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The verse states that the covenant in-
cludes even the woodchoppers and water 
drawers, menial laborers representing the 

The regular supply of water, whether in 
times of peace or war, has always been a 
great challenge to the inhabitants of the 
mostly semi-arid land of Israel, especially 
for those living in large towns and cities. 
This requirement necessitated the devel-

for the exploitation, storage, and distribu-
tion of water sources.

Most ancient settlements in Israel were es-
tablished near natural springs, which pro-
vided them with fresh water. These springs 
usually burst out of the bedrock near the 
bottom of the slope, outside of the settle-

-
able water sources in antiquity included 
wells and cisterns. Wells are mentioned 
numerous times in the Tanakh as a water 

been found in Israel dating to as early as the 

shafts descending deep into the ground 
to reach the water stored in underground 
aquifers. To prevent the collapse of the shaft, 
stones were embedded in the sides for sup-
port. Wells were usually dug in wadi beds 
outside of the settlements, where the odds 
were better for tapping an aquifer.

located outside of the city. At a later stage, 
shafts were dug down directly to the water 
table at the base of the mound, where it 
was collected in reservoirs. The most elab-
orate systems and channel networks have 
been discovered in the City of David, cul-

which led the gushing spring waters to a 
pool within the city walls. These systems 
enabled the people protected access to 
the spring waters without the need to 
venture outside of the city.

Archaeologist Yigal Shiloh wrote that the 
water systems are an example of the out-

Age cultures and those of the Iron Age: the 

passive in their reliance upon existing 
water sources and the storage of rain and 

town planners was much more active. The 
tremendous engineering and technical ef-
forts that were invested in these water 
systems demonstrate abundant practical 
knowledge about the nature of bedrock, 
location of water sources, water table lev-

them. AG

ala, the same 

theme word of this chapter, it also ap-

uses the plural in referring to the curses 
mentioned earlier. Like avon, which can 
refer both to transgression or to the pun-
ishment one receives for the transgression 

-
ala can similarly refer to the oath 

one takes or to the curse that results from 
violating it.

An interesting parallel is found in Hittite 

where the same word that means “oath” 
can become a verb describing the oath 

often channeled and collected in house-
hold rock-cut cisterns (coated with plaster 
to reduce seepage of the water into the 

were common also during the Israelite 

As new cities were established and oth-
ers grew during the First Temple period 

the main water source at a time of siege. 
Hence, sophisticated underground water 
systems were developed, which became 
one of the important factors in the Israelite 
city from both the military and civil engi-
neering perspective. Considerable areas 

these water systems, as can be seen for 

Lakhish, Givon, and the City of David. The 
new systems provided protected access, 

of the water sources.

the settlement, leading to the water source 

opposite end of the spectrum of the mem-
bers of Israelite society mentioned in verse 

the lowest class of society is found in the 
 Kirta 

Epic, describing the attack on Udum that 
includes the entire population: “Sweep 

-
ing ones.”

The “strangers in your camp” are the gerim, 
resident aliens who are considered part of 
society. Slaves do not have to be 
singled out for mention, as 
they may be included in 
the broad category of 
resident aliens (included 
under ger
rest of the ancient Near 
East, resident aliens in the 
Torah are bestowed with 

Israelite debt slaves, on the other hand, are 
included under “all the men of Israel.”

Other ancient Near Eastern texts also in-
clude the lower classes in a treaty oath. For 
example, Ashurbanipal records that Esar 

the great and the small... made them swear 
by the gods, made a treaty and validated 

-
-

alty to him. However, this agreement does 
not include resident aliens. ZR

curse would do. Compare the ala that the 

she has broken faith with her husband. The 
Hittite treaties too personify the oaths as 
if they autonomously enforce themselves 
(see “Curses as autonomous agents of 

Akkadian mamitu follows a similar pattern. 
In the Akkadian incantation called Shurpu, 
mamitu

“oath,” but elsewhere indicating some-
thing evil.

ala is tightly 
linked with brit
that the combination might be considered 
a hendiadys (from the Greek meaning “one 

words to create a single meaning. A cove-
nant may be established by ritual (as in Ex. 

-
gest that ala is a “conditional imprecation,” 

Such a linkage of brit and ala is strength-
ened by the fact that the Hebrew idiom 
“to cut a covenant” is matched in Homeric 
Greek and in the Phoenician Arslan Tash 
inscription by similar idioms meaning “to 
cut a curse.” MC
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Deuteronomy 
and ancient Near 
Eastern treaty texts
The book of Deuteronomy displays a re-
markable correlation in form with treaty 
texts from the ancient Near East.

The basic form of the suzerain-vassal treaty, 
particularly the land grant treaties of suzer-
ain King Suppiluliuma I of Hatti and his vas-
sal, King Niqmaddu II of Ugarit and suzerain 
King III of Hatti and his vassal, King Bentesh-

-
tury BCE texts of the ancient Hittite empire. 

-

Sefîre treaties between King Bir-ga’yah of 
the northern Aramean kingdom of KTK 
and his vassal, King Mati’el bar ‘Attarsamak 

rather, the basic genre, i.e., the literary type 
of the suzerain-treaty form which was wide-
spread in the ancient Near East, informs the 
presentation of Deuteronomy.

The basic form of the Hittite treaties in-
cludes several key elements. These el-
ements also appear in Deuteronomy 

suzerain-vassal treaty between God, the 
suzerain of the world, and the people of 
Israel, His vassal.

The preamble of the form of the ancient 

to the treaty, including both the suzer-
ain-monarch, who holds title to the land, 
and the vassal, to whom the suzerain 
grants the right to rule the land in ques-

Moses, the leader of the people of Israel, is 
-

as the suzerain and the people as His vas-

The historical prologue of the form of the 
Hittite treaty recounts the history of the re-
lationship between the suzerain monarch 
and the vassal king. It generally presents 
the benevolent actions of the suzerain 
in granting the right to rule the land in 
question to the vassal and the need of the 
vassal for protection or the appeal made 
by the vassal for protection. Deuteronomy 

of the relationship between God and Israel 
in which He guided Is-
rael through the wil-
derness from Mount 
Sinai to the land of 
Moav, and Deuter-

other aspects of the 
relationship, such as 
the covenant made 

-

-

The primary stipulation of the treaty calls 
for the vassal’s exclusive allegiance to the 

the stipulation that Israel should recognize 
and worship only God.

The clauses of the treaty constitute specif-
ic stipulations that the vassal is required 

to the covenant stipulations or laws that 

The invocation of witnesses in both Hit-
tite and Assyrian treaties calls for the 
various gods and goddesses of both the 
suzerain and the vassal to serve as wit-
nesses to the treaty and thereby play a 
role in enforcing its provisions. The To-
rah’s monotheism, of course, does not 

to the covenant and there are no other 
gods. However, references to heaven and 

by providing or denying rain and food 
depending on Israel’s observance of the 

The blessings and curs-

of the treaty and the con-
sequences of failing to do 

so on the part of the vassal. 
The blessings and curses 

analogous function for the people of Israel.

The oath of imprecation indicates the oath 
sworn by the parties to the treaty to up-
hold their respective responsibilities as de-

and the people of Israel to observe the 
-

Ancient Near Eastern texts indicate that 
the deposit of also a treaty and its copy 
were typically placed in the sanctuaries of 
the parties to the treaty at the feet of the 
idols of their respective gods. The deposit 
of the covenant appears in Deuteronomy 

-
scribe the writing of the terms of covenant 
on two stone tablets that are deposited in 
the Ark of the Covenant, and in a scroll to 
be placed beside it. Additionally, Deuter-

to write a copy of the Torah himself so that 
he will keep and read it under the supervi-
sion of the Levitical priests all his life.

The periodic reading of the treaty calls for 
the public reading of the covenant before 
the vassal ruler and, on occasion, before 
the people of the land so that they will 
know the terms of the treaty and there-

-
tions. The instruction to engage in such a 

which calls for the public reading of the 
Torah before the people every seven years 
on the festival of Sukkot.

The Torah uses the literary structures of 
ancient Near Eastern suzerain-vassal trea-
ties in describing the covenant between 

of Hittite suzerainty treaty” in the Exodus 

Nevertheless, the Torah’s adaptation of 

by Exodus, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy, is 
unique. Whereas the Hittite and Assyrian 
treaties envision a relationship between 
rulers witnessed by their gods, only the 
Torah envisions a treaty in which the suzer-

-
tire adult population of a people, each of 
whom has been elevated to the status of 
a vassal king. MAS

The Torah uses the literary 
structures of ancient Near 

Eastern suzerain-vassal 
treaties in describing the 

covenant between God and 
Israel  
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, meaning 
-

my (in addition to a few references in Ex-

sites along the Israelites’ journey through 

-

sometimes simply called Kadesh (“holy 

with a large and very fertile oasis in the 
northeastern Sinai Peninsula containing 

-

springs are close to each other, and the 

-

-

ZR

Sinai” in the Exodus volume of this series 

-

this general area in eleven days, as stated in 

-

Sinai in the southern part of the Sinai Pen-
-

in the northern Sinai that stands alone on 

Other scholars suggested a location in 

-
ZR



|

28

29

D E U T E R O N O M Y  |   |  

The Anakites were an indigenous people 

Yehoshua wiped out most of the Anakites, 

The Egyptian execration texts of the Mid-

which is a group called the ly Anaq or 

dom letter 

discusses the , a southern Levant Se-

face of the pass is dangerous with , 

ZR

“Skyscrapers” as an English term for tall 

were often given names suggesting that 

high hill may have conveyed the same 

ridge, like pointed iron daggers without 

walls] were strong and rivaled the high-
est mountains, to the sight, as if from the 
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world increased, competition developed 

walls, and gates around settlements have 

-

components of ancient Near Eastern for-

north-central Jordan had a solid stone wall 

there include huge tower fortresses at the 

The dual term for gates (

Age gates which had civilian functions in 
-

times the second gate was positioned per-
pendicular to the main gate, serving as an 

transversal wall, forcing people entering 
the city to make a sharp turn from the outer 

the multiple gate defense was to have two 
types of functioning gates, a large main 

through which fully loaded pack animals 
could pass, and narrow secondary gates 

ZR
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framework of Deuteronomy as a rewriting 

stances of the Israelites who were con-

the form of Hittite suzerainty treaty” in 
the Exodus volume of this series on pages 

As the distinguished ancient Near Eastern 

points out, the Sinai revelation is a con-

which the stipulations of the Sinai treaty 

ry concern of the stipulations of ancient 
suzerain-vassal treaties was the loyalty of 

Just as no other ancient record exists of a 
deity’s treaty with a people, no Near East-

Rather, in Mesopotamian law collections, 

and ensuring justice (the Hittite laws do 
not identify the author, and no ancient 

…the gods Anu and Enlil, for the en-

ish the wicked and the evil, to prevent 
the strong from oppressing the weak…

When the god Marduk command-
ed me to provide just ways for the peo-

and justice as the declaration of  

The epilogue emphasizes that the legal 

These are the just decisions which 

the course of truth and the correct way 

…In order that the mighty not 
wrong the weak, to provide just ways 
for the waif and the widow, I have in-

statue of me, the king of justice…with-
in the Esagil, the temple…in order to 
render the judgments in the land, to 
give the verdicts of the land, and to 
provide just ways for the wronged…

whom the god Shamash has granted 

ments are choice…to the wise they are 

the Torah’s law within the context of the 

were credited as the authors of the law 

Never was even a single law from these 
collections referred to in any of the tens of 
thousands of legal documents (including 

laws were promulgated to the entire Isra-

addressee, and the whole society was to 

Theoretically, some may argue that verse 

at that time to teach you decrees and 

ways, that is, laws, and the 

upon a misreading of 
these verses, for verse 

“Keep His decrees and 
commandments, with 
which I am charging 
you today” (compare 

Moshe is the trans-
mitter of the Torah’s 

Due to the Torah’s unique idea of ethical 

to the wise person, Moshe proclaims an 

when they hear all these decrees they 
will say, “Surely this great nation is a 

close to it…and what other great na-

entire Torah…?

No parallel in the ancient world exists of 

mired internationally due to its adherence 

The exceptional ethical character of Deu-

JU
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This verse is included in its entirety in 
the  prayer, which was composed 
originally as part of the Rosh Hashana 

of daily prayers in the Ashkenazic work 

the unequivocal monotheism expressed 
here, using the merism (a rhetorical term 

contrasting parts, such as “from far and 

-

in heaven and upon earth, as it is said, ‘for 

Him also in the intervening space, as it is 

-

ZR

-
-

collection, and even people suspected of 

were understood to provide sanctuary for 
anyone, regardless of their guilt or inno-

the storm god, Adad, and the location of an 

sought refuge in the sanctuary of Athena 
(
of Heracles served as a refuge for runaway 

privileges to Jerusalem if the Jews there 
-

the Temple in Jerusalem, and release from 

to other societies, in the Torah the city of 
refuge provides refuge only for the acciden-
tal murderer, as detailed in Deuteronomy 

for a variety of sins as found in other ancient 

-
mo, rose and made his way straight to the 
horns of the altar and grasped hold of them” 

-

advanced and struck him down and put 

sacred places cannot provide refuge for a 

someone schemes against another and kills 

ZR
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This phrase appears frequently in Tanakh 

The milk in the phrase refers to domestic 
-

herds and grazing in the land’s pastures, 
-

to the Akkadian  which refers to 

in Tel Rehov have revealed that domestic 

was found, including ancient apiculture 

imported from lower Anatolia due to their 
less aggressive nature and greater honey 

-
derstood as a general reference to the fer-

-
ucts, as proof that the land “does indeed 

milk may represent the primary econo-
my in the southern and eastern parts 
of Israel which have little rainfall, while 

economy appropriate for the central and 

-
tian 

-

there was no limit to any [kind of ] cattle…

In the Ugaritic 

-

word for milk (
reference to fat ( ZR
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we do not have any Egyptian record that 
-

elite sojourn and slavery in Egypt or their 
exodus, many cultural, historical, and ar-

-

Some of them traded with Egypt, others 
went to Egypt to work, often constituting 

and prisoners of war from the Levant were 

Egypt of the New Kingdom was an em-
pire that, at its peak, extended from the 
Euphrates River in contemporary Syria to 

-
itary campaigns, together with its growing 

-

These were given as prized rewards to 
army generals, or to temples as servants 
to the gods, through which they were em-

Egyptian documents from the New King-
dom record the manufacture of mud 

stone monuments and for non-monu-
-

tian documents record the lack of straw 

storage facilities attached to palaces and 

Israelites, may represent the Egyptian Per 

omitted from Per Ramesses, leaving Ra-

-
fore the reign of King Ramesses II of the 

toponym, and some other historical and 
-

lieve that the long reign of King Ramesses 

many as the “Pharaoh of the exodus,” oth-
er scholars have more recently pointed at 
the reign of Ramesses III of the Twentieth 

others, on the dating of papyri mention-

-
cation of the Shasu nomads with early “Is-

from the Nineteenth Dynasty that they are 
-

-

Since the Western Semites who dwelled in 
Egypt did not write in their own language 
and did not leave any written record, the 
only record we have is the Egyptian record, 

-
fy Israelites among the Western Semites 

-

toponym Ramesses, the appearance of Sha-
su nomads associated with Seir and Edom, 
together with other reasons, lead some 

-
riod up to the end of the reign of Ramesses 

RSH


