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o 1c;1:sr 

The purpose of this paper is to evaluate the data we have on 

ancient Semitic human sacrifice for the express purpose of validating 

the claims that have been made as to its existence, nature and purpose. 

The problem of Molech-worship a!:i it relates to Israelite, Phoenician, 

:~esopotamian and Carthagin ian archaeological discoveries is ~horoughly 

analyzed . 

The evidence concerning human sacrifice is broken into two categories: 

records native to tl\e culture un<ler discussion and literary allegations 

by authors external to the cultures. More weight is assigned to eviuence 

of the fonner category. Major biblical emendations are not relied upon 

as evidence. 

There is a dearth of internal evidence of any kind on human sacr ifice 

from Phoenicia or Canaan. Carthage has yielded some ambiguous stelac 

and calcined pits, which some scholars have tried to link up with Molech­

worship, but that hypothesis cannot be proved and indeed there is much 

evidence that whatever was happening i n Carthage bore no relation to any 

Judahit e practice. Thus the Carthaginian mater ial remains t o be under­

s tood. 

From Mesopotamia and J\rahia we find a few texts that are as cogently 

read as "dedication by fire" as they are read as human sacrifice. In fact, 

the human sacrifice hyp0thesis leads one int o more difficulties than the 

dedication hypothesis. 

This lack of internal evic.Jence flies in the face of the stan<lar<l 

assumption, based on many classical Hebrew, Greek, La tin, SyTiac, and 

Arabic writers, that human sacrifice was rife and rampant among ancient 

Semitic peoples. It is more probable that only the notion of hwnan 

sacrifice existed was given credence by a couple of cases (some of whidl 



achieved the status of cross-cultural myths), and was appl_ied by some 

cultures to surrounding cultures as a measure of their wickedness. 

The second part of this paper discusses allegations of Israelite 

human sacrifice in the Bible: Mesha, the Sepharvit es, and the Gibeonites. 

Only with the incident of Mesha are we really dealing with human sacrifice, 

and only in the Mesha incident does the legal/his torical material register 

a polemic against human sacrifice . 

Part Ill is concerned with Israelite human sacrifice: "Foun<lation 

Sacrifices", Jephtah, the sacrifice of the first-born, Molech, and various 

ambiguous texts so understoot.l as human sacrifice. Only the Jephthah 

incident can be understood unmistakably as human sacrifice. The Molech-cult 

is now understood as ·,on-sacrificial fire dedication to Adad , the "King of 

lleaven" . 

The conclusion applies the finding of this thesis, that human sacrifice 

was virtually non-existent in the ancient Semitic world, to a discussion of 

the i ntent of the narrative of the "Binding of Isaac" . The hypotheses that 

it was the etiology of a sanctuary, the etiology of animal substitution for 

human victims, a polemic against human sacrifice, or a trial of character 

are ,~eighe<l. 
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lNI'RODUCrION 

To begin any discussion of the Biblical passages that seemingly 

allude to hwnan sacrifice, it is necessary to examine the Semitic cultures 

neighboring on Israel-Mesopotamia, Phoenician-Carthage, Syro-Palestine, 

an Arabia (with sidelong glances to non-Semitic but a<ljacent cultures of 

Greece and Rome; for tales of hwnan sacrifice abound in these cultures as 

well). This paper will present the evidence concerning human sacrifice as 

brought to light by modern scholars, re-examine the conclusions they have 

drawn from this evidence, weigh other options, -and attempt to determine afresh 

the nature of the conclusions which are warranted by the data. In our cross­

cultural comparison we shall endeavor to reconstruct the extent to which 

human .sacrifice was nonnative in the ancient world, the nature of the rituals, 

and the motivations for them. To what extent was hwnan sacrifice a regular 

feature of the cults, and to what extent was it, perhaps, a rare or 

intermittertphcnomcnon, not to be taken as nonnal, established practise? 

h11at were the characteristics of the victim with regard to sex, age, and 

family status? Most important, what is the nature of the evidence? 

It is our intention to place great stress on archaeological evidence 

in respect to the p~rticular cul ture under Jiscussion. That is, more 

weight will he ::issigncd to texts (or the l ack thereof) attesting t o hwnan 

sacrifice stemming from the culture itself than to allegations about 

such practises from other contemporary cultures. !t need not he said that 

more weight will be assigned to contemporary and adjacent allegations from 

external sources than to those reports which are farther removed in time 

and location. 

This last criterion has its limitation . TI1ere is the possibility 

l 
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that texts which might a llude to the practjce arc yet to be unearthed, or th.it 

the culture itself may have consciously supprcsscJ such tex~.s or othen,•ise con­

cealc<l evi<lencc of the practice . Nith regard to the possibility that such texts 

are yet to be unearthed, we submit that we can deal only with the evidence at 

hand . As to the possibility that a culture would (or coul<l) conceal this type 

of evidence , we believe that from the assumptions of the external allegations 

one woul<l have to conclude that such practices woul<l not have been concealed, 

but affirmed, b)' these cultures. /\n internal silence on such matters, therfore, 

should make us wary as to the veracity of the external authors . 

One las t cautionary note: it has been the practise of reputable scholars 

for some time now to approach with <listrust "histories" by Greco-Roman authors 

unless their narratives can be conoborated from other sources . Much that i s 

within their pages is ..:·anciful or based on hearsay. In ad<li tion, their own 

cultural bias anJ temperamental predispositions often prevented them from un<ler­

standing the t rue nature o[ those cultures with which they ha<l 1 ittle contact, 

or which they believed, to be barbaric i£ not even inimical to their own 

culture's values. 

Much of the discussion of human sacrifice in the secondary literatur e 

centers around the issue of so-called Molech-worship i n the Bible. ln<leed, 

our interest in the field of human sacrifice grew out of our own s tudy of 

the scholarly dehate on the nature of Molech rites. It is no accident that 

many of the theories we shall discuss in our research o[ the scholarship on 

other Semitic cultures <leal with the Biblical tenninology of Malech: more 

specHically, the consonants- mem, lameJ , an<l kaph; the locatio11- "topheth" 

in the valley of lien llinnom; an<l the actions associated with the rite of 

"pass ing sons and <laughters to Molech through the firo," and "giving one's 

seed to Molech." /\ full discussion of ~olech wi 11 appear in Part 111 , 

together with an elaboration of the data and interpretations from Parts I 

and IL Let us , then tum to these non- Israelite cultures. 



PART I 

IIUMAN SACRIFICE IN NON- ISRAELITE SBHTIC CULTURES 
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A. PHOENlClA-CANM~ (SYRO-PALESI' INI:) 

There are references to Phoenician and Canaanite cl1ild-sacrifice 

hy Greek and Latin authors . The earliest author we have on the subject 

is Quintus Curtius (live<l in Rome ca. SOC. E.) who relates a narrative 

from Tyre under siege by Al exanc!er : 

"Some were cow1seling the resumption of a rite which , cannot 
believe to have been pleasing to the gods, and which had been in abey­
ance for centuries . I mean the sacrifice to Saturn of a chi Id of free­
born family. This rite, sacrilegious rather than sacred , was trans­
mitted by i t s foumJers to Carthage, where, it i s sajd, it was practise<l 
up to the clestn1ction of the city. /\nd if the council of elclcrs who 
hel<l authority h.itl not intervened, _a barbarous superstition would have 
triumphed over htanane principles."1 

Porphyry (232/3-305 C. E., Tyre) writes: 

1'ln the great catas trophes \vhich follow upon wars, drought, and 
plague, the Phoenicians ,vould mark out one of their own dear children 
to be sacrificed to Kronos. The History of Phoenicia which Sanchuniaton 
composecl in Phoeni ci .. m, and ,,hich Philo of Byhlos (ca . 100 C. 1.: .) 2 transl ated into Greek, in eight books , is full of such sacr ifices ." 

Eusebius , bishop of Caesarea (ca. 264-340) also quotes Philo of 

Byblos' translation of Sanchtmiaton' s work, adding that these sacri fices 

were done in a mysterious manner3 and that the rite had been introduced 

by Kronos himself by the sacrifice of his son: 

"Kronos , i Jl going about the worJd , gave his daughter Athena the 
kingdom of Attica. But on the occasion of a pestilence and mortality, 
Kronos offered up his only-hegotten son to Uranus . .. It was customary 
with the ancients in times of great calamity , to prevent the uestruct ion 
of all, for the rulers of the c ity or nation to sacrifice to the avenging 
<lemons their most beloved chilJ as a ~ u rro✓ (a reJemption offering); 
and t hose who were gjven for this ptirpose were sucrifjceJ with mystic rites. 
Kronos no\v ... had hy a nymph of the cow1try called l\.nobrct an only son •. . 
a11d when great danger from war beset t l1c lanJ, he adorned t he altar and 
invested his son with the emblems of royalty and sacrificed him." 

There are many problems in these texts which urge caution as to thei r 

acceptance as evidence for the existence of human sacr ifice . Curtius 

wrote from Rome about an event which t ook place approximately 380 years 

befor e his time in Tyre. llis approach i s decidedl y hearsay ("it is said"), 
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polemical ("a rite which I qumot hclicvc to be pleasing to the gods ... 

a barbarous superstition"), an<l, in ad<li tion, the ''el<lers" prevented 

the sacrifice from taking place . Indeed, his hearsay account of the siege 

of Tyre terms human sacriflce as ''a rit<> which hacl been in abeyance for 

centuries." We are left to wonder from this account if it had ever taken 

place at all. 

Porphyry and Eusehius are both quoting Philo, who, in tur:n is 

supposedly translating a work written in Phoenitian by an author knoMl 

as Sanchuniaton, as to whose very existence t here has been longstanding 

scholarly debate. Even if the Ras Sh.amra texts arc taken to ccrrohorate 

much of \vhat Philo attributes Sanchuniaton as having written, 5 t hey still 

do not establish the existence of an author by that name, nor guarantee 

his cre<libility. Therefore, let us examir.e t he internal evidence to 

<leter,nine whether or not it corroborates the account attributed to him. 

As of this <late, there are no Phoenician texts which feature 

unambiguous mention either of the existence of a myth of Kronos sacrificing 

his son or of any cultic act of human sacrifice. Efforts have been made 

to find references to cultic acts in the letters MLK in the Ras Sharnra 

texts, to connect those references to the Molech rites in Judal1. To this 

encl liturgical text 19.15 (<liscovered in 1955, published in 1965) has 

been analy:c<l am.I re-analyz.c<l, but the prevailing opinion is that it has 

nothing to do w.ith human sac1·Hicc .6 The text is incomplete, but the 

first two 1 incs run as follows: 

(1) Wine which is mea~un~d by the hanu of ( ) 

(2) in the <lbh mlk. 

Line 3 contains the words <lbh ~pn; in lines 7, 10, an<l 11 we have bt mlk; 

and in line 14, <lbh bcl.7 The attempt to read dbl~ mlk as a "molk sacrifice"8 
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( 
is complicated first by the fact that dhh h 1 is probably a "sacrifice 

of Baal ," which would lead us to believe that in the parallel constructioll, 

clbry mlk, mlk is also a name or a title (but not a ''vow' ' as Eissfeldt reads .) . 

In addit ion, db1: ~n, "sacrifice of the north/~aphon," i s also in the same 

granunatical construction, suggesting that clb1] mlk cannot mean other than 

"the sacrifice of the ~-U...K , to the MLK," or "of the MLK s t a tus ." The 

references to the sacrifice as belonging to Baal rule OLlt the possibilit y 

that the rite i s taking place in the temple of another deity, and there­

fore , bt ml k is with greater likelihood to be read as "pal ace,119 and not 

as "the temple of Molk" . Indeed, the reading of mlk as "king" is to be 

preferred throughout the passage, even if i t refer s to a god. This 

evidence for human sacrifi~e in Phoenicia can thus be seen to be extremely 

,veak and controversial . 10 

That t here must have been human sacrifice in Phoenicia has been 

argued by those who: a) give credence to the reports of Porphyry, 

l;usebius, and Curtius; b) accept the fact that human sacrifice was 

practised i n Carthage (as per the accounts in Latin we have discussed in 

prel iminary fashion and will see, and based also on some archaeological 

evidence); aml c) unJerstand Mal ech worship in Judah as human sacrifice . 

DeV:iw.. maintains that ' ' the i<lenti t y of the rites practiced in Israel and 

CartJmge can onl y be explained in tenns of common source, ,,i1ich is evidently 

Phoenicia. ,.ll \Ve shall la t c1· examine these r ites in respect to the supposed 

affinity or, in<lee<l , identity whicl1 deVaux a t tr ibutes to them. For the 

present it must suffice to say that the obvious di fficulties in the texts 

of the classical authors themselves, coupled witJ1 the lack of internal 

evidence from Phoenicia12 provides shaky ground on which to base the 

existence of any practice, how much the less so abhor red a practice as 
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that represented by the sacrifice of human beings. 

One last note: if Car~hagc learned the tradition of human sacrifice 

from its Phoenician founders, as reported by Quintus Curtius, this 

tradition would have to have been prominent in Phoenicia at least as late 

as 814 B. C. E., the elate of the foWlding of Carthage according to Timaeus. 

Were this the case , can \~C imagine that this practice would not have been 

featured in Elijah's polemics against the Baal worshippers of Ahab's time 

(869-850 IL C. C.)? Israel and Judah during the reigns of the two Phoe­

nician Queens, Je:zehel and Athaliah, were influenced by Pl)oenician 

thought and religion more than at any time in their histories. In view 

of the fact that there is not a single reference in the Biblical narra­

tive to Elijah's condemnir.g human sacrifice, it would seem that the 

argument for its existence in Phoenician religion at t11at t ime and its 

subsequent transfer to Carthage is suspect. 1,q1ile this is an argument 

from silence it serves to underline that there is more i.n the evidence 

against the existence of a rite of human sacr ifice in the cults of Syro­

Palestine than there is in support of that hypotJ1esis. 



8 

B. CNffl-lAGE 

~!any classical authors <liscussed Carthaginian sacrifice of humans. 

Diodorus Siculus {Sicily, 1st century B. C. E.) tells of llamilcar offering 

his child to Kronos.13 Tertullian {160-230 C. [ . Carthage) speaks of 

protests in the proconsulate of Tiberius who were crucified for indulging 

in the prac tice . 14 /\s cleVaux admits that tl1ere is doubt as to the very 

substance of the 11proconsulate of Tiberius•~15 we must dismiss 'this verse 

from Tertullian as evidence. Lactantius (240-320 C. E. , North Africa) 

records the sacrifice of 200 highborn children after tl1e defeat of a 

Carthaginian anny in Syracuse by Agathocles, 16 a tale which D:iodorus 

also relates. 
17 

Clitarchus describes the scene of the sacrifice to Kronos: 

''There was a bronze statue of Kronos with its arn1s over the brazier 
in which the children were burnt." 8 

Cli tarchus a l so adus that the children were burnt a l ive, and they smiled 

sardonically as the flames reached them. 1 t is easy to see that Clitarchus' 

infonnation suffers from wild flights of imagination. DeVaux himself does 

not credit his testimony. 19 

llowever , j ust as Greek animosity towarJs their Eastern Mediterranean 

rivals , the Phoenicians , yielded biased accounts of their traditions, so 

NUS th~1 I.! an even more bitter hatred on the part of the Romans for all 

things Carthag i nian. It is at least a possibility that enmity is what 

motivated CJi tarchus to describe Corthagian human sacrif icc as if it ,,,ere 

possible fo r an infant to be so mesmerizeu as not to feel pain ,~hile 

being humt alive, or for Plutarch to believe that Carthaginian mothers 

were somehow di fferent in tliat they could stand by and watch their children 

being sacr ificed without even sheckling a tear. 20 It is also difficult 

to understand Quintus Curtios being so polemical about Carthage's and its 

founders' practice of human sacrifke, as it has been alleged that the 
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Romans themselves, practised it, 21 wlless one sees it in the context of 

a Roman-Punic rivalry. As it is well known that Greco-Roman authors are 

willing to exaggerate when being overtly polemical, one is constrained to 

Joubt their statements unless they can be corroborated from other sources. 

In this section, as in the previous section, the primary emphasis will be 

assigned to archaeological evidence. 

Phoenician sources have been investigated thoroughly by .cissfeldt, 22 

Albright, and deVaux due to the external allegations that the Carthaginians 

learned human sacrifice from their founders. And it is from Carthage 

that we fin<l the most promising archaeological evidence t o support this 

hypothesis. This evidence consists of numerous <listi.11ctive stelae surrounding 

calcined pits in Punic setllements of North Africa, Sicily , an<l Sardinia. 

One of these stelae bears a representation of a Punic ''priest" carrying 

Nhat seems to be a child in his anns . Eissfeldt discovered that a number 

of stelae have inscriptions including the letters MLK , alone, or in 

combinations as MLK'MR, MLKBcL, and MLK'OM. These inscriptions date from 

the fourth to the first centuries 13. C. E. , an<l are dedicated to Baal Hammon 

and/or Tanit. They have heen found in Carthage, Guelma, Susa (Adnunetum), 

Salammho, an<l El Hofra.Z:4 J\.t the bases of the stelae urns containing the 

calcined bones of hwnan children and l ambs were found buried. 

fassfel<lt' s theory concerning these inscriptions is that they speak 

of human sacrifice , because of the connection of the letters MLK with the 

Biblical rite in topheth, which, he assumes , ,,as a rite of human sacrifice . 

From another set of stclae , discovered at PGaous (near Carthage) in 1930 , 

Eissfeldt found Latin inscriptions dating from the end of the secornl or 

the beginning of the third century C. E. They are dedicated to Saturn 

(who is known as Baal Hammon in Latin Africa) and contain the phrase 
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"sacnun magnwn nocturnam molchomor." Eissfelclt translated this as "the 

great molchomor sacrifice by night," ancl used this s te l a as the basis for 

his vocalization of MLK 'MR. 

~O...K, Eissfeldt argues, is not the name of a go<l, but rather a type of 

sacrifice : a "molk" sacrifice. A molk sacrifice is a "vow-offering", an<l 

Eissfel<lt derives this meaning from the Syriac word "mulkana", "promise". ZS 

'MR, pronounced •omo~•, he translates as "sheep" as the basis o~ the Assyrian 

"irraneru" and the Aramaic "immar", anJ of the fact that the stelae from N'Gaous 

speak e>.1)1ici tly about lambs and/or depict them in connectjon \'1ith the 

mention of "molchomor". ln aclJition, three of these five inscriptions 

specify that the lamb is a substitute: "anima pro anima, sanguine pro 

c:;anguinc , vita pro vita;" and t\~o of these add "agnus pro vikario." The 

lamb seems to have been offered as a suhstitute for a chi ld , l!issfeldt 

opines, as the names of the children specified on four of the inscriptions 

are respectively lmpctratus, Donatus, anJ Concessa, all symbolic names 

meaning "asked for" or "given'' (in connection with a vo"', says Eissfeldt). 

Therefore, MKL 'MR is to be understood as the ''vow-offering o( a lamb 

(substitute)." 

If MLK'MR is a lamh vow-offer ing, then argues Eissfeldt, it stand~ 

to reason that MLK 'OM is the VO\~-offering of a man. This seems to be 

corroborated by the e:x-pression which occurs a few times on the s telae: 

MLK't:)1 13SRM BTM. translated by deVaux as "vow-offering of a human, his 

own flesh (his son's) , totally .'126 There fore, Eissfel dt conclu<les , the 

human-sacrifice tradition that Carthage received fronr its Phoenician 

founders was the ' 'molk", or vow-offering of a son: ~fi..K'I»\ with the 

allowable suhstitution of a lamb for the son, MLK'MR. 

Eissfeldt's theories have been subjected to nruch criticism. First, 
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ho1" di<l "immeru" anu "immar'' in Assyrian .'.lild Aramaic become ''omor" 

i n Punic? The philological problems invol ved in the change of vowel 

f rom i_ t o 2_ in t he first syllable and t he undoubling o[ the !!!_have yet 

to be explained satisfactorily. Moreover, Eissfeldt attempts to draw 

support for his claim that molech in the Bible is, through Phoenicia, 

rel ated to the Carthagini:m MLK, both meaning a vow-sacr ifice , i ~ at 

variance with Lev . 20: 5 Ir,. ;i • J(l t, J>'j'j. ''To play the har lot after a 

vow" makes no sense whatever. Malech i s either the name or title of a 

deity or person. DeV~ux realizes this as a problem, and suggest s that 

at the time the Israelites borrowed the word from the Phoenicians. the 

meaning of ~ll..K as "vow" had been forgotten and that the Israelites 

considered that these offerings were destined for a k ing-god , a ''Melek." 27 

This explanation, ho1vever, only weakens the argument for MLK meaning vow, 

since this putative sense i s based upon a late Sy1·iac word: "mulkana." 

Surely if MLK meant to the Phoenicians and to the Syriac speakers , th--t 

meaning must still have been extant at the time when Israel picked it up. 

Obviously then, the MLK on the Punic stelae , i f it means vo1\I at all , has 

no relation to llebrew ( f>v in the Malech context . 

Another philological problem, this time from the Latin, militates 

against Eissfel<lt ' s argument. A "sacrum magnum" is not a "great sacrifice' ' 

but "great lloliness." It is not necessary, therefore, t o unders tand 

molchomor in t he context as being in any way sacrificial. Indec<l, mah}' 

scholar s do not sec MLK'~Ul or MI.K ' DM as having anyth ~.ng t o do with 

sacrifice. R::ithcr, one possibility, at leas t cqurilly plnusihl e , is that 

they are epithet s of a deity. M. iluber renders MLK' MR as ''The Malk has 

spoke11''. and MLK ' OM (N) as ' 'The Mdk is Lord. 1128 Another obvi ous reading 

of MLK'IJ.1 is "King of Mankind", which was El/Kronos ' l_lel l enized name in 
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the Phoenician sphere: MalkanJros. 29 MLKB<L is only "King Baal", 

the god to whom the sacrifice \\las offered . "Ki ng" was a common 

epithet for Punic and Phoenician gods: e .g ., Melkart, ''King of the 

City". 

Concerning the figure of the "priest" carrying the "child," 

this s tela (and one other similar stela not identified as being 

a representation of the "molk' ' rites) 30 is artistically unique.. There 

being no text inscribed upon it, and there not bei ng any other similarly 

carved stela with text with ~hich to compare it, it seems that the 

assertion that it is a priest carrying a child to offer him up as a 

vow-offering is speculation a t its wildest. That is simply reading too 

much into a cryptic pictur~. Most of the stelae surrounding the cal­

cined pits (which have all too enthusiastically been named, "tofets'') 

bear abstract or floral designs, or have stylized renditions of humans 

amidst symbol s . None of them represent sacrificial scenes. The 

t ypical "tofet" stela symbol (figures C and D in the appendix) shows a 

man-fo1111 under a cr escent and circle. In stD111T1ary, Eissfel <ltts ori­

ginal hypothesis is weak on supporting details and strnng on unproven 

assumptions. 

There are other interpretations of the phrases MLK'MR, MLK'DM and 

MLKH< L. 31 Eissfel<lt does not interpret MLKif L as a sacrifice. Some 

schola!"s do. They claiJn that in Punic, Hebrew, Md Phoenician, baal 

signifies a "landowner," a:1d differs from '~I, or ' 'plebeian.'' Thus 

MLKll<L, fit into Eissfel<lt's schema, would be the sacrifice (of a child) 

of a highborn landowner, ~U,K 'DM would signify the subs ti tut ion of a peasant 

child for the highborn cllild, and r-11.K •~ol would be the ultimate substitution 

of a lamb for a human child at all. Support for this interpretation is 

sought from numerous classical authors. Plutarch (46-117 C. E. , Rome) 
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speaks e>.-plicitly of such a practice: 

''The Carthaginians were wont to slaughter their own children at 
the foot of altars. Those who had no children would buy some little 
ones from poor folk, and slaughter these as one does with lambs or 
birds. The mother would hc

3
~resent at the sacrifice, never shedding a 

tear nor uttering a groan." 

Diodorus also describes this practice in relation to the earlier­

mentioned defeat of the Carthaginian anny in 310 B. C. E. at the hands 

of /\gathocles. The Carthaginians, he writes: 

"deemed that Kronos too was hostile to them; the reason being 
that aforetime they sacrificed to this god the best of their children, 
whereas subsequently they had begun to buy d1ildren secretly antl send 
them off to the sacr ifice. Inquiry revealed that certain of the children 
sacrificeJ haJ been substituted. Thinking over these things and seeing 
the enemy encamped before the walls, they were filled witJ1 a religious 
fear of having made nothing of the honors traditionally due to the gods. 
They hastened to put these errors right, and decreed the public sac-
rifice of two hundred children cilosen from the most distinguished families; 
other citizens, who were the objects of accusatiq~s, voluntarily offered 
their own chilJren, no less than three hundred .":, 

At first glance these passages seem to support the above substitution 

hypotJ1esis _ However, prohlems emerge from the tale of Dioclorus, _in that 

he maintains that this substitution was at best hush-hush, at worst, 

excoriated. In any case , as he <lescribes it, the practice of a 

substitution was hardly something that Carthaginians would inscribe on a 

s tela . For it would appear frolil Uiotlorus' account; that a "citizen" family 

which had been h.n0\\'11 lu have substituted a child for i ts 0 \"11, would have 

created a scandal. The possibility remains, of course, that the attitude 

towards substitution may have changed from century to century; that Diodorus 

<lcscribes an extreme case (through, since mil j tary <lcfc..1t is tho reason 

for the sacrifice, it would seem that all cases arc extreme), or, that as 

Plutarch intimates, childless couples may have substituted without 

divine or social disapproval. In any case, the entirety of the above argu­

ment presupposes EissfelJt 's philology of MLK as a vow-offering, and that 
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hypothesis is too shaky :l base to build upon, especially in view of the 

problems it raises. 

One cannot, therefore, argue convincingly that the pictures and texts 

on the "t-ofet'' s telae prove that the Carthaginians practiced human sacrifice. 

The strongest. basis for the acceptance of the view that they did lies in 

the two assumptions that Molech worship in Israel was human sacrifice, and 

that Phoenicia is the ljnk and source for the practice in both Israel and 

Carthage. TI1at Phoenicia practiced htunan sacrifice, as we have seen, 

cannot be proven. The nature of the Malech rites in l.srael will be dis­

cussed in Part 111. 

The evidence to be gleaned from the pits themselves is stronger than 

the evidence yielded from '_he stelae arow1d them. They are ash pits, 

calcined areas in what archaeologists have labeled ''the sanctuary" areas 

of the Punic settlements in which they were found. The pits were labeled 

"tofet s," as already mentioned, because of a hasty identification as "hearths'· 

("topheth") which were used "to pass sons through the fire to Mol ech" in 

Jerusalem's Topheth. 34 T11e urns which were discovered buried at the base 

of the stelae35 (when the stelae h::td not been stacked up36) contained 

sandy soi 1, cinders, conifereous charcoal, land and sea shells, tJ1e bones 

:,f small 1113.IIDllals, and the trinkets of wealthy children as well as bones of 

human chillren and lambs (caJcinate<l). The)' contained in various instances 

fragments of skeletons of many children at a time, of lamb and human 

skeletons mixed, or all la.11b skeletons . This could be taken as an i ndication 

that they were drawn from a common pyre, and to suggest that whatever 

happened happened en masse. Yet there seem to be approximately as many 

victims as urns, suggesting that whatever took place could just as 

possibl y taken place separately. Some see them as the charred result of 

the mass sacrifices in times of national calamity so vivjdly retold by the 
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classical authors. For, if the children ,,ere from wealthy citizen families, 

it is possible that the families that made the "donations" '·"ould each h.."tve had 

the means to provide a commemorative stela erected in honor or their child . 

That the contents of the pi ts \\las found in the urns connects them all as be­

longing to the same rite.38 An<l the urns have been dated well enough to show 

that the practise associated with the pits, urns and stelae lasted from 

Car thage ' s founding (7th-8th cunturies B.C.E.39) to the second c~ntury B.C.E. 

There is a marked t rend towards a higher proportion of lamb bones in the mix 

as the centuries progress, and, on the basis of the reports of the Lat in 

authors,40 this has b.een explained as a rise in the trend towards substitution. 

Some argue that t he existence of the "tofots" still proves nothing, for 

in the absence of any explicit and unambiguous Carthaginian text speaking of 

human sacrifice, one could just as well assume that the urns were crematory 

urns for newborn (74% of the skeletons overall) and premature infants (6%) or 

other children up to four years ol d who died in infancy/childhood of disease, 

accompanied more and more as the years went on , by t he funeral-offering 

of a lamb, or many lambs. lt is certainly not the case that t he data from 

t he analysis of the urns-pits points clearly to a tradition of human 

sacrifice. 

Assuming human sacrifice, we can deduce from t he number of years 

over which the few victims are spread out that the rite ,~ould have had 

to have been sporadic, just as the "histories11 relate, and that this 

sporaJicity would be tied to occurrencas of nationa l disgrace and/or 

demoralization after military defeat. If this is true, then there is no 

basis at all for the assertaion of deVaux that the rites in Jud.,h and 

Carthage were identical and thus ha<l a common source. From all we know 

about the Judean Molech rites41 they were cultic. not sporadic (that is , 

they took place in one location- topheth- and are never mention in 
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cmmection with extraordinary calamity) . ln a<l<l ition, they took place 

in one location outside Jerusalem in the valley of Ben I linnon. (Even 

assLUlling as does Albright, the existence of many topheth-style sanctuar ies, 

we must emphasize that even he admits that they would be in the wadis 

outside the villages42). This is in contrast t o what is alleged about 

Carthage. There the rites were sporadic and located ins ide the cities. 

No matter what occure<l in the rites , the locations and occurrence of these 

rites are so dissimilar as not to be the same thing at all. In addition, 

as we have shown above, no hypothesis of connection can be proved to exist 

between the Malech of J u<lah and Phoenician MLK'DM, t-U..K'MR, MLKll<L, or 

molchomor. \'Je therefore concl ude that Phoenicia cannot be posited as the 

link for ~.o such unrelated rites. In this l ight the lack of internal 

evidence from Phoenicia is totally consistent with the data as we have it . 

This is not to say that human sacrifice never existed in Carthage. That 

remains as good a possibility as any other, but it is not grounds for a 

conclusion. It is val id to say that it would be more fruitf-ul to look to 

some other Mediterranean culture for its origin (Greece, Rome, or North 

Afri can Nativc).43 
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C. MESOPOTJ\Ml/\ 

Much research has been directed tm._rar<ls the uncovering of evidence 

attesting to human sacri fice in Mesopotamia (principally in Assyria) to 

shed light on the Molech rites in Judah . It is from the reign of Ahaz 

(735-715 B. C. E.) ancl onward that Judah is assumed to have adoptecl 

many Mesopotamian (Assyrian) practices. Araz became an Assyrian vassal 

after entreating Tigiath-Pileser's assistance in lifting t he siege that 

Pekah, King of Israel , and Rezin, King of Damascus, had laid upon Judah. 

In return for Assyrian hel p, Ahaz journeyed to Damascus to pay tribut e 

to Tiglath-Pileser. 

\vl1ile in Damascus, Ahaz became enamored of the accoutrements of the 

cult he saw there. On his return t o Judah, he redesigned the cultic 

apparati of the Temple "because of the King of Assyria" (11 Kings 16: 

17- 18), and built an altar like the one he saw in Jlamascus to supplant the 

one already in the Templ e (16: 10-16). Ahaz ' s grandson Mcnasseh (6S7-642) 

followed Ahaz in the importation of Aramean-J\ssyrian cultic activity to 

the cult and t o t he popular religion: "He built: altars for all the host: 

of heaven44 in the two courts of the house of the Lord (21:5). And both 

Ahaz and Menasseh "passed their sons through the fire" (16: 3 and 21: 6) 

to Malech. Inasmuch as both Menasseh and Ahaz appear to be initiators of 

other aspects of Assyrian religion, it would seem probable that they 

receivec.l "passing through the fire to'' Malech" from Assyria as well. 

If the Molech cult is human sacrifice, then Mesopotamia, not Phoenicia, 

is the place to inves tigate to corroborate that h)'pothesis. 

Another impetus to investigate Mesopotamia for hl..D1laJl sacrificial 

traditions derives from the remark in II Kings 17:31 that "the Sepharvites 

(whom the Assyrians introduced as colonists to Samaria) burnt their children 

to Adrarranelech aml Anammelech, the gods of Sepharvaim." Evidence has been 
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found in archaeological and linguistic contexts to corroborate the deporta­

tion of the men of Sepharvaim (Sibraim, in Ez. 47: 16, a city between 

Damascus and llamath in northern Syria45) to Samaria . Adrammelech has been 

identifie<l as Adad-milki , "Adad the King", a northwestern Mesopotamian 

god known to have been worshipped in the eighth and seventh centuries, 

and is a variation on the name of the Syrian st onn-go<l,Madad/Adad. 

Anammelech seems to be Anath/Ishtar • 46 the "Queen of Heaven'', A<lad ' s 

consort. Thus we have an allusion to Mesopotamians allegedl y practicing 

child cremation/sacrifice to gods with MLK in their names around the time 

that Ahaz is recorded as passing his son through the fire. 

The search for corroborative evidence from ~1esopotamian texts has so 

far turned up Jnly blin<l a lleys, as far as human sacrifice is concerned. 

Several controversies have long been resolved. At one time there was 

debate as to whether the royal tombs at Ur could be considered evidence of 

hwnan sacrifice.47 These sixteen tombs discovered by Wooley contained the 

deceased individual buried with his retinue. The standard interpretation 

now is that these were not human sacrifices but funeral gifts for the 

departed. 48 In a similar vein, many have spoken about the so-called 

11king-substitute" sacrifice, where a beggar took over the rol e of king 

during times the priests declared supernatural dangers threatened the 

king. 49 After the <langer passed, the heggar was put to death. And that 

• . 1 I d I · f · l · SO 1s precise y w1at was one: t 1ere was no sacn. ice, on y an execution. 

Other texts have been i,lcnti[ie<l as speaking of sacrifices. These 

have now been recognized as magic cures and s tatements oi revenge. 51 

There a.re al so a group of vassal treaties which conclude with a rite of 

sympathetic magic in which an animal or a figurine is c:.it up, burned , or 

otherwise destroyed as pre-punishment should the vassal sin against the 
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treaty . 52 These arc now understood as having nothing to <lo with human 

sacrifice: inc.leed, they are similar to /\braharn' s ''covenant between the 

parts."53 

The most controversial texts are Assyrian contracts from the ninth 

to seventh centuries B. C. E. which mention the '1burning" of children to 

Adad, Ishtar, and Belet-~eri: 

1. apilsu rabu ina hamri sa A<lad issarap 
"llis eldest son shali be burned in the hamru of the go<l 
A<lacl . "54 

2. apilsu ana Adamilki (dX.MA.N) isarrap, marassu rabitu 
itti 2 SlltU dam ereni ana Bclet-~eri isarrap 
"Ile shall hurn his son to A<lad the King; he shall burn his 
eldest daughter along with 2 measures of cedar to Belet-seri."55 

3 . lu apilsu r abu lu marassu rabitu itti 1 iJner riqqe tabute 
ana Belet-seri i-qa-(li) 
"It is prnper to burn his eldest son or e l dest daughter with 
an iJTier of good spices to Belet-seri. ,.5 

V ~ <l V / 

4. apilsu rabu ana pan Adad-milki ( X.Mi\N) isarf:JP JGJ IHL) 
niarassu mbi tu ana pan Dele (t-seri i)sarrap ... 7 ~t/\S.ME~ 
7 mi~~S .MES c!na Adad a~i!> Kurbail ussar (~wussuru, Postgate: 
waru S); 7 lusUlllJR.LA.MES 71111SlJHUR.l.J\.MES ana Jstar asibat 
J\rbail i i<ldan y "' 

"lie shall burn his eldest son before /\dad the King; he shall 
burn his eldest dnughter before 13elet-seri. Ile shall dcl iver 
seven priests and seven priestesses (or hiero<lulcs) to /\dad, who 
01\fells on the Kurbail, and he shall give seven male te11ple 
prostitutes amJ seven female temple prosti tutes to fsthar, who 
<lwells on J\rbail."57 

S. 7 maresu ana pan Adad lisrupu 7 maratesu ana Jstar SAL 
harimatu luraJTIJlle 
"I le shall burn seven of his sons before Adah and seven of Iris 
<laughters shall become templ e prostitutes to l sh tar. "58 

These contrncts -ire very similar to two tenth century IL C. E. 

inscriptions from Tel l_l:l laf in upper Mcsopotmnfa, ' 'Shoul<l anyone efface 

the royal name, seven of his sons are to he burnt before Adad . " 59 DeVau.x 

sees all of these texts as human sacrifices, and connects them to the 

Malech cult. 60 llowever, C. 11. \~. Johns ma in ta ins that these contracts 

are figurative: that they represent some sort of fire-ceremony . 61 As can 
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be seen from texts 4 anJ S, the "burning" is juxtaposed l\lith "handing 

over/delivering" of the children for cultic duties (priests, hierodules, 

an<l temple prostitutes). It is difficult for sacrificed children to 

function adequately in these positions, and hence it behooves us to 

understand the burning in a way other than literal. 

\'ie are inclined to agree with C. 11. IV. Johns and K. Deller62 that 
.., 

the verb "sarapu" should not be rendered "to burn," but as "to dedicate 

(by means of a fire ceremony)." T. II. Gaster records various cultures 

with customs of dedicating children to go<ls (or becoming godlike, i.e., 

irrmortal) through symbolic burning and boiling: the fire removes mortal 

impurities.63 Though it cannot be conclusively proved that the same 

children who were handed over as religious functionaries were, in fact, 

the children who were "burned,11 the existence of a cross-cultural 

dedication ceremony using fire, compoumled with the fact that the texts 

juxtapose "burning" with "dedicating" lea<l us to douht strongly that the 

acts in question refer to human sacrifices. Taken in consideration together 

with the lack of other evidence establishing a Mesopotamian tradition of 

hlllllan sacrifice, we feel that the basing of a case for such upon these 

ambiguous texts would be unsound. They are better umlcrstood as examples 

of dedications by means of fire to deities, a~ we will show, obtained in 

Arabia an<l Judah. 
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ll. PRE- ISLAMIC AHABIA 

In Northern Arabia there is one Lil_1yanite text, a doubtful 

int erpretation. of which is cited as evidence for human sacrifice. 64 

It states that three personages consecrate<l to their god a slave in 

their possession, and the first editors explain that he has been 

sacrificed . That he has been sacrificed, of course, is not the onl y 

interpretation of "consecrate." lie may have siJnply been Jedicated for 

Temple service.6S 

There are literary accounts of h\..Ollan sacrifice in Northern 

Arabia as well. According to Porphyry, the citizens of Duma sacrificed 

a child ec>ch year and buried it un<ler the altar.66 1saac of Antioch 

(fifth century C. E.) claims that the Arabs of the S)'Tian desert sacrificed 

many boys and girls to Kaukabta (Aramaic for al-'Uzza, the morning star) 

after capturing l3eth-~lur on the Euphrates~ 67 In the sixth century the 

Lakhmid MuncJhir Ill captured Emesus, ancJ legend has it that he offered 

up four hundred nuns to al-'Uzza. lie also sacrificed the son of his 

enemy, the Ghassanitl l_ta.rith, to al-' Uzza in the course of a "razzia . 1168 

Two ste lae near Kuf a ca 11 ed Chariyani, 11thc two stelae rubbed with blood," 

arc a ttributeu by legend to have been anointe<l yearly by Munclhir with the 

blood of human vic.tims. 69 There is also an age-old Meccan tradition that 

Mohamme<l's father was designated by Mohannncd's grandfather as a sacrifice 

in fulfill.111ent of a vow he huJ made to sacrifice one of his sons when 

the tenth son ha<l been born. lie was rcJeemed, however, by a ransom of 

one hundrc<l camels. Another legend from Mecca concerns a woman, in the 

early days o[ Is l am, who had vowed to sacrifice her e:iq,ected son. The 

govembr of Medina simply declared the vow invalid. 70 

These arc all literary attestations for Northern Arabia. There 

are none for Southern Arabia, nor are there any texts extan't , which 
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describe human sacrifice. /\11 the above accounts are "sparse and late 

in their attesta t ions.1171 Most deal wi th prisoner s of war, and thus , 

lvere most probahl)' exectitions, not sacrifices. 72 In addition, some are 

admittedly no more than l egends. In the case of the Mecca stories, the 

sacrifices never took place , and the legends themselves may be nothing 

more than etiological narratives condemning human sacrifice73 and adding 

a note of drama to the life of Moharnmed. 74 In vi ew of the lack of internal 

evidence (the one text we do have is disputed) , it would be fair to say 

t hat the idea of human saci-ifice was attributed to tl~e Arabs, and that 

the Arabs practiced ruthless execution of prisoners of war (e.g. Mohammed's 

destruction of entire Jewi sh corranunities who would not convert t o Is lam). 

It is not '.llipossible that these ideas could be fused together in legend. 

At any rate , it would be unsound to conclude f rom literary sources alone 

that the practice was widespread and accepted. The Meccan accounts 

show a c l ear condemnation (albeit that they are from Islamic t imes) . 

The most influential literary account is tJ1at of St . Nilus75 (said 

to have been a fourth-fifth century C. E. hennit at Sinai) who tells 

how his son, captured by Saracens, was almost offered up as a sacrifice 

to a1-<uzza. lie was saved because the Saracens woke up too late and the 

star haJ already set. Though some schol ars trust Nilus ' credibility, 76 

t he prevailing .sense is not t o, 77 basically because the descriptions in 

the narrat ive cont ra<lict all e lse that is kno,m about the rites of the 

Arabs. 78 

The most controver sial piece of eviJence is a text which says that 

"each of tribes of the Rabi a would give ( ~ ) ' sons of 

Moharric ' ("the burner") at Salman. 1179 Wellhausen considered this t o 

be human sacrifice,80 but Robertson Smith interpreted i t as a dedication 

rite, in view of the tenninology "sons of Moharric" which also appears 
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other places in the text as the designation of some children. 81 In 

addition, l\'cinfelJ82 points out the verb ~ means "to appoint, 

stipulate to give, or pronounce," which are close in cormotation to 

"dedicate" but unrelated to any sacrificial sense. This interpreation 

is congruent witJ1 what we have shown to be the most probable explanation 

of the Mesopotamian "hurning" texts , and therefore, i s not far-fetched 

by means . Weinfeld further points out that another text explicit,ly 

uses the verb J~ when speaking of a barren woman who vows to dedicate 

her son to pain by means of beating: 
..i 

~-83 

It is, therefore, reasonable 1:0 conclude that while in the Arab 

world, human sacrifice was current in folklore it cannot be proved to have 

been pract iced . It wJs certainly condemned by Islamic times. At most we 

can conclude that its existence was so rare (or non-existent) as to leave 

no i nternal record. It i s also probabl e that some sort of fire-dedication 

ceremony existed among some pre-Islamic Arabs, quite possibly similar in 

purpose to the ceremony connected with A.dad and Ishtar in tJ1e Mesopotamian 

world. 
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l:. Sl~M/\RY OF PJ\lff ONE 

lfo have shown that despite the existence of numerous narratives 

by non-native authors attesting to human sacrificial traditions in ancient 

Semitic cultures, we find little internal evidence on the subject, aml 

that which <loes exist can be understood equally well as something other 

than human sacrifice. l~e have also highlighted a propensit) on the part 

of many modern scholars to prefer late, distant, and biased "histories" 

to archaeol ogical evitlence. Much of this inclination seems to be due 

to the acceptance of biblical account s of ' 'human sacrifice'' as true. The 

next two parts of this paper will deal with those biblical accounts. 

The best possiblility that a hwnan sacrifical tradition existed, 

based on archaeol ogical fine.lings, comes from Carthage . Yet, as of this 

date, there is no textual evitlcnce that would allow an unambiguous 

interpretation of the "tofet" data. At the very least we can deduce 

that the Carthaginian practice, whatever it was, most probably was not 

Jerived from Semitic (Phoenician) traditions, but, from other Mediterranean 

cultures - most probably North Afr:ican. TI1ere is no connection between 

the Carthaginian ~ll..K: and Malech, ancl the phrase ''tofet'' in connection 

with the Carthaginian pi ts is an unfortunate mistake. 



PART II 

NON-ISRAELITE IIUMAN SACRIFICE 
RECORDED OR ALLUDED TO 

IN TI IE BIBLE 
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A. MJ;SII/\ 

Having examined the extant archaeologi cal and literary data from 

the Semitic cultures surroW1ding Israel , let us now investigate putative 

instances of human sacrifice i n the llebrew l3ible . It shot:ld be note<l 

that there is no Biblical mention of Phoenician or Arab human sacrifice. 

While this, again, is an argument from silence, it is difficult t o 

believe that the Bibl e woul<l so specifically blame the neighboring 

nations for a host of evils, yet l eave human sacrifice out of that list. 

This is, however, congruent with the int ernal evidence from those countries . 

Though this tloes not prove that human sacrifice was not practiced, i t would 

indicate that t he Israelites either were not aware of it89 (in which case 

it would appear that such practices were not as public as the classical 

authors make them out to be) or that human sacr ifice , if it did occur. 

h•as not a recognized, cultic action, but an individual one . \'ie t end to 

favor the l atter not ion, inasmuch as there is only one wl3Jllbiguous 

allegation of human sacrifice in the Bi ble: the case of Mesha (II Kings 

3: 27) . 

t-lesha ' s sacrifice of his son was the rcsul t of a campaign by the 

kings of Israel (JehoramJ , Judah (Jeposhaphat) an<l E<lom who had combined 

against Mesha and succccdetl i n razing a ll his cities , ruining all the 

fan nlan<l, cutting down a ll the good trees , and s toppi ng up all the wells 

(Il Kings 3: 24 -5). They bottled up the Moahitc anny in Kir Ilaresheth, 

and foi led Mesl1a' s attempt to fight his way out. As a last resort, Mesha 

offerecl his son as a holocaust ( ?> f I l' ) on t he city wall, hoping that 

the sacrifice of the crown prince would avert his god Chcrnosh 's wrath. 

Whereupon wrath ( f) f ) befell the Israelite host, causing them to 

lift the siege and return home. 
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In view of the absence of any prior or subsequent Israelite 

critiques of Moabitc religion for human sacrifical traditions, Mesha's 

act looms as extreme and extraordinary. It is the ultimate act of 

despair of a king whose country is already in ruins and whose last hold­

out is on the brink of being overrun. The fact that the sacrifice took 

place not in a sanctuary but on a city wall indicates how far from 

being a nonnal cultic it was. 

M1at is the 1sraelite view of this event? Again, i t woul<l 

seem that this event was considered to be of singular nature , and, 

remarkably enough, efficacious, for a wrathful event ( ,() /' ) befell 

Israel as a result of the sacrifice and they ended the siege. Whatever 

this <f 3 T' was - whatever the fonn of divine wrath - the Bible attributes 

it directly to the sacrifice. Do we then assume that the Bible here 

admits that the god of Moab has power against the God of Israel? Gray does: 

''The sacrifice is a Moabite sacrifice, but the interpretation is 
a Hebrew interpretation. We need not necessarily infer that a llebrew 
interpreter would have approved of a similar sacrifice to Yahweh umler 
~ny circumstances, but as to the pu11>oses and effect of approved sacrifices 
he speaks indirectly , yet clearly enough. Chcrnosh, the god of Moab, is 
angry at Moab, and his anger ha<l allowed her people to be reduced to last 
extremities; at this point the King of Moab propitiates the anger o{ 
Chemosh hy offering up to him his eldest; the anger of Chemosh is, by 
this sacrifice, deflected from Moab and poured out onto 1s8~e1, who, in 
all haste, retire from the sphere of Chemosh' s influence." 

However, / 3 { , "divine wrath11 ex-pressed in the fonns of plagues, 

etc . , is incurred (or threatened) in the Bible elsewhere as punishment of 

the Israelites for the transgression of YI0\11 1s cononands: Numbers J :53, 

"But the Levites shall encamp rountl tJ1c tabernacle that there be no wrath 

upon the congregation of the chil<lren of Israel" (i .e.: thut they should not 

infringe upon the space of the tabernacle); or violatio11 of an oatJ1 in 

Yll\\11's name as in Joshua 9:20, ' 'This we will do to them and let them 

(the Gibeonites) live ; lest wrath be upon us because of the oath which 

we swore unto them ." 
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One can connect this episo<le ,,:ith Deut. 2:9 , "Do not harass 

the Moabites nor provoke them to battle , for I will not give you any 

of their land as a posession." The intent of this corranand is t o deny 

Israel the r ight to colonize Moab by provoking a war. Cer tainl y the 

Is raelites would fear a ,f 3 ( from YI l\'/1 I, not Chemosh, upon breaking 

this corranand which is a l so tied t o an oath of YH\\'lf 's. Yet we have 

Elisha encouraging the kings to engage i n this war, prescribing for them 

to "smite every fortified city and every choice cit y ... . (to) foll every 

good tree and s top all fountains of wa t er and mar every good piece of 

l and with s tones.' ' To seal his prophecy, Elisha \~orks a miracle (water 

without rain in verse 20) t o show YH\'Jll ' s approval. It i s doubtful that 

Elisha is being sarcastic in his orders, espPci ally since a miracle is 

involved. llow could he prophecy against the command of neut. 2:9? 

Quite possibly t he Deuteronomic corranand may have originated in 

awareness of, an<l t hus , after, this incident. On the other hand, one 

might opine that t he convnand not to harass the Moabites was in force 

during Elisha's time, but did not appl y to punishing (Mesha as) a 

rebellious vassal. Either way the "wrath" woul d have been incurred 

because t he Israelites gave Mesha no quarter, forc ing him to such 

desperate s trait s that he- co1111uitt~J Lhc ~acrifie.c of his son. 

lt i s wrong to conclude that "the matter o( factness and insouciance 

of this s t ory would, hy itself, indicate that the llebrew narrator did not 

l ook upon t:he incitlcnt as in any sense unique. 1186 The very use of the 

word f 31 indicates that ''Mesha' s sacr ifice of his crmm pr i nce 

on the wall of a Moabite capitol was considered as a t errible thing.1187 

Indeed , because of the '\ 3? , this narrative contains the only 

explicit, though oblique denunciation of human sacrifice in all the 

l egal-his tor ical materia1. 88 The denunciation is not so much of Mesha 
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for connnitting the act , .is or IsracJ for Jriving him tn i t. lluman 

sacrifice is thus considered to be something that only a man who is 

utterly lost as to have given up all hope is capable of coll'Dllitting -

not by any means an action even remotel y to be considered as frequent. 

Therefore, we accept this as evidence that tJ1e practice was not 

only rare, but singular. No other nation in such straits is recorded 

as committing such a deed, and at many other tunes nations in _the 

Bible are described as being in similar desperation. llezekiah, bottled 

up in Jerusal em (Isa. 38) never considers it (and he i s the son of 

Ahaz who "passed a son through the fire"), nor is there any mention of 

such an occut--rence by Canaanites during Joshua's conquest, when the 

l)erem was being employed. 

In sum, the <f '3 p was not viewed by the biblical narrator as 

Chemosh's wrath, but as YIIMl's; the narrator denounces Israel for 

c.lriving a pagan king (of a people related to Israel) to commit such an 

act; and the deed itself was so rare as to be without a single biblical 

:maloguc. 
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B. SEPIIARVITES 

AnotJ1er non-I sraelite ''human sacrifice" in the Bible which we 

have already mentioned in the discussion of Mesopotamian evidence is 

tJ1e reference to the Sepharvites (11 Kings 17:24, 31). Th~ listing 

of their practice seems to be a factual aside, demonstrating the truth 

of II Kings 17:33-41, that the peoples Assyria unported to colonize 

Samaria carried on their national customs while professing to give tJ1eir 

allegiance to Yin\11. There is no editorialization as tJ1e specific evil 

of this one practice: it is lumped together with the idolatries of the 

other nations as a violation of worshipping other gods besides Ylfi\11. 

In light of the Mesopotamian sources, it would seem strange that 

only one city in all of Mesopotamia would have a tradition of human 

sacrifice associated with the worship of t,vo go<ls ,_.ho were worshipped 

through-out the whole of Mesopotamia. Not that it would be impossible, 

but anless there is a ,_,ealth o{ data lying covered up tl1at woulcl confinn 

such a tradition for other areas of Mesopotamia, it seems improbable that 

only the city of Sepharvaim would have developed such a bastardized cult. 

And, if this Sephanrite ritual were a regular practice, as the Bible may 

indicate ( f •<i> 7/(!_ f · 1 > €>091), and was indeed a human sacrifice, one 

might expect it to be subject to a more particular condemnation than it 

actually received. At least it should be set apa1·t from diatribes 

against fetishistic i<lol atry. 

A possible explanation might be that tJ1is i s another instance of the 

genre of Assyrian contracts mentioned above89 where the buming of sons 

and daughters needs to be W1derstoo<l figuratively as dedication of children 

as functionaries to those gods. Adad and Ishtar are the gods i n whose 

name the Assyrian contracts order this burni.ng-<le<lication, and Adrarranel ech 
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and J\namelech, the go<ls of Sepharvnim, have been identified as Adad 

an<l 1 shtar. 90 

1'here is considerable doubt, therefore, that the Sepharvite 

practice was, in fact., human sacrifice. Indeed, the Bible may be quoting 

the language of those Assyrian documents. lt may be significant that 

11 Kings 17:31 nowhere mentions a sacrificial tenn:rfJv f 'ii> 7 e f . , ,5Jov1 

: r.,[,..,J', rlH,l{The Sepharvites burn their children to (for). Adranunelech 

and Anammelech) . In contrast to this, in the Mesha narrative, in the 

story of the sacrifice of Isaac,91 and in the Jepthah legend, 92 the word 

5> fr( is specifically used. In view of this evidence it seems 

unlikely that what the Sepharvites were practising was human sacrifice, 

and it may even be true that the Israelite ;;.uthors of II Kings recognized 

that fact: by quoting one of the pagan "contracts" the authors were merely 

giving an example of the fol l ies of idolators. 
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C. CIJ3EONJTES/FmTTLlTY Si\CRl FICES 

Certain scholars have seen a parallel between a Canaanite 

fertility saga .:1nd 11 Samuel 21:1-9. The saga runs as follows: 

"She (i\nat) seizes ~1ot , the son of E:l; 
with the sword she cleaves him, 
,,,ith the shovel she throws him, 
with fire she burns him, 
with the mill she grinds him, 
on the field she scatters him, 
his flesh the birds eat, 
the wild beast s devour his 1 imbs ... 93 

Ringgren describes this as the god Mot b~ing represented by a sheaf 

of barley, an<l connects it with a "cultic <lrania which had the purpose 

of maintaining the course of the year and the cycle of the crops .1194 

John Gnty writes: 

'"fhe Old Testament preserves what may well be a tradition 
of this gruesome practice (the putting to dea th of a victim, 
originally the king , whose vitality was t hought to be intimately 
bound up with that of the growing corn) 95 in tJ1e accow1t of 
the execution of human vic tims at Gibeon at the beginning of t he 
barley hanrest ( II Sam . 21:1 -9) . These are represented as the 
survivor s of the house of Saul, but it seems a case of the 
tradition of some harvest-ritual associa t ed with the Canaanite 
shrine of Gibeon which has been given a historical explanation 
after it has fallen i nto abeyance and become only a vague 
memory."96 

To be sure, the execution by tJ1e Gibeonites of Saul ' s descendant s was 

provoked by a famine of three year s (verse 1). i\nd ~ though the event 

s tatedly occurs as punishment for Saul ' s troubli ng t he Gibeonites in 

violation of .Joshua ' s onth (.Josh. 9:20). Saul ' s offense i s not recorded 

elsewhere in the Bible. All of which would lead Gray to believe that the 

real r eason for the act is not being told or was not known, aml could 

thus have been a fertility sacrifice. 97 

Let us suggest a critique for this argument. Pirst, it is based on 

an assumption that the myth in the Ras Shamra tex ts reflects a rite in 

which a hunian was killed. 98 As \ve have pointed out before, there is no 
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e>..l)liCi t mention of any such rite in those texts. 99 It would seem 

that those who so assun1e find basis for their ass1..U11ption in the narrative. 

What does the narrative itself say about what happened? lt may well 

be that the real reason for the execution is not given. But the explanation 

need not be a non-corroborated rite of fertility-oriented human sacrifice. 

A much more plausible reason would be thcit David resorted to any excuse 

he could find to eradicate the llouse of Saul and thus to reinforce his 

base of power . Comjng as this story does at the end of the civil war 

between the followers of David and Absalom, the action of the Gibeonites 

could have been a ploy of David ' s to eliminate those who had supported 

the revolt against him. The charge against Saul, that he had violated 

the oath of Joshua , would senre this purpose ,~ui te wel l. Thus we can 

safely conclude that this story has nothing whatsoever t o do with human 

sacrifice: it is definitely an execution. 



PART Ill 

liUHAN SACRIFICE IN TI-IE BIBLE 



35 

A. MINOR ALLEC./\TlONS 

1. FOUNDATION SACRIFICES 

I Kings 16:34 states that lliel lost two sons while rebuilding Jericho: 

his elder son while laying the foundations of Jericho , and his yoWlger son 

while erecting Jericho ' s gates . A.s this passage is mentioned in the 

context of the s ins of Ahab , some scholars have seen this as a special 

form of sacrif ice100, a "founda tion sacrifice" .101 

\\!hat is the evidence for this sacrificial category? We have 

examined the Syro-Palestini an evidence and found no specific reference 

to human sacrifice in genernl, much less to "foundation sacrifices" . 

Nowhere does the Bible speak of anyone sacd (icing human beings and 

burying them at the foundations of buildings to placa te a deity or for 

any other reason. Thompson's fonnulations are on the fuzz.y side. In 

one chapter he adduces that the mention of lliel 's story in the context of 

Ahab·s sins connotes human sacrifice102, and, in another place, he states 

that "foWldation sacrif i ccs might explain this reference (to I Kings 

16:34) , but so a l so might si ckness or some other untoward circumstance. 

It is not, therefore , certain t hat the passage shot·ld be classed as a 

sacrifice ; but, if so, it \vould come under the heading of propitiation. 11103 

Dillman believes that foundat ion sacrifices are an "unprovable assumption."104 

In connection with archaeol ogical discoveries of funerary urns 

found under houses , <leVaux states that the 

"burial of new-born infants under the ground level of houses or 
groupeu in a free space corresponds to the practice of hurying near 
hearth anu home children who die at an early age. As for children or 
adults buried under or against the base of a huilding, we should first 
of all establish that the inhumation was contempon1.ry with the building, 
and neit her posterior nor anterior thereto ... In the great majority of 
cases one can con~lude that the burial was not made for the foundat ion 
of the edifice."loS 

In addition, deVaux changes his mind about the one piece of archaeological 
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evidence upon which he had, at one time, based his whole theory. 106 

Bereft of his "evidence" . nevertheless he continues to espouse the 

possibility that lliel might have offered his son as a foundation 

sacrifice. Without evidence, that is a far-fetched conclusion. 

The text itself can be seen as the fulfillment of the prophecy/ 

curse ma<le by Joshua against anyone who should rebuild .Jericho (6:26): 

he ,,·ould l ose one son setting the foundations .and another son erecting 

the gates. As there is no allegation that Ahab indulge<l in human 

sacrifice anywhere in the Bible, nor do we know of such a Phoenician 

practice, there is no reason not t o accept the literal meaning of 

the text: a prophecy or a curse fulfilled . 

2. liERB1 

All scholars agree that one must make a fundamental distinction 

between human sacrifice and the herem of captives of war, of 

apostate cities, and of Canaanite cities in .Joshua's conquest, even if 

the execution is carried out "before YIIWil"lO? (as in l Sam. 1S: 33) . 

Samuel kills Agag "before Yll\\~~" to fulfill the cormnand (ver se 3) which 

Saul had not obeyed (verse 9). This principle also refers to the 

Arabs in the legends concerning their putting to death captives of war 

to al- Uzza. 108 ljerem is not sacri fjcc - it is the principle of a holy 

war carried out. 

3. '1 l SCELLANEOUS PROPI U:T IC QUOTES 

a. Jsaiah 66:30: "J\n ox is sacrificed, a man is killed; a lamb 

is slain, a tlog is struck down; an offering is brought, swine-flesh is 

savoureJ; i ncense memorial is made, i<lols are kissed. 11109 A. Penna110 

has proposed that parallelism in this verse requires the interpretation 

that the killing of a man be a religious action. llowever this passage 

in context belittles the idea tl1at human actions, no matter how grandiose, 
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mean anything to r.od. God is only pleased with a man who is "poor 

and of a contrite spirit, and who trembles at my word" (66:i) .111 

b. llosea 13:2: "And now they sin more and more, anc.1 have made 

molten images of their silver according to their own understanding., 

even idols, All of them tJ1e work of craftsmen. Of them they say: 

' 'They that sacr ifice men kiss calves ." Even though verses 1 -3 are an 

attack on J ereboam' s calves at Dan and 13ethel, nowhere is any _reference 

made to a human sacr ifice occurring in these sanctuaries. Hosea makes 

no mention el se\~here of human sacrifice, either . Devaux ~Jggests 

that this text is, tJms , corrupt, 112 and we concur. 

c. Micah (6:7) : "\\'ill the Lord be pl eased with thousands of 

rams , with ten thousands rivers of oil? ShaJl I give my fir s t -born 

for my transgression, the fruit of my body for the transgression of my 

soul?'' 

Devaux concludes from this text that sacrifices of the fir s t -

born was known, "and in the light of t ext s contemporary with Micah 

(who lived during the reigns of J\haz and Monasseh) we can read in t his 

text a reference to sacri fices to Mol och" •113 As will be shown in 

section D of Part 111 there were no sacrifices to Malech. even '"ere it 

poss ible that this quote could r efer t o the Molech rites , as Jeremiah's 

polemics do, it is, nonetheless , equally possible to read tJ1is :uerse as 

a sarcastic polemic attacking the notion that Yl l\\11 need sacrifices , and 

that the costlier the sacrifice , the more he wi ll like it". 114 In this 

l ight the quote is similar to Isaiah 66 :3 . 115 
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13 . VOi\' -OFFER l NC.S 

"Vow-offerings" 3re sacrifices made in fulfillment of a promise. 

Jephthah's sacrifice of his daughter (Jmlt!eS ch. 11) is, perhaps, 

the least ambiguo\tS reference to an act of Israelite human sacrifice 

in the Bible. The text narrates how Jephthah vowed to offer as a holocaust 

( ~ f I ( ) to Yln\H the first creature that came out to meet him on 

his return home, if )1 R\H ,vould grant him success in his campaign against 

the Ammonites (vv 29-31). \\'hen he returns home successful , his daughter 

is the first to come out to greet him (VV 34-36) . Jepht h~h decides 

to fulfill his vm~ (v 37) , but she begs for two months to "bewail 

her virginity". The episode concludes with the etiology of an 

Israelite custom: "it became a t r adition that the daughters of Israel 

should go year by year and col1illemorate the fate of Jephthah ' s 

daughter four days in every year" (v 40). 

Most scholars115 see a <lirect relationship between the Jephthah 

story and non-Israelite "vows to sacrifice the first". For exampl e, 

the myths of ldomenues, King of Crete, \~ho vowed to Poseidon to 

sacri fice the first to meet him on his return if Poseidon \vould a llow 

him to return from Troy. lie sacri ficci:J his first born son.116 Meander 

made a similar vow to the "Great Hother", and was forced to sacrifice 

his son, mother and sister. 11117 Other references are numerous 

throughout ancient <ln<l modem folklores . 118 Gaster sums up the pre­

vailing view of these stories, which is that they a re "based on the 

ancient and primitive custom of annually bewailing the Jcad or ousted 

spirit of fertility during the dry, or winter, season. 11119 He goes on 

to say that this spirit is usually personified as a fema l e, such as 

Persephone, though males are also included. 



39 

The Jephthah story is s tange. It is a memorabl e exception to the 

standard of religious devotion, or it would not have been recorded. 

\\'hether or not the story commemQrates an actual event or is merely 

an Israelite vers ion of the "vow t o sacrifice the f irst" myth so convnon 

in folklore i s not the i ssue, What is noteworthy in our context is 

the very uniqueness of the act. It stands s lone as the only W1questioned 

committed act of Israel ite human sacrifice.120 

Some scholars have seen similarities to Jephthah's vow in the 

account of Saul and Jonathan at Beth-Aven (I Sam. 14 :24-30, 36-46) .121 

,Jonathan, unknowingly had eaten honey in violation of Saul's adjuration 

that no Israelite in the army shoul d eat until the battle had been won. 

Yet, in this instance, the people would not s•,ffer Saul t o have 

Jonathan executed. Inste .. d, he was "ransomed" ( ~ iv 1/ 14:45). 

Thompson 122 feels that this "ransom" was the substitute sacrifice of an 

animal, to compensate for the unfulfilled vow. 

Yehezkel Kaufman123 points out that in the case of Jephthah and 

the "binding" of Isaac the text fail to mount a polemic against human 

sacrifice. Indee<l , both J\braham and Jephthah are grieved at what they 

perceive they must do to show devotion to their pledge to Yln\111, but. in 

neither inci,lent dor:s Yln',11 or anyone else criticize the practice . In 

this light the rol e of the Israelites in preventing Saul from putting 

Jonathan to death stands out as the only moral outcry against "vow 

offeri11gs". Arn.I here they were protesting :-i threatcnetl execution , 

not a sacrifice. And not against the principl e as such; but because 

Jonathan was the instrwnent of victory. Are we then to infer th.at 

"vow offerings" ,~ere a l cgitiJnat e method of demonstrating absolute 

submission to YI l\\'I I? 

\\'e will consider the case of Abraham later. But concerning Jephthah, 
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Thompson writes that thou~h 

"it is true th.at .Jephthah come fonvan.1 as a Yahweh enthusiast, 
it can hardly he pretended that a robber captain, of half-Canaanite 
origin, who was persona non grata with his own tribe , represented the 
nonnal faith of Israel. It is misleading to say that his action is not 
conde.nmed by the narrator. It is the latter's high art to f2~ve 
the story to teach its own truth, untouched by moralizing." 

l~e ca.Mot totally agree with Thompson that the Biblical narrator 

refrained from "moralizing" . The sacrifice may not have been a moral 

issue to the narrator if he were intending some other point - , namely, 

the origin of the custom of women weeping four clays every year . 125 

But I would agree that Jephthah's deed cannot be said to represent 

"the nonnal faith of Israel." This on many grounds; whether because 

Jephthah is "of half-Canaanite origin", or because the story may 

possibly be no more than fiction (it is sm.h a common theme that its 

occurrence in any one culture does not establish that it is native or 

contemporary in that culture . ) 111erefore, before it can be detennine<l 

whether JephthaJ\'s actions were nonnative in Israel or not, we must 

examine all other claims of Israelite sacrifice. 
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C. PI OYON IIAI3EN (REllDH"flON OF TJIE FIRSJ'-llORN) 

Various Biblical texts prescribe the dedicatior. of all first-born 

males, of animals and of humans, to Ytn\1-1. In addition, they state that 

the firstlngs of unclean animals (unfit to be eaten by the priests to 

1\lhOm the animals are handed over) and of men are to be "ransomed", 

recleeme<l11
•
126 Redemption is specified in the earliest of these texts, 

Exodus 34:19-20, which is attributed to the Yahwist. 127 Thus~ the 

redemption of first born sons is so old a phenomenon that it supplant ed 

a practice not commanded in any other part of the Bible . This has 

led to scholarly speculation as to the precise nature of the '1dedicatfon" 

of human firstlings. 

Some scholars see redemption as replacing an ancient practice in 

lsraelite history when first-born sons were dedicated to YH\\IH by means 

of sacrifice. 128 Eissfeldt wrote that "originally child sacrifices 

had a legitimate place in the cult of Yahweh",129 and believed that 

the "Malech sacrifices", or "vow-offerings" as he interpreted them, 

were a revival of the ancient rite of dedicating first-born males 

sacrificially. 

These scholars thus lnfer that pi<.!yon haben was instituted as the 

mitigation of sacrificial dedication, and base their conclusions on 

Ezekiel 20:25-6: 

"l gave them statutes that were not good and ordinances by which 
they could not live; and 1 polluted them in thefr m,1J1 gifts in that 
they set apart all that opens the womb that I might destroy them, to 
the end that they might know that I am Yl-fl\11-t." 

It is well-attested that YHWH "hardens hearts" , and in 1 Kings 22: 

13-23 he deceives prophets . Therefore, they argue, that a sacrificial 

dedication of first-born males woul d have been ordained by YIR\'I~ in this 

manner. ln addition, Abraham's sacrifice of Isaac, ordered by YI-n\lH, has 
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indicated to some scholars that this practice was so ancient as to be 

found in the earliest laws of the Israelite nation. 

This misses the entire point of the redemption of the first-born. 

As can be seen f rom the texts from Numbers . first-born were consecrated 

to Y1-n,q1 originally in a priestly function, and the Levites took that 

function over from them. Since the first-born were no longer needed 

for YI n,w s service , they had to be "redeemed" . In Biblical t~rminology, 

YHh'H "hallowed all the first-born of the Israelites" to himself "on 

the day whrm I s truck down every fir s t -born creature in Egypt." 

further echoes of this transition from first-born to Levite 

can be seen in Judges 17:S, where Micah "consecrated one of his 

sons to be a priest''. Following that, Micah engaged a Levite as 

pr iest, and t hat seemed to be preferable, for he states , "Now 1 

know that the Lord will make me proper because I have a Levite for 

my priest". (17 :13) The Korach rebel 1 ion (Numher s 16) indicates 1:hat 

the change was not always smooth. The Korach narrative i s a conflate 

account recording, in effect, t wo rebellions - an intra-Levitical 

dispute between Korach and Aaron as t o which Levitical family should 

inherit the priesthood; and a challenge from Dathan and Abiram, 

descendants of Reuben, the first-born of Israel's sons (16:1) , who 

represent the case that the first-born still make cla iJn to the office 

of the priesthood. 

It is, therefore, cl ear , that the biblical authors are fully 

cognizant of the intent of pidyon habcn and its place in the development 

of the Israel ite priesthood. To what <lo we attribute Ezekiel's remarks? 

The text has been emendetl by J. E. Be\~er to open up an entirely different 

posjtion, completely negating any possible support for the hypothesis of 

a sacrificial dedication of f irst-born male children,130 but is not the 

methodology of this paper to rely on such an extensive emendation as 
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evidence. We do finu Ezekiel taking a definite stanu against human 

sacrifice elsewhere, 131 and it is not likely that he was supporting 

that practice here. It also seems more likely that he is condemning 

some contemporary practices of Israelites, most probably, the Malech 

cult. Yet as we will show in Part D, I:zekiel describes events too 

ambiguously to be relied on as evidence. 132 

Jeremiah takes the opposite position: "They have built !he 

high place of Topheth in the Valley of Ben I linnom to burn their sons 

and daughters, a thing which I commanrled not nor came it ever into 

my mind (7:31, and again in 19:5)." Taking the verses from Ezekiel 

an<l Jeremiah together, it would seem that the Malech cult in Topheth 

was something that was alleged as having bet::n comman<led by YH\'11-1, and 

that assumption had to be faced by the prophets. The Ezekiel text, though 

difficult and possibly corrupt, does not refer to a widespread sacrifice 

of first-born children which was replaced by pidyon haben, for no such 

sacrificial tradition ever existed. 

The allegation that such a practice derives from Abraham's time 

is absurd in the absolute absence of corresponding patriarchal or 

other narratives which speak of or allude to a norniative sacrifice of 

first-born as the ''first fruit of my strength" ( 

• I I //. \..I" 
_ _) - .J) 'v /(.. ' •Gen. 49: 3). Jacob resorts to trickery 

to steal the privilege of the first -born a1'1ay from his brother. The 

only conclusion possible is that the position of the first-born male was 

an esteemed position and not by any means was he sacrificed. Nor did 

pi<lyon haben replace any dedication-sacrifice. 
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n. ~OLECII 

1. Upon examination of the Biblical texts that deal with the 

acts of "burning children," "passing them through fire," and" Molech," 

we find that they occur in two categories - prophetic/psalmodic 

passa~es, and legal/historical passages . As these references contain 

different wordings our first task is to ascertain which verses indeed 

refer to the same incidents . 

The legal/historical texts which cite "Malech" specifically are 

Leviticus 18:21, '1110\J shalt not give any of thy seecl to set them apart 

( ·, •;)r(f\ f ) to Molech, neither shalt thou profane the name of thy 

God: I arn the Loni;" and Leviticus 20:2-5, 

'':-loreovcr, thou shalt say to the children of l srael: whoever he 
be of the children of Israel, or of the strangers that sojourn in Israel, 
that giveth of his seed to Molech, he sh.:11 surely be put to death: the 
people of the land shall s tone him with stones. J also will set my 
face against that man anJ will cut hiJn off from among his people, 
because he hath given of his seed to Molech, to defile my sanctuary and 
to profane my holy name. And if the people of the land do at all 
hide their eyes from that man when he giveth of his seed unto Molech 
and put him not t o death, then I will set mv face against that man and 
against his family and will cut him off, anJ all that. go astray after 
him, to go astray ( ->, 1 1 _) O ) after Molech from among their 
people." .J 

Also 11 Kings 23: 10, speakjng of Josiah's ref onn, "And he (Josiah) 

defiled Tophet, which is in the valley of Ben llinnom, that no man 

might make his son or <laughter pass through the !ire ( e l~ ,· ;i 6 'l)f) 

to Malech." 

The legal/historical references which speak of similar actions 

without mentioning Molech are these: Deuteronomy 12:31, ''Thou shalt 

not <lo (as the Canaanites have done) .•• for even their sons and 

daughters do they burn in the fire to their gods; Deuteronomy 18:10, 

There shall not be found among you anyone who maketh his son or 

daughter pass through t.he fire, one that useth divination, a soothsayer 
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a familiar spirit, or an necromancer;" 11 l\ings 16:3," .•• and made 

his (Ahaz's) son to pass through the fire according to the abominations 

of the heathen ( P 'IL ) which the Lord cast out before the 

children of Israel;" and II Kings 21: 6, "And he (Menasseh) ma<le his 

son pass through the fire, and practiced soothsaying, and used 

enchantments, and appointed them that divined by a ghost or. a familiar 

spirit: he wrought much evil in the sight of the Lon.I to provoke 

him. ,.133 

The Priestly and Deuteronomic texts are all speaking of the same 

action. The Priestly texts explicitly mention Malech, arul II Kings 

23: 10, detailing the Malech rite uses the same t erminology as tl1e 

other Deuteronomic texts: "pass through the fire" Deut . 12:31 is the 

exception as it mentions only "burning", but as it does not refer 

to l srneli te practices, we will temporarily l eave it out of the 

discussion. Reconstructing, then, we suggest that the full Jescription 

of the practice. f' f"' S e , .. . l 0"' ,, · .~(~ [, was 

known both to Priestly and Deutcronomic traditions, and was sometimes 

referred to in Deuteronomic sources in abbreviated fonn as-, ';,lf-il r 
e i .. .,:) !J ;i. 

Al though the verb , , :::.-(·:) f can be used in meanings such as "to 

cause to pass away , remove, destroy," (e.g. 1 Kings 15:12) this is only 

true when the verb uses the preposition / ty - " from." Mien it 

takes the preposition it means "to pass through" (e.g. NLUllbers 

31: 25, "everything that ,vill abide the fire you shall pass through the 

fire ( \3 1.~ T~{vJ ) and it shall be pure.") In light of the 

fact that the l egal portions of the Torah we r e intended to be precise 

fonnt.:lations of the law134 one must take seriously the expressions they 
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use, and these texts Jo not mention "burning'' in refer ence to 

Israelites. In additon, the phrase tl1ey do use is harcl to apply to a 

sacrificial situation: if it means to "pass' ' at all, G(';l '1',j6-Df 

can only iJnply tl1at whatever was passed in was, in the process, passed 

tlirough and out . 

\\'right has argued that passing someone through fire smacks of 

trial by ordeai.135 Yet, f rom the context of Deut. 18:10 and II 

"ings, 16:3, we see that trial by ordeal and human sacrifice are 

both mistaken interpretations. Passing through fire i s on a level 

with necromancy , divination, and enchantment in these texts, and those 

acts a re hardly equivalents of trial by ordeal or human sacrifice. 

They are occult acts in the true sense: outside the cult. Furthermore, 

necromancy, divination, and enchantment <lo not by nature invol ve 

human beings as sacrificial victims. They ar-e "evil" and they "provoke 

the Lord" ( II Kings 16: 3) but there is no condemnation of tl1em as 

murder or killing. 136 In short, there i s no attestation in the legal/ 

historical texts tl1at Israelities who passed their children through the 

fire to Malech actually sacrificed them or even bumed them. 

h11en we consider Deut. 12:31, which does speak specifically of 

"burning cJ1i lclren',' it is :imperative that we compare this "Canaanite" 

action to that rite from a ll t he non-Israelite sources which appears to 

be most similar: the Assyrian ' 'burning: contracts.137 l\'e have seen tliat 

the scholarship on them a ttaches ::i f igurativc meaning t o tl1e Akkodian 

sarapu, "burning". Gaster has pointe<l out that passing through fire, 

or boiling in a cauldron was, in many cultures, mact of purifica tion 

(sometimes for the pull'ose of achieving :immortality) that ri<l human 

bodies of t heir mortal imperfections: " saining them.11138 The l egal/ 

historical texts a l so understand fire and boiling ,iater as purification 
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agents (Numbers 31: 23, see abovep. 45 ). Passing through fire for 

purifit.:ation i s prescribed for items which wjll come through the fire 

unscathed; othenvise purification by water is convna.nded. 

Therefore, in view of the fact that nowhere are "rassing through 

fire" or "burning" compared t o killing or sacrifice in the Priestly 

or Deuteronomic t exts, they are better understood figuratively, as 

tl1e Assyrian burning texts and are the Moharric texts, as a purification/ 

dedication ceremony.139 

Linguistic analysis of the ve1·b--,.;)(!) S supports this last 

statement. In addition to "pass," -1 •,~oD f can mean "to dedicate," 

Verse 1 rea<ls, " 'r C ~ /1 as can be seen from Exodus 13:l and 12. 

71 .)~ tJ - sanctify each first-born male to me.'' It is a direct 

parallel to verse 12, " J _::> I r ~-) .:nr i) ( 

-dedicate each first-born male to me." l11e JPS translation140 of Lev. 

18 : 21 so ren<lers i=> f rl f 11 ;::> o ·v ~ ( ( , y✓ / .J)J) 1 ... f : 
''Thou shalt not give any of thy seed to set them apart t o Malech." 

Yet the same translation renders a ll occurrences of (Pr1f , 1,iJ ?<;:,,{:p f 

as "to pass through the fire to Malech." It is more precise to 

translate ,•~(?) f in all Malech-related texts as "dedicate," 

and as "by means of. II The whole phrase - !J:) ,•;, -( i) r 
? r," ~ C IL,..::) would then be " to dedicate his son by means of fire to 

Molech ,11141 This i s the link that joins tl1e rest of the legal/ 

historical texts wit h Deut. 12:31: what i s being proscribe<l is not a 

sacrifice at :.ill , but a wiJespread Semitic practice of fire ceremonies 

by which chi l<lren arc dedicated to the service of a god. 

2. l11e prophetic/psalmouic te.xts are a different matter. From 

them has come the interpretation that the Malech rite is human sacri fice: 

Jeremiah 7:31-2: 
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"An<l they have buj lt high places in Tophet, which is in the 
valley of Ilen llinnom, to burn their sons and daughters in. the fire, 
which I commanded not, neither crune it into my mind. Therefore, 
behol<l, the days come, saith the Lord, that it no longer shall be 
called Tophet nor the valley of Ben liiMom, but the valley of 
Slaughter ; for they shall bury in Tophet for lack of room;" 

19:1- 13, \~hich is an account of Jeremiah condemning the 11llaal" 

worshippers in Tophet (verses 5 and 6 are in almO!:>t exactly 

the sar.1e wor<ling as 7: 31-2) ; and .S2: 35, \~hich is a repetition of 

7:31 and 19:S. 

From Ezekiel: 16:20-21, "Moreover, thou hast taken they sons and 

t hy daughters, whom thou hast sacrificed ( f • n ,:> _)Ji I ) 

unto them142 to be devoured. \'/ere thy harlotries a small matter that 

thou has t slain ( '(n 0 Jl I ) my children and delivered them up, 

in setting them apart to tJ1ern ( f .h" ... J',v(v[ )?"; 20:25-6;143 

20:31, "lvhen, in offering your gifts, ln making you sons pass through 

the f ire, you pollute yourselves with all your idols until this day . . -" 

From Isaiah, 57: 5, "you that inf lame yourselves among the terebinths 

under every leafy uee; that slay ( ' Gne, ) children in the valleys 

w1der the clefts of the rocks." 

Psalm 106:37-8, "Yea, they sacrificed their sons and their 

daughter s t o demons and shed innocent bloocl - that of their sons and 

daughters whom they sacrificed to the idols of Canaan." 

The prophets and psalm do not mention a "Malech." Instead, the 

actions take place to "J3a,al ," to "demons," or to no one in particular. 

lt i s possible to deduce that Jeremiah was specifically denouncing 

the Malech cult inasmuch as he singles out Tophet as the location of 

tJ1e rite.144 In adJition, as Kaufman has observed, 145 Jeremiah i<lentiiied 

all apostate ~orship as pertaining to "Uaal," in which case it woulJ not 

be inconsistent nor surpr ising for JeremiaJ1 to condemn a "Molech" rite as 
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\·le have discusse<l one of Ezekiel ' s polemics in the section 

on pi<lyon haben. 147 As Ezekiel fails to identify a location or a 

god, or even to use the word "Molech" in his prophecies , and as 

he speaks of " p ,17 f > , •;J~i)r "it , 

has been possible to posit that the rite he comlemns could be any one 

of a range of activities, inclu<ling, as we observed above, pi<lyon 

haben.148 Though Yehezkel Kaufman maintains that the Molech rites 

were human sacrifice, he shies away from rely ing on Ezekiel chapters 

16, 20 and 23 for evidence of anything historical: 

"These chapters furnish modern scholars with copious data on 
the paganism and syncretism of Is rael' s popular religion, but the 
fact is that they are nothing but fantasies in which it is difficult 
to find any substance whatsoever. As a source of history they are 
worthless; to maintain their hist oricity one must r eject all the 
r est of the Biblical record ... lt is characteris t ic of his exaggerated 
general.i zat ions t hat he <loes not mention Topheth or the Valley of Ben 
llinnom, but speaks as if the burning of children took place everywhere 
and at all times. "149 

In spi te of Ezekiel's ambiguous language it has always been assumed 

by co1T1T1entators t hat he was referring t o the Molech rites, because he 

r:-::' /,, ' """ > , ,::> ~,-. (""' uses the key phrase " '-' ~ ,....., .v ~ " 

(20: 31) . Looking more closely , two difficulties arise with tl1is inter­

pretation. l;irst, in 16: 20-21, Ezekiel says, "to set them apart to them," 

not "to Molech. 11150 Ezekiel could as easily be referring to A<la<l and 

I shtar151 as he could to the host of some pagan pantheon. As he mentions 

no referent , we can only guess. The situation Ezekiel describes in 20:31 

<loes not sourn.1 like the situation in the legal/historical texts, in as 

much as no idol s are ever mentioned in those texts in connection with 

the Molech rites. 

If we assume that Ezekiel is referring t o-the Molech cult 

when he condemns f J,::, -) ' ;:r(oJ as 'slaughter or sacrific~' (16:20-21), 
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we rw1 into the seconc.1 difficulty. Nowhere in the legal/historical 

texts is ,,f/V·~ CI... , :l J',.'J(j"lr compared with slaughter or sacrifice. 

If, as we maintain, the true nature of the Molech rites were a "dedication 

by means of fire to Molech: and a "handing over of one's seed" as attend­

ants to him (as was done to Ac.lad and to al-Moharric) one must conclude 

that Ezekiel woul<l have to be exaggerating to l>e describing them. llyper­

bole such as Ezekiel employs in his verses has been acted out py Jews 

through the ages who have ''sat Shiv( a" mourning the "death" of progeny 

who have converted out of Judaism or intennarried. ln short, for all 

the reasons cited above, Ezekiel's prophecies are ambiguous, possibly 

highly exaggerate\.1, and therefore not to be relied upon as evidence 

upon which to establish a troe picture of the Molech or any other 

cult. 

The quote from IsaiaJi,152 although it does not mention Molech, has 

been associated with the Molech cult since it ascribes the slaughter of 

children to have taken place in "valleys." In addition, the first part 

of the verse speaks o( cultic activities such as went on at the "brunot" 

("under every l eafy tree"), so it has been inferred that the "slaughter" 

mentioned is ritual slaughter: hwnan sacrifices.153 

This quote, like Ezekiel's quotes, is too vague to be r elied on 

as an accurate description of any rite, and tJ,ere are no grounds upon 

which to connect the verse with Molech. lt nowhere mentions Malech nor 

any key phrase used in connection ,~ith Molech. ln fact, fire, which 

is central t o the Malech rite, is not mention at all . Secon<l, there 

are many valleys and lea.f-y trees in Judah, and Isaiah uses a different 

word ( f' d (l J ) than is used for the valley of Ben llinnom ( le..'( ) . 

As the lsaiahs ~ngaged also in hyperbole, we caJmot confidently trust 

their descriptions as fact without corroborative evidence. 
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Psalm 106 identifies the sacrifice ( () ;.J j ) of sons and 

daughters to "demons" as part of a general Israelite participation in 

Canaanite idolatry. As Dahood154 dates this psalm around the time of 

the Exile, ,-:hen Molech worship still obtained in Judah , a case may be 

made that it's author could have known first-hand of t he Malech rites . 

I;ven though it states that the sac.·ifice was to demons, it is, never­

theless, conceivable that the psalmist intended a polemical ch;ir­

acterization of Molech as a demon.155 Yet if the psalmist is writing 

polemically, it is entirely possible that the description he gives 

of tJ1e rite itself is also a slander, and thus not to be understood 

literally, not to be relied upon as evidence. On the other hand, if 

the psalmist did not know what t he Mal ech and the rites of dedication 

to him were , his testimony is thereby even less valid. The last alter­

native is that the psalmist was not referring to the Molech cult at all, 

in which case we have no other comparable verse to establish the veracity 

of this verse. l\'e must conclude that the psalm is too cryptic and 

(without analogue) cannot be accepted as evidence for any ht.una.n sacrifical 

cult, including that of Molech. 

We are lef t with Jeremiah's prophecies , from among all the prophetic/ 

psalmodic references , as the only texts which are sufficiently precise to be, 

without a doubt, Jiatribcs :1gainst the Mol ech cult. llut. Jeremiah is also 

not free of hyperbole . In 2:23, 35, Jeremiah indicts tJ1e Israelite 

people for acts of apos tasy of ,~hich the people claim they are innocent. 

lt is not altogether unreasonable that a prophet, filled l"ith zeal and 

doom, should consider the popular worship of YH\\111 as "Baal worship" if it 

did net coincide with his own definition. This is a nonnal excercise. 

This author has heard Hassidic Jews condemn Refonn Judaism as "worship 

of the Golden Calf, " and Refonn seminaries as "butcher shops" (as compared 
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to the "medical school" qualty of llassidic yeshivot). And these statement s 

were ma<le by llassidim who had had ext ensive and pleasant deal ing with 

Refonn J ews. Jeremiah' s blanket condemnation of the Israelite popular 

religion as "Baal worship" may be no more than the blanket indictments 

of Refonn J udaism as "Golden Cali worship." 

Taken as a whole , the prophetic/psalmodic t ext s are ambiguous, and 

hyperbolic. They represent sentiment rather than fact. lf one tried t o 

combine the accounts they give to achieve a total picture of the rite , it 

would be a confused one indeed, due to t11e different locations, procedures, 

gods, and purposes which are detailed in these prophecies. In contrast to 

them, the legal/historical passages agree remarkably well. They present a 

precise (though styl ized, and in that sense, crypti~) description of 

what we can now see as Semitic ritual of dedicating children as attendants to 

a deity by "sail1ing" them of mortal imperfect ions. Exactly how the fire was 

used in this process is a matter of speculation.156 As one can safely say 

that for the devoted children to have been any use to a go<l as t emple 

prostitutes, priests, and hierodules , they would have to have remained 

alive throughout the process , we conclude that Molech worship was not a 

human sacrifice, but sol ely a ritual by which Israelite children were 

given over by their parents to serve some deity.1S7 

3. The next obvious question is who, or what, ,,·as "Molech?" One 

theory that has been proposed is that MLt is the name of a foreign god. 

Molech and Milkom {l Kings 11 : S, 7) occur in the Dible as names of an 

J\mrnonitc deity. Despite the similarity of names , it does not seem that 

the Molech we arc referring to is an Anvnonitc god; for the Bibl e nowhere 

ascribes the "passing of children t hrough f ire" to Ammonites. Most modem 

scholar s have independently agreed that "Molcch" i.11 I Kings 11:7 should be 

read instead as "Milkom.' ' In any event, the lack of corroborative evidence 
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from the Bible or from J\nunoni te archaeology rcnJers this theory weak. 

There are other deities by the name of Malik/Muluk known frail\ the 

18th cent. B.C.E. Mari texts .158 Yet, l\leinfeld argues , "the laws and 

warnings against the worship of Molech (in Leviticus and Deuteronomy) 

coul<l hardly refer to these particular deities . It is unlikely that 

one particular god who is not especially famous would be singled out for: 

mention, while other prominent gods, e.g. Baal, are not mentioned 1n the 

Torah even once. 11159 Therefore, Weinfel d opines that the Malech 

mentioned in the legal/historical texts is not the name of god, but 

the epithet of a god: namely, "king." 

the word is that it is The standard interpretation of 

a tendentious misvocalization of fr~ , "king," with the vowel s of . . 
''sbame" - just as Baal '"as called "Bosheth" (II Sam. 2:8, etc.) and 

"Ashtarath" was called "Ashtoreth11160 ( 11 Kings 23: 13. The word ''Topheth" 

may have been vocalized similarl y: the codex Vaticanus 

in II Kings 23:10.). The LXX rea<ls as 

reads "Tepheth" 
( 

c:A('t\o✓ 
"king," and thus suggests that the reading "Malech'' was not at that time 

known, further evidence that "Malech" is a Masoretic emendation of an 

original "melech." In view of the oven"helming scholarly accord, we 

'J ,.) ?'.=><nJ accept the vocalic cmcncfa t ion, and will henceforth render 

1{',,(rJ\,.) as "to de<licate, by means of fire , to the king ."l6l 

It is well known that YIR,~I i s oft en addressed as "King," and some 

have argued that this Malech r i te was, in actuality , a bastardized fonn 

of the Ylfi\11 cult •162 They further deduce that that .is the reason why 

YIMH says the Malech cult is a profanation of hi s name in Lev. 18: 21 

and 20: 3. If this fire-dedication were directed toward wn~ll as the 

"King," then that would be one explanation why the Masoretes emended 

"melech" : to conceal the national shame ("bosheth") of so worshipping 
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hi.111 . It would also ex-plain why Jeremiah might condemn t.he cult in 

YIMH's name as a matter "which I commanded not , neither came it into 

111y mind (7: 22). 

Yet, as we have seen in connection with pidyon haben, YIOIJII no 

longer was understood as needing the <ledication of first-born male 

children, and the transition from first-born to Lcvite was taking 

place as early as the period of the judges. To assume that Yl~~ll was 

tJ1is "King'' to whom children were dedicated by fire one woul d have 

to posit the survival of non-levitical dedication, or the existence of 

an occult Levitical dedication, neither of which is alluded to in 

the Bible. 163 

It would be more fruitful to look elsewhere for the stimulus cf 

this rite - that is, to some foreign culture. We need not posit 

YIIMI as the "King" to expl ain the actions of Jeremiah and the Masoretes . 

Syncretism would also be a cogent explanation. 164 Therefore, we should 

opine that Malech, the "King," is some foreign god. 

"King" is a common Near-Eastern god-epithet, for example Malk­

an<lros , Melkart , and Melcch-Baal 165 in t he Phoenician sphere , and 
V 

Adad-milki (Adad-sarru) in the Assyrian sphere. In our discussion of 

human sacrifice in the non Israelite Semitic cultures we demonstrated 

that there is no evidence from Phoenicia or from Carthage of any 

rite of dedicating children by means of f jre co1mec ted with any Phoenician 

or Carthaginian deity. 166 There is much evidence that the practice is 

Assyrian, based on the s:iJnilarity of the Mal ech rite and the Assyrian 

"burning" docwnents, as was <liscussed above.167 A<lad/lla<lau and Ishtar/ 

Belet-~eri/Sin are the gods to whom children are ''bumeJ'' in those texts. 

And the ''gods of Sepharvaim, ' ' Adr3.lmlelech and Anamnelech, to whom 

children were also "burned,'' have also been identified as Adad168 and 
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I s htar.169 As Anath and as Ishtar, she is known as "Queen of lleaven" 

cfarrat ;ame) . 170 A.n<l as /\<lad and as lladad, he is known as .. the "1':ing 

of Heaven," to which the title •rMolech" most probably refers. 

Although Kaufman's thesis is th.at tl1e Israelites were neither 

pagans nor syncretists, even he admits that there was "one genuinely 

idolatrous cult of his (Jeremiah's time: the women's wvrship of 

the 'queen of heaven' (Jer. 7:17£; 44)."171 This cult consist~d 

of votive offe rings of cakes shaped like an eight-pointed star 

(the symbol of l shtar172 as the "star of heaven" - kakkab ~ame) 

carried under a canopy amidst libations l 73 (Jer. 7:18; 44 :19), and 

the burning of incense on rooftops to the King, Queen, and host of 

heaven. 

"Molech'' (Ada<l as "King of Heaven") was worshipped along with 

J shtar, "Queen of I leaven," in a syncretistic cult alongside YI n,11: 

"And them that worship, that swear to the Lord and swear by ( f ,fr(! ) 

their king (Zeph. 1:5) . " Though some emen<l f? r! to f
0:>,f ~ 

(as tl1e New English Bible does), to suggest Milkom, the god of tlie 

Arrmonites, we know of no such ceremony a ttending him, but it i s well 

documented tJ1at such rites were involved in the Assyrian worship of 

I shtar; which l eads Weinfeld to judge that emendation i nvalid. 174 As 

the previous verse mentions idolatrous priests ( 

among priests f .J ':> :) , it would seem that the Adad cult was definitely 

syncretistic, inclutling the worship of )1fl•,1J a l ong with that of the Host 

and Royalty of !leaven. 

Indeed, tl1e syncretistic nature of the cult, the dual allegiance 

to YH\Vll and Adad as kings, i s a good reason why the word mel ech was 

misvocalized - to el iminate confusion between t~em. This would be 

suffic ient cause for cons idering tl1e Melech/Molech cult a profanation of 
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YI n\H' s name - something from which YI MIi, through Jeremiah, woul<l want 

to disassociate himself , as something which "1 corronanded not, neither 

came it into my min<l . .. All in all, it is most likely that the Malech 

cult was syncretistic with the Ylfi\H cult - not a bastardized fonn of 

it, and that the Melech, the King, i s Adacl, and not Yli\'/li . 

We have s hown that t he Malech rites were a fonn of dedication 

to the King of lleaven, Adad, who was co-worshipped with )1Mll, !311<l 

with his consort, Ishtar, the Queen of Heaven . These two cults o[ 

the king and queen of heaven seem to have been introduced to Judah 

with the rising influence of Assyria in Judahi te politics. Certainly , 

the t erminus ad quern of its introduction is the reign of Ahaz.. The 

question remains as to whet.her or not he , himself, initiated the cult 

of Molech.175 

As dbct:Ssed helow, 1
76 

Ahaz went to Damascus to offer tribute to 

Tigl ath-Pilcscr, and while he was there, he became enamore<l of the 

altar that was at Damascus. lie had it copied and placed 

in the Temple, r emoving the brazen altar and putting it on the north 

side of his altar (11 Kings 16 :7-16). 11 Chronicles (28:23) maintains 

that he used this altar t o worship the gods of Aram. Ahaz was also 

the first person r ccon.le<l in the Bibl e as Jeclicating his son by means 

of fire ( II Kings 16:3). A.$ A<lad was the <lominant god in t his sphere 

at this time , 177 i t seems likely that the Aramean gods whom Ahaz worshipped 

and to whom he dc<licateJ his son by means of fire were Adad and I shtar. 

As Ahaz reigned before the uownfall of lsrnel, he indulged in this cult 

before the importation of the Sepharvites to Samada , and thus r emains 

i t s first r ecorded Judahite practitioner. 

The Malech cult reached its climax with Menasseh (II Kings 21 :3-11), 

and Weinfeld178 and Kaui1!1all179 state th.a t Jeremiah's condemnation of it 
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stems front his reign (Jer. 2:23; 7; 32:35; 44). The fire dedication 

ceremony seems to have spread to the comoners also (if it was Ahaz 

himself ,.,.ho brought it to Judah) and it must have flourished in order 

to merit so many denunciations in the To,ah. Yet Josiah's refol'Tll 

appears to have been successful in stamping out the dedications to 

Molech but not worship of Ishtar by the women. The latter continued 

until the days of the Second Temple. 180 

4. Though the common understamling of Mol ech worship was that 

it was a sacrifice around a large idol of the god "Molech" wi10 

had two outstretched hands. down which children would roll into a 

large brazier,181 it is interesting to note that early apocryphal 

and rabbinic literature did not solely hold that view. On the con-

trary, many non-sacrificial interpretations coexisted with the sacrificial 

ones. The Midrash distinguishes three major ways by which chil<lren 

could be non-sacrificially "handed over/de<licate<l/passe<l through the 

fircl'to Molech. 

The first way is expressed in the Book of Jubilees (30:7ff), where 

the sin of Molech is connected with marrying one' s children to pagans. 

The second metho<l is similar: it is tJ1e act of procreation with non­

Jewish women, and it is based on a pun on 1' -;:, ( .i> r "to cause to . .... - . 
pass/cle<licatc" as 

renders Leviticus 18:21 

as 

-,~ l 6 , "to impre~na~e." Targu,n Jonathan 

.. - : rft1J" j•;>6~f /.:till t~6 ;->(1j /'"I 

/,._·l ,'3{,✓ s ,.rl tl f ...h~ ·l •3 f "~ i;:.•"1Q J\;:) 

"Give none of your seecl, by means of intercourse with a pagan woma,1, 

to transfer to another worship." The Pshitta reads the same verse as 

ii... h' 1 -:J ~ ( 1 ,:l r f ) .~ ~1 tv 6 A. fl ) .1) 1 ... d ( { 1 j / N I 

"Do not throw away your seed by impregnation of a foreign woman." 

This interpretation is suppressed in Mishnah MegillaJ1 4: 9: )ril /._ D 
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,.[ i' (,)"I If,,., f .,, .;)I; i) f j .h.)i ,J I''-,_'>"' 
?) ci ~ j j ,:J I ...J. I I._ J' {' '..l'I C rl 4 _)) I 'rl · )1,. ~ Ii..·-, ,-,,-( le. J 

"If one should express 'And thou shalt not give any of thy seed to 

pass through to Molech' as 'And thou shalt not give any of thy seed 

to impregnate a heathen woman' they must silence him with a rebuke." 

Yet this interpretation was 

surfaces as Rabbi Ishmael's 

f>'f't'Y d (J'II .. j~ 

not l ong rebuked nor silenced, and it ,, 
in the Sifrei (Shofrim, 171, /,._ ~ : 

r 
YjN/./ ~•/15/✓/ --h'tvi/i.. C(l,Ji) : 

"This is it (the worship of Molech): he \\lho has intercourse with a 

pagan woman and thereby produces a child from her who would be an 

enemy of Goel' s." l~e find the <lebate from Mishnah Megillah expanded 

in the llabylonian Talmud (LSa): kJ C1 ~ f✓c. fd C' '1 ';:) 3 14:J}., 

1 ;.,3,✓ ..0; J. ::> €> _) 11 ! f /':) JN ,J ':\ 1 f, v I J, •)I 1 .) •i) fi /.._ , ly 

"It has been taught in the school of R. Ishmael, 'The text (Lev. 

18:21) refers to t he case of a Jewish man who has intercourse with a 

Samaritan woman and fatheis by her a child (who will be brought up) 

into idolatry. 111 The Talmu<l Yerushalmi (Meg . 75:3; Sanh. 27:2) has 

similar statements. 

The above mi<lrashim is as much based upon wordplay as they are 

upon interchanged contexts. The verses before and after Lev. 18: 21 contlemn 

lying with a fellow Israelite's wife, homosexuality, and bestiality. 

In such a setting it is not surprising that the giving of one ' s seed 

to Molech was understood as impregnation. Whether or not these non­

sacrificial midrashim were based upon clever wor<l-play or a preserve<l 

tradition that Molech had nothing to do with sacrifices cannot be 

<letennined. 

Yet the third interpretation is so close to what we have recon­

structed as the likely reality from the available data that one wonders 
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if it might not be such a preserved tradition rather than mere word­

play. The LXX translates Dcut. 18:10 as direct transfer of children 

to pagan priests for the purpose of becoming attendantsl82 to their 

god. Philo interprets similarly .183 

In contrast to Ishmael's opinion in t11e Sifrci ( ibi<l) we read 

_.;\)/:>} _)''!( f 1.1>~ 1 '.J,:) )';Jfr/ /..J:..1 8 vj !)r/lk flJt-D' 11 

I ),:Yt·, f' JC· d iJ-.,') .'Y ')e I.. J'~(i) ")/•I/Je .' _h'l,J 91'11-;, 
J')..P~ / ':J : 

"R. Judah says, 'This (he who gives his seed to Malech) refers to one 

who transfers his son or daughter to idolatry and makes a covenant 

with it, as it is sai<l (Jer. 34:18) The calf which they rendered in 

twain and passe<l through the parts." This imagery of a covenant 

with idolatry "between the parts" as Abraham made with Yll\'111 is elaborated 

in the J\moraic descriptions of the ceremony in Sanhedrin 64b: 

' .Y O . ?> 1 ;l 11 v J 1 ~ / ) • ::l(, e, i o ,J • 'n U • k : ·j) i> 3J !> 
1 

;,_, !) 1 "- o· c · , .. i> ,,v , ... 1 !J · r 3 r1 ,J :_i ~ • I:? 1... c:. ·} e : · ,~ /4. 

t~ · ,1~)':J I... ..l'J"JJI0/1-:> )I'll... 1,.,-:lJ : I .. O'c 

"R. Judah says that he is only liable to punishment if he causes his 

seed to pass through in tJ1e normal way. How is that? Abayye said: 

'l"here was a loose pile of bricl~s in the middle of a fire on either side 

of it'.' Raba said: ''lt was like the children;s leaping about on Purim." 

That this interpretation must have r emainc<l well-known through t11e ages 

(but apparently not as well knoM1 as the sacrificial one) is evidenced 

in Rashi ' s conunent on Lev. 18 : 21: I .. •:;, i !, I -=-> 1' r,1 -v,le 8 '"' ~ j" '{ 
' . .J>1 , , J 11 , ..J'> c /' e , i5, 1~ • > tt1 , -? t !f:. , ,J ✓,✓ e : i) -~ J , ~ f 

~ 1 'J, j rJ 1 ~ C /' ;:::, 1 'J'<: ·, ,:J /'-' i> ->, /.._ / · Jt ~ t" .-v I ..Ai f', 3 c. 
CI .. 9 

''This was an idol whose name was Malech, and this is its worship: he 

hands his son over to U1e pagan priests and they make two large fires. 

Then they make the child walk tJirough the two bonfires." After Rashi, 
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it is a certainty that a ll who went to cheder were exposed ~p this 

interpretation. The t i.me may have come to regard it as the correct: 

interpretation. 



PJ\RT IV 

CONCLUSION 
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l. The precee<ling chapters have analyzcu the data known 

to us pertaining to humans being use<l as sacrificial victims in 

ancient Semitic cultures. We have demonstrate<l that all arguments 

supporting the existence of Semitic human sacrifice are based 

primarily on literary attestations from outside cultures (such as 

the Romans commenting on the Carthaginians or llellenistic autl1ors 

describing Phoenicians), or on interpretations of sparse and s_tylize<l 

Semitic texts. \'Jith the exception of the Carthaginian "tofet" -

shrines" (which have yet to be finnly established as places of a 

human sacrificial cult) there is, as of now, not one shred of arch­

aeological evidence, in material remains or i n texts, that would 

support the notion that Sem.ttic cultures ever endorsed, condoned, or 

incorporated human sacrifice into even their most bastardized and 

syncretizeJ of cults. 

l t seems that the theory of widespread human sacrifice in the 

Near East has stemmed primarily from the prophetic and classical 

polemics against it. Tf they condemned i t, it must have existed. This 

line of reasoning mistakes hyperbolic rhetoric for historical fact. 

To be sure, there are isolated, W1contestable incidents of human 

SJcrifi.ce such as ?-Iesha and possibly Jepthah which legitimized scholarly 

research for similar occurrences . That this notion of human sacrifice was 

prevalent among the Semites cannot be doubted. It is the existence 

of the practice itself which cam1ot be prO\c<l 1\llth the data at hand. 

IVith the last s tatement we return to the discussions of the previous 

century. Albright writes, "In spite of the documentation available 

in pagan an<l Christian sources about human sacrifice in Phoenicia and 

Carthage, the rationalistic critics of the nine teenth and early 

twentieth centuries refused to believe that the reports had any basis, 
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especially since archaeological work seemed not to furnish any suppor t."184 

I submit that this is the state of affairs today. Those who wi ll believe 

documentation which is external to the culture and more often than not 

overtly polemical will maintain that humat, sacrifice di<l exist. Therefore, 

they will see human sacrifice in cryptic Biblical texts. The will also 

do so in the face of an absolute archaeological silence. The cn.cial 

differences is whether or not one is attempting to find human sacrifice 

or to prove that it obtaine<l. 

\\!hat has happened since the nineteenth to 1·evive this issue? 

Primarily the work <lone on Carthage by Eissfeltlt, Cintas, and Bisi. 

The discovery of those cryptic stelae and even more cryptic pits and 

urns185 fueled the fire of scholarly interest. In addition, Eissfeldt' s 

erroneous identification of r-n.K as a molk sacrifice revived the molech 

issue, an<l, by extension, resurrec ted the discussion of the Assyrian 

"burning" documents, understood as figurative fifty years ago. The 

sideline issue of Arabi.an hLDnan sacrifices has resurfaced, but no new 

evidence has come to light since the last century. The question of the 

credibility of St. Nilus has been bandied about, 186 but he is still, 

in the eyes of most authorities, in disrepute . And Weinfeld has made 

the definitive interpretation of the nature of the ceremony to the "Moharric," 

Miat is ne1" i s Weinfeld' s identification of Molech as A<la<l aml his 

<lcscription of the nature of the Molech-1\<lad <lcdicaticn rite and Ishtar 

worship. BesiJes that, the scholarship in this ficl<l has merely revolved 

around debunking Eissfeldt, a process which has taken forty years. Even 

that was a repetition of the initial criticism of EissfeJ<lt ' s article.187 

2. This leaves us one last case to treat, an<l that is the ''Ake<lah", 

the binding of Isaac (Genesis 22). This is not. an issue of fact. \\lhetJ1er 

or not the event did or <lid not take place is not open to proofs. Even 
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if it is historical, the sacrifice was not carried out. Iv.hat is at 

issue is our understanding of the original intent of the Akedah narrative 

in the light of our present understanding of the frequency of hwnan 

sacrifice in Semitic cultures . 

The interpretations are basically fourfold: that it is the etiology 

of a sanctuary; that it is the etiology of the institution of substituting 

animals for human victims in sacrifices; that it is the ultima~e polemic 

against human sacrifice; and that it is the account of one man ' s extreme 

submission to God's will. lndeeJ, the question of what is the intent 

of this story is a very old one. ln rabbinic literatur.e anc.l in Christian 

exegesis (the examples are far too numerous to mention) there has always 

been a tension between inte1pretations which emphasize the significance 

of Abraham' s loyalty to God, and those interpretations which regard the 

Akcdah as support for the prophetic injunctions against human sacrifice. 

It is not the des ire of this author to Jiscourage homHetical eisegesis 

of the Ake<lah in any way. Yet its exeges is is an issue, especially 

when statements such as these are made: 11From the anthropological point 

of view it (the Aked.ah) may be regarded as evidence for the existence 

of child sacrifice among the Hebrews . 11188 "lluman sacr ifice was an 

1 ~ . . b I . d f . "189 
i:h .. tua cust om among some Canaanite tri es . t was practice or centuries. 

TI1erefore, let us examine these four inteq)retations to determine the extent 

of which they are truly exegetical. 

Scholars have seen the AkedaJ1 as "a pa trfarch legitimiz.ing a 

Canaanite sanctuary at which human sacrifice ,\c1s replaced with animal 

sacrifice. 11190 Without a doubt one of the primary functions of the 

patriarchal narratives was the legitimization of Canaanite sanctuaties 

and the etiology of place names (e.g. Genesis 16:B•l4; 26:12-33; 28). 

The scholarly attenpt to identify Morial1-Yln\1t Yir'eh as a sanctuary has i ts 
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roots in the Chronicler's identification of Jerusalem as the site of 

Mount Moriah (II Cl1ron. 3: 1). The standard rabbinic assumption is 

that the Temple Mount is Moriah. Recently there have been new 

itlentifications. Gunke1191 felt that Yln~ll-Yir'eh is Jeruel, 192 and 

Proksch193 has attempted to show that it is Schechem. These new in­

terpretations are due to the feel ing that the Chronicler based his 

identification on late and erroneous P traditions. 

M1ereever Moriah-\lil\'H-Yir ' eh was, one can make a sound case that 

the authors of Genesi s 22194 receiveJ and transmitted the narrative 

fully aware of its etiological nature . This does not seem to be the 

emphasis of the story, however. Gunkel has stated that Yll\\111-Yir'eh 

does not read like a place name, which was why he proposed Jeruel as 

an alternative. 195 The mention of "the land of Moriah" and "one of 

the hills" (22:2) is too vague and inaccurate a <lescription to have 

been correctly i<lentified by anyone, especially the Chroniclor. 196 

Moreover, Jerusalem was in the hands of the Jebusitcs at the time the 

AkedaJ1 would have taken place, 197 an<l it is difficult to believe that 

Abraham perfonned all this inside or in sight of a Canaanite c ity . 

Gunkel has point<.><l out that even through the na1Tative is conscious of 

an etiology of a sanctuary, the present fonn of the s tory is the 

testing of a righteous man.198 Jt would be a safe assumption, then, 

that Genesis 22 , while transmitted in the standan.l patriarch.11 etiological 

genre , either lost that emphasis along the year s or never really ha<l it. 

Therefore, let us examine the other a lternatives. 

llooke,199 in his discussion of possible sites for Moriah-Yii\\11 Yir'eh, 

moves on to say, "The story may also have been intended to explain the 

early Hebrew custom of ransoming the firstborn of male childr en." Though 

the tradition of the redemption of the firs tborn (De. 32:20) may have develo_pe<l 



66 

in full awareness of the i\ke<lah, it is, hO\~cvcr, anachronistic to 

ascribe pidyon haben to the patriarchs, especially since Levites were 

only beginning to supplant firstborns as priests during the time of 

the judges. 200 lt would be safe to say that this also is not the 

emphasis of the narrative. 

Raising the question of pidyon haben, brings us back to the issue 

of whether or not tJ1is narrative, as fohrcr maintains, ''conta~ns 

what \Vas originally a Canaanite cult legeml telling how animal sacrifice 

replaced human sacrifice. 1120l We have dealt with the problem of 

\\lhether pi<lyon haben was designed to redeem Israelite firstborn males 

from sacrifice and demonstrated the likcl i11ood that it ,vas not. Devaux 

agrees witJ1 Fohrer's asser•#ion that human sacrifice was a Canaanite 

practice, stating the "Gen. 22 may have been the first of all the narrative 

(sic) if the foundation of a sanctuary, where, from the outset, only 

animal victims were offered, in contrast with other, Canaanite, sanctuaries 

where human vict ims were also sacrificed. 11202 liowevcr, tJ1e lack of any 

evidence of Canaanite-Phoc.:nician human sacrifice renders that position 

untenable. 

If it was not a Cana(lnite practice, then the next alternative is 

that it was a _general Semitic practice which is being declaretl unacceptable. 

Denise Piccan.l maintains that '' the theme which inspires (th.is story) goes 

back to a far-off period when the religion of nomacl Semites included 

a hwnan sacrifice alongside animal sacrificc.11203 Even <leVaux, who 

maintains that the Israelites di<l practice human sacrifice in tJ1e Moleclt 

cult, rejects this hypothesis: "J\ccor<ling to all available eviJence1 

the religion of the nomad Semites included nothing of the sort.11204 Nor, 

according to our findings, did any other Semitic culture, nomadic or 

settled. 
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lf no other Semitic culture can be shown to have practiced 

human sacrifice,205 we return to the question of whether it was 

uniquely an Israelite phenomenon. The Jepthah story is recognized 

as singular. and very probably mythological. The Mesha incident 

is alo unique, and much later than the Akedah. The Ake<lah could 

hardly have been conceived with either of those two narratives in 

mind. \Ve are left with no alternative but to state that there was 

no human sacrifice in 1 srael that the Adedah could have been intended 

to supplant. 

Basing a theory of Israelite human sacrifice on the Akedah goes 

against all else we can uncover about Israelite practices . "Anyway, 

only paradoxically could we use the narrative to establish that 

human sacrifices were ever legitimate in Israel; rather does it prove 

that human sacrifices were disapproved of and that this contlenmation 

was put right back into the time of Abraham ... Z06 

There is a more fundamental problem. Before one can safely assert 

that animals were a substitute for hwnans as sacrificial victims in a 

culture, one would have to be certain that that was the proper sequence 

in the evolutiQn of sacrifices. Robertson Smith tJ1eorizes that the 

reverse is probably more correct: that humans replaced animals as 

sacrificial victims. 207 Smith suggests that primitive societies 

(including Semitic cultures) were totemistic, and therefore, animal 

life was held to be more sacred, their life much purer, than human life, 

Thus, animals were more acceptable victims than humans. Ila maintains 

that human sacrifice is a degeneration of th.it principle which could 

only occur in an advanced, decadent, society. Indeed, the Incas 

and Aztecs, ,~ho assure<lly ha<l a human sacrificial cult, were not 

at all primitive in their contexts. The Canaanites of the pat1iarchal 
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(Amama) age were also a very advanced anJ cultureJ soc,iet y verging 

on national collapse in t he wake of the invading J\rameans, woul d 

cer tainly fit Robertson Smith 's category of an a<lvanced, decadent 

society, as would CartJ1age, Greece, and Rome . But the Hebrews were 

by all accounts a primitive, backwoods people up through the time of 

David. Certainly they were not the type of society to have reached 

the level of sophisticat ion an<l decadence which Robertson Smit;h 

maintains is necessary for such a cult. 

Devaux supports Smit11' s notion tl1at human sacrifice is a <le-generation 

of animal sacrifice, citing a text that Robertson Smith certainly knew 

of: "The practice of human sacrifices crumot be regarded as (:haracter­

istic of savage races. On the contrary , it is found much more frequently 

among barbarians and seJni-civilise<l peoples than among genuine savages , 

and at the lower stages of culture known t o us i t is hardly heard 0£. 11208 

Devaux applies this prbc::.rlc to render Phoenicia and Carthage as likel y 

societies for tJ1e practisc,209 and tlte difference between the level of 

culture in Phoenicia and of the patriarchs is readi ly apparent . 

The issue of which came first , human or animal vi~tims, is by 

no means well-understood. Yet in view of the scholarly arguments 

against t he animal substitution hypothesis, it cannot be blithely 

asserted that animals ,~ere the next step. after humans as victims. 

It is, therefore, inappropriate t o conclude that the Ake<lal1 could be 

pinpointing such a change in t he Semitic concept of re ligion . 

1f, then , the Akedal1 is not the etiology of animal substitution 

for human sacrificial vi ctims, anJ not primarily the etiology of a 

sanctuary , could it be a polemic against human sacrifice? This is the 

accepted view: •~1he s t ory of the 'Binding of Isaac ' opens the age-long 

war fare of I srael against the abominations of child sacrifice which was 

r ife among Semitic peoples .• . In that age it was astow1ding that Abraham's 
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God should have interpose<l to prevent the sacrifice , not that he 

should have aske<l for it ... A primary purpose of this command , therefore, 

was to demonstrate to Abraham anJ his descendants after him that 

God abhorred human sacrifice with an infinite abhorrence. 11210 

If the /uce<lah is a polemic let us ask against whom this polemic 

is direct ed. ln light of our findings, it coul<l not be against any 

neighbor of Israel, nor against tlle Canaanites, nor against fla:tive 

Israelite customs. 1'he possibility remains that the Ake<laJ1 ,vas a 

polemic not dir ected against some specific culture, but :igainst 

the concept in general. YH\'111 does prevent the fulfillment of his own 

connnanJ, and the prophets l ater villify even the notion of human sacrifices 

in \11\\1l's name (e.g. JererniaJ1 7:31 and 19:5). But as many scholars 

realize, "The s t ory contains no word in repudiation of human sacrifice.11211 

lndee<l, "i t rather implies that Ja.hveh might desire such a sacrifice.11212 

llcrtz may abhor human sacrifice, but it cannot be found stated in the 

narrative itself. "The near sacrifice of Isaac fails to manifest 

an outspoken objection in principle to the i<lea or humru1 sacrifice. " 213 

Speiser argues that the Akedah is "character ized at the outset as a 

test (unreal) , a gruesome mandate t o be cancelled at the proper time. 

If the autJ1or had inten<le<l to ex-pose a barbaric custom, he would surely 

have gone about it in a Jifferent way.11214 Kaufman, Speiser, deVaux and 

Thompson, who all holJ that human sacrifice was practiced i n one way 

or another in ancient Scmit k cultLll'CS, fi11J no cv iJcm:c of an anti­

human sacrifice polemic in the J\kc<lah. 

One would expect the climax of the Adedah to be a denw1ciation 

of human sacrifice if one were to propose that it is a polemic. Bowie 

asserts that "the c limax is not the sacrifice of Isaac, but the word from 

God, that he i s not to be sacrifice<l."215 \Ve would suggest that the 
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climax and the message of the J\ke<lah is i n verse 12, ''Now i_ know 

how dedicated you are to Go<l, since you did not withhold from me 

your own bel oved son." It is not, ''Now you know t hat this is what 

1 will never require again." 

Indeed, it has not been traditional in either Jewish or 

Christian theology to assume that God would not require h.l.Dlla.l1 sacrifice.. 

Jesus' c rucifixion is seen as having been precursed by the Ak~ah, and 

Jewi sh midrash and folklore a r e rich with l egends based on the assl.Dnption 

that Isaac actunll)' was sacrificed and resurrected . 216 liertz himself 

explains that it became, in time, the ultimate symbol of " the ideal 

of martyrdom. 11 21 lie writ es, 11Tn all human history there is not a 

singl e noble cause, movement or achievement that did not call for 

sacrifice , nay, sacrifice 0£ life itself • . . Israel is the classic 

people of martyrdom . "218 The Akedah is used in support of h1.11nan 

sacrifice via martyrdom in the midrash on Hanna, whose seven sons all 

suffere<l death by torture rather than subn1it to worshipping Antiochus ' 

idol: 11Go and tell Father J\hraha.m: Let not your heart swell wi th 

pride: You have built one a l t a r, but I have built seven altars and 

on them have offered up my seven sons. M1at is more: Yours was a trial; 

mine is an accomplishcJ fact . 11219 That i nterpretations as these have 

been the core of Christi;1nity and in the mainstream or miclrash lead this 

author to doubt that the Ake<laJ1 was ever intended to be tl1e polemic so many 

have seen. 

J\11 this leads up to the last alternative, that the narrative i s 

the story of tl1e testing of a righteous man. Gray writes that the Akedah 

"is in a certain measure an eal'ly parallel to the Book of Job: in both 

cases Yahweh, by tl1e trial of charact er, brings out the genuineness of 

the religion and devotion of the man who is tried. 11220 That tl1e Akedah 
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is the saga of a trial is proved in the climax mentioned below221 and 

in the challenge of the first verse: "Sometime aften\lard God put 

Abraham to the test (22: 1) ." That this is a corranon interpretation of 

the text is not a new statement. That it is the only un~quivocal and 

wiambiguous exegesis is seldom recognized. 

\\~1at was the nature of the test? Brichto writ es, "The test of 

Abraham's faith is the ultimate test, for in being asked to s~crifice 

his son he was asked to hazard his immortality, 11222 DeVaux expands 

on this : "Just as the order to quit his country and his family 

(Gen. 12:1) had cut Abraham off from his past, so this new command 

cuts off his future ... In the person of Isaac it was all lsrael of the 

future which was bound up on the altar. " 22'.> This is indeed the case, 

as Ishmael is not considered to be Abraham's sone for the purposes of 

Ylfl\H ' s covenant: ''Through Isaac alone will your line continue" (21:12) . 

The future of Abraham's lineage, whid1 is his immortality, depended 

solely upon his absolute submission to Y1 l\'JI I. Proksch sees this absolute 

submission as an "islam" -total surrem.Jer to GoJ in fear of God. 224 

Speiser maintains that it is not "fear or awe but absolute dedication. 11225 

The common denominator of all the interpretations is absolute obe<lience -

for wha tcver reason. J t is this obcd icnce , or "isl am'' of Abraham's 

which is the emphasis, focus, cliJnax, and purpose of the Akedah. 
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the river at the annual rite of Argei (Fasti, 621 ff). 

22. 0. Eissfel<lt, Molk als im Punischen und Hebraischen 
un<l das Ende des Gotte lle 1935. 

23. See appendix, figure A. 

24. SOTS, p. 76, n. 84 . 

25. Albright (Y('.C, p. 210) displays one scenario as to how ~fi,K as "king" 
could evolve a meaning of "vow." 

26. 

27. 

28. 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 

SOTS, p. 78. Moshe W~infel d renders this as f'-J'i~ P 1 (J)e ~ , 
(" ~,,..,11 r,~,e.•,:, l·[irn .J.itr'I(" in Proceedings of the Fifth \forld 
Congress of Jewish Studies (1969) , p. 43.) and says that it also 
occurs without the mention of MLK (11. Tur Sinai , ,.~ 'O>'I j'C[-r>, 
vol. 1 pp. 104-5) . Albright reads the full phrase as a P'"'-"",::,~ 
(YGC, p . 205, n. 79), and Eissfeldt (t-OPII, p. 20) translates it as 

PI ..h,:l ( c ti.-v ~> >C. ~ • All of these interpretations are some­
what forced and not all scholars see it. as a sacrificial rite 
(see .,ol D"':'>t 1,r /9 , pp. 106-7). 

SOTS, pp. 89-90. 

~1. Buber, Konigtum Gottes (1932), pp. 214-15. 

Plutarch, De lsidc et Osiri<lc, 16. 

Bisi reproduces another such figure which i s not so identified 
(Anna Maria Bisi, Le Stele Puniche, (Rome) 1967, figures 31-2. 
See also appendix, figures A an<l B, and G. C. and C. Picard, The 
Life and Death of Carthage, p. 321, figure 25. -

Dr. Chanan Brichto has suggested that U.,K 'MR could as plausibly be 
" the sacrifice of an Emir" as a "vow offering of a lamb ." 

De Supestitione xiii, 171 d. 

Library of llistorr, xx, 14:4-6. 

34. See llisi, op. cit. , ch. 2. Sec also figur e E in appen<li.x. 

35. Appendix, figure F. 

36. SOTS, p. 82. 

37 . See SOTS, p. 83, for a table of percentages. 

38. De Vaux suggests that this rite was hwnan sacrifice along with 
substitutions of lambs for humans, (SOTS, p. 83). 
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39. ibid, n. 118. 

40. See table, ibid, p. 83 . 

41. See below, Part 11 I D. 

42. YGC , p . 207. See a l so above, p. 7 , n. 12. 

43. Albr ight states (YGC, p. 207) that "the relatively late 
date at which the practjce of setting up (these Carthaginian) 
corranemorative stelae (the earliest, (1S I 1236, being 6th cent 
B.C.E.; but most are several centur ies younger• R. Dussaud, in 
Co te - rendus de 1 'Aca<lemic des Iseri t ions et Belles Lettres 

19 pp. 3 ee also S, p. 77. in connection w1 
"topheth sacrifi ces" was introduced makes it improbable that they 
were derived from Phoenicia proper." In addition , Albright 
maintains that the s t elae are North Africian prototypes . 

44. Sec below, p. Sf . 

45. W. r= . Albright, Archaeology and the Religion of lsrael, 5th 
(N.Y.) 1969; p. 222 , n 116. 

46. See also bel ow, p . ~( 

47. E. A. Speiser, C.enesis (Anchor Bible, e<l. \~. F. Al bright and 
D. N. Freedman), Doubleday, N , 1964, p. 16S. 

48. SOTS, pp. 55-6 

49. Speiser, ibid. 

SO. SOTS, pp. 57-9 . 

51. ibid, pp. 56-7. 

52. ibi<l, p. 57. 

54. C. II. W .. Johns in Assyrian Uee<ls and Documents I II (1923) 
nun1ber 632 . 

SS. C. 11. W . . Johns numbers 436, 474; Kohler-Ungnad, Assvrischc 
RechtsurkunJcn, numbers 163 , 96a. 

S6. C. II. W. Johns , number 310, r. 7-10; l\ohler-Ungnad 
numher 158: 27-30. 

S7. Iraq 13 (1951) Pl . X'VI, N. D. 496:25-32. 

58 . Arch . v. r. Orient for. , Beiheft 1 t l 933) p . 73, 8:5-7 ; also 
W. F. Albright in Anatolian Studies 6 (1956) pp. 75-85. 

59. IL Meissner, ' 'Die Keilschrifttexte aus dem Tell l,lalaf," 
(Fe i s t schrift M. von Oppenheim), 1933, t ext s ii an<l iii, pp. 72-5 
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60. SOTS, p. 59. 

61. AD and n, Ill, pp. 345-6. 

62. Cricntalia N. S. 34 (1965) pp. 382-6. 

63 . ~«,COT, pp. 586-8 . See also below on fire as a purification 
agent, p 4l;, , 

/ 
64. A . .Jaussen and R. Savignac, Mission Archeol ogique en Arabie 

II (1914) No. 49. cf. pp. 381-2. 

65. \ti, Caskel, Lj l)yan und Li.Qyanisch ( 19S4) p. 48 ; J. llenninger, 
"Menschenopfernei den Arabern" (Anthropos liii) , 1958, p·. 745, 
n. 73. 

66. De Abst . ii 56; Euscbius, Praep. Ev . (ed . ~iaas) iv. 16, 8. 

67 . Quoted by Wellhausen in Reste Ar abische lleidentums, (1897) 
p. 40 . 

68. Pr ocopius of Gaza, De Bello Persico ii 28, 13; Zacha r iah the 
Rhetor (J. P. N. Land, Anecdota Syriac a iii, p. 24 7; trans. 
F. J. llamilton and E.W. Brooks, pp . 206-7); Michael the 
Syrian IX, 16 (trans. Chabot ii, pp. 178-9); Wellhausen , 
op. cit ., pp. 43 an<l liS; R. Devreese, Vivre et Penser 11 
(= Revue Biblique li) (1942), pp. 281 and 294; R. /\igrain, 
"Arabie~ in the Dictionnaj re d'histori e e t de geographie 
ecclcsiast iques, col . 1227. 

69. The tradition takes differ ent fonns: Wellhausen , op. cit., p . 43; 
G. Roths t ein, Die Dynasti~ dcr Labmiden iJn El - U1ra ( 1899) pp. 141-2; 
R. /\igrain, op. cit. , col. 1229. 

70 . Wellhausen , op. cit. , p. 116; J . Chelhod, Le Sacrifice chez les Arabes 
(195S) pp. 97-8; M. Gaudefroy-Demombynes, Mahomet (1957). p. 57 . 

71. SOTS. p. 54. 

72. ibid, p. 5S. 

73. Compare the s tory of the woman ' s vow to Saul nearly executing 
Jonathan in connection with a VO\'l (I Sam. 14), below, p. 

74. Jf Mohammed ' s fa the r had been sacrificed, Mohanune<l would never have 
been born. This may be comparable to the J\kedah (below, conclusion) 
Moses being nearly killed by Pharaoh, am.I Jesus being sought by Herod. 

7S. Mignc, r. G. l xxix col s. 583-694 . 

76. Albright, YGC, p . 208 . 

77. sars , p. 53; R. Devreese in Vivre ~et Penser I (= Revue lliblique 
xlix) (1940) pp. 220-2; MCIB, p. 53. 

78. J. Menni nger in l\nthropos I (1955) pp. 81-148. 
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79. J.icut' s r.eo0 ra )hisd1es \\'orterhuch herausgegchen von r-. l\'ustenfeld 1V • 
4 5: -4 Leipzig, 1866-71 . Salman is a place in lraq OJI the 
pilgrim road to Kufa. (LRS, p. 364, n . 1) . 

80. op. cit. , p. 53 . 

81. LRS, p. 364, n. 1. 

82 . MC IB, p. 52. 

83. W. Gottschalk, Das Gelube nach alterer arabischer J\uffasung 
(1919), p. 128. 

84. Yehezkel Kau.fman maintains that the Israelites did not understand 
the true nature of pagan worship and viewed it on t.'1e whole at its 
most fetishistic level . RI, p. 20. 

85. SOT, p. 86. 

86. ibid, p. 87 . 

87. MI, p. 158. 

See Pp. 3<1 and , u 88. i,,-, in connection with the avowedly non-polemical 
nature of the Jepthah and Akedah narratives. The problem of Molech 
references in the legal-historical texts is analyzed on pp 

39. Above , p. 19. 

90. See note 169. 

91. Genesis 22 

92. Judges 11. 

93. Ras Shamra Texts 1 N3 II, 31-8, quoted in Ringgren, op. cit., p. 163. 

94. ibiJ. 

95. .J. Gray, The Legacy of Canaan, Leiden (1965) , p. 126. 

96 . ibid , n. 1. 

97. De Vaux goes to great lengths to support the theory that this was 
a sacrifice (SQTS, p. 62). lie develops his case by interpreting 
the 1,·ord ;Of'j?~ in vers~ nine. Ezekiel (23: 17-18) and Jeremiah (6:8) 
use the vcrh to mean "al1enatc'', '1t o hecome scp:1rat ed from one's soul." 
An<l in Gen . 32: 26, the verb is used t o mean "Ji s locate ." Therefore, 
<le Vaux has theor ized th:1t the r.ibeonitcs "<lismemhere<l" tllc survivors 
of the house of Saul, just as J\nat cut Mot up into pieces. Thi s 
is a very weak argument. 'i'' i s al so used t o des ignate a drastic 
pw1ishment, as in Numbers S: 24, ''Take all the chiefs and hang tl1em up 
unto the Lor<l in the face of the sun, that the fierce anger of the 
Lord may turn away from Israel." It is also used a few verses after 
the Gibeonite incident in II Sam. 21:13 referring to the bodies of 
Saul and Jonathn.n which had been "hung" on the walls of Beth Shan 
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(1 Sam. 31:8). "Dismember" :m<l "dis locate" are not acts des igned 
to be done in connection with a wall, and thus it seems- obvious that 
the author of this narrative specifically intended the meaning "to 
hang, impale," making allusions to the fate of others of the house 
of Saul. 

98. Even assuming tlte existence of such a rite base<l on the Anath/Mot 
text, nothing such as that myth describes (gr inding, burning, and 
scattering, al ong with cl earing) takes pl ace in the passage from 
Samuel . 

99. See our <liscussion pp. 6- 7, n. 10. In introducing an<l commenting 
upon this saga, Ringgren makes no mention of any such rit~ or 
text. 

100. P & s, p. 128. 

101. "One fonn of sacrifice t o which the archaeological evidence points 
is that of the foundation sacrifice. The Canaanite foun<lation 
sacrifice may be combined with the Moabite sacrifice of the royal 
heir to Chemosh as affording evidence of the extent to which 
propitiation was prominent in the thought of Israel• s neighbors." 
sar, p . 87. 

102. ibid . 

103. ibid, r. 81. See footnote 8 for his list of articles on the 
subject. 

104. A. Dillman, Die Bucher i\1umeri , Oeuteronomium, und .losua, 
(Kurze efasstes exe eti sches I lan<lhuch zum Al ten Testament, 

. F. e1l an F. Del1ts Le1pz1g, 8 , p. 66. 

105. SOTS, p. 60 . 

106. ibid . These were tombs J an<l K from Tell el-Far ah near 
Nablus. Sec his original article in Revue lliblique lviii, 1951, 
pp. 401-3 . 

107. SOTS, p. 64. See also LRS, p. 419, n. 2. "Before Ylfl\11, according 
to Or. Brichto, implies "at Yln\U's command. " 

108. Below, p . 21. 

109. Translatc<l by <le Vaux; SOTS, p. 69. 

110. Tsaia, 1958, in loco. 

111. De Vaux claims that this is a reference to some obscure syncretism. 
r don ' t know what he is t alking about, and 1 su51)ect he doesn't 
ei t her. ~ TS, p. 69. 

112. ibid, p . 68 . 

113. ibi<l, p. 69. 
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114 . SOT, p. 88. 

11S. /1.s this verse mentions the sacrifice of a first -born, some have seen 
it as referring to the supposed widespread Israelite custom of 
''sacrificing the first-born", which, t hey believe, was supplanted 
by pi<lyon haben. See above, Section C of Part III. 

116. Servius , on Virgil , Aenaea<l iii 121 f, xi 264. 

117. Plutarcl1 , de Fluvius ix. 1. 

118. "Ke-Sat,· Journal Asiatique VI, 182S, p . 1S9; Grimm 1188; for other 
references see h'. 0. Sypher<l, Jeyhthah and llis Daughter (reprint 
from DelaNare Notes, 12th series U. of Delaware , 1939, p. 9, n. 15; 
MLCOT, H ll 5, p. 534 . 

119. MLCOT, p. 431. 

120. '"fhe redactor neither praises nor blames Jephthah, and subsequent 
tra<lition cHd not condenm him (cf. lleb. 11:32) . ' ' SOT, pp 65-6 . 
See also our discussion of the Akedah in the conclusion. 

121. 

122 . 

123. 

124. 

p & 

ibid. 

R. 1., 

p & 

s, p. 109. 

p. 137 . 

s, p. 90 

125 . Besides the question of Jephthah's sacrifice, the custom that 
Jephthah's daughter seems to have initiated have also been 
investigated, that is, the weeping for tJ1e "dead or ousted" 
fertility god. This practice occurred in Egypt (Lamenting Osiris) 
;:md in Syria {Lamenting Adonis). Both the (;ilgrancsh epic 
(vi 46-7) and the chronicle of the Descent of 1 shta.r to the 
Nethenvorl<l (rev. 56-7) speak of an annual wailing for Tanvnuz. 
Ezekiel (8:14) also mentions this custom in connection with Israelite 
women, who s::it st th~ Temple gate to mourn Tannnuz. (See Sypherd, 
op. cit . , p. 1 S , n. 2 7 . 

lndeed, there has been much scholar~hip attempting to connect 
lshtar (Atargatis) as the original model for Jephthah's daughter 
(ibid, p. 17, n. 7.) . Epiphanius states that !-:ore Persephone 
(another name for Ishtar) Nas worshipped hy the Sichemites as 
.Jepthah's daughter (Adv . haeres Ill, 2, XXIII) . The male-female 
confusion of vows to sacrutce the first (first sons, <laughters, 
mothers, sisters) js compow,deJ in th<." confusion of identifying 
various gods and go<ldcsscs wj th who dcsccmls :md who is mourned. 

The ,1ssocin.tion of Ishtar with ,Jcphtah's tlnughtcr has been 
investigated for possihle connections hetween the Molecll-cult 
and the "cult of the host of heaven" that Jeremiah denounces 
(which was Ishtar worship.) This is seen as a source of evidence 
for the human-sacrificial nature of the Molech cult. Some have 
claimed that the Jephthah-type human sacrifice is merely carried 
through in spirit through the annual weeping for his daughter/Ishtar. 
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inJeed there is an attestation to lsraelites weeping at the harvest 
(Hosea 7:14) . 111is weeping, or "ululation" was common. throughout 
the ancient near-east (see MLcm· pp. 431-2) as a rite of tennination 
of the exil e (death) of the fertility god (e.g. Ceres anJ Persephone). 
The connect ion of Ishtar to Jephthah's daughter is confusing and 
tenuous, but the fert ility customs associated with hoth point out 
a possible undercurrent of fertility goJ worship in l sraelitc 
history from the Ju<lges to the Exile. l t; is too speculat ive, however, 
to base any theories of Molech worship being human sacrifice on this 
confusion of gods and goddesses with Jephthah ' s daughter. 

126. Exodus 13:2, 11-16; 22:28-9; 34: 19-20 ; Nwnbers 3: 11-13, 40-51; ,\:15-18; 
and 18:15-16 . 

127. SOTS, p. 71; P & S, p. 76. 

128. E. Dhonne, La Religion des Hebreaux nomades, l 'J37, p. 33; 
"primitive law is marntamed 10 all 1ts ngor jn the tock of 
Exodus, 22:28-9" . (Quoted from SOTS , p. 70, n. 69. De Vaux 
lists several authors there with similar opinions.) 

129. ~t1PH, p. 35 (Quot ed in SOTS, ibid.) 

130. The emendation of 20:25-29 reads as follows: '"l'herefore, son of 
man, speak to the house of Israel and say to them, 'Thus says the 
Lord Yahweh: Moreover ~•our fathers uttered this blasphemy against 
me - when they dealt treacherously with me - that I ( ! ) had given 
them statutes that were not good and judgements whereby they could 
not enjoy life, and I had defi led them, etc." J.E. Bewer, 
"Textual and Exegetical Not es on the Book of Ezekiel ," (JBL, vol . 
72) , 1953, pp. 159-161. 

13 l. Above , p. 4 S . 

132. Below, p. 'i'I . 

133. The verses in Chronicles speaking of these acts are of dubious 
tradition and have not been referred to for this reason by any 
other scholar. The P traditions in Leviticus are short and stylizedi 
ru1d possibly no more an eyewitness then Chronicles . l n any case, 
Leviticus an<l Chronic)es are closer in their accounts to the lega1; 
histodcal texts of Deuteronomy than they are to the prophets. We 
will refer to Chronicles when there are significant differences. 

134 . ~lliJ , p . 230 . 

135. \fright, in Interpreters Bible on Ot. 12:31 and 18:10. 

136. II Chron. 28:3 also makes a distinction between Ahaz "offering in 
tJ1e valley of Ben llinnom" and "burning his children in the fire, ' ' 
which may be further proof that the Biblical authors knew that the 
fi re ritual was not a sacrifice. 

137. Above, p. 19. 
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139. 

140. 

141. 

142. 

143. 

144. 

145 . 

146. 

147. 

148. 

149. 

150. 

151. 

152. 

153. 

154. 

155. 
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MLCOT, pp. 586-8. See a l so J. IL Frazer, The fasti of Ovid, 1925, 
iii. 293 ff; G. Glatz , L'Or<lalie dans la Gr ece ~rimitive,1904, 
105 f., 0. Gruppe, Griech Mythologie, 1906, p. 98, n. 4 . 

Especially te.xt #4 above (p . l'l ) which explicitly states that the 
"burnt" children are to be handed over (dedicated) as temple 
functionaries to Adad and I shtar. 

Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia, 1917. 

Not only is biblical Malech worship analogous to the Assyrian 
rite in the use of fire, but they are a l so linked by l ocation. 
Topheth an<l hamru, the "sacred precinct of Adad, were both 
outside the city. MCJB, p. 52, n. 103. · 

To the "nations" as in 16:14 or to some unnamed god? The 
referent is not given. 

Quoted above , p. "II. 

II Kings 23:10 states that Topheth is the location. It i s not 
very likely that two such outstanding rites as II Kings and 
Jeremiah describe occupied the same place at the same time. 

Rl, p. 146, n. 7 . 

That is, if Molech is the name of a god. 

Above, p . "f / • 

Above, p. 4 1. 

RI, pp. 431-2. 

Above, n. 2. 

Bel ow, pp. 5> . 
WeinfeiJ (~ClB, p . 46) claims that this is Deutero-Isaiah. 
It is also thought to he trito-Isaish (IDD, in loco). 

Some a l so emend vs . 9 to rca<l; "you also went to Molech with 
ointment" (James Muilenberg , TnB, in loco 1, b/..lt Muilenberg 
says that the Masorctic vocali zation ( f${'/ ) is just 
as possible. Other s emend Isaiah 30:33 to read "to Molech" instead 
of the Masoretic " for the king ." Sec below, n. 161. 

Psalms I II (Anchor Bible, vol. 17A ed. Albright and Freedman) 
New York, 1970, p. 67 . 

Tur Sina i c1c10 •> 1 /
1<'.f~ , vol. I, pp. 64 ff) uses thj.s t ex:t as al' 

parallel t o an emenda t1on he makes of Amos 2: l, "J ~ [ /" i ~~ r '-· ef 
(~ff) to ·J e; { ;-"I J. ~ 1,(;v . lie takes Eissfeldt' s 

vie,-1 that mol ekh is a verb .. meaning "to offer a vow sacrifice," and 
hence the verse becomes "to offer a man as a vow sacrifice to a demon." 
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')Of Or, . - can be l eft with the Masoretic vowels, with the 
meaning, "to burn (by offering as a vow sacri f ice) a man into 
lune ." This emen<lation is troextenslve and speculative to 
be acceptable as evidence under the methodology of this paper. 

156. The midrash on this topic can be found below, in section four of 
this chapter. 

157. That was certainly the intent of the ceremony; i t was not apriori 
a sacrifice. As the precise nature of the fire ritual has not 
come down to us in any S?mitic text (unless the Midrash i s to be 
believed! below, p. 5<, ) the poss ibility remains open that accidents 
might occur during the course of fire-purification, accidentally 
burning some of the devotees. This would "fuel the fire" of 
prophetic denunciations and could easily be the source of the 
hyperbol e of "human sacrifice." 

158. SOTS, pp. 73-4; IDB in loco. 

159. Mfi.J , pp. 230-1. 

160 . MLCOT, p. 588; MEJ, p. 230. 

161. \\'einfeld (!vm.J p. 231) claims further proof for this hypothesis 
by cl aiming that the "king" cited in Isaiah 30:33 is actually 
Malech. De Vaux (SOTS, pp. 73-!;) also identifies this "king" 
as Mol ech, and cites tl1is verse as evidence of the nature of the 
topheth: "for a hearth is ordered as of old; yea, for the king 
i t is prepared, deep and large ; the pile thereof is fire and 
much wood; the breath of YHlvli, like a stream of brims tone, does 
kindle it." llowever, it is tenuous to assume that this verse has 
M}' rel ationship whatsoever to MolP.Ch. From the context of the 
entire prophecy it can be seen that the king intended is the 
king of Asshur, and the fire is YJn\lll's wrath executing fiery 
j udgement on Assyria. To interpret otherwise one would have t o 
reinterpret much of Isaiah. 

162. SOT, p. 87. 

163. llannah's dediclltion of Samuel to YIII\H's service under the tutelage 
of Eli the priest ( 1 Sam. 1) is a case of Naziriteship, and in no 
\\lay indicative of a widespread dedication cult . 

164 . 

165. 

166. 

167 . 

Bel ow, 

Above, 

Above , 

P. 19. 

PP !.-'-"'. 

p. 12 . 

p. s. 

168J MEJ, p . 231 

169. Tur Sinai, halashon v' hasefer I , p. 103. We infeld cn::rn , p. 55, 
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171. 

172. 

173 . 

174. 

175. 

176. 

177. 
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n. 127) admits that it i s harcler to explain why Anath is 
masculine - Anammel,ech - than it is to explain the assimilation 
of the th in J\nath with them of melech. Albright suggests that 
we read-.-'An" as the masculine form of "J\nath" (in American Journal 
of Semitic Langua~e and Literature 41, 1925, pp. 73££.). Albright 
later (ARI, pp. I 7-8) associates J\nannnelch with Anu, the chief god 
of the Sumera - Accadian pantheon, pointing out that a _ioint temple 
to Adad and Anu existed in contemporary Asshur. However, M. Avi-Yonah 
("Syrian Gods of Ptolemais - Accho,'' IEJ 9, 1959, pp. 1-2 .) has 
published a text from Acco which i s dedicated to Adad and "Atargatis." 
At argatis has been shown to be a combination of the two names lshtar 
l\starte) and Anath. Thus it is equally possible to read J\nammelech 
as Anu and Anath. The deciding factor should be the context in 
which the names are found. As we hpve no "burning" texts in the 
name of Anu but we do o f Adad and Ishtar, it is better to read 
Anammelech as J\nath/Ishtar. 

f 'd" -i> ~ "'f ,./ Je1·emiah 44: 19 - 0 •.• ! may also be a misvocal ization 
of f> 1 r1 ,;~ ~ ~ { ~ - I sh tar. 

Ringgren, op. cit., p. 61 . 

RI, p. 48 . 

This ceremony is well attested to in Assyrian texts: L. h'atennan, 
Royal Correspondence of the Assyrian Fmpire I , 1930, no. 1212 
rev. 1-10; for corrected reading: A. L. Oppenheim, BASOR 107, 
1947, 8,114. 

r-crn, p. S5. 

Quite possibly the host of heaven cult precursed the Malech rites 
and prepared the way for them. l:Jnenc.lation of Amos 5:26 has yielded 
a description of the star-cake procession central to Is htar-worship: 
"So shall you take up the canopies of ( -Jr# ;,9 , a misvofalization 
to resemble -,., , ,> ~- , "abhorrence" is changed to read ..J'l 1 :> 9. 
"canopies") your king (who would be A<lad, King of lleaven) and the· 
star of /' ' • l? is also a misvocalization and should be 
read IJ'? ~s in Jer . -14: 19. Th i s Kamanu/Kaiwanu i s the cul tic 8 
pointed star-cake. symbol of Ishtar.) your unages, the s tar of your 
god whkh you made for yourselves." If this emencrntion is correct 
(an<l it certainly makes more sense than the present readings of 
"Siccuth" and "Chiun'') this would he the earliest mention of Adad-
l shtar worshjp, clatjng to the reign of Jerehoam JI, some ten to 
forty years he fore Ahaz. Assyrian influences certainly encroached 
during .Jereboam lI ' s reig1\ as he "restored the borcler of Israel 
from the entrance of llamath (Assyria) t o the sea of the Arabah 
(IT Kings 14: 25; see also Amos 6:14). Weinfeld, who espouses these 
emendations (MEJ, p. 232; MCIB, p . 56, n. 133) states also that the 
worship of Adad and Ishtar as King and Queen of !leaven became widespread 
in the Assyro-Aramaean culture around the ninth century 8. C. C. 
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A. Figure from :i Carthaginian "tofet-stela" identified as a "priest 
carrying a child to offer him up. " 

31 

B. Similar figure, not so identified. 



C. The Carthage "tofet." 

D. A stela in situ in the Carthage "toiet." 
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