2.
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3.4.22 Samuel 24

In 2 Sam 24, David buys the threshing floor of Araunah the Jebusite. Much as

in the Abraham purchase, the non-Israelite owner offers to give the property

to David, but he insists on paying, in this case 50 shekels of silver. There is

no writing, and through the prophet Gad, God commands the building of an

altar, not specifically the purchase of the threshing floor. There is potentially

an additional link to economic issues, in that a royal census has a strong asso-

ciation with issues of taxation and elite confiscation, although the text only

records it as a military effort. (Note the interesting point that although David

is presented in 2 Sam 5 as having taken Jerusalem from the Jebusites by con-

quest, a Jebusite could apparently still own property.) There is a convenantal

connection in the link between David’s sin and the experience the people have

collectively of God’s judgement.

3.4.31 Kings 16

In 1 Kgs 16, Omri buys the hill of Shemer for two talents (perhaps six thousand

shekels206) of silver. The purchase, described in commercial terms but with no

mention of witnesses, writing, or divine discourse, is notable mainly for its

appearance in the extremely brief account of Israel’s most historically-attested

king. There is a conceptual (not terminological) connection with covenant, as

verses 25–26 are a terse and negative assessment of Omri’s covenant compli-

206. HALOT 2:473.
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ance. There is no mention of divine speech. In the Deuteronomistic History,

Omri’s purchase marks a departure from the possibility of hope, with the es-

tablishment of an alternative capital to rival Jerusalem (and in history, one

which indeed overshadowed Jerusalem).

3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

As mentioned earlier, the compositional layers of Jer 32 address the interests

of different groups, including returning exiles. As Ehud Ben Zvi discusses,

there are two related but sociologically-differing ways to describe the likely

tensions between the post-exilic returnees and those who remained in the

land.207 The first is to identify the exiles as the elite, in line with 2 Kings 24.14,

and the poor as the remainers (2 Kings 25.12; Jer 39.10; 52.16).208 The scriptural

texts representing the rights of the returnees then neatly aligns with the social

elites as the producers of texts. Ben Zvi calls Jer 32.6–15 ‘the obvious example’ of

this.209 The second, which gives attention to the likely imperial policy of retain-

ing some elites in situ as a politically-acceptable local, imperially-subordinate

207. Ehud Ben Zvi, ‘Inclusion in and Exclusion From Israel as Conveyed By the Use of the Term
‘Israel’ in Post-Monarchic Biblical Texts’, in The Pitcher is Broken: Memorial Essays for Gösta
W. Ahlström, ed. Steven W. Holloway and Lowell K. Handy, JSOTSup 190 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic, 1995), 95–149.

208. Against this, see John Kessler, ‘Persia’s Loyal Yahwists: Power Identity and Ethnicity in Achae-
menid Yehud’, in Judah and the Judeans in the Persian Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Manfred
Oeming (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2006), 91–121.

209. Ben Zvi, ‘Inclusion in and Exclusion From Israel as Conveyed By the Use of the Term ‘Israel’ in
Post-Monarchic Biblical Texts’, 105 note 30.
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government, and to 2 Kings 24.14–16, sugggests a more complex picture where

the exiles were not only elites, and the remainers were not only the poor. This

is supported by the obvious elite status of the governors by the time of Ezra and

Nehemiah, and the mixed social status of the Babylonian exilic communities

and the returnees.210

In Ezra and Nehemiah, the list of returnees, a text which predates the books

themselves, is an example of the use of writing to establish or support a claim

to live in a particular part of the province, which the text presents as their pre-

exilic place of origin. In other words, the document ties a genealogical claim to

an assertion of land ownership. It is an example which functions as a parallel to

the way in which Jeremiah might have envisaged his deed of purchase asserting

rights for his own family in a vision of recovery after invasion or return from

exile.

Ezra and Nehemiah each present the return of exiled peoples to the province

of Judah as a positive event from a religious point of view. Even within the liter-

ary narration of return to ancestral land, however, the texts surface the conflict

with those who were in the land when the exiles returned. The narration of

these conflicts suggest that questions of rights to the use of the land, tied to

ideas around family inheritance, and authority over changes in rights were

not straightforwardly resolved, even if Ezra-Nehemiah present the outcome

of the conflicts as a settled matter.

210. Daniel L. Smith, ‘The Politics of Ezra: Sociological Indicators of Postexilic Judaean Society’, in
Second Temple Studies: 1. Persian Period, ed. Philip R. Davies, JSOTSup 117 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991),
73–97.
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While the issue of mixed marriages has been the focus of significant at-

tention in recent years,211 Ezra and Nehemiah also reflect concerns around

economic matters, such as imperial tribute. For example, the letter from Re-

hum to Artaxerxes includes this telling line:

ךְ֙לָהֲוַוֹל֤בְ־הדָּֽנְמִןוּל֑לְכְתַּשְׁיִֽהיָּ֖רַוּשׁוְאנֵ֔בְּתְתִּךְ֙דָאתָ֥יְרְקִןהֵ֣ידִּ֠אכָּ֔לְמַלְאוֵ֣הֱלֶעַ֙ידִ֙יְןעַ֗כְּ

׃קזִֽנְהַתְּםיכִ֖לְמַםתֹ֥פְּאַוְןוּנ֔תְּנְיִאלָ֣

Now may it be known to the king that, if this city is rebuilt and the

walls finished, they will not pay tribute, custom, or toll, and the

royal revenue will be reduced. (Ezra 4.13)

We have already noted the connection between land and imperial tribute.

These are intrinsically economic issues, albeit displaying complex interactions

with the issues of distinctiveness and separation visible in the ethno-religious

assertions of the texts.212

The texts of Ezra and Nehemiah assert that the exiles returned וריעלשׁיא ‘each

to their own towns’ (Ezra 2.1 // Neh 7.6), in a superscription to the genealogical

211. Notably Katherine Southwood, Ethnicity and the MixedMarriage Crisis in Ezra 9-10: An Anthro-
pological Approach, Oxford Theological Monographs (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012);
see also Csilla Saysell, “According to the Law”: Reading Ezra 9-10 as Christian Scripture, JTISup
(Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2012).

212. For example, ‘The common thread in the three main areas of concern as expressed in Neh 10 is
the desire to be distinctive as God’s people. The Sabbath is a characteristic feature of Israelite
religion and the ban on intermarriage is similarly aimed at keeping Israel separate and thereby
distinct… The only exception is perhaps Neh 5 and the issue of debt slavery, which is an ethical
question, yet it serves in the story more to underline the fact that Israel is called to be a free
nation and not to be enslaved to either foreigners or their own kin’ (Saysell, “According to the
Law”, p. 44).
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

list of returnees. The list is generally taken to have its first literary setting in

Neh 7 rather than Ezra 2, but to have its origins in an independent document

(Neh 7.5), incorporated into Nehemiah and then Ezra.213

While Ezra 1 claims that the exiles returned carrying great wealth, the im-

plication is that this wealth was for the rebuilding of the Temple, not the

purchasing of houses or fields in the returnees’ ancestral lands. And if the

scholarly consensus around the relative antiquity of the list is correct, with

its ascription of genealogically-derived rights to land, then despite the brev-

ity of the reference, there is an economic implication about the preservation

of familial ownership of land which has not attracted much attention in the

commentaries.214

In a discussion of the allocation of land among elites during the transitions

of imperial rule in the province, Alt makes the suggestion that the original

purpose of the list was indeed to establish an allocation of land to elite families:

Die Liste der Rückwanderer (Esra 2 = Neh. 7), das einzige Doku-

ment, das wir für diese Dinge haben, wird im Blick auf die dann

vorzunehmende Verteilung des verfügbaren Bodens an die nach-

weisbar empfangsberechtigten Gruppen hergestellt worden sein;

die dabei auftretende Bezeichnung des in Betracht kommenden

Territoriums als הנידמ (Esra 2, 1 = Neh. 7, 6; vgl. auch Neh. 1, 3; 11, 3)

213. Hugh G. M. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, WBC (Waco, TX: Word Books, 1985), pp. 29-31.

214. The phrase attracts no comment from Blenkinsopp (Ezra-Nehemiah: A Commentary, OTL [Lon-
don: SCM, 1989], p. 84) or Myers (Ezra-Nehemiah, AB [New Haven; London: Yale University
Press, 2006], p. 15).
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

hat mit der Provinz als soicher nichts zu tun.215

Williamson rejects this, along with the suggestion that the list might have ori-

ginated for the purposes of taxation, on the grounds that the list is composite —

in other words, that it includes people from several different groups returning

to the land over a long period of time.216 As he points out, the composite nature

of the list, along with its relatively early date, suggest that there may have been

returnees coming back to the land some time before the narrated returns of

Ezra and Nehemiah themselves. The genealogical details must have also been

preserved from an early date.

Now, the list by its nature is genealogical, but there must have some purpose

for its inclusion in Ezra-Nehemiah. Williamson finds most attractive the idea

that it was needed to respond to the request for the names of those involved

in building the Temple (Ezra 5.3–4,10) and to ensure their rights to build the

Temple in the face of a challenge to their status as returnees with an imperial

warrant to do so, but this would only explain the list’s compilation, not its

inclusion in its current setting in either Ezra or Nehemiah. In neither book is it

framed around the Temple building request or dispute (and of course, its first

incorporation into the setting of Nehemiah 7 lacks this connection at all, and

215. ‘The list of the returnees (Ezra 2 = Neh. 7), the only document we have on these matters, will
have been produced with a view to the distribution of the available land then to be made to the
groups demonstrably entitled to receive it; the designation of the territory under consideration
as הנידמ (Ezra 2, 1 = Neh. 7, 6; cf. also Neh. 1, 3; 11, 3), which occurs in this connection, has
nothing to do with the province as such.’ Albrecht Alt, Kleine Schriften Zur Geschichte Des Volkes
Israel 2 (München: Beck, 1953) p. 335.

216. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, p. 28.
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

the later incorporation within Ezra still does not particularly suit this use).

Instead, the framing of the list in both cases as documenting the return of

exiles to their ancestral towns suggests some intended use of the compilation

to assert land ownership:

Each to his own city clearly designates that the places from which

the Babylonians exiled the Jewish people were to be occupied by

the Jews. This shows that after a period of c. fifty-three years the

memory of the places from which families were taken was still

very much alive.217

But, while I agree with Fensham that the list is used within Ezra-Nehemiah

to assert a connection with ancestral land,218 Williamson has noted219 that the

list itself provides evidence against such a straighforward historical process of

return to family land for all the returning exiles:

ֹלוְרמֵּ֑אִןדָּ֖אַבוּר֥כְּאשָׁ֔רְחַלתֵּ֣ח֙לַמֶ֙לתֵּ֥מִם֙ילִֹעהָֽהלֶּאֵ֗ו59ְ ם֙תָוֹבאֲ־תיבֵּדיגִּ֤הַלְוּל֗כְיָֽא֣

םישִּׁ֥מִחֲתוֹא֖מֵשׁשֵׁ֥אדָ֑וֹקנְינֵ֣בְּהיָּ֖בִוֹט־ינֵבְהיָ֥לָדְ־ינֵב60ְּ׃םהֵֽלאֵ֖רָשְׂיִּמִםאִ֥םעָ֔רְזַוְ

ס׃םיִ נָֽשְׁוּ

59 The following were those who came up from Tel-melah, Tel-

harsha, Cherub, Addan, and Immer, though they could not prove

217. F. C. Fensham, The Books of Ezra and Nehemiah, NICOT (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1982),
p. 48.

218. Although this could be an inclusivist fiction: Kessler, ‘Persia’s Loyal Yahwists’, 109.

219. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, p. 31.
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

their families or their descent, whether they belonged to Israel:

60 the descendants of Delaiah, Tobiah, and Nekoda, six hundred

fifty-two. (Ezra 2.59–60; // Neh 7.61–2)

In other words, the list notes those who ‘returned’ but could not demon-

strate their ancestry. In the case of those excluded from the priesthood in the

following two verses, the reason for mentioning them is obvious; but it is not

made explicit what these 652 people (who seem to be a different group) are

excluded from.

Pace Fensham, it is evident from Ezra 2.59–60 // Neh 7.61–2 that ‘the memory

of the places from which the families were taken’ had in some cases died away

— or perhaps, did not exist at all, as it is impossible to know the true circum-

stances of the ‘returnees,’220 especially given the potential whims of imperial

policy around the displacement of peoples. In fact, this hints at the challenge

of discerning the purpose of the original compilation of the list at all; it defies

a simple explanation, because while we can identify its composite nature, we

lack the context to determine why it was compiled. Nevertheless, the domin-

ant concern reflected in the list itself is that of genealogy, and the common

element of the list is that everyone mentioned was believed to have come from

Babylonian towns.

While its reason for compilation is not entirely evident, where I believe

220. The list may reflect an ideological preference to portray non-Golah people as returnees: Ernst
Axel Knauf, ‘The Israelite Impact on Judean Language and Literature’, in Judah and the Judeans
in the Persian Period, ed. Oded Lipschits and Manfred Oeming (Winona Lake, Indiana: Eisen-
brauns, 2006), 291–349.
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

Williamson is quite correct is that Ezra 2.1–2 // Neh 7.6–7, which are a head-

ing attached to the existing list, are asserting the status of those who led the

returnees.221 The prior genealogical document is used to bolster the claim

around the leaders, by repurposing the genealogical list to assert a degree of

historical memory about the geographical origins of different clans that was

not universally recorded for the mass of the people (with a parallel partial loss

of memory for the priests), but which would be plausible for the elites who

assumed leadership of the returnees.

By referring to an earlier document, Ezra and Nehemiah are making an

innate appeal to the authority of written texts to establish rights. In this case,

the rights being asserted are those to leadership (for the named elites),222 and

to land — the latter, by claiming that in the return, people went back to the

their town of origin, and which is the point which is relevant to my thesis:

The clue to the theological significance of the list is to be sought in

the parallelism with the occupation of the land in Joshua, which

also makes extensive use of lists. More specifically, we are to think

of the Priestly version of the distribution of land to the twelve

tribes (cf. the twelve leaders, Ezra 2:2) under Joshua and Eleazar

the priest (cf. Zerubbabel and Jeshua). A crucial point is that in

both the occupation of the land is associated with the sanctuary

221. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, pp. 32-3.

222. Jonathan E. Dyck, ‘Ezra 2 in Ideological Critical Perspective’, in Rethinking Contexts, Rereading
Texts: Contributions From the Social Sciences to Biblical Interpretation, ed. M. Daniel Carroll R.,
JSOTSup 299 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 2000), 129–45.
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3.5 Returning exiles in Ezra and Nehemiah

to be erected on it (Josh. 18:1; 19:51). By virtue of this connection

the land receives its specific religious qualification, as a fief of the

sanctuary and in the gift of the deity who dwells in it.223

Kurt Galling was quite right to point out that the list identifies the להק and

is therefore making a religious point about those who were considered within

the ‘true’ community.224 But in my view, his assumption that this religious

dimension is distinct from the economic question of land ownership was an

anachronism that we ought to abandon, and that Blenkinsopp is by contrast

quite right in seeing a close connection between land ownership and member-

ship in the Temple community.

By the time Ezra-Nehemiah included the list, familial rights must have been

recognised by the ideal readers of the books if they were used as a territ-

orial legitimation strategy. I note in this regard Sara Japhet’s point that Ezra-

Nehemiah is deeply politically conservative,225 a point which is economically

evident in Ezra 4’s concern (see above) that the flow of imperial tribute should

continue.226

223. Blenkinsopp, Ezra-Nehemiah, pp. 83-4.

224. K Galling, ‘The ‘Gōlā-List’ According to Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7’, JBL 70.2 (1951): 149–58; also
Myers, Ezra-Nehemiah, p. 16.

225. Sara Japhet, ‘Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel: Against the Background of the Historical and
Religious Tendencies of Ezra-Nehemiah I’, ZAW 94.1 (1982): 66–98 (pp. 71-6); see also Japhet,
‘Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel: Against the Background of the Historical and Religious Tenden-
cies of Ezra-Nehemiah II’, ZAW 95.2 (1983): 218–29; Tamara C Eskenazi, ‘Out From the Shadows:
Biblical Women in the Postexilic Era’, JSOT 17.54 (1992): 25–43.

226. By contrast, as Japhet discusses in political terms (Japhet, ‘Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel’, pp. 76-
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3.6 Family and inherited land in Numbers

The competing rights of different groups within the land must also have

been a matter of dispute, as Ezra and Nehemiah indeed attest, but the use of

the list in Ezra 2 // Neh 7 is testimony to a commonality of viewpoint because

familial rights to land are the basis of the list’s inclusion, rather than the list

being there to argue for familial rights.

What is also significant for my purposes is that Ezra-Nehemiah makes use

of a documentary text, incorporated into the books, to assert these rights. It

is a vivid parallel to the way in which the story of Jeremiah’s field purchase

was given creative expression, not by a direct incorporation of the purchase

deed in Jer 32, but by the incorporation of the idea in an expanded text which

addressed the interests of returnees in creative ways.

3.6 Family and inherited land in Numbers

Perhaps partly because of the importance of inheritance, including land, hav-

ing descendants is also a significant issue in some scriptural texts, such as

80), the economic visions of Haggai and Zechariah are more radical, even though both books
rely on the importance of productive land ownership by the returnees. In Haggai, the point of
agricultural prosperity is so that wealth can be used to rebuild the Temple, and the claim of
universal divine ownership in Haggai 2.8 is made in relation to silver and gold, rather than
the land (Lev 25.23). In Zechariah, the prosperity of cities will benefit Jeruasalem (Zech 1.17),
plunder will flow from the nations to the people Israel (Zech 2.9), and silver and gold will flow
from the returned exiles to a new king in Jerusalem (Zech 6.9–14). Economic flourishing is
represented by money more than land, and this is evident in the promise of רכש (‘wages’) as a
marker of prosperity in addition to agricultural produce (Zech 8.10–12; see also Zech 11.12). The
land still matters: שׁדֶֹקּהַתמַדְאַלעַוֹקלְחֶהדָוּהיְ־תאֶהוָהיְלחַנָוְ (‘yhwh will inherit Judah as his portion
in the holy land,’ Zech 2.12), and can be appealed to as a personal possession (Zech 13.5).
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3.6 Family and inherited land in Numbers

Gen 1.28 and 12.2–3.227 The promises of future hope in Jeremiah often include

promises of descendants (including Jer 29.6; 30.19; 31.27; 33.14–16,228 22; and

38.8 lxx229).230 In Jeremiah the promise of descendants ‘typically occurs in the

context of descriptions of the restoration of Israelite society following return

to the land.’231

But, even though Jer 32 contains similar promises of destruction including

loss of people (Jer 32.24, 36) to other passages in the Book of Jeremiah, and

of return to the land, it lacks any reference to descendants. This is perhaps

because the prophet Jeremiah is portrayed as the field’s purchaser, and accord-

ing to Jer 16.1–2, the prophet himself is commanded not to have children.232

Perhaps the scribal work which brought together the Book of Jeremiah can be

discerned here within Jer 32 itself, in keeping a relatively narrow focus on the

economic consequences of a return (fields etc. will be bought and sold), and

maintaining a reticence about the arguably awkward topic of descendants. The

227. Jamie Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring: An Old TestamentTheology of the Blessing of
ProgenyWith Special Attention to the Latter Prophets (Eugene, OR: Pickwick, 2014), 21–56.

228. The lxx does not include these verses, either because

229. Note that the mt does not have the lxx‘s reference to ’you will bear children’ (τεκνοποιήσῃ),
by a different reading of the verb (Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring, 198–9). The
reading is not materially different, though, as the mt still refers to those who are pregnant
and bearing children among the returnees.

230. Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring, 171–203.

231. Viands, I Will Surely Multiply Your Offspring, 201.

232. Specifically, not ‘in this place,’ which does in theory leave open the possibility that Jeremiah
might have children somewhere else, such as Babylon or Egypt.
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3.6 Family and inherited land in Numbers

reticence is especially evident when compared to the mentions of descendants

in chapters 30, 31, and 33.

Because of the portrayal of the prophet as childless, the idea in Jer 32 of

a redemptive purchase to keep the field at Anathoth in the family is, within

the overall Book of Jeremiah, somewhat quixotic if inheritance was only to a

person’s children.233 David Aberbach notes that consequently there is ‘great

pathos’ in Jeremiah’s prediction of a return of joy in marriage to Judah (Jer

33.10–11);234 the same could be said for a childless prophet buying a piece of

land, intended for a future which he is personally excluded from by the divine

command not to have children, leaving him without an heir. There is an echo,

perhaps, of Abraham’s complaint to God that he lacked an heir, and that his

property would pass to Eliezer (Gen 15.2). But in at least one other text, it was

possible for a childless man to pass land on to his relations on his death.

The narrative of Num 27 follows the allocation of land in Num 26. In Num 26,

Moses takes a census of the Israelites, narrated in verses 1–51. The point of the

census is found in verses 52–56, as the land is granted as an inheritance tied to

tribes. The Levites, who are landless, are enumerated by clan in verses 57–62,

and the position of their clan listing after the allocation of land emphasises

233. Note here, though, the different situation outlined in Ezek 46.16–18, where the sons of a
purchaser of land can inherit, but only רוֹר֔דְּהַתנַ֣שְׁ־דעַ (‘until the year of liberty’), when the land
reverts to its original owner. Perhaps the compilers of the Book of Jeremiah understood that
Jeremiah’s land purchase would revert to Ḥanamel or his descendants at a Jubilee, although
in that case it would be difficult to understand how the land deed was intended to function
within the narrative.

234. David Aberbach, Imperialism and Biblical Prophecy, 750-500 BCE (London: Routledge, 1993),
p. 70.

175



3.6 Family and inherited land in Numbers

the fact that they, unlike the rest of the Israelites, do not have an inheritance

of land.235 In Num 27.1–11, a man named Zelophehad has died leaving five

daughters, and by implication (verse 4) his inheritance has passed to the man’s

brothers.236

Moses presents a ruling from God, which confers a right of inheritance on

the daughters of fathers who die without a son to inherit:

׃וֹתּֽבִלְוֹת֖לָחֲנַ־תאaֶםתֶּ֥רְבַעֲהַֽוְוֹל֔ןיאֵ֣֙ןבֵוּתוּמ֗יָ־יכִּֽשׁיאִ֣רמֹ֑אלֵרבֵּ֣דַתְּלאֵ֖רָשְׂיִינֵ֥בְּ־לאֶוְ

You shall also say to the Israelites, “If a man dies, and has no son,

then you shall pass his inheritance on to his daughter. (Num 27.8)

The subsequent verses go on to address further permutations of the prob-

lem, effectively establishing a hierarchy of familial proximity for inheritance

purposes.237

The point at issue was not whether the inheritance should remain in the fam-

ily, but whether daughters had any inheritance rights. Sons clearly inherited

first, but it also seems that the default here which Mahlah and her sisters were

contesting was the idea that a son-less man’s inheritance went to his brothers

on his death. If that is the case, then the ruling Moses gives introduces only a

235. A longer description of the allocation of land is found in Numbers 33–35, which uses terms
such as הלחנ (‘inheritance’), שרי (‘to possess’), and בשי (‘to dwell’).

236. The problem was already foreshadowed in Numbers 26.33, which noted the names of the
daughters and the absence of any sons.

237. Baruch A. Levine, Numbers 21–36, AB 4A (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974), 340–8.
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single novelty, that of daughters being able (in these unusual circumstances)

to inherit land. The remainder of the familial hierarchy described might then

simply reflect the already established custom.

That ruling was further nuanced in the closing narrative of Number 36, in

which clan leaders from the tribe of Manasseh approached Moses with a po-

tential problem: the earlier solution given would perpetuate the father’s name,

but might result in the land leaving the clan (‘ החפשמ ’) and tribe (‘ הטמ ’).238

This could have happened if the daughters married outside their tribe. Moses’

response was, םישׁנלהנייהתםהיבאהטמתחפשׁמלךאםישׁנלהנייהתםהיניעבבוטל (‘Let

them marry whom they think best; only it must be into a clan of their father’s

tribe that they are married,’ Num 36.6). This ensured that the land would stay

in the tribe of Manasseh. The daughters apparently all married paternal cous-

ins, neatly solving the problem. Numbers 36 functions as an additional marker

of the concern to preserve familial ownership of land.239

Now, while the narrative has an internal coherence, an additional layer

of meaning arises because two of the daughters’ names are attested in the

Samaria ostraca, as place names rather than personal names. Ostraca 45240 and

238. Note the rare reference, in Num 36.4, to the Jubilee. I agree with Levine that the force of
לבֵֹיּהַהיֶהְיִ־םאִוְ is best expressed by ‘even when the Jubilee comes,’ rather than the NRSV’s ‘when

the Jubilee comes’. In other words, their complaint is that the land will be inherited in the
daughters’ husbands’ tribes, and will not return to the tribe of Manasseh ‘even when the
Jubilee comes.’ Levine, Numbers 21–36 577-8

239. Levine, Numbers 21–36, 574–80.

240. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 298–9.
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47241 mention Ḥogla, and Ostracon 50242 mentions Noah. Many of the other

toponyms attested in these Samarian ostraca also mention names associated

with land allocations to those named in Numbers 26. According to Levine:

Clearly, the episode of Zelophehad’s daughters is related to the

anomalous situation of the tribe of Manasseh, the only one that

settled both to the east and to the west of the Jordan. This, then, is

the historiographic agenda that was ultimately of greater signific-

ance than the legal exception involved. The permanent function of

the episode was to legitimate Manassite claims in Canaan proper.243

I note one final point from Numbers 27 in relation to the enigmatic expression

תמואטחב־יכּ (‘but he died for his own sin,’ Num 27.3). As Levine points out, this

implies that if Zelophehad had died חרק־תדעבהוהי־לעםידעונההדעהךותב (‘among

the company of those who gathered themselves together against the Lord in the

company of Korah,’ Num 27.3), his lands would have been considered forfeit.244

It might be possible to read this as a rather oblique acknowledgement of the

idea that familial land rights could be lost through rebellion against God.

In any event, the relevance of the episode in Num 27 is that it attests to the

possibility of a childless person’s inheritance still remaining within their family

241. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 300.

242. Aḥituv, Echoes From the Past, 302–3.

243. Levine, Numbers 21–36, 342.

244. Levine, Numbers 21–36, 345.
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at their death, and hence to a plausible coherence of Jeremiah’s redemptive

purchase in Jer 32 within the overall framing of the Book of Jeremiah.

3.7 Conclusion

In this chapter, I have addressed four thematic issues which are important

to my thesis. Firstly, writing was a phenomenon which was largely located

within a scribal class who were fully literate, although economic documents

were relatively common and encounters with texts were possible even for the

large majority who were not literate. Secondly, the ancient economy of both

pre-exilic and post-exilic Judah was one in which exchange transactions were

common, even though the social institutions which surrounded those transac-

tions were quite different from a modern economic setting. Money was used

even before the exile, largely in the form of hacksilver, and monetisation was

closely linked with state extraction and with international trade and tribute

flows. Thirdly, land rights, while varied, included ownership, and alienation

and the interactions between city and rural groups were complex. Lastly, we

see some of these dynamics reflected in scriptural texts, which portray land

purchases, grants, familial rights, and elite extraction. A key dynamic which is

often understood to be of significance in the Jeremian setting is the interaction

between groups with competing claims to land, portrayed in both the conquest

narratives, and in the overtly post-exilic texts such as Ezra and Nehemiah.
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4 Writing: Jeremiah 32 as a microcosm of

Jeremiah

The economic picture painted in Jeremiah 32 has a number of distinctive fea-

tures. A unique feature, at least among biblical texts, is the role that economic

writing plays in the narrative. Unlike other biblical land transfer narratives,

this one places writing at the centre of the account of Jeremiah’s purchase, in a

way which secures idealised rights to familial land ownership.

This stands in contrast to archaising accounts such as Abraham’s land pur-

chase at Hebron in Genesis 23 or Boaz’s redemption in Ruth where writing

is absent. It also stands in contrast to the story of Naboth’s vineyard, where

writing is unrelated to the land transaction itself, and is instead an elite tool

used to instigate violence as a means to stripping ancestral ownership rights

over a piece of land.

Jeremiah 32 does not lay out in any detail a system of familial land rights. In

fact, while familial language is given prominence, there is a certain murkiness

to the familial rights in play in the text, as I will discuss shortly. As a rule

book for familial rights to property, Jeremiah 32 lacks sufficient detail. But as

apologia for writing as the means by which familial rights can be upheld, it is
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more successful.

In fact, I would argue that familial land rights are not in themselves the

innovation which Jeremiah 32 makes visible. A number of distinctive features,

though, are in the text in relation to familial land rights, including the portrayal

of economic writing as an effective mechanism for securing such rights.

The place of writing within this development deserves particular attention,

because it is not obvious that writing offered an inherent advantage in legit-

imating a novel economic idea. Writing belonged to the elites and hence had

an association with the same groups who were responsible for confiscation of

land. So in Jeremiah 32, the use of economic writing has an almost subversive

aspect to it, where writing becomes a tool for opposing elite power and securing

the rights of Jeremiah’s family.

In this chapter, I propose that the deed of purchase functions rhetorically as

a symbol for or analogue of prophetic writing.1 I locate this within a setting of

conflict over prophetic authority, in which the Book of Jeremiah, including Jer

32, offers conditions in which the transfer of prophetic authority to a written

text, and its scribal expansion, can be recognised as conveying a prophetic

message.

1. I am choosing not to use the term, ‘metaphor,’ because I do not wish to locate this argument
within the framework of metaphor theory; see for example David Hills and of Arkansas
Press University, ‘Aptness and Truth in Verbal Metaphor’, Philosophical Topics 25.1 (1997): 117–
53; George Lakoff, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago, Ill.; London: University of Chicago Press,
2003); Monika Fludernik, Beyond Cognitive MetaphorTheory: Perspectives on LiteraryMetaphor,
Routledge Studies in Rhetoric and Stylistics (New York: Routledge, 2011); James W. Underhill,
CreatingWorldviews: Metaphor, Ideology and Language (Edinburgh: University Press, 2011).
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4.1 Introduction

It is possible to read the book of Jeremiah as a memorial to the failure of oral

prophecy to achieve its aims. Jeremiah appears to have convinced almost

nobody of his point of view, and was in due course put down a well. Jeremiah

is not Jonah, who turns an entire city on its spiritual head: the narrative of

Jonah concludes in the prophet’s (unwanted) success, while the narrative of

Jeremiah is profoundly occupied with the lack of enthusiasm for the prophet

Jeremiah’s message among his contemporaneous hearers.

But reading the Book of Jeremiah this way, and in particular seeking and valu-

ing those parts of the text which reflect the ‘authentic’ historical prophet, risks

overlooking the provocative and generative ideas which the Book of Jeremiah

embodies about written prophecy.

Jeremiah 32 typifies the transformative idea that prophetic writing, far from

being defective (or at best an unfortunate necessity arising from unhappy

circumstances, such as the death of the prophet), is in fact in many important

ways far superior to prophetic orality. Parts of the Book of Jeremiah can be

read as an illustration of the risk that oral prophecy could be ineffectual in

its own time, but Jer 32 goes beyond merely legitimating written prophecy as

an awkward alternative to the oral event now that the historical prophet is no

longer materially present.

Instead, it is a creative text which in its writing and rewriting, its ‘authentic’

and ‘redactional’ elements, shows the power of a developing textual tradition

to transcend the momentary (and perhaps ineffectual) influence of merely
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oral prophecy.

In particular, written prophecy can not only survive its oral progenitor, but

can do all sorts of things that a prophetic figure cannot: that is, it can generate

novel outcomes in new circumstances, in places and times far removed from

its place and time of ‘origin.’ The rewriting of texts is central to that ability —

as well as, of course, having some content which has the capacity to achieve

transcendency.

These generative and creative possibilities are visible in the attested forms

of Jer 32, in the redactional layers that form the chapter, and in the location

of Jer 32 within the book. On the final point, far from needing to be read in

the light of Jer 36, I suggest that Jer 32 in its finished literary form is the text

which really idealises written prophecy. Jer 36 ought to be (slightly) relegated

to an explanation of a legitimation of the reliability of transmission, or could

even just function as a relatively mundane origin narrative for the connection

between the historical prophet and a text.

In other words, all the excitement and creative potential of written prophecy

finds its exposition in Jer 32, not Jer 36. Jeremiah 36 is a description of memory

and dictation, and parallels exist in other written prophecy in the ancient Near

East. Jeremiah 32 is a text which has been developed substantially from its

(somewhat murky) origins in a sign-act by the prophet, into a layered and multi-

faceted text which addresses concerns distant from and far more wideranging

than Jeremiah’s initial land purchase.

In this way, Jeremiah 32 is an illustration of and apology for the process that

produced the entire book of Jeremiah. Jeremiah 36 provides a critical plank in
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the edifice of written prophecy by arguing for the role of the prophet in the

initiation of a written text by dictation. But Jeremiah 36 is entirely inadequate

as an explanation for a book that thoughtful readers recognise as far more

than a mere act of historical dictation by the prophet Jeremiah. Jeremiah 32, by

contrast, shows the creativity of a prophet who is inspired by God’s instruction

to write and rewrite into a transcendent and hope-giving text.

In this chapter I present a novel argument that Jer 32 is intended to legit-

imate prophetic writing to an ideal reader, based on three main categories of

evidence:

1. a close exegesis of Jer 32’s references to writing, demonstrating that economic

writing is portrayed positively as an action of the prophet Jeremiah, and a

symbol of future restoration in general;

2. the progression of references to writing within the book of Jeremiah, which

in the attested forms of the book finds it detailed conclusion in Jeremiah 36

but its optimistic high point in Jeremiah 32; and

3. the distinctive positive portrayal of writing in this land transaction as com-

pared to other scriptural land transaction accounts, where writing is either

portrayed negatively or is absent.

The tension between the absence of spoken prophecy, or indeed the person

of the prophet, and the availability of a written prophetic text is well-known.

As well as addressing doubts about the plausibility of written (as opposed to

verbal) prophecy, Jer 32 develops the potential for written prophecy to achieve

outcomes that verbal prophecy could not. In particular, the references to
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writing are closely tied to the potential for hope, to economic prosperity, and

to an intergenerational inheritance.

The material concept of sealing is repurposed to convey not just the security

of a witnessed text, but the idea of hiding a text from view until a suitable

audience emerges. This further bolsters the plausibility of a written text by

suggesting that the implied audience to the verbal prophecy were unsuited to

hear the message, which therefore had to be preserved in a hidden form until

a legitimate audience emerged in a later time.

4.2 Legitimation versus promotion

It is fairly commonplace to see the legitimation of prophetic writing as at least

one outcome of Jeremiah 36 (see below). As Robert Carroll has put it,

I think an argument could be mounted for saying that Jeremiah 36

represents an aetiology (or legitimation claim) for claiming that

the written form of the spoken words of Jeremiah constituted ’the

words of yhwh.2

In saying this, Carroll is not arguing that Jeremiah 36 is an account of how

the book of Jeremiah was actually produced, but is an imaginative account

of prophetic writing which might be included by the organisers as part of

creating a context in which prophetic writing is seen as legitimate.

2. Robert P. Carroll, ‘The Book of J: Intertextuality and Ideological Criticism’, in Troubling Jeremiah,
ed. A. R. Diamond, Kathleen M. O’Connor and Louis Stulman, JSOTSup 260 (Sheffield: Sheffield
Academic Press, 1999), 227.
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Similarly, I suggest that in Jeremiah 32, the legitimation of economic and

prophetic writing is at least one intended aim of Jeremiah 32. But I also suggest

that Jeremiah 32 goes beyond simply legitimating written text, and opens up a

wider range of possibilities for written prophecy than could be achieved by

oral prophecy. In Jer 32, writing is able to do what orality could not.

The centrality of writing to Jer 32’s concerns can be seen by the way that, in

contrast to other descriptions of land purchase in biblical texts, Jeremiah 32

presents writing as an important, even distinctive, component of Jeremiah’s

purchase. And Jer 32 also presents itself as an account of the written form of

prophetic speech and sign-act. Jeremiah’s sign-act with the land deed becomes

a parable of the potential of writing to transcend the problems of time, location,

and testimony that can be problematic in oral traditions.

This emphasis on writing was not intended to only convey to an ideal reader

ethical principles for land ownership or purchases. Instead, its distinctiveness

comes from its use of an economic metaphor that aligns with aspects of both

common practice and contested social practice, and establishes the legitimacy

and potential of prophetic writing through the use of that metaphor.

The economic metaphor’s persuasive power relies on a degree of commonal-

ity amongst readers about what virtuous economic practice might look like,

but rather than establishing such an ethic, it uses a shared ethic to form hope

that is tied to the land, to families, and to future economic flourishing. The

contested and distinctive aspects of that ethic, and in particular the way in

which the narrative portrays economic writing as securing novel rights for

land ownership, shows the potential for written texts to achieve creative out-
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comes. This portrayal interacts with other biblical land transfer texts which

show the failure of oral-only land transfers to secure the desired rights, or the

desired economic outcomes.

The placement of this narrative, which is the first occasion in the book of

Jeremiah where writing, sealing, or Baruch are treated in any extended way,

helps to establish the legitimacy of written prophecy within the overall devel-

opment of the book of Jeremiah.

The idea of writing should be located in the wider setting of conflict over

the appropriation of land and perceived abuse of power, to argue that writing

is presented in Jeremiah 32 as a means of connecting a particular ideation of

land (familial ownership) to economically generative hope. In a real sense, the

written deed of purchase becomes a means of bearing hope across generations.

By comparison with other ANE prophecy, where authorisation was located

with the king, here the text needs legitimacy because of royal opposition and

destruction. Jehoiakim is opposed to Jeremiah and Jeremian writing, and

destroys Baruch’s scroll (Jer 36.23).

While most scholarship on Jer 32 gives attention to redactional or historical

questions, the idea of Jer 32 legitimating prophetic writing has been raised

previously. In this chapter, my intention is to deepen and strengthen the case

for this reading of Jer 32 by making novel arguments for the general case, and to

argue for the novel idea that Jer 32 is not merely legitimating written prophecy

as a secondary substitute for the phenomenon of oral prophecy, but providing

an extended promotion of written prophecy’s ability to achieve more than oral

prophecy could.
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4.3 Prophetic writing and prophetic conflict

The formation of the written text of Jeremiah 32, and its place within the Book

of Jeremiah, is set within the backdrop of the conflict between Jeremiah and his

opponents. The understanding of Jeremiah’s opponents was itself sometimes

framed within a historical conflict between a corrupt prophetic class attached

to the Temple, and virtuous outsiders such as Jeremiah.3 But more recent

scholarship, preferable in my view, reads the descriptions of conflict in the

light of group interests resulting from exile and returns.

What is evident in the text is that as well as conflict over specific issues

such as land ownership, there was also conflict over whose speech could truly

claim divine legitimacy. Given the interest visible in the text over the status

of writing and its relationship to prophetic and other forms of authority, it

seems likely that there was also conflict, or at least uncertainty, over the status

of written (as opposed to oral) prophecy.

In Jeremiah 32, the chapter begins by quoting locating the prophet Jeremiah

as a prisoner of King Zedekiah, who had said:

ֹכּרמֹ֗אלֵאבָּ֜נִהתָּ֨אַעַ֩וּדּמַרמֹ֑אלֵהדָ֖וּהיְ־ךְלֶמֶֽוּהיָּ֥קִדְצִוֹא֔לָכְּרשֶׁ֣אֲ ינִ֨נְהִהוָ֔היְרמַ֣אָה֚

ֹזּהַריעִ֥הָ־תאֶןתֵ֜נֹ ׃הּדָֽכָלְוּלבֶ֖בָּ־ךְלֶמֶֽדיַ֥בְּתא֛

where King Zedekiah of Judah had confined him. Zedekiah had

said, “Why do you prophesy and say: Thus says the Lord: I am going

3. Gerhard von Rad, ‘Die Falschen Propheten’, ZAW 51 (1933): 109–20.
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to give this city into the hand of the king of Babylon, and he shall

take it; (Jer 32.3)

This places Jeremiah’s sign-act and the rest of the chapters as a response to

the conflict with the king. There is no mention in verses 1–5 of prophets, but

they do appear later in the chapter as part of God’s explanation for the doom

of Jerusalem:

םהֶ֔ירֵשָֽׂם֙הֶיכֵלְמַהמָּהֵ֤ינִסֵ֔עִכְהַלְוּ֙שׂעָרשֶׁ֤אֲהדָ֗וּהיְינֵ֣בְוּלאֵ֜רָשְׂיִ־ינֵֽבְּתעַ֨רָ־לכָּל֩עַ

׃םִֽלָשָׁוּריְיבֵ֖שְֹׁיוְהדָ֔וּהיְשׁיאִ֣וְםהֶ֑יאֵיבִֽנְוּםהֶ֖ינֵהֲֹכּ

because of all the evil of the people of Israel and the people of Judah

that they did to provoke me to anger—they, their kings and their

officials, their priests and their prophets, the citizens of Judah and

the inhabitants of Jerusalem. (Jer 32.32)

Here the prophets are more specifically ‘their prophets’ (that is, of the people

of Israel and the people of Judah; c.f. Jer 2.26). Notably, though, the conflict

is not tied solely to the prophets, but to all the elites and indeed the entire

populace. In Jer 34, ‘the prophet subordinates the king’s authority to another,

superior, authority,’4 and in my view it is this ideological difference that is

most visible in the Book of Jeremiah, not a conflict of class. Francesco Arena is

4. Jean Louis Ska, ‘The Tablet of the Heart and the Tablets of Stone: Orality and Jurisprudence
in Ancient Israel’, in Stones, Tablets, and Scrolls: Periods of the Formation of the Bible, ed. Peter
Dubovský and Federico Giuntoli, Archaeology and Bible 3 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020),
39–61.
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quite right that ‘the battle is purely ideological,’5 and that the phenomenon of

opposition in the Book of Jeremiah is not confined to םיאיבנה as a class, because

others utter prophecy — Ahab and Zedekiah (Jer 29.21–23), Shemaiah (Jer

29.30–32), and Passhur (Jer 20.6), for example6 — and there is also opposition

from the king and his officials (Jer 37–38). As in Jer 32.32, everyonewith influence

seems to be arrayed against Jeremiah.7

4.4 Writing in related texts

A number of other scriptural texts can be read in conversation with Jeremiah

32, and in the following sections I consider three of them: Abraham’s purchase

in Genesis 23, from which writing is absent; Ahab’s confiscation of Naboth’s

vineyard in 1 Kings 21, in which Jezebel uses writing for evil purposes; and the

references to writing, symbolic action, sealing, and witnessing in Isaiah 8. I

am not concerned here with temporal priority, but with reading these texts

together with Jer 32.

5. Francesco Arena, Prophetic Conflicts in Jeremiah, Ezekiel, andMicah: How Post-Exilic Ideologies
Created the False (and the True) Prophets, FAT 2. Reihe 121 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020),
p. 121.

6. Arena, Prophetic Conflicts in Jeremiah, Ezekiel, andMicah, pp. 103-118.

7. Arena argues on redaction-critical grounds that this ideological conflict is a late retrojection;
a plausible literary fiction intended to burnish the authority of written prophecy. Arena,
Prophetic Conflicts in Jeremiah, Ezekiel, andMicah p. 188.
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4.4.1Absence of economic writing in Genesis 23

In Genesis 23, Abraham is portrayed as buying a field in Hebron from its Hittite

owners, paying 400 shekels of silver for it (Gen 23.1–20).8 The account has no

reference to writing. The narrative coheres with written ancient Near Eastern

deeds.9

An oddity of the account is that God does not speak to Abraham at all.

Without the context of the wider narrative in Genesis, it would seem like

an entirely secular story. This is mirrored by the subsequent burials later in

Genesis: none of the people mentioned are told by God to return back. Their

choice of burial in the land of promise is an indicator of their loyalty to God’s

covenant and faith that it would be fulfilled. The purchase of the cave, and its

use over the subsequent generations, is a creative response within the story of

covenant.

The purchase of the cave and field signify a material connection between the

land of promise and the eventual return of Israel to Canaan, prefigured by the

various burials in the land.10 The burial cave and field are similar to other signs

of permanence, such as the tamarisk tree Abraham planted in Beer-sheba (Gen

21.33), or the pillar Jacob set up at Bethel (Gen 28.18).

8. Gerhard von Rad, Genesis: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: The Westminster Press, 1972),
245–50; Gordon J. Wenham, Genesis 1-15, WBC 2 (Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1987), 122–31.

9. Gene M. Tucker, ‘The Legal Background of Genesis 23’, JBL 85 (1966): 77–84 (pp. 80-84).

10. Victor P. Hamilton, The Book of Genesis: Chapters 18-50, NICOT 2 (Grand Rapids, Michigan:
William BEerdmans, 1990), 135–36.
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Machpelah is the first piece of real estate in the promised land

secured by the founding father of the nation, and its acquisition

presages the future possession of the entire land… [Abraham’s]

insistence on acquiring the estate in perpetuity is an expression of

faith that his descendants would indeed inherit the land.11

If Gen 23 functions this way as a narrative pre-shadowing of the land as

Israel’s possession, Jer 32 functions as a similar marker of permanent intent

of possession (Jer 32.8), with the important distinction that now a deed of

purchase documents the ownership right to the land. And while the Gen 23

story involves the Hittites selling their ancestral land, Jer 32 tells the story of

Jeremiah preserving ancestral land by a redemptive purchase, secured by a

document.

4.4.2Witnessing in Genesis 23

The narration of Abraham’s field purchase in Genesis 23 places considerable

evidence on the transaction being witnessed, no doubt to give weight to the

symbolic value of Abraham’s purchase as the first piece of land of promise to

come into his possession.

In particular, in Gen 23.10, the narrator makes a point of noting that Ephron’s

reply to Abraham is תחינבךותב ‘amidst the sons of Ḥatti,’ and לכלתחינבינזאב

וריערעשׁיאב ‘in the hearing of the sons of Ḥatti, of all who went in at the gate of

11. Nahum M. Sarna, Genesis = תישרב : The Traditional Hebrew Text With the New JPS Translation, The
JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1989), p. 156.
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his [Ephron’s] city.’ In verse 13, Abraham replies ץראהםעינזאב ‘in the hearing of

the people of the land,’ and in verse 16 Abraham pays the amount of silver רשׁא

תחינבינזאברבד ‘which he had said in the hearing of the sons of Ḥatti.’ Finally,

in verse 18, the purchase took place וריערעשׁיאבלכבתחינביניעל ‘in the sight of

the sons of Ḥatti, of all who went in the gate of his city.’ The witnesses are not

named.12

This repeated emphasis, expressed with parallelism in verses 10 and 18,

draws attention to the transaction as one which has been properly witnessed, in

this case by ‘the sons of Ḥatti.’ The emphasis on witnessing in a land transaction

suggests its importance, and is coherent with the emphasis on witnessing in

Jer 32.6–15.

4.4.3Economic writing with ill intent in 1 Kings 21

An example which demonstrates that writing could have been portrayed neg-

atively is by way of comparison of the sequence and vocabulary of the story of

Naboth’s vineyard in 1 Kings 21, which also features a transfer of ownership of

land, and writing within it. There, we find the following:

ם֙ירִחֹהַֽ־לאֶוְםינִ֤קֵזְהַ־לאֶםירִ֗פָסְהַחלַ֣שְׁתִּוַוֹמ֑תָחֹבְּםתֹּ֖חְתַּוַבאָ֔חְאַםשֵׁ֣בְּם֙ירִפָסְבתֹּ֤כְתִּוַ

׃תוֹבֽנָ־תאֶםיבִ֖שְֹׁיּהַוֹר֔יעִבְּרשֶׁ֣אֲ

So she wrote letters in Ahab’s name and sealed them with his

12. Tucker, ‘The Legal Background of Genesis 23’, p. 84.
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seal…10 seat two scoundrels opposite him, and cause them to wit-

ness against him… (1 Kgs 21.8)

The ordering is the same: Jezebel writes, seals, and causes witnesses to wit-

ness (note the hiphil). The topic is similar, with the concern around ancestral

land:

ב֙וֹרקָאוּה֤יכִּ֣קרָ֗יָ־ןגַלְילִ֣־יהִיוִֽךָ֜מְרְכַּ־תאֶֽילִּ֨־הנָתְּ׀ר֩מֹאלֵ׀תוֹב֣נָ־לאֶבאָ֣חְאַרבֵּ֣דַיְו2ַ

ריחִ֥מְףסֶכֶ֖ךָ֥לְ־הנָתְּאֶךָינֶ֔יעֵבְּבוֹט֣םאִ֚וּנּמֶּ֑מִבוֹט֣םרֶכֶּ֖ויתָּ֔חְתַּךָ֙לְהנָ֤תְּאֶוְיתִ֔יבֵּלצֶאֵ֣

ֹיּו3ַ׃הזֶֽ ׃ךְלָֽיתַֹ֖באֲתלַ֥חֲנַ־תאֶיתִּ֛תִּמִהוָ֔הימֵֽ֙ילִּהלָילִ֤חָבאָ֑חְאַ־לאֶתוֹב֖נָרמֶא֥

[2] And Ahab said to Naboth, “Give me your vineyard, so that I may

have it for a vegetable garden, because it is near my house; I will

give you a better vineyard for it; or, if it seems good to you, I will

give you its value in money.” [3] But Naboth said to Ahab, “The

Lord forbid that I should give you my ancestral inheritance.” (1 Kgs

21.2–3)

Central to the narrative in 1 Kgs 21 is that her actions result in Ahab not

having to pay any money:

ֹתּוַתמֹ֑יָּוַתוֹב֖נָלקַּ֥סֻ־יכִּֽלבֶזֶ֔יאִעַמֹ֣שְׁכִּ֙יהִיְ וַֽ םרֶכֶּ֣־תאֶשׁרֵ֞םוּק֣באָ֗חְאַ־לאֶלבֶזֶ֜יאִרמֶא֨

׃תמֵֽ־יכִּיחַ֖תוֹב֛נָןיאֵ֥יכִּ֣ףסֶכֶ֔בְךָ֣לְ־תתֶלָ֙ןאֵמֵרשֶׁ֤אֲילִ֗אעֵרְזְיִּהַתוֹב֣נָ׀

As soon as Jezebel heard that Naboth had been stoned and was dead,

Jezebel said to Ahab, ‘Go, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth
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the Jezreelite, which he refused to give you for money [silver]; for

Naboth is not alive, but dead.’ (1 Kings 21.15)

Another dimension to this is that Jezebel, as a foreigner, is depicted as not

knowing the limits of monarchial authority, contrasted with Naboth who holds

fast to familial land. She has a different view of the rights of kings from Israelite

Ahab ( לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ־לעַהכָ֖וּלמְהשֶׂ֥עֲתַּהתָּ֛עַ ‘will you not do “kingship” over Israel?,’ verse

7). Note too that the language used by Jezebel of ‘giving’ and Ahab ‘taking

possession’ echo the language used in the land-gift by God.

Compare Deut 1.21:

ךְלָ֔ךָ֙יתֶֹ֙באֲיהֵ֤לֹאֱהוָ֜היְרבֶּ֨דִּר֩שֶׁאֲכַּשׁרֵ֗הלֵ֣עֲץרֶאָ֑הָ־תאֶךָינֶ֖פָלְךָיהֶ֛לֹאֱהוָ֧היְןתַ֨נָהאֵרְ֠

׃תחָֽתֵּ־לאַוְארָ֖יתִּ־לאַ

See, the Lord your God has given the land to you; go up, take pos-

session, as the Lord, the God of your ancestors, has promised you;

do not fear or be dismayed.” (Deut 1.21)

With Jezebel’s words:

ֹתּוַ ם֙חֶלֶ֙־לכָאֱםוּק֤לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִ־לעַהכָ֖וּלמְהשֶׂ֥עֲתַּהתָּ֛עַהתָּ֕אַוֹתּ֔שְׁאִלבֶ֣זֶיאִו֙ילָאֵרמֶא֤

׃ילִֽאעֵרְזְיִּהַתוֹב֥נָםרֶכֶּ֖־תאֶךָ֔לְןתֵּ֣אֶ֙ינִאֲךָבֶּ֔לִבטַ֣יִוְ

His wife Jezebel said to him, ‘Do you now govern Israel? Get up, eat

some food, and be cheerful; I will give you the vineyard of Naboth

the Jezreelite.’ (1 Kgs 21.7)
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ֹתּוַתמֹ֑יָּוַתוֹב֖נָלקַּ֥סֻ־יכִּֽלבֶזֶ֔יאִעַמֹ֣שְׁכִּ֙יהִיְ וַֽ םרֶכֶּ֣־תאֶשׁרֵ֞םוּק֣באָ֗חְאַ־לאֶלבֶזֶ֜יאִרמֶא֨

׃תמֵֽ־יכִּיחַ֖תוֹב֛נָןיאֵ֥יכִּ֣ףסֶכֶ֔בְךָ֣לְ־תתֶלָ֙ןאֵמֵרשֶׁ֤אֲילִ֗אעֵרְזְיִּהַתוֹב֣נָ׀

As soon as Jezebel heard that Naboth had been stoned and was dead,

Jezebel said to Ahab, “Go, take possession of the vineyard of Naboth

the Jezreelite, which he refused to give you for money; for Naboth

is not alive, but dead.” (1 Kgs 21.15)

And Ahab’s response:

׃וֹתּֽשְׁרִלְילִ֖אעֵרְזְיִּהַתוֹב֥נָםרֶכֶּ֛־לאֶתדֶרֶ֛לָבאָ֗חְאַםקָ֣ יָּוַתוֹב֑נָתמֵ֣יכִּ֣באָ֖חְאַעַמֹ֥שְׁכִּיהִ֛יְוַ

ס

As soon as Ahab heard that Naboth was dead, Ahab set out to go

down to the vineyard of Naboth the Jezreelite, to take possession

of it. (1 Kgs 21.16)

The main difference is that whereas Israel is to “go up” to take possession of

the promised land in Deuteronomy, Ahab “goes down” to take possession of

the illicitly obtained vineyard.

In contrast to the השוריהטפשמ (‘right of possession,’ Jer 32.10),13 which

Jeremiah exercises when offered the field, Ahab is urged by Jezebel to take

possession when the field has been refused to him. Indeed, the only ‘sale’ refer-

ence comes in 1 Kings 21.25, where Ahab is said to have ‘sold himself ’ ( רכמתה )

to do evil in the eyes of yhwh.

13. Also ושריו , ‘took possession’ Jer 32.23.
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Central to the narrative in 1 Kings 21 is the issue of יתבאתלחנ (‘inheritance of

my fathers,’ 1 Kgs 21.3,4), which is Naboth’s professed reason for not selling or

exchanging his vineyard into Ahab’s possession.14 The term הלחנ is not found in

Jer 32, but the concern for preservation of family ownership and possession of

land is prominent. The sequence of writing, sealing, and witnessing is identical,

and all three actions are prominent in both narratives. The effect is different:

in the Naboth story, what is written is false and dispossesses ancestral land,

and the witnesses tell lies.

The story of Naboth paints a contrasting picture of the potential of writing,

in the context of an attempted transaction around land, and shows that the way

writing is portrayed within a text — even one dealing with similar ideas, such

as familial rights to land, and a similar event, namely the transfer of ownership

of land — can paint writing in a positive or negative light. Being attentive to

this possibility of a negative portrayal of writing strengthens the case that

the positive portrayal of economic writing in Jer 32, and the conditions that

positive portrayal creates for recognising other aspects of prophetic writing,

is not merely an incidental effect of any mention of writing.

4.4.4Writing and symbolic action in Isaiah 8

In Isaiah 8, the act of writing is given in a divine command, attested by named

witnesses, and closely tied to a sign-act (the conception of the prophet’s son).

14. Marvin A. Sweeney, I & II Kings: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox
Press, 2007), p. 249.
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ֹיּו1ַ 2׃זבַּֽשׁחָ֥ללָ֖שָׁרהֵ֥מַלְשׁוֹנ֔אֱטרֶחֶ֣בְּו֙ילָעָבתֹ֤כְוּלוֹד֑גָּןוֹי֣לָּגִּךָ֖לְ־חקַילַ֔אֵה֙וָהיְרמֶא֤

׃וּהיָֽכְרֶבֶיְןבֶּ֥וּהיָ֖רְכַזְ־תאֶוְןהֵֹ֔כּהַה֣יָּרִוּאתאֵ֚םינִ֑מָאֱנֶםידִ֖עֵילִּ֔הדָיעִ֣אָוְ

1 Then the LORD said to me, Take a large tablet and write on it in

common characters, “Belonging to Maher-shalal-hash-baz,” 2 and

have it attested for me by reliable witnesses, the priest Uriah and

Zechariah son of Jeberechiah. (Isa 8.1–2)

The words לודגןוילג are obscure. In connection with Jeremiah 32, it is import-

ant to note the proposal made some time ago by Galling,15 and discussed in

detail by Williamson,16 that an emendation be adopted so that the reference is

to papyrus, and which then is further understood to refer to a property deed.

I concur with Williamson that the mention of a stylus, in particular, as the

writing instrument makes this unlikely, and so some kind of inscribed sur-

face is referred to.17 As a consequence, the idea of the sentence referring to a

property deed is unlikely.

The versions display a range of options. According to Wildberger:

15. K Galling, ‘Ein Stück Judäischen Bodenrechts in Jesaja 8’, ZDPV 56 (1933): 209–18; Galling, ‘Tafel,
Buch Und Blatt’, ed. H Goedicke, Near Eastern studies in honor of William Foxwell Albright
zotero://select/items/96 (Baltimore; London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1971), 221–22.

16. H. G. M. Williamson,ACritical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, ICC 2 (London: Blooms-
bury T & T Clark, 2018), 195–6.

17. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 197; Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah
1-39, AB (New York: Doubleday, 2000), 236–7; John N. Oswalt, The Book of Isaiah Chapters
1–39, NICOT (Grand Rapids, MI: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1986), 221; Brevard S. Childs, Isaiah: A
Commentary, OTL (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 72; pace J. J. M. Roberts, First
Isaiah, Hermeneia (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2015), 128–9.
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’Aquila: διφθερωμα (tanned skin); Sym: τευχος μεγα (large book);

Theod: κεφαλιδα μεγαλην (large chapter, head); Targ ברחול (large

tablet); Syr: gelājūnā rabbā (large tablet); Vulg: librum grandem

(large book).18

I concur with a suggestion by G. R. Driver that the likely connection with

‘a “blank surface” or unwritten space’19 suggests a writing board.20 21.22 This

would be in common with other Semitic writing cultures of antiquity, where

‘inscriptions were made on folding wooden tables (with wax or without it).’23

What is plain is the attribution of a divine command to the act of a prophet

writing.24 While the phrase שונאטרח is difficult, its most likely import is that

the message is comprehensible: ‘the divine command is concerned to stress

18. Hans Wildberger, Jesaja, BKAT 10 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag des Erziehungsver-
eins, 1965), 331; see also G. R. Driver, ‘Isaiah I-XXXIX: Textual and Liguistic Problems’, JSS 13.1
(1968): 36–57.

19. G. R. Driver, SemiticWriting FromPictograph to Alphabet, Schweich Lectures (London: Published
for the British Academy by Oxford University Press, 1976), p. 80.

20. Driver, Semitic Writing From Pictograph to Alphabet, p. 16.

21. ‘In the Mishnah the same Hebrew word means ’margin’ as the blank and unwritten part of
the page. Note also the ‘wood’ in Ezek 37.16–20 is also likely a writing board (Driver, Semitic
Writing From Pictograph to Alphabet, p. 80 n. 3). Parchment is unlikely, although it is incorrect
to say that it ‘can be ruled out, since it cannot have been known in the 8th century B.C.’(Driver,
Semitic Writing From Pictograph to Alphabet, p. 240).

22. See also Driver, Semitic Writing From Pictograph to Alphabet, pp. 239-240.

23. Carolina López-Ruiz, Phoenicians and theMaking of the Mediterranean (Cambridge, Massachu-
setts: Harvard University Press, 2021), 232.

24. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 237; Childs, Isaiah, 72; Roberts, First Isaiah, 129.
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that Isaiah should write the name in a very normal and visible manner.’25 The

kind of writing envisaged here is of a public nature,26 not a hidden scroll.27

As Williamson puts it, ‘There is virtual unanimity that this passage is (to

use older terminology) authentic.’28 Hence we have here an example of two

connected sign-acts, the act of writing by the person of the historical prophet,

and an associated symbolic action (in this case the conception and birth of

a child rather than a field-purchase). There is a close connection between

two symbolic actions. Childs, following Keller,29 proposes that there are two

distinct types of prophetic sign-act involved in these verses:

The [first type of] sign, which always preceded a prophecy of judg-

ment or salvation, served as a pledge conforming its fulfillment

and adumbrating its content. In contrast, the second usage of the

sign was a form of symbolic action in which an event or a riddle

was enacted. Its revelatory meaning only emerged when it was

joined to a divine word of interpretation…In 8:1 Isaiah is instructed

25. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 203.

26. Compare with Hab. 2.2: ֹיּוַה֙וָהיְינִנֵ֤עֲיַּוַ ׃וֹבֽארֵוֹק֥ץוּר֖יָןעַמַ֥לְתוֹח֑לֻּהַ־לעַראֵ֖בָוּןוֹז֔חָבוֹת֣כְּרמֶא֔ (‘Then the Lord
answered me and said: Write the vision; make it plain on tablets, so that a runner may read
it.’)

27. Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 1-39, 236; Roberts, First Isaiah, 129.

28. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 208; see also Childs, Isaiah, 71;
Roberts, First Isaiah, 129.

29. Carl A. Keller, DasWort Oth Als “offenbarungszeichen Gottes” (Basel: Buchdruckerei E. Hoenen,
1946).
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to write in a legible script a strange inscription on a large, pub-

licly visible tablet: mahēr-šālāl-hāš-baz (“swift to come is the spoil,

speedy is the prey”). He then secures two well-known, reliable

citizens, Uriah and Zechariah, in order to establish through public

witness the time of the writing of the inscription, whose meaning

was incomprehensible to all.

Only after this action does Isaiah approach his wife to father a

child. Then God instructs the prophet to name the child according

to the mysterious inscription. The baby thus becomes a prophetic

sign of imminent judgment… The two parts of the passage are thus

united within the one prophetic sign of the child who incarnates

the coming judgment.30

But the difference with a written sign is that its symbolism is not confined

to those with the ability to observe the prophet’s actions, either directly or

indirectly via an oral report. A sign-act involving writing symbolises a desire

to provide a message not confined in time and place, and when recorded within

a written narrative, draws attention to the way the written narrative itself per-

forms a similar function. This is very much what Najman calls the ‘testimonial

role’ of writing, even in a society where there was not widespread or universal

literacy:

The permanence and portability of written testimony—its avail-

30. Childs, Isaiah, 72.
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ability even if the original witness is absent, unwilling, or dead—

would privilege it over oral testimony in a society with a certain

degree of literacy.31

In this case, Isaiah’s use of a public written testimonial text draws the reader’s

attention to the narrative text being read, and invites the reader to draw a

connection between the prophetic sign-act and the similarity of function of

the written prophetic text.

The parallel with Jeremiah 32 is not exact: Isaiah’s writing is public (if likely

incomprehensible to most non-elites in an age of limited literacy), and precedes

the child’s birth. Jeremiah’s purchase takes place and is then documented in

public (and note the ‘open copy,’ designed to be read), but the written document

is then hidden rather than displayed. The two sign-acts are not identical. But

the parallels, of the material and written signs functioning together to create

meaning, in the context of the audience failing to listen to a prophet’s message,

are substantial.32

The contrast is also noteworthy: Jeremiah’s initiative in writing the deed

of purchase without a divine command portrays the prophet’s writing as a

creative response to a divine message, one that is portrayed approvingly in

Jeremiah 32.

31. Hindy Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, in Past Renewals: In-
terpretative Authority, Renewed Revelation, and the Quest for Perfection in Jewish Antiquity (Leiden;
Boston: Brill, 2010), 3–38.

32. Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, 13–15.
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4.4.5Sealing andwitnessing in Isaiah 8

Unlike Genesis 23, as witnesses Isaiah 8.2 lists named persons who are recog-

nisable. There is a specific possible connection with Jeremiah in the mention

of Uriah,33 In Jeremiah 26.20–23, Uriah is a prophet who proclaims the same

kind of message as Jeremiah, flees to Egypt, but is in due course captured and

executed. In any case, the witnesses, far from being anonymous as in Jeremiah

32, are public figures, and named.

In Williamson’s opinion, these verses are an indication that Isaiah, much like

Jeremiah, was encountering precisely the hardening of attitudes and rejection

of Isaiah’s prophetic message that Isa 6.10 is suggestive of. This explains, in

his view, the instincts which led Isaiah to seek such ‘prominent witnesses’34 to

anchor the visibility and authenticity of his signs and intended message, and

to begin writing:

It has wider implications than the immediate context as well, be-

cause it is the first reference to writing in the context of the book

as a whole, and it relates to Isaiah’s initial word as one of promise

to Judah. Soon after, however, as already indicated in the follow-

ing paragraph, and as spelt out more fully in vv. 16–17, his word

was rejected, and so he committed his fuller message to writing,

33. Uriah is named in the mt as a priest, an identification not found in the lxx; this could be an
lxx omission to ‘hint at knowledge of the identification of Uriah with the prophet mentioned
in Jer. 26.20–23’ (Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 206).

34. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 215.
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again in the presence of witnesses, to indicate that the word he had

spoken would eventually be fulfilled (apparently, he thought at this

time, still within his lifetime), after the period during which God

was ‘hiding his face from the house of Jacob’. Eventually even this

proved to be too optimistic, and he found himself again writing

down some portion of his words ‘that it may be for the time to come

as a witness for ever’ (30.8).35

This reading of Isa 8.1–2, which emphasises the initial stage of writing as

a step towards the eventual elaboration of a prophetic message for a later

audience, in the face of present rejection, and as part of prophetic sign-acts, is

critical to understanding the place of writing in Jer 32 and its connection with

Jer 36.

Later in Isa 8, there is another reference to sealing, although I am less certain

than Williamson in the quote above that the reference is definitely to writing:

׃ידָֽמֻּלִבְּהרָ֖וֹתּםוֹת֥חֲהדָ֑וּעתְּרוֹצ֖

Bind up the testimony, seal the teaching among my disciples. (Isa

8.16)

Instead, it is possible that Carr is correct:

This would parallel conceptions found in the Mesopotamian system

that the master scribe perpetuates the ancient tradition not just

35. Williamson, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Isaiah 1–27, 215–6.
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through incising texts on tablets or other media but also on people’s

minds.36

But more generally, I would agree with Davies when he states:

A more concrete interpretation of the phrase is that Isaiah wishes

something he has written down (a testimony) to be bound up and

sealed (so that it cannot be tampered with), and in the presence

of those known to him or who know him, namely trustworthy

witnesses; the idea here will perhaps have been that when his

warnings (his testimony) turn out to be well-founded, he will be

vindicated.37

Hindy Najman draws these two references to sealing together:

What emerges from the textually problematic Isa 8, then, is not

a single systematically articulated conception of the authority of

writing, but rather at least two distinct conceptions. The difference

between the two conceptions may suggest an historical develop-

ment. In the first, earlier conception (Isa 8:1–4), the testimony is

provided by human witnesses while, in the second, testimony is

provided by the text itself. In the first conception, the authority of

36. David McLain Carr, Writing on the Tablet of the Heart: Origins of Scripture and Literature (Oxford;
New York: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 60.

37. Philip R. Davies, Scribes andSchools: TheCanonization of theHebrewScriptures, Library of Ancient
Israel (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 118.
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writing is related to the peculiarly intimate relationship between a

prophetically written text and the events it foretells (in the form

of a legally binding warning) while, in the second, later strata in

Isa 8:16–20 and 30:8–11, the authority of writing is related to the

permanence of written documents. It is important to note that this

authority of writing as permanent testimony appears to be a later

development of the idea that writing has an efficacy—a capacity

for anticipatory realization. This special efficacy may explain why

writing became not merely the permanent record of heavenly testi-

mony, but the witness par excellence to the covenant between God

and Israel.38

Something similar is evident, perhaps, in Jer 32, where human witnesses

to the land purchase attest to the deed, but the text of Jer 32 becomes its own

witness to the promises set forth in the chapter.

4.5 ‘I wrote, sealed, got witnesses’: Jeremiah’s agency

Turning from these other scriptural texts to Jeremiah 32, I will first consider

Jeremiah’s sign-act,39 portrayed in Jer 32.6–15. I will consider in particular the

elements of these verses which specifically address writing, especially the

38. Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, 17–18.

39. Kelvin G. Friebel, Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s Sign-Acts: Rhetorical Nonverbal Communication, JSOT-
Sup 283 (Sheffield: Academic, 1999), 315-329 especially for classification page 315 note 530.
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terms רפס (‘document’), בתכ (‘write’), םתח (‘seal’), and דע (‘witness’), and read

Jer 32.6–15 in conversation with other scriptural texts, to give attention to the

points of commonality as well as the unique elements. The most notable of

these unique points is the use of economic writing as a symbol of the potential

of prophetic writing.

Jer 32.6–15 ascribes agency in the process of writing to the prophet Jeremiah,

and portray the scribe Baruch’s role as limited to that of a custodian whose task

is to ensure that the documentary text is preserved for a future generation.

This reflects the concerns of where the authority for a written text lies (in

particular, does it derive from the prophet and reflect authentic transmission),

whether texts might change over time, and one perspective on the appropriate

role of a scribe in relation to a prophet.

The coherence of the sections’s ascription of agency, the concern to show

that a document can be attested and secured over long periods of time, and the

portrayal of the writing of documents as part of the future hope all combine

to give confidence to an ideal reader that a document could securely transmit

a prophet’s actions.

The evocative use of an economic document to achieve this persuasive effect,

especially (as we shall see) as other scriptural texts exclude writing, or portray

writing negatively in relation to land purchases, is a remarkable feature of

verses 6–15.

More significantly, though, is the initiative that the text portrays Jeremiah

taking in how he executes the command to buy the field. The creation of the

deeds is implicit in the messenger speech of verse 14, but that occurs sub-
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sequently in the narrative to Jeremiah’s initiative in creating the deed in the

first place.

4.5.1吀he text of Jer 32.6–15

While this is not a text- or redaction-critical study, and bearing in mind my

earlier comments about authenticity, I preface my comments on the account of

the sign act with a few notes on the text of Jer 32.6–15 and its connection with

the historical prophet.40

First, though, I consider the question of a connection between the account

and an act of the prophet Jeremiah. Carroll has expressed scepticism:

It therefore seems most unlikely that the story of the purchase of

family land should be understood as a literal act of Jeremiah’s; it

should be read as one more presentation of Jeremiah the prophet

behaving in a paradigmatic manner with reference to the com-

munity’s future.41

40. While this section is generally taken to be the ‘authentic’ core of the expanded text which
makes up the chapter, Lundbom argues that the structure he identifies in the chapter is an
indication that it ‘must be seen as a unified composition’ (Jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 37–52: A
New TranslationWith Introduction and Commentary, AB [New York; London: Doubleday, 2004],
501). As a number of scholars have noted, there is a close connection between the sign of the
linen cloth in Jer 13, which the prophet Jeremiah is told to hide in a rock. This contrasts with
the instruction Jeremiah gives to Baruch in Jer 32.14 to hide the purchase deed in a jar. The
opposition of a number of features, including the secrecy of the sign in Jer 13 compared to the
repeated centrality of eyewitnesses in Jer 32, is quite striking.

41. Robert P. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986),
p. 621.
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Carroll argues that access by Ḥanamel to Jerusalem was implausible when

the city was under siege,42 the purchase itself would have been likely to be

seen by others as traitorous, and the dispute between the men of Anathoth and

Jeremiah (Jer 11.21–3) made it implausible that Ḥanamel, a man of Anathoth,

would be willing to transact with Jeremiah.43 McKane is less skeptical, but

suggests caution in automatically reading it as a first-hand report of Jeremiah,

noting Duhm’s questions around the terms יוללה and םותחה in verses 7 and 11,

although those questions have likely been addressed through the discoveries

at Elephantine and elsewhere.

While I agree with Carroll that ‘The prophet here creates the positive future

spoken of in his oracles in 30-31 by means of a piece of family business’,44 none

of the specific objections to a historical act seem particularly compelling to

me. The story makes no claim that Ḥanamel gained access to the city (although

stories of individuals sneaking into besieged cities in antiquity are hardly

unknown), and the story makes good sense if Ḥanamel was in the city and

trying to offload distant unmovable property for proximate and movable silver,

given the obvious risk of capture and exile. Jeremiah was apparently already

regarded by elites as a traitor for his words (hence Jer 32.2–5, and Jeremiah’s

imprisonment), and so there is little reason to think he would have much to

gain by avoiding an action that could be interpreted as treasonous — and in

42. A potential issue also noted by Lundbom (Jeremiah 37–52, pp. 504-5).

43. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah, p. 620-2.

44. Carroll, The Book of Jeremiah, 622.
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any case, as Lundbom notes,45 when a Roman purchased the land on which

Hannibal was encamped, it was understood to be a patriotic act because it

demonstrated confidence in a post-invasion future.46

As Lundbom points out, almost all scholars accept the ‘report of Jeremiah’s

buying the field at Anathoth (vv 6–15) as historical’.47

Verse 6a forms part of the discourse structure of Jer 32, marking a report of

Jeremiah’s direct speech, that then continues until the end of verse 15 (itself

potentially an editorial addition; see below):

ֹיּוַ ׃רמֹֽאלֵילַ֥אֵהוָ֖היְ־רבַדְּהיָ֥הָוּהיָ֑מְרְיִרמֶא֖

Jeremiah said, The word of the Lord came to me: (Jer 32.6)

The verses which follow have the appearance of Jeremiah’s own report of

his acquisition of the field at Anathoth. Speech markers provide the structure

of the chapter,48 and the attribution of direct speech in verse 6a connects the

45. Jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36: ANew TranslationWith Introduction and Commentary, AB (New
York; London: Doubleday, 2004), 505.

46. See also Friebel, Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s Sign-Acts, p. 323 esp. note 552.

47. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 500.

48. See especially Christof Hardmeier, ‘Jeremia 32,2–15* Als Eröffnung Der Erzählung Von Der
Gefangenschaft Und Befreiung Jeremias in Jer 34,7; 37,3–40,6’, in Jeremia Und Die “deuteronom-
istische Bewegung”, ed. Walter Gross, Bonner Biblische Beiträge 98 (Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum,
1995), 187–214; Joseph M. Oesch, ‘Zur Makrostruktur Und Textintentionalität Von Jer 32’, in
Jeremia Und Die “deuteronomistische Bewegung”, ed. Dieter Böhler and Walter Gross, Bonner
Biblische Beiträge 98 (Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum, 1995); Herbert Migsch, Jeremias Ackerkauf:
Eine Untersuchung Von Jeremia 32, Österreichische Biblische Studien (Frankfurt: Peter Lang,
1996).
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narrative with the resumption of a subsequent time frame later in the chapter.

In other words, Jer 32.6b–15 is in a distinct frame of time in the mt.

In the lxx, however, the introductory words are omitted:

καί λόγος κυρίου ἐγενήθη πρός Ιερεμιαν λέγων

And a word of the Lord came to Jeremiah, saying: (Jer 39.6)

This creates a different discourse structure, but does not substantially alter

my analysis, as the content of verses 6–15 is still the report of the field purchase

in the lxx, and there is little doubt that it stands as the narrative core of the

chapter.49

At the end of the section, verse 15 is notable for two reasons: its extension of

the sign’s meaning towards hope, and its repetition of the messenger formula

from the start of verse 14:

ֹכיכִּ֣ ֹזּהַץרֶאָ֥בָּםימִ֖רָכְוּתוֹד֥שָׂוְםיתִּ֛בָוּנ֥קָּיִדוֹע֣לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִיהֵ֣לֹאֱתוֹא֖בָצְהוָ֥היְרמַ֛אָה֥ ׃תאֽ

פ

For thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Houses and fields

and vineyards shall again be bought in this land. (Jer 32.15)50

49. See Andrew G. Shead, TheOpen Book and the Sealed Book: Jeremiah 32 and Its Hebrew and Greek
Recensions, JSOTSup 347 (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), p. 28; Hardmeier, ‘Jeremia
32,2–15* Als Eröffnung Der Erzählung Von Der Gefangenschaft Und Befreiung Jeremias in Jer
34,7; 37,3–40,6’, pp. 64-5.

50. Note that ‘the God of Israel’ is an mt plus/lxx minus.
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In its narrative setting, and if it is indeed an authentic speech of the prophet

Jeremiah, its message is arguably coherent with Jeremiah’s purchase of the

field and indeed explicates it further as a prophetic act. Jeremiah is portrayed

as having bought the field because he is hopeful that there will be a normality

reflected by property transactions at some point again in the future.

The narrative could function equally well, however, if it ended at verse 14,

and the burial of the deed was simply to convey the certainty and long-lasting

effect of Nebuchadnezzar’s imminent victory. Read this way, verse 15 seems

to reframe the original act in a new way as something hopeful, in contrast

to Jeremiah’s messages of doom (alluded to in verses 3–5, for example, and of

course throughout the authentic oracles of the book).51

4.5.2Jeremiah’s agency in writing

The first mention of writing within the account of the sign act comes in verse

10:

51. This is what Wanke argues for as a reinterpretation of the sign-act: ‘Nun ist vor allem in Jer 29,4
— 7* und 32,6 —14* die Forderung des Gerichtsanerkenntnisses mit einem Zeitfaktor versehen.
Sowohl das »häusliche« Einrichten und die Gründung von Familien in der Gola als auch die
Verschließung der Kaufurkunde im Tongefäß machen klar, daß die Folgen des eingetretenen
bzw. angesagten Unheils die Zeitspanne einer Generation durchaus überschreiten können,
so daß für die von Jeremia Angeredeten eine Änderung der Situation mehr oder weniger
ausgeschlossen wird… Hat man Jer 32,15 als interpretierende Fortschreibung des Ackerkauf-
berichts erkannt — und es spricht sehr viel mehr für eine solche Annahme als gegen sie —,
dann fällt auch für den Ackerkaufbericht die Nötigung dahin, ihn als explizite Heilsansage für
die Charakterisierung der Botschaft Jeremias heranziehen zu müssen.’ (‘Jeremias Ackerkauf:
Heil Im Gericht’, in Prophet Und Prophetenbuch: Festschrift Für Otto Kaiser Zum 65. Geburtstag,
ed. Volkmar Fritz, Karl-Friedrich Pohlmann and Hans-Christoph Schmitt, BZAW 185 [Berlin:
De Gruyter, 1989], 265–76 [pp. 275-6])
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ֹקשְׁאֶוָםידִ֑עֵדעֵ֖אָוָםתֹּ֔חְאֶוָֽר֙פֶסֵּ֙בַּבתֹּ֤כְאֶוָ ׃םיִ נָֽזְאֹמבְּףסֶכֶּ֖הַל֥

I wrote the document, sealed it, got witnesses, and weighed the

money on scales. (Jer 32.10)

Even though רפסבבתכא is strictly speaking ‘I wrote the document,’ some

translations render this ‘I signed the document’.52 Lundbom agrees with this

view, arguing that here Jeremiah can hardly have been acting as a scribe, and

that furthermore the same phrase is used of the witnesses in verse 12.53 Nev-

ertheless, the common English rendering has the unfortunate side-effect of

obscuring the Hebrew text’s ascription of agency in writing to the prophet, not

the scribe.

This suggestion of Jeremiah ‘signing’ the deed also seems anachronistic, and I

find more plausible Holladay’s suggestion of an otherwise unattested Hiphil (a

form which does occur in later Hebrew).54 Note in this regard the hiphil דעֵאָ (of

דוע ) in the third clause, typically rendered as a causative ‘I got witnesses.’

52. nrsv, neb, niv

53. Lundbom, Jeremiah 37–52, p. 507. ‘Signing’ is given as a possible interpretation by Bright
(Jeremiah: A New Translation With Introduction and Commentary, AB [Garden City, N.Y.:
Doubleday, 1965], 237), and Thompson suggests that Jeremiah is perhaps instead saying ‘I…
wrote my name on’ the deed (The Book of Jeremiah, NICOT [Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerd-
mans, 1980], 588–9). In this regard, note that much later ‘tied’ deeds such as those from the
Bar Kokhba period show that witnesses did sign documents, although those documents are
not sealed — the witnesses’ signatures were written in such a way as to achieve the same
tamper-resistant function as a seal (Yigael Yadin, ‘Expedition D — the Cave of Letters’, IEJ
12.3/4 [1962]: 227–57).

54. William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 2: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Jeremiah, Chapters 26-52,
ed. Paul D. Hanson, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1989), 214.

213



4.5 ‘I wrote, sealed, got witnesses’: Jeremiah’s agency

Regardless of the pointing, what stands out to me is the ascription of agency

in writing to the figure of Jeremiah, whether instructed by or (less plaus-

ibly) undertaken by the prophet. The text as it stands is placing emphasis on

Jeremiah the prophet as the instigator of the written, sealed text which is given

such a prominent place in what follows.

The text also reflects a more direct ascription of scribal involvement to the

prophet than Jeremiah 36. Compare, for example, the difference between God’s

instruction to Jeremiah, and the description of the actual writing of the text,

in Jer 36:

לאֵ֥רָשְׂיִ־לעַךָילֶ֛אֵיתִּרְבַּ֧דִּ־רשֶׁאֲםירִ֞בָדְּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֣הָילֶ֗אֵתָּ֣בְתַכָוְ֒רפֶסֵ־תלַּגִמְךָ֮לְ־חקַ

׃הזֶּֽהַםוֹיּ֥הַדעַ֖וְוּהיָּ֔שִׁאֹיימֵ֣ימִךָ֙ילֶ֙אֵיתִּרְבַּ֤דִּםוֹיּ֞מִםיִ֑וֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַוְהדָ֖וּהיְ־לעַוְ

Take a scroll and write on it all the words that I have spoken to you

against Israel and Judah and all the nations, from the day I spoke

to you, from the days of Josiah until today. (Jer 36.2)

רבֶּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲהוָ֛היְירֵ֧בְדִּ־לכָּתאֵ֣וּהיָ֗מְרְיִיפִּ֣מִךְוּר֜בָּבתֹּ֨כְיִּוַה֑יָּרִ נֵֽ־ןבֶּךְוּר֖בָּ־תאֶוּהיָ֔מְרְיִארָ֣קְיִּוַ

׃רפֶסֵֽ־תלַּגִמְ־לעַוילָ֖אֵ

Then Jeremiah called Baruch son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a

scroll at Jeremiah’s dictation all the words of the Lord that he had

spoken to him. (Jer 36.4)
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I will return to this point later, but the direct ascription of agency in writing

to the prophet (rather than the scribe) can offer the opportunity for a reader to

accept the potential of writing — first to identify the prophet as the originator

of a text (and the scribe as custodian), and then in due course to further habil-

itate the idea of the scribe as the writer and developer of the prophet’s spoken

words. As Leuchter puts it, ‘This passage [Jer 32] infuses the scribal craft with

the merits of Jeremiah’s own prophetic authority.’55

Alongside this, a second important feature to notice is that Jeremiah is por-

trayed as taking initiative in this instance to produce a written document.56 In

Jeremiah 36 God tells Jeremiah to write, and Jeremiah obeys via Baruch. But in

Jeremiah 32, God does not instruct Jeremiah to buy land, nor write a deed,57

and so the document Jeremiah produces comes from his own initiative.

This might function to make possible recognition of the idea that a prophet

might, in the right circumstances, write things down without being specifically

instructed to do so by God. The prophet’s own initiative is what seems to be

offered as an option to a reader here, as a creative way of engaging with a

command from God.

This opens up possibilities for prophetic writing that can be observed by read-

55. Mark Leuchter, The Polemics of Exile in Jeremiah 26-45 (Cambridge; New York: Cambridge
University Press, 2008), 65.

56. Indeed, in recognising the apparent dissonance between the reported הוהירבד in verse 6 and
Jeremiah’s actions, McKane points to ‘the tendency to explain Jeremiah’s oracle as a theological
projection of a family matter which had been weighing heavily on his mind and which he had
been exercised (37:11–16) to resolve’ [@-McKane1996].

57. Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 210.
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ing Jeremiah 32 in conversation with related texts in which writing’s function

differs or is ommitted, or where writing is portrayed negatively. The descrip-

tion of Jeremiah’s production of a land purchase deed draws together economic

writing and prophetic writing in a way which uses the potential of economic

writing to make distinctive illustrations of the potential for prophetic writing.

4.5.3Jeremiah’s agency in comparative light

Read in conversation with Genesis 23 and 1 Kings 21, the portrayal of Jeremiah’s

use of economic writing is creative and presents a positive view of writing.

His purchase deed is truthful, in contrast to the lying words of Jezebel’s letter.

His deed secures ancestral ownership of the piece of land, and does so in a way

which is presented as providing security of ownership for a future beyond the

immediate hope of exile. This presentation of writing securing a long-term

future in the land contrasts with the unwritten contract made by Abraham

with the Hittites, and promises a peaceful re-occupation of the land. Read

against the wider Deuteronomistic History, a future right of possessions which

is marked by sale and purchase, rather than military opposition and pitched

battle, is a more humanist vision.

When we recall the other biblical texts which refer to land purchases, which

do not include any reference to writing, this emphasis in Jer 32 on the prophet

Jeremiah as the person responsible for the written deed is especially note-

worthy — the text’s ascription of agency to Jeremiah locates the production

of the purchase deed as an act attached to his person not a scribe, and this
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connects the production of the deed to his prophetic authority, rather than

being a merely incidental detail.

4.5.4Jeremiah’s agency in sealing and getting witnesses

The sealing of the document is unlikely to be related to the witnesses. For

example, in the Israelite cuneiform record, land sale documents name the

witnesses to the transaction but the sealing was by one or two stamp seals. A

field sale by one Netanyahu was documented in an Akkadian cuneiform tablet

found at Gezer, which is sealed with his own seal (three times), but the four

witnesses are named and there is no evidence of their seals.58 Because the

seller’s name is Yahwistic in its theophoric element, the sale appears to be from

an Israelite.59 The name והינתנ appears in Jer 40.8 and on other seals. In the case

of this table, Natanyahu’s seal displays imagery of the Assyrian god Sin, which

suggests a degree of religious dissonance, perhaps, with the name. The tablet

attests to Assyrian legal practice for the sale of land in the former kingdom of

Israel under Assyrian imperial control.60

A similar land sale tablet has two seals (each impressed twice) which lack

names but likely correspond to the two named sellers, and certainly cannot

58. Mordechai Cogan, Bound for Exile: Israelites and Judeans Under Imperial Yoke: Documents From
Assyria and Babylonia (Jerusalem: Carta, 2013), 27–29; ‘Land sale (Gezer 2)’ (COS 3.118:264–65).

59. Mordechai Cogan, The Raging Torrent: Historical Inscriptions From Assyria and Babylonia Relating
to Ancient Israel (Jerusalem: Carta, 2015), 27.

60. See E. Hammershaimb, ‘Some Observations on the Aramaic Elephantine Papyri’, VT 7 (1957):
17–34 (24-27 for neo-Assyrian influence.).
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account for the eight named witnesses.61 The connection between sealing and

the seller is more explicit in a third sale document, which refers in the text to

‘the fingernail of ’ each of the four named sellers, with space for the fingernail

impressions.62

It is worth noting here that a bulla (seal impression) likely to be that of the

Baruch of Jeremiah has been found. The seal is aniconic, and the text is:

רפסבוהירנןבוהיברבל

Belonging to Berekyahu son of Neriyahu the scribe.63

The bulla has an impression of a cord on the reverse, consistent with sealing

of a tied document, in common with most of the other bullae found in the group.

While the collection of bullae is unprovenanced, the likelihood that they did all

come from a single location, and the presence of several state officials among

the other bullae, is suggestive of an official archive. Avigad argues that this also

means that Baruch himself was a state scribe,64 prior to becoming Jeremiah’s

personal scribe. The presence, however, of many other bullae with personal

names without an official title means that I find this last point unconvincing.

61. Cogan, Bound for Exile, 24–27; ‘Land sale (Gezer 1)’ (COS 3.117:263–64).

62. ‘Land sale (Tel Hadid G-117/95)’ (COS 3.115:262); Cogan, Bound for Exile, 20–23.

63. Nahman Avigad, ‘Baruch the Scribe and Jerahmeel the King’s Son’, IEJ 28.1/2 (1978): 52–56;
Avigad, Hebrew Bullae From the Time of Jeremiah: Remnants of a Burnt Archive (Jerusalem: Israel
Exploration Society, 1986), pp. 28-29.

64. Avigad, Hebrew Bullae From the Time of Jeremiah, p. 130.
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Instead, it is more likely that the seal impression comes from a sealed document

that was placed together with many others in an official archive (of the state

or Temple) for safe-keeping. Baruch’s father’s and grandfather’s names are

further attested in a number of cuneiform documents.65

The aniconic nature of Baruch’s seal is significant, but not because it is

unusual among Judahite stamp seals: ‘En 722, Samarie tombe apres un siege

memorable; desormais, dans le domaine de la glyptique, le relais est pris pour

l’essentiel par les sceaux aniconiques du royaume de Juda.’66 Most stamp seals

from Judah are aniconic.67 The fact that Baruch’s seal, and most Hebrew stamp

seals from the period, are aniconic makes it less likely that there is any ritual or

cultic aspect to sealing practice. Or if there is, the connection must be related

to the use of words and in particular text, not to imagery.

This stands in contrast to many non-Judean stamp seals. For example, in ref-

erence to the rise in the neo-Babylonian use of stamp seals in the 7th century, a

rise which seems likely to correspond to the shift to more common use of parch-

65. Cogan, Bound for Exile, pp. 41, 126, 149, 152.

66. ‘In 722, Samaria fell after a memorable siege; henceforth, in the field of inscribed objects,
continuity was taken over essentially by the aniconic seals of the kingdom of Judah.’ Dominique
Parayre, ‘Les Cachets Ouest-Sémitiques À Travers L’Image Du Disque Solaire Ailé (Perspective
Iconographique)’, Syria 67.2 (1990): 269–314 289.

67. See the many examples in Robert Deutsch, Messages From the Past: Hebrew Bullae From the
Time of Isaiah Through the Destruction of the First Temple (Tel Aviv: Archaeological Center,
1999); Deutsch, Biblical Period Hebrew Bullae: The Josef Chaim Kaufman Collection (Tel Aviv:
Archaeological Center Publications, 2003); Nahman Avigad and Benjamin Sass, Corpus of West
Semitic Stamp Seals, Kitve Ha-aḳademyah Ha-Leʼumit Ha-Yiśre e̓lit Le-Madaʿim, Ha-Ḥaṭivah
Le-Madʿe-ha-ruaḥ (Jerusalem: Israel Academy of Sciences; Humanities : Israel Exploration
Society : Institute of Archaeology, the Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 1997).
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ment or papyrus for administrative documents (rather than archival, which

remained on clay tablets), the ‘most prevalent theme [was] the worshipper

before divine symbols.’68

It is of course not possible to be certain on these points, and there is indeed

some evidence of a gradual change from iconic in Iron I to aniconic during Iron

II,69 and it is also important to note that ‘Simpler, uninscribed seals survived to

serve as the cheaper, popular seals of the people through Iron II at a time when

among the rich or more senior administrative members of the social hierarchy

new styles… were increasingly the fashion.’70

Sealing itself was not a means of gaining assurance about identity, in the

way a modern signature has generally been used. This is not just because seal

designs were relatively easy to copy, although this is a relevant point.71 It is

because there are indications from sealing practices that a primary concern

was detection of tampering, and hence an interest in preserving the integrity

of a text (see below in section 5.4 for more on this).

The phrase, םידעדעאו (translated ‘got witnesses’ in the nrsv) is also worth

giving consideration to. When considering the semantic range of דע , Bruce

68. Briggs Buchanan and P. R. S. Moorey, Catalogue of Ancient Near Eastern Seals in the Ashmolean
Museum: Volume Iii: The Iron Age Stamp Seals (C. 1200–350 BC) (Oxford: Clarendon, 1988), p. 57.

69. Buchanan and Moorey, Catalogue of Ancient Near Eastern Seals in the AshmoleanMuseum, pp. 15-
19.

70. Buchanan and Moorey, Catalogue of Ancient Near Eastern Seals in the AshmoleanMuseum, p. 18.

71. Roger G. Johnston, Debbie D. Martinez and Anthony R. E. Garcia, ‘Were Ancient Seals Secure’,
Antiquity 75.288 (2001): 299–305.
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Wells’ study of witnessing in the Pentateuchal codes if especially helpful, with

its classification of different types of witnesses. While legal codes are partic-

ularly concerned with testimony in a court setting, Jer 32:10 is referring to

‘observing witnesses,’ or more specifically, ‘transaction observers’:

Jeremiah 32 contains a clear example of the use of the word דע for

the most common observing witness, the transaction observer,

who is present at a formal legal event unrelated to a trial…The

phrase used to describe the act of having the transaction witnessed

is םידעדעאו (literally “and I caused witnesses to witness”). This

act is familiar due to the large number of documents from the

ancient Near East that refer to it. These witnesses observe with

both their eyes and their ears the arrangements that the parties

to the transaction make, along with any actions that the parties

perform to complete the transaction or to signify their commitment

to completing it in the future. The main purpose for having these

witnesses present is to have people on hand who, if the transaction

is ever questioned in the future, can be brought to court to confirm

what really happened. Of course, by making statements before the

court, they would then be performing the function of the testifying

witness. Their testimony would be useful to the court because of

their previous role as observing witnesses.72

72. Bruce Wells, The Law of Testimony in the Pentateuchal Codes, Beihefte Zur Zeitschrift Für Altori-
entalische Und Biblische Rechtsgeschichte (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2001), 30–1.
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In other words, the purpose of witnesses is not primarily to document their

names and testimony in writing. The writing of their names is in order to

authenticate the transaction, not the writing. This, as Wells refers to, is very

much in line with what we know elsewhere in the ancient Near East:

in ancient Mesopotamia, written records were basically eviden-

tiary in character rather than dispositive i.e. the documents (as

do witnesses) serve only as an additional means of proving that a

transaction had taken place but are not, in themselves, the instru-

ments of legal change. This is the normal state of affairs in ancient

Mesopotamia; the burden of proof will always rest on the scholar

who seeks to prove that written records were necessary for a given

legal transaction.73

In the immediate narrative setting of the land purchase, then, the presence

of the witnesses must be understood in terms of the transaction, not the docu-

ment. The witnesses are able to testify to the transfer of land ownership. This

explains the narrated order, too, in which the document is written and sealed,

witnesses established, and money paid. The significance, of all this, though,

is that ‘Although human witnesses are present at the transfer of ownership,

73. Samuel Greengus, ‘The Old Babylonian Marriage Contract’, JAOS89.3 (1969): 505 (p. 514); see also
Martha Tobi Roth, BabylonianMarriage Agreements: 7th-3rd Centuries B.C., AOAT 222 (Kevelaer :
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Butzon & Bercker; Neukirchener Verlag, 1989), p. 20; and the discussion
by Eva von Dassow, ‘Introducing the Witnesses in Neo-Babylonian Documents’, inKi BaruchHu:
Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Judaic Studies in Honor of Baruch a. Levine, ed. Robert Chazan,
William W. Hallo and Lawrence H. Schiffman (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1999), 3–22.
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the text itself—and the divine promise it signifies—will most certainly outlive

them.’74

4.5.5Relationship to scriptural law codes

An interesting aspect of verse 11 is the D phrase, םיקחהוהוצמה (in Deuteronomy

5.31 and 6.1, ‘commandment and statutes,’ although in both those instances it is

followed by םיטפשמהו ). It is omitted in the lxx, and so might be a later gloss,

but as Lundbom points out, the absence is explicable by homoeoteleuton from

the end of םותחה to the end of םיקחהו .75

While I have followed the nrsv (and other modern translations) in the cita-

tion at the start of this section, I am persuaded that a better translation would

follow the jb and Tsuruma’s reading of the phrase as an adverbial intrusion,

explaining the rationale for two copies: ‘I then took both the sealed deed of

purchase and its open copy, in accordance with the requirements of the law.76’

Similarly, Shead follows Tsumura in his analysis of the grammar of the phrase,

and points out additionally that this kind of haplography is common in the

lxx.77

If read this way, it suggests that the production of a written deed had achieved

74. Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, 35.

75. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 508.

76. D. T. Tsumura, ‘Literary Insertion (AXB Pattern) in Biblical Hebrew’, VT 33.4 (1983): 468–82.

77. Shead, TheOpen Book and the Sealed Book, 77–78.
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legal status, although of course not a requirement that is evidenced in any

legal texts now in the Hebrew Bible. But despite not being represented in the

(eventual) biblical legal corpus, the use of a D phrase in this connection is in-

truiging. These connections have been explored in relation to Deuteronomy,78

P,79 and other texts.80

Whether a reference to legal status (perhaps, as Haran suggests in relation

to P,81 an oral school rather than a written law code), or to conventional terms

and conditions, the phrase is arguably legalese: language that suggests a status

and authority for the document. This in turn offers the reader an opportunity

to draw a parallel to the status and authority which could be vested in the

prophetic text being read. In other words, rather than reflecting a ‘citation’ of

a law, the reference to םיקחהוהוצמה and the intertextual links which have been

recognised evoke a narrative world in which Jeremian prophecy coheres with

emerging scriptural legal texts.

78. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Elohim be-ʿidan Shel Ḥurban Ṿe-Galuyot: Te o̓logyah Tanakhit, Sidrat Sefarim
Le-Ḥeḳer Ha-Miḳra Mi-Yisudo Shel S. Sh. Peri (Yerushalayim: Hotsaʼat sefarim ʿashYLMagnes,
ha-Universiṭah ha-ʿIvrit, 2009); Nathan Mastnjak, Deuteronomy and the Emergence of Textual
Authority in Jeremiah, FAT 2. Reihe 87 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2016).

79. Menahem Haran, ‘Ezekiel, P, and the Priestly School’, VT 58.2 (2008): 211–18.

80. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, ‘Facing Destruction and Exile: Inner-Biblical Exegesis in Jeremiah and
Ezekiel’, ZAW 117.2 (2005): 189–205.

81. Haran, ‘Ezekiel, P, and the Priestly School’, 218.
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4.5.6Divine status

While Jeremiah 32 begins with ‘the word that came to Jeremiah from yhwh,’ the

opening of the sign-act in its current form begins with the important phrase,

‘the word of yhwh.’

ֹיּוַ ׃רמֹֽאלֵילַ֥אֵהוָ֖היְ־רבַדְּהיָ֥הָוּהיָ֑מְרְיִרמֶא֖

Jeremiah said, The word of the Lord came to me: (Jer 32.6)

This phrase is absent from the 8th-century prophetic literature preserved

in the Hebrew Bible, and may have been added in one of the earliest stages of

the growth of the Book of Jeremiah.82 The phrase functions in these verses to

confirm the divine status of the prophetic message and symbolic action:

׃אוּהֽהוָ֖היְ־רבַדְיכִּ֥עדַ֕אֵוָ…

… Then I knew that this was the word of the Lord. (Jer 32.8)

As has often been noted,83 the text does not report any command for the

prophet Jeremiah to actually purchase the field. Instead, Ḥanamel’s approach

is predicted by yhwh‘s word, and then the prophet recognises the veracity

of yhwh’s word. In his comments on these verses, Levin suggests that ’this

82. Christoph Levin, ‘The “Word of Yahweh”: A Theological Concept in the Book of Jeremiah’,
in Prophets, Prophecy, and Prophetic Texts in Second Temple Judaism, ed. Claudia V. Camp and
Andrew Mein, LHBOTS 427 (London: T&T Clark, 2006), 42–62.

83. For example, Levin, ‘The “Word of Yahweh”’, 59.
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symbolic action too shows the prophet’s obedience towards Yahweh’s word,

and the effect of the world.’84 I do not think this is coherent, though, because

as Levin has just pointed out, there is no recorded command from yhwh for

Jeremiah to obey. Instead, I would suggest that while Levin is correct to see the

phrase, ‘the word of yhwh,’ as an element of the transformation into written

prophecy, its function in these verses is slightly different from other instances,

and is tied to the overall effect of Jeremiah 32 in demonstrating the potential of

written prophecy.

Jeremiah 32 as a whole shows a concern with the narrative future beyond

the exile. Of course, anyone can predict a rosy future. The question is whether

that prediction has any accuracy, and can be relied upon. The rhetorical effect

of a prediction is greatly strengthened if the prediction itself can adduce some

evidence of predictive ability. Humans being notoriously incapable of predict-

ing even the near future, much less a distant, post-disaster future, being able

to claim divine status for one’s prediction is a great rhetorical benefit. Hence,

in these verses, the ‘word of yhwh’ does not function to enjoin obedience (by

the prophet, or the text’s readers), but as a rhetorical strategy of persuasion

towards confidence in the veracity of the predictions embodied in the sign-act

itself, and the explanation in the expanded literary episode.

There is also an ordering of events in connecting ‘the word of yhwh’ with

the act of writing, which Jeremiah 32 works well in a narrative setting that

precedes the different ordering we can observe in the Book of Ezekiel. As

84. Levin, ‘The “Word of Yahweh”’, 60.
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Joachim Schaper has pointed out, in Ezekiel, yhwh is depicted as using ’writing

to establish a firm basis for the prophetic preaching, in the sense that the

future preaching of Ezekiel is intended to reproduce the written word of God.’85

In Ezekiel, the prophet produces a written text, which then forms the basis

of and authority for his prophetic speech. In Jeremiah 32, the ordering is the

other way around: the divine word is authenticated in its non-written form,

which becomes the authorisation for the production of a written text. The

written text’s status derives from the non-written sign-act.

4.5.7吀he persuasive effect of a deed

A final point in relation to the sign-act of the purchase and the deed is that

an economic document, such as a land purchase deed, is more plausible as a

persuasive example of the utility of writing than a literary text. As Christopher

Rollston has pointed out, many people in the ancient world would have had

no contact at all with literary texts, and only occasional contact with public

texts such as monumental inscriptions.86 It is also difficult to imagine that

such contact as non-literate people had with such examples of writing could

have installed any particular confidence in writing as a medium. It is not

85. Joachim Schaper, ‘The Death of the Prophet: The Transition From the Spoken to the Written
Word of God in the Book of Ezekiel’, in Prophets, Prophecy, and Prophetic Texts in Second Temple
Judaism, ed. Claudia V. Camp and Andrew Mein, LHBOTS 427 (London: T&T Clark, 2006),
63–79.

86. Christopher A. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic Evidence
From the Iron Age, Archaeology and Biblical Studies 11 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2010), 124–5.
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clear that most people would have been aware of the contents of monumental

inscriptions, and there was certainly little connection between such written

texts and the experiences of everyday life. Indeed, there might well have been

suspicion of scribal activity if scribes as a professional class were socially

located among the elite, and tied to the activities of the state, associations

which might not have been universally seen as positive.87

Economic documents, on the other hand, were much more widespread and

more connected to daily life. Rollston himself notes that even in agrarian

areas, people might have had ‘deeds of purchase, deeds of sale, and perhaps a

marriage contract’ in their homes.88 The relative ubiquity of such documents,

especially in the cuneiform record, does not mean that literacy was widespread,

but it does mean that economic documents were plausibly the most common

texts encountered by people who might also have encountered the Book of

Jeremiah being read out. Such documents functioned to provide reassurance

of promises made in the past, conveyed over time — something similar, of

course, to the function that the literary text of Jeremiah also purports to do.

Hence, the use of an economic document provides a very plausible, positive

example of a written text. An economic document, such as a deed of purchase,

would have been encountered by a relatively large proportion of those in the

literary Book of Jeremiah’s ideal audience. The purpose in society, it seems

87. ‘All the writing is associated with government and thus with a specialized administrative class.’
Davies, Scribes and Schools 77

88. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel, 125.
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reasonable to assume, of such documents was perceived positively. And so

using a (relatively) common document as an example of the utility of a written

text is a plausible rhetorical strategy to habilitate the concept of a written

prophetic text.

4.6 ‘I gave the deed to Baruch’: scribal agency and creativity

Baruch, in Jer 32.1–15, has an initially custodial role. It is only later, in the

expansionary sections of the chapter (verses 16–44) that the potential in scribal

creativity becomes relevant. In the initial section (verses 6–15), Baruch does

no writing:

֙ינֵיעֵלְוּידִֹ֔דּלאֵ֣מְנַחֲ֙ינֵיעֵלְה֒יָסֵחְמַ־ןבֶּה֮יָּרִנֵ־ןבֶּךְוּר֣בָּ־לאֶהנָ֗קְמִּהַרפֶסֵּ֣הַ־תאֶןתֵּ֞אֶוָ

׃הרָֽטָּמַּהַרצַ֥חֲבַּםיבִ֖שְֹׁיּהַםידִ֔וּהיְּהַ־לכָּ֙ינֵיעֵלְהנָ֑קְמִּהַרפֶסֵ֣בְּםיבִ֖תְֹכּהַםידִ֔עֵהָֽ

and I gave the deed of purchase to Baruch son of Neriah son of

Mahseiah, in the presence of my cousin Hanamel, in the presence

of the witnesses who wrote in the document of purchase, and in

the presence of all the Judeans who were sitting in the court of the

guard. (Jer 32.12)

While chronologically Baruch first appears on the scene in Jeremiah 36.4,89

89. ׃רפֶסֵ־תלַּגִמְ־לעַוילָאֵרבֶּדִּ־רשֶׁאֲהוָהיְירֵבְדִּ־לכָּתאֵוּהיָמְרְיִיפִּמִךְוּרבָּבתֹּכְיִּוַהיָּרִנֵ־ןבֶּךְוּרבָּ־תאֶוּהיָמְרְיִארָקְיִּוַ ‘Then
Jeremiah called Baruch son of Neriah, and Baruch wrote on a scroll at Jeremiah’s dictation all
the words of the LORD that he had spoken to him.’ (Jer 36.4)
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this is the first mention of Baruch in the text of the book of Jeremiah. Baruch

is not portrayed as the deed’s writer, merely the recipient of the document.

No doubt this has little to do with realism: instead, the portayal of Baruch

as merely custodial in function is a creative narration, which strengthens

the connection between the prophet Jeremiah and the act of writing, and by

extension then with the written text. Indeed, if ‘the apposition of [Baruch’s]

seal served to validate the deed’,90 then its narration also functions in a broader

sense to validate the literary work.

Baruch is subordinate to Jeremiah in the narrative, in that his function is

to carry out Jeremiah’s instructions. But, by making the scribe somewhat

extraneous to the process of writing, the association between the prophet and

the written document is enhanced. This is to my mind suggestive of the idea

that written texts carry the prophet’s authority, not the scribe’s, even though

documents were in fact written by scribes.

The connection works particularly well because, of course, this is precisely

how economic texts such as a deed of purchase function. Nobody regards

such economic texts as speaking to the authority of the scribe. Instead, they

carry the authority of the parties to the transaction, and the authority of the

witnesses whose names appear on the document.

Again, the idea that the witnesses actually wrote in the document seems like

90. Karel van der Toorn, ‘From the Mouth of the Prophet: The Literary Fixation of Jeremiah’s
Prophecies in the Context of the Ancient Near East’, in Inspired Speech: Prophecy in the Ancient
Near East: Essays in Honor of Herbert B. Huffmon, ed. John Kaltner and Louis Stulman, JSOTSup
378 (London: T & T Clark International, 2004), 191–202 (p. 198).
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an imaginative stretch. Instead, the agency of the witnesses is being identi-

fied in the production of the text, and hence proposes that the testamentary

authority of the witnesses can be found not just in their persons, but in the

text.

The scribal expansion visible in Jer 32 is a vivid example of the creative

potential of written prophecy, giving rise to a text which now stands as a

microcosm of the whole book. In other words, an ideal reader of Jeremiah 32

might be able to see the chapter as a demonstration of the creative potential of

prophetic writing to expand the conceptual world of a sign-act in one setting,

such as Jeremiah’s land purchase, into a document which offers hope for an

entirely different setting from that in which the prophet Jeremiah existed.

The entire book of Jeremiah is an example of the power of a rewritten text to

function in this way. The kind of attentive reading that notices the existence

of rewriting naturally raises questions around authority. Jeremiah 36 speaks

particularly to the initial transition from spoken to written prophecy, but is

insufficient as an apology for rewriting, as it presents dictation, not creative

rewriting.

Jeremiah 32, by contrast, speaks to the ability of a rewritten text to transmit

a coherent message from the figure of the prophet, recontextualised beyond

the limitations of those who encountered the person of the prophet, or even a

merely dictated account of the prophet’s actions and speech.

The metaphor of sealing, and of both closed and open copies of the purchase

deed, functions to point readers of the text to the possibility of a message

which can be encountered in its open form during a long passage of time, while
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a longer copy which still represents the same idea, is sealed away for other

readers to access. This is a vital point in the way the metaphor of economic

writing is developed in Jer 32, because there is an inherent tension between

rewriting and preservation of a text.

The use of economic writing as a metaphor evokes the creativity of the

economic sphere, drawing on the way in which economic pressures provoke

innovation, and economic writing’s widespread use across time and place gives

it plausibility in other settings.

As the chapter develops, the potential of written prophecy beyond that of

solely oral prophecy is developed by showing the creative possibilities arising

from economic writing. These possibilities are located in narrative time at a

stage where written texts had a degree of novelty. The portrayal of an innov-

ative economic tool (land deeds) gives life to the idea of a contested, but also

innovative, prophetic tool (written prophecy).

The redactional layers which are observable model the potential for written

prophecy to be further developed over time, and where the seams and uneven-

ness of Jeremiah 32 are visible, they highlight the ways in which the rewriting

and expansion of written prophecy came to be seen as superior to the merely

contemporaneous experience of a prophet speaking.

4.6.1Burial for another time

The written document, buried to enable long-term preservation becomes a

messenger carrying the words of the buyer, the seller, and the witnesses across
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time and down through the generationss:

הנָקְמִּהַרפֶסֵתאֵהלֶּאֵהָםירִפָסְּהַ־תאֶחַוֹקלָלאֵרָשְׂיִיהֵלֹאֱתוֹאבָצְהוָהיְרמַאָ־הֹכּ

׃םיבִּרַםימִיָוּדמְעַיַןעַמַלְשׂרֶחָ־ילִכְבִּםתָּתַנְוּהזֶּהַיוּלגָּהַרפֶסֵתאֵוְםוּתחָהֶתאֵוְהזֶּהַ

ס

Thus says the LORD of hosts, the God of Israel: Take these docu-

ments, both this sealed document of purchase and this open doc-

ument, and put them in an earthenware91 jar, in order that they

may last for a long time. (Jer 32.14)

In an economic context, this is immediately understandable. In the arguably

more complex relationship between a prophet and written prophecy, the story

here provides a narrative justification for the construction of written prophetic

texts. In the face (or experience) of exile and alienation, and with the need to

transmit a prophetic message across time, this ability of a written economic

text to convey a transaction across time is evocative of the novel ability of

scribes to enable the transmission of a prophetic message across time.

And, just as the economic text conveyed not only facts but authority across

time, buried in its earthenware jar, so the possibility is opened up of the au-

thority of a prophet also being transmitted via written prophecy across time.

91. The term שרחילכ only appears here and in Ezek 4.9 as part of a prophetic sign-act, but the
Ezekiel use is likely a scribal assimilation to Jer 32.14 (Timothy P. Mackie, Expanding Ezekiel:
The Hermeneutics of Scribal Addition in the Ancient Text Witnesses of the Book of Ezekiel, FRLANT
257 [Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015], 198).

233



4.6 ‘I gave the deed to Baruch’: scribal agency and creativity

Brueggemann suggests that this act of storage is related to Seriah’s throwing

of a scroll into the Euphrates:

The act closely parallels and anticipates that of Seraiah the brother

of Baruch in 51:59–64. Both acts that the brothers record and for

which they make enduring deposits affirm the same reality of life

after Babylon.92

The point Brueggemann is making is not that both the land purchase and

Seriah’s scroll are stored for a future generation, because Seriah’s scroll is

obviously lost to human access once it has been thrown in the river. Instead,

he is arguing that the place of storage is the text of the book of Jeremiah:

In terms of our reading the text, we may conclude that the safe

place in which Baruch deposited the evidence, even after the “earth-

enware vessel” (32:14), is the biblical text itself. That is the only

place in which the evidence of the land deal has remained. That

evidence, however, is sufficient for Israel’s long-term hope.93

I am not entirely convinced by this, if it excludes the idea of the deed of

purchase being stored as part of Jeremiah’s sign-act, but Brueggemann has put

his finger on one aspect of the way in which the text of Jeremiah 32, and indeed

the book as a whole, develops Jeremiah’s sign-act into a literary text.

92. Walter Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming (Grand Rapids, Mich.;
Cambridge: Eerdmanns, 1998), 302.

93. Brueggemann, A Commentary on Jeremiah, 302.
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This finds a parallel in Isaiah 8, to ‘binding’ and ‘sealing’ the writing:94

׃ידָֽמֻּלִבְּהרָ֖וֹתּםוֹת֥חֲהדָ֑וּעתְּרוֹצ֖

Bind up the testimony, seal the teaching among my disciples. (Isa

8.16)

In Isaiah 8, the point seems to be that while the audience at large is unable

to accept the prophet’s teaching, it can be preserved for the future among the

prophet’s followers: a future orientation.

In connection with this lack of public access to the buried deed, I want to

make a brief aside regarding the Babylonian narû (kudurrus), despite their

relative antiquity. As is now recognised, these inscribed stones ought to be

understood within ‘the Mesopotamian typology of “monument” rather than

“boundary marker.” ’95 The texts on the narû do commemorate land grants, but

also other forms of grants, such as of tax or labour, and in each case ‘repres-

ents a perpetual source of income to the recipient.’96 I do not think it is at all

plausible that there is any direct connection between these entitlement narû

and Jeremiah’s deed, but the narû, with their imprecatory sections, do attest to

94. Verses 16–18 are generally understood to have originated as a separate unit from, for example,
verses 1–4 (Childs, Isaiah, 70–1).

95. Kathryn E. Slanski, The Babylonian Entitlement Narûs (Kudurrus): A Study in Their Form and
Function (Boston: American Schools of Oriental Research, 2003), 288.

96. Slanski, The Babylonian Entitlement Narûs (Kudurrus), 288.
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the plausibility of written texts which connect a present economic action with

future economic and religious expectations.

Part of the construction of Jeremiah 32 is a transformation of the concept of

storing hope, from the initial prophetic act of depositing the document in a

jar, to the developed prophetic act of a literary exposition of hope which still

encodes within it the original actions of the prophet. Burial is, of course, often

associated with the dead, and is an especially evocative act within the narrative

setting of imminent military defeat. An act of writing in the face of death, in

the sense of committing thoughts to a form which might survive the demise

of the author, can be a profound act of realism in the face of defeat. Hence in

Baruch’s act of burial, hope itself is being buried.

But burial, especially of material objects, can also be a means of expressing

the hope that there will be life to follow in which the retrieval of what is lost to

sight is a possibility. Writing and burial can also symbolise this hope. Jean Louis

Ska says that ‘Writing… is synonymous with enduring effect. This… is one of

the main features of writing as distinct from oral expression.’97 Hence the act

of burial also corresponds to this aspect of the transformation of prophetic

speech to writing: it may in one sense be understood as inferior to enounter a

text instead of a prophet, and so the description of burial of the deed helps to

evoke the value of endurance over accessibility. The written document, stored

to enable long-term preservation, becomes a messenger carrying the words

of the buyer, the seller, and the witnesses across time and down through the

97. Ska, ‘The Tablet of the Heart and the Tablets of Stone’, 39.
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generations. This was to be symbolised by the burial of the documents. Within

this description, Hindy Najman is right to identify an efficacy attaching to

a written text: ‘written texts were thought to set in motion the prophesied

events of punishment or redemption, thus actualizing the covenant when its

reality seemed questionable.’98 This is precisely the setting of Jer 32, when

God’s covenant seemed threated, and where the written text takes the place

of the prophet in guaranteeing the covenant even though the person of the

prophet is no longer present.

4.6.2Scribal expansion in Jer 32

There have been a number of detailed studies of the redaction history of Jer

32.99 For the purposes of this analysis, I will address Baruch’s role in the nar-

rative first, before taking two major textual units and considering them in

somewhat more detail: verses 16–25, and verses 26–44.100

98. Najman, ‘The Symbolic Significance of Writing in Ancient Judaism’, 11.

99. Wanke, ‘Jeremias Ackerkauf ’; Oesch, ‘Zur Makrostruktur Und Textintentionalität Von Jer 32’;
Migsch, Jeremias Ackerkauf ; Konrad Schmid, Buchgestalten Des Jeremiabuches: Untersuchungen
Zur Redaktions- Und Rezeptionsgeschichte Von Jer 30-33 Im Kontext Des Buches, Wissenschaftliche
Monographien Zum Alten Und Neuen Testament (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag,
1996); Andrew G Shead, ‘Jeremiah 32 in Its Hebrew and Greek Recensions’, Tyndale Bulletin
50.2 (1999): 318–20; Shead, TheOpen Book and the Sealed Book; also Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive
Inclusivity: Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People Who Remained (6th-5th Centuries
BCE), LHBOTS (New York; London: Bloomsbury/T & T Clark, 2013).

100. I agree with Holladay that, ’The chapter falls easily into three sections: the narrative of Jrm’s
purchase of a family field in Anathoth (vv 1–15), his prayer to Yahweh (vv 16–25), and Yahwel’s
response (vv 26–44) (Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 206; also Louis Stulman, ‘Insiders and Outsiders in
the Book of Jeremiah: Shifts in Symbolic Arrangements’, JSOT 20.66 [1995]: 65–85; Thompson,
The Book of Jeremiah, 586; Leslie C. Allen, Jeremiah: A Commentary, OTL [Louisville, Ky.: West-
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There is considerable agreement that the different redactional layers reflect

interaction with different ideological interests, particularly the Judean remain-

ers, and the Babylonian exilic community. I agree with Dalit Rom-Shiloni, who

identifies a relatively clear delineation between these groups, visible in the

text of the Book of Jeremiah generally and Jer 32 in particular.101 Despite his

different reconstruction of the relationship between the groups and their polit-

ical views, Mark Leuchter’s reading of the inclusion of a scribe in the narrative

of Jer 32 as signifying ‘the vehicle for the blossoming of Jeremiah’s prophetic

message’102 is an evocative description of the way in which Baruch’s portrayal

creates the potential to read the scribal expansion of the chapter (and the Book

of Jeremiah) as a legitimate transformation of the prophet Jeremiah’s message.

The remaining parts of the chapter, namely verses 16–44, are generally taken

to be due to other (later) authors.103 This is particularly evident in the words

of verse 43:

ֹזּהַץרֶאָ֣בָּהדֶ֖שָּׂהַהנָ֥קְנִוְ הנָ֖תְּנִהמָ֔הֵבְוּם֙דָאָןיאֵ֤מֵא֙יהִהמָ֥מָשְׁםירִ֗מְאֹםתֶּ֣אַ׀רשֶׁ֣אֲתא֑

׃םידִּֽשְׂכַּהַדיַ֥בְּ

minster John Knox, 2008], 364; John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah, NICOT [Grand Rapids,
Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2021], 662–3). I have omitted a discussion of the much-debated
initial verses of the chapter.

101. See Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity 200-1 and following for her arguments on this point, and
in particular her disagreement with Mark Leuchter’s reconstruction in Leuchter, The Polemics
of Exile in Jeremiah 26-45.

102. Leuchter, The Polemics of Exile in Jeremiah 26-45, 65.

103. The exception is Lundbom, who argues that the structure he identifies in the chapter is an
indication that it ‘must be seen as a unified composition’ (Lundbom, Jeremiah 37–52, 501).
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Fields shall be bought in this land of which you are saying, It is a

desolation, without human beings or animals; it has been given

into the hands of the Chaldeans. (Jer 32.43)

After all, in the narrative world of Jeremiah’s land purchase, the people and

animals have not all disappeared. This verse certainly gives every appearance

of originating from a time somewhat later, when (whatever the reality) the

idea of the ‘desolate land’ had become widespread.

As Lundbom points out, verses 36–41 correspond structurally to the promise

in verse 14. The extension of time is a thematic connection between the two:

the deeds are to be stored םיברםימיודמעיןעמל (‘in order that they may last for a

long time,’ verse 14); in the latter oracle we find the divine promise, םהליתרכו

םלועתירב (‘I will make an everlasting covenant with them,’ verse 40).

There is a notable parallel with the oracle in chapter 31 about the new coven-

ant, which identifies writing as a key issue:

ֹזיכִּ֣ יתִּתַ֤נָהוָ֔היְ־םאֻנְם֙הֵהָםימִ֤יָּהַירֵ֨חֲאַלאֵ֜רָשְׂיִתיבֵּ֨־תאֶתֹ֩רכְאֶרשֶׁ֣אֲתירִ֡בְּהַתא֣

׃םעָֽלְילִ֥־וּיהְיִֽהמָּהֵ֖וְםיהִ֔לֹאלֵֽם֙הֶלָיתִייִ֤הָוְהנָּבֶ֑תֲּכְאֶםבָּ֖לִ־לעַוְםבָּ֔רְקִבְּ֙יתִרָוֹתּֽ־תאֶ

But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel

after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and

I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall

be my people. (Jer 31.33)

Here, as elsewhere in Jeremiah, there is reference to the idea of writing on

239



4.6 ‘I gave the deed to Baruch’: scribal agency and creativity

the hearts of people.104 The vexing problem with such writing is, of course, that

it is difficult to observe the heart of another person. Jeremiah 32:40, which is

undoubtedly later in origin than Jeremiah’s act of purchasing the field, encodes

the idea of an everlasting covenant within a text.105 That text purports to

record the additional information God gives in response to, and explicating

further, the act Jeremiah carried out. In other words, the presentation of God

as responsive and expansionary, encoded in a text which itself appears to be

expansionary, is a vivid demonstration of the way in which prophetic rewriting

could support an everlasting covenant — even one written on human hearts.106

But there is another level of rewriting: the inversion of the curses of Deu-

teronomy 28, visible in this chapter in a comparison between Deut 28.63 and

Jer 32.41:107

םכֶ֔ילֵעֲה֙וָהיְשׂישִׂ֤יָןכֵּ֣ם֒כֶתְאֶתוֹבּ֣רְהַלְוּם֮כֶתְאֶביטִ֣יהֵלְםכֶ֗ילֵעֲהוָ֜היְשׂשָׂ֨־רשֶׁאֲכַּהיָהָוְ֠

׃הּתָּֽשְׁרִלְהמָּשָׁ֖־אבָהתָּ֥אַ־רשֶׁאֲהמָ֔דָאֲהָֽלעַ֣מֵם֙תֶּחְסַּנִוְםכֶ֑תְאֶדימִ֣שְׁהַלְוּםכֶ֖תְאֶדיבִ֥אֲהַלְ

104. Note the heart is the seat of the will or intention in biblical Hebrew (rather than the seat of
the emotions). בל is closer to ‘mind’ than ‘heart’ in modern English usage, when referring to
the inner self rather than the internal organ. HALOT 2:514.

105. The references in Jer 32.40 to the heart and turning away find an echo in Ezek 6.9, likely a
scribal assimilation in Ezekiel. (Mackie, Expanding Ezekiel, 184–5)

106. Although neither author mentions Jeremiah, see also Frederick J. Murphy, ‘The Eternal Cov-
enant in Pseudo-Philo’, Journal for the Study of the Pseudepigrapha 3 (1988): 43–57; Murphy,
‘Retelling the Bible: Idolatry in Pseudo-Philo’, JBL 107.2 (1988): 275–87; John H. Choi, Traditions
At Odds: The Reception of the Pentateuch in Biblical and Second Temple Period Literature, LHBOTS
518 (London: T&T Clark, 2010) 152-4.

107. Georg Fischer, ‘Fulfilment and Reversal: The Curses of Deuteronomy 28 as a Foil for the Book
of Jeremiah’, Semitica et Classica 5 (2012): 43–49.
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And just as the Lord took delight in making you prosperous and

numerous, so the Lord will take delight in bringing you to ruin and

destruction; you shall be plucked off the land that you are entering

to possess. (Deut 28.63)

ס׃ישִֽׁפְנַ־לכָבְוּיבִּ֖לִ־לכָבְּתמֶ֔אֱבֶּת֙אֹזּהַץרֶאָ֤בָּםיתִּ֞עְטַנְוּםתָ֑וֹאביטִ֣הֵלְםהֶ֖ילֵעֲיתִּ֥שְׂשַׂוְ

I will rejoice in doing good to them, and I will plant them in this

land in faithfulness, with all my heart and all my soul. (Jer 32.41)

Yhwh‘s delight108 inverts from being ’plucked off the land’ to ‘planted in the

land,’ and the timeframe of his delight in his people’s prosperity shifts from the

past to the future.109 And, while Fischer notes the Deuteronomic language of

‘heart and soul,’ there are two distinctive features of its use in Jer 32.41 which

he does not comment on.

First, the typical form for ‘heart’ in Deuteronomy is בבל ,110 while the shorter

form בל occurs only four times,111 and the only instance where בל and שפנ occur

together is Deut 28.65.

108. The intertextual connection is weaker in the LXX, where Deut 28.63’s εὐφραίνω is not matched
by the opening verb of Jer 39.41, ἐπισκέψομαι.See (Fischer, ‘Fulfilment and Reversal’, 48, n. 40).

109. Fischer, ‘Fulfilment and Reversal’, 48.

110. 43 occurrences: Deut 1.28, 2.30, 4.9, 4.29, 4.39, 5.29, 6.5, 7.17, 8.2, 8.5, 8.14, 8.17, 9.4, 10.12, 10.16,
11.13, 11.16, 11.18, 13.4, 15.7, 15.9, 17.17, 17.20, 18.21, 19.6, 20.3, 20.8, 26.16, 28.28, 28.47, 28.67, 29.17,
30.1, 30.6, 30.10, 30.14, 30.17, 32.46,

111. Deut 4.11, 28.65, 29.3, and 29.18
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More significantly, though, is the fact that in Deuteronomy the language of

‘heart and soul’ is used exclusively of people in response to God, typically as an

enjoinder to complete obedience in response to God’s generosity. In Jer 32.41,

it is God’s own heart and soul which are brought to bear, no doubt reflecting

the necessity of undivided divine intentions when faced with the fallibility of

human response, but perhaps reflecting a further reversal of Deut 28.65: after

all, if God himself is the one who instills a ‘trembling heart, failing eyes, and a

languishing spirit’ in his exiled people, there is the need for constancy to be

found elsewhere than in humanity.

In verse 44, God’s promise is extended to include writing itself. Compare the

form of the promise in verse 15 (‘houses and fields and vineyards shall again

be bought’) with that of verse 44:

ִ֗לַשָׁוּריְיבֵ֣יבִסְבִוּןמִ֜יָנְבִּץרֶאֶ֨בְּם֒ידִעֵדעֵ֣הָוְם֮וֹתחָוְ׀רפֶסֵּ֥בַּבוֹת֨כָוְוּנ֗קְיִףסֶכֶּ֣בַּתוֹד֞שָׂ ם

׃הוָֽהיְ־םאֻנְםתָ֖וּבשְׁ־תאֶבישִׁ֥אָ־יכִּֽבגֶ נֶּ֑הַירֵ֣עָבְוּהלָ֖פֵשְּׁהַירֵ֥עָבְוּרהָ֔הָירֵ֣עָבְוּה֙דָוּהיְירֵ֤עָבְוּ

פ

Fields shall be bought for money, and deeds shall be signed and

sealed and witnessed, in the land of Benjamin, in the places around

Jerusalem, and in the cities of Judah, of the hill country, of the

Shephelah, and of the Negeb; for I will restore their fortunes, says

the Lord. (Jer 32.44)

Here the promise is expanded to include the use of land deeds, bringing

the practice of economic writing full circle — the written prophetic text now
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includes a promise of the use of writing in the narrative future, securing the

promises which the prophecy holds out to its readers.

Finally, we turn to the third phrase in this verse, which refers to God’s heart

and soul. The language here is most frequently taken by those commentators

who address the verse at all to show commonality with Deut 30.9–10, partly

because the first phrase in the verse (‘I will rejoice…’) correponds with Deut

30.9 while the third phrase corresponds with Deut 30.10.112 Of the other major

commentators, only Lundbom notes a broader range of texts with commonality,

including Deut 6.5, and also points out that this is a unique occurence of God,

rather than humans, being portrayed using the expression ‘with all my heart

and with all my soul.’113

This point is worthy of attention, because a covenant is of course a contract of

sorts, of a political rather than economic character, entered into by state actors

rather than individual persons. The distinction cannot be drawn too strongly,

though, as ancient Near Eastern covenants often had economic consequences,

particularly around the allocation of land. That is precisely the backdrop to this

text, a reframing of the terms of the covenant to reverse a typical obligation

of the inferior party in a covenant (the receiver of any land gift from their

superior) so that it becomes an obligation of the superior — in this case, of

God.

Gerard Janzen has argued that Jer 32.38–41 ought to be read as a conscious

112. Allen, Jeremiah, 370–71; Thompson, The Book of Jeremiah, 596.

113. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 521.
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reframing of the Shema, in a post-exilic setting. He notes that the ‘one’ which

the Shema applies to God has a correspondence in the ‘one heart and one way’

God promises to the people in Jer 32.39, while the language of ‘heart and soul’

in the enjoinder to the people in the Shema has its own correspondence in the

promise that God’s ‘heart and soul’ will be directed towards his planting of

Israel in ‘this land’ (Jer 32.41).

Nathan MacDonald regards Janzen’s argument as ‘uncertain,’ on the grounds

of a comparison with 2 Kings 23.25 (where heart, soul, and strength are men-

tioned), but more substantially because he argues that the idea of divine in-

tegrity (in relation to the term דחא ) is not ‘a major theme’ in Deuteronomy.114

I in turn am more sympathetic to Janzen’s argument than MacDonald is, not

least because MacDonald suggests that Janzen is arguing for a ‘citation’115 of

the Shema, even though Janzen is in fact judicious in his language:

…Yahweh is represented as taking upon the divine lips the very

phrases which everywhere else in the Deuteronomic tradition are

used to claim or affirm Israel’s loyalty to God.116

Later, Jazen himself distinguished between a ‘Deuteronomistic refrain’ he

identifies in Jer 32.38–41 and the same correspondence MacDonald points to:

114. Nathan MacDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of “monotheism”, FAT 2. Reihe. 1 (Tübingen:
Mohr Siebeck, 2003), 73.

115. MacDonald, Deuteronomy and theMeaning of “monotheism”, 73.

116. J Gerald Janzen, ‘On the Most Important Word in the Shema (Deuteronomy VI 4–5)’, VT 37.3
(1987): 280–300.
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…whereas the dyadic “with all the heart and with all the soul” oc-

curs as a Deuteronomistic refrain, only in 2 Kgs xxiii 25 is the triadic

expression of the Shema reproduced exactly.117

In fact, Janzen argues that an ‘exact correspondence’ to Jer 32.41 is found not

in Deuteronomy itself, but in David’s deathbed speech to Solomon:

תכֶלֶ֤לָםכָּ֗רְדַּ־תאֶךָינֶ֜בָוּר֨מְשְׁיִ־םאִר֒מֹאלֵי֮לַעָרבֶּ֣דִּרשֶׁ֨אֲוֹר֗בָדְּ־תאֶהוָ֜היְםיקִ֨יָן֩עַמַלְ

ֹלרמֹ֕אלֵםשָׁ֑פְנַ־לכָבְוּםבָ֖בָלְ־לכָבְּתמֶ֔אֱבֶּ֙ינַפָלְ ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִאסֵּ֥כִּלעַ֖מֵשׁיאִ֔ךָ֙לְתרֵ֤כָּיִ־אֽ

Then the LORD will establish his word that he spoke concerning

me: ‘If your heirs take heed to their way, to walk before me in

faithfulness with all their heart and with all their soul, there shall

not fail you a successor on the throne of Israel.’ (1 Kgs 3.4)

The three terms, ‘faithfulness,’ ‘heart,’ and ‘soul,’ all with the same preposi-

tion ,(ב) occur together only in these two verses, and with the same conceptual

frame: the question of the permanence of Israel.

While it is evident that I find Janzen’s overall argument compelling, it can be

moderated slightly in relation to this claim:

This text, Jer. xxxii 38-41, may in fact function as an exegesis and

application of the Shema to a post-exilic situation…118

117. Janzen, ‘On the Most Important Word in the Shema (Deuteronomy VI 4–5)’, 290.

118. Janzen, ‘On the Most Important Word in the Shema (Deuteronomy VI 4–5)’, 288.
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Instead of arguing for ‘exegesis and application,’ which seems to imply an

ordering, such that Jer 32.38–41 is in some sense commenting on a defined

earlier text, I find it preferable to more cautiously locate Jer 32.38–41 within a

wider discourse which included the words and ideas which we now identify

as Deuteronomistic, including the Shema, and Deut 30.9–10, 1 Kings 3.4, and 2

Kings 23.25.

Jer 32.36–41, then, is one example of the use of writing and textual formation

which we can recognise as using a distinctive set of words and ideas. The terms

oneness, faithfulness, heart, and soul and are used in these verses in relation

to the thorny question of the covenantal relationship between God and Israel,

the obligations of the parties to that covenant, and the hope of attaining rights

attached to covenantal performance.

4.6.3Jeremiah 32 in Jer 30–33

In terms of the location of Jer 32 within chapters 30–33, Holladay suggests

that Jeremiah actually dictated to Baruch words of consolation that formed

the starting point for the section we now have in 30–33. He further suggests

that Baruch added much of chapter 32 to this nascent, additional collection

of material dictated by the prophet Jeremiah.119 As this redaction history is

asserted by Holladay, rather than argued, it is difficult to assess on its merits,

and does not represent the majority view in scholarship. Lundbom sees Jer

32 as an independent unit that was eventually added to the ‘original Book

119. Holladay, Jeremiah 2, 22.
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of Restoration’ consisting of Jer 30–31.120 Allen sees Jer 32 as having followed

immediately from Jer 29, before Jer 30–31 was inserted between Jer 29 and 32,

and subsequently supplemented by Jer 33.121

Nevertheless, while the dates and origins of the text might be disputed, I

agree with Holladay about scribal agency in the arrangement of the textual

material which now forms chapters 30–33. If Baruch can signify scribal activity

more generally, it seems evident that the material’s arrangement is an example

of the kind of scribal work that Jer 32 can be read as authorising. The placement

of Jer 32 at the heart of a scribal arrangement, with a narrative that figuratively

entrusts the custody of Jeremiah’s message into the hands of scribes to bring to

life in a distant future, functions well to provide justification for that activity

in the midst of a visible example of such activity.122

In the forward-looking promises of Jer 31, writing is found in connection

with the ‘new covenant’ (Jer 31.31) which is promised. In verse 33, yhwh prom-

ises, ‘I will put my law within them, and I will write it on their hearts.’ The

effect of this is in one sense to create a contrast between material writing and

the internalisation of covenant loyalty. The law is a constant feature of the

covenant, and its written location has shifted. While recognising that contrast

between the written tablets described in Exodus and the internalisation of Jer

120. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 499; also Bright, Jeremiah, 297.

121. Allen, Jeremiah, 364.

122. As Allen notes, Jer 32.14–15: ‘…are a good fit in their broader literary context. “Once more”
triumphantly echoes a literary frame for ch. 31 (31:4, 23)…’ (Allen, Jeremiah, 367).

247



4.6 ‘I gave the deed to Baruch’: scribal agency and creativity

31, I suggest that there is a striking similarity as well.

Jer 31.33 retains the idea of writing, even in its transformation to a meta-

phorical use, instead of (for example) emphasising oral transmission of Torah.

Compare, for example, Deut 30.14: ‘No, the word ( רבד ) is very near to you; it

is in your mouth and in your heart for you to observe.’ The internalisation

there is not expressed in terms of writing. The metaphorical use of writing on

the heart in Jer 31.33 has the effect of emphasising the fixity and directness of

writing when used to convey divine revelation to God’s people. In Jer 31.34, the

consequence presented is that inter-personal communication (presumably

verbal) is no longer necessary, because each person has had God’s knowledge

(and forgiveness) imparted:

ֹזיכ33ִּ֣ יתִּתַ֤נָהוָ֔היְ־םאֻנְם֙הֵהָםימִ֤יָּהַירֵ֨חֲאַלאֵ֜רָשְׂיִתיבֵּ֨־תאֶתֹ֩רכְאֶרשֶׁ֣אֲתירִ֡בְּהַתא֣

׃םעָֽלְילִ֥־וּיהְיִֽהמָּהֵ֖וְםיהִ֔לֹאלֵֽם֙הֶלָיתִייִ֤הָוְהנָּבֶ֑תֲּכְאֶםבָּ֖לִ־לעַוְםבָּ֔רְקִבְּ֙יתִרָוֹתּֽ־תאֶ

ֹלו34ְ וּע֨דְיֵם֩לָּוּכ־יכִּֽהוָ֑היְ־תאֶוּע֖דְּרמֹ֔אלֵו֙יחִאָ־תאֶשׁיאִ֤וְוּהעֵ֜רֵ־תאֶשׁיאִ֣דוֹע֗וּד֣מְּלַיְא֧

ֹלםתָ֖אטָּחַלְוּםנָ֔וֹעֲלַֽח֙לַסְאֶיכִּ֤הוָ֔היְ־םאֻנְם֙לָוֹדגְּ־דעַוְםנָּ֤טַקְמִלְיתִ֜וֹא ס׃דוֹעֽ־רכָּזְאֶא֥

33 But this is the covenant that I will make with the house of Israel

after those days, says the Lord: I will put my law within them, and

I will write it on their hearts; and I will be their God, and they shall

be my people. 34 No longer shall they teach one another, or say to

each other, “Know the Lord,” for they shall all know me, from the

least of them to the greatest, says the Lord; for I will forgive their

iniquity, and remember their sin no more. (Jer 31.33–34)
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Writing, compared to an orally-delivered message, has the advantage that

even if orally performed when the message is delivered, it is less at risk of

being changed. The knowledge of Torah will not alter over time, requiring

reminders from one person to another. Instead, like a written text, Torah will

be a constant fixture of human hearts.

I suggest that a similar effect is found in the reference to writing in relation

to the covenant in Jeremiah 32. Towards the end of Jer 32, both the heart and

writing occur in connection with a promised covenant. In Jer 32, however, it is

not explicit that the covenant is ‘new.’ It is instead (and famously) described as

‘everlasting,’ and yhwh says in relation to human hearts, ‘I will put the fear of

me in their hearts’ (Jer 32.40). In Jeremiah 32, writing is not metaphorical and

on the ‘heart’ as in Jer 31.33, but is material and mundane in nature: ‘…deeds

shall be signed and sealed and witnessed’ (Jer 32.44).

This evokes the same kind of effect that I argued for earlier in Jer 32, where

material writing functions as an illustration of the utility of writing more

generally, in particular prophetic writing. Writing in Jer 32 means that the

field’s purchaser can communicate without intermediaries to others in the

future, because Jeremiah has written a deed which can be read. The witnesses

don’t have to speak in person to some future generation: the deed itself carries

the message into the future.

And so the first part of Jer 32 illustrates the ability of writing to disinterme-

diate the transmission of the message. The final part of Jer 32 draws on another

aspect of writing: its (relative) permanence. An everlasting covenant is one

that has to move through time, and this is something that Jeremiah’s deed is
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said to be able to do — to convey the message of the field purchase to a distant,

future generation. Hence, Jer 32.44’s emphasis on the writing of deeds in the

idealised future does convey the idea of a new normal (versus the narrated

present-time threat of invasion) where people do normal things such as write

land purchase deeds, it also has the effect of pointing out to readers that writ-

ten texts have an ability to ensure permanence of transactions. Emphasising

the ability of written texts to achieve this stands in implicit contrast to the

limitations of oral transmission of a transaction’s record.

4.6.4Jer 32 within the Book of Jeremiah

If we give attention to the sequence of writing events in the Book of Jeremiah,

we see that first letters are exchanged, and then an economic document is

written, even though these events are obviously temporally back-to-front in

terms of the events they describe. Nevertheless, the same literary order is

visible in both the mt and lxx, which suggests that the order has some meaning.

Perhaps the emphasis ought to be less on the ways in which ancient readers

might mentally understand temporally-disordered sequences in a text, and

what an ancient redactor might have been trying to achieve by the order we can

observe. While both are speculative exercises, there is at least textual evidence

of the redactor’s efforts, whereas we have no access to the ways in which an

ancient reader might read ‘backwards.’

This process of arrangement is one that Stephen Chapman identifies as a

‘trajectory’:
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A trajectory of the textualization of Jeremiah’s ‘words’ can thus

be traced from occasional letters (e. g., Jer 29; 51:60–64a) to the

conscious effort to construct a compendium of the prophet’s teach-

ing (e. g., Jer 30:2; 36; 45) and even to the book of Jeremiah itself,

although in different forms (Jer 25:13; Jer 51:64b; also lxx Jeremiah).

Writing has pride of place in the narrative of Jeremiah 36, and is referred

to on a number of other occasions throughout the Book of Jeremiah. But

because writing is so obviously central to Jer 36, the way in which the idea of

writing is gradually, and in my view persuasively, ordered in the finished book

has sometimes been obscured. For example, take this statement from Mark

Leuchter:

Though Jer 32:6–44 appears earlier than Jer 36 in the book’s literary

sequence, it is unlikely that ancient literati read these materials in a

strictly linear manner (or only read it that way). Rather, the dispar-

ate units orchestrated into the book of Jeremiah carry a curricular

character, folding back onto each other in a cross-referential man-

ner. In this case, the finale of Jer 36 licenses the addition of oracles

such as that in Jer 32:26–44, which are then re-read with an aware-

ness of the scribal imprimatur they carry.123

In the specific case of Jer 32, this visible process of expansion and rewriting

123. Mark Leuchter, ‘The Pen of Scribes: Writing, Textuality, and the Book of Jeremiah’, in The Book
of Jeremiah: Composition, Reception, and Interpretation, ed. Jack R. Lundbom, Craig A. Evans and
Bradford A. Anderson, VTSup 178 (Leiden: Brill, 2018), 3–25.
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functions as a demonstration in miniature of the way in which the book of

Jeremiah developed, and is in that sense much more significant as apologia for

prophetic writing than Jer 36.

Hence in my view, Jer 32 is in fact the high point of the book of Jeremiah’s

legitimation of prophetic writing, because it legitimates the form of prophetic

writing which in fact matches the book of Jeremiah: an expanded, rewritten

text, which connects narrated events from the prophet Jeremiah’s life to the

exilic setting where both rewriters and readers encountered the developing

book. Jeremiah 36 represents a process of dictation by the prophet; Jeremiah

32 a process of creation by the prophet and scribes. Jeremiah 36 presents a

picture of stasis, up until , leading to the preservation of words; Jer 32 presents

a picture of prophetic innovation, leading to the generation of hope. Jeremiah

36 has a subsidiary function: it connects the initial stage of the book to the

scribal process of Jeremiah’s dictation and Baruch’s writing.

There are two aspects of the ordering of the references to writing in the Book

of Jeremiah which I believe deserve some attention, and which suggest to me

that there is a persuasive effect from the progression of these references. The

first is the consistency of the ordering between the two main ancient versions

(mt and lxx), and the second is the explicit re-ordering of narrative time. As

we shall see, the relative ordering of the mt and lxx versions is not significant

for my purposes.124

124. Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012) 287 note 9
argues for the priority of the lxx ordering, while Alexander Rofé, ‘The Arrangement of the Book
of Jeremiah’, ZAW 101.3 (1989): 390–98 and Georg Fischer, ‘Jer 25 Und Die Fremdvölkersprüche:
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mt ref Hebrew English lxx ref

3.8 הָיתֶ֖תֻירִכְּרפֶסֵ֥־תאֶ ‘decree of

divorce’

3.8

8.8 רקֶשֶׁ֥טעֵ֖ ‘lying pen’ of

scribes

8.8

17.1 הבָ֛וּתכְּהדָ֗וּהיְתאטַּ֣חַ

ןרֶפֹּ֣צִבְּלזֶ֖רְבַּטעֵ֥בְּ

ה֙שָׁוּרחֲרימִ֑שָׁ

תוֹנ֖רְקַלְוּםבָּ֔לִחַוּל֣־לעַ

׃םכֶֽיתֵוֹחבְּזְמִ

The sin of Judah

is written with

an iron pen; with

a diamond point

it is engraved on

the tablet of their

hearts, and on

the horns of their

altars,

17.1

17.13 וּבתֵ֔כָּיִץרֶאָ֣בָּ they ‘will be

written in the

earth’

17.13

22.30 ה֙זֶּהַשׁיאִ֤הָ־תאֶוּב֞תְכִּ

ירִ֔ירִעֲ

‘write this man

as childless’

22.30

Unterschiede Zwischen Hebräischem Und Griechischem Text’, Biblica 72.4 (1991): 474–99
present the opposite argument.
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mt ref Hebrew English lxx ref

25.13 רפֶסֵּ֣בַּב֙וּתכָּהַ־לכָּתאֵ֤

אבָּ֥נִ־רשֶׁאֲהזֶּ֔הַ

םיִֽוֹגּהַ־לכָּ־לעַוּהיָ֖מְרְיִ

‘everything

written in this

book, which

Jeremiah

prophesied

against all the

nations.’

25.13–14

29.1,3 רפֶסֵּ֔הַירֵ֣בְדִּה֙לֶּאֵ֙וְ ‘these are the

words of the

letter’

36.1,3

29.24–25 הכָ֜מְשִׁבְתָּחְלַ֨שָׁה֩תָּאַ

םירִ֗פָסְ

‘you sent in your

own name letters’

36.24–25

29.29–31 ןהֵֹ֖כּהַהיָ֥נְפַצְארָ֛קְיִּוַ

הזֶּ֑הַרפֶסֵּ֣הַ־תאֶ

‘Zephaniah the

priest read this

letter’

36.29–31

30.2 תאֵ֧ךָ֗לְ־בתָכְּ

םירִ֛בָדְּהַ־לכָּ

ךָילֶ֖אֵיתִּרְבַּ֥דִּ־רשֶׁאֲ

רפֶסֵֽ־לאֶ

‘write all the

words that I have

spoken to you in

a book’

37.2

31.33 הנָּבֶ֑תֲּכְאֶםבָּ֖לִ־לעַ ‘on their hearts I

will write it’ [i.e.,

‘my law’]

38.33
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mt ref Hebrew English lxx ref

32.1–44 Jeremiah’s land

purchase

39.1–44

36.1–32 the account of

prophetic

writing

43.1–32

45.1 םירִ֨בָדְּהַ־תאֶוֹ֩בתְכָבְּ

יפִּ֣מִר֙פֶסֵ֙־לעַהלֶּאֵ֤הָ

וּהיָ֔מְרְיִ

‘when he wrote

these words in a

book from the

mouth of

Jeremiah’

51.31

51.60 …וּהיָ֗מְרְיִבתֹּ֣כְיִּוַ

דחָ֑אֶרפֶסֵ֣־לאֶ

‘Jeremiah wrote

… in one book’

28.60

Order of references to writing in the Book of Jeremiah

Notably, the only reference to writing which is ordered differently in the

lxx is Jer 51.60 mt, which appears in Jer 28.60 lxx. In the lxx it follows after

an earlier reference to written prophecy against Babylon (Jer 25.13–14), and

so the different ordering does not alter the progressive effect of the various

references to writing.

Secondly, a number of these references to writing occur in textual settings

which explicitly establish a referent in narrative time. For example, Jer 25

begins:
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וּהיָּ֖שִׁאֹי־ןבֶּםיקִ֥ יָוֹהילִתיעִ֔בִרְהָֽה֙נָשָּׁבַּהדָ֔וּהיְםעַ֣־לכָּ־לעַוּ֙ה֙יָמְרְיִ־לעַֽהיָ֤הָ־רשֶׁאֲרבָ֞דָּהַ

׃לבֶֽבָּךְלֶמֶ֥רצַּ֖ארֶדְכַוּבֽנְלִתינִֹ֔שׁארִ֣הָה֙נָשָּׁהַאיהִ֗הדָ֑וּהיְךְלֶמֶ֣

The word that came to Jeremiah concerning all the people of Judah,

in the fourth year of King Jehoiakim son of Josiah of Judah (that

was the first year of King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon), (Jer. 25.1)

This establishes the setting as 605bce.125 Where Jer 25.13–14 fit in historical

time is complex (in part because of the relationship between those verses and

Jer 51.60 mt/28.60 lxx),126 but the text on the face of it places the reference to

prophetic writing in that same year.

As with the ordering of the references within the book, it is possible to locate

many of the references to writing in narrative time, which I have summarised

in the table. Note that I am not making any attempt here to date the texts — I am

only referring to the narrative time which some of the texts give prominence

to.127 I have also included some extra points of interest in Jer 34, 35, and 37.

The reason this is significant is that, assuming these texts had a life of their

own before being arranged into the collections, the organisers of the material

could have arranged the texts in narrative time order, or omitted the narrative

125. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 242.

126. Lundbom, Jeremiah 21-36, 240–42.

127. I have referred particularly to Lundbom’s Jeremiah chronology (Jeremiah 37–52, 579–81) and
list of assigned dates for Jeremian texts (Jeremiah 37–52, 582–85), along with the chronology
by Lisbeth Fried and David Freedman (Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23-27: A New TranslationWith
Introduction and Commentary, AB 3B [New York; London: Doubleday, 2001], 2257–70).
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time markers altogether. Either would have been an attractive option: the first

would have been a neat narrative arrangement, and the second would have

made the accounts atemporal and reduced the friction a reader currently faces

in moving backwards and forwards in time.

Because the organisers did not take either of those two approaches, my

suggestion is that the ordering must have had some other significance, and the

most obvious one is that the order of the subject matter was considered to be

important. In other words, it was seen to be important to place the obedient

Rechabites in constrast to the disobedient Jerusalemites, and to bring into

narrative proximity the various connections with the idea of release (whether

Jubilee or sabbatical, people or land) in Jer 32, 34, and 37. These also interact

with the idea of obedience to divine commands, which has a connection with

the idea of writing divine law on the hearts of people (Jer 31), and hence with

the idea of writing prophetic words (Jer 30.2 and 36).

The references to writing found in the Book of Jeremiah prior to Jer 36 surface

doubts about writing (Jer 8.8 and the ‘lying pen’ of the scribes), and also attest

to positive examples of non-prophetic writing. So, for example, Jer 17.1 and

31.33 offer the possibility of divine writing in a person, which is evocative of

the surely lesser task of divine writing on a scroll. Jer 29 uses the commonplace

example of letters to remind an ideal reader that writing was trusted in other

contexts to communicate over distances, including transmitting the words

of a prophet, which suggests that perhaps prophetic writing could be trusted

to transmit words through time in a text. And then Jer 32 uses the idea of

economic writing, again a common and recognisable practice, to connect the
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prophet with the act of writing which conveys authority.

The scribal ordering of the Book of Jeremiah offers readers of the ordered

text a series of encounters with the practice of writing that taken together,

and in their presented order, build the conditions for recognising the validity

of written prophecy.

4.7 Conclusion

In summary, whether at the level of the sign-act itself, within the structure of

what is now chapter 32 of the Book of Jeremiah, or in the wider structure of the

Book of Jeremiah, the contents and placement of Jer 32 offer the opportunity

for a reader to see in Jer 32 a microcosm of the book as a whole.

As Philip Davies has insightfully pointed out,

The idea of true versus false prophecy is certainly one of the themes

of the book of Jeremiah… The judgment about who are prophets,

and which prophets are “true” and which “false” is, of course a

judgment about canon. For we are dealing not with the question

of individuals shouting in the marketplace but with written texts.

The words of the “false” prophets are preserved, of course, only in

the texts of the “true” ones.128

If we take canon in a sense of authority (rather than a closed collection),

then Davies is quite correct. We only encounter the question of true or false

128. Davies, Scribes and Schools, 111.
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in the context of the written text, which is only a presentation of a debate

which inherently favours the winner. Jer 14.14 presents yhwh speaking to

the prophet Jeremiah in order to denounce other prophets, not sent by yhwh.

Such a text presents readers with a claim to the authority of ‘true’ prophecy,

and only preserves the message of the ‘false’ prophets as a foil for Jeremiah’s

own message.

But it ought not to surprise us that the text of the Book of Jeremiah also

includes sections which address the very natural questions which might arise:

how can a reader know first that the prophet Jeremiah was a true prophet; and

even if he was, how can a reader trust the written text to preserve the message

of the prophet correctly? Both questions poses challenges for writers of a

prophetic text. In the absence of the prophet, how could they give readers of

(more precisely, listeners to) a text confidence in the person as a ‘true’ prophet?

And in a world where literary texts were almost certainly not part of everyday

experience for most of those listening to a text being read, how could they give

listeners confidence in the mediated experience of a literary text?

Jer 32 actually addresses both issues rather neatly, at least for a post-exilic

reader. The prophet Jeremiah is portrayed as predicting a post-exilic future

which could plausibly have answered the first question — the prophet Jeremiah

is portrayed as telling the truth about post-exilic economic life — while the

second is answered by analogy from the use of a deed of purchase, a more-

commonly experienced kind of text.
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economic details

In this chapter, I propose that a productive approach to the details of the

economic aspects of the prophet Jeremiah’s sign-act is to read them as a realistic

portrayal of a transaction. It is important to distinguish between ‘realistic’ and

‘real’ (or ‘historical’).

Understandably, when encountering a composite work such as Jer 32, schol-

ars have made use of narrative details to attempt to locate parts of the text

temporally. Jer 32 is not unique among scriptural texts in that these redaction-

critical efforts, while illumating in certain respects, have been unable to gener-

ate a scholarly consensus, particularly around the sign-act itself (Jer 32.6–15).

Robert Carroll regards the episode as a late invention, while others regard

verses 6–15 as significantly originating in the person of the prophet Jeremiah.

The fact that the same evidential base can produce such different conclusions

is likely due at least in part to different methodological assumptions, although

this is not straightforward to detect.

In what follows, I propose a novel approach to the economic aspects of the

narrative, treating them as a rhetorical device. In particular, I will argue that

260



4.7 Conclusion

the details are sufficiently precise to create an impression of realism in the

account, because the details are plausible as recognisable aspects of economic

practices to ideal readers of Jer 32. The details, though, are not so precise that

they locate the narrative exclusively in the pre-exilic period, which is one

reason why dating the text on this basis has proved to be inconclusive.

My argument proceeds from three aspects of the economic details. The first

is the description of the weighing of ףסכ (‘silver’ or ‘money’). The second is the

portrayal of Jeremiah as having the הלאגהטפשמ (‘right of redemption’), in the

broader context of familial rights to land. Third is the distinctive portrayal of

a double deed, along with the description of the related actions of sealing.

Each of these details is in one sense unnecessary, in that the ideological

point the chapter in its redacted form makes does not depend on (for example)

whether weighed silver or coins was used — or even on whether payment was

made at all. It seems reasonable that such ‘unnecessary’ details still have a

rhetorical effect. My argument is that they describe economic practices that

were real and widespread, including over the broad sweep of time from the

pre-exilic narrative setting through to the Persian period, and recognisable

in both a Levantine and Mesopotamian geographic setting. At the same time,

there is no detail which betrays too precise a location within those settings.

The text conveys realism, without being so precise that it permits a conclusive

location in time for the text’s origins.

This could of course be the result of historical accident — perhaps it just so

happened that economic practices were static and geographically widespread,

and hence a Persian description would still seem like a realistic depiction of
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pre-exilic Judah — but I will argue that in each case there is reason to give

weight to the idea that the details have a useful rhetorical effect.

5.1 Introduction

Earlier, I have followed some recent scholars to suggest that ‘authenticity’ and

‘history’ are categories which are difficult to map to the text of Jeremiah 32.

The range of views held by scholars on these category questions shows that a

detailed consensus is challenging, even if asking questions in these categories

has been valuable.

In this chapter, I will demonstrate a new reading of the aspects of Jeremiah

32 that refer to a narrated past. While I do not have any quarrel with the

results of redaction criticism, and nor do I wish to return to a naı̈ve credibility

about historicity, the chapter as a whole displays a groundedness that can be

obscured when its contents are not merely categorised temporally but given

value for being earlier or later, or when not merely categorised in terms of

relationship with the historial person of the prophet Jeremiah but given value

for the proximity of that relationship.

In fact, even though verses 6-15 are arguably more plausibly derived from an

act of the historical prophet than (for example) verses 42–44, both deal with a

material reality involving fields and ownership. Both also derive from settings

in which Israelite religious ideas and their nascent textual expressions can

be discerned from the resonances with other texts, but I will return to that in

subsequent chapters.
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In this chapter, I will focus on the ways in which the text of Jeremiah 32

engages with a material world, and the literary effect of this materiality or

groundedness. In some instances, details of the material reality being por-

trayed cohere with what we can observe in material or textual artefacts from

ancient Judah or other ancient Near Eastern places.

My view is that these material realities, reflected in the text, have limited

utility in precise identification of the dating of the text as a whole or its history

of development. In fact, when the material details are examined carefully, they

elude precise historical location.

Instead, the material details have the effect of creating a plausible picture

of the narrated time and place of the story. For those material details where

we have access to comparative texts or material culture artefacts, the story is

coherent with those comparative materials.

The material details reflect a baseline of plausible normality, within which

the narration of the events and speeches occurs. I will prefigure my conclusion

in this chapter by noting here that this baseline normality includes both some

details which show how located the text’s story is within a particular range

of times and places — namely, from late pre-exilic to Hellenistic in terms of

time, and Judean to Babylonian in terms of place — and displays an absence

of precision which precludes a narrower or more precise location of any in-

dividual aspect of the story. In other words, considering the material details

shows it to be a plausible story for Judah immediately prior to the exile. It is

also plausible in some other contexts, such as exilic Babylonia, or even Persian

post-exilic Yehud. It is conceivable that readers in the Persian Yehud might
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have been aware that Persian coins did not exist before the exile, or to have a

sense of the antiquity of the use of written land purchase deeds. The text does

not display the kind of anachronism visible in 1 Chron 29.7, with its mention of

darics collected by David.

I agree with Robert Carroll that a plausible reading of Jer 32 is to legitimise

the rights of repatriated exiles to the land, to the exclusion of the interests of

those who descended from the remnant:1

What I think may be read from the story of Jeremiah the landowner,

among other things, is this: the grounds for owning land in the

restored territory (its boundaries are outlined and defined in v.

44; cf. 33.13) are the possession of legal deeds which demonstrate

purchase of fields from the time of the repossession of the land.

Implicit in that ruling would be the view that those who had ‘occu-

pied’ the land since the fall of Jerusalem were not the legitimate

owners of that land. Only those who had come ‘back’ from foreign

lands could claim by right of purchase an entitlement to the land.2

1. Carroll also makes the interesting point that in the Book of Jeremiah, the remnant left by
Nebuchadnezzar are not in possession of תודש (‘fields’) but of םיבגי , a term which is not other-
wise attested (Robert P. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’,
in Second Temple Studies: 1. Persian Period, ed. Philip R. Davies, JSOTSup 117 [Sheffield: JSOT,
1991], 108–24).

2. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’, 114.
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5.2 Two brief examples

A few brief examples might illustrate the way in which materiality can function

in economic narratives, and what I mean by plausibility in this setting. First,

consider this verse:

ןתַ֣נָוְוֹל֖עֲנַשׁיאִ֛ףלַ֥שָׁרבָ֔דָּ־לכָּם֣יֵּקַלְה֙רָוּמתְּהַ־לעַוְהלָּ֤וּאגְּהַ־לעַלאֵ֜רָשְׂיִבְּםינִ֨פָלְת֩אֹזוְ

ֹזוְוּהעֵ֑רֵלְ ׃לאֵֽרָשְׂיִבְּהדָ֖וּעתְּהַתא֥

Now this was the custom in former times in Israel concerning

redeeming and exchanging: to confirm a transaction, the one took

off a sandal and gave it to the other; this was the manner of attesting

in Israel. (Ruth 4.7)

This verse is noteworthy because it internally reflects awareness of a differ-

ent time and differences of economic practice — ‘in former times’ things were

done this way, which implies that in the narrator’s present time, things are

done differently, and hence an explanation is needed for what is about to be

presented.3

Here is the issue: this presentation of the past is most effective if the claim

about the past is plausible. It doesn’t have to be true, and in fact as we shall see

shortly, such claims might not always be accurate, especially with access to

information that the writers of ancient texts might not have had access to. My

3. This has some similarities to the ancient and ‘modern’ names given for cities in Gen 14.1–9, or
the statement that ‘the Canaanite was then in the land’ (Gen 12.6).
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contention is though that the texts appear to be constructed with a plausible

portrayal of the past; the texts display signs of narrative realism that I suggest

are likely to reflect ideas about the past that seemed plausible to convey to an

ideal reader.

In the example above, there would be less point in the narrator asserting

that people took sandals off if there was a well-known historical tradition that

in the past people wrote contracts and sealed them, or engaged in a cultic ritual

at a local sacred place. In the context of a different well-known tradition about

the past, a contradictory assertion about the past would tend to make the story

seem less believable, and lose some of its persuasive effect.

Note that I am not saying that we know from Ruth that people exchanged

sandals; I am merely saying that the text engages an ideal reader in the nar-

rated world more effectively if it was plausible to assert that people exchanged

sandals in the narrated past.

One reason for plausibility could be that people ‘in former times’ did in fact

exchange sandals, and this historical reality had been preserved in traditional

memory, even though customs had clearly changed by the time the verse was

written. But another possibility for plausibility is that while people had an

awareness that ancient customs were different, the specifics of those ancient

customs were not known, and so an assertion of sandal-exchange would have

been plausible (even if no reader knew for sure whether it was true or not

— the situation we in fact find ourselves in). So the point might have been

to create an image of an ‘exotic’ past, even though the narrator might have

invented the sandal-exchange tradition.
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Or it might even be that a well-established traditional memory of ancient

sandal-exchange customs pertained at the time the verse was written, but

that the tradition itself was fictional. We have no way to know. What we can

observe is that an assertion about a material practice, which in many ways

is incidental to an non-essential for the narrative, has an effect on readers,

drawing them in to the story by grounding the ideas the story conveys in a

picture of mundane life.

Another example which is less similar to Jer 32 can be found in 1 Chron 29.7.

As I mentioned earlier, the material details in Jer 32 seem to be quite coherent

with what we know from material cultural history. But in 1 Chron 29.7, David

is said to have collected ‘ten thousand darics of gold,’ which is impossible as

a matter of history. Because of its historical impossibility, we can be quite

certain that the Chronicler was not relying on some contemporaneous record

from David’s time, and instead was writing a fiction about the past (the fiction

might have come from another source, but that source cannot have been earlier

than the invention of darics, that is, earlier than the reign of Darius I).

In this case, the literary effect of the statement is still to convey an idea

(David was an astonishingly wealthy monarch who used this wealth to endow

the cult). The idea is grounded in the material realities not of the actual past,

but in the material realities of the Chronicler’s present, which an ideal reader

presumably shared. The effect of associating these coins with David in such

quantities was arguably to place David, in a hyperbolic way, in a category

similar to that of a Persian emperor, who no doubt also possessed vast wealth,

some proportion presumably in gold darics.
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We can read the statement in at least two ways, both of which are possible.

The first possibility is that the Chronicler’s ideal readers were aware that darics

were a Persian invention, in which case the statement might have been a recog-

nisable literary device to ideal readers, projecting a marker of extraordinary

wealth in the narrator’s and ideal reader’s present to the Davidic past. (It is not

obvious to me, though, that either the narrator nor an ideal reader would have

had access to this information about the historical origins of darics.)

Or, the Chronicler might have been unaware that darics were a relatively

recent innovation, and more naı̈vely used contemporary language about great

wealth to describe the past. By naı̈ve, I do not intend a value judgement, but

that the narrator might not have been particularly concerned by the idea of

‘historical accuracy’ and was therefore untroubled by having to investigate

whether or not darics existed.

Both possibilities involve a material grounding — in both cases, the ideal

reader is expected to recognise that 10,000 gold darics represents vast wealth

— but this example shows that we cannot be certain

In the case of Jeremiah 32, as we shall see, the material culture details are

all coherent with the narrated time and place, while being general enough to

avoid any dissonance for readers in (for example) the Persian or Hellenistic

periods.
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5.3 Materiality andwriting

In the matter of witnesses writing in the deed, it is difficult to be certain. In the

Elephantine paypri, in some cases the witnesses wrote their own names, and in

others the scribe wrote them.4 This perhaps reflects a difference of opportunity

in comparison to (for example) Akkadian cuneiform tablets, where scribal

craft was so much more complex than for an alphabetic script. In the tablets,

scribes wrote the names of the witnesses, and if witnesses did anything it was

to impress their seal on the edge of the tablet.5

Note too that witnessing was tied to comprehension of the document, at

least at Elephantine: ‘The main reason that Egyptians of Elephantine never

occur as witnesses to the Aramaic contracts of their Jewish neighbors is the

fact that most of them did not speak the language.’6

Given the durability of cuneiform tablets compared to papyrus, it could have

been argued that sealed, two-copy papyrus documents predated cuneiform,

but have not survived the ravages of time. But based on extant examples it

seems more likely that this practice began with cuneiform tablets and spread to

papyrus scribes as a consequence of the expansion of Assyrian and Babylonian

imperial influence on scribal culture. Hammershaimb notes that the practice

4. Bezalel Porten, Archives From Elephantine: The Life of an Ancient Jewish Military Colony (Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 1968), p. 197-8.

5. Martha Tobi Roth, BabylonianMarriage Agreements: 7th-3rd Centuries B.C., AOAT 222 (Kevelaer :
Neukirchen-Vluyn: Butzon & Bercker; Neukirchener Verlag, 1989), p. 23.

6. Karel van der Toorn, Becoming Diaspora Jews: Behind the Story of Elephantine, Anchor Yale Bible
Reference Library (New Haven; London: Yale University Press, 2019), p. 22.
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of using case-tablets ‘goes right back to Sumerian times and continues until

about the middle of the 7th century B.C.’ In any case, it is now quite certain

that the description of the two copies of Jeremiah’s document of purchase has

a basis in ancient practice.

One point where historicity intersects with the persuasive power of the

metaphor is on the accuracy of the metaphor. The metaphor can only persuade

a reader about the validity of written prophecy if they view written economic

documents as valid and effective.

Obvious anachronisms in the description of the economic document, or

gross errors in the description of commonly understood procedures, would

diminish the plausibility of the story’s economic elements, and might risk

creating doubt about the validity and effectiveness of written prophecy.

Note that I am not arguing for the historicity of Jeremiah 32’s account of

the field purchase by the prophet Jeremiah. While it seems plausible, and

even perhaps likely, that some event lies behind the text, my argument is

that interrogating the historicity of the account is unlikely to produce certain

results and risks giving insufficient weight to the text’s ability to function as a

metaphor.

Instead, as I discussed earlier, Jeremiah 32 reflects an accurate description of

the sealed and open writing which is now recognised as closely corresponding

to papyrological practices for land purchase documents in the southern Levant

in first millennium.

Another section of Jeremiah which has metaphorical force is Jer 25’s descrip-
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tion of Nebuchadnezzar.7 As Else Holt points out, “…the central message is

delivered in a metaphor, as it is condensed in the image of the prophet who

forces all the peoples of the world to drink and be drunk and crazed on God’s

demand, so that he can annihilate them.”8

The effectiveness of the metaphor depends on the realism of some of its

elements. These include the names of the kings (Jehoiakim, Nebuchadnezzar,

Josiah; Jer 25:1–3), the places (Egypt and Media bookending the long list of

Jer 25:19–25), and even the description of drunkenness (“They shall drink and

stagger and go out of their minds,” Jer 25:16). Jer 25 is not a historical description

of these people or places, and is certainly not an attempt to warn people of the

dangers of getting drunk.

But at the same time, if those features were obviously false, or were not part

of a plausible shared reality for a reader, the force of the metaphor would fail.

For example, if the image in Jer 25:16 was of drinking water and falling over,

the attempted metaphor would be contradictory rather than evocative. Or if an

ancient text held out the idea of smoking weed — not, as far as we know, part

of the shared reality of ancient Near Eastern readers — then the attempted

metaphor would simply be incomprehensible, even though in some sense we

might say that it was true.

7. John Hill, Friend or Foe?: The Figure of Babylon in the Book of JeremiahMt, BIS (Leiden: Brill, 1999).

8. (Else K. Holt, ‘King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon, My Servant, and the Cup of Wrath: Jeremiah’s
Fantasies and the Hope of Violence’, in Jeremiah (Dis)placed: New Directions inWriting/reading
Jeremiah, ed. A. R. Diamond and Louis Stulman, LHBOTS 529 [London: T & T Clark International,
2011], 213). Likewise Carroll: ‘Clearly no literal meaning can be posited…’ (Robert P. Carroll,
The Book of Jeremiah: A Commentary, OTL [Philadelphia: Westminster, 1986], 501).
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Instead, because to an ideal reader the kings and places named, and the idea

of drunkenness, are plausible, the reader is able to give undistracted thought to

the idea of international judgement evoked by the metaphor. The illusion has

not been shattered by a careless but obvious error. Note that I am not claiming

that Jer 25 is presenting actual history; my claim is narrower: that Jer 25 offers

plausible material referents on which the metaphor rests. In the case of the

kings named, I am merely suggesting that for a suitably educated reader, the

names would be recognisable as kings, and are not obviously erroneous.

Returning to Jer 32, my argument is similar. The material realities mentioned

around the production of the deed of purchase are not intended to educate an

ideal reader about the best way to produce a deed. The whole description relies

for its force and metaphorical power on the description being one of a plausible,

shared reality. The reader is able to engage with Jer 32 if they encounter in

the description of the deed’s production something recognisable in everyday

life — not to mention, to readers in exile, an evocation of a distant land where

rolled papyrus was the norm instead of clay tablets. Jer 32 does not demand

that an exilic reader sees rolled papyrus as the norm, but does require that

this is a plausible evocation of the distant homeland, perhaps even a striking

evocation of the way in which ‘home’ has both parallels (people write land

deeds in Babylon and in Israel) and differences (in Babylon a deed is a clay

tablet, but in Israel a deed is a papyrus roll).

As Menahem Haran has pointed out, there is an interesting parallel in the
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portrayal of the destruction of the scroll in Jeremiah 36.9 The use of a scribe’s

knife to cut up the scroll10 and the fact that the chopped-up scroll portions

could be easily burnt is consistent with a papyrus document, and the practice of

Egyptian scribes working with papyrus. This is also coherent with the material

culture evidence for papyrus documents in monarchial Israel, particularly

the existence of papyrus fibres in stamp seal impressions.11 In other words,

Jeremiah 36 also evokes a plausible reality about scribal practice immediately

prior to the exile, and does so because evoking recognisably implausible scribal

practice would hardly make a compelling case for the legitimation of prophetic

writing.

This evocation of a plausible but perhaps distant idea of reality is conceptu-

ally similar to the portrayal of witnessing in Ruth. ‘Now this was the custom

in former time in Israel concerning redeeming and exchanging: to confirm a

transaction, one party took off a sandal and gave it to the other; this was the

manner of attesting in Israel’ (Ruth 4:7 and following). Again, the point here is

9. Menahem Haran, ‘Book-Scrolls in Israel in Pre-Exilic Times’, JJS 33.1-2 (1982): 161–73.

10. Christopher A. Rollston, Writing and Literacy in theWorld of Ancient Israel: Epigraphic Evidence
From the Iron Age, Archaeology and Biblical Studies 11 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature,
2010), 112.

11. Haran, ‘Book-Scrolls in Israel in Pre-Exilic Times’ 164–5. Haran argues further that papyrus
scrolls were the primary form of document in the monarchial period, and that during the
Persian period, especially for texts which began to be recognised as scripture, parchment
scrolls began to dominate. He argues that this is evidenced by the typical use of parchment for
the ‘sacred’ texts from Qumran, especially when compared with the persistence of papyrus for
more mundane DSS texts; see Haran, ‘Book-Scrolls in Israel in Pre-Exilic Times’ 165 n. 9, 172. I
am not relying on Haran’s reconstruction of a change from monarchial times to the Persian
period, but I do agree that the evidence for the use of papyrus in the monarchial period is
historically plausible.
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not to convey history, but to give the narrative a sense of realism by appealing

to a plausible shared reality. If, to a reader of Ruth, it was well-known that

people in narrative time typically wrote papyrus deeds and sealed them, the

description of oral witnessing to a land transaction would be implausible. But

if, as seems much more likely, there was an awareness among ideal readers that

early Israel was not a highly literate place with scribes at the ready to facilitate

transactions, there is a narrative necessity to portray a plausible alternative

practice of attestation, one which is at least potentially recognisable to an ideal

reader.

Literary writing which could have produced texts such as those which be-

came the Book of Jeremiah almost certainly were the preserve of the scribal

class, not the farmers from whom the wealth of the 8th- and 7th-century

periods in Judah derived. Nevertheless, the growth of that scribal class was

connected to agrarian growth, and so it is unsurprising that agrarian con-

cerns frequently feature in the scriptural texts, including in certain ways a

preference for the agrarian over the urban.

In Jeremiah 32, this is visible in the way writing is portrayed as securing

agrarian interest in productive land, even though the narrative setting itself is

in Jerusalem. This literary connection is coherent with the narrative setting,

and perhaps even reflects the way in which writing developed as a practice in

late Iron Age Judah. Firas Sawah suggests that this is visible in certain kinds of

details of other scriptural texts:

… we may note that the biblical editor, despite his ignorance of
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events in the local and international spheres during the lifetime of

the Kingdom of Judah, has given us a number of chronicles which,

in general and sometimes in detail, agree with outside sources,

starting with the age of King Ahaz, in the late eighth centure bce,

and continuing up to the end of the seventh and the early sixth

centure bce. The reason for this, as I see it, is the spread of writing

for the first time in the southern highlands and the rise of a bur-

eaucratic sector in Jerusalem that took to recording regular annals

of kings, following the example of the earlier Samarian annals, as

well as the Phoenician and the Assyrian annals.12

Indeed, this aspect of the text can be seen in the image of uprooting and

planting seen in Jer 32.41 ( עטנ , ‘plant’; c.f. שׁתנ , ’uproot, Jer 1.10; 12.14, 17; 18.7, 14;

24.6; 31.28, 40; 42.10; 45.4).13 This is an image from nature and agriculture, which

finds an appropriate setting in the portrayal of an agrarian field purchase. This

is similar to the many other images used of natural settings for exile and

restoration.14

12. Firas Sawah, ‘Jerusalem in the Age of the Kingdom of Judah’, in Jerusalem in Ancient History and
Tradition, ed. Thomas L. Thompson, JSOTSup 381 (London: T&T Clark, 2003), 114–44.

13. Göran Eidevall, ‘Trees and Traumas: On the Use of Phytomorphic Metaphors in Prophetic
Descriptions of Deportation and Exile’, in Images of Exile in the Prophetic Literature, ed. Jesper
Høgenhaven, Frederik Poulsen and Cian Power, FAT 2. Reihe 103 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck,
2019), 217–32.

14. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, ‘Nature Imagery Within Images of Exile’, in Images of Exile in the Proph-
etic Literature, ed. Jesper Høgenhaven, Frederik Poulsen and Cian Power, FAT 2. Reihe 103
(Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2019), 189–215.
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What is distinctive about much of the scriptural literature produced, whether

from the pre-exilic period itself or purporting to come from that period, is

that it does not merely reflect the urban and regal concerns of Assyrian royal

annals, but gives attention to the non-elites of the agrarian areas. Jeremiah

32 models this, narrating events occuring in Jerusalem, but with an interest

in the effects of the setting on the occupancy, possession, and future of the

agrarian land which formed the heart of Judean prosperity and attained such

religious significance in the scriptural texts. The connection is made through

writing itself.

5.4 Sealed and open copies

The sealed and open copies of the deed of purchase are unique to Jer 32 among

scriptural texts. Deeds were in fact written in this form, and the language used

to describe them in Jer 32 is evocative of the process of formation of the Book

of Jeremiah. In verse 10, as we have already seen, the רפס is first described.

Then, in verse 11, we find a more expansive description of the document itself:

׃יוּלֽגָּהַ־תאֶוְםיקִּ֖חֻהַוְהוָ֥צְמִּהַםוּת֛חָהֶֽ־תאֶהנָ֑קְמִּהַרפֶסֵ֣־תאֶחקַּ֖אֶוָ

Then I took the sealed document of purchase, containing the terms

and conditions, and the open copy; (Jer 32.11 mt)

καί ἔλαβον τό βιβλίον τῆς κτήσεως τό ἐσφραγισμένον καί τό ἀνεγνωσμένον
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And I took the document of purchase, the sealed one and the open

one, (Jer 39.11 lxx)

This verse addresses the material reality of a land purchase deed, and the

details establish the economic metaphor with some precision. While earlier

commentators took the mention of both a sealed and an open document to

refer to two separate items (with perhaps separate storage for safety), papyr-

ological discoveries and analogy with cuneiform texts have illuminated the

likely referent.

In the Elephantine papyri, a deed could be written out twice, with the pa-

pyrus then rolled up and sealed in such a way that the first copy was inside

the sealed part of the rolled papyrus, with the second part tied but unsealed

(i.e. “open”).15 This left the second copy available to read, without needing to

break the seal. The outer, second copy was an abstract: an example is Kraeling

12 (TAD 2 B3.12), a house sale contract.16 While this is widely referred to in

the literature,17 the number of actual extant documents which could plausibly

have a connection to pre- or post-exilic Judah is small. Even Kraeling 12 was at

one stage taken to be an example of scribal accident, not deliberate design:

Apparently the customers were dissatisfied about something the

15. Porten, Archives From Elephantine, 198; for examples from Naḥal Ḥever, see Yigael Yadin,
‘Expedition D — the Cave of Letters’, IEJ 12.3/4 (1962): 227–57.

16. Bezalel Porten and Ada Yardeni, Textbook of Aramaic Documents From Ancient Egypt, Vol. 2:
Contracts (Jerusalem: The Hebrew University, 1989), 94–97.

17. See Kelvin G. Friebel, Jeremiah’s and Ezekiel’s Sign-Acts: Rhetorical Nonverbal Communication,
JSOTSup 283 (Sheffield: Academic, 1999), 319-320 for a summary.
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scribe had written, so that he had to begin with a new document,

but after the new document — in which the scribe very naturally

tended to go more briefly over the same ground — was completed,

it was felt that some of the material first written was worth pre-

serving, and so the new document was simply attached to the un-

finished one and the whole thing was duly witnessed and sealed.18

This is analogous to the practice observed in cuneiform deeds, where the

tablet with the deed written on it was placed inside a clay envelope.19 The

envelope might then have an abstract or a copy of the tablet’s contents written

on its exterior, so that the deed could be referred to without having to break

the sealed envelope. As San Nicolò points out:

Wurde die Echtheit der Aussenschrift angezweifelt oder bestritten,

so konnte die Hülle, wie ein Prozessprotokoll aus der Zeit der ersten

Dynastie von Babel berichtet, vom Richter abgesprengt und in die

Innenschrift Einsicht genommen werden.20

18. Emil G. Kraeling, The BrooklynMuseumAramaic Papyri: New Documents of the Fifth Century B.C.
From the Jewish Colony At Elephantine, Publications of the Department of Egyptian Art (New
Haven: Published for the Brooklyn Museum by the Yale University Press, 1953), 268.

19. Leopold FIscher, ‘Die Urkunden in Jer 32 11–14 Nach Den Ausgrabungen Und Dem Talmud’,
ZAW 30.2 (1910): 136–42; E. Hammershaimb, ‘Some Observations on the Aramaic Elephantine
Papyri’, VT 7 (1957): 17–34 (28, note 2); Yochanan Muffs, Studies in the Aramaic Legal Papyri From
Elephantine, Handbook of Oriental Studies. Section 1 the Near and Middle East (Leiden: Brill,
2003), 191.

20. ‘If the authenticity of the outer writing was doubted or disputed, the cover could be removed by
the judge and the inner writing inspected, as a trial record from the time of the first dynasty of
Babel reports’ (Mariano San Nicolò, Beitrage Zur Rechtsgeschichte ImBereiche Der Keilschriftlichen
Rechtsquellen [Oslo: H. Aschehoug, 1931], 125).
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He goes on to state that the wording of the inner and outer copies in the

cuneiform record almost always matches, and that typically it is the outer,

readable copy which is sealed.21 These cuneiform examples of a double deed

are all tied to the neo-Assyrian period, rather than neo-Babylonian.22

Even though Porten is frequently cited as an authority for the antiquity of

the practice of a double deed by subsequent commentators on Jeremiah 32, this

is actually a circular appeal. It is worth citing the entirety of his comments on

duplicate deeds:

Most of the demotic documents had the witnesses’ signatures on

the verso but some from the end of the Saitic and the Persian period

also had the signatures on the recto. Both practices were followed

in Mishnaic times, there being a “plain document whose witnesses

signed within [like the Elephantine documents] and a tied-up doc-

ument in which they signed the back (verso)” (Bab. Bath. 10:1). An

example of the former dating from 134 c.e. has been found; it con-

cluded, “this document is plain and they signed within.” The latter

is known from the early sixth century b.c.e. where, according to

Jer. 32.10, the witnesses signed after the document was sealed, i.e.,

on the verso. Was the plain document also in use then? Here, too, is

evidence of a practice at Elephantine similar to one in later Jewish

21. San Nicolò, Beitrage Zur Rechtsgeschichte Im Bereiche Der Keilschriftlichen Rechtsquellen, 125–6.

22. Muffs, Studies in the Aramaic Legal Papyri From Elephantine, 191; San Nicolò, Beitrage Zur Rechts-
geschichte Im Bereiche Der Keilschriftlichen Rechtsquellen, 128–32.
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use though in this case it is not known whether it was also present

earlier.23

The sole example cited in the footnotes are three documents found far away

in Avroman.24 Unfortunately, while two of them display the exact pattern

referred to in the commentaries (two copies, one accessible and one within

the tied and sealed part of the roll), those two are in Greek. There is a third

document, written in Aramaic script (but in an unknown language),25 but if

it is part of a dual copy document, only one of the copies has survived. Even

more surprisingly, the price has been obviously altered on the open copy in the

first deed, without the amendment being made to the closed copy, although as

Minns notes, ‘The alteration is so obvious that it can hardly have been meant

to deceive anyone.’26

Finally, we have the evidence of stamp seal impressions to suggest that sealed

documents from Jeremiah’s time were typically folded, but occasionally rolled.

‘The backs of the bullae are mostly flat; occasionally they are convex, but never

concave… the backs of the bullae bear impressions of the weave of the papyrus

fibres, as well as of the string which had bound the documents.’27

23. Porten, Archives From Elephantine, p. 198-9.

24. Ellis H. Minns, ‘Parchments of the Parthian Period From Avroman in Kurdistan’, JoHS 35 (1915):
22–65.

25. Minns, ‘Parchments of the Parthian Period From Avroman in Kurdistan’, pp. 63-5.

26. Minns, ‘Parchments of the Parthian Period From Avroman in Kurdistan’, p. 24.

27. Nahman Avigad,HebrewBullae FromtheTimeof Jeremiah: Remnants of aBurntArchive (Jerusalem:
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In summary, while the material evidence does indeed give weight to the

idea that Jeremiah’s deed is of the double form (open and sealed copies, on

papyrus), the connection between that evidence and the description of the

deed is not as straightforward as it is sometimes portrayed. The degree of

certainty expressed by commentators in citing Porten is, perhaps, driven by a

concern around authenticity or historicity of the purchase narrative. A more

productive interpretive approach is to see in the details of the open and closed

copies of the deed a materiality that evokes a symbolic meaning. The material

details do, probably, arise from practices attested in other settings of a double

deed, but the inclusion of these material details is evocative.

Recall that sealing is primarily a mechanism for identifying instances of

tampering. Seals are closely connected with identity, but the primary point of

sealing a copy was to ensure that the contents could not be modified without

detection of the intrusion. But as we saw earlier, a sealed copy is not only

tamper-proof, it is also inaccessible (at least, without destroying the seal).

Read in conversation with a text such as Isaiah 8, the idea of a sealed copy,

hidden from those who opposed the prophet, seems analogous. It is to be put

out of sight. But in this case, the document has encoded a hope for the future.

If the sealed copy is the guarantee, the open copy evokes the ability to read and

become aware of the written hope in the intervening period. Admittedly, the

burial of both texts takes the deed out of human sight, but no metaphor can

stand being pushed too far, and the distinctive feature here is the use of the

Israel Exploration Society, 1986), p. 18.
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economic text to show that even a sealed text can be accessible.

Another striking point of comparison with Jeremiah 32 is the reference, later

in Isaiah, to a document being sealed and thus inaccessible to readers:

ֹכּהַתוּז֣חָםכֶ֜לָיהִ֨תְּו11ַ רמֹ֖אלֵרפֶסֵ֛העַדֵ֥וֹי־לאֶוֹת֗אֹוּנ֣תְּיִ־רשֶֽׁאֲם֒וּתחָהֶֽרפֶסֵּ֣הַי֮רֵבְדִכְּל֗

ֹלר֙מַאָוְהזֶ֑־אנָארָ֣קְ ֹלרשֶׁ֨אֲל֩עַרפֶסֵּ֗הַןתַּ֣נִו12ְ׃אוּהֽםוּת֖חָיכִּ֥לכַ֔וּאא֣ רפֶסֵ֛עדַ֥יָ־אֽ

ֹלרמַ֕אָוְהזֶ֑־אנָארָ֣קְרמֹ֖אלֵ ס׃רפֶסֵֽיתִּעְדַ֖יָא֥

11 The vision of all this has become for you like the words of a sealed

document. If it is given to those who can read, with the command,

“Read this,” they say, “We cannot, for it is sealed.” 12 And if it is

given to those who cannot read, saying, “Read this,” they say, “We

cannot read.” (Isa 29.11–12)

The ability to seal a message to keep it secret features in other scriptural

narratives, as Shemaryahu Talmon has pointed out, notably in the story of

Naboth’s vineyard. Jezebel seals a letter in Ahab’s name, which is essential

to keeping the plot confined to the conspirators — if her message had been

available publicly, the false accusation against Naboth would have failed.28

Hence in Jer 32, the open copy takes on a greater significance, because it is

not merely a technical or historical detail of contractual documentation. The

pairing of a sealed and an open copy can signify the attractive capability of

such a document to resist tampering while still offering open communication.

28. Shemaryahu Talmon, Text and Canon of the Hebrew Bible: Collected Studies (Winona Lake, Indi-
ana: Eisenbrauns, 2010), 117.
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It is not a secret message, with all the implications that might have of dishonest

conduct. It is a secure message, while remaining openly available.

The idea of the sealed text in an economic context, particularly in relation

to storage in an earthenware jar, is also evocative of the phenomenon of sealed

silver.29 As Thompson points out, while from about 575–560 BCE metals them-

selves were sealed, it appears that for earlier hoards, the vessel containing the

silver (such as a jar or a bag) was sealed.30

The point of sealing in this setting was to be sure that the contents had

not been tampered with, either in transit or while in storage (to detect and

disincentivise theft or debasement). This, of course, mirrors the use of a seal

on a written document, where the necessity of breaking the seal to obtain

access to the contents prevents undetected tampering with the contents of the

document.

Such sealed hoards, typically buried, were used to safeguard money.31 In

this instance, the correlation with sealed silver stored in jars is evocative of

29. Christine M. Thompson, ‘Sealed Silver in Iron Age Cisjordan and the ‘Invention’ of Coinage’,
OJA 22.1 (2003): 67–107.

30. Thompson, ‘Sealed Silver in Iron Age Cisjordan and the ‘Invention’ of Coinage’, 85.

31. Miriam Aharoni, ‘ 40–39:)1980(13תוינומדק,’דרעמףסכ-ןומטמ ; Judith Bjorkman, ‘Hoards and
deposits in Bronze Age Mesopotamia’ (PhD diss., University of Pennsylvania, 1994); Amir
Golani and Benjamin Sass, ‘Three Seventh-Century B.C.E. Hoards of Silver Jewelry From Tel
Miqne-Ekron’, BASOR 311 (1998): 57–81; Ephraim Stern, ‘Buried Treasure: The Silver Hoard
From Dor’, BAR 24.4 (1998): 46–51, 62; Stern, ‘The Silver Hoard From Tel Dor’, in Hacksilber
to Coinage: New Insights Into the Monetary History of the Near East and Greece, ed. Miriam S.
Balmuth, Numismatic Studies 24 (New York: American Numismatic Society, 2001), 19–26;
Eshel Tzilla et al., ‘Four Iron Age Silver Hoards From Southern Phoenicia: From Bundles to
Hacksilber’, BASOR 379 (2018): 197–228.
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safeguarding in relation to landowning, and the preservation of land. Just as

sealed hoards of silver were buried to preserve them in the face of risk, so the

right to the land is buried, symbolically preserving it for a later time in the

face of invasion.

Finally, one grammatical oddity for which a solution has recently been

offered is the variation between the singular (verses 10, 11, 14 lxx, 16) and

plural (verse 14 mt) of רפס :

The usage in this narrative attests a potentially important sense

of רפס . In addition to being used for the material written object,

this account uses the term to refer to the more abstract “written

work,” which is, in this case, distributed over two distinct material

objects.32

If Mastnjak is correct, then the variation in grammatical number could be

understood to draw attention, by reference to the composite nature of the deed

of purchase, to the legitimacy of a composite prophetic book.

In his book on the Greek and Hebrew recensions of Jeremiah, Andrew Shead

uses the motif of the open and sealed books to compare the MT and LXX ver-

sions:

Jeremiah is unique in the Hebrew Bible in that, while it too gives us

but one text, it also holds out for us the promise of a quite different

32. Nathan Mastnjak, ‘Jeremiah as Collection: Scrolls, Sheets, and the Problem of Textual Arrange-
ment’, The Catholic Biblical Quarterly 80.1 (2018): 25–44 (p. 42).
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text sealed up within the Septuagint. The desire to find out whether

this sealed book could be opened up to be set alongside the open

book provided the second and main impetus to the present study.33

While my own study is not primarily concerned with a text-critical com-

parison between the ancient versions, Shead has recognised the way in which

the open and sealed economic texts in Jer 32 offer a productive analogy for the

book of Jeremiah as a whole. Once again, Jer 32 offers readers a microcosm of

the book.

5.5 Materiality and redemption

There is an obvious connection with the Jubilee redemption provisions found

in Lev 25, which some commentators have argued constitutes an identical

situation. For example, Bright states that ‘The legal situation is that described

in the law recorded in Lev xxv 25.’34 The connections are not, however, trivial or

straightforward. As an important example, the details of Jeremiah’s purchase

of the field at Anathoth have some similarities of terminology and concept to

the Jubilee legislation in Lev 25 but there are important differences too. John

Goldingay is quite correct to say that ‘The story implies a situation in Anathoth

33. Andrew G. Shead, The Open Book and the Sealed Book: Jeremiah 32 and Its Hebrew and Greek
Recensions, JSOTSup 347 (London: Sheffield Academic Press, 2002), 7.

34. John Bright, Jeremiah: A New TranslationWith Introduction and Commentary, AB (Garden City,
N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), 238.
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approximately like that envisaged in Lev 25 and paralleled in Ruth.’35

The key difference is that in Lev 25, the redeemer is buying the land for its

natural owner (Lev 25.25), and does so after it has been alienated, not preempt-

ively as Jeremiah does.36 This is made clear by the comparison with the case

where there is no redeemer, and by comparison with the act of redemption in

the later verses. It is strictly speaking not a sale at all, but a payment which

precludes the need for the sale of productive land to a non-kin owner. This,

contra Weinfeld, is an important distinction from the neo-Assyrian documents

in which ‘…the seller, who has sold his field out of need, has the right to re-

deem (ušeṣi) his field if he has the money when the produce is gathered on the

threshing floor.’37

In Jer 32, the redeemer (the prophet Jeremiah) buys it from the natural

owner, and Jeremiah clearly ends up with ownership of the field in question,

as demonstrated by the deed documenting the sale.38 The connection with

35. John Goldingay, The Book of Jeremiah, NICOT (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans,
2021), 668, emphasis mine.

36. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity: Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People Who
Remained (6th-5th Centuries BCE), LHBOTS (New York; London: Bloomsbury/T & T Clark, 2013),
224.

37. Moshe Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 95.

38. William Tooman claims that this is because another person, not mentioned in the text of
Jeremiah, has already bought the field from Ḥanamel, and Jeremiah’s purchase is a redemptive
purchase for the future. Tooman makes this claim on the basis of the ‘typical’ use of the term

לאג , and makes the same point in regard to Ruth 4. But given that there are only three texts
which deal with land redemption (Lev 25, Ruth 4, and Jer 32), this seems an unwarranted
privileging of Lev 25. William A Tooman and Marian Kelsey, Re(reading) Ruth (Eugene, OR:
Cascade, 2022) 135.

286



5.5 Materiality and redemption

kinship is that Jeremiah, as is laboriously described in Jer 32, is kin to Ḥanamel,

so the ‘redemption’ still ensures familial ownership.39

What is more, by burying the deed for a distant future, it is evident that the

sale is intended to be permanent, to ensure continuity. As Rom-Shiloni has

pointed out, this is evident in the phrases, הלאגהטפשמ and השריהטפשמ (Jer 32.7,

8), which combine the redemption guarantee of ‘continuity of personal and

national possession of the land’40 with the ‘legitimacy of the legal procedure

through which Jeremiah takes possession of Hanamʾel’s field.’41 In other words,

there is no expectation that the field’s ownership will revert to Hanamel at the

Jubilee, and in fact Jer 32 displays no awareness of the Jubilee year.

Finally, the ideation of land sale and purchase has no explicit or implicit

connection to poverty relief for the seller of a field. Instead, all that can be said

is that there is some concept of retaining land within kinship relationships

rather than allowing alienation beyond the kinship group. The term ‘redeemer’

is in common with Lev 25, but Lev 25 is far more radical in attempting to

create a situation where the natural owner himself retains the land, rather

than ownership shifting to a kinsman. This kinship emphasis appears to be

distinctively Israelite, and is coherent between Lev 25 and Jer 32.

39. See Jean Louis Ska, ‘The Tablet of the Heart and the Tablets of Stone: Orality and Jurisprudence
in Ancient Israel’, in Stones, Tablets, and Scrolls: Periods of the Formation of the Bible, ed. Peter
Dubovský and Federico Giuntoli, Archaeology and Bible 3 (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2020),
39–61 (53-54 for a concise and perceptive demonstration of the differences between Lev 25 and
Jer 32).

40. Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity, 225.

41. Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity, 226.
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Another proposal which seeks to align Jer 32 and Lev 25 in a coherent fashion

is from Robert Carroll, who suggested some time ago that the field in question

was in fact originally Jeremiah’s, and that he was buying it back (‘…it is land

that once he Jeremiah owned and which is now reverting to him’).42 This is

unconvincing, to my mind, for two reasons. The first is that there is nothing at

all in the text of Jer 32 to suggest this. The second is that in Lev 25, the redeemer

is a separate person from a field’s original owner.43 Carroll does mention in

a footnote that ‘An alternative explanation would be to say that the writer of

32.6–15 simply did not understand the law of redemption but used the phrase

in a midrashic manner,’44 which is of course possible, but perhaps highlights

the lack of coherence between the redemption of Jer 32 and the redemption of

Lev 25. Now, it is true that the lines of inheritance given in Num 27.8–11 and of

familial proximity as a slave-redeemer in Lev 25.48–50 are quite similar, but it

seems too much of a leap to me to then assert, as Westbrook does, that Jeremiah

is buying his own inheritance and that Lev 25 only envisages the possibility of

return to the original owner.45

What is not coherent is the ideation, in Jer 32.15 and 32.44 of land sale and

purchase as a social positive. Of course, the framing of the sale and purchase is

42. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’, 111–2.

43. Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity, 224–5.

44. Carroll, ‘Textual Strategies and Ideology in the Second Temple Period’, 113.

45. Raymond Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, JSOTSup 113 (Sheffield: JSOT, 1991),
60–61.
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not as an abstract virtue (i.e. Jeremiah is not extolling the virtues of capitalism

in relation to land ownership and alienation rights). With impending invasion,

buying land looks like a very stupid idea, so the reference to future land sales

is primarily a reference to a future where a buyer of land might actually exist.

But an invading empire imperils more than just land sales: no doubt people

were also concerned about losing their lives, families, way of life, religion,

and other markers of wealth and social status. It is significant that of all the

post-invasion ideals that the text could hold out, land sale was highlighted.

This is only plausible if the implied readers were likely to see land sales as a

good thing. This is quite different from Lev 25, where land sales are a bad thing,

because they are only ever the consequence of disastrous poverty. Land sales

are in the same category as slavery: not something a person would ever choose.

If Lev 25 and Jer 32 are both giving some kind of eschatological vision, the

comparison with slavery is instructive: it is as if Jer 32 holds out the prospect

of being sold into slavery as a positive hope for the future.

David Baker also attempts to harmonise Lev 25 with Jer 32 by allowing some

details of Jeremiah’s purchase (and Boaz’s redemption in Ruth 4) to control the

interpretation he offers for redemption in Lev 25, which is methodologically

problematic but does highlight some of the points of dissonance between the

two texts, particularly over who gains ownership of the redeemed land.46

46. David L. Baker, Tight Fists or Open Hands? Wealth and Poverty in Old Testament Law (Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 2009), 88–90.
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5.5.1 Ruth

Outside of Leviticus and Jeremiah, the book of Ruth features the only other

narrative reference to a redeemer.47 In Ruth, the technicalities of redemption

are assumed rather than articulated, and the specific point at issue in regard

to the land transaction is whether Ruth’s love story will find a happy economic

ending, with the risk that another prospective redeemer might step in and

redeem the land.

There are some interesting lexical points of connection with Jer 32, beyond

the mention of the redeemer.

First, even though English versions refer to ‘my right of redemption’ (Ruth

4:6), the word is simply יתִלָּאֻגְּ (‘my redemption’). ‘My right of redemption’ is an

idiomatic English rendering but it is important to note that there is no analogue

to the הלָּאֻגְּהַטפַּשְׁמִ (Jer 32.7, often glossed ‘right of redemption’) in Jeremiah 32.

Secondly, there is no writing in Ruth, but the text displays an awareness of

writing’s absence in the description of witnessing.

ֹתּוַ ֹבּהַזאָ֤מֵדוֹמ֗עֲתַּוַֽאוֹב֣תָּוַםירִ֑צְוֹקּהַירֵ֖חֲאַםירִ֔מָעֳבָֽיתִּ֣פְסַאָוְא֙נָּ־הטָקֳלַאֲרמֶא֗ ר֙קֶ֨

׃טעָֽמְתיִבַּ֖הַהּתָּ֥בְשִׁהזֶ֛התָּעַ֔־דעַוְ

Now this was the custom in former times in Israel concerning

redeeming and exchanging: to confirm a transaction, the one took

off a sandal and gave it to the other; this was the manner of attesting

in Israel. (Ruth 2.7)

47. There is a slightly obscure reference to “your redeemers” in Ezek 11:15.
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The phrase, םינפל (NRSV gloss: ‘in former times’), creates a contrast with the

reader’s implied ‘present day’ experience of confirming or attesting a transac-

tion. The verb םוק (‘confirm’ here)

Thirdly, there is a specific mention of inheritance, which is tied up with the

question of ethnic identity. As Judith McKinlay notes, ‘Once acquired with the

land rights, she is no longer Ruth the Moabite but the woman coming into the

house of Boaz (4.11).’48

Fourthly, there is clearly a hierarchy of redemption rights, because Boaz

recognises that there is another person with a better claim to act as redeemer:

ינממבורקלאגשׁיםגו (‘there is another kinsman more closely related than I’

Ruth 2.12). Raymond Westbrook argues that as a consequence, the transaction

taking place is not strictly speaking a redemption (which he says takes place

separately in an unrecorded fashion), but a transfer of redemption rights

which is synchronised with the Levirate marriage.49

Finally, redemption in this case is tied in with Levirate marriage, which

had the potential to place the more proximate redeemer’s existing children’s

inheritance at risk.50

48. Judith E. McKinlay, ‘A Son is Born to Naomi: A Harvest for Israel’, in Ruth and Esther: A Feminist
Companion to the Bible (Second Series), ed. Athalya Brenner (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999),
151–57.

49. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 67.

50. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 68.
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5.5.2 Ideational connections

While I have argued that Jer 32 does not present a textual example of the Lev

25 redemption legislation in action, so to speak, it does have a potentially

interesting connection to the ideation of land and desolation in Lev 25–26, that

also reflect a wider thematic thread in the Book of Jeremiah. Geoffrey Harper

has argued that,51 building on the use of והבווהת in Jer 4.32 (c.f. Gen 1.2),52 the

use of הממש in Jer 4.27 offers confirmation of a conceptual link between the

uses of the םמש root in Lev 26 and the precreation chaos of Gen 1.2.53

While I am cautious about how much weight to ascribe to this particular line

of argument, the model Harper is proposing of considering the similar rhetor-

ical effect of shared ideas across texts offers a more productive way of reading

Jer 32 and Lev 25 together. Certainly, the shared and unusual terminology sug-

gests that there are points of textual contact between Jer 4 and Gen 1, and also

between Jer 4 and Lev 26. The point is that these need not be assessed purely

in terms of textual dependence. A more attractive approach is to consider the

rhetorical and ideational effect of recognising a point of connection between

the texts. The whole idea of redemption is tied to the idea of inheritance within

family groups. As Weinfeld puts it:

51. G. Geoffrey Harper, ‘I Will Walk Among You’: The Rhetorical Function of Allusion to Genesis 1–3 in
the Book of Leviticus (University Park, Pennsylvania: Eisenbrauns, 2018), 203–4.

52. J. A. Thompson, TheBook of Jeremiah, NICOT (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Wm. B. Eerdmans, 1980),
230.

53. W. D. Barrick, ‘The Eschatological Significance of Leviticus 26’, Master’s Seminary Journal 16
(2005): 95–126.
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In any case, the institution [of ‘liberty’] is undoubtedly rooted in

an ancient patriarchal tendency to preserve the ancestral holding

and the family framework of the patriarchal clan…54

In the case of Jer 32 and Lev 25, this could be applied by noticing — as many

readers have — the ways in which shared vocabulary and shared ideas occur

in the two texts, and the way in which this could plausibly evoke in an ideal

reader a reinforcement of the idea of inalieanable familial possession of land.

This is made more likely, in my view, in the light of other points of connection

between Lev 25–26 and the Book of Jeremiah, as in the case of Jer 4.27. In other

words, Jer 32 portrays a ‘redemption,’ which while not precisely fitting the

legislation of Lev 25, offers rhetorical support for the general view of land

ownership and divine interaction that can also be seen in Lev 25–26.

In support of this, I will add one additional piece of data which I am not

aware of having been remarked on before, and that is the use of הממש in Jer

32.43 — a common word in prophetic literature, of course, but in combination

with the other points of connection to Lev 25, one that I find suggestive of a

wider frame of connection to the ideational world of Lev 25–26.

5.6 Weighing and paying money

As a final section in this chapter, I address the use of money. Three times in

Jer 32.9–10, silver is mentioned as the payment for Jeremiah’s field purchase.

54. Weinfeld, Social Justice in Ancient Israel, 175.
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At the end of verse 9 it refers to the price ( ףסֶכָּהַהרָשָׂעֲוַםילִקָשְׁהעָבְשִׁ ‘seventeen

shekels of silver’), while at the start of verse 9 and in verse 10 it has the sense

of ‘money’ (‘[I] weighed out the money,’ ‘weighed the money’):55

ףסֶכֶּ֔הַ־תאֶוֹ֙לּ־הלָקֲשְׁאֶוָֽתוֹת֑נָעֲבַּרשֶׁ֣אֲידִֹ֖דּ־ןבֶּלאֵ֥מְנַחֲתאֵ֛מֵהדֶ֔שָּׂהַ־תאֶה֙נֶקְאֶו9ָֽ

ֹקשְׁאֶוָםידִ֑עֵדעֵ֖אָוָםתֹּ֔חְאֶוָֽר֙פֶסֵּ֙בַּבתֹּ֤כְאֶו10ָ׃ףסֶכָּֽהַהרָ֥שָׂעֲוַםילִ֖קָשְׁהעָ֥בְשִׁ ףסֶכֶּ֖הַל֥

׃םיִ נָֽזְאֹמבְּ

9 And I bought the field at Anathoth from my cousin Hanamel,

and weighed out the silver to him, seventeen shekels of silver. 10 I

signed the deed, sealed it, got witnesses, and weighed the silver on

scales. (Jer 32.9–10)

Lastly in verse 44, in a verse which echoes verse 15, there is a promise of

fields not only being bought, but explicitly ‘for silver’:

ִ֗לַשָׁוּריְיבֵ֣יבִסְבִוּןמִ֜יָנְבִּץרֶאֶ֨בְּם֒ידִעֵדעֵ֣הָוְם֮וֹתחָוְ׀רפֶסֵּ֥בַּבוֹת֨כָוְוּנ֗קְיִףסֶכֶּ֣בַּתוֹד֞שָׂ ם

׃הוָֽהיְ־םאֻנְםתָ֖וּבשְׁ־תאֶבישִׁ֥אָ־יכִּֽבגֶ נֶּ֑הַירֵ֣עָבְוּהלָ֖פֵשְּׁהַירֵ֥עָבְוּרהָ֔הָירֵ֣עָבְוּה֙דָוּהיְירֵ֤עָבְוּ

פ

Fields shall be bought for silver, and deeds shall be signed and

sealed and witnessed, in the land of Benjamin, in the places around

Jerusalem, and in the cities of Judah, of the hill country, of the

Shephelah, and of the Negeb; for I will restore their fortunes, says

the Lord. (Jer 32.44)

55. The nrsv confusingly glosses ףסכ as ‘money,’ then ‘silver,’ then ‘money.’
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As Marvin Powell has shown, silver was among a number of commodities

which functioned as money. Powell’s view is that silver was used only for high-

value transactions, in common with gold, and that other commodities and

especially barley were used for lower-value transactions.56 But more recently,

Michael Jursa has shown that in Babylon, for example:

Given the fact that Babylonians demonstrably could, and did, deal

with silver quantities six times (1/24, girû) and even ten times (1/40,

hallūru) smaller, the thesis that silver exclusively functioned as

high-range money cannot be maintained.57

While we lack any of the kind of Judaean transaction records which might

shed direct light on the price Jeremiah is said to have paid, it is possible to make

some cautious inferences which suggest that the price is a low one. First, let us

consider the case if the price is in some way related to Lev 25 and the number of

years until the Jubilee. In that case, which I suggest has no particular evidential

basis,58 but is theoretically possible, then the 17 shekels paid would represent

the value of the number of harvests until the next Jubilee year. Hence it is very

dubious to attempt to rely on this equivalence, but I will note one surprising

56. Marvin A. Powell, ‘Money in Mesopotamia’, JESHO 39 (1996): 224–42 (p. 228).

57. Michael Jursa and J. Hackl, Aspects of the Economic History of Babylonia in the First Millennium
BC: Economic Geography, EconomicMentalities, Agriculture, the Use of Money and the Problem of
Economic Growth, AOAT 377 (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2010), 641.

58. Despite attempts to view the year in which this text is set, or perhaps the following year, as a
Jubilee year, by reference to Jer 34, I agree with John Goldingay in his comments on Jer 34.8
that ‘Zedekiah’s action does not correspond to any single formulation in the Torah’ (Goldingay,
The Book of Jeremiah, 711).
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correspondence. While prices varied over time, in Babylon there was an ‘iconic’

price of ‘1 shekel per kurru’ of barley.59 60 Given that a kurru is about 1.35ha,61 17

shekels might represent a long time until a Jubilee year, or a very large field.

Later in the sixth century, prices increased to very high levels, of about 800

grams of silver per tonne, and so it is just plausible that 17 shekels reflects a

realistic figure for an extremely high price of a single harvest, from a typically-

sized field (at least from the point of view of someone in Babylonia). This would

be coherent with the idea of elevated food prices during a siege.

Alternatively, we might consider the land sale in non-Jubilee terms, that is,

without reference to a number of harvest years until the Jubilee. In that case,

we might also turn to prices for a typical field sale in Babylonia, and note that

these range from 300–600 shekels per kurru of land.62 In that case, a price of 17

shekels might plausibly reflect a very cheap price for land. Certainly, if it were

in any way a price that is comparable to Babylonian prices, it would either have

59. On ‘iconic’ prices, even though the Babylonians recorded observed prices and hence demon-
strated that prices in practice varied from any stated ideal, there was also the concept of an
‘ideal’ or ‘iconic’ price for numerous areas of life: 20% per annum for interest, 1 shekel of silver
for a month’s work, and 1 shekel of silver for 1 kurru of grain or dates (R. J. van der Spek, Bas
van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van Zanden, ‘Markets From Babylon to Belfast: Some Concluding
Remarks’, in AHistory of Market Performance: FromAncient Babylonia to the ModernWorld, ed.
R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan Luiten van Zanden, Routledge Explorations in
Economic History 68 [Abingdon: Routledge, 2015], 529–44).

60. Michael Jursa, ‘Babylonia in the ‘Long Sixth Century’ BC’, in AHistory of Market Performance:
From Ancient Babylonia to the ModernWorld, ed. R. J. van der Spek, Bas van Leeuwen and Jan
Luiten van Zanden, Routledge Explorations in Economic History 68 (Abingdon: Routledge,
2015), 83–106.

61. Jursa, ‘Babylonia in the ‘Long Sixth Century’ BC’, 96.

62. Jursa, ‘Babylonia in the ‘Long Sixth Century’ BC’, 95, 457 and following.
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to be an exceptionally small field, or an exceptionally cheap field.

To add to this one final point, there is good reason to understand 17 shekels

as reflecting a cheap price for the field. Raymond Westbrook gives an extended

discussion of the prices paid for redemptions in other ancient Near Eastern

contexts, and is able to demonstrate that it is likely that the normal practice

was to ensure that the seller of a redeemable piece of property was able to

redeem it for a price that corresponded to the purchase price.[Westbrook1991

90-117]

‘…the right is to re-purchase at the original selling price when that

price was below the full value of the land, in other words when the

original sale was forced upon the owner by economic difficulties.

By the same token, land that is sold at its full value is not subject to

the right of redemption.’63

This distinction is an important one, because it is rather similar to the condi-

tion of economic distress that is explicit in Lev 25 land sales. And, as Westbrook

points out, it also has significance for the reading of Jer 32, in terms of both

the price paid and the care to record the sale and its price:

Jeremiah buys the land — at its current value, not its hypothetical

value — but keeps a careful record so that at some future date when

the external danger is past, Hanamel or his heirs may exercise their

63. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 116.
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right to redeem the field at Anatot for that same low price.64

Jer 32.10, then, describes a realistic situation, although with no particular

detail which would permit a reader to locate the event at a precise point in

historical time, or to say with any certainty if the price was unusual. The

critical point of realism is that recording the price was likely portraying the

kind of detail which might be expected if a repurchase at a later point in time

was in view. There is no obvious historical error — no Persian coins putting

in an anachronistic appearance, for example, as in 1 Chron 29.7 — but neither

does the text offer us historical specificity.

Rhetorically, I suggest that this is an example of material realism, which

builds up the narrated world to an ideal reader. A post-exilic reader would

be able to identify the weighing of silver as an important, and quite normal,

part of a land purchase transaction in pre-Persian times, if we assume that

the novel innovation of Persian coins was still remembered. Whether Jer 32.10

originated in a written description of the event broadly contemporaneous to

its narrative time before the exile, or was constructed as narrative gloss much

later, the rhetorical effect of the description of the weighing of money is to

add realism to the narrated event.

Because the narrative details of the weighing of the silver could fit into

almost any stage of the Book of Jeremiah’s developmental life, the combination

of accuracy and imprecision of Jer 32.10’s description of money offers us no

ability to date the text with any precision. As Heymans notes, ‘the eager search

64. Westbrook, Property and the Family in Biblical Law, 117.
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in the biblical text for terms that could match the archaeological reality of the

Iron Age has in several cases led to wishful thinking, rather than attentive

reading.’65 By contrast, I suggest that attentive reading in this case could mean

recognising the realism of the portrayal of money use, and recognising the

rhetorical effectiveness of this materiality in constructing an unobtrusive but

realistic narrative world for an ideal reader.

5.7 Conclusion

In Jeremiah 34, freeing slaves is presented as somewhat novel: in the narrat-

ive, freeing slaves was something which had not been practiced in the past,

but which had recently been adopted as a devout act in recognition of the

impending disaster of invasion. This interpretation of events is given divine

signification by appearing in a speech by God:

ֹכּ 13 ם֙תָוֹאיאִ֤צִוֹהםוֹי֨בְּםכֶ֔יתֵוֹב֣אֲ־תאֶת֙ירִבְיתִּֽרַ֤כָּיכִ֗נֹאָלאֵ֑רָשְׂיִיהֵ֣לֹאֱהוָ֖היְרמַ֥אָ־הֽ

ויחִ֨אָ־תאֶשׁ֩יאִוּח֡לְּשַׁתְּֽםינִ֡שָׁ b עבַשֶׁ֣ץקֵּ֣מִ 14 ׃רמֹֽאלֵםידִ֖בָעֲתיבֵּ֥מִםיִרַ֔צְמִץרֶאֶ֣מֵ

ֹלוְךְמָּ֑עִמֵֽישִׁ֖פְחָוֹתּ֥חְלַּשִׁוְםינִ֔שָׁשׁשֵׁ֣ךָ֙דְבָֽעֲוַךָ֗לְרכֵ֣מָּיִ־רשֶֽׁאֲירִ֜בְעִהָ ם֙כֶיתֵוֹבֽאֲוּע֤מְשָׁ־אֽ

ֹלוְילַ֔אֵ ֹרקְלִינַ֔יעֵבְּר֙שָׁיָּהַ־תאֶוּשׂ֤עֲתַּוַםוֹיּ֗הַםתֶּ֜אַ  וּבשֻׁ֨תָּוַ 15 ׃םנָֽזְאָ־תאֶוּטּ֖הִא֥ רוֹר֖דְא֥

וּל֣לְּחַתְּוַוּ֙בשֻׁ֙תָּוַ 16 ׃וילָֽעָימִ֖שְׁארָ֥קְנִ־רשֶׁאֲתיִבַּ֕בַּינַ֔פָלְת֙ירִבְוּת֤רְכְתִּוַוּהעֵ֑רֵלְשׁיאִ֣

םשָׁ֑פְנַלְםישִׁ֖פְחָםתֶּ֥חְלַּשִׁ־רשֶׁאֲוֹת֔חָפְשִׁ־תאֶשׁיאִ֣וְוֹ֙דּבְעַ־תאֶשׁיאִ֤וּבשִׁ֗תָּוַימִ֔שְׁ־תאֶ

ס׃תוֹחֽפָשְׁלִוְםידִ֖בָעֲלַםכֶ֔לָ a תוֹי֣הְלִֽםתָ֔אֹוּשׁ֣בְּכְתִּוַ

65. Elon Heymans,TheOrigins of Money in the IronAgeMediterraneanWorld (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2021), 144.
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13 Thus says the LORD, the God of Israel: I myself made a covenant

with your ancestors when I brought them out of the land of Egypt,

out of the house of slavery, saying, 14 “Every seventh year each of

you must set free any Hebrews who have been sold to you and have

served you six years; you must set them free from your service.”

But your ancestors did not listen to me or incline their ears to

me. 15 You yourselves recently repented and did what was right

in my sight by proclaiming liberty to one another, and you made

a covenant before me in the house that is called by my name; 16

but then you turned around and profaned my name when each

of you took back your male and female slaves, whom you had set

free according to their desire, and you brought them again into

subjection to be your slaves. (Jer 34.13–16)

For the act of manumission to be understood this way, that is, as a morally

virtuous act in God’s eyes, the reader needs to have the capacity to recognise

the virtue of manumission — in other words, that freeing slaves is a morally

praiseworthy act. The narrative only functions effectively for readers who

concur with recognising manumission as virtuous.

The point is that Jeremiah 34 does not assert that the prophet Jeremiah came

up with a new virtue. The text functions because of the expectation that readers

will agree that manumission is already virtuous, and identify the recipient’s of

Jeremiah’s speech as morally disappointing for their failure to make good on

their manumission.
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As has become evident, I am arguing that a significant rhetorical effect of the

economic narrative in Jeremiah 32 is that it functions as a demonstration of the

legitimacy of non-economic texts, particularly in legitimating the possibilities

of a prophetic text. As John Hill, drawing on Paul Ricoeur,66 has argued, this

arises from the ways in which texts, in contrast to oral speech, possess semantic

autonomy and a surplus of meaning.67

There is a particular possibility that arises from a narrative about the process

of writing, in this case placing the prophet Jeremiah as the main character

in an economic drama, and portraying him as the creator responsible for an

economic text. If a reader of the narrative can accept the idea that the economic

text has validity, this has the potential to persuade the reader that other texts,

such as the prophetic text, also have validity.

In this instance, I suggest that the best approach to the text of Jeremiah 32 is

one which identifies the narrative about writing the document of purchase

a metaphor for the writing of the prophetic text. Metaphors are both power-

ful persuasive devices, and risky because their interpretation is not entirely

predictable, especially with the passage of time. As Sharon Moughtin-Mumby

notes in relation to the sexual metaphors in Jeremiah:

66. Paul Ricœur, InterpretationTheory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth, TX: Texas
Christian University Press, 1976); Ricœur, ‘What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding’,
ed. John B. Thompson, Hermeneutics and the human sciences: essays on language, action,
and interpretation (Cambridge; Paris: Cambridge University Press; Maison des sciences de
l’homme, 1981), 145–64.

67. John Hill, ‘The Dynamics of Written Discourse and of the Book of Jeremiah Mt’, in Jeremiah
(Dis)placed: New Directions inWriting/reading Jeremiah, ed. A. R. Diamond and Louis Stulman,
LHBOTS 529 (London: T & T Clark International, 2011), 104–11.
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The persuasive impact of Jeremiah 2:1–4:3’s poetry is impressive,

particularly where it combines its forceful rhetorical questions

with sexual and marital metaphorical language.68

But for modern readers, the metaphors do not always function in predictable

ways, particularly for example in the case of the לגש (‘rape’) of Judah.69 A

metaphor is dependent on a degree of common understanding which might

not exist at the time, and which certainly might not persist.70

Because economic texts were so common and widespread, a person in an-

tiquity encountering Jeremiah 32 could be expected to understand that written

economic texts, such as documentation of a land purchase, in fact strengthen

the authority of the parties to a transaction and ensure the stability of the

transaction’s economic and social effect over time.71 By analogy, the reader can

68. Sharon Moughtin, Sexual andMarital Metaphors in Hosea, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, Oxford
Theological Monographs (Oxford: University Press, 2008), p. 110.

69. Moughtin, Sexual and Marital Metaphors in Hosea, Jeremiah, Isaiah, and Ezekiel, pp. 102-106,
113–15.

70. In future work I plan to develop more engagement with metaphor theory. Relevant literature
includes Monika Fludernik, Beyond CognitiveMetaphorTheory: Perspectives on LiteraryMetaphor,
Routledge Studies in Rhetoric and Stylistics (New York: Routledge, 2011); Eidevall, ‘Trees and
Traumas’; Martien Halvorson-Taylor, Enduring Exile: TheMetaphorization of Exile in the Hebrew
Bible (Brill, 2010); Katherine Murphey Hayes, The EarthMourns: Prophetic Metaphor and Oral
Aesthetic, Academia Biblica 8 (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002); David Hills and
of Arkansas Press University, ‘Aptness and Truth in Verbal Metaphor’, Philosophical Topics 25.1
(1997): 117–53; George Lakoff,MetaphorsWe Live By (Chicago, Ill.; London: University of Chicago
Press, 2003); and James W. Underhill, CreatingWorldviews: Metaphor, Ideology and Language
(Edinburgh: University Press, 2011).

71. An example of another Jeremian text which can be read this way is Jer 25, as argued by Else
Holt (‘King Nebuchadrezzar of Babylon, My Servant, and the Cup of Wrath’), following John
Hill (Friend or Foe?).
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also then examine assumptions about the disconnect between the authority

and endurance of oral prophecy, compared to the written prophecy they are

encountering.
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6 Conclusion

In conclusion, Jer 32 is a microcosm of the development of the Book of Jeremiah,

displaying the signs of scribal development in a narrative which creates con-

ditions where the validity of prophetic writing can be recognised. Jeremiah’s

act in entrusting the deed to Baruch, and the deed’s burial for another time,

are evocative of scribal expansion of the Jeremian legacy for varied audiences

over time. The deed itself, with its material details displaying a narrative real-

ism, is one of a number of examples of writing within the Book of Jeremiah

which allow readers familiar with (for example) economic documents such as

land purchase deeds to draw a parallel with the trustworthiness of prophetic

writing.

In drawing this thesis to a close, I want to briefly point to some areas of

additional work which the thesis opens up for future exploration.1

1. A possible avenue of exploration is to consider additional texts which offer points of connection
with the scriptural texts already mentioned. Among the texts I have started to consider
are Philo’s Who is the Heir?, Jubilees, and 4QInstruction, all of which engage with issues
of inheritance and offer early interaction with scriptural texts around these ideas. Philo
allegorises inheritance to become spiritual rather than material. Jubilees reforms history itself
around the Jubilee calendar, and 4QInstruction addresses issues of inheritance, including
using the language of commerce in warning — e.g. 4Q416 2 ii 17 (Matthew J. Goff, 4qinstruction,
Wisdom Literature From the Ancient World [Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2013],
84–5).
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6.1 Land sale as prophetic hope

At first, Jer 32.15 seems at odds with the idea of familial ownership and rights

of redemption.2 A more fitting conclusion to Jeremiah’s words might well be,

‘Houses and fields and vineyards shall be safe from sale.’ Instead, the verse

reads:

ֹכיכִּ֣ ֹזּהַץרֶאָ֥בָּםימִ֖רָכְוּתוֹד֥שָׂוְםיתִּ֛בָוּנ֥קָּיִדוֹע֣לאֵ֑רָשְׂיִיהֵ֣לֹאֱתוֹא֖בָצְהוָ֥היְרמַ֛אָה֥ ׃תאֽ

פ

For thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel: Houses and fields

and vineyards shall again be bought in this land. (Jer 32.15)

There is no explicit mention here of redemptions, or of sales being restricted

to a redeemer — indeed, no familial language is used at all. If anything, the

verse, taken on its own and read in modern terms, seems like a neo-conservative

push for the liberating power of markets to produce prosperity. Read that way,

the verse seems dissonant.

My view, though, is that the hope being put forward here does have a coher-

ence with the preceding verses, but only within the setting of the ancient ideal

readers,3 and with the particular kind of sale in mind that Jer 32.6–15 idealises.

2. The similar, expanded verses 43–4 will be addressed in a later chapter.

3. Diana Edelman has shown that the motif of the empty land and its reconstruction is a typical
aspect of Mesopotamian literary traditions, including elements referring to divine anger.
These Mesopotamian traditions have many similarities to the scriptural texts which lament the
destruction of Jerusalem (Diana V. Edelman, ‘The “Empty Land” as a Motif in City Laments’, in
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6.1 Land sale as prophetic hope

This setting offers three elements which create a hope which is coherent with

Jeremiah’s land purchase.

Firstly, the ability to transact land sales within families is an attractive op-

tion if the alternative, as we have seen, is a process of gradual alienation of

land to economic elites, alongside the rarer but still real risk of confiscation

(Naboth’s vineyard springs to mind). These alternatives remained real chal-

lenges throughout the Persian period, and so a degree of familial freedom to

purchase property would have remained an attractive ideal throughout the

range of time which most scholars would see as the period of the formation of

the book of Jeremiah.

The narrative setting of Jer 32.6–15 makes it evident that the idealised kind

of land sale is a familial one, to a redeemer, and even if Lev 25 is correct in

portraying any land sale as only imaginable as the consequence of impoverish-

ment, a familial sale was undoubtedly portrayed in the texts of Ruth, Lev 25,

and Jer 32 as an outcome superior to alienation from the extended family.

Secondly, the introductory framing in verses 3–5 places the land sale in the

context of the imminent invasion of Jerusalem itself by Nebuchadnezzar —

a disaster which Jeremiah himself was predicting — and by contrast with

that catastrophe, the more mundance problems of poverty-induced land sales

would indeed have seemed a welcome vision of normality.

Two details in the verse emphasise this. The first, דוע (‘again’) suggests a

Ancient andModern Scriptural Historiography = L’historiographie Biblique, Ancienne EtModerne, ed.
George J. Brooke and Thomas Römer, Bibliotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium
207 [Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2007], 127–49).
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return to a way of life that Nebuchadnezzar threatens: perhaps not a perfect

way of life, but one which has an attraction to it. The second, תאזהץראה (‘this

land’), stands in contrast with the threat of exile, by emphasising the possibility

of life within the land of Israel. Taken together, they create the possibility

of a return after disaster. For this reason, I find less plausible Rom-Shiloni’s

argument that verse 15 is emphasising continuity (‘no interruption that might

symbolize exile’), and is aimed at the Judaeans who remained in the land rather

than the exiles.4

In this regard, note too that verses 14 and 15 have Jeremiah referring to God

as לארשייהלאתואבצהוהי (‘yhwh of armies, the God of Israel’),5 terms which

point to God’s military power and divine status in relation to the land.

The promise which Jer 32.15 holds out finds its developed expression in Jer

32.36–44. The language here is similar to the blessing and curse framework

evident in Deuteronomic prose,6 and in its reference to ‘planting’ the people in

verse 41 has a correspondence in the similar language of Jer 18.7–10. But even if

Nicholson is correct that Jer 18.7–10 offers a kind of ‘universalism’ where ‘what

in its beginnings was a conditional promise of savlation extended to Israel now

4. Dalit Rom-Shiloni, Exclusive Inclusivity: Identity Conflicts Between the Exiles and the People Who
Remained (6th-5th Centuries BCE), LHBOTS (New York; London: Bloomsbury/T & T Clark, 2013),
227.

5. Note that לארשייהלא is not in the lxx or Peshitta, perhaps conforming with verse 36.

6. Ernest W. Nicholson, Preaching to the Exiles: A Study of the Prose Tradition in the Book of Jeremiah
(Oxford: Blackwell, 1970), 84.
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extended to all nations; it has become universal,’7 that universalism is quite

absent from Jer 32.36–44. In fact, the end of Jer 32 is not universalising, but

narrowing, because the scope of the promise narrows to only include those

who are exiled, and who can hence be brought back from the lands to which

they have been sent.

This is similar to the situation in Jer 24. As Konrad Schmid has put it:

In Jeremiah 24 the criterion for judgment or salvation is not obedi-

ence to the law but belonging to a particular group: the “good figs”

are the members of the Jehoiachin Golah who were deported to

Babylon in 597 b.c.e. … The religio-political implications of this

program are obvious: Jeremiah 24 is the prophetic legitimation of

the proverbial “upper ten-thousand” deported in 597 b.c.e. (See

2 Kgs 24.14), who anchor their claims to hegemony in Jeremiah’s

preaching.8

The difference in Jer 32.36–44 is perhaps a matter more of development than

difference. Throughout Jer 30-33, the promise is not so much of God’s chosen

group being excused from law-observance, but that only God’s chosen group

(the Babylonian exiles) will be granted the ability, indeed the certainty, that

they will observe the law. They will become the true inheritors of the land

and its prosperity because they observe the law, which in turn is because the

7. Nicholson, Preaching to the Exiles, 84.

8. Konrad Schmid, TheOld Testament: A Literary History (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2012), 171.
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returning exiles have uniquely been given the ability to do so. As Schmid goes

on to point out, the universalising that is evident in Jer 32 is an extension to all

returnees, not merely the Babylonian ones: yhwh will gather people ‘from all

the lands to which I drove them’ (Jer 32.37).9

The concept of ownership in relation to land needs to be located more broadly

within the assertion of YHWH’s sovereignty. As Reimer notes, Jeremiah cannot

be read as a merely political text, without also taking into account the ways in

which theological claims are inextricably linked to political claims.10 Indeed,

the question of rights over land is closely tied to that of ethnic identity.11

But lastly, and perhaps most significantly given the material culture evid-

ence, it is not at all certain that there was contention over land in the Persian

Yehud between the returnees and the continuing population. Philippe Guil-

laume suggests that ‘Land was inalienable, not because it was forbidden to sell

it but because no one was interested in buying it.’[Guillaume2012, 209]

9. Schmid, TheOld Testament, 173.

10. David J. Reimer, ‘Political Prophets? Political Exegesis and Prophetic Theology’, in Intertextu-
ality in Ugarit and Israel: Papers Read At the Tenth Joint Meeting of the Society for Old Testament
Study and Het OudtestamentischWerkgezelschap in Nederland En Belgie, ed. Johannes C. de Moor,
Oudtestamentische Studiën 40 (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 140–1.

11. Christoph Bultmann, Der Fremde Im Antiken Juda: Eine Untersuchung Zum Sozialen Typenbe-
griff ›ger‹ Und Seinem Bedeutungswandel in Der Alttestamentlichen Gesetzgebung, FRLANT 153
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992), 18–19.
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6.2 Transcending origins

Tom Holland has pointed out how ‘other’ the values of ancient societies are

from modern Western values often incorrectly asssumed to be universal:

The more years I spent immersed in the study of classical antiquity,

so the more alien I increasingly found it… It was not just the ex-

tremes of callousness that unsettled me, but the complete lack

of any sense that the poor or the weak might have the slightest

intrinsic value.12

Despite this, there are points of contact with ancient Near Eastern society

where modern readers of ancient texts perhaps feel some affinity. The Akka-

dian remission edicts seem to me to be an example of this. Again, though,

there is an alien aspect to them, because the monarchs were more motivated by

preservation of a social order which they dominated, than any more principled

attachment to the emancipation of the enslaved. My suspicion is that at least

some idealism about ancient times owes more to romanticism about the past

and a retrojection of modern ideas than historicla reality. What is certain

is that neither Akkadian nor Persian texts carry much normative weight in

modern societies. They remained bound to their origins.

Scriptural texts are treated as scripture at least in part because the texts had

the capacity to transcend their origins — or developed in ways that produced

this capacity. This is true of numerous scriptural texts, not only those which

12. Tom Holland, Dominion: TheMaking of theWesternMind (London: Little, Brown, 2019), 23.
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now have a place within Jewish or Christian canons. Often, as surveyed in my

introduction, this has been taken as an invitation by devout modern readers to

treat the texts as an ethical textbook on economic matters. I hope that I have

shown that there are real obstacles to this, but I would also like to explore the

ways in which the economic ideas in these texts functioned in ways that have

indeed transcended their times and places of origin.

In other words, I first want to ask a question of history: in as much as it is

possible to discover, how did these texts, or the transformations they under-

went, produce such evocative and enduring ideas about social and economic

justice?

One of the most interesting ways to consider this is to examine other texts

from antiquity which engage with the biblical texts. I have three such texts in

mind: 4QInstruction, Jubilees, and Plato’s Who is the heir?

Jubilees is particularly interesting, because it involves a reinterpretation

of history in light of the Jubilee calendar. Mark McEntire has recently poin-

ted out that this reinterpretation of history also includes a reimagination of

earlier value judgements against cities, when compared to the rather negative

portrayal of cities in Genesis.13 The urban-rural divide is one aspect of the

Levitical Jubilee that can also be detected in Jer 32, with the prophet in Jeru-

salem buying agrarian land in Anathoth. As the Book of Jubilees reimagines

cities, it reconceptualises the idea of Jubilee in a particular way that deserves

13. Mark McEntire, Not Scattered or Confused: Rethinking the UrbanWorld of the Hebrew Bible (Lous-
iville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 2019), 187–210.
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further attention around the concepts of inheritance, land, and hope. The Book

of Jubilees is an ancient reading of the idea of redemption that offers an early

glimpse of reinterpretation of an even older economic text.

6.3 Economic theology

I mentioned in the introduction that many modern works make a direct connec-

tion between the scriptural texts and modern ethical practices. This tendency

is visible even in popular works which make no claim to presenting a religious

viewpoint. For example, David Graeber’s bestselling book on debt concludes

with this claim:

It seems to me that we are long overdue for some kind of Biblical-

style Jubilee: one that would affect both international debt and

consumer debt. It would be salutary not just because it would

relieve so much genuine human suffering, but also because it would

be our way of reminding ourselves that money is not ineffable, that

paying one’s debts is not the essence of morality, that all these

things are human arrangements and that if democracy is to mean

anything, it is the ability to all agree to arrange things in a different

way… Nothing would be more important than to wipe the slate

clean for everyone, mark a break with our accustomed morality,

and start again.14

14. Alan Graeber, Debt: The First 5,000 Years (Brooklyn, NY: Melville House, 2012), 390–1.
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Strikingly, Graeber explicitly contrasts this ‘Biblical-style Jubilee’ with the

debt moderations evident in other societies, listing Hammurabi, Athens, Rome,

and modern bankruptcy laws as contrasts to the ‘wipe the slate clean’ approach

which he sees in the Jubilee and wishes to see in modern settings.

Another aspect of familial rights, especially when placed in contrasting

adjacency to the common social equality reading of the Leviticus 25 Jubilee

legislation, is that had the potential to act in an economically generative fashion.

Jacob Rosenberg and Avi Weiss have made the case that the biblical Jubilee

primarily addresses a question of economic efficiency, rather than equity.15

does not reflect a concern for economic equality, because in that case there

would be no reason to exempt city houses from restoration of ownership to

their previous owners. Instead:

…the laws are concenetrated around productive resources only…

to keep the resources spread out and to limit the ability of an in-

dividual to acquire too much economic power. The reason that

houses in walled cities are not included is because these are not

used for production, and are thus not subject to these concerns.16

What is it about these texts, and not (for example) the edict of Ammi-ṣaduqa,

15. Jacob Rosenberg and Avi Weiss, ‘The Jubilee as Antitrust Legislation’, in Debt and the Jubilee:
Pacing the Economy, Supplément Au N°1 De Finance & the Common Good/bien Commun, ed. Jean-
Michel Bonvin (Geneva: Observatoire de la Finance, 1999), 35–39; Rosenberg and Weiss, ‘Land
Concentration, Efficiency, Slavery, and the Jubilee’, in The Oxford Handbook of Judaism and
Economics, ed. Aaron Levine (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 74–87.

16. Rosenberg and Weiss, ‘Land Concentration, Efficiency, Slavery, and the Jubilee’, 78.
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that allows them to function in this way? Are there productive ways for modern

readers to engage with scriptural texts in the context of modern economic eth-

ics, or ought they to be treated like the Akkadian remission edicts — historical

curiosities? At a minimum, my instinct is that the status scriptural texts hold

among the devout mean that there is potential for considerable social benefit

in exploring these issues.

While I have expressed caution throughout this thesis in drawing too direct

a connection between these ancient texts and modern economic theological

ethics, it is unquestionably the case that these texts, even among those who do

not regard them as scripture in the religious sense, have an ability to evoke

reactions similar to Graeber’s. Perhaps this ought not to be a surprise:

These prophetic books… explore a theme…: the understanding

of history in the light of the destiny of “Israel.” … the impact of

monotheism is everywhere apparent. Behind all these texts lies

the question of the status of Judah as a society wedded to the one

universal deity… [the texts] seek to discern and apply the meaning

of history in terms of the political and moral character of Judean

society.17

In other words, the texts do have a universalising aspect to them that is

immensely appealing to modern readers. What I would suggest is perhaps

lacking in modern readings is the ability to integrate those texts containing

17. Philip R. Davies, Scribes andSchools: TheCanonization of theHebrewScriptures, Library of Ancient
Israel (Louisville, Kentucky: Westminster John Knox, 1998), 123.
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promises of the hope of a new covenant relationship with yhwh (Jer 31.31–4),

with those portraying the hope of a new economic future (Jer 32.44; 33.12–13).18

Another cautionary note could perhaps be struck by noting the idealistic

or even utopian character of the economic hope which is projected. It is not

always obvious whether a thoughtful reader of texts, such as Jer 32, is best

to see the hope in material terms for the reader’s present, or an ideal to be

reached for but which is in an imagined future — an eschatological hope,

which is in tension with present reality and hope. Ehud Ben Zvi suggests that

utopian prophetic visions ‘addressed central congitive dissonances, and served

to express and reinforce a sense of ideological defiance… while at the same

time facilitated a practical accommodation with the status quo.’19 This sense of

‘practical accommodation’ is one that is not always easily detectable in modern

economic theological work, but in my view is a useful idea to keep in mind.

6.4 Postcolonial theology

Finally, I see an opportunity to develop this work within the context of postco-

lonial theology. People groups colonised by Christians often have a complex re-

18. Hetty Lalleman, ‘The Future of the Land and the Earth in the Books of the Prophets’, in The
Earth and the Land: StudiesAbout theValue of the Land of Israel in theOldTestament andAfterwards,
ed. Hendrik J. Koorevaar and Mart-Jan Paul, Edition Israelogie 11 (Berlin: Peter Lang, 2018),
177–88.

19. Ehud Ben Zvi, ‘Utopias, Multiple Utopias, and Why Utopias At All?’, in Utopia and Dystopia
in Prophetic Literature, ed. Ehud Ben Zvi, Publications of the Finnish Exegetical Society 92
(Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2006), 55–85.
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lationship with Christian scripture. In countries where the indigenous peoples

remained numerically dominant, even though politically disempowered, the

eventual independence from colonial domination has often provided space

for assertive theological traditions to develop. This is particularly evident in

a number of African contexts. In other places, though, where the process of

colonisation left the indigenous peoples in a permanent minority, such as in

North America, Australia, and Aotearoa/New Zealand, land rights remain a

particularly thorny question. Indigenous peoples in these places who have

inherited Christian traditions pose questions of scriptural texts which are tied

to the particular historical uses by both colonisers and indigenous peoples of

those texts. As a consequence, there is an enduring interest in ways in which

the texts can be read now, especially given the respect the texts themselves

continue to command.

This has a particular point of connection with land. As Simon Winchester

notes, ‘There have been some small but signal successes for the New Zealand

land rights movement,’20 but the place of religious activity and influence is

contested, and considerable good could be achieved by surfacing theological dis-

course around readings of scriptural texts — such as Lev 25 and Jer 32 — as well

as providing historical clarity about the specific ways in which scriptural texts

and religious ideas affected the process of land alienation in Aotearoa/New

Zealand and other colonised places.

20. Simon Winchester, Land: How the Hunger for Ownership Shaped the Modern World (London:
William Collins, 2021), 339.
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6.5 Summary

In this thesis, I have presented an extended argument for reading Jer 32 as

having been organised so as to offer the context for reading it as legitimation

of prophetic writing. The text uses economic writing, which was relatively

common, to offer an analogy to prophetic writing. Jer 32’s account ascribes

agency in writing to the prophet Jeremiah, likely addressing plausible concerns

around prophetic authentication and authority among those who encountered

a prophetic text. The descriptions of scribal custody and burial of the text

offer a productive analogy for the process of ongoing development of the text

which resulted in the clearly composite account of Jer 32. Jer 32 also includes

a number of material details, which while frustrating if approached in order

to locate the origins of the text or its constituent parts in time and place, can

instead be read as providing an evocative sense of narrative realism.
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Tiglath-Pileser Iii, 745-727 B.C. [and] Esarhaddon, 681-669 B.C., From the Central

and South-West Palaces At Nimrud. London: Trustees of the British Museum,

1962.

320



6.5 Summary

Barrick, W. D. ‘The Eschatological Significance of Leviticus 26’. Master’s Semin-

ary Journal 16 (2005): 95–126.

Barton, John. Understanding Old Testament Ethics: Approaches and Explorations.

Louisville, KY; London: Westminster John Knox, 2003.

. ‘What is a Book? Modern Exegesis and the Literary Conventions of

Ancient Israel’. Pages 1–14 in Intertextuality in Ugarit and Israel: Papers Read At

the Tenth Joint Meeting of the Society for Old Testament Study and Het Oudtest-

amentisch Werkgezelschap in Nederland En Belgie Oudtestamentische Studiën.
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liotheca Ephemeridum Theologicarum Lovaniensium 207. Leuven: Leuven

University Press, 2007.

Brueggemann, Walter. ACommentary on Jeremiah: Exile and Homecoming. Grand

Rapids, Mich.; Cambridge: Eerdmanns, 1998.

Buchanan, Briggs, and P. R. S. Moorey. Catalogue of Ancient Near Eastern Seals in

the AshmoleanMuseum: Volume Iii:The Iron Age Stamp Seals (C. 1200–350 BC).

Oxford: Clarendon, 1988.

Bultmann, Christoph. Der Fremde Im Antiken Juda: Eine Untersuchung Zum

Sozialen Typenbegriff ›ger‹ Und Seinem Bedeutungswandel in Der Alttestament-

lichen Gesetzgebung. FRLANT 153. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1992.

Carr, David. ‘Method in Determination of Direction of Dependence: An Empir-

ical Test of Criteria Applied to Exodus 34,11–26 and Its Parallels’. Pages 107–41

in Gottes Volk Am Sinai: Untersuchungen Zu Ex 32–34 Und Dtn 9–10. Edited by
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d’archéologie orientale 63 (1969): 45–64.

Finkelstein, J. J., and Maria deJ Ellis. TheOxThat Gored. Philadelphia: American

Philosophical Society, 1981.

Fischer, Georg. ‘Fulfilment and Reversal: The Curses of Deuteronomy 28 as a

Foil for the Book of Jeremiah’. Semitica et Classica 5 (2012): 43–49.

. ‘Jer 25 Und Die Fremdvölkersprüche: Unterschiede Zwischen Hebräis-

chem Und Griechischem Text’. Biblica 72.4 (1991): 474–99.

. Jeremiah Studies: From Text and Contexts toTheology. FAT 139. Tübingen:
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Walter Gross. Bonner Biblische Beiträge 98. Weinheim: Beltz Athenäum,
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Studiën 40. Leiden: Brill, 1998.

Reinhart, Carmen M, and Kenneth S Rogoff. This Time is Different: A Panoramic

View of Eight Centuries of Financial Crises. Princeton: Princeton University

Press, 2009.

Richardson, M. E. J. Hammurabi’s Laws: Text, Translation and Glossary. London:

T&T Clark, 2004.

Ricœur, Paul. InterpretationTheory: Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning. Fort

Worth, TX: Texas Christian University Press, 1976.

352



6.5 Summary

Ricœur, Paul. ‘What is a Text? Explanation and Understanding’. Edited by

John B. Thompson. Pages 145–64. Hermeneutics and the human sciences:

essays on language, action, and interpretation. Cambridge; Paris: Cambridge

University Press; Maison des sciences de l’homme, 1981.

Roberts, J. J. M. First Isaiah. Hermeneia. Minneapolis, MN: Fortress, 2015.
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2019.

Rosenberg, Jacob, and Avi Weiss. ‘The Jubilee as Antitrust Legislation’. Pages 35–

39 in Debt and the Jubilee: Pacing the Economy, Supplément Au N°1 De Finance

& the Common Good/bien Commun. Edited by Jean-Michel Bonvin. Geneva:

Observatoire de la Finance, 1999.

. ‘Land Concentration, Efficiency, Slavery, and the Jubilee’. Pages 74–87

in The Oxford Handbook of Judaism and Economics. Edited by Aaron Levine.

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010.

Roth, Martha Tobi. BabylonianMarriage Agreements: 7th-3rd Centuries B.C. AOAT

222. Kevelaer : Neukirchen-Vluyn: Butzon & Bercker; Neukirchener Verlag,

1989.

354



6.5 Summary

Roth, Martha Tobi, Harry A. Hoffner and Piotr Michalowski. Law Collections

FromMesopotamia and Asia Minor. WAW. Altanta, GA.: Scholars Press, 1997.

Sabo, Peter J. ‘Moabite Women, Transjordanian Women, and Incest and Exo-

gamy: The Gendered Dimensions of Boundaries in the Hebrew Bible’. JSOT

45.1 (2020): 93–110.
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Slanski, Kathryn E.TheBabylonianEntitlementNarûs (Kudurrus): AStudy inTheir
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