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Ezekiel 20: A New Redaction-Critical Analysis
Introduction
Ezekiel 20 is undoubtedly one of the most remarkable and challenging texts in prophetic literature.[footnoteRef:1] Dated to the seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin (v. 1), the chapter presents YHWH’s long response to the elders of Israel, who came to the prophet to inquire of the Lord. Within the framework of castigating the elders for imagining that they were worthy of receiving a divine response (v. 3, 30-31), the deity, through his prophet, provides them (and us) with an elaborate history lesson. The history lesson highlights Israel’s continuing sinful behavior from the time of their stay in Egypt (vv. 5-10), through the wilderness period (vv. 11-27), and at the time of the settlement in the land (vv. 28-29). The only reason Israel survived this initial era and was not devastated by YHWH’s terrible wrath was his concern for his “name,” or reputation, amongst the nations (vv. 9, 14, 22). Since the elders, and presumably the exiles that they represent, are presently following in the ways of their ancient ancestors, YHWH refuses to answer their query (vv. 30-31). On the other hand, this refusal is not to be construed as an abandonment of the exiles. On the contrary, the deity insists that he will bring the exiles back to the land of their ancestors, out of concern, once again, for his holy name (v. 44). He will take them out of their exile with a strong hand and rule over them with poured out wrath (vv. 33-34).  [1:  Aside from the critical commentaries, see Gili Kugler, “The Cruel Theology of Ezekiel 20,” ZAW 129 (2017), 47-58; Thomas Kruger, “Transformation of History in Ezekiel 20,” in Transforming Visions: Transformations of Text, Tradition and Theology in Ezekiel, ed. William A. Tooman and Michael A. Lyons (Eugene, Oregon: Pickwick, 2010), 159-86; Risa Levitt Kohn, “With a Mighty Hand and an Outstretched Arm: The Prophet and the Torah in Ezekiel 20,” in Ezekiel’s Hierarchical World: Wrestling with a Tiered Reality, ed. Stephen L. Cook and Corrine L. Patton (Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2004), 159-68; Frank-Lothar Hossfeld, Die Verteilung der Gesetze im Geschichtsaufriss von Ez 20,” in Gottes Wege suchend: Beitrage zum Verstandnis der Bibel und ihrer Botschaft, ed. Franz Sedlmeier (Wurzurg: Echter, 2003), 171-84; Lyle M. Eslinger, “Ezekiel 20 and the Metaphor of Historical Teleology: Concepts of Biblical History,” JSOT 81 (1998), 93-125; Leslie Allen, “The Structuring of Ezekiel’s Revisionist History Lesson (Ezekiel 20:3-31),” CBQ 54 (1992), 448-62. ] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The chapter raises a host of difficulties. The historical review diverges in significant ways from what we know from the Pentateuch. Nowhere in the Pentateuch, for example, are we told that the Israelites in Egypt worshipped the Egyptian gods and that YHWH, though to no avail, demanded that they eschew that worship before he took them out (vv. 7-8). On the contrary, according to the book of Exodus, the demand of the Israelites to worship YHWH alone was first made at Sinai, after the exodus was already completed (Exod 20:1-2). According to the book of Exodus, YHWH took the Israelites out of Egypt in fulfillment of his oath to the Patriarchs (Exod 6:2-8) to give their offspring the land of Canaan. But according to the plain implication of Ezek 20:5-6, the land promise was made to the Israelites in Egypt for the first time.[footnoteRef:2] And it was only because this promise was made in the sight of the nations that YHWH came to the conclusion that he had little choice but to honor it. Other striking divergences from the Pentateuchal narrative include the divine decision to deny the exodus generation entrance into the land because they desecrated the Sabbath and abrogated the commandments (vv. 15-16), rather than because of the rebellion of the people in wake of the report of the spies (Numbers 13-14); the report of the rebellion against the commandments and desecration of the Sabbath by the second generation in the wilderness and the corresponding divine oath to exile their descendants (vv. 21-24) and, most disturbingly, the divine bestowal of death dealing laws, including sacrifice of the firstborns, in order to decimate the rebellious people (vv. 25-26).[footnoteRef:3] [2:  This point was first highlighted by John Van Seters, “Confessional Reformulation in the Exilic Period,” VT 22 (1972), 448-59.]  [3:  For a discussion of this text see Jon D. Levenson, The Death and Resurrection of the Beloved Son: The Transformation of Child Sacrifice in Judaism and Christianity (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1993), 3-9. ] 

It is not my intention to suggest some theological rubric that might help integrate all the unique elements of the chapter within a unified interpretation.[footnoteRef:4] It is the conviction of this study that Ezek 20 is a composite text that has undergone extensive editing. Furthermore, the secondary sections within the chapter are best understood not only as elaborations on the earlier material but also as qualifications and even corrections thereof. Thus, a careful redaction-critical analysis of the chapter is a vital prerequisite for a proper evaluation of its diverse and distinct features. Of course, various scholars have applied their skills to this matter. Moshe Greenberg argued cautiously for the compositional unity of Ezekiel 20.[footnoteRef:5] Walter Zimmerli, considered the two sections on redemption from exile, verses 32-38 and verses 39-44, successive supplements to an original core of verses 1-26, 30-31.[footnoteRef:6] In contrast, Walther Eichrodt affirmed the originality of the sections on redemption, but performed much more “invasive surgery” on the text as a whole, rearranging verses and removing all references to idolatry and Sabbath observance.[footnoteRef:7] Additional analyses have been put forward as well, such as that of Franz Sedlmeier, who assigns verses 1-26, 30-31, 32-38, 39* to the basic text and verses 27-29, 39*, 40-44 to a supplementary layer.[footnoteRef:8] Rather than embarking on an intricate critique of these detailed and divergent analyses, I present arguments for my own distinct division of the material. Earlier analyses will intermittently be referred to within this context. The major focus of the ensuing analysis will center on verses 1-31. This will then be followed by a consideration of verses 32-44.  [4:  See, for example, the intriguing comparison of the theology of Ezek 20 with the Christian doctrines of Original Sin and Sola Gratia in Ronald M. Hals, Ezekiel, The Forms of the Old Testament Literature 19 (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1989), 141-42. Though the analogy is instructive, it must be emphasized that the material places great emphasis on the importance of the law not only for the wilderness period, but for the eschatological era as well. It is telling that in spite of the fact that YHWH gives not-good laws to Israel, he still responds negatively to their building of high places in the land just afterwards (verses 27-29). Further, according to verse 40, YHWH will require Israel’s sacrificial offerings when he returns them to the land. It must also be remembered that YHWH will separate out the rebels for death in the wilderness of peoples. In all likelihood, it is observance of the Sabbath and the commandments that allows the “good” Israelites to survive and enter the promised land. This coincides with the understanding of verse 37 as stating that YHWH will place the exiles under the “obligation of the covenant.” Though Moshe Greenberg interprets this to mean that he will bring the survivors of the purge back into the covenant, it seems to me that the function of the divine act is to facilitate the purge. See Moshe Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20 (AB 22, Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1983), 372-73. See also n.?? below.   ]  [5:  Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 376-88. In spite of Greenberg’s commitment to a holistic approach and his assertion that the chapter displays an impressive congruence of terms and concepts throughout, he concedes that its structural complexity and large variety of themes presents a real challenge for the exegete pursuing an integrative exposition. In the end, he concedes: “It may be that this oracle comprises heterogeneous material, or that its composition proceeded in stages rather than from a single impulse” (388). Other scholars who see the chapter as a unified composition include Ellen F. Davis, Swallowing the Scroll: Textuality and the Dynamics of Discourse in Ezekiel’s Prophecy (JSOTSup 78, Sheffield: Almond, 1989), 111-12. Daniel I. Block, The Book of Ezekiel, Chapters 1-24 (NICOT, Grand Rapids, Michigan and Cambridge, U.K.: William B. Eerdmans, 1997), 612-13.]  [6:  Walther Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1: A Commentary on the Book of the Prophet Ezekiel, Chapters 1-24 (trans. R. E. Clements, Hermeneia, Philadelphia: Fortress, 1979), 404-405, 413-14. See also Hals, Ezekiel, 140.   ]  [7:  Aside from the attribution of verses 7-9, 12, 13bβ, 16, 18b, 20, 21aβ, 24, 29, 30aαb, 31a, 32bβ, 39* to either Priestly or Deuteronomistic editors, Eichrodt also placed verse 28 between verses 22 and 23 and removed the words “in the wilderness” from verse 23, thus placing the divine decree of exile and bestowal of not-good laws in the land, after the sin of worship at the high places. See Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel: A Commentary (OTL, Trans. C. Quin, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1970), 258-84.]  [8:  Franz Sedlmeier, Das Buch Ezechiel, Kapitel 1-24 (NSKAT 21/1, Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Biblewerk GmbH, 2002), 270-73. See also the similar analysis of Dalit Rom-Shiloni, “Facing Destruction and Exile: Inner-Biblical Exegesis in Jeremiah and Ezekiel,” ZAW 117 (2005), 189-205. Rom-Shiloni, locates the original composition in verses 1-26, 30-38.] 

The Secondary Addition of Verses 15-27
The principle thesis of this study is that verses 15-27, that is, the entire section that describes the death of the exodus generation in the wilderness and the sins and punishments of the second generation, is secondary. This means that the radical assertions that YHWH determined the exile already in the wilderness and that he gave Israel “not-good” laws that would decimate them are not original to the prophetic oracle. They were added well after the final exile, and were artificially presented as part of the prophet’s address to the elders in the seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin. In fact, in the original form of the text, there was no motif of punishment in the wilderness at all. Rather, the Israelites that entered the land were presented as those who left Egypt. Verse 28 originally followed directly after verses 13b-14, producing the following coherent continuity:
13b.Then I said I would pour out my fury on them in the wilderness, to consume them. 14. But I acted for my name’s sake, that it should not be profaned before the nations, in whose sight I had brought them out, 28. so I brought them into the land concerning which I had raised my hand in an oath to give them, and they saw all the high hills and all the thick trees and they offered their sacrifices there and provoked me with their offerings… 
Several considerations support this reconstruction. 
1) In verses 8b-9, YHWH considers pouring out his wrath on Israel in the land of Egypt, but then acts on behalf of his name so as not to desecrate it in the eyes of the nations. The concrete significance of the decision to act on behalf of the divine name is immediately explicated in the following verse (v. 10): YHWH takes the Israelites out of Egypt and into the wilderness. By analogy, when, in nearly the very same words, YHWH is said to have considered pouring out his wrath on Israel in the wilderness, but then acted on behalf of his name so as not to desecrate it in the eyes of the nations (vv. 13b-14), we should expect the meaning of YHWH’s determination to act on behalf of his name to again be explicated in a divine act of salvation, that of bringing the people into the land. This is precisely what is reported in verse 28. As shown above, verse 28 flows perfectly after verse 14. It flows much less evenly after verse 27.[footnoteRef:9] Verse 27 may thus be seen as an editorial attempt to facilitate the transition back into verse 28 after the direct continuity between verses 14 and 28 was severed by the interpolation.  [9:  In order to smoothen out the text NRSV renders, 27 “Therefore, mortal, speak to the house of Israel and say to them, Thus says the Lord GOD: In this again your ancestors blasphemed me, by dealing treacherously with me. 28 For when I had brought them into the land that I swore to give them, then wherever they saw any high hill or any leafy tree, there they offered their sacrifices and presented the provocation of their offering; there they sent up their pleasing odors, and there they poured out their drink offerings” (my italics). The Hebrew text of verse 28 more naturally reads, “Then I took them into the land…”] 

2) The text in its present form is inconsistent insofar as it presents YHWH responding to the Israelites in the wilderness with punishment (vv. 15-16, 23-26), but to the Israelites who sin in Egypt (vv. 9-10) and the land (vv. 28-29) without punishment. The removal of verses 15-27 removes this inconsistency since it removes all reference to divine punishment. 
3) The proposed supplement begins in verse 15 with the words וגם אני נשאתי את ידי, “Moreover, I swore to them.” Michael Fishbane has pointed out that exegetical expansions often begin with particular formulae such as כן תעשה or אך.[footnoteRef:10] And Yair Zakovitch pointed out that וגם is another term that frequently introduces secondary material.[footnoteRef:11] This evidence strengthens the suggestion that Ezekiel 20:15, which begins with the word וגם, introduces secondary material. Incidentally, we may deduce, in light of this, that verse 12, which refers to YHWH’s giving of “my Sabbaths,” is also secondary, as it begins with the words, וגם את שבתותי נתתי להם. This confirms the suggestion of earlier scholars such as Eichrodt, that the Sabbath theme is secondary.[footnoteRef:12] Originally, the emphasis was on the “good laws” in general terms and without specification. The purpose of these laws was to enhance human life. After adding the new theme of the Sabbath, given as an sign of the special sanctification of Israel, the profanation of the Sabbath was then added in verse 13 (ואת שבתתי חללו מאד) and highlighted in the secondary section of verses 15-27, in verses 16, 20, 21 and 24. This coincides with the findings of Israel Knohl and Jacob Milgrom, who have shown that the Sabbath law was secondarily added in various P or H sections of Exodus and Leviticus.[footnoteRef:13] [10:  Michael Fishbane, Biblical Interpretation in Ancient Israel (Oxford: Clarendon, 1986), 170-87.]  [11:  Yair Zakovitch, An Introduction to Inner-Biblical Interpretation (Even-Yehuda: Reches, 1992), 23 (in Hebrew). Zakovitch refers to Deut 7:20; Jer 26:20; 1 Chron 10:13 and 2 Chron 16:12. To his list of examples we may add 1 Samuel 15:29, וגם נצח ישראל לא ישקר ולא ינחם..., “Moreover the Glory of Israel will not recant or change his mind…,” which, as suggested by P. Kyle McCarter Jr., comes to correct the divine assertion of verse 11, נחמתי כי המלכתי אל שאול..., “I regret that I made Saul king…”. See P. Kyle McCarter, I Samuel (AB 8, Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1980), 268.]  [12:  G. A. Cooke, The Book of Ezekiel (ICC, Edinburgh: T& T Clark, 1985), 217; Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 268, 273. See also, in greater depth, Gnana Robinson, The Origin and Development of the Old Testament Sabbath: A Comprehensive Exegetical Approach, BBET 21 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Land, 1988), 205-207; Hossfeld, Verteilung, 176-78. ]  [13:  See Israel Knohl, The Sanctuary of Silence: The Priestly Torah and the Holiness School (trans. J Feldman and P. Rodman, Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995), 14-19; Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 23-27 (AB 3B, New York: Doubleday, 2000), 1954-55; idem, “HR in Leviticus and Elsewhere in the Torah,” in The Book of Leviticus: Composition and Reception, ed. R. Rendtorff and R. A. Kugler (VTSup 93, Leiden and Boston: Brill, 2003), 24-40.] 

4) Verse 28 states that YHWH brought the Israelites into “the land concerning which he lifted up his hand to give to them.” This formulation is not quite accurate in the present form of the text. YHWH lifted up his hand to give the land to the fathers living in Egypt (verse 6). He never made this oath to the second generation. Strictly speaking, then, verse 28 should have been formulated to state that he brought the Israelites of the second generation into the land he promised their fathers. This is not a formulation that the author would not have thought of. It is precisely what is employed in verse 42. The present formulation fits perfectly, however, if we assume, with the removal of verses 15-27, that YHWH was indeed presented as brining the exodus generation into the land that he swore to give them. 
5) As noted, the historical review of Ezek 20 in its original form did not contain a narrative of Israelite punishment in the wilderness. The straightforward implication of its narrative is that the ancestors that entered the land were the same as those that left Egypt. As a few scholars have noted, this conception is indeed reflected in several biblical texts.[footnoteRef:14] It is the simple meaning, for example, of Psalm 105:43-44, which states, “He brought out his people with joy, his chosen ones with gladness. He gave them the lands of the nations, and they inherited the labor of the peoples.” The text moves seamlessly from the idea that YHWH brought the Israelites out of Egypt to the fact that he gave them, those same Israelites, the land. The same phenomenon is found in the famous “historical credo” of Deut 26:5-9. As noted by von Rad, even texts that make reference to a forty year stay in the wilderness often reflect a positive understanding of this duration as a mark of the great extent of YHWH’s care, and not as a punishment involving the death and the replacement of the exodus generation. Thus, the prophet proclaims at Amos 2:10, “Also it was I who brought you up from the land of Egypt, and led you forty years through the wilderness to possess the land of the Amorite.”[footnoteRef:15] The forty-year wilderness period is cited as a sign of providence, not punishment.  [14:  See David Frankel, The Murmuring Stories of the Priestly School: A Retrieval of Ancient Sacerdotal Lore (VTSup 89, Leiden: Brill, 2002), 144-45; Richard Adamiak, Justice and History in the Old Testament: The Evolution of Divine Retribution in the Historiographies of the Wilderness Generation (Cleveland: J. T. Zubal, 1982), 43-75; Alexander Rofe, “The End of the Book of Joshua According to the Septuagint,” Henoch 4 (1982),17-36 at 21-22; Gerhard von Rad, Old Testament Theology, Volume One (trans. D. M. G. Stalker, Edinburgh and London: Oliver and Boyd, 1962), 280-85.]  [15:  G. von Rad, Theology, 281.] 

Another conception is reflected at Deut 8:2, which explains the forty-year wilderness wandering as a test of hardship-endurance. The point of the test, according to verse 16, was to discipline the people and “to benefit you in the end.” In light of the strong emphasis in verses 7-10 of the chapter on the land’s beneficial qualities, it can hardly be doubted that the final benefit of the wilderness test is, first and foremost, the possession of the land. Thus, in contrast with the conception of the forty-year wilderness period as a punishment of death for sin, in the understanding reflected in Deut 8, this period was preordained for the purpose of preparing the Israelites of the exodus for the challenges of the land.
A final text that is worthy of special citation is Deut 5:2-3, which presents the words of Moses to the people on the Plains of Moab, right before they enter the land. Moses reminds them, “The Lord our YHWH made a covenant with us at Horeb. It was not with our fathers that the Lord made this covenant, but with us, the living, every one of us who is here today” (Deut 5:2-3). Here we have an emphatic affirmation that those who stood at Horeb were not the fathers from a previous generation who have meanwhile died out. Those who were at Horeb are all said to be alive, standing on the Plains of Moab, and on the verge of entering the land. Though other interpretations of the passage have been given, this captures its most basic meaning.[footnoteRef:16] In sum, the conception reflected in the original form of Ezek 20 is not anomalous. It is reflected in a host of central biblical passages. [16:  A common approach maintains that the passage simply exhibits rhetorical flourish. See, e.g., Jack R. Lundbom, Deuteronomy: A Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2013), 267. A unique approach to the problem is presented by Bernard Levenson. According to him, “[T]he rhetoric of the text simultaneously erects fictions of past time and place and breaks down those same fictions.” Thus, on the one hand, Deuteronomy clearly distinguishes between the previous generation and the present one, and on the other hand, with Deut 5:2—3, he presents “an audacious denial of the facts.” The Deuteronomic author is being “boldly revisionary in his claims about the past.” This betrays the fact that the true audience of the text is late-seventh-century Judah. The revisionary rhetoric allows the author to turn to his Judean contemporaries and address them as the true initiates into the covenant. See Bernard M. Levenson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation (New York: Oxford University, 1997), 151-52 and n. 14. However, the thesis that authors would audaciously deny narrational facts that they themselves labored to establish seems paradoxical. One must wonder why the Deuteronomic authors, seeking to bridge the gap between the ancient past and their own contemporaries, should have highlighted the gap between the exodus generation and the people on the Plains of Moab to begin with. It thus seems preferable to understand Deut 5:2-3 as reflecting an early Deuteronomic conception that was later rejected. See Adamiak, Justice and History, 49-50. ] 

6) The secondary addition of verses 15-27 can be understood in light of what we find elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible, that is, the concern of late writers to introduce the conception of the death of the exodus generation in the wilderness into contexts that implicitly contravened it. The clearest example of this is provided by the story of the circumcision at Gilgal at Joshua 5:2-9.[footnoteRef:17] In Joshua 5:9, Joshua is said to have circumcised the Israelites at Gilgal, saying, “This day I have rolled away the reproach of Egypt from you.” As suggested by the early critics,[footnoteRef:18] and recently reasserted by Alexander Rofe,[footnoteRef:19] the simple implication of this statement, and in particular the emphatic phrase “this day,” is that the Israelites of the exodus were hitherto uncircumcised and that Joshua circumcised them at Gilgal for the first time. In so doing, Joshua removed the “reproach” or disdain with which the circumcised Egyptians looked upon the uncircumcised Israelites.[footnoteRef:20]  [17:  Another example of this is what occurs in the book of Deuteronomy as a whole. All Deuteronomic passages that speak of the death of the exodus generation appear to be secondary. I hope to demonstrate this in the future in another context.]  [18:  See C. Steuernagel, Das Buch Josua (GHAT, Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1923), 223; G. A. Cooke, The Book of Joshua (CB 7, Cambridge: University Press, 1918) 33; A. Kuenen, An Historico-Critical Inquiry into the Origin and Composition of the Hexateuch (trans. P. H. Wicksteed, London: Macmillan, 1886), 133.]  [19:  Rofe, “The End of the Book of Joshua,” 21-22, and in greater depth, idem, “Joshua Son of Nun in the History of Biblical Tradition,” Tarbiz 73 (2004), 333-64 at 350-51 (in Hebrew).  ]  [20:  For a summary of other interpretations of the “disgrace of Egypt” within the context of the text as a whole, see Trent C. Butler, Joshua 1—12 (WBC, Grand Rapids, Michigan: Zondervan, 2014), 336—337; E. Noort, “The Disgrace of Egypt: Joshua 5.9A and its Context,” in The Wisdom of Egypt: Jewish, Early Christian and Gnostic Essays in Honor of Gerard P. Luttikhuizen, ed. Anthony Hilhorst and George H. van Kooten (Leiden: Brill, 2005), 3—19.] 

Various stylistic considerations, especially Deuteronomistic language, make it reasonably clear that verses 4-7 (and the word שנית in verse 2) constitute a late addition.[footnoteRef:21] The original text of Josh 5:2-3, 8-9 was problematic not only because it presented the Israelites as uncircumcised in Egypt (in spite of what we would expect in light of the Abrahamic covenant of circumcision of Gen 17),[footnoteRef:22] but also because it implied that the Israelites at Gilgal had themselves experienced humiliation there. This stood in tension with the standard biblical conception of the death of the exodus generation in the wilderness. Verses 4-7 were supplemented at a secondary stage in order to alleviate these difficulties. The supplement “clarified” that the exodus generation was indeed circumcised, but died out in the wilderness in punishment for their sins. Only the next generation entered the land and it was that population that needed to be circumcised, since they could not be circumcised in the wilderness. In its new form, the text affirmed that the Israelites who underwent circumcision at Gilgal were the children of those who left Egypt and died in the wilderness. The development of the text of Josh 5:2-9 is analogous to the development I am suggesting for Ezek 20. The addition of verses 15-27 converts the historical review from a report about one generation that sinned in Egypt, the wilderness and the land, to a report that adhered to the standard, two-generation conception. [21:  For a relatively recent affirmation of the secondary character of verses 4-7 see Volkmar Fritz, Das Buch Josua (HZAT 7, Tubingen: J.C.B. Mohr P. Siebeck, 1994), 59. The material takes the form of a long, circuitous, parenthetical statement that is presented in non-narrative syntax. The narrative action picks up again from verse 3 only in verse 8. For the Deuteronomistic coloring of the secondary verses see the detailed annotation in Cooke, Joshua, 35. (There is no reason to accept Fritz’s position that the original text of 2-3, 8-9 was also Deuteronomistic.) For the problem of שוב...שנית in verse 2, see the discussion in Thomas B. Dozeman, Joshua 1-12 (AB 6B, New Haven: Yale University, 2015), 297. Dozeman follows many of the early critics who noted that the LXX renders שוב as “sit” (שב), that it has no translation for שנית, and that it preserves the original form of the verse. This position is strengthened by Eugene Ulrich who asserts that שנית is probably not reflected in 4QJoshuaa. See DJD 14, 147.   ]  [22:  The critical assumption, of course, is that the original report of the circumcision of the Israelites at Gilgal preceded the Priestly text of Gen 17. ] 

7) A unique theological difficulty arises from the text in its present form. First verse 6 reports, that YHWH took an oath to give the land to the Israelites of Egypt, and then verse 15 reports that YHWH took a second oath not to give them the land. This, however, puts the worth and significance of divine oaths in serious question. Of what value is a divine oath if the deity can take another oath to dishonor it? One might also wonder why a deity so concerned with his name and reputation would be so willing to behave in this manner. It is important to point out that the Pentateuchal narrative is not enmeshed in this theological conundrum since it grounds the exodus and bestowal of the land in the oath to the patriarchs. Since YHWH promised to give the land to the offspring of the patriarchs, there is no problem with replacing the exodus generation with the following generation. The difficulty arises, however, in Ezek 20, since this text presents YHWH as taking an oath to give the land to the ancestors in Egypt (vv. 5-6). The problem is alleviated once we recognize that the exclusion of the exodus generation from the land belongs to a secondary addition.
8) The unusual assertion of verses 25-26, that YHWH gave the Israelites laws designed to decimate them, including the law of the sacrifice of the first born, engenders various context-related difficulties. The condemnation of the ancestors for the offence of worshipping YHWH at the high places (vv. 27-29) seems minor and anti-climactic after the depiction of the continued sinning of the second generation, which elicits the declaration of national exile and the divine bestowal of death dealing laws. One hardly expects to hear more accusations of Israelite sin after such terrible judgements have already been pronounced. Nor does the sin of worship at the high places continue smoothly after the discourse about the sacrifice of firstborns. Are we to understand YHWH as protesting that the children that he commanded to be sacrificed should have been offered at a central sanctuary? These difficulties have led some scholars to posit the secondary character of verses 27-29.[footnoteRef:23] Verses 27-29 [or 28-29], however, raise a theme that is strongly emphasized later, in verses 40-41, viz., the worship of YHWH specifically at the holy mountain.[footnoteRef:24] Thus, it should not be removed from the depiction of Israel’s sins.  [23:  See Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 404; Sedlmeier, Ezechiel, 270-71; Dalit Rom-Shiloni, “Facing Destruction,” 200-201. Among the points in support of the secondary character of verses 27-29, Rom-Shiloni notes that the issue of Bamot worship is a Deuteronomistic theme. It is important to notice, however, that the conception reflected in verses 27-29 is very different than the Deuteronomic one. According to Deut 12:2-3, the cultic sites on the high Mountains and under the leafy trees were established by the nations that originally lived in the land and these must be destroyed by the conquering Israelites. Israel would be required to worship at the divinely appointed sanctuary only after the conquest was completed and Israel achieved “rest” from their enemies (vv. 8-11). According to the assumption of Ezek 20:27-29, however, the bamot were prohibited or unacceptable to YHWH from the very moment Israel entered the land. There is no indication that the sites were already used for worship by the locals and that there were cultic structures that had to be destroyed. Rather, the Israelites were the ones who constructed the bamot upon entry in the land. This coincides with the fact that the land is never referred to as “the land of Canaan” or the like. It is only the land “that I raised my hand to give them” (verse 28). This also coincides with the fact that the military conquest is glossed over. Contrary to the highly militaristic book of Deuteronomy, the narrative of Ezek 20 imagines the Israelites entering and settling the land without armed confrontation.    ]  [24:  The theme of worship at illegitimate cultic sites is also treated in Ezek 6:13.] 

Also, in light of verses 25-26, the charge of the prophet in verse 30, that the elders coming to him for divine instruction follow in the contaminating ways of their sinful ancestors, implies that they, or the exiles that they represent, continue to sacrifice their firstborn children. There is no evidence, however, that the exiles in Babylon indeed practiced this rite, and the very notion that they did, or even that they would have been so accused, strikes at least some scholars as strange and unlikely.[footnoteRef:25] (The reference to “giving over of children to the fire” in verse 31 is missing in the LXX as is clearly secondary.[footnoteRef:26]) Nor does it really make sense that verse 30 would express reprimand to the exiles for contaminating themselves by sacrificing their firstborns when YHWH himself was acknowledged as the one who commanded it. Finally, the assertion that YHWH commanded this practice as a punishment stands in at least partial tension with Ezek 16:20-21; 23:36-39, where Jerusalem’s practice of child sacrifice is regarded as a grievous sin and not a divinely designated punishment.[footnoteRef:27] The removal of verses 15-27 as secondary allows us to understand that the exiles were originally being accused in verses 30-31 of continuing the contaminating practice of idolatry (cf. v. 30 with v. 7 and v. 31 with 7, 16, 18, 24, 43), not child sacrifice.[footnoteRef:28] The same verdict applies for verse 39. The text accuses the exiles worshipping idols, not of child sacrifice.           [25:  See, e.g., Cooke, Ezekiel, 220; Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 412. Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 274. George Heider concedes the unlikelihood that the exiles practiced child sacrifice, but suggests that the prophet does not distinguish between the exiles of 597 and the Israelites in the land. He thus rebuffs the elders of the exile on the basis of a continuing Molek cult in Jerusaelem. See George C. Heider, The Cult of Molek: A Reassessment (JSOTSup 43, Sheffield: JSOT, 1985), 373-74. This, however, seems rather contrived. Heath Dewrell nicely points out that the Deuteronomistic historian would surely have referred to a renewed Molek cult after Josiah’s contamination of the Tophet (cf. 2 Kgs 23:10), had it been known to have existed. At the same time, Dewrell leaves the issue of firstborn sacrifice in late Judah an open question. See Heath D. Dewrell, Child Sacrifice in Ancient Israel (Explorations in Ancient Near Eastern Civilizations, Winona Lake: Indiana: Eisenbrauns, 2017), 177, 182. ]  [26:  See Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 402, 412; Timothy P. Mackie, Expanding Ezekiel: The Hermeneutics of Scribal Addition in the Ancient Text Witnesses of the Book of Ezekiel (Gottingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2015), 164-66; Dewrell, Child Sacrifice, 177. ]  [27:  The tension can be resolved if we assume that Ezek 20:26 refers to the offering of firstborns to YWHW while Ezek 16:20-21; 23:36-39 refers to the offering of children in general to idols. While the first is a punishment the second is a sin. See John Day, Molech: A God of Human Sacrifice in the Old Testament, University of Cambridge Oriental Publications 41 (Cambridge: Cambridge University, 1989), 67. While this resolution of the tension is logical, it seems strained nonetheless. If YHWH earnestly sought to punish the Israelites and decimate them by having them offer him their firstborns, he should be pleased rather than outraged that they offered their other children to the fire of Molech.     ]  [28:  It seems to me that the potential implication of verses 30-31 (again, without the gloss) when read in conjunction with verses 25-26, viz., that the exiles continued to observe the death-dealing YHWH-commandments, including the offering of the firstborns as contaminating gifts, was not intended by the supplementor. The punishment of firstborn sacrifice is presented as given at the end of the wilderness period together with the decree of a future exile and dispersion. Since the exile would only take place in the distant future, the purpose of the not-good laws was apparently to punish Israel as severely as possible in the long interim. With the advent of the exile, the punishment of the not-good laws implicitly comes to an end. In other words, verses 25-26 function exclusively as part of an account of YHWH’s punishments of Israel in the past. It indicates that YHWH is a deity of great wrath that can be expected to exact punishment in the future, as well, for any continued misconduct. It is not meant, however, as an inditement of the present behavior of the exiles. As we will see below, the same supplementor is responsible for the addition of verses 32-38. In this section YHWH promises to rule over the exiles, who seek to remain in exile and worship idolatry, by forcing them into the wilderness and destroying the rebels so that Israel will come know YHWH. If, however, the exiles are thought of as continuing to worship YHWH by offering him their firstborns, thereby decimating them so that they come to know that he is YHWH (verse 26), the punishment of verses 32-38 becomes inappropriate (they already “know” YHWH by offering him their firstborns) and unnecessary (they are already in the process of being decimated).  ] 

9) The insertion of verses 15-27 can also be understood in light of another phenomenon that we find elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible – the concern to avoid allowing YHWH to appear too lenient and forbearing. In the original text of vv. 1-14, 28-31, YHWH refrains from punishing the Israelites in spite of the fact that they sin in Egypt, the wilderness and the land. To a certain degree, YHWH bears a share in the guilt insofar as his concern with his name prevented him from administering any disciplinary action, thereby encouraging Israel’s misbehavior. In the supplementary material, YHWH punishes the Israelites of the wilderness with exclusion from the land, and he punishes the second wilderness generation and their descendants with (future) exile and dispersion as well as with death dealing laws. This clearly serves to present Israel in more negative terms. Israel, now including the second generation of the wilderness period, continued in their sinful ways in spite of the fact that they were continually confronted with harsh punishments. This process of intensifying Israel’s stubborn and rebellious character is also attested elsewhere.[footnoteRef:29] What is most important to note here is that the addition also allows the full weight of responsibility for Israel’s sin falls squarely on the people and away from YHWH. Since YHWH took every disciplinary measure with Israel that was possible, Israel alone is to blame for its fate.  [29:  For a detailed discussion of this process see Frankel, Murmuring Stories, 11-30.] 

Prophetic anxiety over YHWH’s overly yielding and conciliatory character is famously represented in the persona of Jonah, who seeks to avoid serving as the deity’s spokesman because of his penchant for foregoing foretold punishment (cf. Jonah 4:1-3). The concern to magnify YHWH’s volatile and vengeful side is also reflected in Exod 32:9-14 and Num 14:11-25. Both of these texts present YHWH as settling on a relatively limited punishment for the sinful Israelites after being placated by Moses, who dissuades him from carrying out his initial intention of wiping the people out entirely. As many scholars have recognized, these passages are late additions to the narratives in which they are embedded.[footnoteRef:30] Originally, the limited punishments reflected YHWH’s initial intentions. He never intended to wipe them out entirely. Whatever other concerns the additions may reflect,[footnoteRef:31] that of amplifying the severity of YHWH’s wrath in the memory of his early dealings with Israel should not be overlooked. YHWH is not an even-tempered deity who can always be relied upon to balance his temper with his mercy (Psalm 78:38), the additions implied. He is a jealous deity who takes fierce revenge (Nahum 1:1-3). One offends YHWH’s honor at the greatest of peril. If YHWH did not wipe Israel out entirely when they committed their first major sins in the ancient past, this was not because he had not intended to.  [30:  For the secondary character of Exod 32:9-14 see Martin Noth, Exodus (trans. J. S. Bowden, OTL, Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 244. For the secondary character of Num 14:11-25 see Frankel, Murmuring Stories, 160-64.]  [31:  A recent treatment of this theme in Hebrew is Gili Kugler, The Divine Threat to Destroy Israel During the Wandering in the Desert: Traditions, Theology and Hermeneutics (PhD diss., The Hebrew University of Jerusalem, 2013).] 

Of course, the original form of Ezek 20 already contained the motif of the divine intention to wipe out the Israelites in his wrath (vv. 8, 13). Yet it also presented YHWH as in full control of himself. He did not need to be placated by a prophetic character as in the texts of Exod 32 and Num 14, for his own internal psychological mechanisms led him to recalculate and restrain his wrath. What is more, in the original form of Ezek 20, YHWH’s careful recalculations led him to a complete forgoing of all punishment. The supplementation of the punishments in verses 15-26 was thus a real necessity. It showed that the suffering that Israel was now experiencing fit into a pattern of Israelite sin and severe divine punishment that was established from the very onset of the YHWH-Israel relationship.   
10) Notwithstanding some valiant scholarly efforts at harmonization, the theology of divine retribution reflected in Ezekiel 20:22-26 cannot be reconciled with that of Ezekiel 18.[footnoteRef:32] The prophet of Ezekiel 18 declares that a son will not bear the sins of his father. According to Ezekiel 20:22-26, the sins of the second generation of Israelites in the wilderness brought YHWH to punish all the generations with the devastating commandment of firstborn sacrifice and finally with the exile. The removal of verses 15-27 from Ezek 20 allows the two oracles to coincide theologically with one another.  [32:  See Baruch Schwartz, “Repentance and Determinism in Ezekiel,” World Congress of Jewish Studies 11A (1993), 123-30.] 

The Future Ingathering of the Exiles: Verses 32-44
Let us now turn to the second part of the oracle, verses 32-44, which focuses on the future ingathering of the Israelites from the nations.[footnoteRef:33] As most scholars note, this section is made up of two sub-sections, verses 32-38, which we will refer to as section A, and verses 39-44, which we will designate section B.[footnoteRef:34] In A, YHWH declares that he will take the people out of exile by force, with a strong hand, an outstretched arm and poured out wrath (vv. 33-34). He will bring the people into the wilderness of the nations in order to judge them “face to face,” as he did with their ancient ancestors (vv. 35-36). He will pass them under the shepherd’s staff and weed out all the sinners and rebels so that they die in the wilderness and do not enter the land. In this way, the people will come to know YHWH (vv. 37-38). Section B opens at verse 39 with a somewhat unclear call to the Israelites to worship their idols but desist desecrating YHWH’s holy name with their idolatrous gifts.[footnoteRef:35] In the following verses YHWH asserts that the house of Israel will worship him - after he gathers them from the lands of their dispersion and brings them to the land - on his holy Mountain. It is there and then that YHWH will look favorably on them, will respond positively to their gifts and offerings, and will become sanctified in the sight of the nations (vv. 40-41). Israel will come to know YHWH when YHWH brings them to the land of Israel (verse 42). At that point they will remember the evil ways through which they became contaminated and will loathe themselves. They will come to know YHWH when he acts for the sake of his name (vv. 43-44).  [33:  For this section see, aside from the commentaries, Johan Lust, “Ezekiel Salutes Isaiah: Ezekiel 20:32-44,” in Studies in the Book of Isaiah: Festschrift Willem A.M. Beuken, ed. J. van Ruiten and M. Vervenne (Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum Lovaniensium 132; Leuven: University Press, 1997), 367-82.]  [34:  For this commonly accepted division see, e.g., Block, Ezekiel Chapters 1-24, 617; Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 376-78.]  [35:  For the interpretive difficulties of verse 39a Zimmerli, Ezekiel 1, 403; Greenberg, Ezekiel 1-20, 374. It may be noted that the MT reading, according to which YHWH calls on the house of Israel to go worship their idols, coincides poorly with verse 32, where YHWH promises the people that he will use force to prevent their worship of wood and stone. ] 

These two sections stand in marked tension with one another. In section A, the people come to know “that I am YHWH” when he judges them “face to face” and destroys the rebels in the wilderness (verse 38). In section B, they come to know this when YHWH gathers them from the nations, brings them to the land and responds positively to their offerings (verse 42). Knowledge of YHWH in section B comes as a result of redemption and a renewal of positive relations (see v. 41, ארצה אתכם),[footnoteRef:36] rather than punishment. There is no indication in section B that those gathered from the nations will be purged in the wilderness. Nor does YHWH take them out of the nations with a strong hand and outpoured wrath, that is, by force. Rather, they come out willingly, and freely worship YHWH upon their return to the land. If in section A, YHWH rules over Israel with poured out wrath (verse 34), in full correspondence with the corruption of their ways, in section B he continues to restrain his wrath, acting “not in accordance with your evil ways” (verse 44). Finally, the idea in section B, that the redeemed Israelites will loathe themselves for their previous behavior, fits poorly with the affirmation of section A, that none of the sinners will arrive in the land. If all the rebels and sinners will die in the wilderness why do those who reach the land need to loathe themselves?  [36:  The contrast with section A is even stronger if we follow the suggestion of Tur-Sinai to read the first word of verse 41 as כריח instead of בריח, thus producing “As fragrant incense I will accept you when I take you out of the nations...” See N. H. Tur-Sinai, פשוטו של מקרא, פירוש לסתומות שבכתבי הקודש לפי סדר הכתובים במסורת, 6 volumes (Kiryat Sefer: Jerusalem, 1967), 3b.316. This reading is actually reflected in many modern English translations (e.g., NIV, NKJV, NRSV) presumably based on the MT. (LXX takes בריח ניחוח as the end of the sentence of verse 40. See Olley, Ezekiel, 371.) This should be contrasted with Greenberg (Ezekiel 1-20, 375), who renders “With a soothing savor I will accept you,” and explains this to mean that the people will win YHWH’s favor by means of the sacrificial offerings properly made in the land. Thus, divine favor is won only after the reconstitution of proper sacrificial worship. The reading of Tur-Sinai implies, however, that YHWH’s favorable acceptance of Israel will come to expression in the ingathering of the exiles itself. Proper sacrificial worship in the land will ensue, but divine favor precedes it. This would seem to reflect a relatively positive view of the exiles. When the appointed time arrives, YHWH will renew his favor and return them to the site of proper YHWH worship. There is hardly room here for a purging of rebels in the wilderness. In fact, the verse also accords poorly with verses 43-44. This raises the possibility that verses 40-42 belong to an earlier core of tradition. See further on this n. ?? below.     ] 

It seems clear, in light of our previous analysis of verses 1-31, that section B is relatively early and that section A was introduced as a preface thereto at a later stage.[footnoteRef:37] Section A, which bars the rebels of the exile from entering the land, corresponds perfectly with the addition of verses 15-27, since that is where the sinning Israelites of the exodus are barred from entering the land (verses 15-16). The death of the Israelites in the wilderness in verses 15-16 thus provides the paradigm for the eschatological punishment of the rebels and sinners in the “wilderness of the nations” (vv. 35—36). It is important to note that the sinners of the exile are not merely excluded from the return to the land. Rather, they are forcibly taken out of exile and killed in the wilderness, thus demonstrating that YHWH rules over them. This accords well with the secondary addition of the desecration of the Sabbath since the punishment for this desecration in closely related P texts is karet and execution (Exod 31:14; Num 15:32-36).[footnoteRef:38] Further, just as the secondary section of verses 15-27 expresses the idea that by giving the people evil laws that bring them death YHWH teaches them “knowledge of YHWH” (verse 26), so section A speaks of divine killing of the rebels in the wilderness as imparting “knowledge of YHWH” (verse 38). The manner of elimination of the rebellious Israelites in the “wilderness of the nations” by passing them “under the shepherd’s staff” (verse 37) also parallels the elimination of the firstborn children (verses 25—26), since both texts treat the Israelites like cattle destined for slaughter (cf. Lev 27:32). Finally, in both verses 15-27 and section A, the exodus theme is turned on its head and directed against the people of Israel. With the imposing of the law of firstborn sacrifice (verses 25—26), the plague of the firstborn of Egypt is visited upon the Israelites. Similarly, in section A, YHWH’s “mighty hand and outstretched arm” (verse 34) is directed against Israel, forcing them out of their exile and leading them to their deaths in the wilderness.  [37:  Note how the working of verse 34 mimics the formulation of verse 41 while at the same time turning it on its head: v. 41, “As a fragrant odor I will accept you when I take you out from the peoples and gather you from the lands in which you were dispersed. I will be sanctified through you in the sight of the nations.” v. 34, “I shall take you out from the peoples and gather you from the lands in which you were dispersed, with a strong hand and an outstretched arm and with poured out wrath.” For the phenomenon of adding new prefaces as a redactional technique see Sara J. Milstein, Tracking the Master Scribe: Revision Through Introduction in Biblical and Mesopotamian Literature (New York: Oxford University, 2016).]  [38:  For a discussion of the meaning of karet see Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1-16, AB 3 (New York: Doubleday, 1991), 457-60. According to Milgrom, the karet usually refers to sins done in private. The punishment is therefore from the deity, and may refer to the eventual cutting off of one’s family line, the denial of reunion with kin after death, or both. The phrase מות יומת, in contrast, refers to judicial execution. It should be noted that the combination of the two forms of punishment here (and in Lev 20,2-3) is unusual. For the affinity between the references to the Sabbath in Ezek 20 and the Pentateuchal P or H Sabbath passages see Robinson, Old Testament Sabbath, 206-207. ] 

The eschatological material of verses 39-44 (section B), as already noted, is much less violent and vindictive, and follows well after the early material of verses 1-14, 28-31 with which it closely corresponds.[footnoteRef:39] Though the material of verses 1-14, 28-31 emphasizes the repeated sinfulness of the ancestors, it also emphasizes YHWH’s repeated determination to restrain his wrath out of consideration for his name. This non-punitive history of YHWH’s dealings with Israel served as an apt paradigm for the redemption of the exiles in section B. Though the exiles continue to follow in the way of their ancestors, YHWH will continue to restrain his wrath and will restore them to the land of the ancestors, all for the sake of his holy name (vv. 39, 44).  [39:  Possibly, verse 39 is editorial, added by the supplementor of verses 32-38. Verse 40 continues nicely after verse 31: “Am I to let you inquire of me, you Israelites? As surely as I live, declares the Sovereign LORD, I will not let you inquire of me. For on my holy mountain, the high mountain of Israel, declares the Sovereign LORD, there in the land all the people of Israel will serve me…”] 

The Historical Setting of the Secondary Additions
Let us now turn to the question of dating. If we may presume that the dating of the oracle to the seventh year of the exile of Jehoiachin (verse 1) is broadly accurate for the material of Ezek 20:2-14, 28-31, 39-44,[footnoteRef:40] we clearly cannot do so for verses 15-27, 32-38, which surely reflects a substantially later time. Regarding the early material, the formulation of verse 40 may indeed indicate a pre-exilic setting. The prophet insists that the entirety of the house of Israel will worship at the sacred Mountain. There is no sense that the Temple and the city have been devastated and urgently need to be rebuilt before worship can be renewed.[footnoteRef:41] The conception of the early material according to which Israel’s early history was one of continuous rebellions for which they were never really punished also points to a relatively early setting.[footnoteRef:42] The same may be said with reference to the ignorance in the original material of the conception of the patriarchal covenant, a conception which came to prominence in the exilic period.[footnoteRef:43] The secondary material, on the other hand, is fully cognizant of the final destruction and exile. Surely, the intensification of the characterization of Israel’s rebelliousness, the addition of the terrible divine punishments that YHWH inflicted on Israel in the wilderness and the new claim that the exile was already determined with the rebellion of the second generation all reflect a new attempt to grapple with the theological challenge of the final destruction. [40:  In fact, it seems likely that an even earlier core of material is located in verses 1-3, 40-42. In 1888, M. Friedmann suggested that the repeated emphasis in verses 40-42 on YHWH’s future acceptance of Israelite sacrificial worship specifically at the sacred Mountain in the land indicates that the elders came to the prophet to seek divine approval for establishing a cultic center for YHWH worship in Babylon. See M. Friedmann, הציון, הוא ביאור לנבואת יחזקאל סימן כ' (Vienna: n.p., 1888). The basic idea was adopted by Otto Eissfeldt, The Old Testament: An Introduction, trans. Peter R. Ackroyd (New York and Evanston: Harper and Row, 1965), 376; Walther Eichrodt, Ezekiel, 269, 282 and Yehuda Elizur, “Political-Ideological Tendencies in the Days of the Exile of Jehoiachin Reflected in the Prophecies of Ezekiel and Jeremiah” in Y. Avishur ed., Studies in the Book of Ezekiel (Jerusalem: Kiryat Sefer, 1982), 179-90 (in Hebrew). Actually, the fact that the Israelites are accused of following in the trespasses of their ancestors, one of which is the offering of sacrifices at the high places (vv. 27-29) clearly implies that sacrificial worship of YHWH at illicit altars was already taking place in Babylon. The rhetoric of verses 40-42 only strengthens that implication. We might even deduce from the polemical thrust of verse 40, “there I will require your contributions and your choice offerings, with all your holy things” that YHWH prophets other than Ezekiel presented sacrificial worship in Babylon as a divine requirement. The difficulty that most of the above-mentioned scholars struggle with is how the relatively minor issue of cultic worship outside the Tempe Mount coincides with the virulent prophetic condemnations of the people to death because of their full-fledged idol worship. As noted above (n. ??), this difficulty is compounded following the reading of verse 41, “As fragrant incense I will accept you when I take you out of the nations…,” which implies a critical yet sympathetic attitude toward the cultic worship of YHWH on the part of the exiles. I would thus raise the possibility that in the earliest layer of Ezek 20, the elders came to the prophet with their unidentified query after offering sacrifices to YHWH. For the offering of sacrifices as a means of inducing prophecy or eliciting a divine response see Num 23:1-4, 14-16, 29-30. The prophet responded that YHWH refuses to accept their sacrifices or respond to their inquiries on foreign soil. He will respond to them positively when he brings them back to the land. The entire historical review of sin and rebellion may thus constitute a relatively early (exilic?) addition. Note that verse 31b may be taken as a wiederaufnahme of verse 3, except that it adds the issue of following in the path of the ancestors that is not mentioned in verse 3.                    ]  [41:  It must be conceded, however, that this argument from silence cannot be conclusive. One could maintain that the failure to speak of the rebuilding of the Temple is not significant, or indicates that the passage was written when the Temple was already rebuilt.  ]  [42:  See Frankel, Murmuring Stories, 30-31, 48-53.]  [43:  See Van Seters, “Confessional Reformulation.” For a detailed study of the patriarchal tradition in relation to the exodus tradition see Konrad Schmid, Genesis and the Moses Story: Israel’s Dual Origins in the Hebrew Bible, Siphrut 3, transl. James D. Nogalski (Winona Lake: Ind.: Eisenbraus, 2010). Another possible indication of the relatively early nature of the original material is the missing reference to the Sinai theophany. See John Van Seters, The Life of Moses: The Yahwist as Historian in Exodus—Numbers (Louisville, Ky.: Westminster John Knox, 1994), 247-89.] 

	A further observation will allow us to arrive at a greater degree of clarity concerning the historical setting of the secondary material. Verse 40 of the original material emphasizes that the future worship of YHWH will involve “all of the entirety of the house of Israel.” I believe that this passage is of particular significance for determining the significance and purpose of the secondary additions. For it is surely against the backdrop of this emphasis that we must understand the later addition of verses 32-38, with its new theme of the weeding out the sinners in the wilderness of the nations.[footnoteRef:44] By placing verses 32-38 before the more positive and all-inclusive eschatological vision of verses 39-44, the supplementor created the impression that these positive events will come about only after the initial purge is carried out. We have already noted that one of the effects of the addition in the first part of the oracle of verses 15-27 is to present the Israelites as that much more rebellious and corrupt. Severe punishments had no effect on them. This coincides with the new need, obviously reflecting a later perspective, to ensure that only a portion of the exiles, many of whom act just like their most sinful ancestors, will actually enter the land of promise. [44:  The tension between verses 40 and 38 has not generally been noted. It is sometimes assumed that “all the entirety of the house of Israel” that will worship YHWH in the land according to verse 40 refers to all those who survive the purge in the wilderness. See, e.g., Y. Z. Moscovitz, The Book of Ezekiel, Da’at Mikra (Jerusalem: Mossad Harav Kook, 1985), 139 (in Hebrew). Yet from verses 41-42 it emerges clearly that the future worshippers in the land are identical with those that are taken out of the nations.     ] 

This phenomenon - the secondary removal of “sinners” from earlier oracles of redemption and salvation - is attested elsewhere in the bible. For example, the collection of prophecies of consolation of Isaiah 40-48 ends with the poorly connected statement of Isa 48:22, “there is no peace, says the Lord, for the wicked.” This statement clashes abruptly with the immediately preceding call to Israel as a whole to leave Babylon and return to the land, and with the concomitant reference to the divine care and provision that the Israelites experienced during their ancient journey in the wilderness (verse20-21). It is surely secondary.[footnoteRef:45] Quite possibly, “the wicked,” who are doomed to a peace-less fate, are the exiles of the early Persian era who failed to heed the call to return to the land.[footnoteRef:46] Another likely example of this is Isa 57:20-21.[footnoteRef:47] The oracle of Isa 57:14-19 offers a message of redemption and comfort to the exiles, who are treated collectively as YHWH’s downtrodden people. The oracle comes to a fine conclusion with the reassurance of verse 19, “Peace, peace, to the far and the near, says the LORD; and I will heal them.” To this all-inclusive promise of peace was added the qualifying clarification of verses 20-21, “But the wicked are like the tossing sea that cannot keep still; its waters toss up mire and mud. There is no peace, says my God, for the wicked.”[footnoteRef:48] The comments of Joseph Blenkinsopp regarding the addition of Isa 48:22 are instructive and worth citing: [45:  See Claus Westermann, Isaiah 40-66, trans. David M. G. Stalker, OTL (London: SCM, 1976), 205; H. G. M. Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah: Deutero-Isaiah’s Role in Composition and Redaction (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 210-11; Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, AB 19A (New York: Doubleday, 2002). 296; Shalom M. Paul, Isaiah 40-66, Eerdmans Critical Commentary (Grand Rapids, Michigan: William B. Eerdmans, 2012), 320. The verse is apparently taken from Isa 57:21, where it may also be secondary. See below.]  [46:  Paul, Isaiah 40-66, 320.]  [47:  See Joseph Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, AB 19B (New York: Doubleday, 2003), 172-73.]  [48:  Mention may also be made of Isa 66:24, which may also be an appendage. See Williamson, The Book Called Isaiah, 211; Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 316-17. It is striking, in any event, that this passage uses the same term for the wicked who are condemned to death that we find in Ezek 20:38: הפשעים בי, “those that rebel against me.”] 

“it [=the addition] reflects the situation described in the final sections of the book (corresponding with the final stages in the book’s formation), in which the former distinction between Israel and the nations has been replaced by the distinction between the righteous (Yahveh’s servants, those who tremble at his word, the repentant) and the reprobate (the sinners, those who rejoice in the present age) within Israel… there will be a day of redemption but also a settling of accounts.”[footnoteRef:49] [49:  Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 40-55, 296. In Blenkinsopp’s view, the sectarian aspects of Trito-Isaiah (Isa 56-66) reflect the time and, to a large extent, orientation of Ezra and Nehemiah in mid-fifth century B.C.E Judah. See Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 63-66, 299-301.    ] 

The new assertion of the secondary material in Ezek 20, that YHWH will forcefully take the rebels, who insist on assimilating, out of “the nations” and into the wilderness in order to destroy them, is indeed reminiscent of the kind of proto-sectarian orientation that clearly characterizes some of the traditions of Trito-Isaiah.[footnoteRef:50] [50:  See especially Isa 57:3-13; 65:1-15; 66:1-5. See A. Rofe, “Isaiah 66:1-4: Judean Sects in the Persian Period as Viewed by Trito-Isaiah,” A Kort and S. Morschauser eds., Biblical and Related Studies Presented to Samuel Iwry (Sinona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1985), 205-17; Christophe Nihan, “Ethnicity and Identity in Isaiah 56-66,” in O. Lipschits, G. N. Knoppers and M. Oeming, Judah and the Judeans in the Achaemenid Period: Negotiating Identity in an International Context (Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 2011), 67-104. ] 

This coincides with the new emphasis in the secondary material of Ezek 20 on the Sabbath.[footnoteRef:51] As is well known, the Sabbath became a prominent indicator of Jewish identity in exilic and post-exilic times.[footnoteRef:52] Even Jacob Milgrom, who dated most of Priestly literature to pre-exilic times, dated the Priestly additions of the Sabbath prohibitions (which he attributed to “HR”) to the exilic period.[footnoteRef:53] In 
Trito-Isaiah (Isa 56:2-8), Sabbath observance entitles foreigners and eunuchs to be included among those that YHWH will gather in to his holy Mountain.[footnoteRef:54] The implication of the secondary material in Ezek 20, that it was particularly the desecration of the Sabbath that elicited the decree of the exile, is a unique conception, which is otherwise attested only in Neh 13:15, 17-18 and Jer 17:19-27,[footnoteRef:55] a text which almost certainly has its setting in the post-exilic period.[footnoteRef:56] This again coheres with the proto-sectarian character of Ezek 20:32-38. It should hardly be doubted that the Sabbath observers are the ones that are expected to survive the purge in the wilderness.[footnoteRef:57] Enforcement of Sabbath observance also plays a significant role in the sectarian-like efforts of Nehemiah.[footnoteRef:58]  [51:  See the discussion in Robinson, Old Testament Sabbath, 205-207. Robinson notes the correspondences between the Sabbath of Ezek 20 and the formulations in PH and Trito-Isaiah, and thus surmises that the Ezekiel material on the Sabbath belongs to “the early post-exilic period.”]  [52:  See John H. Choi, Traditions at Odds: The Reception of the Pentateuch in Biblical and Second Temple Period Literature, LHB/OTS 518 (New York and London: T&T Clark, 2010), 87-92; Robinson, Old Testament Sabbath, 195-338. ]  [53:  Milgrom, “HR in Leviticus,” 29-40. See also K. Grünwaldt, Exil und Identitat: Beschneidung, Passa, und Sabbat in der Priesterschrift, BBB 85 (Frankfurt am Main: A. Hain, 1992), 122-219.]  [54:  For an extensive discussion of this text see Blenkinsopp, Isaiah 56-66, 130-143. See also Robinson, Old Testament Sabbath, 223-25, who dates both this text and Isa 58:13-14 somewhat prior to the mid-fifth century B.C.E.  ]  [55:  To be precise, both of these texts speak of the evil that befell Israel and the destruction of Jerusalem. The exile and dispersion are not explicitly mentioned. ]  [56:  See William McKane, Jeremiah, Volume 1, ICC (Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1986), 416-19; William L. Holladay, Jeremiah 1, Hermenia (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1986), 509; Robinson, Old Testament Sabbath, 196-98. For a critical review of scholarship on the passage from the perspective that it is the authentic writing of Jeremiah see Jack R. Lundbom, Jeremiah 1-20, AB 21 A (New York: Doubelday, 1999), 802-804. See also Moshe Greenberg, פרשת השבת בירמיהו in B. Z. Luria ed., Studies in Jeremiah 2 (Jerusalem: Society for Bible Research, 1973), 25-37 (in Hebrew).]  [57:  Some scholars see Ezek 20:25-26 as bearing a radically antinomian message. Note, for example, the comments of Steven Tuell, “Obedience to the law in itself cannot save God’s people, because the law itself has become a cause of their defilement. There is no hope at all except in the action of the Lord based solely on God’s own character.” See Steven S. Tuell, Ezekiel, NIBC (Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2009), 130. See also idem., “Divine Presence and Absence in Ezekiel’s Prophecy” in Margaret S. Odell and John T. Strong eds., The Book of Ezekiel: Theological and Anthropological Perspectives (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2000), 106 – “Indeed, even the Sinai revelation itself was understood by Ezekiel as shot through with corruption (see Ezek 20:25-26).” There is no indication, however, that the “not-good” laws given to the second generation of Israelites in the wilderness in any way corrupt or even cancel the authority of the life-giving laws given earlier. See above n. 4. Rather, the second giving of law presents the Israelites with two ways of obeying YHWH, the way that leads to life and the way that leads to death. Perhaps we may see in this a kind of exegetical development of the choice between good and evil, life and death presented in Deut 29:15-20.     ]  [58:  For the early sectarianism of Ezra-Nehemiah in general see Joseph Blenkinsopp, Judaism: The First Phase, The Place of Ezra and Nehemiah in the Origins of Judaism (Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 2009), 189-230. Significantly, in the covenant ceremony of Neh 10, the commitment not to exchange women as wives with the local population (verse 31) is followed by a commitment not to purchase merchandise from them on the Sabbath (verse 32). The two issues are thus placed on the same footing. Similarly, the depiction of Nehemiah’s enforcement of Sabbath observance in Neh 13:15-22 is juxtaposed with his efforts regarding marriages to foreigners in Neh 13:23-29.  ] 

Finally, it is instructive to read the historical review of Ezek 20 in its final form against the backdrop of the somewhat similar historical review of Neh 9. The basic affinity between these two texts is indicated by the fact that they are the only historical reviews in the Hebrew Bible that mention the giving of the commandments and the giving of the Sabbath amongst the special acts of grace that YHWH wrought for Israel in her early history. Further, according to Neh 9:29, Israel “sinned against your ordinances, by the observance of which a person shall live.” This, of course, is a common refrain in Ezek 20. Possibly, the author of Neh 9 was aware of the early form of Ezek 20 and the supplementor thereto was aware, in turn, of Neh 9. Even if we cannot be certain that the author of the supplement to Ezek 20 was aware of the text of Neh 9, it seems clear that, at least from a tradition-historical perspective, he extended the “narrative” that it reflects. According to Neh 9, Israel continually rebelled and “did not heed your commandments” (verse 16). In spite of this, YHWH forgave them and continued to provide for their needs for forty years in the wilderness (verse 21). The supplementor extends this narrative in a negative direction by adding the new element, nowhere else mentioned in the Bible, of the rebellion of the second generation in the wilderness. This new element served to justify the divine decree of Israel’s dispersion among the nations (verses 18-24),[footnoteRef:59] nowhere hinted at in Neh 9. Again, Neh 9 relates that YHWH gave Israel “regulations and laws that are just and right, and decrees and commands that are good (verse 13).” In what may well be a pointed reversal of this, the supplementor of Ezek 20 presents YHWH punishing the second generation and their descendants with a new set of laws that are “not good” (verse 25). Finally, according to Neh 9:23, YHWH multiplies the children of the Israelites of the wilderness period “like the stars of the heavens.” In contrast, according to Ezek 20:26, YHWH commanded these Israelites to offer him their firstborn children “so that he might devastate them.” Thus, if we may assume with most scholars that the prayer of Neh 9 is post-exilic and not much earlier than the times of Ezra and Nehemiah,[footnoteRef:60] we must surely do the same for the supplements to Ezek 20.[footnoteRef:61] In view of all the above considerations, we should probably situate it somewhere in the first half of the fifth century B.C.E.[footnoteRef:62] [59:  According to Psalm 106:27, YHWH took an oath to disperse the descendants of the first generation of rebels. Psalm 106 appears to be earlier that the supplement to Ezek 20 in other respects as well. Most important, it has no major event of lawgiving, no mention of the Sabbath and its rebellions have little to do with the commandments. ]  [60:  The literature on Nehemiah 9 is extensive. For a recent treatment with rich bibliography see David Janzen, “Yahwistic Appropriation of Achmaenid Ideology and the Function of Nehemiah 9 in Ezra-Nehemiah,” JBL 136 (2017), 839-56. For the question of dating see 851, n. 42. ]  [61:  In this context I would raise the possibility that the supplementor’s unique conception of divine commandments as punishment may be understood against the backdrop of the imposition of divine law by Ezra and Nehemiah. By citing the ancient law of the sacrifice of the firstborn as an example of a divine law of punishment that decimates the population, the supplementor indicates that other divine commandments must also belong to this category. The practical implication of this is that one cannot assume that all ancient divine laws must be revived and reinstated without discrimination. Some of them, perhaps, for example, those that are overly difficult for the struggling post-exilic community to follow, may belong to YHWH’s second set of “not-good” laws that come to decimate rather than to his first set of life-enhancing ones. It is worth noting, in this connection, that Neh 10:37 includes the requirement that the Israelites bring their firstborn sons and animals to the Temple, “as written in the Torah.” While it is fairly clear from the formulation of the text that the sons and unclean animals had to be redeemed (see H.G.M. Williamson, Ezra, Nehemiah, WBC 16 [Waco, Texas: Word Books, 1985], 337), the financial implications of this requirement, together with the others imposed, were surely burdensome. It should be noted that Ezek 20:26 does not specifically mention human firstborns. It seems not to distinguish between human and animal firstborn offerings. They are all presented as gifts that contaminate their donors. Perhaps, then, the insinuation that the ancient law demanded the sacrifice of firstborn humans and not only animals facilitated opposition to the demanding requirement of Neh 10:37 and other “not-good” laws.      ]  [62:  For an accessible and insightful discussion of the issue of redaction criticism in the book of Ezekiel see Michael A. Lyons, An Introduction to the Study of Ezekiel (London: Bloomsbury, 2015), 49-114. See also the diachronically oriented essays in William A. Tooman and Penelope Barter, eds., Ezekiel: Current Debates and Future Directions, FZAT 112 (Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2017).   ] 

Conclusion           
The message of the original material in Ezek 20 is essentially one of encouragement to the exiles. YHWH chose Israel, made a public oath to give her the most beautiful of lands and gave her good laws that promote life. Though Israel was sinful and rebellious throughout her history, YHWH continually acted for the sake of his name and refrained from destroying the people he chose in the sight of the nations. The Israelites now in exile are no more meritorious than their sinful ancestors, and God refuses to answer them via oracle or prophet while they are in exile (cf. Hosea 3:4). In spite of this, they are not without hope. On the contrary, they can expect YHWH to do the same for them as he did for their ancestors in Egypt and the wilderness. YHWH will bring them all into the land that he swore to their fathers, again for the sake of his holy name (verses 42-44). In the secondary material, in contrast, there is little that can be considered encouraging for the exiles. Here YHWH is presented as having made himself known to Israel not only by benefiting them but also by punishing them with death in the wilderness and by preventing them from entering the good land. Following further Israelite rebellion, he decreed exile and dispersion and gave laws that would kill them. In accordance with this and contrary to the assertion of the earlier material, the present sinners in exile will not be redeemed because of YHWH’s name! That encouraging prophetic message applied only to the relatively good exiles. Those, however, who follow in the footsteps of the sinful ancestors and worship idols, violate the commandments, desecrate the Sabbath and/or worship at illicit cultic sites will, like them, never enter the land. Rather, they will be taken out of the exile and annihilated in the wilderness. 
What we have here, then, is a radical reinterpretation of the original oracle. It seems rather unlikely that the text in this form, with its eager anticipation of the destruction of the sinners, was actually addressed to an exilic audience. What purpose would this have served? The links between the secondary material and various passages in Trito-Isaiah and Nehemiah indicate that we are dealing with a Jerusalem setting. This community can look forward to the imminent disappearance of the exilic community. The sinful assimilationists will be destroyed in the wilderness and the righteous survivors will return to the holy Mountain. A new and unified house of Israel will worship YHWH properly together in the land and will be accepted on high as fragrant incense.  
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