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Preface
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[image: image]he idea or theme underlying The Nine Commandments originated with my discovery that the central or major narrative of the Hebrew Bible beginning at the beginning of the Book of Genesis continued in estimable fashion all the way through the Book(s) of Kings, where it ended with the capture of Jerusalem, the destruction of the Temple, and the captivity of the Jewish people. The formal division between Torah (the first five books) and the Former Prophets (the next four books) was artificial and dictated by nonliterary, theopolitical considerations.
While the theme is in itself rather simple and transparent, nevertheless it runs counter to the prevailing trends in critical historical literary scholarship, which has been dedicated largely to the analysis and isolation of the component strands of this admittedly composite work, and where attention has been concentrated on individual strands (i.e., J, E, D, P) and on partial assemblages or building blocks which formally make up the whole (which I call the Primary History), i.e., Tetrateuch, Hexateuch, Deuteronomic History, along with the traditional Pentateuch and Former Prophets.
While the observation is self-evident and requires only the listing of the constituent parts in the order in which they occur in the Hebrew Bible, it is at least prudent if not obligatory in this case to support the claim with data and coherent argument. Thus I thought it useful to show how the front and the back, the beginning and the end of the story fit together, forming a tightly sealed envelope around the whole historiographic mass of details between Genesis and 2 Kings, in particular, how a hearer or reader at the end of the story, a Jewish exile in Babylon, might read the opening narratives at the beginning of the story in Genesis (2–4), in which the original inhabitants of the Garden of Eden, after being apprised of the rules and being warned of the consequences, nevertheless disobeyed their creator and were punished by being thrown out of their homeland. In the second story (Cain and Abel), the brother who also violated the rules was punished by being driven into exile. In a nutshell, these stories summarize the experience of all Israel as recounted in the Primary History, and the perceptive reader would recognize from the start the drift and tenor, the direction and endpoint of the entire narrative.
By way of reinforcement of the thesis, I also pointed to the last of these introductory narratives: the story of Babel (the city) and its tower. It was from Babel that the human race was dispersed over the earth, and importantly, among those who joined the migration were the direct ancestors of the patriarchs and their descendants, the people of Israel. After being mentioned early in Genesis, Babylon (Babel) disappears from view entirely until the end of the narrative in 2 Kings, where it surfaces as the final destination of the surviving remnant of the people of Israel. They have come full circle: from Babylon to Babylon.
Having established the link between beginning and end, I thought that it would help to settle the case and cement the sequence to find evidence of the continuity in the narrative beyond and more striking than a mere chronological string, in itself not a small point, that with few interruptions or backtracking, the story line runs in consecutive fashion. Early on, I was struck by the centrality and incisive importance of the Decalogue in its larger context. Not only was it the heart of the covenant between God and Israel, as mediated by that all-important figure Moses, but it provided the key items, the flashpoints in the ongoing historical interaction between deity and people. Immediately apparent was the fact that Israel’s historical experience would be defined by its response to the terms of the covenant, specifically how it dealt with the violations of the commandments. The very dramatic stories of David’s adultery, and the appalling behavior of Ahab and Jezebel in the murder and dispossession of Naboth, illustrated vividly the downward spiral that began with the radical rebellion against commandment, covenant, and God himself in the days immediately following the solemn ratification of the covenant in the episode of the Golden Calf (Exod 19–24, 32–34).
Gradually, it became clear to me that within the larger and more general patterns in which the decline and fall of Israel (including Judah) are told, a more precise and detailed correlation exists between the commandments and the books—tracing the progress or regress of Israel from independence and nationhood to disaster in the loss of freedom, kingdom, and land. In the end, I was able to formulate the process in the following way.
Beginning with the declaration of the Decalogue and the sealing of the covenant, the story of Israel would bear out the solemn warnings provided by Moses in his farewell speech in Deuteronomy: persistent violation of the covenant would result in the destruction of the nation. As it happens, by their violation of each commandment—one by one, book by book—until they run out of both books and commandments, they seal their doom. By then they are back in Babylon where they started, having lost everything that had been given to them by a kind, gracious, merciful God, who nevertheless insists on behavior worthy of the chosen people. For the “missing” commandment, you will have to read the book.
I am deeply grateful to a number of people for the accomplishment of this task. If the original idea and the form in which it has been presented are my responsibility, the finished work owes much to many helping hands. The chapters on the individual commandments were prepared by Jeffrey Geoghegan and Michael Homan. Astrid Beck assembled and edited the entire work. Susan Friedman researched and supplied the illustrations used. Andrew Corbin, Editor at Doubleday, guided the book through all its critical phases to final and present publication. I owe a debt of thanks to Eric Major, Director of Religious Publishing at Doubleday, for his commitment to and confidence in the author(s) and this undertaking.
David Noel Freedman
June 24, 2000

Foreword
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[image: image]he seeds for this book, The Nine Commandments, were sown long ago. The topic of the commandments has preoccupied David Noel Freedman throughout his long, productive, and creative scholarly career. We can see formative renderings of his concept in his early writings, for example in his treatise “The Unity of the Bible” (1956). Though the orientation of that article is theological, he discusses the idea of covenant and adherence to the commandments:
We may conclude the discussion of the framework of biblical unity with the Covenant, the bond between God and his community.1
In 1991, he delivered the prestigious Mowinkel Lecture at the University of Oslo entitled “The Symmetry of the Hebrew Bible.”2 This treatise is mathematical in approach, and includes much detailed work on syllable and word counts. It is a precise analysis, based on numerical data, to prove the case for a Master Editor of the Hebrew Bible. In between, he published his famous article in Bible Review, “The Nine Commandments: The Secret Progress of Israel’s Sins” (1989).3 This article was based on his Distinguished Faculty Lectureship series at the University of Michigan in March 1988. The lectures were later published in a small volume.4
The subject of the commandments is intrinsically intriguing. They are a puzzle, and puzzles are David Noel Freedman’s favorite pastime. And like a puzzle, there is a catch, a surprise component that is integral to it. The idea of covenant and commandment, transgression and sin, is a thread that runs through the entire biblical narrative. The penalty for transgression is death, as pronounced early in Genesis. But God often mitigates the punishment, for he takes pity on his creation. And so the punishment is generally exile. One of the nuggets buried deep in the Commentary on Amos is Freedman’s excursus “When God Repents.”5 It is an eloquent exposition of the verb n.hm, to repent, to change one’s mind, and details the history of the Hebrew word in the narrative of the Hebrew Bible when God repents and then changes his mind over his decision to destroy his people for their transgressions. In the excursus, David Noel Freedman states:
Divine repentance can move in either of two directions: from judgment to clemency or the other way around. It can also move in both directions sequentially . . . from judgment to forgiveness and then back to judgment . . . Throughout and in every case, it should be understood that the divine repentance is real; that the meaning and value of the story depend on the transaction between God and prophet, or God and people . . . Admittedly we are using a metaphor, involving stories and persons that include God and humans; but within the metaphor . . . we must be faithful to the data. Once it is understood that Yahweh enters into the drama as fully and wholeheartedly as the other participants, then we can proceed with the analysis . . . The first example to claim our attention is at the beginning of the Flood Story in Gen 6: 6–7 (J). We read: “and Yahweh repented ( = regretted, wayyinn[image: image]hem) that he had made mankind on the earth, and he afflicted himself to his heart.” . . . The decision based on the change of will, and the pain and agony of the act of reversal of previous decisions and acts, are expressed sharply by the use of a remarkable hitpacel form from the root c.sb, which means literally that he inflicted pain on himself ( = he tortured himself or he agonized); the added phrase “to his heart [ = mind],” only strengthens the force of the affliction. Coming to a new decision was no light matter; it involved an agonizing reappraisal (as the expression goes) and was reached with great personal pain.6
The excursus is a remarkable treatise on God’s repentance and forgiveness that spans the biblical narrative much as does the account of these nine commandments. David Noel Freedman’s thesis, as outlined in The Unity of the Hebrew Bible, is to view the structure of the biblical narrative as largely:
pyramidal and symmetric; . . . like a domed building in which the apex is near or at the center, and the opening and closing form a ring or pair of interlocking parts that constitute the foundation. For the Hebrew Bible as a whole, the center comes at the end of the Primary History and at the beginning of the Latter Prophets—at which point the Bible tells of the captivity of the people of Judah, the loss of nationhood, and the destruction of the capital city of Jerusalem and the Temple . . . We can say, therefore, that the entire Hebrew Bible revolves around the point in time, that historical moment when the life of the nation came to an end, when tragedy struck in multiple blows at the kingdom, at its ruling dynasty, and at the sacred center of worship and service of their God.7
God is the central and dominant figure of the whole story and the entire Bible. But Freedman makes a persuasive case that the Bible is also a series of successive parables of human disobedience and depravity that leads to the necessary consequences in punishment, banishment, and exile. It begins with the story of Adam and Eve, the story of disobedience and rebellion against the commandment of God, in the Garden of Eden. The upshot of that story is banishment from the Garden to the life of exile in the world. Freedman poses the question: “How could those in captivity in Babylon . . . miss the point or fail to compare the story in Genesis with theirs?”8
They were back in Babel, the city of Babylon, the same point where Abraham, their revered ancestor, began the journey. It must have seemed like a retrograde journey to those deprived of their freedom and their independence. Freedman calls this account the Primary History. He says:
So far as I am aware, it is the first and perhaps the most important and influential prose narrative ever written, preceding, for example, Herodotus and his History of the Persian Wars by at least a century. The Primary History may be compared with such a historical work because it constitutes historical writing . . .9
He connects the comparison to the great epic poetry of the Iliad and Odyssey, and before that, the cycle of poems associated with Gilgamesh and Enkidu. One might include the Aeneid as well. Central in all the stories is the fall of the capital city and the accompanying collapse of a dynasty and kingdom. In the biblical account, the story is clearly told from the perspective of the losers, its emphasis the pervasive note of tragedy. The central event is the giving of the commandments, the ratification of the covenant. At the midpoint, the heart, of the Primary History, in the Book of Deuteronomy, Moses recalls for the listener the stirring events on the sacred mountain forty years earlier. In the transgression of the commandments, the community is held responsible for these transgressions. Recitation, repetition, is to reinforce the message for the listener.
Freedman makes a convincing case that the neat fit is the work of a Master Editor/Redactor, of a guiding editorial hand, “an individual who is anonymous to us, but certainly a real person with a name and a calling, who richly deserves the honor of recognition for compiling and producing the first full-scale history of a nation.”10 Freedman’s students will also recognize his points on parallel construction and envelope construction in these narratives. He, the archetypal and master editor of the most distinguished critical commentary series, as also of numerous other series in the field, should know the role of master editor.
A colleague from Michigan, the greatly esteemed anthropologist, Roy A. Rappaport, paid tribute to David Noel Freedman, when he wrote:
David Noel Freedman’s life has been devoted to the illumination of words of the Hebrew Bible in all their dimensions and through all their scales—from the spelling of individual words, the shaping of those words into poetry, the grand but previously unnoticed symmetries underlying the structure of Tanakh in its entirety, to, finally, the ordering of all those scriptural words into the Word of the Hebrew God. Nor has he confined himself to Scripture per se. He has also been concerned with how its Word has been lived in the communities it has defined and guided, particularly the community of ancient Israel.11
Roy Rappaport called Noel the foremost scribe since Ezra, and this not so much in jest. This book represents the culmination of David Noel Freedman’s theories on biblical elucidation and editorship. He has been ably assisted by his two collaborators, Jeff Geoghegan and Mike Homan, his students at the University of California, San Diego. They have worked through the treatise and given it the scribal polish in the ancient tradition of Baruch, Jeremiah’s scribe. We acknowledge their erudition and excellent skills.
It has been my good fortune and great honor to work with David Noel Freedman on many projects for more than fifteen years. The collaboration has been challenging and fun.
Astrid Billes Beck
Ann Arbor, Michigan
November 1999

Introduction
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[image: image]idden in the Bible is a previously unrecognized pattern of commandment violations, a pattern that has gone undetected for more than two thousand years. In the books spanning Exodus to Kings, the nation of Israel is presented to the reader as thoroughly defying its covenant with God by breaking each of the Ten Commandments, one by one, book by book, in order, until there are none—leaving God with only one choice: the destruction of the nation. After the last commandment is broken, the nation finds itself living on borrowed time. First the northern kingdom (called Israel) in 722 B.C.E. and then the southern kingdom (called Judah) in 586 B.C.E. is destroyed by the Assyrian and Babylonian armies, respectively. Upon the defeat of the southern kingdom, Jerusalem is razed, the Temple, the very dwelling place of God, is destroyed, and the survivors, God’s “chosen people,” are exiled, no longer to live securely in their “Promised Land.”
The pages that follow will trace the hidden trail of sin, this scarlet thread of commandment violations running through the tapestry of Israel’s history. What we will discover is that the presence of this thread betrays the hand of a Master Weaver or Editor who has skillfully woven into Israel’s history a message to a community in exile that their present condition is not the result of God abandoning them, but of their abandoning God through their complete disregard for their covenant obligations as embodied in the Ten Commandments. I trust that the journey of uncovering this hidden thread will be as gripping to read as it is exciting to explore.
“In the Beginning . . .”
The pattern of command → command violation → exile appears early in the biblical record—in fact, it shows up “in the beginning.” Shortly after creating Adam, God gives him what would be humankind’s first command:1
From every tree of the garden you may certainly eat, but from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil you may not eat, for in the day that you eat from it you will certainly die.
GENESIS 2:16B–17
Even if one has never read or heard this story before, the outcome is easy to predict. Adam and Eve, in defiance of God’s command, eat of the forbidden fruit.
Realizing now that they are naked, they cover themselves with leaves. However, their unclad condition would soon be the least of their worries:
Then they heard the sound of Yahweh God walking in the garden in the breeze of the day, and Adam and his wife hid themselves from the presence of Yahweh God among the trees in the garden.
GENESIS 3:8
There is, of course, no hiding from God. And even though God asks Adam and Eve, “Where are you?”2 we know from this narrative’s companion tale, the murder of Abel by Cain, that such questions are more a test of the individual being questioned than a fact-finding mission on the part of God.
After Cain has killed his brother, God inquires, “Where is Abel, your brother?”3 Cain, presumably believing that God really doesn’t know and that he can hide the truth from God, plays innocent:
I don’t know. Am I my brother’s keeper?
GENESIS 4:9B
God’s response reveals the rhetorical nature of his initial question to Cain regarding Abel’s whereabouts:
What have you done? [Another rhetorical question.] The voice of your brother’s blood is crying out to me from the ground!
GENESIS 4:10
Cain, like his parents in the Garden, is caught. And though Adam is more forthcoming with the facts than his son (Adam: “I was afraid because I am naked, and I hid myself”; Cain: “I don’t know”), Adam still attempts to skirt responsibility in the matter. When asked by God if he had eaten of the forbidden fruit, Adam protests,
The woman, whom you gave to be with me, she gave to me from the tree and I ate.
GENESIS 3:12
It is as though Adam is saying, “God, you gave me the woman who, in turn, gave me the fruit! Therefore, you are the one to blame! But if you aren’t, then she is, since she gave me the fruit! Whatever the case, it wasn’t my fault!” Perhaps to Adam’s amazement, God does turn to Eve and ask, “What is this you have done?”
Eve, who similarly does not want to be implicated in this crime, passes the buck once more:
The serpent deceived me, and I ate!
GENESIS 3:13
Richard Elliott Friedman, a colleague at the University of California, San Diego, and author of the best-selling book Who Wrote the Bible?, has jokingly suggested that if there had been another animal within “blaming distance,” then the serpent would have gestured to it and said, “The dog, which you created, he tricked me into deceiving the woman, and so I did!” The point is well taken. This blame game is just postponing the inevitable, and in reverse order, from snake to Eve to Adam, God punishes or “curses” each of the accomplices.
The serpent will forever go about on its belly and eat the dust of the earth. Moreover, there will always be enmity between the serpent and its descendants and the woman and her descendants.
The woman will forever experience pain in childbirth. Moreover, in a statement that has resulted in considerable discussion and debate as to its exact meaning, God says to Eve, “Your desire will be for your husband and he will rule over you.”4 (Perhaps the explanation for patriarchy, perhaps not.)
The man will forever experience toil or, more literally, “pain” when working the earth. In fact, the same word used to describe the woman’s pain in childbirth (‘itsavon) is used to describe the man’s pain in working the soil. That is to say, just as the woman will experience pain in bringing forth the produce of the womb, so the man will experience pain in bringing forth the produce of the earth.
Then comes the promised judgment of death, though it is not immediate or “on the very day that you eat of it,” as God had originally stated:
By the sweat of your brow [literally, “nose”] you will eat bread, Until you return to the ground, for from it you were taken. For dust you are, and to dust you will return.
GENESIS 3:19
Whether this “postponed” death was the original intent of God’s statement that “on the day that you eat of it you will certainly die” (that is, the death process would begin on that day) or whether this is an example of God’s mitigating an originally harsher sentence (from instant death to eventual death) is unclear. In support of the suggestion that God is exercising his mercy, we again refer to the companion tale of Cain and Abel. In that narrative God tells Cain that he is going to cast Cain out of his presence forever and leave him “a ceaseless wanderer on the earth.”5 Cain’s appeal to God is pitiful:
My punishment is too great for me to bear! . . . It will come about that anyone who finds me will murder me!
GENESIS 4:13B, 14B
Cain has just murdered his innocent brother, yet he protests to God that his punishment is too severe because someone might murder him! Despite the irony of his concern, God acquiesces to Cain’s request by placing a “mark” upon him so that anyone encountering him will not kill him.6
In light of God’s merciful treatment of Cain despite the severity of his sin, it may be that God is being merciful to Adam and Eve as well, lessening their punishment from instantaneous death (“on the day that you eat of it”) to “natural” death (“until you return to the ground”). Regardless of our conclusion on this matter, the pattern of command → command violation → exile is evident in both narratives.
In the case of Adam and Eve, God commands them not to eat of the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, they violate the command, and then are “exiled” from the Garden of Eden. Regarding their banishment from the Garden, the text informs us:
And Yahweh God sent them from the Garden of Eden . . . and he drove the man out.
GENESIS 3:23A, 24A
In the case of Cain, God warns him to control his animosity toward Abel before it is too late, Cain violates this command by murdering his brother, and then is “exiled” from the presence of God. Cain bemoans his fate with language paralleling God’s treatment of Adam and Eve:7
Thus, you have driven me this day from the face of the earth and from your face I will be hidden!
GENESIS 4:14
[image: image]
So from the very beginning we are introduced to the theme of exile, exile that comes as the result of violating God’s commands. This theme would not have been missed by the exiles reading the recently compiled history spanning Genesis to Kings, a history that begins with Adam and Eve’s exile from Paradise and ends with their own exile from the Promised Land.
The Ten Commandments
In the examples above a single command is given and, once violated, the responsible party is exiled or “driven away” from the presence of God. Yet, when we come to the book of Exodus, where God establishes a covenant with the whole nation of Israel, their covenant obligations are represented by ten commandments, or “ten words” as they are referred to in the Hebrew.8 Why ten?
While I cannot say for certain, part of the reason for ten commandments may be that when dealing with a whole nation, more chances are required; otherwise it would be a short-lived national existence if after the first violation Israel was sent into exile. But this still does not explain why there are ten commandments, and not, say, seven or twelve, numbers of comparable significance in the Bible.9
The reason for the connection between the number ten and the number of commandments probably has to do with a simple anatomical reality: ten is the number of fingers on the human hand. The rationale is this: once you have counted to ten, you have exhausted all of your fingers, and hence, all of your chances. In fact, that God was in the habit of giving people ten chances is seen in at least two other events in the Bible, both of which occur during the life of Moses, the mediator of the Ten Commandments.
The Ten Plagues
The story of Israel’s release from Egyptian bondage is appealing in its timeless themes of freedom from slavery, liberation from oppression, and personal and national autonomy.10 Yet, in the Exodus event this freedom comes at a high price—not so much for those who are seeking their freedom, but for those who would deny it. Egypt suffers repeatedly for the obstinate behavior of its king, the Pharaoh, who refuses to let Israel go. Warning after warning, plague after plague, Pharaoh continues to harden his heart. Not until the tenth and final plague, the most severe of them all (the death of the firstborn), does Pharaoh finally agree to release Israel. Even though many scholars today see in this narrative several different sources, each with a different number of plagues, the final form of the text gives us ten. And it is the tenth that results in the final and decisive judgment on the nation of Egypt.
That this pattern of ten is not mere coincidence is demonstrated in our next example of ten violations, which also marks the end of Yahweh’s patience and results in his judgment on a nation.
Israel’s Ten Rebellions
Once free from Egyptian bondage, the Israelites begin their trek to the mountain where God first appeared to Moses.11 While they are on their way, Pharaoh has a “change of heart” and decides he must bring back the slaves he has just released.12 Soon the Israelites find themselves trapped between the Red Sea and the Egyptian army.13 The people, apparently forgetting that they had just been delivered from bondage via ten miraculous plagues, cry out to Moses:
Is it because there are no graves in Egypt that you have taken us to die in the wilderness? What is this you have done to us, bringing us out of Egypt? Is not this the matter about which we spoke to you while in Egypt, saying, “Cease from us! And let us serve the Egyptians!” For it would be better for us to serve the Egyptians than for us to die in the wilderness!
EXODUS 14:11–12
Talk about ingratitude. Actually, there is a degree of humor in their (rhetorical) question regarding graves in Egypt, since even to suggest that there were not enough graves in Egypt is like our suggesting that the Pope is not Catholic. Egypt was replete with burial places, pyramidal and otherwise.14
But neither God nor Moses is easily dissuaded by this bunch of ingrates. Moses replies,
Do not fear! Take your stand and see the salvation of Yahweh that he will accomplish for you today. For the Egyptians whom you see today, you will not see again—forever! Yahweh will do battle for you, and as for you, be silent!
EXODUS 14:13–14
With this, God commands Moses to lift up his rod in order to split the Red Sea, providing a way of escape for the Israelites. The rest, as they say, is Hollywood. Moses leads Israel through the Red Sea upon dry ground and, once the Israelites are safely on the other side, the pursuing Egyptian army is drowned under the powerful surge of the collapsing walls of water. In response to Yahweh’s miraculous deliverance, Israel sings a song of praise to him for his omnipotence and goodness.15
Now one would think that the ten plagues and the splitting of the Red Sea would be enough to convince the Israelites that all will be well if they just stick with Yahweh and his servant Moses. But such is not the case. No more than three days after the Red Sea incident, the Israelites are complaining to Moses again, but this time for lack of water.16 God miraculously provides for them and the Israelites continue on their march toward Mount Sinai. However, a short time later Israel is grumbling once more, only this time for want of food:
What we would have given to die by the hand of Yahweh in the land of Egypt, when we sat by pots of meat, when we ate bread to the full! For you have brought us out into this wilderness to kill this whole assembly with famine.
EXODUS 16:3
Again God provides for the people, giving them “bread from heaven,” or manna (meaning “What’s this?” according to the narrative), and quail. Yet, not long after this event, the people are complaining again. And so the cycle continues.
Many people reading this sequence of “rapid
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