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Preface 

Almost everyone knows the saying from the Midrash that the Torah has sev-
enty faces ( הרותב םינפ םיעבשׁ שׁי ךכ , Bamidbar Rabbah 13:15). There are 
plenty of modes of expounding the Torah and each of it offers something. 
The context in which this famous saying is recorded is the wonderful allegor-
ic interpretation of Numbers 7, where the twelve tribes inaugurate the cultic 
service by bringing silver bowls as their initiatory gifts. The Torah is com-
pared to bread and wine, it is vital and nutritious, and its study is considered 
to be beautiful ( הרות דומלת הפי ). And if it requires proof of the many faces of 
the Torah, the Midrash offers it, because every time a silver bowl is brought 
by one of the twelve chieftains, another interpretation is given. And at the end 
of the section a qal wachomer is given with regard to Num 7:89: If even Mo-
ses had to think about each passage of the Torah again and again, by how 
much more must that be the case with an ordinary person!  

The reflection on the interpretation of the book of Numbers never comes to 
an end. This volume of collected essays records some interim results of my 
own understanding. It is published within a research project founded by the 
German Science Foundation (DFG FR2587/3-1: “Between Tradition and 
Innovation: The Book of Numbers in Literary and Theological Interpreta-
tion”) and is understood as preparatory work for a commentary on the book 
of Numbers. Twenty essays originated in publications and papers in the peri-
od from 2007 until 2019. They include six previously unpublished papers and 
seven first time translations of previously published German essays. All con-
tributions have been slightly edited for this publication. Parts of the compila-
tion and revision have been done during a research stay at the University of 
Pretoria, whose academic hospitality is always appreciated. 

The preparation of this volume has accompanied me a long time and many 
helping hands have worked on it. I am very grateful to everyone. Peter Alt-
mann translated five of the translations with great diligence, and Jordan Davis 
prepared the processing of previously unpublished contributions with a lot of 
empathy and commitment. He also did the final language editing. Annika 
Neurath, Sarah-Christin Uhlmann, Tobias Schmitz and particularly Katharina 
Pyschny were in charge of the copy-editing and the preparation of the camera 
ready manuscript, and they did their job extremely quiet, unagitated and me-
ticulous. Finally, my secretary Katharina Werbeck supported me and every-
one else involved throughout the whole process. In addition, I am grateful to 
the editors of the series, in particular Konrad Schmid, who accepted this vol-
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ume for Forschungen zum Alten Testament. The publisher Mohr Siebeck had 
a great patience waiting for the final manuscript, and the support was as al-
ways professional and reliable.  

Working on the book of Numbers for such a long time is a great privilege. 
For me, it has opened up theological horizons, led to a deeper understanding 
of the composition of the Pentateuch and triggered the insight in processes of 
interpretation within scripture. My hope is that this will be noticeable in the 
present volume. 
 
Bochum, September 2019    Christian Frevel 
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Wandering the Desert  

A Survey into the Present Volume and Beyond 

The 21st cent. is a fortuitous time to contribute to the study of the book of 
Numbers. Although in many ways Pentateuchal research is more divided and 
unsettled than ever before, at the same time this encourages new possibilities 
to be explored and new conceptions to be pondered. This volume of collected 
essays represents my own efforts at developing new concepts in understand-
ing the book of Numbers in these exciting times. The articles of this volume 
are based on the understanding that the current challenges of Pentateuchal 
research cannot be solved without going deep into the diachrony of the book 
of Numbers, but that the solution to the so-called Pentateuchal problem can-
not be developed only from the book of Numbers. The articles are further-
more convinced that an essential contribution of the book of Numbers lies 
beyond the analysis of its literary history.  

The volume is separated into three major categories: The first section rep-
resents a collection of essays devoted to demonstrating the artistry of compo-
sition, its theological horizon and the significance of the book of Numbers in 
current Pentateuchal research. The second section offers a deeper look into 
the innovations the late scribes responsible for Numbers made within the field 
of rituals and other religious practices. The final section takes a deeper look 
at the priests and Levites, a topic that finds its clearest and greatest expres-
sion in the book of Numbers. In all three sections, the special features of the 
book of Numbers – which has received too little attention in former research 
– come to the fore. The following will mainly provide an introduction to each 
section by highlighting the specific features of the book of Numbers unfolded 
in the papers in more detail. It also aims at figuring out the characteristics of 
the book and the peculiarities of my approach. Therefore the presumed func-
tion of Numbers as tradition-literature and as part of the Torah is discussed 
several times. In addition, the three main theological lines land (“wherefrom” 
and “whereto”), leadership (“who is leading whom in what way”) and bless-
ing (“why and how Israel is preserved in the desert”) are repeatedly empha-
sized as if under a magnifying glass. Finally, the significance of the book is 
indicated by pointing at three additional fields, which highlight particularly 
the special sociological features of the book of Numbers. 
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 1. Literature, History and Ideology  

The positive aspects of the so-called Pentateuchal crisis is a de facto break-
down of the former, dominant source criticism, which saw itself in a position 
to clearly assign each text to one of the main sources J, E and P, or to the 
editors who linked them. The problems became particularly acute in the book 
of Numbers, which suffered under the Documentary Hypothesis in that it was 
often overlooked and (relatedly) that it was often misunderstood. This misun-
derstanding was especially related to the book’s composition, which seemed 
to be theologically insignificant and literarily obscure. The book of Numbers 
was an addendum, supplement or appendix to the real and original narrative 
of the Pentateuch. To provide two examples of this: In his 1927 commentary 
L. Elliott Binns writes as follows:  

[…] as a piece of literature [the book of Numbers] falls short of the highest class owing to 
its lack of unity and proportion. At the same time it cannot be denied that it contains narra-
tives of the greatest merit, strung like pearls on a string, but the underlying idea has been 
obscured by too great a profusion of detail, and the various authors and editors – even 
down to the unknown scribe who gave the book its final form – were not at one in their 
aims.1  

Some 30 years later Martin Noth likewise struggled with the overall structure 
and compositional unity of Numbers and even proposed that a lot of this 
disorder could be explained by the book functioning as some kind of reposi-
tory for materials that could no longer be inserted elsewhere in the Penta-
teuch. Speaking of the laws contained at the beginning of the book he writes:  

[…] it is understandable that the need was felt, even after the actual conclusion of the 
Pentateuch, to include various additional items of this kind within the Sinai pericope. The 
easiest place for this to be done was at the end of that pericope. So, at a very late stage, but 
before the Pentateuch achieved canonical status, thereby becoming unalterable, all kinds of 
material were added in 5:1–9:14, material which can no longer be regarded as belonging to 
the various “sources”. This material consists of numerous individual units, having no 
connection with one another and in whose sequence no factual arrangement can be dis-
cerned. The simplest hypothesis is that in the course of time these units gradually became 
attached to each other.2 

Noth also struggled with the final third of Numbers and proposed that, “we 
shall have to reckon with the fact that the individual units were simply added 
one after the other in the order in which they appeared.”3  

The situation characterized in broad strokes above led to two completely 
different approaches in the past decades. Irrespective of the increasing prob-
lems, even the book of Numbers was subjected to a clear source separation in 
                                                                    

1 BINNS, Numbers (1927), xiv. 
2 NOTH, Numbers (1968), 6. 
3 NOTH, Numbers (1968), 10. 
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J, E and P by the so-called Neo-Documentarians.4 In contrast, the traditional 
source-critical model was increasingly regarded as outdated, especially in 
Europe. Any attempt to mediate between these two approaches, which are 
methodologically contrary to each other, has so far failed.5 However, while 
more or less accepting the “farewell to the Yahwist” and more so the elusive 
Elohist, my own approach is influenced by the assumption of a late, pre-exilic 
composition that integrates given older traditions into a narrative of origin 
that functioned as a charter myth in Judah.6 This history comprised the exo-
dus narrative and ended up in the conquered land. Accordingly, this theory 
marks the starting point of the volume’s contributions in attempting to cut 
swathes in the thick forest of traditions within Numbers (see below). Howev-
er, the complex literary history of the book of Numbers offers special chal-
lenges for this hypothesis as well.  

More than other books Numbers is characterized by a literary history that 
spans almost five centuries. But unlike early research was willing to accept, 
the literary growth of the book of Numbers did not begin from a broad base 
of pre-priestly source material. The more the sources were doubted in gen-
eral, the more their contribution to the book of Numbers was called into ques-
tion. Even the Priestly Source has been challenged to have a share in the 
literary traditions of Numbers. Together with the striking lack of Deuterono-
mistic phraseology in the book (which differs compared to Exodus, Joshua 
and even Leviticus) this led to new models of explanation beyond the source-
critical approach. It comes as no surprise that these new approaches were 
inspired by the Fragmentary Hypothesis. 

Thomas Römer in particular makes use of Noth’s ideas in his proposal that 
the book of Numbers functions as late compositional bridge between the 
priestly Tritoteuch (Genesis–Leviticus) and the Deuteronomistic History 
(Deuteronomy–2 Kings).7 According to Römer, the book of Numbers arose 
out of the efforts to merge these two corpuses into a single work. As a preex-
isting corpus, the Sinai tradition contained in Exodus and Leviticus was al-
ready in a relatively fixed state and could no longer be easily expanded, 
therefore new laws were instead added to the beginning of the book of Num-
bers in order to still fall under the influence of Sinai.8 However, Römer not 
only argues that Num 1–10 contains later laws, he also argues that the shift 
from the mountain itself (e.g., Exod 19:3) to the wilderness of Sinai (Num 
1:1) demonstrates the subordinate nature of the laws in Numbers.9 While 
                                                                    

4 E.g., MARQUIS, Composition (2013); BADEN, Composition (2012); IDEM, Stratifica-
tion (2013); IDEM, Narratives (2014). 

5 See FREVEL, Review Gertz et al. (2017). 
6 ZENGER et al., Einleitung (2016), 123–35.  
7 See, e.g., RÖMER, Anfragen (2002), 220–4. 
8 RÖMER, Anfragen (2002), 223. 
9 RÖMER, Anfragen (2002), 223. 
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Num 1–10 remained a deposit of later additions, Römer strengthened the 
view that the desert narratives in the book of Numbers were only interpreta-
tions of the narratives in Exodus.10 The focus shifted from originally old nar-
ratives, which were later adapted to the exodus narratives redactionally, to the 
assumption of late editorial formations that were created on the basis of the 
exodus narratives. The book of Numbers was considered to be “a theatre of 
scribal interpretations and discussions.”11 This idea of the book of Numbers 
being a product of scribal erudition had previously been worked out in detail 
by Reinhard Achenbach. He understood the book of Numbers in general as 
relecture or better réécriture of the pre-priestly and priestly traditions. To 
characterize the complexity of the “bridge” between the priestly composition 
and Deuteronomy, he allowed for successive Hexateuchal and Pentateuchal 
redactions, which were supplemented by an extensive triple-formative theo-
cratic editorial redaction. By this he characterized the book aptly as the com-
pletion of the Torah (Vollendung der Tora).12 Rainer Albertz took these ideas 
and applied them particularly to the rear part of the book (Num 26–36), 
which he understood to be an anticipation of the book of Joshua.13 He em-
ployed the idea of a literary bridge, but underlined at the same time that the 
book of Numbers includes several closures Num 21:20a; 22:1; 24:25 and 
36:13. For Albertz this indicates that the book became not only a formative 
part of post-exilic identity in the late 5th and 4th cent. BCE, but also a deposi-
tory of legal and ritual supplements, which have almost nothing to do with 
the context of the book.14 This evaluation basically brings us back to Martin 
Noth’s misjudgment, which was coined half a century ago, that the book is an 
unsystematic compilation of innumerable pieces of tradition (“eine unsyste-
matische Zusammenstellung von zahllosen Überlieferungsstücken”).15 

It goes without saying that a better understanding of the internal structure 
of the book of Numbers will undoubtedly benefit, not only the understanding 
of the contents of the book itself, but significantly it will impact how one 
views the formation of the Pentateuch. One of the key aims of the first sec-
tion of the present volume, then, is to demonstrate that these accusations of 
disorder are misguided. This will be demonstrated from a narratological point 
of view as well as from the composition history and from various literary 
historical angles. The book of Numbers, although admittedly complex, can be 

                                                                    
10 RÖMER, Sojourn (2007), 441–5.  
11 RÖMER, Sojourn (2007), 445.  
12 ACHENBACH, Vollendung (2003), 629.  
13 ALBERTZ, Pentateuchstudien (2018), 331.  
14 ALBERTZ, Pentateuchstudien (2018), 333: “Wurde aber die Brücke zwischen Gen–

Lev und Dtn–Jos erst spät und in mehreren Phasen gebaut, dann lässt sich auch erklären, 
warum im Numeribuch noch so viele gesetzliche und rituelle Regelungen eingeschoben 
worden sind, die nur wenig oder gar nichts mit dem Kontext zu tun haben.”  

15 NOTH, Numeri (1977), 8. 
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demonstrated to be a self-contained work that was developed with intention-
ality and purpose. Its contents exhibit an internal logic that are not merely the 
result of a scribal oversight (such as suggested by the idea of alternating law 
and narrative segments) and that are not the result of a happy accident (pro-
duced by sequentially appended materials). The composition is rather deter-
mined by the theological idea of election, blessing and preservation of Israel, 
which is linked to the narrated history in the Pentateuch as well as to their 
actual history. While the narrated journey takes place in pre-monarchic times 
within the desert, it reflects upon the real-world challenges of shaping a col-
lective identity in the late Persian period and developing social structures 
beyond monarchic leadership and state-bound borders. The book’s narrative 
arch is deliberately stretched between the two main poles: the constitutive 
role of Sinai and the Promised Land as a realizing space. In this regard there 
can indeed be no doubt that the book of Numbers has a bridging function. 
However, it is misleading to assume that before or even within the priestly 
narrative there was no narrative link between Sinai and the land beyond Deu-
teronomy.  

Although one has to admit that most of the texts included in the book of 
Numbers belong to post-Deuteronomistic and even post-priestly strata, which 
often presuppose major portions of (leaving aside the often unclear relation to 
Genesis) Exodus, Deuteronomy and to a slightly lesser degree Leviticus. 
Accordingly, many of the studies in this book demonstrate that Numbers 
often presumes other texts, interprets other texts, comments on other texts, 
plays with other texts, challenges other texts, expands the view of other texts, 
etc. Thus, in general, the Fragmentary Hypothesis is quite appropriate to 
explain the origin of the texts in Numbers. Most of the texts belong neither to 
a source nor are they part of a redaction (i.e., editorial activity that intervenes 
in existing texts in several places displaying shared characteristics). In con-
trast, even if the book of Numbers evinces a continuous sophisticated five-
part final composition, it gathers a striking number of redactionally layered 
clusters, which could also stand more or less for themselves (Num 13–14; 
16–17; 22–24 et al.). This peculiarity distinguishes Numbers from the other 
books of the Pentateuch. While this was repeatedly used as an argument for 
the so-called bridge thesis, in my opinion the book of Numbers does not fit 
completely into a post-priestly existence. The papers in this book illustrate 
this in detail, but one argument is the specific character of the independent 
Priestly Source (Priestergrundschrift), which does not end at Sinai according 
to my longstanding opinion.16 

A further major difficulty with the idea that the book of Numbers was de-
veloped entirely as a post-Deuteronomistic, post-priestly bridge book is ex-
plaining the place of Deuteronomy 1–3. Even those scholars who champion 

                                                                    
16 FREVEL, Blick (2000).  
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the idea of a late bridge still maintain that Numbers contains non-priestly 
materials that functioned as the basis for the re-telling given in Deuteronomy 
1–3. In order to align these seemingly contradictory claims, it is suggested 
that the early materials used by the Deuteronomist were later added into the 
book of Numbers by the (post-priestly) Hexateuch redactor. However, it re-
mains unclear why this late Hexateuch redactor felt the need to incorporate 
these earlier materials into his work. The structural role of promise to the 
fathers on the one hand and Martin Noth’s insight that Sinai is the center but 
not the target destination of the narrative thread on the other hand suggest 
that this connection should not first be placed in the hands of a post-priestly 
redaction. In my understanding, the role of the spy narrative in Num 13–14 is 
crucial in this respect. The priestly narrative is neither the basic layer of Num 
13–14 nor is it developed from the Deuteronomistic variant in Deut 1. The 
non-priestly spy narrative should rather be considered as part of a pre-priestly 
“bridge” between the Sinai narrative and the land. Portions of the itinerary in 
Num 20–21* and of the departure from Sinai in Num 10:19–36* can be re-
garded as part of this older narrative, precisely because the reasons for as-
suming that they were older traditions inserted into their current contexts by 
post-priestly redactional hands are barely comprehensible.17 In addition, it 
remains a plausible assumption that the death of the protagonist Moses played 
a role when the birth story made his life a decisive part of the exodus narra-
tive. Since the subversive allusions to the Sargon legend most likely stem 
from the late Neo-Assyrian times in the late 8th–7th cent. BCE,18 it is reasona-
ble to assume a narrative version of the death of Moses in Deut 34 connected 
to that.19 In sum, even if the individual boundaries of this non-priestly materi-
al remain controversial, the logical result is a pre-priestly narrative frame-
work that cannot easily be dissolved into a Fragmentary Hypothesis and the 
impact of a post-priestly redactional inclusion. In a nutshell, the model ap-
plied here regards the classical Documentary Model for the explanation of the 
beginnings of the literarily contiguous tradition as having failed. It proved 
wrong in assuming a genius “author” close to the romantic concept. By taking 
into account the peculiarities of tradition-building processes and the emer-
gence of tradition-literature, a concept is offered that interlinks the functions 
of collector, author and editor. This was already put forward by Julius Well-
hausen and others and has also strongly influenced Martin Noth’s conceptual-
ization of the formation of tradition in the books beyond the Pentateuch. It 
was further strengthened in the idea of a Jerusalemite History by Erich 
Zenger, which has combined Fragmentary Hypothesis and source-critical 
approaches in a compromise, which brought Pentateuchal research a substan-

                                                                    
17 FREVEL, Shapes (2019); GERMANY, Exodus-Conquest Narrative (2017).  
18 RÖMER, Moses (2013), 83; IDEM, Mose (2014), 80–1.  
19 FREVEL, Abschied (2001).  
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tial step forward.20 This perspective of literary growth is far beyond a me-
chanical source-critical allocation of the narrative material of the book of 
Numbers to sources as it was provided by the classical commentaries of the 
early 19th cent. or as it is suggested by the above mentioned more current 
Neo-Documentarian view.  

The continuous growth of the narrative and legislative material in the book 
of Numbers is the underlying concept of the papers in this volume. The desert 
as interlink in the Pentateuchal narrative is paramount in literary, conceptual 
and theological respects. It is not an invention of late editors who found the 
almost empty space between Sinai and land in Deut 1–3 and filled it with all 
kinds of material, because otherwise there was no more space for editorial 
additions. On the contrary, even with the earliest Pentateuchal narrative it 
was made clear that there is no unbroken connection between exodus and 
land, but that formation and transformation in the intermediate space of the 
desert are indispensable. 

Apart from this insistence on a pre-priestly narrative thread, it is quite ob-
vious that the majority of the textual material in the book of Numbers is post-
priestly and reaches down to the latest stages of the Pentateuch. By this the 
connecting character, which links the formative period of founding at Sinai 
with the perspective of realization in the land, is particularly accentuated. 
Even if the land is firmly in sight – which is especially underlined by the 
close Hexateuchal interlocking with the book of Joshua – the formative char-
acter is preserved and emphasized by the location of this “bridge” in the 
mythical primeval times of Israel. In addition to the insight that the vast ma-
jority of the book is post-priestly, a second insight is indispensable, namely 
that ongoing interpretation processes determine its growth. The book of 
Numbers can only be understood as closely related to Genesis–Leviticus on 
the one hand and the books of Deuteronomy and Joshua on the other hand. It 
is a prime example of what has been called “inner-biblical interpretation” in 
the past decades.21 Processes of textual supplementation, amendment, adapta-
tion, alteration and transformation have been identified as the trigger of liter-
ary production. Fortschreibung is interpretation, and Fortschreibung also 
comprises redactional amendment as deliberate relation of textual traditions, 
integration of older material as well as camouflaging new texts as being old. 
The most intriguing insight within this megatrend 22 comes from the book of 
Numbers: it is the insight that processes of adaptive interpretation do not only 
comprise legal material, but also in various ways narrative texts. Although 
future research will expand on this aspect to describe the common ground of 
                                                                    

20 FREVEL, Hermeneutik (forthcoming). 
21 Among many others most recently BÜHRER, Fortschreibungs- und Auslegungsprozes-

se (2019). For the history of research, see LEVINSON, Revision (2008), 95–181. 
22 For the classification as a megatrend of exegesis, see FREVEL, Pathos (2015), 42–8 

and IDEM, Relationship, p. 444 in the present volume. 
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these processes, first and foremost it is crucial to understand that the most 
characteristic feature of many of the legal and narrative texts in the book of 
Numbers is to relate to other texts in an interpretative mode. 

This is, however, a general characteristic of tradition-literature, but the 
special feature of Numbers is the density of these interpretation processes. 
This conceptual reflection of tradition forms the background of my under-
standing of inner-biblical interpretation within Numbers. A fresh understand-
ing of tradition23 can be of great help to appreciate this characteristic aspect 
of particularly late biblical literature and particularly the book of Numbers. 
Change in religious texts is not only triggered by the needs of adaption, as-
similation or accommodation, it is rather an inherent aspect because of the 
dynamics of recursiveness of tradition. In contrast to the common understand-
ing, tradition is not a static unchangeable block, but is rather formed by pro-
cesses of adaptive application and is thus dynamic. Of course even texts are 
not static; they become dynamic although the words may not change at all: 
their interpretation transforms them and makes them a means of embedding. 
It is the paradox of tradition, that it is a concept that expresses continuity and 
stability on the one hand, and that it forms at the same time the base for dis-
continuity and change related to it on the other hand. It is decisive to under-
stand that the metaphor of a “chain of tradition” includes that traditions are 
linked to other traditions. It is a characteristic of tradition that the absolute 
beginning where there is no relation to other traditions is no longer discerni-
ble. Traditions are interpretation of traditions. Aside from safeguarding, this 
is one of the most important functions of tradition. With Edward Shils and 
many others it is important to underline that traditions bridge discontinuity by 
a continuous process of change.24 This is crucial even for the understanding 
of the interpretative power of the book of Numbers. Thus, the book of Num-
bers in particular combines old and new; it includes the preserved traditional 
(e.g., Num 10:35–36; 13:17–20; 25:1a, 3a, 5a; 22–24*), the transformed 
traditional (e.g., Num 11–12; 16–17; 32) and the invented traditional (e.g., 
Num 6:22–27; 27:1–11). The aspect of interpretation being a trigger of for-
mation though is neatly related to the book’s position wherein Sinai and land 
overlap in the characteristic manner of “already” and “not yet.”  

As the articles will explain in more detail, this intermediate position is cru-
cial for the understanding of the structure of the book. Numbers’ allegedly 
confusing structure comes from its combination of two overlapping influ-
ences: on the one hand the book is shaped by the Hexateuchal progression 
towards the land – from Sinai, through the wilderness, to the plains of Moab 
– on the other hand the book is shaped by the Pentateuchal pivot about Sinai 
(in which Numbers is positioned as the counterpart of Exodus), and thus the 

                                                                    
23 FREVEL, Pathos (2015).  
24 SHILS, Tradition (1981), 44–5. 
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wilderness period in particular is shaped by links to Israel’s journey from 
Egypt to Sinai. A closer look to this structure reveals a strategy of historiciz-
ing implementation. It is not only the continuity between the exodus genera-
tion and the generation which will inherit the land, but also the interpretation 
of tradition, which keeps Israel dynamic. The message is clear: Adaptive 
retaining is a means of preservation. The most striking fact though is that this 
“Israel” which is shaped in the book of Numbers as an important closed quan-
tity never really existed; neither in the wilderness nor in the time of the 
tradents in the late Persian period. With its literary fiction, the book of Num-
bers gives rise to an “Israel,” which is encompassing, inclusive, ideal, prom-
ising and even utopian.  

The above-mentioned dual structure of the book of Numbers has broader 
implications for understanding the book, not only within the formation of the 
Pentateuch, but particularly also the Hexateuch. It is of paramount impor-
tance for the understanding of Numbers, that the interpretation processes 
comprise not only the transmitted stories from the exodus and Sinai narratives 
and the legislative references to Leviticus and Deuteronomy, but in addition 
develop a strong interlink with the book of Joshua in the greatest extent of its 
literary history from pre-priestly 7th cent. to post-priestly 4th cent. And again, 
what is characteristic for the present approach in methodical respect, is the 
entanglement of the literary and compositional history, which is embedded in 
former European history of research. Along with the fall of the Documentary 
Hypothesis, a second significant shift in recent scholarship, that has greatly 
benefited the study of the book of Numbers, is what I have elsewhere called, 
“the return to the Hexateuch perspective.”25 This return is primarily born out 
of the increasing acknowledgment that Noth’s idea of a single work spanning 
from Deuteronomy to 2 Kings is flawed. In particular, this lacuna makes the 
idea that there existed a pre-priestly, proto-Hexateuch more plausible. One 
clear example of the difficulty caused by the Deuteronomistic History is the 
strong link between Numbers and Joshua. In particular it is the book of Num-
bers, rather than Deuteronomy, that features a prominent focus on the themes 
of the land and conquest, which are only concluded in the book of Joshua. I 
maintain that the idea of a non-priestly Jerusalemite History as first formulat-
ed by Erich Zenger and briefly overviewed above is still the most plausible 
model for the original “Hexateuch,” which included at least the spy narrative 
and Israel’s arrival at Shittim from the book of Numbers.26 More crucial 
though is the insight that the Hexateuchal links were strengthened throughout 
the literary history of the book of Numbers. The idea of a Pentateuch redac-
tion, which isolated the five books from their reading context by inserting the 
epitaph in Deut 34:10–12 as the closure of the Pentateuch is as misleading as 

                                                                    
25 FREVEL, Wiederkehr (2011). 
26 ZENGER et al., Einleitung (2016), 123–35. 
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the idea of the Persian authorization (Persian imperial authorization thesis) of 
this Torah as a compromise. Torah comes into being by internal growth of 
referentiality, and Pentateuch and Hexateuch are rather reference structures 
than separately existing contexts. It is most important that the horizon of 
many of the latest texts in Numbers lies beyond the Pentateuch. The standstill 
of redactional expansion though is rather driven by a growing outsourcing of 
interpretation in the so-called intertestamental literature. The more this exe-
getical Midrashic interpretative literature took over and the more the Torah 
became self-referential, the more the intra-Pentateuchal adaptation and inter-
pretation processes came to an end.  

The book of Numbers shows clear signs of containing many of the latest 
materials of the Pentateuch. In addition to the late innovations made with the 
legislative material and the priesthood, there are a number of other aspects 
that demonstrate that the contents of the book of Numbers derive from a rela-
tively late social milieu. These include the role of the priests and their privi-
leged access to cult, economy and political power, the emergence of the high 
priestly office and its political agenda, the formation of Israel as a cultic 
community particularly characterized by demarcational demands for purity, 
the growing importance of the diaspora, etc. We are not able to locate the 
issues of leadership, which are formed and elaborated within the book of 
Numbers (Num 11–12; 13–14; 16–17; 20:1–13; 25:6–18; 27:15–23), within 
the post-exilic society beyond a rather rough substantiation within the late 
Persian period. It is the impression that the narrated conflicts relating to these 
topics have a rather paradigmatic character. They are a discursive negotiation 
of a collective identity, which on the one hand extends the existing reality of 
Yehûd but forms particularly the Judahite community centered on the Jeru-
salemite temple. However, it is still one of the open questions, how the diver-
sity of Jahwisms in the Persian period, including Samarians, Judeans, 
Transjordanians, the communities in Elephantine, Makedah, Babylon, Alex-
andria, etc. relate to each other on the one hand, and to their shared tradition 
on the other hand. It is clear, however, that the Torah enables variety and thus 
represents a form of diversity management within Second Temple Judaism(s). 
Numbers 32 gives an illuminating example of such questions.  

Many papers of this volume develop the idea that the locally unspecified 
centralization of cult and society, the fictitious limitation of priesthood to a 
small Aaronide family, the social structure of Israel as a twelve-tribe nation 
that encompasses the whole country is designed as an “identity reservoir” to 
which different groups can refer alike, in a similar but also slightly different 
manner. This enabled Samarians and Judeans to share the tradition of the 
Torah and even to cooperate in managing the maintenance of this tradition. 
How far there were coordination processes in redactional respect is an open 
question for future discussions.  
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