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Pretaoe 

In Bil>Uoal literat ure, 1t la not the · term1nu.a ~ qnem1but the 

t erminus A .SlB2 which mu.st set the limits ot the Bibl1oal Period. For 1f 

we regard the point of referenoe in Bor1ptarea as determining the beginning 

and end ot the Biblical Period, then it would extend from Creation to the 

~eaa1an1o Bra at leaet--a rather anhis torioal etretoh. !I.be alternative 

1• to ooneider as Biblioal that period 1n whioh the l iterature of the 

Bible was writ ten. ffhataver else it would exolade t his ,ot oourae,would 

eliminate the deoadea or oenturiea ot pre-Iara.el'• Pre-Canaan existence• 

for we know of nothing that waa writt en during "the 'wandering in the wilder-

neas. ' 
,I' 

Btriotly apealc1ag,then, the f irst division of thilr-paper, on the 

Pre-canaan Period ia au~ rerogatory. It l s included to show the institu

tion of the elders as a strong aurvi"lnl ot desert life. It i s not in any 

r eal eenae an exposition of the origi n of t he elder,. The t itle ~t this 

paper does not call for a dleouaeion of prlglna; this would require an ex

tensive reaearoh into the or1g1na of the primitive 8em1t1o fam1ly , ita 

organisati on and that of t he larger k:1nah1p groapa1 aepta,olana, tribea. 

1'be preaent study onl.v 1nd1oated the need for auoh a further complementary 

reaearoh, and 1a itself oon!ined very muoh to the political and jad1o1al 

aapeote of the el ders' work. 

It waa assumed t hat the reader is familiar wi th the his torical 

baakground of the \ 1bl1oal Poriod, and that an exposition of the pol1t 1oal 

and relig1oua event• leo.di'ng up to the Reform of Joeiab, for example, would 



be aupertluoua. 
, 

Nor v,as 1t felt essential to traoe the devel opnent of the oases of 

law wb1oh oame under the jur1ad1ot1on of the elders. 

♦ .. 

,. 



Pre- Canaan Period · 

The ator1ea of the Patri a.robs and varioll.8 later r eferences such as 

Dt. 26:5 ff.; 32:10, as well as the survival of the olan of t he Rocha.bites . 

( 2 K. 10:15 ; Jer. 35) point ba.ak to a nomad period in Hebrew hi s tory when 

the life closel~ r esembl ed t hat of the Bedaw1n in the desert l ands adjoin-
' 

ing_ Palestine todA,y. "Certain inst i tutiona• of desert, t r i bal organization 

persis t ed in Israel and have 1n faot persis t ed in Pal estine 1n more l ess ,,. 
mod1f1ed forms down to t he present day. Among t hose na-tJ the l east s i gnifi-

cant was t he i nst1 t ution of the elders in Jsreel and t he authorit y which 

t hey enjoyed and t he funotiona which they di scharged. In genera l these 
• 

agreed so closely · !.. th the oor:res»onding :1mi ted aut hori ty enjoyed and the 

funot 1ona d1aoba.rgod by the el ders ot shi w.h among t he Bedouin t hat i t is 

imposs1bl e not to regard the 1nst1tQt 1ona of the elders in the Biblical 

per iod a.a a direct developnont out of the corresponding institution in 

I srae l in its pr e-Canaanite, desert. nolI'.adic or somi--nomadio days. 11 

1. 

Out in the desert , there i s nothing correspondi.ng to our state 

nor for r.ba.t natter any cent ral power o,r supreme authority. Within the 
2. 

fam1l,v, the father or grandfather ranks aa ee undisputed head, but within 

the tribe ever/m,;,,n 1s qu1t e t he equal of ever1 other. Of this treedc::i 

and demoo~7 tile Beclaw1n are ver7 proud. The perU,tent hatred ot ruler-



ship, manifest in Israel even after t he settl ement in suoh e:x:pressiona as 

Jotham' s parable (Jg. 9 ,a .. 15) and tlle sent'1ment against monarab3 found in 

l s.a :10-18 , ia typi oa_l of the Bedawin temper. ~-But whatevor be the -.Ls repugnanoe to authority ( a..nd jud81.ng 

f rom the despot ism that characterizes rul ersh1p in the ' oivilised ' orient, 

we oan hardl y blame him) , in the desert , pr ecisely because of ttie por ils 

aooompany1ng great freed.om, leadership and guidance are a prime necessity. 

The tribesman, for all his prideful independence, realizes the value 

of unity and l oyalty and mu.at turn to some group or individual f or proteoti on 

again.st his enem1es-s1noe in the desert,resouroes beiDg aoanty, perforce each 

~ • , band is t urned agai nst his neighbor and bl ood vengeanoe is a pri mal law; 
. 

and for the settlement of h1.s ola1m.s--s1nce be is ~uiok-tempereO. o.nd prone to 

contention. For this protection and adjudioation the tribesman resorts U~ th~ 

sbeUk1 . or el ders of bis ol an or t ribe. What 1.s the position u4 function of 

these sheultb or elderst 

In every o1vilisatidn there are certain personal qualit i es whioh make 

for survival. 'l'bose who posseas these qualities 1n highest deg,.-ee beoome the 

natural leaders within their 1001al groaps , and its repr es entatives abroa4. 

In the desert the requisite• are 1fam1l.v', generoa1ty,valor, intelligence and 

peiwoml baaldllg. Thus the ehe1kh, or elder, 1n an.,v enoampnent, olan, or tribe 

ia he wboae uaaent, liberality, ooarage and aagaoit7 have earned him muoh 

gooda e.n4 a large followiJJg;._ tor all that, he 11 not a ruler. For while 

• bja requeeta are ord.1naril.1 obeyed an4 bis saggeat1ona rega.rdod w1 th great re

apeot, h1a oomnanda would be treated with utmost contempt ; for with the Bedaw1n, 

equal1tJ' &ID0Jl8 men 1a something more than a phraee. 1'hua the d1gn1t.v of head

mandahip, "Whether- 1 t be ot a small encampment or & JD1ght1 tribe is tar gr~ter 

than the a12tborlty ot the office. The dignity is suoh that no abe1kh would 



I 

• 

stoop to do men1al labor; but bis power 1s so 11m.1 ted that he would not dare 

to pun1sh a tribesman for r efua1ng to· do this wor k. "• man's a man'' with the 

Bedawln and the _sheikh-who mny be di stinguished for hi s ege,tbo he is not 

necessarily the oldest man in the group--doea not ·arrogate to himself &fl3 

ext ernal d1at1.ngu1s h1ng mar kS of off ioe,but wears the same olothea and weapona 

-as the r est and lives b3 h1a own 11earnings.11 The 1noome of t h~ sheikh is made 

up of • ta.:xea• paid by me?"'ohants,art1za.na and ' protected' fellah• and v1llage1 

adjaoent t o his territ ory. Bllt he e:xaota no tribute from the members of his 
3. 

tribe. 
"' 4 . 

"'lbe u,.-,11 wrltes Doughty, r,are nobles of the blood, of a oomnon ,. 
anoeator, the reputed Jid or father of the tribe (of • .Abraham); the •he1ilkh'• 

# 
dignity he has of 1nher1tanoe. The head ahet.kh ot the tribe 1a the patr1aroh. 

No com:noner, nor an,.v of strange blood, even tho he surpasses all men 1n wealt) 

and autf 1o1enoy, oan oome to be head of a nomad aah1ra o:.· eve~ be named of the 

she.vkhly kindred wb1oh are a noble l ineage in the tribe. If the inheri t ing • 

shey.kh 1a inauff1o1ent, the next of k iri 1s chosen aheykh. " "When a sheikh 

diea he ia suooeede<l by one of hie aona or his brother, or some other relat ion 

d1at1nga1shed tor valor and 11beral1t.v: but, this 11 not a general rule. It 

some other ot the tribe 1bould po11eea those qual1 tie• 1n a more eminent 

degree, he may be chosen.•••• l1T1ng ahe1ldl 11 sometimes deposed and a more 
!5. 

generoaa an elected 1n his plaoe." 

1'he atataa of the sheikh or cleaert elder, then, 1a that of the h1gheat 

,d1gn1tar.v whiah the nomad reoognisea. He 1a aoaorded reapeot 1n proPort1on to 

his ,eraonal qaalitiea but h1a word 1a en.fo~!lle onlJ throag!l publio opinion. 

Ht• position 1taelt 11 dependent upon the oomnon ,ril l . H11 tunot1ona, as 1• 

nataral 1n a 1 ... IJtPle sooiet.v. are mult1tar1oaa. He exeroi■ea praot1oall.v all 

the lanotlou ot government which, 1n a more oompl• oh'1.:11at1on an 



ordinarily delegated to separate 1n4ividaala a bodie■• 

WbateTer the Bedawin knon ot the ja41o1al.leg1alat1ve and exeo11t1ve 

ttmot1ona ot government are i n the handa of the sheikh. He 1a a guardian ot 

the law. and even though there be otf1o1al ,9A4!! (judge1), he may not ab1ent • 

b1m1elt f rom all their prooeedinga witho11t lo11Dg h1s 1nflaenoe. upon wbM.h 

whatever power he baa 110 muob depend.a. He haa need ot all bis oriental aoeaoity 

to unravel the extremely oompl1oated qtaeetS.ou"whioh ariae, and he who oannot 

give adequate aolat 1ona to theae 4a1ly probl81D8 oannot maintain himaelt aa 

ahelkh. On the other hand, he r1ae1 in popular eateem 1n del ivering a 1age 
6 

deo1a1on in a no t ed oaae. Ria deoiaiona aa they ~d1ty precedent are all 

that the tribesman knows ot .t. leg1alat1on. &lld the moral reapeot the elder 

1nap1rea la the nearest thing to e:xeoutive authori ty which the Bedawin will 

tolerate. 

Praot10&ll.v nothing 1n all the rather arna.11 oompaas ot non:ad aot1vi

tie1 eaoo.pea the sbeikh' a'-int~aenoe. He 4eo14ea on the encampnent, and tor a 

mobile groap l~omad. 00111DUD1ty, in wb1oh locat ion aer1oa.r.l.y atteota 

naterial gain and aometlt-r.ea ex11tenoe. the poa1t1on ot t he enoampnent 11 ot 

paramoant import ance. 1he 1he1ldl mu.at be well aoquainted w1 th lafl and pheno

mena ot the desert 1n order to direct h11 people and indicate torag1Dg and 

ha1t1Dg plaoea. Jtot!liDg puaea without queation 1n the deaert. so 1t the 

sheikh de.ol d.ea on the change of a1te. he must inform the tribesmen and give 
7 

h1a reason.a. 

More than this , the 1oclcu life and good hamoey ot his people are 

tbe' 1beikh' s interfat and ander h1a 1nfiaenoe. He 11 the peacemaker 1n the 

innumerable oont entiona among h11 people. Foroe 1s never uaed to keep d11-

putant1 qaiet. He 1a apeoia.l proteotor of the poor and the f eeble who are 
8 

exposed to the rap,.oi ty of the creed,y and at rOl:18• .. 



. 
Questions of marriage \'tithin his group e.re also under the sheikh's 

Jurisdiotio~. He has a thousand oooasions to tJ4x in the long parl eya: trying 

to prevent diaaatroua alUanoea, encouraging others, maintaining ancient 

uaages, adjudicating real or supposed injuries. He guards the family's wel

fare and for this r eason divorce also cornea withi n his ptf,iew. flle r epwlla-

tion of a wife gives rise to quarrels, and his influence must be exercised to 
9 

reatore peaoe • 

.£not~er of the sheikh's functions i s to r eturn stolen goods. flle 

Bedou was al ways a thief. He regards all strangers aa prey. But if the 

victim recognize• bis waylayer he goes to the latter' s sheikh and asks f or 
# 

the r eturn of his stolen property,to whioh the sheikh conq>lies and no one ob-
10 

Jects. 

-'!'he 1he1.kh conduots the ghraasu (raid) and takes t he lion's share of 

the loot. No one obJeota beoaaae his obligati ons 1n the mat ter of hosp1tal1t1 
11. '"· 

are great. ,_ 
• 

In general, he 1a "minister of foreign relations." He mus t inform 

himaelt upon the situation 1n the desert, the enoampments of other tr1bea, 

. raid.a taking place, battle1 fought, eta., so th.at be may oonduot himlelt and 

his relat1ona with the other tr1bea aooordingly, He deal.a.res war, ba.t he 11 

not alwaya7'6r even uauall3 the m111~ oonmancler. Frequently another is 
~ ~ 

aoknowledged as ohief 1n the battle. 

J.t the marder of a t ribeaman, the tribe may det:iand Justice at the 

b&nda of 1ta aheikh. He rra7 declare war 1mned1atel1 after warning the tribe 

of the sla.1er. But as it 1a the she1lch•1 province to declare war and raicta, 
13 

he mut al o reatore peace and iunity, 

.At t he head of eaob aept or olan 11 ord1nar1ly a sheildl. The entire 

tribe, if 1t COmpriae1 eminent 01an1,reoogni1ea a single head on1,1 •1n atfa1n 



l4, 15 
of great importance. The head ahe1.kh 11 oalled the Qnda , but with him 1a 

a oouno1l or A1!ln of aub-aheJ., oompr1a1ng the leaderis and representative■ 
lfi 

of the olana. 

Doaght1 deaor1bes a meeting of & ~heykhly oouno1l: "For the Bedoui.na, -
when the sun mounte, it 1a time to go over to the mejl1a, "sitting", the 

o, >tJgregat1on or parliament· ot the tribesmen. ffilere the oh1ef she~ 11 found, 

there will the tribesmen assemble toget!Ler ••• • In this parliament they oon:mune 

together of t he oonmon affa1re ••• Here 1a reported what an.y may have heard of 

the movement of foemen, or have s1gua been seen of a ghraszu (foray) a t1d1nge . . .. 
from time to t ime are broaght in ot their own or foreign waters; householders 

tell of the pasture f ound .veaterda,1 by their dieperaed herdsmen. I.st him speak 

who will, tbe vo1oe of the leaat 1a heard among them, he 1s a. tribesman, ., 

11Tbia 1a the couno1l of elders and. the publio tribanal: hither the 

t ribesmen bring their oauaea at all timea, and it 11 pleaded by the maintainers 
\.. -

of both• aidee with olamora and everyone ay say his word that. will. The 

aheykh meanwhile take• oounael 1f1 th the sheukh, . elder men SJ).d more oon■1der

able person.a, and judgment 11 given without partiality ~always without 

bribe■• The aentenoe 1a final. 1'11(' l oser 11 muloted in head.a of small oattle 

or oamela, 1'1h1oll he muat pay anon. or go into exile, before the great sheyldl 

aend exeoutora to diatrain an,y beaata ot h1a to the estimation of the debt • • • 

They are the juateat of mortals. Seldom the judge■ err, 1n theae small aooiet1es 

ot kindred where the life of every tr1be1man llee open from hie 1.ntano.v and 

his s t ate 11 knoJ1 to all men. Even their euit■ are exped1te • • • Seldom 11 a 
17 

natter not heard and .n1olvecl 1n one sitting." 



.. 

a. 

This or something very 11~~ this JDWSt have been th~ position and 
~ 

funotion of the Hebrew elders in l>re-canaan d.a,y11 , 

in· the e~oampnent, olan oz• t ribe the.v were by birth and peraonal 

qualitlea the most d1•t ingu111hed tn41viduala 1n their reapeotive gro11pa. 

They were the leaders,ootmaellora11 oh1ef autbor1t1e• on tribal traditiona, -
arbi tratora of diap11tea and protecltora of the weak at home and the repre

sentative• and gt11dea of their oon:mani tie• abroad and on their travel•• 

Their 1nn11enoc was in nowise dto1;ator1al, bµt moral solely, being effeotive 

only as enforoed by pllblio op1nioz1. B11t holding their position by oooimon 

w1-ll and oonaent, their word muat 11 tor the most part, have had all the 

virtual power of law. 'l'hey exero~laed all thJ governmental ( judicial and 

political) tunotiona that a tree~1pirited, proud, demoorat1o people wollld 

brook& their in!lw,noe being broa~t but relatively undefined. .... 

.. 

.. 



lTe-U>narchi~l Poriod 

The settlomont 1n Canaan involved a 1gn1fi oant politic 1 ohangos 1n_ 

the U t e of t he Hobrm, olo.ns . Vlheroaa, 1n tho desert , beoaueo ot the roving 
10 . 

life, aacooiation with aome p:irtioulnr ter r!t)'.I.' L .. 1,ot a binding t i e , nnd 

all ogionoe 1e paid to the only sourae or prot ection, the ol.D.n or tr1be--1n 

Canaan, t he Hebrews , firs t ae tr1bo.s and later ca individuo.la o-we by deci•oes 

t o attlloh themselves to tho coil, t o 1dont1ty t homselves with the speo1t1c , 

aroa i n which thoy lived. 'l"non, too, 1ntornnrriago with the C&nMn1tes al so 

tonded inevi tably to woakep t ribal bond.I . ~ oolJJ'Ounities, ofton ms.de up ot 

alien elcinents oamo to livo toeother and 1n time dovelop into v1llagoa a·. d # 

o1t1oa, tbe town org6.11tzat1Git booame more important and f o.mily and tribo.l 
) 

affinit i es wero gradual ly fors otten. 

I!oreov\'\r , the ol d free domoorao_y of t he desert grarlaall y diaappenred 

When the neoeasity of wrest1l'l8 the lAnd from the ca._~1t •• or _detond"'1!8 thom

selvos from asao.ult gave rtae to ;,rm-ti.me heroes, who in poace misht become the 

peopl e ' s r ulei-f ollowing tho praot1oe of Oanaan1t oa and other settled peopl es. 

ln all probab1llty some auah polit i cal organization as the OanMni t ea ha.4- a 

o1ty stirroun<led by her ''da\.18htor0 oi tioa muat havo boen developed .m the t rana1-

t1on ner1o4 of ir.br ew aettlemont 1n Ca11aen •h1ah l ed to the formation of the 

IDOD&l"OhJ. ?!ala C:.evolopnent t ranap1re4 f1rat in the eo.rl,1er Northern 1ot t l emont1 

« l1rael. 
If 

1'!1e tew amaller tr1bea wh1ah, beoawse ot the1J." weakneao and late ar- -

r1~, were for oed to r emain in tho South or 1• East Jo~1a maintained t heir 

J)&ltoral 11t e and culture 1n t hose lands tor oenttzr1ea after the 1nvaa1on, and 

hence reta1neil the 1.nlt1tat1on of the olders al.moat anohanged. Oil t he ot her 

.. 



band. the larger and more po'l'l'Orful northern tr1bea who earlier gained toothold 

1n the tert1le and olvillsed Oentn~l and lforthern rogiona ot le&tine quioltl,p • 
uslmllated the svroundSng CaMDn 1~te oulture.an4, to the extent that they clld 

so, ahandon&a the deaert 1nst1 tuti~~n ot eldereh1p. !i.!11• wu onl1 natural. It 

1a obv1oaa, for exainple, that 1n a large tom where aeveral dosen olana ~• 

be repreaente4. eaoh could not ~ ~ct to be governed by 1ta own tribal e!dera, 

and 19t !-.ope tor ao11cb.r1 ty. 18\en loyalty ohan,ged trca tribe to territory, 

~ blood to soil• government had a1m1larl, to obange. But tt ia natural to 

aappoae tla.at men of mean.a and s ter~(hlg qualities euoh as t-l\e eldere maat have 
19. 

b een aooorded positions of honor w1,th1n the towns. It is also natural that the 

title "el4er11 should rena1n to dea(l,r1be the now arban tunot1onar1ea. 

In the period deaor1be4 il:J~ the non-d.opteronomio portions of the Book of 

JWSgea "Israe l waa only one reMOTe from nomad.ism, ller social state waa pr1m1 tive 

and ru.et10. City lite d1d not &p lMI 1 to the people. 'l!t.ey l1 ved al.moat elitif&l, 

1n villaee settlements, the popula ion ot willoh waa 11m.1ted by the 11se of a 

convenient area to oult1"{!-te. 

blood-related to one e,nother. 

'!!le village waa a band of fam111ea. 1nev1 tably 

1'ri~al and al.an f eeling inevitab l y weakened u . 
the n~!,ghborhood beowne important. ei•• Each 41str1ot (Ct. Jo~•• l ?r-11, Jg. 11126) 

was an 1n4opendent entity muter 1 own rulers, the village elders Who were tlae 

hea4a of the var-1oWI famil1ea. We · e"..a ot Princes ot Sa.oooth {Jg . 9 114), rulers 

ot SheaJuaflg. 912), elders of Gil fl (lla5). Theae headman were .equal in theory 

and their aatllor1ty waa baaed oD pal lio opinion, theJ ad!:dn1stered traditional 

law. bat the.v had DO executive J)OW&j• • !l!le vUlage Ute waa lived 1n publ1 o, and 
m. 

the ea,• .... 1ta oentera 1t waa the p~c,e of law." 



... 

"It was here that meet1nga were held, bargains made, and news ot the 

day, dlaouased. •••• Il:l moat oases 1t waa men ot standing 1n the o1ty who took 

the leading part_ 1n suoh d1souaa1ona. Job dep1ota auoh a scene ( Job 29a7 tt.} 

'When I went to the o1 t.v oouno11, and 1at down 1n the nu..rket place, the youth 

f'ell baok before me , elders rose to their feet. ' jnyone who was anx1oua to 

brlng him■elt forward 1n the publ1o eye was sure to find h1a wa) to the gate; 

(Prov. 31:33 }. 1he law was adm1n11stered there (Amoa 6:101 FIi. 127:5 , Dt.25:7) 

and therefore it was that 1n late,r de.ya Absolom took a posi t ion at the gate 

when he tried to arrogate to himl,e lf the privilege ;,f giving judgment (2 S.15:2) 

••• The gate was 1n4eed the centre of thr rntire life of the o1 ty. All important 

busineH transaot1ona were oarrieicl. tbru there, especially those t hat r eqllired 

• to be legally attested. ~ vivid :p1oture of suob a scene 1s g iven in the Book 

of Ruth (4, 7) •••• Boaz was anx1ow1 to meet the next-of-kin. 1'he story showa 118 
; 

Boas sitt1%l8' at the gat e, with oitllaena and others around him. '"He waits for him 

to oome--he 1s bound to come to tl~e gate some t i me or other •••• There 1& a s1m1l&r 
\.. 

aoene 1n the history of Abraham. (Gen.23) J..t the oJty-gate of Hebron sits the 
.. 

sheikh, w1 th all t he s igns ot mou:rn1t1g upon h1pi. He implores the peopl e of the 

plaoe-H1tt1tes of Hebron-t o raalQ!l over to him a place of aepulohre where he 1JJ&3 
2~ . 

lay Sarah t o reat." Not a tai-, ~ry, th1a meeting pl&oe·at the town gate, from 

the me,.1111 or the ~ . ot the abewch 1n t he desert aa deaor1bed by Doughty 

(see aboTe p.,) • 

That the atat ua and obarac,ter ot the elders were not alwa.y1 olu:mged by 
22. 

the abanclonment of nomad1o lite 1n at teated. by Uo0ur4;f who atatea that the 

habit■ and r elat1ou of the old o;J.an or.gan1sat1on were not d11aarded 1n the 

• pennanent 1ns t1 tationa ot the fb:od settlements. The intluenoe ot the ol4 

beclou1n •1•tem oan be traced 1-n the eatabl1aluaent and regulation ot ano1ent 

aem1t1o o1t1ea and we ma.v f'ind thore a reproduot1on 1n general outline ot the 

e■sent1al element, ot old tribal e~overmnent. Throughout the Northern aendtio 



11. 

realm the town or organ1 zat1on 1noluded a bead, !!l!!£ (Ct. Heb ( J' ,-. ) , a o1role 

ot noble■ or elders and the maaaea. 

Tbat the shotet ot the Book ot Jll4gea may have been chief elder or 

!!l!1Js in hia oonntmi t.v 1• possible. But at tirat ~e was doubtless onl,y the 
~. Co 

ohosen m1Utar.v leader (see ab0'9'e,......,.), aa bis rise 1n eaob oaae seems to be 

ooinoident with the neoeas ity tor euoh a leader. 
~ 

It was the pride 1n the freedom, and the love ot,.demooraoy wh1oh 

obaraotarlsed the bedawin 11te that prevented the 1mned1ate rise of the in

evitable oriental despot. ffllen the neoes sit1ea ot war required the oonoen

trat1on of power in one man's handa, aa 1n the desert, it 1a t he elders who 

ohoae that roan. .tn4 thua, in Jg. 11, when "~n nade war against Israel, 
) 

the elders ot Gilead (in Eaat-Jor<lania) went to feaoh Jephthah in the le.n4 

ot Tob (an J.raDae&n ■tate to the North)~. v. l 1uggeat1 that the oonmtm1ty 

of Gilead wa■ totm~d by a patriarch ot that name whose aona ~oame the elders 

of that plaoea for Jephthah, the lllegitlmate ■on dr1Ten out of hie father's 

house by his halt-brothera, 1,1entit1el ~he elders from Gilead as those brothers 

(v. 7). The entire aooount seems to show that the shofet, or military leader, ~ 

was ohoeen tl"0111 the 'olanni■h' oonmunity, b,v the elders or nobility and pnfer-
# 

ably wu ot that she1l$-J:,y nobility. Jephtbah•a exaotlon ot a prom1■e trom the 

elder• to mab him "head and ohiet over them" might prne that ordinar1ly the 

ahotet cll4 not maintain any power atter h1a t"Qnot1on aa a military le~r 

ap1red. Jephtb&h had doubtleas aoqu1red. a luat tor rulereblp trom his explotta 

aa bandit in auaea. 'l!l&t it wu onl.v the atre■s ot o1romatanoe that made 

the old.an ot Gilead aooede to hia un4elloorat1o 481!1andll 111 obT1ou■• 

!hat the 1111111:llr; oomnahder whiob the elders appointed did in time 

oome to be raler 1a atteatecl b1 the 1no14ent recorded in 1 s. 11. The 

~n1tea aea1n attaot 1n Gilead, t bil time JabeahG11ea.d 1n Tralaajordan1a. 



... 

1'he elders ot t he place attempt to parley with Babaah the .l.nmon1te and then 

send tor Sa11l in G1beath-Sbal1l (this name might 1ndioate that Saul was t he 

ohiet elder' ot this plaoe, per haps its founder aa Gilead in Jg. 1112) to oome 

and lead t hem 1n battle. Not that Saul was 1rmned1atel1 appointed king, aa the 

record in v. 16 has it; but ,.,hat with the propagandising 1ntluenoe ot S~l 

and the needa of the times, he did eventually become king. 'l!le funot1on of 

the elders here 1lluatrated 1a of course aa representatives of th. :ir ootmnun1-

t 1ea in time of war, negotiating with the ene1D3 and ael eoting military l eaders, 

ahot' t lm. 

It 1a ol ee.r trom s11oh r eferences as Jg.1211 ff. that in the early daya 

of the settlement in Canaan the Hebrew tribe•♦ (or possibly even olana) were not 

eas!ly or so,n united by mere looal oont1gu.1 ty and a common enem,y, but might evon 

be h6at1le towa.rd and envioua ot one another. But whatever r elations erlsted 

between OODllllunitiea 1n this period were regulated by the elders. "!!!he men of 

Ephraim" ot this passage certainl y does not mean the general population, but 

the leading men only, 1.e . the el ders. Tlw.t t hey were repreae~tativee reepons\b le 

for the acts of the towns 'lfhioh they governed--t o the extent that t helr primi

tive hl'tadrnanabip could be called government--ia attes t ed by the s t ory of the 

elders ot Suoooth who ,uttered tor r~fu.stng sustenanoe to Gideon' s a rm,Y 

(Jg. 8114-16) • -in, 1n 8i6 the reference t~10 • 1JJ(cJ.e not t o the entire 

poplllation~r even to thi mal e contingent ot the town, but is paralle~ to 

the -",,10 ' "" (v.6 l and implies th~ head• or elders of the town. • In 81149 the 
r;,,J -:,~ 

oapt1 ve boy wri tea down the names of I, "''"I M•'<> ,..,,., 77 alt ogethei-probably 

a round number. 11 this att air the elders acted as ministers of forei gn relationa 

Who suffered grievou.sly for their d1plome.t 1o m1staKee. 



The elders are represented in a s1~1lar oapacity, as med1ntors tor 

their CO?TI!llun1t1es in Jg. 21. In vv. 16- 22 they s end an ariey to Jabesh-G1lead, , 

distribute women to the spo11_seless males of the deoimatod tribe of Denjam1n 

and pl ot w1 th them the rape or the Shi l onite maid.a . 
JI 

T'ne r a,ternoe throughout 
" 

th1s story to the "men ot Israel" s uggests late editing. '.i~he aotlng body 

throughout is the oouno11 of elders at 1.11.apah, who evidontJLy held Benjarnln 

in fee, and determined its a ot1v1t1es beoa.uae of its weo.knoss . 

The tact tbat we have no data. on the domostio funo1~iona of the elders 

1n tho premonar· hial period of Hebr8\, history oaunot be 0O1istru.od as ~o.nlng 

that wi thin tho towne at t his t1me, "evera man did what ,ra,s good 1n his own 

eyes . " In this t>eriod ot transl tion and adjnstment t ho ma,jor part of tho 

e lders ' o.ct1v1ty wae do ubtl es ~ that of neighborly ne otio.t i ons ,both fri ond.,y 

and hostile. But even as these pol1t1oc.l funct i ons wh1olt, as v~have seon, 

arc part of t he wor k of the e lder, in tho desort, were oo.rried on in the settl e

ment-at l east in tho South and F».s t : so t he 1ntornal, Jud.1oi 1 f unot1ons were 

llltewiso continued. For t he t,,l'esent we shall havo to,_infe,r tho~e ! unotlona, 

1'1·om tho survival of tho otbors. Lo.tor we shall soe that the judi cial off i oe 

of the cldors oont1nw.id for oonturios in the :>outbol'n kin€;dom, indoed, down to 

the ca:1le. 

I t 1e -ien1f1oo.nt th.at the plaoea in wh1oh the el clers f i C\.l.re i n thes e 

ooounte of the pre-monarohio.l period are nll -in Tro.nsjorclania. Th1 s fo llows 

from \'th.o.t ffll& acid a.bove, namely that in those seotions wl:io:re booause of 

arid1t3 (the South) o.nd laok of proteot1on (tho East) grez1ng was the oh1ef 

ooollJ)&tlc,n. o.n~ an ox1stenoe oloae t o that of the nomad perUs t od, the :posi tion 

and / unction ot t bo elders r ma1ned littl e oh 



,. 

14. 

Uonarohial Period 

The least oonmon denominat or of nationalism has always boen land. In 

the doaert , for all thei r 001:\.""on to?36U'3, r ol1g1on, ideals, and interosts, the 

Hebrew tribes could not fo1·1n e:. nation. But from t ho moment they set t l ocl in 

Canaan they bGBan devolop1ng t oward nat i onality • . At f1rot , of course , tlo 

lived sep:1rately in t he villages or towns wh1oh they formed or conqtl8red, oven 

a~ t hey had tra.vollod setx:-t"tltel y ont in the dese:-t►, but here as alwnys , former 

mere aoquainto.noea, meoti,ng nan 1n a new land in time beoome olose friends. 
,,,. 

Now and cga1n,neoess1ty drove vu1oua groups together , but t hfle' ten4ed t o 

sepo.rate attor each oria1a. Thon t ho wisdom of omplete1· unity straok the 

seer,Samuol, and. he bocnme tl\Q oat&J.s,ti.o agent in t ho fu.s1on of the tribes 

into a nati on. That he negotiated with th"l l eaders of gove1-nment o.tld opi nion 

is probab le even thoagh t he suggeationa of this 1n l s. 8 i4-6, where, u 
23. 

spolmsman for the people they ask Samuel for a king, and 1n ls. 16il-5 

where they greet Samael a.a he comes to az,.01:ilt ,Davi~ are Deuteronomio and 

unhiltorioal. 

Bat it, aa 11 l ikel y, t ho elders a ided 1n the eato.bl1shment of the 

mona~oh¥, they did ao either trom disint erested or selfless moti ves, or from 

laak ot fores ight. Beoanae oentrnlhat1on of power mu.st inevitably weo.Jten t heir 

looal autonom,y and adtitute for their looal, general intl uenoe, diatinot, tedoral 

of! ioea with apeoi t i o tunot1ona and 1tatu■ • Such a state was inevitable and 

it oamo; bat not suddenl3. It the elde" did not&-= this, then they were 

ahort-a1ghted1 it they ~id a.nd were still eaeer or even willing t o have a kin&--
~ . 

then they nre oertai.nl,y not aelfiah. Rowev-. 1 t ia not unlikel,v that a , 



,. 

king would ohooae as his off1o1ala those who had been a.oouatomed to guide 

Ps yoholog1 oally, the t rans 1 t ion from t.he peri od of the ' judges' to 

the monarob.y rests upon the pr1no1ple that 1! a l ittle 18 good, more 18 

better; 1.e., if the oomb1nat1on, now and again, of a few oolJlllun1t1ea ~er 

a t emporary leader talces o:u-e of or1t1oal emergeno1ea, t he organization of 

all the towna and tribes ander a strong permanent head would improve the 

welfare of all. 

'l"ne ohAnge. waa, of course, gradual. Saul did not develop into a 
. rJ 

monarch auddenl.J, or a t all r eally. He lived ::iach the same rude life after 
I\ 

his appointment as formerly. Hla not very royal a t titude towo.rd Samuel and 

"the elders of bis people" i s intimated ln the Deut eronomlo aoootmt in 

1 s. 15:30 which 1wbile it 11 not h1stor1oal,.was still prob4lbly not too far 

from the true relat 1onab1p between Saul and the elders. .Uter he hu offended 

Samuel he beg1 him "hono~me before. the el ders of rey people. 11 'lhe eoc d opinion 

of the elders wna evi dently a coveted thing even to a king-- suo~ as S&ul,at 

least. 'l!leir regard waa a natter of prestige. 

1'hat rav1d'• attita4e toWB?'d the elders was respectful 1a evinced in 

his sending the spoil• of Jnal ek to h1a influential friend.a, the elders of 

certain towna 1n JU4ah (ls. 30a26 ft). It is s1gnif1oant that these towna 

are all in the South, none ia nortll of Hebron-again bearing out the 1.m

preaai on that Judah, al-,1 ol oaer to the desert tredit1on,reta1ned the 

1nst1tat1on of the elders longer and more strongt,. 

£bner 1n t~ the olaima of Dadd to tile k1,ngah1p d.apl1oated 

what we ban s uggeated aa the taotioa of Samel w1 th r eapeot to saul. In 

2 s. 5117 ft • .Abner oonmanlotttea with the elders even betore undertaking hia 

visit• to Dav14 himllelt (T. 19). 'l!be statement 'I will gather all Iara.el 

to m,y lord the .. king that they make a oovenant w1 th thee,• meana ''by their 

' 
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u. 
1he1.kha or head.a" 1ay11 H. P. Bm1th. Sl:nith also suggeat1 here that "the 

. 
prominent mention ot Benjamin 1s due to the tact that aa Saul ' s tribe 1t 

woul d be mos~ d1tf1011lt to move. 11 Th.en too,beoau.ae it was Jbner•a own t ribe, 

h1a influence w1th it would be paramotmt . 

B] their repreaente.t 1vea •a ll the tr1bea of Israel oame to ])).v1d 1n 

Hebron• (2 s. 5 11) cln1m1ng k1nsh1p to him; and doubtless on t he baaia ot 
some tonna, a oovemnt was 88'1"8e4 tipOn between the leaders of the northern 

.Olllllun1 tiea and David. David 11 anoint ed king over both Israel and J udah. 

Thia aot brought Judah into orgnn1o union with the peopl e in the north for 

the f 1ret time a1noe the •e~tl ement. '!!he oond1t1onal nature of this bond 11 
25. 

demonstrated by the ease w1th wh1oh 1t was broken at the death of Solomon. 
# . 

If the in£laenoe of the elder, was reqa1red to establish and maintain 

a king it wua no leae ·requ1red to support a u.aurper. That abaalom 1n b1a 

efforts to supplant b1s father appealed to them and r eoeiv'ed their baoking 1■ 

amply t esti fied b1 2 s. 171~, 16, Where they o.re shown as oonap1ratore with him 
\. 

1n h1a rebellion. £Dd when after the rebellion Dnvid maneuvered for h1G own 
. 

restoration, he oommtm1oated t hrough the pri ests, Zadok and .Abi&tbar, to the 

elders of h's own people. who by the way, had been leaders of the rebellion 1n 

Judah. He tolls t hem not to be behindhand 1n welOO!J11ng his r eturn. (2 s. 19 :12,13) 

ill of th11 indicated the survival of the elders as a po~erful agent in 

the building of the monarob.y and that .- during D&v1d' a reign litt l e of any 

pol 1t1oal oon■equenoe could be aooompllahed without tbelP oo.naent and active 

• oooperatlon. Ho,revc::-, it 11 olear that oerta.1n ot'f1o1ala created b3 the !DOil• 

o.r0:13 muat have depri Ted them of 1ome ot their~~n. 1'he king b1mlelt 

at ood higber 1n author1t.v than ans looal elder. When the ldngsb1p waa 

offered to Gideon he replied, ' I will not rule over you, no1ther shall m,y aon 

rule over you. • (Jg. 8 122 t.) From t h1a •tandpo1nt the orea t1on of the ki.ag-

dom was regar4ed as ·an aot of apo1tao1 and a lintul 1m1tat1on ot h~then 

nat1ona ( 1 s. -814 tt. ) ,,, 



, 
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On the other hand, the king was r egarded as t he Lord' s anointed, md his 

person deemed saorosanot and i nviolate (l a. 24 a 6,10) . Jnd1o1all,v, h11 we.a 

t he highest post 1n the l and. (2 s. 14:4 ft.a l K. 3116 tf.) 

?.!oreover, 2 s. 20 a24 spealm of an officer over the labor gangs, wh1oh 

points to a system of f orced labor commonly empl oyed in the East for public 

worka. Certainly, by the ver y nature of thei r office, the elders had no such 

power to conscript. Then too, around the king from Da.vid'• time and onward 

there arose$ group ot state offioi a l11 scribee, ministers, ohamberla1na, 

generals. David h1rnaelf was one o! Saul' s gene~la (1 s. 18:13 ) 1n t he per

manent national guard of 3, 000 · (1 a. 1312), and 1n David' a time Joab we.a 

conrnander-1n-ob1ef (1 Ob. 11:6) . 

The growth o! the priesthood,too, must have minimised wha tever part 

the elders played in the religi ous functions , althoagh Solomon, after t he templ e 

was buil t , summoned t hem to J er uaalem to assist i n the oeremon,y of bringing ap 

the Ark ( l K. 8:1-4). 1be band of P 11 evident 1n this reterenoe, especially 
I 

\.. 

1n " • 3,4: ' the elders came and the pr i ests took up the ai:, •• apd all the hol.1 

veaaels •••• even these did the priest■ and I.ev1tea bring l"IP'• That there ■bolll.d 

· have been a struggle ~etween the la,y and eooles1a■tical P?were f or aapr6llao.V 

was onl1 natural even though this pr es ent suggeetion 1a from a much later band. 

Solomon antl Rehoboam are said to have had reoour■e to a groap of 

sekenim who were a t the court (1 L 1216) • Here wo have the term uaed to 

de■oribe altogether different tanot1onar1es from the town ooano11 of elders. 

Here the t&m 11 uaed 1n Nlativel1 anteohnioal 1en1e as the courti ers who 

formed tlle king's advieory cabinet or minUtr1. 'l'b.e■e ma1 or may not have 

ha4 the eame poeltion and tunotlon.a as the "elders ot the hot11e of David" 

(3' s. l2sl?1 of. Gen. 501? o) 'lfho u-, either be the more priv1leg&d and 

.. 
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e14er aern.nta ot the palaoe or the king's relat1Tea--or .tke preoaraon or the 

gronp mentioned 1n l K. 12 :6. l.t aey rate neither the one nor the other r ete1" 

to the el4err ot our a tud.1• 

Beaidet the po1Sib1lit3 ot the word oooaaional.13 meani ng onl3 ''old men", 

a.a 1n Peal.ma and Proverbs, there 1a one othor inter eattng and notable uae ot the 

term. In Geneaia 50: 74 we have r eterenoe to the eld.ers of the land of !gyptr 

1n Bu. 22 14, to the elders ot tbe ll1d1an1 tea: and 1n Josh. 9: 11, to the elders 

or Gibeon. It ia possible that l.lidlan had 1ta sheikh.a and Gibeon ita senate 

und<,r aome ma],ls1 Bat that Egypt lived under elder• 1a doubtful, and even 1t 

it did, that J. recording the taot .oentur1ea later, would know this ia even more 

dotlbttul. What we r eally have in all theae instances ia the aae ot the term 

''elder" by the Southern writers to cleaoribe the r epresentat ive, lea4tng men ot 

, 

AD$ other nation. The name and otf1oe waa moat familiar to the Judaeana and the7 

aaaamecli,naturally enough, tbat all peoples lived under simila r head.a. 

Thie tende1101 on the pa.rt ot J . 1n the South to uae the t1tle to deaoribe 

the heada of a.D.3 people is s1gn1f1oant. So that the mere faot that ttie repre- · 

aentative■ rrom the liorth are called 17eldent" (e.g . 2 s. Z :171 l>z"l rt--J) do&1 

not mean that they oooupied preo1eel3 the •ame position in their oomnuniti ea 1n 

.... 

Iara.el aa did the elder• ot Judah 1n the Sonth (2 s. 19112). Beoaaae between • 

the people ot the North and tho■e of the South and East there was alwa.v• a 
. 

marked ditterenoe. The vast amt important cultural dU'ferenoes 1-.plied 1n t he 

diapa.rity between pastoral and ag?tioultural exiatenoe (involved 1n the trana1-

t1on trom nomad to aettle4 lite) waa wa1nta1ned to a degree 1n Pal estine b3 the . . 

taot that the Nort}lern tribe• were aeparated trom thoee 1n Eaat-Jordan1a by the 

1.mpaaeable river, arid trom ~hoae in the South by the atretoh of .oanunite terr1-

tor1 between J•raaaleu, and Geser. It was th1a ever-1noreaa1.ng ditterent1at i on 

between Nortlwrn and So_11theni oQJ.tarQ• that nad.e tor the inevitable division ot 

the kingdom e1oh David created bJ a 1heer tour de toroe ~d Solomon maintained 

,. 
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by mi ght a.lone. Throughout their parallel histor1,, the Northern ,group regardr\ 

the lowly shepherd lite and inst1tutiona of tho South with sophistioated con

tempt, while the Southern peopl e looked u:pon the licent i ous urban lite of their 

Northern kin with. provincial horror. 

The Judeana were cl oser in time and space and perhaps ther efore 1n 

spirit to the desert lite . That prophecy with its plea for s1mpl1oity was to 
~ 

rise here is significant, for the traditions of pure, tree, demooratic life per-

s isted l ess sullied by the environment in the South th.an i n the No rth. Nor must 

we inter that because Judah ol nng to the tyrant Rehoboam (l K.12 :14) while Israel 

struoJt ostenaibl~ fo r freedom that t he Northern rather t han t he Southern kingdom 

maintained t he truer Bedawin spirit . This was not the case . Judah, alr~ad,y 

r econo1led to monarchy, f elt that if t here was to be a king it should be a native .. 
son. It was to this t hat Israel ob jected: ' What portion have we in David, 

uither have we atl$ inheritance 1n the son of Jesse?' (1 K.12:16) . I t was thio 

jeal ousy plus the cultural dis:pe.rity wbioh made for the divis i o~ of t he kingdom 

and not the superior love of liberty on t he part of Jaro.el. 

"· 'l'n.e institution of the elders, the ! lower o~ the free desert life, could 

not flourish 1n the Northern ki ngdom. If indeed t hoy are at all a continuati on 

of the ei:irl y tribal elders, the Northern va.r1ety seem to have been a pretty 
• 

oontempt1ble lot. 

'!\le only ment ion of them a!tor the division of t he kingdom is 1n 

oonneot ion with the oaree~ of Ahab e.nd his i mediate suooessor , J ehu. I tt 1 K. 

21:8-14 , we have a r ecord of the ju.d1oie.l murder of Raboth through the oom11vanoe 

• of Jesebel and the venal elders of Na~oth 's town. These elders, from Ne.both's 

village 1n Jesreel, truce orders from tho alien queen to commit perjury and 

murder. All that these men had in common with the free,indepondent-spirit ad 

sne1ldla , ,rbose p~1noipl e of j~ti oe is unoompromiai.ng, is ~bat they, too, wero 

the head o! thei r 0011Us1un1ti c,s a~d wora c.llowod to judge. But the old,os aentie.l , 

d1st1.not1ve ep1 •:.. ~ p~ lib&rty and justice evidcntl,v did not oh!\rti.oterize , the 
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Iarael1t1ah Gld.ore, . Doub t less , the 11nmoro.l1 ty of tho Co.na.an1t1sh milieu 

wrought hnvoo w1 th thls 1net1tut1on as i t did wi th the whol e struoturo ot 

culture 1n t he North; but whatevor be the r oe.con, t he :tact 1s tho sama : 1n 

t he North, t he i nat 1tut1on of tho elders degenerated. 

M tor .ihab ' s doath a t the hand.a of the usurper, Jehu, Jehu sent t o 

-the • rulers of J esroel (So.maria) , t he ol de1·s' (2 10 11 ff . ) who wore Ahab 's 

advisors (1 20 17 f . ) and with a sort ot r ude ohi:valry i nvited t hem t o ohoos e 

one of J.hab' e la.rs e fam1 i., as king and t o f'18ht wi th him for the t hrone. B11t 

the cowardly elders promised atlbmiss i on, and et J ehu'a r equoe,t sent the r ead.a 

of sevent y ot Ahab's sons 1n baskets . 

( 2 } • 6 a32 oonta1na the s os t1on t hat thero 1nay ha.vo been oppos1 tion 
f 

to the despot i c r ulo of one of tbe k i ngs of Israel--whi oh one is not oer ta1n, 

perhape Jehor~ or maybe J oaah--on tho pD.t-t of aoma of t l}D Northern el ders, 

·for here they sit with El1aha du.ril18 the late s tagoa of tho Syr1o.n war at a time 

when Elialla wn.1 for some reason 1n bad odor w1 th t he mono.rah. 

"-ne.ttor ia too vague to perm1~ of ans oonolu.sion. } 

But t he whole 

-
the tirat mont1on ot t hem 1n the He:mteuoh in Rx. 3116- 18 (J) which overlaps 

vv. 13-15 (I) lloae1' i natnotion.1--in the J version-are paased on to the eldera , 

but in B (v. 15} to the peopl e at large. 'l!b1a we believe ia indioat1ve of the 

cUar880,r4 oi' th1a institution on tho part of t he Northern ~eople. "1th them, 

royalty, in all ita oorrtzption, waa a,aaQIDOd easily and the ol d natural leader

ship oi' tbe older• was ooml>8rat1vely qtiiokly forgotten. The poople ot the North 

were agr1oultaral1at aaatmilat1on1ata, ' Pal estinians of the ..!Oaa1o Jersuaa1on' 

Who wanted no taint ot the old deaert 11:te or o.n,yth1ng 1t stood for. 

The oond1tion 1n the South 1a evident from the faot that whon Isaiah 

began, eo.rl y 1n h i s oa.reer, to p reaoh that God t ako• ~ tho oau.o of the 

wropged, he oalled tlae elders to aooom:it (la. 3:14, 15) . 'l'h11 shows t he 

laatlng 1n.fluenoe ot the eldora 1n whom Isaiah r eoogniled t he aotu.,.l,reaponaible 



.. -
poli~ioal lead.era ot t he time {o. 730)-Wey are t ho keepers of the vineyard 

{I•. 51 l-7) • 

·~ e higf) r8'U'4 t elt in Judea tor t he el ders 1e maniteat 1n the position 

ass igned to them bJ' t~e J 'fl'itera 1n their version ot the des ert period. They 

are d..eaoribe4 1n J a, a groap ot aide• to lloses with whom he t akes oouneel ('Ex. 3 :16 ) 

who a oooml)&D3 h im &D4 Aaron t o tlle 1..tt. (Px. 241 1 ft) 1n whoae presence llosea 

dr&wa forth wat.er oat ot the rock(IE. 1715), apon whom a portion of I.bsea' spirit 

talla (ll~ 11.116), ldlo with Moaea .3ud8ed Dathan and .Abiram (Nu. l611f), ~·•o 
I . 

-.re ~ • oo1at ,4 with Joahaa aa with Moaea {Joell. 7161 8110). 'lbere 1s something 

1n t heae 'pr1 eot1ona baak:W&rda' ot the 1.nat1tut1on o! t he elders on the part o~ 

J tll&t ia almost analagoua to t he same prooedure on the part of P with re.fer anoe 

to the prieatboo!. 

But ~le J attr1butea .the higheat poa1t1on--next to t hat of Moaea and 

Joshua thema,1ve■--to the elders and 1mpl1ea that tlley partio1pated wlth them 1n 

all thelr ta,otiou, the apeoit1oat1on ot theae funot1ona was left for a later 

group ot J~ writers, the Deuteronomists. Ot oourse, Deaterenom.1 doea not 

r eflect the poa1t.ion and tunot1on of the elders 1n the noma41o period, b11t ratller 

deaoribea their aot1vit1e1 to~ the latter Ill ot the So11thern monarally, 1.e., 

toward the oloae o t t'ae s eventh oentur,. 

The important poa1t1am \Yh1oh the elders held at thS.a time 1s evident from 

tlle taot t hat when Jol1all oontem_plated h1a ta.r-reaclllng Reform.t1on aga1nat iclolatr1, 

looal sllrinea, and looal prie■tlloocl he sent for tbe elders ot Judala to oane to him 

(2 X. 2:5 a 1). We ~ inter from tll11 that wilatever tu lting' • power nay have b een, 

Joei.a ~elt 1noa,able ot etteotlng hla retorma by royal 4eoree alone-he felt tllat 

he maat ac,an4 ptlbllo opinion b1 appealing to t ile people's repreaentat1ve1,ud 
' . 

d1Hem1nate propaganda tor the Reform t hroagh thoir leaders-by one aot he · 

aooompl1ahed both h11 enu. • oalled tor t lle elders, took them into h11 Oontidenoe, 

ad aa4e tllem 9ZJ10nenta of Ja1a program. Wlaetller tlley lmew 1t or not-u wllen, they 

i 
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aooe4ed to the poplllD.r demand tor a k:1.ng--ln tavouring the Deuteronomlo 

Reform with it1 program ot a oo~tral ao.notaar1 and oentral1sed pr1eathood, 

the !)ldera were f orwarding an aot wbiah eventl1&ll1 woald weclten the ir own 

power. Perllape t1te1 felt that the elimination ot t he looal priesthood would 

il"oreue their own i~luenoe, it indeed thia groap ma4e any lnoureion on their 

power. ~ the.v ~ have been either short-a1ghted or unaelf11h 1n that 

the1 oould not••• that the eooleaiastioal body whose we., they were pavlng 

woald ultimately destroy their author1ty--or perha,e they did not oare. For 

the nonoe, they•~ 1t111 heada ot their oomrnun1t1e1 (~ J er. 1911) no met 

at the town gates to disousa certain ma.ttera atteotillg the lives ot their 

peoples 
• 

The praot1oe ot blood vengeance, wb1oh 11 the rule in the des ert, 

(ot. Gen. 4 124) aarvived in the settlement 1n canean, and was oount-enanoed 

' ( 2 s. :21, l-6) , and encouraged (l L 2 a 8 t. ) and even praot1 oed by David h1mae1t 

(Is. 111'); That 1t did not peraist without modirioat1ona, witneH the Deuter- • , 
\.. . 

oO.om1o provia1ona tor o1t1oa ot dylum tor the manalayer. ffll1le formerly the .. 
murderer migttt flee tor r et'age to any looal shrine, and •grasp the horn of the 

alta~ (1 K. 2a2G) , 1'1th the deatruotion ot the l ooal ehrinea by D,.., other 

speo1al plaoes ot as.vlum neo.rer t han Jerusalem had t o be provided. 

Thoagh the d.1st1not1on behreen homloide and w1ltul murder, and even o. 

gonoral promise for uylum. were made 1n the ninth oentury by O (1%. 21112-14), 

nothing w a 1&1'1 ot s.n.v tribunal .to try the oue. Dt. 19,1-6, 10-13, with 1ta 
25&. 

3upplement Joak. 2014-5, provide• f or the ~•tablishmdnt ot three o1t1ea of 

~e~e to 1'hiah the mo.nala,yer my flee. This l egi s lation holdl the 1nvolan.: 

:ar1 ldller lmdeaervtng of pan1sbmen, (Dt. 1916). lt he eaoapea the hotl,1 

puraa.1.Jlg bloodo-&venger and arrive• at the oit.Y ot retuge, 1'he ahaU atan4 at 
I 

be entranoe ot the gate of the oit1, and they shall take him i nto the o1ty 

nto tbem." (Jolh 2014) Joab 2015 then 1tate1 that t he blood,..Te.nger JDaJ' 
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demand oJ t he el<hfre ot the asylum o1t3 the aurrender ot the •J.&.ver,wh1oh 

requeat ~e to>retU/le pending determlnatlon ot guilt. 

From if;• 191 ll•l8,wh1oh 11 • oont1nuat1on .ot Jo■h.20:4-6, it seem■ 

tbat the e ts deo1ded. bJ the elclera ot the ala,ver'a own oomn1.U1ity and not 

those ot e asylum oity. For it 1t 1a determined that the murder waa w1ltul 

ditated, "then the elders ot his o1t,v shall send and t et oh b1m" trom 

the ty ot r etuge &114 deliver him over t o the avenger ot bl ood. 

/ 'ftl1a l eg1alat1on ind1oatea an 1noreaae in the authority ot the elders 

o er tut n1oh tbe3 enjoyed in nomadio times. Por then ther e was no thlrdo-

1 intervention in oaaea of blood vengeanoe, but r etttbat1on was d1reot. 

eover, in the desert the slayer and his t amil y wero not sate ever until 

4t h.ad been abed for blood. Wb.erea• here, 1n the event that the slay~r 11 

ed innocent ot w1ltul murder, the elders ot tho city ot r e-tage offer him 

t eot1on until a oertain time atter wb.1oh he oannot be molested. ffe have the 

e era ot the aa1lum oitJ tnltilling the ano1ent sbe1khly timot1on of proteotora 

o the weak, and the el ders ot all o1t1ea acting 1n the oapao1ty ot judges to 
. 

oide in oaae of murder whether, the not wa& 1ntent1onal or aooide~tal. 

• .£. aome,mat related funotlon ot the el ders, that of expiation for the 

guilt o~ the unknown slayer, 1a reoorded in Dt. 21: 1•9• The prinoipl ea under-

1.Vlng thla oer~ are that until at oned or avenged a murdered man' s blood 

defile■ the l and, and that the oommunit3 (here, the neares t town) 1a responaible 
26. \ 

tor the aot ot an individual. 'l'he el4era of the town nearest the oorpee are to 

te.ke an anaaecl ltelter and br eak i ta neok ln a sterile valley and then diadain . 
• guilt b3 oeremon1al hand-washing. The mention ot the •pr1eat, the ~on• of Levi, 

A 

•••• whom God uth ohoaen •••• and aooordillg to thei r word shall ev9ry oontrovera1 

and evel"J 1trob 'be ' (v.5) Jttight sugreat a 11m1tat1on of the authoritJt of the 

1 elders. ltowever, the interposition of this verse 1•. 110 fo oed that lt ooul4 not 

have atoo4 1n tke or1g1nal,bat indioates later priestly 1na1atenoe upan autJl.orltJ 

greater tllan tlt&t ot t lle elclere. 
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~t tie autho~ity ot ~t• oTer tke1r children as or1g1nally 
'--

&b1olute, even to ;/re aGd death,11 auggeated 1n Gen. 381241 reverence tor 

them was primal • 21115). But Dt. 21118 tt. inaiats that the parents ot 

rebellio11.1 aon br1ng their oase to be decided by the town 

eldere. So • the reeponsibility in mattare of life and death extended be

yond the rrrow oont1ne1 of the family to that of the entire comnunity,hcre, 

aa 1n tl(e oa1e ot the murderer. .And here as there, the mediator& and Judge• 

a.re town elclers who sit in the gate (T. 190). 

cornea a strong emphasis on purity in sex matters which 

r eiterated throughout Deuteronom,y and in prophetic literature. Jnd even 

1n auoh d' lioate matters the elder, have juriadiction. Dt. 22113-21 provides that 

det 

· ont a roan aoou.aea bia bride of premarital sex relations, her paronta may 

her by showing the 'token• of lier virginity' to the elders in the gate. 

It t e parent• prove their point, the elders ere empowered to fine and obaat11e 

the a andering husband; it not, then the wife 1a to be stoned. But in either 

eve11t 1t 1a the eldere 1'ho impose :t1ne, pun1ahment,or the sentence of death. 

Tb&t the matters ot adultery and rape (vv. 22- 29) are &110 in the power of the 

elders to adju4ioate 1• auggeated by tho faot that (1.) these verees form a 

direot oont1nuation ~ vv. 13-21; (2.) the parti e1 to adultery are to be brought 

out to the gate (v. 24); and (3. ) tho 1t1pulat1on of o. fine in the os.se of ra 

(v. 29) ( in whioh oase somo authority must impose the fine, and ainoe 1t wa.a 

the elders 1n v . 19 of thia same oorp11.1 , then here nlao it must be the elders J • ) 

.£12.other intimate familial,sexual ·oaae 1n whioh the el ders funot1Qn 1a 

that of the lev1rate mrriaee (Dt. 2616-lO). !l.'hil waa one of the ~. whioh, 

along w! t)a tJaoae ot 1nher1 tanoe, was dedgxu,d to eeoure the eoon0tn.i-<> indepen

dence ot the family, but more oapooially to provide tor a oont_).nuat1on ot the 

family line. 'l'he r~lat1on ot negot iations tor tho levirate marr11188 wu 

lett to the elder•• The oaae here given la that ot the woman whoae brothe~ 
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---in-law r efus es to aooord her conjugal r i ghts. The elders a mm-.on him, am hoar 

his•will 1n the natter . If indeed he retu.ses to do tho duty of husband' s 
. 

b rother , then t he woman draws oft his Qhoe in the pr es enoe of the el ders and 
> 27. 

in his :fe..oe as a sign of disgrace . 

It will b e noted that in all t l,es e insta.noes where the elders aot as . 
they do s o in oases wbioh are not t.9Pioal of agrioulturo.l as dis

tinguished from nomadic life. T"ney deal with the goel ,B!-A@m and b l ood gui l t , 

the r eoalbitrant son, the chastity of women, the continuat i on of the fwnily-

all these are most typical of Bedowin life. For in the desert, blood ~engeanoe 

is the primal law, f ili al obedi ence is unquestioned and punotilious , sexual 
28. 

morality is on a v ery hiCh plane , an4 pride in descent is g r eat . 'l'h.e elders , 

then, seemed to havo continued to fnnction in a s ort of patrla rohal , sheikhly 

oapaoity in Judah muon as tJ,ey did before coming t o Canaan. 

The love of uncompromisi ng justice , ~o chnraotoristic of the des ert, and 

typi fied in Beds.win lifo by tho very .sbcl.khly rule itsel f ii. eugs-osted in the 

account of t he ul ders ' defence of Jeremiah (26~17 f f . ) when he had b een con

demned to deat h 'by pri ests and nrophets for denyi ng the inviolabili t y of the 

'?om1,l e . The c-1l ders oite tho e:xam,10 of ~•i cnh of :rorosheth th one h und.red 

yoars earliar, 7ThO had propheo1ed s im1l0.rly and l:ad been aoquitted . In doinS ao 

the e lders braved t ho ho1:1t11ity of t ho p1.•1ests, o.nd prophots and per haps even of 

t ht1 'd ~ h imself. "hat a ditfereno.) ~-.,,, _ , from the cowar\l y o ~ itude of the 

elclors i n t he North t 01.vard J ~zebel a.nd J ehu and t heir or1mi rt&l b~v1or t offll.rd 

lia.both e.nd t ho sons of .Ahab . 

~oQt f ive yea.rs before the exilo, Ezekiel, i n one ot his v1aiows, 
• 

(8 , 11- 13) spoaks of s eventy e lders hand~ by Ja,,..zan1tl.h ton Shapb.t:m (perhaps the 

very Shaphan the Sorlbe Who ho.d been as oo1a ted wi th ~e Roform .of t he the 

worship thirty yeors before. ( 2 X:. 22 :8 ff . ) , ind~ 1ng i n some ieystor1ous 

ar,ims.J. worship vrith1n the Templ e . Thia was proJ>ab l y a reo_rudesoenee ,of ancient 
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Canaaa1J1ah r P11e 1oua pr~ot1ce. Pos31bl y the olders tri ed, in the faoe of tho 

Deut~rfnomi o~niforrnat i on to r eassert eome real or suDposed former l oauor shi p 

Tile so~ro.tion of rol 1(;1on from seolllar life ~nd the asc i cmnant 

epeoifioally rel1s i ous funct i ons to tho pri es t s d.oubtles..; did not so.t isfy 

e cl doi·s muoh more• tha.n it d i d thP pri ests , vrl.o on thei r part , desir ed oom

plete jurisdi6.ti on in all mstt ers ,,hatsoevor to rest with thtllll (cf . Dt . 21 :15 ). 

T'nus throughout thC1 :per iod of tho ki ngdom tho ol dors mo.intai ned thoir 

posltion as representative l eaders of thei r r espective oollll'Dun1t 1ns, o.a a body 

moro po-.vorful to swo.y publio opinion evon th.an t ho ki ng himse lf, funotiontng by 

law in those matters which the settl ement in~ may have modifi ed but di d not 

1 a'bollah, to wit: ttor a of bl ood a nd fami l y, so ol o1ely r elated in the desert. 

That the establishment of offi ci a l judges limited tbe powers or functi ons 

of tho eluers i s nowhere indioateJ , nor 10 1t l ikel y, for today the ~ exist 

side by aide with the shoi kh 1n J.rab1c.n lite, yot the sheikh even in j~idioal 

affairs 1a preeminent , not because of great er knowl edge of law but beoauae of hi s 

acknowled8ed wisdom nnd sooi o.l s truidin8• ., 

~t the elders did oontliot with the priests beoauae of tho unwill..u,,.--.~ 

nesa on tho pe.rt ot ei ther of tqoae groups to d1vtde juri1d1ot1on on the baaia 

of aeoula. nnd aaorod OG.8ea ia 1ndioo.te~ btltoannot be olearl y demons trated. 

Suff i oe 1t to 19.3, t hat aa l ong as t he government r ama1ned. aeoular, . e., during 

th& monarohy, the eld.era seem to bavo 11JO.intained 1apremao1, inasmuah as the 

aoope of tho1r activity waa so muoh more extensive, nnd by t he very nature of 

thoir poait1on t hey were held in highest e■teem by their r e<peot1ve oonroan1t1ea. 
I 

. \ 
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Pol t-li:,narohial Period 

Whereas, the more arti f'.Lc!Al organisation ot the priesthood requir ed 

tho 1u1>port ot the monarch to ~!into.in !ts poai~1on during the period of the 

kingdom, and even then d1d not 1super1ede 1,he eldera , 1t 11 olear t hD.t when 

both monarob,J and organised pr-11e1thood wore d1arupted by the exile, t hat tb.e 

elders, tb.e representative l eadlers ot their OO!IIDanities would not only main

tain t heir i-tr1arabal poa1t1on o.nd tunotion, bat strengthen the one and 

widen tb.e other, both among the people who r emained 1n Pal estine and thole 

who were oarried ott to Babylon. 

the autcmomoua vill&gea ot Pales tine, they muat have r eaamed a 

poaition analogoua and almost 1dent1oal witk that ot t he period of the Jud8e1. 

ffllen Esra retlll"ned and waa d1at1Ql'bed by the problem of 1ntermarr1age, he oon

vene4 t heae elders to their oba.raoter1stio meeting plaoe in the •broad plaoe 

betore tlae hoaae ot God' (Esra lOal~), 1.e., the open plaoe befor e the water 

gate (ot. Heh. 31261 Bal ~ an4 t ,here d1IOWl80d t he matter whioh he t elt OOtlld 

not be efteot ed wi thout their a,1d, and in whioh he r1ghtl.v a:peoted they would 

llave a Jmen intereat (inumtio!u, u we have aeen, they were portioularlJ inter

ested 1n par1 ty ot blood, and lrlneage,eto,) • 

1'118 order ot preoedan0E1 in the aalatat 1on of the letter wh1oll J erem1ah 

(29 ) aent to the oaptivea 1n Ba~b1lon ~ be s1gn1t1oants The elders are mentioned 

t1rtt, then the pr1eat1 and ttnally t lae prol)heta. 'l'bia ma.v sign1ty tllat the 

el.den wero the moat 1ntlaent11 l bo<l3 there, or that at l ee.a t Jeremiah uoapt 

10, ar 1t -., 1n41oate only J er~•• nataral preteronoe. He maat ban ha4 

little lo..-e (or t he pr1eat an4 leas tor the ott1o1al propllet1, 
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---
J.lt~ough the parpose of Ezra waa to establish the supremaoy of the 

priesthood, he knew th.at be could not achieve Jl1a end if h.e i gnored the 
.a&-e--

eldere. He reoognized them 1n the term Jtc-"~•f J"\? 1e~ •,~ (Bs29) aa the . 
representatives ot tae oommmitiea 1n Palestine after the exiles 1"1Who decided 

every important step taken and gave sanot1on to every measure 1ntroduoed 1n 

the period of history oovered by the booka of Esra and Nehemiah (Es. 4 12, 3; 
29. 

911, 1011). 11 

It waa the elders still, 1n the days 1nmed1ately after the exi l e 1n 

Pal estine ¥!ho oould proola1m a forfeiture of property on, thoae who ref'uaed t o 

&bide by the d1ota· of Ezra in regard t o intermarriage, 1n whioh the elders 

and .!.It!!! themselves were first oalled upon to oonour (Esra 10 ,a); and 1 t ia 
• # 

tbey ¥1!\o ·aotually see to it that the reforms were oarr1ed through(Bsra 10al4,16) . 
30 • 

.As Batten aaya, 0 Ezra. himsel f was muoh in the baokground. He was impelling the 
• 

rulers to aot--aevere penalty was t o be imposed upon those-Who did not comply 

with the edict •••• J.uthorit;1 for the ediot and heavy pim1abment for diaobedienoe ~... '-
~ . 

was not that of Esra but ot the elder•• Ezra had no authority to entoroe bia ,.. 
ideas •••• He administered an oath to bind the l eaders to execute 

posed by Shekaniah." 

The aarim were nobles eo had held royal offioea 1n the dA.ya ot the 

monaroh3. !he word 1 taelt maana only 11ohief11 and 1s uaed as a sort of suff ix 
, 

1n auah t1tlel u '1 •'- "&i or r • o\llC,a -, f 'l"'-l' '"I and r' "~c ")U (Gen.40: 2 f .) • 

f:}ompare also,~\tc. ""' 1· s. 18113,r·o•,o\ ~Dan. la7 r., and ;e'\ ,t (' ")QI ]leh. 712). 

The t el'!ll was ao gene:A.l -that aarim are attributed to Uoab (Nu. 22 114 :r.) aa 

were e ldera ( aee abo-ve page I I ) • 

/ ~l' are thet'•~1 ->,nobility (liu.21:18, Job 2419 f.) but are d1•-

t1.Jlgu1slled trom pr1noea, 1n the narrow senae e, king' a ■on.a (Zepll. l 18) ~ They 

. 
were the ott 1o1ale Who oompoaed the oourt of the k1.nga (l K. 412 tt •; oompare 



.. 

Jer. 36112, 21) whose power was s 'u.ff ioient s o th.at they might flog and 

1nlpr1aon Jeremiah 1n the houae of ,021e of them (Jer. 37:14 t . ) and even the 
~....,_ 

1c1ng Zedekiah might be f earful of k (.Tur 38 ,5, 25 tt. ) . They oompriaed th~---

off1oial,aeoular bo<4,r of rulers e.nid leaders (the elders were proletar1o.n and 

unoffioi al) as opposed to the r el11gioua bodies of priests and prophets (Jer • 
• 

26:11-16) . Besides their fl.motion ,as royal advisers and members of the kill8' S 

oabinet they might be appointed over the arms, or as governor of a town 

(1 K. 22,26) or even of a fortress (Neh. 7:2) . 

It is these nob lemen who had fonnerly oonstituted the offioial ro~ 

ruling olass whom Ezr~ oalled in along with the unof1'1oial, natural representa,

tive leaders of the people-the elders- to d1souss the means of effeot1ng his 

marriage r eforms (Esra 101 . 

Duril:lg the early years of the post-exile, it s eems that the e lders 

oontinued to fun ction a.nd mainta in t hemselves to some extent as of old. But 

upon the reoon.struotlon of the oen.tral sanotuar.v, with the establishment of 

absolute sapremao.v of the high priest, by degrees government l ost its s e cular 
'-

ob.araoter. J.nd even were it not the intention of t he pr i esthood to deprtve· the 

elders . of their power, any such absolute authority wttil suoh as the theooraoy 
~ .. 

r epresented was aee111llt•t with tbe demoaratlo eldership. lttdeed, • not only 

did the priests gradually supplant the elders 1n temporal power, b ·1t history 

was rewritten (~ stly by P) so tba,t the priest~ might be r epresented as the 

ahief tunotionariea from earliest times, instead of (as in JI the elders. 

Aaron was est ablished aa, the foUI11der of the priesthood, w1 th .1.toaes _,as a sort 

ot aasootate head priest: rather t :han, as in J , the oh1et ab.e1kh. 
/ 31 

/ The tbelia of Englander lll:l1d • ...,,, ~ the CoQ110U of Eld.e~a 

d#O'eloped tnto the ' Ue21 of the Gre1a.t Synagogue' 11 be,aed on pll1lolog1oal 

rat)ler than •'tlulologi oal data• 1. E,. , on a trnolng of the tern, j 'j' ~ in ~st-

. Biblioal literat are. The "elders of larael " ot whom JJnram speak.a are. as he 
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admits , not the old town elders. The old,tree, independent, demoorat1o, 

tam111al tanat1onar1ea whose nat ure and sp1r1 t were of the desert found no 

ooant.erp.rt in the members ot t he post-ex111o eooles1ast ioal Sanhedrin. 

The struggle by the priesthood tor supr eraaoy over secular rµlera • 
. 

wh1oh began in the da.Ys of the monarchy and was often abetted by the elders 

themselves ended in v1otory tor the priests at the expense of the elders with 

the Return, and t he establishment ot t he t heooraoy. 

J 

.., 
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26. P'or t imilar lo.w omong tho Arabs ot. W. R. Smith, ''K1nah1p and K.arri e.ge ·in 
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29. Englander, P• 154. 
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