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I. Introduction
Critical scholars of Israelite religion have long pointed out that the Hebrew Bible contains a number of
references assuming and even affirming the existence of other gods. They also frequently assert that no
explicit denial of the existence of other gods occurs until the time of (Deutero-) Isaiah and after (6th
century B.C.) in some presumed campaign by zealous scribes to expunge such references from the sacred
text.1 Even the Shema and the first commandment do not consign the other gods to fantasy. The data, we
are told, informs us that Israelite religion evolved from polytheism to henotheistic monolatry to
monotheism. Evangelical forays into the problem of divine plurality and monotheism have been few. In
most cases contributions have been peripheral, focusing on how multiple names of God do not point to
polytheism and how the nature of Israelite religion in the patriarchal era should not be understood on the
basis of source-critical assumptions with respect to the Pentateuch. It almost appears that evangelicals are
not aware of a fundamental problem for its students who venture into the world of Semitics. For example,
a magisterial work on the doctrine of God like Feinberg’s No One Like Him devotes less than a page to
the matter of monotheism, as though there were no canonical texts that suggest an Israelite pantheon or
rogue deities that are regarded as real beings. A rare exception is the work of Dan Block, but his valuable
book, The Gods of the Nations, more describes aspects of the Old Testament worldview than solves the
problem of whether the Hebrew Bible affirms the existence of other gods.
My own impression after naively (but happily) traversing the terrain of Israelite religion as a
specialization, is that the problem is disturbing and therefore simply avoided. And so we’re caught
between critical scholars who say too much, and evangelicals who say too little. I’d like to bring the issue
front and center in this paper. For the record, I view the critical position as a wonderful example of
circular reasoning. However, it is equally flawed for evangelicals to assume that the affirmations of the
existence of other gods refer only to idols and idol worship. Yahweh does not preside over a group of
idols, and he is no idol maker. This paper argues that evangelicals need not be driven to choose between
the Scylla of liberal conclusions about a presumed evolution toward monotheism for Israel’s religion and
the Charybdis of arguing the text can’t mean what it plainly says. There is a better solution.
II. The Reality of Other Gods in the Hebrew Bible
Psalm 82
It is not difficult to demonstrate that the Hebrew Bible assumes and affirms the existence of other gods.
The textbook passage is Psalm 82. Verse one of that Psalm reads:

ֹלהים יִ ְשׁפֹּט׃
ִ ת־אל ְבּ ֶק ֶרב ֱא
ֵ ֹלהים נִ ָצּב ַבּ ֲע ַד
ִ ֱא
God stands in the divine council; in the midst of the gods he passes judgment.
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Please note that in this paper I use the term “Deutero-Isaiah” when that term is used by others. I am not persuaded that there
were two (or three) “Isaiahs.” I believe the work of Isaiah the prophet was edited and reworked by his followers and later
scribes seeking to apply his teachings to their own historical context.
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The first ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאis obviously singular due to subject-verb agreement. The second ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאis obviously
plural due to the preposition  ְבּ ֶק ֶרב, since God cannot be said to be standing in the midst of a (singular)
god or Himself. The Trinity is ruled out immediately because the gods over whom Yahweh presides are
here being sentenced to die for their corrupt rule of people on the earth.
Critical scholars look to Psalm 82 as either a vestige of polytheism overlooked by monotheistic redactors,
or perhaps a deliberate rhetorical use of Israel’s polytheistic past to declare the new outlook of
monotheism.2 After the exile, so we are told, the gods of the nations are relegated to the status of angels.
These proposals were part of the focus of my dissertation, and they fail on a number of levels.3
Concerning the former, it is evasive to appeal to bungling redactors when one’s theory of a campaign to
stamp out polytheistic texts doesn’t work, especially when Psalm 82 is by no means the only text evincing
divine plurality and a divine council “missed” by scribes. It is a demonstrable fact that there are clear
references to gods and a divine council in Second Temple period Jewish literature. In the Qumran
ִ  ֱא, ֹלהים
ִ  ָה ֱא, ֹלהים
ִ  ְבּנֵ י ֱא,
sectarian material alone there are approximately 185 occurrences of ֹלהים
ֹלהים
ִ  ְבּנֵ י ָה ֱא,  ֵא ִלים,  ) ְבּנֵ י ֵא ִליםin contexts where a divine council is mentioned with the same vocabulary
( ֵע ָדה, סוֹד,  ) ָק ָהלutilized in texts of the Hebrew Bible for a divine assembly.4 If there was a campaign to
allegedly correct ancient texts and their polytheistic views, the post-exilic Jewish community either didn’t
get the message or ignored it. The presumption of an evolution from polytheism to monotheism is so
entrenched in critical scholarship that scholars like Carol Newsom in her work on the Qumran Songs of
the Sabbath Sacrifice coin oxymoronic terms like “angelic elim” to explain the material.5 It is more
coherent to abandon the evolutionary paradigm and ask how it was that (1) late biblical authors had no
qualms about an assembly of gods under Yahweh; and (2) Second Temple Jews, willing to suffer death
rather than worship other gods, failed to react to divine council texts in the Hebrew Bible as a threat to
monotheism. More on these questions and their implications momentarily.
Concerning the latter position, that polytheism is being used rhetorically, much is made of the last verse
of Psalm 82, where God is asked to rise up and possess the nations (82:8). This is interpreted as a new
idea of the psalmist to encourage the exilic community—that, despite exile, Yahweh will rise up and take
the nations as his own having sentenced the other gods to death. This view ignores pre-exilic passages
like Psalm 29, where Yahweh “has been enthroned as king forever” (Ps 24:7-10; 29:10). Psalm 24 and 29
have long been recognized as very ancient, and so the idea of Yahweh’s universal kingship is not a
development of the exile. As F. M. Cross notes: “The kingship of the gods is a common theme in early
Mesopotamian and Canaanite epics. The common scholarly position that the concept of Yahweh as
reigning or king is a relatively late development in Israelite thought seems untenable.”6
As we turn to evangelical responses to Psalm 82, we need to bring verses 6-7 into the discussion:
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See for example, Mark S. Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism: Israel’s Polytheistic Background and the Ugaritic
Texts (Oxford, 2003); S. B. Parker, "The Beginning of the Reign of God – Psalm 82 as Myth and Liturgy," Revue Biblique 102
(1995): 532-559.
3
Michael S. Heiser, “The Divine Council in Late Canonical and Non-Canonical Second Temple Jewish Literature,” Ph.D.
diss., University of Wisconsin-Madison, 2004. If you would like a copy of my dissertation, I will gladly email it you for free
as a PDF file. Contact me at mheiser@logos.com. I would also appreciate feedback about this paper.
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For these references and a discussion of the divine council in Qumran material, see Heiser, “The Divine Council,” 176-213.
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וּב ֵני ֶע ְליוֹן ֻכּ ְלּ ֶכם׃
ְ ֹלהים ַא ֶתּם
ִ י־א ַמ ְר ִתּי ֱא
ָ ֲא ִנ
וּכ ַא ַחד ַה ָשּׂ ִרים ִתּפֹּלוּ׃
ְ ָא ֵכן ְכּ ָא ָדם ְתּמוּתוּן
6 “I said, ‘you [pl] are gods, sons of the Most High, all of you [pl]’. 7 Therefore
you [pl] shall die as humans do, and you [pl] shall fall as one of the princes.

In verse six, the plural ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאof 82:1 are referred to once again as ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאbut are further identified as
ִ  ְבּנֵ י ֱא, ֹלהים
ִ  ְבּנֵ י ָה ֱא, and
sons of God—sons of the Most High. It is well known that the phrases ֹלהים
 ְבּנֵ י ֵא ִליםhave certifiable linguistic counterparts in Ugaritic texts to a council of gods under El, and that
the meaning of these phrases in the Hebrew Bible points to divine beings.7 Critical scholars generally
view this as evidence for vestigial polytheism, and more specifically they assert the history of this Psalm
and other passages suggests that Yahweh was a son of El.8 Our concern today is with evangelical
responses.

ִ ( ֱאExo.
Evangelicals have commonly argued that similar phrases, such as references to Moses as ֹלהים
4:16; 7:1), Israel as Yahweh’s “son” (Exo. 4:23; Hos. 11:1) and Israelites as “sons of the living God”
(Hos. 1:10 [Heb., 2:1]) inform us that the ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאof Psalm 82 are human rulers, namely the elders of
ִ  ֱאare humans, why are they
Israel. This position is incoherent for several reasons. First, if these ֹלהים
sentenced to die “like humans”? This sounds as awkward as sentencing a child to grow up, or a dog to
bark. The point of verse 6 is that, in response to their corruption, the ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאwill be stripped of their
immortality at God’s discretion and die like humans die. A clear contrast is intended by both the
grammar and structure of the Hebrew text, saving us from such awkward logic.9 Second, what is the
7

There are several general phrases for a council of gods that provide a conceptual parallel with the Hebrew Bible: ph}r )ilm "the assembly of El/ the gods” (Gregorio Del Olmo Lete and Joaquín Sanmartín, “ph}r,” A Dictionary of the Ugaritic Language
in the Alphabetic Tradition 2:669; KTU 1.47:29, 1.118:28, 1.148:9 [hereafter, DULAT]); ph}r bn )ilm - "the assembly of the
sons of El/ the gods” (DULAT 2:669; KTU 1.4.III:14); ph}r kkbm - "the assembly of the stars” (DULAT 2:670; KTU 1.10.I:4;
the phrase is parallel to bn )il in the same text; see Job 38:7-8); mph}rt bn )il - "the assembly of the gods” (DULAT 2:566; see
KTU 1.65:3; cf. 1.40:25, 42 along with bn )il in 1.40:33, 41 and its reconstruction in parallel lines in the same text - lines 7, 16,
24; 1.62:7; 1.123:15). Of closer linguistic relationship to material in the Hebrew Bible are: (dt )ilm - "assembly of El / the
gods” (DULAT 1:152; see KTU 1.15.II: 7, 11); dr )il - "assembly (circle) of El” (DULAT 1:279-280. See KTU 1.15.III:19;
1.39:7; 1.162:16; 1.87:18); dr bn )il - "assembly (circle) of the sons of El” (DULAT 1:279-280; see KTU 1.40:25, 33-34);
dr dt s\mm - "assembly (circle) of those of heaven” (DULAT 1:279-280; see KTU 1.10.I: 3, 5); dr )il wph}r b(l - "the assembly
(circle) of El and the assembly of Baal” (DULAT 1:279-280; see KTU 1.39:7; 1.62:16; 1.87:18). This list hardly exhausts the
parallels between the dwelling place of El, which served as the meeting place of the divine council at Ugarit, and the abode of
Yahweh. For the other linguistic parallels for each council and their respective modes of operation, see Heiser, “The Divine
Council,” 39-69. For other works that overview the divine council and the sons of God, see Gerald Cooke, “The Sons of (the)
God(s),” ZAW 76 (1964): 22-47; E. Theodore Mullen, The Divine Council in Canaanite and Early Hebrew Literature (Harvard
Semitic Monographs 24; Missoula, MT: Scholars Press, 1980); idem, “Assembly, Divine,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, ed. D.
N. Freedman (6 vols.; Doubleday, 1992), 2:214-217; S. B. Parker, “Sons of (the) God(s),” in Dictionary of Deities and Demons
in the Bible DDD, ed. K. van der Toorn et al., (2nd extensively rev. ed.; Leiden; Boston; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Brill;
Eerdmans, 1999), 794-799 [hereafter, DDD]; idem, “Council ()סוד,” DDD, 204-208; Matitiahu Tsevat, “God and the Gods in
Assembly,” HUCA 40-41 (1969-1970): 123-137; J. Morgenstern, "The Mythological Background of Psalm 82," HUCA 14
(1939): 29-126.
8
For a summary and critique of the view that Psalm 82 and Deuteronomy 32 have Yahweh and El as separate deities, and that
the former is a son of the latter, see Heiser, “The Divine Council,” 76-89. This view is propounded most recently by Simon B.
Parker and Mark S. Smith.
9
W. S. Prinsloo, “Psalm 82: Once Again, Gods or Men?” Biblica 76:2 (1995), 219–28; and Lowell Handy, “Sounds, Words
and Meanings in Psalm 82,” JSOT 47 (1990): 51-66; Cyrus Gordon, “ אלהיםin Its Reputed Meaning of Rulers, Judges,” JBL
54 (1935): 139-44.
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scriptural basis for the idea that this psalm has God presiding over a council of humans that governs the
nations of the earth? At no time in the Hebrew Bible did Israel’s elders ever have jurisdiction over all the
nations of the earth. In fact, other divine council texts such as Deut. 32:8-9 have the situation exactly
opposite—Israel was separated from the nations to be God’s own possession and focus of his rule. Third,
why would the corrupt decisions of a group of humans shake the foundations of the earth (v. 5)? The
statement of Psalm 82:5 is comprehensible if the council in question were composed of cosmic beings
whose sphere of authority went beyond a human Sanhedrin.10
It is also worth pointing out that one cannot argue that the references to the gods / sons of God outside
Psalm 82 speak of humans. Job 38:7-8 has the sons of God present at the creation of the world, rendering
a human interpretation impossible. The same can be said for Psalm 89:5-7 (Hebrew, vv. 6-8), where the
sons of God of the council are in heaven in the throne room of God, not on earth. Likewise the Hebrew
text of Psalm 29 is filled with parallels to Canaanite texts and religion, all of which point to an assembly
of heavenly beings.11 Other ancient parallels to Genesis 6:1-4 also compel the view that divine beings are
in view, but that passage, like Psalm 82, is predominantly considered by evangelicals to speak of humans
since the alternative allegedly smacks of polytheistic mythology.
The real problem with the human view of Psalm 82, however, is that this view cannot be reconciled with
the passages that form the conceptual backdrop to Psalm 82. That is, the idea that the sons of God were
supposed to be ruling the nations comes from somewhere, namely Deuteronomy 4 and 32. Those
chapters clearly speak of an act of God to divide the nations of the earth among the sons of God as a
punishment for rebellion before there ever was a nation of Israel. As a result, the idea that the elders of
Israel are the backdrop for the council of Psalm 82 cannot be sustained. This necessitates that we turn our
attention to the appropriate passages in Deuteronomy. These texts and the worldview that derives from
them help us to properly understand Psalm 82 and the “problem” of Israelite monotheism.
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There are specific reasons why human beings and God’s chosen nation Israel are referred to as God’s children in the
aforementioned verses. The subject is too far-reaching for this paper. Briefly, given that the descriptions of Eden match well
known motifs for the divine council dwelling of El at Ugarit (e.g., a well-watered mountain; cp. Ezekiel 28:13-14 with Genesis
2:8-14), Eden was the place where God “lived” and where the council of Yahweh met. Yahweh decreed that human beings
would be set in authority over this place as his imagers (taking the prefixed preposition in מנוּ
֖ ֵ  ְבּ ַצ ְלin Gen. 1:26 as the beth
essentiae). They were his children, and would rule over his household as his children. Note that humans and the divine beings
of Job 38:7 thus share Yahweh as Father. The Fall corrupted the original plan. When Yahweh divided the nations, choosing
Israel as his own possession, Israel became his child and the inheritor of the original intent that human beings would serve as
his children. Thus began the restoration of the rule of God on earth through God’s human family. The structure of Israel’s
eventual ruling administration (Moses [as “lead elohim on earth” – God’s human vice-regent at the time] + 12 princes + 70
elders + everyone else in the royal household) mimics the divine council hierarchy, which is consistently portrayed in Ugaritic
literature and the Hebrew Bible in both bureaucratic and familial terms. Though exiled (Hosea 1:10), at some point in the
future, Israel would again be the sons of the living God. The Church inherits these promises (Gal. 3). Christians are “adopted”
as “sons of God” (John 1:12; I John 3:1-3), will rule over angels (as the sons of God, over the lowest tier of the three tiered
council, as it is in heaven; I Cor. 6:3;), and will be set over the nations as co-regents with Christ, the council head (Rev. 2:26;
3:21). Believers are the reconstituted family and divine council of God, joining the remaining divine sons of God loyal to
Yahweh. This view is partially expressed in the Qumran belief that their community was the heavenly council on earth. The
bibliography on these separate points is copious, though no one has synthesized the material. See R. J. Clifford, The Cosmic
Mountain in Canaan and the Old Testament (Harvard Semitic Monographs 4; Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972); B.
Byrne, “Sons of God”—“Seed of Abraham”: A Study of the Idea of the Sonship of God of All Christians in Paul Against the
Jewish Background (Analecta biblica 83; Rome: Pontifical Institute Press, 1979); Harald Risenfeld, “Sons of God and Ecclesia:
An Intertestamental Analysis,” in Renewing the Judeo-Christian Wellsprings (New York: Crossroad Publishing Company,
1987), 89-104; James Tabor, “Firstborn of Many Brothers: A Pauline Notion of Apotheosis,” Society of Biblical Literature
1984 Seminar Papers (Atlanta, Ga.: Scholars Press, 1984), 295-303; Devorah Dimant, “Men as Angels: The Self-Image of the
Qumran Community” in Religion and Politics in the Ancient Near East (Edited by Adele Berlin; Bethesda, MD: University
Press of America, 1996), 93-103.
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F. M. Cross, Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973), 90-93.
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Deuteronomy 4:19-20; 32:8-9 and Related Passages
A proper grasp of Deuteronomy 32:8-9 is essential for contextualizing and comprehending both the
worldview of Psalm 82 and the reality of divine plurality in the Hebrew Bible. The correct text12 reads:

ֹלהים ׃
ִ֗ גּוֹים ְבּ ַה ְפ ִר ֖ידוֹ ְבּ ֵנ֣י ָא ָ ֑דם יַ ֵצּ ֙ב גְּ ֻב ֹ֣לת ַע ִ֔מּים ְל ִמ ְס ַ ֖פּר ְבּ ֵנ֥י ֱֽא
ִ֔ ְבּ ַהנְ ֵ ֤חל ֶע ְל ֙יוֹן
ִ ֛כּי ֵ ֥ח ֶלק יְ הָֹו֖ה ַע ֑מּוֹ יַ ֲע ֖קֹב ֶ ֥ח ֶבל נַ ֲח ָל ֽתוֹ׃
8 When the Most High gave to the nations their inheritance, when he divided
mankind, he fixed the borders of the peoples according to the number of the sons
of God. 9 But the LORD’s portion is his people, Jacob his allotted heritage

The event referred to in Deut. 32:8-9 hearkens back to events at the Tower of Babel, which occurred
before the call of Abraham, and hence before Israel existed as a people. The statement in Deuteronomy
32:9 that “the Lord’s portion is his people, Jacob his allotted inheritance” provides the key for
understanding the contrast between verses 8 and 9. In verse 9 the nation of Israel (here called “Jacob”) is
described as Yahweh’s allotted inheritance. The parallelism requires the “nations” of verse 8 to be given
as an inheritance as well, but to whom? 32:8b, provides the answer, but parallel makes sense only if the
original reading of verse 8b included a reference to other beings (the “sons of God”) to whom the other
nations could be given. The other nations could not have been given to Israel since Israel did not yet exist.
In a punitive decision reminiscent of Romans 1, God “gave humanity up” to their persistent resistance to
taking him as their Sovereign. God subsequently called Israel into existence as His own. Hence each
pagan nation was put under the administration of a being of inferior status to Yahweh, but Israel would be
tended to by the “God of gods,” the “Lord of lords” (Deut. 10:17).13
While Deut. 32:8-9 described the nations being given over to gods14 who were not Yahweh, Deut. 4:19-20
gives us the opposite side of the punitive coin:
12

As I noted in a 2001 article, there are no good text-critical reasons to read  ְבּ ֵנ֥י ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאלwith MT at the end of verse eight
(Michael S. Heiser, “Deuteronomy 32:8 and the Sons of God,” BibSac 158:629 [Jan. 2001]: 52-74 [esp. pp. 52-59]). The words
 בני אלare not an option for what was behind the Septuagint reading, as demonstrated by the Qumran support for the Hebrew
text underlying the unrevised Septuagint. Manuscript 4QDtq has spaces for additional letters following the  לof its
[ ]בני אל. Second, 4QDtj clearly reads בני אלוהים. See The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32 (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1996), 156;
Emanuel Tov, Textual Criticism of the Hebrew Bible (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1992), 269; J. Tigay, Deuteronomy, The
JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 514-518; P. W. Skehan, “A Fragment of the ‘Song
of Moses’ (Deut 32) from Qumran,” BASOR 136 (1954) 12-15; Julie Duncan, “A Critical Edition of Deuteronomy Manuscripts
from Qumran, Cave IV. 4QDtb, 4QDte, 4QDth, 4QDtj, 4QDtk, 4QDtl,” (Ph.D. diss., Harvard University, 1989); Eugene Ulrich
et al., eds., Qumran Cave 4.IX: Deuteronomy to Kings (DJD XIV; Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995), 75-79. Not only is the
reading of MT text-critically inferior, but its content results in logical problems. As Tigay notes, “This reading raises a number
of difficulties. Why would God base the number of nations on the number of Israelites? … Why would He have based the
division on their number at the time they went to Egypt, an event not mentioned in the poem? In addition, verse 9, which states
that God’s portion was Israel, implies a contrast: Israel was God’s share while the other peoples were somebody else’s share,
but verse 8 fails to note whose share they were” (Tigay, Deuteronomy, 302).
13
Heiser, “Deuteronomy 32:8,” 71.
14
Deut 32:8a reads גּוֹים
ִ֔  ְבּ ַהנְ ֵ ֤חל ֶע ְל ֙יוֹן.  ְבּ ַהנְ ֵ ֤חלis pointed as a Hiphil infinitive absolute, but should probably be understood as
a defective spelling of the infinitive construct: ( ְבּ ַהנְ ִחלSanders, Provenance of Deuteronomy 32, 154). The object of the
ִ֔ . As Sanders notes, the Hiphil of the verb lxn can be “connected both with an accusativus personae (the
infinitive form is גּוֹים
inheriting person; hence, “When the Most High gave the nations their inheritance”) or with an accusativus rei (the object
inherited by this person; and so rendering, “When the Most High gave the nations as an inheritance”; Sanders, Provenance of
Deuteronomy 32, 154. See Deut 1:38; 3:28; 21:16; 31:7; Josh 1:6; 1 Sam 2:8; Zech 8:12; and Prov 8:21 for other examples).
Both options are syntactically possible, but which should be preferred? The answer is to be found in Deut 32:9: “Lo, the
LORD's portion is his people, Jacob his allotted inheritance” (NIV). Since verse nine clearly presents the nation Jacob/Israel as
Copyright, Michael S. Heiser, all rights reserved.

8
9

6

וֹכ ִ֗בים ֚כֹּל ְצ ָ ֣בא ַה ָשּׁ ַ֔מיִ ם
ָ ת־ה ֽכּ
ַ ת־היָּ ֵ ֜ר ַח וְ ֶא
ַ ת־ה ֶ֨שּׁ ֶמשׁ וְ ֶא
ַ ית ֶא
ָ ן־תּ ָ֨שּׂא ֵע ֶ֜יניָך ַה ָשּׁ ַ֗מיְ ָמה ְ ֽו ָ֠ר ִא
ִ וּפ
ֶ
ֹלה ֙יָך א ָֹ֔תם ְלכֹל֙ ָ ֽה ַע ִ֔מּים ַ ֖תּ ַחת
ֶ֙ ית ָל ֶ ֖הם וַ ֲע ַב ְד ָ ֑תּם ֲא ֶ֨שׁר ָח ֜ ַלק יְ הָֹו֤ה ֱא
ָ וְ נִ ַדּ ְח ָ ֛תּ וְ ִה ְשׁ ַתּ ֲחִ ֥ו
ל־ה ָשּׁ ָ ֽמיִ ם׃
ַ ָכּ
יּוֹצא ֶא ְת ֶכ֛ם ִמ ֥כּוּר ַה ַבּ ְר ֶז֖ל ִמ ִמּ ְצ ָ ֑ריִ ם ִל ְהי֥ וֹת ֹל֛ ו ְל ַ ֥עם נַ ֲח ָל֖ה ַכּיּ֥ וֹם ַה ֶזּֽה׃
֥ ִ ַוְ ֶא ְת ֶכ ֙ם ָל ַ ֣קח יְ ה ָֹ֔וה ו
[Literal in places for emphasis]: 19 And beware lest you lift up your eyes to heaven, and
when you see the sun and the moon and the stars, all the host of heaven, and be drawn
away and bow down to them and serve them, which the LORD your God has allotted to
them, to all the peoples under the whole heaven. 20 But the LORD took you and brought
you out of the iron furnace, out of Egypt, to be a people of his own inheritance, as you are
this day.

Tigay notes that these passages “seem to reflect a biblical view that … as punishment for man’s repeated
spurning of His authority in primordial times (Gen. 3–11), God deprived mankind at large of true
knowledge of Himself and ordained that it should worship idols and subordinate celestial beings . . . . He
selected Abraham and his descendants as the objects of His personal attention to create a model nation.” 15
A fundamental part of the biblical worldview, then, is that Yahweh turned away from the nations of the
earth, placed them under the rule of gods inferior to Himself (but gods nonetheless), and then elected
Israel as His own following his anger at Babel.
III. Resistance to the Reality of Other Gods in the Israelite Worldview
Evangelicals have traditionally responded to passages indicating such divine plurality in two ways: (1) by
asserting that the gods in these passages are merely idols; (2) by appealing to “denial statements” in
Deuteronomy and Isaiah that have Yahweh saying there are no gods besides him. Both options create
theological problems and are not internally consistent with the data. Recalcitrance to what the text seems
to clearly state also makes the evangelical scholar an easy target for critical scholars, especially in light of
the comparative Semitic material.
“The Gods of the Old Testament are only Idols”
Contrary to what many evangelical commentators have argued, presumably to avoid what they saw as
polytheism, these passages do not refer to idols. The argument is made that this equation can be inferred
from Deut. 4:15-18, where God through Moses warns His people to not make idols, lest they be turned
aside to worship the sun, moon, stars, etc. Deuteronomy 32:17, however, refutes this argument:
Deut 32:17

יכם׃
ֽ ֶ ֹלהים ֣ל ֹא יְ ָד ֑עוּם ֲח ָד ִשׁ ֙ים ִמ ָקּ ֣רֹב ָ֔בּאוּ ֥ל ֹא ְשׂ ָע ֖רוּם ֲאב ֵֹת
֖ ִ יִ זְ ְבּ ֗חוּ ַל ֵשּׁ ִד ֙ים ֣ל ֹא ֱא ֹ֔ל ַה ֱא

being taken as an allotted (qlx) inheritance—note the wordplay on both counts with the Hiphil verb in verse 8) by a divine
personage (Yahweh), the parallelism of MT’s verse nine would require “nations” be given as an inheritance to the sons of God
by the Most High.
15

Tigay, Deuteronomy, 435. The same idea contained in these verses also seems to be the point of 1 Samuel 26:19, quoting a
distraught David: “Now let my lord the king listen to his servant’s words. If the Lord has incited you against me, then may he
accept an offering. If, however, men have done it, may they be cursed before the Lord! They have now driven me from my
share in the Lord’s inheritance and have said, ‘Go, serve other gods’” (NIV).
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They sacrificed to demons who are not God (note the singular -

) ֱא ֹ֔ל ַה, (and to)

gods they did not know; new gods that had along recently, whom your fathers
had not reverenced.

Deut. 32:17 is frequently obscured in English translations, but it explicitly describes the divine beings
֖ ִ  ֱאand “( ֵשׁ ִדיםdemons”).16 In other words, it is clear these
introduced in 32:8-9 (and so 4:19-20) as ֹלהים
are spiritual entities, not blocks of stone. Arguing that Moses meant idols in some parts of Deuteronomy
4 and 32 and not others is little more than special pleading.
Other passages from Deuteronomy make it clear that idols are not in view. In fact, this view results in
unintentional blasphemy. The following verses are relevant:
Deuteronomy 17:2-3

אוֹ־א ָ֗שּׁה ֲא ֶ֨שׁר יַ ֲע ֶ ֧שׂה
ִ
ֹלהיָך נ ֵ ֹ֣תן ָלְ֑ך ִ ֣אישׁ
֖ ֶ ִ ֽכּי־יִ ָמּ ֵצ֤א ְב ִק ְר ְבּ ָ֙ך ְבּ ַא ַ ֣חד ְשׁ ָע ֶ ֔ריָך ֲא ֶשׁר־יְ הָֹו֥ה ֱא
יתוֹ׃
ֽ ֹלהיָך ַל ֲע ֥בֹר ְבּ ִר
֖ ֶ ֽה־א
ֱ ת־ה ַ ֛רע ְבּ ֵע ֵינ֥י יְ הָֹו
ָ ֶא
שּׁ ֶמשׁ׀ ֣אוֹ ַליָּ ֵ ֗ר ַח ֛אוֹ ְל ָכל־ ְצ ָ ֥בא ַה ָשּׁ ַ ֖מיִ ם ֲא ֶ ֥שׁר
֣ ֶ ֹלהים ֲא ֵח ִ ֔רים וַ יִּ ְשׁ ַ ֖תּחוּ ָל ֶ ֑הם וְ ַל
֣ ִ וַ ֵ֗יּ ֶלְך ֽוַיַּ ֲעב ֹ֙ד ֱא
א־צִ ֽוּ ִיתי׃
ִ ֹל

2

3

2 If there is found among you, within any of your towns which the LORD your God
is giving you, a man or woman who does what is evil in the sight of the LORD your
God, in transgressing his covenant, 3 who has gone and served other gods and
bowed down before them, the sun or the moon or any of the host of heaven,
which I have forbidden . . .

Deuteronomy 29:25

שׁר ֽל ֹא־יְ ָד ֔עוּם וְ ֥ל ֹא ָח ַל֖ק ָל ֶ ֽהם׃
֣ ֶ ֹלה ֙ים ֲא
ִ ֹלהים ֲא ֵח ִ ֔רים וַ יִּ ְֽשׁ ַתּ ֲחוּ֖ וּ ָל ֶ ֑הם ֱא
֣ ִ דוּ ֱא
֙ וַ יֵּ ְל ֗כוּ וַ ַיּ ַֽע ְב
25 They turned to the service of other gods and worshiped them, gods whom
they had not experienced and whom He [God] had not allotted to them.

It is clear that Deut. 17:2-3 and 29:25 refer back to the events described in Deut 4:19-20 and Deut 32:8-9.
For our purposes, if Deut. 4:19-20 and 32:8-9 refer to idols and not the divine beings represented by idols,
then we have God judging idols for badly administering the affairs of the nations. It would hardly be
ִ  ֱאto die like mortals if they were just doing
righteous judgment for Yahweh to sentence the other ֹלהים
what He told them to do. If they were fallen beings from the moment they received the nations at Babel,
then Yahweh would have been putting certifiably corrupt beings into authority—something that would
make his judgment of their corrupt oversight seem quite unjust. I would suggest that Psalm 82 implies
that the ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאto whom the nations were given became corrupt—that something went wrong, and
Yahweh was now judging them righteously. But there is a more significant problem. If the gods of these
passages in Deuteronomy are idols, then Yahweh is an idol maker since he is credited with creating them.
This problem becomes more understandable when we look at the “sun, moon, and stars” terminology
elsewhere in the Hebrew Bible. While the Old Testament at times has biblical figures referring to idols as
“gods”17—something inevitable given the behavior of the Gentile nations—it is not coherent to argue that
֣ ִ  ֱא.
the Old Testament writer always (or even mostly) meant “idols” when writing of plural ֹלהים

16

The language here—connecting the term “( שׁדיםdemons”) to the heavenly host and the other ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאtakes us into the
question of whether angels (and so demons) are gods (see footnote 22).
17
For example, I Kings 14:9. Such statements need to be balanced with others, such as II Kings 19:18.
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Moreover, it is also unwarranted to argue that all the “heavenly host” terminology can only mean the
chunks of rock and balls of gas in the cosmos.18
It is critical to note that this terminology is used of actual entities, not just astronomical bodies. It was
commonly believed in the ancient world (Israelites included) that the heavenly bodies were either animate
beings or were inhabited or controlled by animate beings.19 Hence in Scripture there is overlap with
respect to just who or what is referred to by the terms “sun,” “moon,” “stars,” and “heavenly host.”
However, an overlap is not an erasure of one element of the conception.
It is clear from the above passages in Deuteronomy that the sun, moon, and stars are explicitly referred to
as “other gods” (ֹלהים ֲא ֵח ִ ֔רים
֣ ִ ) ֱא, not as idols. This is also clear from passages like Job 38:4-7, where the
sons of God are referred to as stars:
Job 38:4-7

י־א ֶרץ ַ֝ה ֗ ֵגּד ִאם־יָ ַ ֥ד ְע ָתּ ִב ָינֽה׃
֑ ָ ית ְבּיָ ְס ִד
ָ ִֵאי ֣ ֹפה ָ ֭הי
֣יה ָ ֽקּו׃
ָ יה ִ ֣כּי ֵת ָ ֑דע ֤אוֹ ִ ֽמי־נָ ָ ֖טה ָע ֶל
ָ י־שׂם ְ ֭מ ַמ ֶדּ
֣ ָ ִמ
י־י ָ ֗֝רה ֶ ֣א ֶבן ִפּנָּ ָ ֽתהּ׃
ָ ֣יה ָה ְט ָ ֑בּעוּ ֥אוֹ ִ ֽמ
ָ ל־מה ֲא ָד ֶנ
֭ ָ ַע
ֹלהים׃
ֽ ִ ל־בּ ֵנ֥י ֱא
ְ ב ֶקר וַ ֝יָּ ִ ֗ריעוּ ָכּ
ֹ ֑ וֹכ ֵבי
ְ ן־י ַ֭חד ֣כּ
ַ ְבּ ָר

4
5
6
7

4 Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth? Tell me, if
you have understanding. 5 Who determined its measurements—surely
you know! Or who stretched the line upon it? 6 On what were its bases
sunk, or who laid its cornerstone, 7 when the morning stars sang
together and all the sons of God shouted for joy?

ב ֶקר
ֹ ֑ וֹכ ֵבי
ְ  ֣כּand ֹלהים
ֽ ִ ל־בּ ֵנ֥י ֱא
ְ  ָכּin parallel. The language is similar to that of
Isaiah 14, especially the rant from ן־שׁ ַחר
ָ  ֵה ֵילל ֶבּ: “I will ascend to heaven; I will exalt my throne above
the stars of God/El” (י־אל
ֵ כוֹכ ֵב
ְ  ; ִמ ַמּ ַעל ְל14:13).

Job 38:7 has the phrases

The classic divine council passage, I Kings 22, also utilizes the heavenly host terminology for what are
clearly divine beings:

ל־כּ ְס ֔אוֹ וְ ָכל־ ְצ ָ ֤בא ַה ָשּׁ ַ֙מיִ ֙ם עֹ ֵ ֣מד ָע ֔ ָליו
ִ אמר ָל ֵ ֖כן ְשׁ ַ ֣מע ְדּ ַבר־יְ הָֹו֑ה ָר ִ ֤א ִיתי ֶאת־יְ הֹוָ ֙ה י ֵ ֹ֣שׁב ַע
ֶ ֹ וַ ֕יּ
אֹלו׃
ֽ ֹ וּמ ְשּׂמ
ִ ימינ֖ וֹ
ִ ִמ
אמר זֶ ה ְבּכֹה וְ זֶ ה א ֵֹמר ְבּכֹה׃
ֶ ֹ ת־א ְח ָאב וְ יַ ַעל וְ יִ פֹּל ְבּ ָרמֹת ִגּ ְל ָעד וַ יּ
ַ אמר יהוה ִמי יְ ַפ ֶתּה ֶא
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
אמר יהוה ֵא ָליו ַבּ ָמּה׃
ֶ ֹ אמר ֲא ִני ֲא ַפ ֶתּנּוּ וַ יּ
ֶ ֹ רוּח וַ יַּ ֲעמֹד ִל ְפנֵ י יהוה וַ יּ
ַ וַ יֵּ ֵצא ָה
ה־כן׃
ֵ ם־תּוּכל ֵצא וַ ֲע ֵשׂ
ָ
ַאמר ְתּ ַפ ֶתּה וְ ג
ֶ ֹ יאיו וַ יּ
ָ רוּח ֶשׁ ֶקר ְבּ ִפי ָכּל־נְ ִב
ַ אמר ֵא ֵצא וְ ָהיִ ִיתי
ֶ ֹ וַ יּ
יאיָך ֵא ֶלּה וַ יהוה ִדּ ֶבּר ָע ֶליָך ָר ָעה׃
ֶ רוּח ֶשׁ ֶקר ְבּ ִפי ָכּל־נְ ִב
ַ וְ ַע ָתּה ִהנֵּ ה נָ ַתן יהוה
19 And he [Micaiah] said, “Therefore hear the word of the LORD: I saw the LORD sitting on his
throne, and all the host of heaven standing beside him on his right hand and on his left. 20 and
the LORD said, ‘Who will entice Ahab, that he may go up and fall at Ramoth-gilead?’ And one said
one thing, and another said another. 21 Then a spirit came forward and stood before the LORD,
saying, ‘I will entice him.’ 22 And the LORD said to him, ‘By what means?’ And he said, ‘I will go
18
19

This is not to suggest that this terminology always points to divine beings.
F. Lelli, “Stars,” DDD, 809-815; I. Zatelli, “Astrology and the Worship of the Stars in the Bible.” ZAW 103 (1991): 86-99.
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out, and will be a lying spirit in the mouth of all his prophets.’ And he said, ‘You are to entice him,
and you shall succeed; go out and do so.’ 23 Now therefore behold, the LORD has put a lying spirit
in the mouth of all these your prophets; the LORD has declared disaster for you.” (ESV)

The point here is that Yahweh is not holding council with physical chunks of stone and balls of gas. The
text clearly equates the host of heaven with spiritual beings (one “comes forth,” “stands” before Yahweh,
and speaks; v. 21):
Psalm 89:5-8 [Hebrew, 6-9] also associates the divine council and its members with the sky () ַשּׁ ַחק:

ף־אמוּנָ ְתָך ִבּ ְק ַהל ְקד ִֹשׁים׃
ֱ וְ יוֹדוּ ָשׁ ַמיִ ם ִפּ ְל ֲאָך יהוה ַא
ִכּי ִמי ַב ַשּׁ ַחק יַ ֲער ְֹך ַליהוה יִ ְד ֶמה ַליהוה ִבּ ְב ֵני ֵא ִלים׃
ל־ס ִב ָיביו׃
ְ ל־כּ
ָ נוֹרא ַע
ָ ְסוֹד־קד ִֹשׁים ַר ָבּה ו
ְ
ֵאל נַ ֲע ָרץ ְבּ
יבוֹתיָך׃
ֶ י־כמוָֹך ֲח ִסין יָ הּ וֶ ֱאמוּנָ ְתָך ְס ִב
ָ ֹלהי ְצ ָבאוֹת ִמ
ֵ יהוה ֱא
5
6
7
8

6
7
8
9

Let the heavens praise your wonders, O LORD, your faithfulness in the assembly of the holy ones!
For who in the skies can be compared to the LORD? Who among the sons of God is like the LORD,
a God greatly feared in the council of the holy ones, and awesome above all who surround him?
O LORD God of hosts, who is mighty as you are, O LORD, with your faithful ones all around you?

My contention that the celestial terminology in Deuteronomy 4 and 32 refers to actual divine beings and
not idols is particularly important in view of passages like Nehemiah 9:6 and Psalm 148:1-5:
Nehemiah 9:6

ל־צ ָב ָאם ָה ָא ֶרץ
ְ ת־ה ָשּׁ ַמיִ ם ְשׁ ֵמי ַה ָשּׁ ַמיִ ם וְ ָכ
ַ ית ֶא
ָ ַא ָתּה־הוּא יהוה ְל ַב ֶדָּך ַא ָתּ ַא ָתּה ָע ִשׂ
ֻ ל־א ֶשׁר ָבּ ֶהם וְ ַא ָתּה ְמ ַחיֶּ ה ֶא
וּצ ָבא ַה ָשּׁ ַמיִ ם ְלָך ִמ ְשׁ ַתּ ֲחוִ ים׃
ְ ת־כּ ָלּם
ֲ יה ַהיַּ ִמּים וְ ָכ
ָ ל־א ֶשׁר ָע ֶל
ֲ וְ ָכ

6

6 You are the LORD, you alone. You have made heaven, the heaven of heavens, and all their host,
the earth and all that is upon it, the seas and all that is in them; and you preserve all of them; and
the host of heaven worships you.

20

Psalm 148:1-5

רוֹמים׃
ִ ן־ה ָשּׁ ַמיִ ם ַה ְללוּהוּ ַבּ ְמּ
ַ ַה ְללוּ יָ הּ ַה ְללוּ ֶאת־יהוה ִמ
אצ ָב ָאיוֹ׃ו׃
ְ  ַמ ְל ָא ָכיו ַה ְללוּהוּ ָכּל־ ְצ ָב21ַה ְללוּהוּ ָכל־
20

The phrase “in the heights” (רוֹמים
ִ  ) ַבּ ְמּhas divine council overtones (see Norman C. Habel, "He Who Stretches Out the
Heavens," CBQ 34:4 [1972]: 417-418; and Marjo C. A. Korpel, A Rift in the Clouds: Ugaritic and Hebrew Descriptions of the
Divine (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 1990), 376-382.
21
There are a number of interesting items in this text. While verse 2 is an obvious instance of Hebrew parallelism, the nature
of the parallel is not without debate. Most formulations of the bureaucracy within the divine council follow a three-tiered
hierarchy of different classes or “species”: the High God, the lesser gods, and the angels (see Mullen, The Divine Council,
175-209; Lowell K. Handy, Among the Host of Heaven: The Syro-Palestinian Pantheon as Bureaucracy [Eisenbrauns, 1994],
149-163; Mark S. Smith, The Origins of Biblical Monotheism, 41-54). At Ugarit, these three classes are distinguished, but the
lower class,  ַמ ְל ָא ִכים, are on rare occasions also called gods. Those who hold to a three tiered council explain these instances
as a “category transfer,” where the messengers are referred to as gods since they function as the proxy for the god who sent
them. This verse raises the two-or-three tier issue since, to this point, the starry host language has been used of the sons of
ַ Whether the lesser elohim are angels or separate classes cannot be fully developed here. Briefly, there are
God, not מ ְל ָא ִכים.
only two occasions in the Hebrew Bible where the term  ַמ ְל ָא ִכיםoccurs in proximity to one of the plural elohim terms
Copyright, Michael S. Heiser, all rights reserved.
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ל־כּוֹכ ֵבי אוֹר׃
ְ
ַה ְללוּהוּ ֶשׁ ֶמשׁ וְ יָ ֵר ַח ַה ְללוּהוּ ָכּ
ַה ְללוּהוּ ְשׁ ֵמי ַה ָשּׁ ָמיִ ם וְ ַה ַמּיִ ם ֲא ֶשׁר ֵמ ַעל ַה ָשּׁ ָמיִ ם׃
ת־שׁם יהוה ִכּי הוּא ִצוָּ ה וְ נִ ְב ָראוּ׃
ֵ יְ ַה ְללוּ ֶא
1 Praise the LORD! Praise the LORD from the heavens; praise him in the heights! 2 Praise
him, all his angels; praise him, all his hosts! 3 Praise him, sun and moon, praise him, all
you shining stars! 4 Praise him, you highest heavens, and you waters above the heavens!
5 Let them praise the name of the LORD! For he commanded and they were created.

The parallelism makes clear the conceptual overlap in that it has the heavenly hosts—sun, moon, and
stars—worshipping and praising Yahweh, their creator. If the heavenly host language used here an
elsewhere speaks only of idols and not divine beings, then Yahweh must be an idol maker, something
theologically intolerable. The description is also point-for-point consistent with the broader ancient Near
Eastern worldview that assumed the stars were animate beings.22
To say this is merely poetic language that says nothing about the belief system of the writer or the ancient
people at large cannot be sustained. Those familiar with conceptual metaphor know that metaphor or
poetic expression is not based on what a person’s view of reality does not entail. Rather, the metaphor is a
means of framing and categorizing something that is believed. Although it is not uncommonly expressed,
I find little merit in the idea that one cannot draw theological content from poetic texts. One wonders as
well what we could know about the beliefs of any of the ancient Near Eastern civilizations if we
eliminated from consideration what we read in their poetic epics. Taking the Baal Cycle as a specific
example, we could basically know nothing about the religion of Ugarit and Canaan if we took such an
approach.
“Deuteronomy Denies there are Other Gods”
A second objection to the actual existence of other ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאin the biblical worldview is based on passages
that denounce idols and forcefully contend that there are “no other gods besides Yahweh.” This view
seems coherent until one realizes that these “denial phrases” occur in the same chapters of Deuteronomy
that affirm other gods (Deut. 4 and 32). The same is true of the denial phrase in Isaiah, as will be noted
momentarily.23 Critical scholars argue that this phenomenon indicates either a merging of polytheistic
and monotheistic traditions or blunders by the redactors when updating the older traditions to
monotheism. Barring that conclusion, driven as it is by critical preconceptions about the evolution of
discussed in this paper. In both instances the overlap is placed in the mouth of a pagan, and so it is tenuous to draw
conclusions about the biblical writers’ worldview on that evidence. The two examples are: (1) the interchange in Dan 3:25-28,
where Nebuchadnezzar sees a fourth personage in the fiery furnace whose appearance he describes “as a son of the gods” in
3:25 ( )לבר־אלהיןand an “angel” [“messenger” may be better here] in 3:28 ()מלאך. Scholars agree that, since these words are
placed in the mouth of a foreigner, these descriptions cannot necessarily be taken as an articulation of Jewish religion. (2) In
ִ֔ “( ַמ ְל ֲא ֵכ֣י ֱאangels of God”) descending and ascending the
the story of Jacob’s dream (Gen 28:10-22), Jacob sees ֹלהים
ziggurat, and also Yahweh at the top (or beside him, depending on how one takes the preposition + suffix in 28:13). However,
in Gen. 35 when the incident is related again, we learn that God appeared to Jacob (35:1 - note the singular participle  ) ָל ֵאל֙ ַהנִּ ְר ֶ ֣אה ֵא ֔ ֶליָךand, six verses later, that the gods appeared to him as well (35:7 – note the rare plural verb form this time
ִ֔ )נִ ְגל֤ וּ ֵא ָל ֙יו ָ ֽה ֱא. One can draw two conclusions: (a) by merging the accounts, we get all three tiers of the council in the
- ֹלהים
dream – Yahweh, the gods [from 35:7], and the angels of God; (b) angels are gods (“angels of God” of 28:12 = “the gods” of
35:7). One would still wonder, though, if “angels are gods, but not all gods are angels.”
22
See Luis I. J. Stadelmann, The Hebrew Conception of the World: A Philological and Literary Study (Analecta biblica 39;
Rome: Pontifical Institute, 1970).
23
See Heiser, “The Divine Council,” chapters 4-6.
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Israelite religion, we are either left with a glaring contradiction in the Hebrew Bible or the view that I will
outline below.
The first issue before us is to determine whether the relevant denial phrases in Deuteronomy 4 and 32
actually deny the existence of other gods. We’ll start with the statements in Deut. 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39.
Deut 4:35

ֹלהים ֵ ֥אין ֖עוֹד ִמ ְל ַב ֽדּוֹ׃
֑ ִ ַא ָתּ ֙ה ָה ְר ֵ ֣א ָת ָל ַ ֔ד ַעת ִ ֥כּי יְ הָֹו֖ה ֣הוּא ָה ֱא
You were shown these things so that you might know that the LORD, he is the
God (

ֹלהים
֑ ִ  ;) ָה ֱאbesides him there is no other.
Deut 4:39

ל־ה ָ ֖א ֶרץ ִמ ָ ֑תּ ַחת
ָ ֹלהים ַבּ ָשּׁ ַ ֣מיִ ם ִמ ַ֔מּ ַעל וְ ַע
ִ֔ ל־ל ָב ֶבָך֒ ִ ֤כּי יְ הֹוָ ֙ה ֣הוּא ָ ֽה ֱא
ְ וְ יָ ַד ְע ָ ֣תּ ַהיּ֗ וֹם וַ ֲה ֵשׁב ָ ֹ֮ת ֶא
ֵ ֖אין ֽעוֹד׃
Know therefore this day, and lay it to your heart, that Yahweh, he is the God

(

ֹלהים
ִ֔  ) ָ ֽה ֱאin heaven above and on the earth beneath; there is no other.
Deut 32:12

יְ הָֹו֖ה ָבּ ָ ֣דד יַ נְ ֶ ֑חנּוּ וְ ֵ ֥אין ִע ֖מּוֹ ֵ ֥אל נֵ ָ ֽכר׃
The LORD alone did lead him, and there was no foreign god
with him.

Deut 32:39

תּי וַ ֲא ִנ֣י ֶא ְר ֔ ָפּא וְ ֵ ֥אין ִמיָּ ִ ֖די
֙ ִ ֹלהים ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די ֲא ִנ֧י ָא ִ ֣מית וַ ֲא ַח ֶ֗יּה ָמ ַ֙ח ְצ
֖ ִ ְר ֣אוּ׀ ַע ָ֗תּה ִ ֣כּי ֲא ִנ֤י ֲא ִ ֙ני ֔הוּא וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱא
ַמ ִ ֽצּיל׃
See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and I make
alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out of my hand.

With respect to Deut 4:35, 39, ֹלהים
֑ ִ ָה ֱא

 יְ הָֹו֖ה ֣הוּאis a simple verbless clause with the pronoun
֑ ִ  ? ָה ֱאIs this a denial of the existence
emphasizing the subject, but what does it mean that Yahweh is ֹלהים

of other gods? How can that be reconciled with the presumption of other gods in these passages? It is at
least equally probable from a linguistic perspective that the phrase means that Yahweh is superior or
incomparable.24 That is, Yahweh is the God par excellence, as Deut 10:17 states: יכם
ֶ֔ ִ ֚כּי יְ הָֹו֣ה ֱא ֹֽל ֵה

ֹלהים
ִ֔ ֹלהי ָ ֽה ֱא
֣ ֵ ֚הוּא ֱא

(“for the Lord our God, he is the God of the gods”). If the other gods to whom
Yahweh is compared here do not exist in the mind of the writer, where is the praise in the statement? If
one assumes Mosaic authorship for Deuteronomy, how could one coherently argue that Moses is even
being honest in Deut. 10:17? Saying “the Lord is the God of all those beings I know don’t really exist” is
dishonest. When Moses wrote “Lord, who is like you among the elim” did he really mean, “Lord who is
like you among the imaginary beings that really aren’t there”? This is the modern equivalent of praising
Yahweh by comparing him to a cartoon superhero or fictional literary figure. This devalues or even
nullifies the praise. Even more fundamentally, why would the Holy Spirit inspire such nonsense?
24

The same kind of situation is found in I Kings 18:21, a passage considered part of the Deuteronomistic history. Elijah
challenges the crowd at Carmel, “If Yahweh is ֹלהים
֑ ִ  ָה ֱא, follow him, but if Baal, then follow him.” Yahweh’s status as
ֹלהים
֑ ִ  ָה ֱאneed not mean that Baal does not exist. It may mean “Yahweh is the unrivaled God (of Israel or in general).”
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But what about the second half of the statements of Deut 4:35, 39—  ? ֵ ֥אין ֖עוֹד ִמ ְל ַב ֽדּוֹThe phrase is
usually translated, “there is no other (beside him),” and is taken by many scholars to be a denial of the
existence of all other gods except Yahweh. There are a number of difficulties with this understanding.
First, similar constructions are used in reference to Babylon and Moab in Isa 47:8, 10 and Nineveh in
Zeph 2:15. In Isa 47:8, 10 Babylon says to herself, “( ֲא ִנ֖י וְ ַא ְפ ִ ֣סי ֑עוֹדI am, and there is none else beside
me”). The claim is not that she is the only city in the world but that she has no rival. Nineveh makes the
identical claim in Zeph 2:15 ( ֲא ִנ֖י וְ ַא ְפ ִ ֣סי ֑עוֹד). In these instances, these constructions cannot constitute
the denial of the existence of other cities and nations. The point being made is very obviously
incomparability.
Second, and before discussing the term’s negation,  ִמ ְל ַב ֽדּוֹand other related forms ( ְל ַבדּוֹ,  ) ְל ַבדneed not
mean “alone” in some exclusive sense. That is, a single person in a group could be highlighted or focused
upon. 1 Kgs 18:1-6 is an example. The passage deals with the end of the three-year drought and famine
during the career of Elijah. After meeting with Elijah, Ahab calls Obadiah, the steward of his house, and
together they decided upon a course of action to find grass to save their remaining horses and mules.
After deciding between themselves which districts of the land to search (v. 6a), the text reads:
ְך־א ָחד ְל ַבדּוֹ׃
ֶ “( ַא ְח ָאב ָה ַלְך ְבּ ֶד ֶרְך ֶא ָחד ְל ַבדּוֹ וְ ע ַֹב ְדיָ הוּ ָה ַלְך ְבּ ֶד ֶרAhab went one way by himself
[]ל ַבדּוֹ,
ְ and Obadiah went another way by himself [)”] ְל ַבדּוֹ. While it may be possible to suggest that
Obadiah literally went through the land completely unaccompanied in his search, it is preposterous to say
that the king of Israel went completely alone to look for grass—without bodyguards or servants. The
point is that ( ְל ַבדּוֹand by extension  ) ִמ ְל ַב ֽדּוֹneed not refer to complete isolation or solitary presence.
Another example is Psalm 51:4 [Hebrew, v. 6], which reads in part: אתי
ִ “( ְלָך ְל ַב ְדָּך ָח ָטagainst you,
you alone, I have sinned”). This is obviously heightened rhetoric designed to highlight the One who had
been primarily offended, since David had sinned against his wife and certainly Uriah. It was God aginst
whom David’s offense was “incomparable.”25
Third, the negation of such “excluding prepositions” need not be construed as denials of existence. The
construction can be some sort of incomparability statement. As Nathan McDonald notes in his recent
work Deuteronomy and the Meaning of ‘Monotheism,’ the only consideration of the negative particle ֵאין
followed by the adverb  עוֹדwith or without the subsequent preposition of excluding sense ( ִמ ְלּ ַבד, ) ֶא ֶפס
is that of H. Rechenmacher.26 The first part of Rechenmacher’s study was a linguistic analysis of Hebrew
verbless sentences with particles of negation. He concludes that analysis with an examination of
prepositions and adverbs with an excluding sense, including those found in the verses from Deuteronomy

25

There are other examples, but I will cite only two here. In Eccl. 7:29 Solomon states, “See, this alone ( ) ְל ַבדI found, that
God made man upright, but they have sought out many schemes” (ESV). Is that the only thought or conclusion Solomon ever
drew in his life? In Judges 7:5 we read, “So he brought the people down to the water. And the LORD said to Gideon, ‘Every
one who laps the water with his tongue, as a dog laps, you shall set by himself [] ְל ַבד. Likewise, every one who kneels down to
drink’” (ESV). Are we to conclude that Gideon took all 300 men who passed this test and isolated them from each other? It is
far more coherent to say they were set aside as a group. The point would be that the group of 300 was set aside in comparison
to the rest of the soldiers.
26
H. Rechenmacher, “Außer mir gibt es keinen Gott!” Eine sprach- und literaturwissenschaftliche Studie zur
Ausschließlichkeitsformel (ATSAT 49; St. Ottilien, 1997).
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and (Deutero-) Isaiah under consideration. Rechenmacher argues that the examples in Deuteronomy 4
point to exclusivistic monotheism, but he fails to explain why the construction in these texts cannot be
describing incomparability. It seems he did not make this connection because of prior assumptions about
the evolution of Israelite religion brought to the data. McDonald points out several methodological
problems with Rechenmacher’s study that are beyond our time frame today.28
For now we must also ask whether the negative particle  ֵ ֥אין+  עוֹדrequires non-existence (as opposed to
incomparability) and whether similar combinations ( )אפס עוֹדhave the same range or restriction of
meaning. The question is relevant to establishing an overlap with the denial phrases in Deuteronomy 32
and Isaiah. Turning again to the negation passages listed above from Deuteronomy 32:
Deut 32:12

יְ הָֹו֖ה ָבּ ָ ֣דד יַ נְ ֶ ֑חנּוּ וְ ֵ ֥אין ִע ֖מּוֹ ֵ ֥אל נֵ ָ ֽכר׃
The LORD alone did lead him, and there was no
foreign god with him.

Deut 32:39

תּי וַ ֲא ִנ֣י ֶא ְר ֔ ָפּא וְ ֵ ֥אין ִמיָּ ִ ֖די
֙ ִ ֹלהים ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די ֲא ִנ֧י ָא ִ ֣מית וַ ֲא ַח ֶ֗יּה ָמ ַ֙ח ְצ
֖ ִ ְר ֣אוּ׀ ַע ָ֗תּה ִ ֣כּי ֲא ִנ֤י ֲא ִ ֙ני ֔הוּא וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱא
ַמ ִ ֽצּיל׃
See now that I, even I, am he, and there is no god beside me; I kill and
I make alive; I wound and I heal; and there is none that can deliver out
of my hand.

It was noted earlier that Deut. 32:17 makes it quite clear that Moses is referring to divine beings and not
astronomical bodies in Deuteronomy 32:8-9 (and so in 4:19-20; 17:3; 29:25). Here we need to address
the denial phrases in Deuteronomy 32 (namely the phrases  ֲא ִ ֙ני ֔הוּא ֲא ִנ֤יfollowed by ֹלהים
֖ ִ וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱא
The most thorough work on this phrase and similar phrases is that of C. H. Williams.29 This
study concludes that these are not statements of self-existence or divine interchangeability (translating, “I
am the same”). The second line of Deut 32:39, ֹלהים ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די
֖ ִ וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱא, can either be understood as “there is
no God like me,” which would not be a denial of the other gods’ existence, or “there is no god with me.”
The latter would parallel Deut 32:12’s phrase, ( וְ ֵ ֥אין ִע ֖מּוֹ ֵ ֥אל נֵ ָ ֽכר “there was no foreign god with him”),
which means that Yahweh had no assistance (and needed none) in his deliverance of Israel, not that other

) ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די.

27

Ibid., 97-114, cited in Nathan McDonald, Deuteronomy and the Meaning of Monotheism (FAT 2, Reihe 1; Mohr-Siebeck,
2003), 82.
28
For instance, McDonald notes that, “Rechenmacher assumes, without argument, that  עוֹדis exchangeable for a preposition
with excluding function and personal suffix.” McDonald counters by observing that on two occasions (Deut 4:35; Isa 45:21),
“ ֵ ֥אין ֖עוֹדoccurs with an excluding prepositional construction . . . and such an exchange would create a tautologous
expression.” Lastly, as McDonald and other scholars have noted, neither the usual temporal sense of adverbial “( עוֹדstill,
yet”) nor the conjunctive sense (“additionally, also, again”) fit Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:39. If one accepts the list provided in
BDB for those texts where  עוֹדdoes not have either of these meanings, one is left with seven occurrences of the adverb, all of
which occur in questions or answers to questions. McDonald notes that “in each case, what is being questioned is not the
absolute existence of an object, but only if there is an object in a person’s immediate domain. . . . In each of the questions what
is being asked is whether the one being questioned has an additional [item or] member besides the ones already taken into
account” (McDonald, Deuteronomy, 83-84).
29
C. H. Williams, I am He: The Interpretation of )Ani Hu4) in Jewish and Early Christian Literature (WUNT II, 113, 2000) 3952.
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gods do not exist. These phrases do not amount to a denial of the existence of other gods. The claim is
that Yahweh is unique and the only truly powerful God who can deliver Israel. He is incomparable.
Additionally, in the case of Deut 32:12, the notion that, "[T]he LORD alone ( )יְ הָֹו֖ה ָבּ ָ ֣דדdid lead him,
and there was no foreign god with him," cannot be accurately construed as a denial of the existence of
other gods. In an Ugaritic text with parallel language Baal says: )ah[dy d ymlk (l )ilm ("I alone am the
one who can be king over the gods").30 This is certainly no statement for exclusivistic monotheism at
Ugarit! The phrase points to incomparability—only Baal among all the other gods of the Ugaritic
pantheon was El’s vice regent. P. Sanders makes the same point in his monograph on Deut 32 when he
states, "In colon 12aB the existence of other gods is not under discussion. The colon just says that
YHWH was the only god who made an effort for Israel."31
With respect to Deut 32:39 Sanders adds, “On the basis of this colon alone it is difficult to decide if it is a
claim for the absoluteness of Yahweh (i.e., the existence of other gods is denied), or the incomparability
of Yahweh.”32 The solution seems to lie in balancing the colon ֹלהים ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די
֖ ִ “( וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱאthere is no god
besides me”) with the phrase ַמ ִ ֽצּיל

“( וְ ֵ ֥אין ִמיָּ ִ ֖דיthere is none that can deliver out of my hand”).

Hence a
comparison is again being made: Yahweh’s ability versus the ability of opposing gods. Sanders follows:
How do we translate  ?עמדיTheoretically 'with', 'beside', and 'like' are our options. In
other parts of the song the existence of other gods is not denied but they are regarded as
powerless; cf. v. 31, 37-38, 43a (4QDtq). This circumstance seems to render the translation
'with' less convincing. It is the incomparability [of God] . . . that is confessed here. The
֖ ִ  וְ ֵ ֥אין ֱאmust have virtually the same meaning as the far more common
phrase ֹלהים ִע ָמּ ִ ֑די
expression of YHWH's incomparability by the phrase . . . כ

אין.

The possibility of translating עם

by 'like' is also suggested by some Ugaritic evidence. . . . In KTU 1.6:i.44-45 Ilu and
Athiratu are comparing various candidates for Ba(alu's succession. Ilu rejects one of them,
stating: dq )anm l yrz[ (m b(l l y(db mrh[ (m bn dgn ktmsm ("One of feeble strength cannot
run like Ba(alu, one who knuckles down cannot poise the lance like the son of Daganu";
lines 50-52). Since at this moment Ba(alu is not among the living anymore, the translation
'with' is obviously unacceptable here. It has long been perceived that 'like' is the preferable
translation.33
The point above regarding the relationship between Yahweh's incomparability and his uniqueness is an
important one. The fact that there is no deity who can save those whom Yahweh has targeted for
judgment speaks to both aspects. This uniqueness in turn compels the confession that Yahweh alone is
the "true" God (Jer 10:10). This is the heart of Israel’s theology.
As one scholar recently noted in a work on the question of monotheism in Deuteronomy:
[T]he belief in one God is the central issue in the theology of Deuteronomy. In later times,
the monotheistic statements of Deuteronomy (esp. 4:35, 39; 6:4; 7:9; 32:39) are used by
30

KTU 1.4.vii.49-52.
Sanders, The Provenance of Deuteronomy 32, 238.
32
Ibid., 226.
33
Ibid., 238; cf. note 788. The boldface and underlining is mine. On the Ugaritic evidence, see also Johannes C. de Moor, The
Seasonal Pattern in the Ugaritic Myth of Ba(alu According to the Version of Ilimilku (AOAT 16; Kevelaer & NeukirchenVluyn, 1971), 203.
31
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the monotheistic religions of Late Antiquity, Judaism and Christianity, to support their
argument against those who did not believe in one God. . . . As far as the belief in one God
is concerned, Deuteronomy is not concerned with a theoretical monotheism, but rather
gives a confession of faith. The monotheism of Deuteronomy emerged from the struggle
against idolatry. Moreover, the decline of Israel is attributed to the following of other
gods. The existence of other gods is not denied, however, only their power and
significance for Israel.34
If one sees a link between the composition of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomistic History, the
case for incomparability as opposed to denial becomes even stronger. The absence of any
unmistakable denial of the existence of other gods in Deuteronomy and the Dtr literature is also
bolstered by a study of the concept of alien deities in that material by Yair Hoffman.35 Hoffman
studied the occurrence and distribution of אלוהים נכר, אל זר, and  אלוהים אחריםto discern
whether Israel’s faith reflected a monotheism that denied the existence of other gods, or if such
phrases denoted only a difference in perspective (“they are other gods since they are not ours”).36
Based on the infrequent number of occurrences and their distribution, Hoffman concluded the first two
phrases could not decisively answer the question. The third phrase, the most relevant to the study,
resulted in more clarity. By way of summation, Hoffman found:
The qualifying phrase  אשׁר לא ידעתverifies that by the phrase  אלוהים אחריםDtr
did not intend a conclusive denial of deities other than Yahweh. . . . I suggest that the
creation of the expression  אלוהים אחריםreflects Dtr’s vague feeling that a term was
needed which could express the dichotomy, though not absolute contradistinction, between
Yahweh and all other gods. . . . The creation of a term was vital for the Dtr who wanted to
contrast other deities with Yahweh not on the level of existence, but on the level of
potency. . . . Thus the concept of “other gods” expressed by the term  אלוהים אחריםis
that they exist, they may even be “helpful” for their natural worshippers, but not for Israel,
which can be helped only by Yahweh. Such a concept of other gods leads indirectly to the
belief that Yahweh is mightier than the other gods, and therefore it is not only immoral but
stupid for Israel to transgress his covenant. The concept of the sovereignty of Yahweh
over all deities, though not his exclusiveness, and the idea that it is legitimate for each
nation to worship its own gods, are well attested in Deut 4:19-20. Here Israel is warned
not to worship the sun, the moon, and the stars, “whom the Lord has allotted ( )חלקunto
all nations under the whole world. 37
The confessional statements of Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39 must be viewed against the backdrop of the
Most High’s dealings with the Gentile nations and the gods he appointed to govern them. It would be
nonsensical to conclude that Deut 4:19-20 and 32:8-9 have Yahweh giving the nations up to the
governance of non-existent beings. The writer is not suggesting in turn that Yahweh allotted non-existent
34

J. T. A. M. van Ruiten, "The Use of Deuteronomy 32:39 in Monotheistic Controversies in Rabbinic Literature," in Studies in
Deuteronomy in Honor of C.J. Labuschagne on the Occasion of his 65th Birthday (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1994), 223 (emphasis
mine).
35
Yair Hoffman, “The Concept of ‘Other Gods’ in Deuteronomistic Literature,” in Politics and Theopolitics in the Bible and
Postbiblical Literature (ed. Henning Graf Reventlow, Yair Hoffman, and Benjamin Uffenheimer; JSOTSup 171; Sheffield:
Sheffield University Press, 1994), 66-84.
36
Ibid., 71. Emphasis is the author’s.
37
Ibid., 71-72.
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beings to the nations so as to explain why the nations outside Israel worship non-existent beings. The
implication is that the declarations of Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39 are best understood as reflecting a
worldview that accepted the reality of other gods, along with Yahweh’s utter uniqueness among them, not
a worldview that denied the existence of lesser ֹלהים
ִ  ֱא.38 The same picture emerges in Isaiah.
“Isaiah Denies There are other Gods”

If Deuteronomy’s statements that “there is none beside” Yahweh do not amount to a denial of the
existence of other gods, what about Isaiah’s declarations? I would argue that Isaiah is consistent with
Deuteronomy since the phrases in Isaiah on which scholars depend for arguing other gods do not exist are
the same or similar to those just discussed in Deuteronomy 4 and 32. There is also solid evidence that
Isaiah utilizes the worldview of Deuteronomy 4 and 32, as well as Psalm 82. If this be the case, then his
alleged denials of the existence of other gods must be contextualized by his other statements and broader
theology.
To begin, scholars of the book of Isaiah have long recognized the presence of the divine council in the
book of Isaiah, particularly Isa 40:1-8:39 Scholars have also taken note of the familiar mythological
motifs in the book associated with Yahweh’s assembly—the same sort of “star” language referring to
divine beings noted in the discussion of Deuteronomy 4 and 32. For example, consider Isa. 40:22-26:

38

This is not henotheism (see the ensuing discussion).
See, for example, H. H. Rowley, “The Council of Yahweh,” JTS 45 (1944): 151-157; Kingsbury, “Prophets and the Council
of Yahweh,” 279-286; Polley, “Hebrew Prophecy Within the Council of Yahweh,” 141-156; Christopher R. Seitz, “The Divine
Council: Temporal Transition and New Prophecy in the Book of Isaiah,” JBL 109:2 (1990): 229-247; Frank Moore Cross, “The
Council of Yahweh in Deutero-Isaiah,” JNES 12 (1953): 274-277; M. Nissinen, “Prophets in the Divine Council,” 4-19. Two
features of Isa 40:1-8 demonstrate the presence of the divine council. First, there are several plural imperatives in verses 1
(“ ;נַ ֲחמוּ נַ ֲחמוּconsole”) 2 ( וְ ִק ְראוּ. . . “ ; ַדּ ְבּרוּspeak . . . and call”) and 3 ( יַ ְשּׁרוּ. . . “ ; ַפּנּוּprepare . . . make straight”) as
ֶ ֹלה
ֵ [ ֱאnote the masculine 2pl] “your God”; v.3, אֹלהינוּ
ֵ  ֵל, “for our God”). The commands are
well as plural suffixes (v.1, יכם
issued to an unseen audience, and require actions that cannot be fulfilled by earthly addressees. Seitz and others have pointed
ָ ְל־לב י
ֵ  ַע, which is clearly the intended object and not a
out that interpreting  ַע ִמּיas a vocative is ruled out by the parallel רוּשׁ ַל ִם
vocative. On the addressees, see especially See especially  יַ ְשּׁרוּ ָבּ ֲע ָר ָבה ְמ ִס ָלּהand the ensuing description of this activity in
verses 4-5. Second, there is an unequivocal alternation of speakers in verses 1-6. The speaker who issues the plural
imperatives of verses 1-2 is presumably Yahweh (addressing his divine court), due to the fact that he refers to the inhabitants of
Jerusalem as “my people,” and pronounces the sins of those people as having been pardoned. The speaker changes in verse 3,
where a voice from the assembly who has just heard the instruction of Yahweh calls out (to plural addressees again) to make
preparation for the arrival of Yahweh and his glory (v.5). This heavenly voice then addresses another personage with a
singular imperative (v. 6a, . . . “ ;קוֹל א ֵֹמר ְק ָראa voice said, ‘call . . .’”). The exchange is reminiscent of the council
intercourse of Isaiah 6, a correlation often used as support for seeing Isa 40:1-8 as the call narrative of Deutero-Isaiah. Such a
correlation is inconclusive, however, since Isa 40:1-8 may just as well have been composed to reference Isaiah 6 rather than to
signal a change in prophetic voice. Seitz and other scholars argue that Isa 40:1-8 is not a call narrative due to its departures
from the elements of that genre, namely the absence of the crucial elements of an acceptance of the charge and ensuing
reassurance (Seitz, “Divine Council,” 238-246). Instead of a first person acceptance of the commission charge, such as is
found in Isa 6:8 (“here am I, send me”), the objection to the singular imperative is not voiced by the prophetic author of Isaiah
40, but another angelic voice: “. . . and he said, what shall I say?” Seitz (234ff.) discusses the text-critical issues in identifying
the questioner in terms of the third person or first person. The latter is reflected in the LXX and 1QIsaa, which fact has been
used to mark chapter 40 as a call narrative for Deutero-Isaiah. Seitz’s discussion of the variant readings and the variants
themselves have nothing to do with the issue of the divine council, only departures from genre. Both scholars who side with
Seitz in agreeing that the departures from the call genre he notes are important and those who still see Isa 40:1-8 as a call
accept the plural imperatives of Isa 40:1-8 as pointing to the heavenly host, Yahweh’s council. If the first person verb is
original, the divine council is still present in view of the plural imperatives in 40:1-2. The person of the verb affects only the
potential identification of the herald
39
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Isa 40:22-26

נּוֹטה ַכדּ ֹק ָשׁ ַמיִ ם וַ יִּ ְמ ָתּ ֵחם ָכּא ֶֹהל ָל ָשׁ ֶבת׃
ֶ יה ַכּ ֲחגָ ִבים ַה
ָ ַהיּ ֵֹשׁב ַעל־חוּג ָה ָא ֶרץ וְ י ְֹשׁ ֶב
נּוֹתן רוֹזְ ִנים ְל ָאיִ ן שׁ ְֹפ ֵטי ֶא ֶרץ ַכּתֹּהוּ ָע ָשׂה׃
ֵ ַה
וּס ָע ָרה ַכּ ַקּשׁ
ְ ַאף ַבּל־נִ ָטּעוּ ַאף ַבּל־ז ָֹרעוּ ַאף ַבּל־שׁ ֵֹרשׁ ָבּ ָא ֶרץ ִגּזְ ָעם וְ גַ ם־נָ ַשׁף ָבּ ֶהם וַ יִּ ָבשׁוּ
ִתּ ָשּׂ ֵאם׃
אמר ָקדוֹשׁ׃
ַ ֹ יוּני וְ ֶא ְשׁוֶ ה י
ִ ל־מי ְת ַד ְמּ
ִ וְ ֶא
אוֹנים
ִ מּוֹציא ְב ִמ ְס ָפּר ְצ ָב ָאם ְל ֻכ ָלּם ְבּ ֵשׁם יִ ְק ָרא ֵמרֹב
ִ י־ב ָרא ֵא ֶלּה ַה
ָ אוּ־מרוֹם ֵע ֵינ ֶיכם ְוּראוּ ִמ
ָ ְשׂ
וְ ַא ִמּיץ כּ ַֹח ִאישׁ לֹא נֶ ְע ָדּר׃
22 (It is) he that sits / is enthroned upon the circle of the earth, and its inhabitants (are) as grasshoppers; he
stretches out the heavens as a curtain, and spreads them out as a tent in which to dwell. 23 He brings princes to
naught; the rulers of this world he makes as nothing. 24 No sooner are they planted, no sooner are they sown, no
sooner do they take root in the ground, than he blows on them and they wither, and a whirlwind sweeps them away
like chaff. 25 "To whom will you compare me? Or who is my equal?" says the Holy One. 26 Lift up your eyes to the
heights and see: who created these? He who brings out their host by number, calling them all by name; by the
greatness of his might, and because he is strong in power not one is missing.

This passage is intriguing on several levels. The reference to the “circle of the earth” (v. 22; ָה ָא ֶרץ

)חוּג

and “stretching out (נּוֹטה
ֶ  ) ַהthe heavens as a tent ( ) ָכּא ֶֹהלin which to dwell” (v. 22) are overt references
to the mythological dwelling of El.40 Likewise the imperative to lift up the eyes “to the heights” () ָמרוֹם
in context with these references speaks of the dwelling of El, the place where the old council gods meet
with the high God.
The wording of Isa 40:23 is of special interest: “He brings princes to naught; the rulers of this world he
makes as nothing.” The word for “princes” here is not the familiar and expected שׂרים, but רוזנים, a
word that it is certainly within the semantic range of royal sons.41 This becomes noteworthy once it is
recalled that in Ugaritic religion divine royal sons bore the title t`pt[,42 the philological equivalent to  שׂ ֹפט,

ָ ד־מ ַתי ִתּ ְשׁ ְפּ
ָ  ) ַעthe nations
the same term used in Psalm 82 for the gods who were judging (טוּ־עוֶ ל
unjustly (cf. Deut 4:19-20 and 32:8-9). Benjamin Sommer, in his study of scriptural inter-textuality and
allusions in Isaiah 40-66, observes that, “A number of themes in the pericope in Isaiah 40 restate those of
Psalm 82.”43 The passages share more than this single lexeme. Note the description of the gods of Psalm
82, the royal sons of the Most High, who judge the earth:

40

Habel notes, “The heights of that horizon [h[u,g] are the cosmic North, the traditional mythological abode of the gods” (Habel,
"He Who Stretches Out the Heavens," 417-418). See also, Stadelmann, The Hebrew Conception of the World, 42-43, 126;
Mullen, Divine Council, 195-198; F. M. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic, 36; Marjo C. A. Korpel, A Rift in the
Clouds, 376-382.
41
The word  רוזניםis a Qal masculine plural participle from רזן. The verb occurs elsewhere for royalty in Judg 5:3; Ps 2:2;
Prov 8:15; 31:4; Hab 1:10.
42
Handy, Among the Host of Heaven, 113; C. Gordon, “t`pt[,” Ugaritic Textbook; Wyatt, “Titles of the Ugaritic Storm God,”
422. Wyatt in particular notes that t`pt[ may be taken as referring to “ruling” (mlk).
43
Benjamin Sommer, A Prophet Reads Scripture (Stanford, CA: Stanford University Press, 1998), 124.
Copyright, Michael S. Heiser, all rights reserved.

22
23
24

25
26

18

Psalm 82:5-8

ִ ) the poor and the orphaned; vindicate the afflicted and the needy. Rescue the poor and
“Judge (שׁ ְפטוּ
the destitute; deliver them out of the hand of the wicked. They don’t know, they don’t understand (

לֹא

)יָ ְדעוּ וְ לֹא יָ ִבינוּ. They go round and around in darkness – and all the foundations of the earth totter
ְ
)יִ מּוֹטוּ ָכּ. I said, ‘You are gods, you are all sons of Elyon.’ But in fact you will die
(ל־מוֹס ֵדי ָא ֶרץ
like humans; you will fall like any of the princes. Rise up, O God, and judge the earth
(ָה ָא ֶרץ

 ) ָשׁ ְפ ָטהfor you possess all the nations (ל־הגּוֹיִ ם
ַ ) ִתנְ ַחל ְבּ ָכ.”

Isa 40:17-23
“All the nations (ל־הגּוֹיִ ם
ַ  ) ָכּare like nothing before Him. . . . To whom would you compare God, and
what likeness would you set up in comparison to Him? . . . A skilled artificer seeks to establish for
himself an idol that will not totter (יִ מּוֹט

)לֹא.

Was it not told to you from the beginning?

Don’t you know (ֵת ְדעוּ

 ?) ֲהֹלואDid you not hear?
Don’t you understand ( ) ֲהֹלוא ֲה ִבינ ֶֹתםthe foundations

ְ )? The one who sits enthroned above the vault of the earth so that its
of the earth (מוֹסדוֹת ָה ָא ֶרץ
inhabitants are like grasshoppers. He stretches out the heavens as a curtain, and spreads them out as a
tent in which to dwell. He brings princes to naught; the rulers of the earth (ֶא ֶרץ

 )שׁ ְֹפ ֵטיto nothing.”

The mythologically-charged language44 in Isaiah’s text (“sits enthroned [] ַהיּ ֵֹשׁב45 above the vault []חוּג46
of the earth”) is quite evident, and is particularly striking given Isaiah 40’s own heavenly divine council /
divine herald scene. In reading Isaiah 40’s use of Psalm 82, Isaiah 40:22a is apparently referring to
humans, but the rest of passage draws heavily on divine council motifs and vocabulary. The “princes”
(or, reading  רוזניםhere against the Ugaritic term, the divine sons of Yahweh) are brought low. Isaiah
taunts those who worship these lesser gods by making images of them (40:20) and declares that in the day
of the Lord’s coming he will do away with the divine sons who abuse the nations; he will make these
divine rulers as nothing.
It is clear that Isaiah does not have human rulers in view in 40:22b-26 on other counts. In 40:23 he draws
on the language of Psalm 82 to describe the transitory nature of these judges ()שׁ ְֹפ ֵטי ֶא ֶרץ. Yahweh then
asks, rhetorically, who can compare to himself. Isaiah then identifies the object of the comparison as
those who are in “the heights” and gives Yahweh credit for creating “these.” The referents are the
heavenly host, whom Yahweh “brings out by number, calling them all by name.” Isaiah 45:11-12 echoes
the same thought.
To deny that Isaiah has the same “starry” sons of God in view here, one has to argue that the prophet is
either referring to humans or literal astronomical bodies. It is difficult to argue the latter, since the result
of that choice is that Isaiah is describing how God commands chunks of rock and balls of gas, whose
response somehow affects events on earth—specifically the corrupt judgment of Psalm 82. To say the
least, this smacks of astrology. The former approach requires ignoring the Ugaritic parallel and asserting
44

The language occurs elsewhere in addition to the texts discussed here. See Isaiah 42:5; 44:24.
See also Habel’s discussion of this vocabulary and motif: “The verb ys\b, when applied to Yahweh, frequently means
enthronement” (Habel, “He Who Stretches Out the Heavens,” 421).
46
Cf. Habel once more: “The heights of that horizon [h[u,g] are the cosmic North, the traditional mythological abode of the
gods” (Habel, “He Who Stretches Out the Heavens,” 421).
45
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that Isaiah believed that the sons of the Most High in Psalm 82 were humans, leaving us to guess how
he’d answer the problems associated with that view in that psalm we have already noted. This option also
leaves us with Isaiah measuring God’s incomparability on a comparison to either humans or literal chunks
of rock and balls of gas. It is much more coherent to have Isaiah accepting the worldview of Psalm 82 as
including a council lesser ֹלהים
ִ  ֱאwho can in no way compare to Yahweh. This view doesn’t get much
time in either critical or evangelical circles, since so many scholars are committed to the idea that Isaiah
denies the existence of other gods, albeit for different reasons.
It is against this backdrop and the larger scope of Deuteronomy that Isaiah’s “none beside me” statements
must be understood. Failure to do so leaves one with inner-biblical and logical contradictions. There are
three primary passages to which scholars appeal to assert Isaiah denied the existence of other gods:
Isa 43:10-12

י־א ִני הוּא ְל ָפ ַני
ֲ ַא ֶתּם ֵע ַדי נְ ֻאם־יהוה וְ ַע ְב ִדּי ֲא ֶשׁר ָבּ ָח ְר ִתּי ְל ַמ ַען ֵתּ ְדעוּ וְ ַת ֲא ִמינוּ ִלי וְ ָת ִבינוּ ִכּ
א־נוֹצר ֵאל וְ ַא ֲח ַרי לֹא יִ ְהיֶ ה׃
ַ ֹל
מוֹשׁ ַיע׃
ִ ָאנ ִֹכי ָאנ ִֹכי יהוה וְ ֵאין ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי
י־אל׃
ֵ הוֹשׁ ְע ִתּי וְ ִה ְשׁ ַמ ְע ִתּי וְ ֵאין ָבּ ֶכם זָ ר וְ ַא ֶתּם ֵע ַדי נְ ֻאם־יהוה וַ ֲא ִנ
ַ ְָאנ ִֹכי ִה ַגּ ְד ִתּי ו

10

11
12

10 “You are my witnesses,” declares Yahweh, “and my servant whom I have chosen, that you may know
and believe me, and understand that I am He. Before me no god was formed, neither shall there be after
me. 11 I, I am Yahweh, and besides me there is no savior. 12 I declared and saved and I proclaimed, when
there was no strange (god) among you: and you are my witnesses,” says Yahweh, “that I am God.”

Isa 44:6-8

ֹלהים׃
ִ וּמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי ֵאין ֱא
ִ ֹה־א ַמר יהוה ֶמ ֶלְך־ ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵאל וְ ג ֲֹאֹלו יהוה ְצ ָבאוֹת ֲא ִני ִראשׁוֹן וַ ֲא ִני ַא ֲחרוֹן
ָ כּ
ם־עוֹלם וְ א ִֹתיּוֹת וַ ֲא ֶשׁר ָתּבֹאנָ ה יַ ִגּידוּ ָלמוֹ׃
ָ
שּׂוּמי ַע
ִ מוֹני יִ ְק ָרא וְ יַ ִגּ ֶיד ָה וְ יַ ְע ְר ֶכ ָה ִלי ִמ
ִ י־כ
ָ וּמ
ִ
ֹלוהּ ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי וְ ֵאין צוּר
ַ ל־תּ ְרהוּ ֲהלֹא ֵמ ָאז ִה ְשׁ ַמ ְע ִתּיָך וְ ִה ַגּ ְד ִתּי וְ ַא ֶתּם ֵע ָדי ֲהיֵ שׁ ֱא
ִ ל־תּ ְפ ֲחדוּ וְ ַא
ִ ַא
ַבּל־יָ ָד ְע ִתּי׃

6
7
8

6 Thus says Yahweh the King of Israel, and its Redeemer, Yahweh who creates the hosts: “I am the first, and
I am the last; and beside me there is no god. 7 Who is like me? Let him proclaim it, let him declare and set it
forth before me. Who has announced from of old the things that are coming? Let them tell me what is yet to
be. 8 Fear not, neither be afraid; have I not told you from of old and declared it? And you are my witnesses.
Is there a god beside me? There is no Rock; I know not any.”

Isa 45:5-7, 14, 18, 21

ֹלהים ֲא ַאזֶּ ְרָך וְ לֹא יְ ַד ְע ָתּ ִני׃
ִ זוּל ִתי ֵאין ֱא
ָ ֲא ִני יהוה וְ ֵאין עוֹד
י־א ֶפס ִבּ ְל ָע ָדי ֲא ִני יהוה וְ ֵאין עוֹד׃
ֶ וּמ ַמּ ֲע ָר ָבה ִכּ
ִ ח־שׁ ֶמשׁ
ֶ ְל ַמ ַען יֵ ְדעוּ ִמ ִמּזְ ַר
ל־א ֶלּה׃
ֵ וּבוֹרא ָרע ֲא ִני יהוה עֹ ֶשׂה ָכ
ֵ וּבוֹרא ח ֶֹשְׁך ע ֶֹשׂה ָשֹׁלום
ֵ יוֹצר אוֹר
ֵ

5
6
7

5 “I am Yahweh, and there is no other, besides me there is no God beside me: I gird you, though you do
not know me, 6 that men may know, from the rising of the sun and from the west, that there is none
besides me; I am Yahweh, and there is no other. 7 I form the light and create darkness; I make prosperity
and create calamity: I Yahweh do all these things.”

וּס ָב ִאים ַאנְ ֵשׁי ִמ ָדּה ָע ַליִ ְך יַ ֲעבֹרוּ וְ ָלְך יִ ְהיוּ ַא ֲח ַריִ ְך יֵ ֵלכוּ
ְ וּס ַחר־כּוּשׁ
ְ כֹּה ָא ַמר יהוה יְ ִג ַיע ִמ ְצ ַריִ ם
ֹלהים׃
ִ ַבּזִּ ִקּים יַ ֲעבֹרוּ וְ ֵא ַליִ ְך יִ ְשׁ ַתּ ֲחווּ ֵא ַליִ ְך יִ ְת ַפּ ָלּלוּ ַאְך ָבְּך ֵאל וְ ֵאין עוֹד ֶא ֶפס ֱא
14 Thus says Yahweh: “The wealth of Egypt, and merchandise of Ethiopia and of the Sabeans, men of
stature, shall come over to you and be yours; they shall follow you; in chains they shall come over and fall
Copyright, Michael S. Heiser, all rights reserved.
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20
down before you; they shall make supplication to you, saying, ‘God is with you only, and there is no other,
there is no god besides him’.”

ֹלהים י ֵֹצר ָה ָא ֶרץ וְ ע ָֹשׂהּ הוּא כוֹנְ נָ הּ לֹא־תֹהוּ ְב ָר ָאהּ
ִ בּוֹרא ַה ָשּׁ ַמיִ ם הוּא ָה ֱא
ֵ ִכּי כֹה ָא ַמר־יהוה
ָל ֶשׁ ֶבת יְ ָצ ָרהּ ֲא ִני יהוה וְ ֵאין עוֹד׃

18

18 For thus says Yahweh, who created the heavens – he is God – who formed the earth and made it; he
hath established it; he did not create it a chaos; he formed it to be inhabited. “I am Yahweh; and there is
no other.”

ַה ִגּידוּ וְ ַה ִגּישׁוּ ַאף יִ וָּ ֲעצוּ יַ ְח ָדּו ִמי ִה ְשׁ ִמ ַיע זֹאת ִמ ֶקּ ֶדם ֵמ ָאז ִה ִגּ ָידהּ ֲהֹלוא ֲא ִני יהוה וְ ֵאין־עוֹד
ַ ֹלהים ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי ֵא
זוּל ִתי׃
ָ ל־צ ִדּיק וּמוֹ ִשׁ ַיע ַאיִ ן
ִ ֱא
21 “Declare and present your case; let them take counsel together! Who told this long ago? Who declared
it of old? Was it not I, Yahweh? And there is no other god besides me; a just God and a Savior; there is
none beside me.”

Nearly fifty years ago, in a study that seems to have been forgotten by scholars of Israelite religion, James
Barr noted that in no case did Deuteronomy deny the existence of other deities. Barr suggested that, in
view of the use of identical phrasings, the same could be said for (Deutero-) Isaiah. In a monograph
entitled, “The Problem of Israelite Monotheism,” Barr wrote:
It may also be asked whether the question of mere existence [of other gods] is as important
as has been commonly held for those later texts such as Deutero-Isaiah which are supposed
to maintain the fullest type of monotheism. When we read in Psalm 14:1 that the fool has
said in his heart ֹלהים
ִ  ֵאין ֱא, we are commonly agreed that the foolish man is no absolute
atheist asserting the non-existence of God; he is denying his significance, refusing to
reckon with God. Is it not possible to understand in much the same way those places
where Deutero-Isaiah uses the same negative particle?”47
Taking up Barr’s suggestion, and noting the syntactical studies cited above that demonstrated the
monolatrous nature of the statements of Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39, I would argue that Isaiah’s
statements are not denials of the existence of other gods, but express Yahweh’s incomparability. The
following eleven “denial phrases” can be drawn from the above passages in Isaiah—phrases that are
either identical or nearly identical to those found in Deut 4:35, 39 and 32:12, 39:

מוֹשׁ ַיע
ִ  וְ ֵאין ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי1
ֹלהים
ִ וּמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי ֵאין ֱא
ִ 2
ֹלוהּ ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי וְ ֵאין צוּר ַבּל־יָ ָד ְע ִתּי׃
ַ  ֲהיֵ שׁ ֱא3
ֹלהים ִמ ַבּ ְל ָע ַדי
ִ  וְ ֵאין־עוֹד ֱא4
ֹלהים
ִ זוּל ִתי ֵאין ֱא
ָ 5
זוּל ִתי׃
ָ  ַאיִ ן6
 וְ ֵאין עוֹד7
ֹלהים
ִ  וְ ֵאין עוֹד ֶא ֶפס ֱא8
47

J. Barr, The Problem of Israelite Monotheism (TGUOS 17; Glasgow: Glasgow University, 1957-1958), 53-54.
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21

י־א ֶפס ִבּ ְל ָע ָדי
ֶ  ִכּ9
 וְ ֵאין ָבּ ֶכם זָ ר10
א־נוֹצר ֵאל
ַ ֹ  ְל ָפ ַני ל11
The first observation is that the three prepositions (]מ[ בלעדי, אפס,  )זולתיand עוד

 ואיןin the list
above are interchangeable. In Isa. 45:6  מבלעדיis juxtaposed with both  אפסand אין עוד. In like
manner, Isa. 45:21 has  מבלעדיin tandem with  זולתיand אין עוד. These interchanges allow an
important methodological consideration. In some cases the excluding preposition in Deut 4:35,39 and
32:12, 39 found in the syntactical combination of negative particle plus excluding preposition is identical
in denial phrases in Isaiah. On occasions where the exact elements in the sequence differ, the preposition
is always among those interchanged in the passages above. In order for one to argue that the denial
phrases indicate one thing in Deuteronomy (other gods are real but are not Yahweh) and another in Isaiah
(other gods do not exist), one would have to produce distinctive prepositional vocabulary in these
syntactical structures or different “negative particle plus excluding preposition” constructions. This is not
where the data leads. I would suggest that it is prior assumptions brought to these texts about the
evolution of monotheism or fears about polytheism or henotheism that lead to a differentiation in meaning
for these phrases.
Phrases 1 through 4 in our listing each have the negative particle  איןand the preposition  מבלעדיin
common (save for number 3, where  ֲהיֵ שׁforms a rhetorical question with an expected negative answer
instead of )אין. Deut 4:35 utilizes this same combination (“ ;אין עוד מלבדוthere is none beside him”).
Deut 32:39 echoes the same thought, albeit with a different preposition (“ ;אין אלהים עמדיthere is no
God beside me”). In view of the earlier discussion that the wording of Deut 4:35, 39 and Deut. 32:39
does not equate to a denial of the existence of other gods, on what grounds must we conclude that the
same language in Isaiah does mean there are no gods?
Phrases 5 and 6 represent Isa. 45:5, 21, and point to the use of the preposition  זולתיto describe Yahweh’s
relationship to other gods (ֹלהים
ִ זוּל ִתי ֵאין ֱא
ָ ; “beside me there is no god” and זוּל ִתי
ָ “ ; ַאיִ ןthere is none
[no god] beside me”). Isa. 45:21 transparently correlates this phrase with the use of  מבלעדיin tandem
with אין עוד, the same combination as in Deut 4:35. This interchange elicits the conclusion that the
negative particle with excluding  זולתיdoes not intend to tell the reader that no other gods exist, only that
Yahweh is unique.
Moving on, the phrase  אין עודalso occurs in numbers 7 and 8 in our list, thereby aligning those
references with the incomparability statements of Deut 4:35, 39. In addition to what has already been said
about this correlation, it should also be noted that in Isa. 46:9  אין עודoccurs in parallel with אין
followed by the comparative preposition כ, which implicitly allows for the existence of other gods. The
ֶ  ִכּ, have already been seen to overlaps with terms in
terms in the ninth phrase in our list, י־א ֶפס ִבּ ְל ָע ָדי
Deuteronomy. As a result, phrases 7 through 9 in our list are no evidence that Isaiah denies the existence
of other gods.
Phrase number 10 comes from Isa. 43:12, and reads “( וְ ֵאין ָבּ ֶכם זָ רand among you there were no
strange (gods)”). The distinct feature here is the word  זָ רcoupled with the particle of negation, אין. This
combination is found in Deut 32:12, which is presupposed in Deut 31:29.48 Due to its correlation with
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Deut 32:39 and Deut 4:35, 39, it cannot be argued that Deut 32:12 conveys the idea of exclusivistic
monotheism. The syntactical overlaps again compel us to rule out the tenth phrase.
This leaves only phrase number 11: א־נוֹצר ֵאל
ַ ֹ  ְל ָפ ַני ל. The phrase is a claim of Yahweh’s preexistence with respect to all other gods; hence Yahweh is incomparable among the gods. Yahweh, the
One who created all the members of the heavenly host (cf. Neh 9:6; Isa 40:26; Ps 33:6) is ontologically
pre-eminent. The phrase does not deny that Yahweh created other gods. There is no other god who can
claim either creative power or chronological priority, and there will never be another like him.
Finally, putting Hebrew syntax aside, if one goes back and reads the denial statements in Isaiah it is quite
easy to discern upon what basis the denial language occurs. That is, what’s the point of the denial? In
Isa. 43:10-12 it is Yahweh’s claim to be alone in his pre-existence, ability to save, and national
deliverance. In Isa. 44:6-8 the focus is on certain attributes of Yahweh. In the texts from Isaiah 45, there
are very obvious comparisons between Yahweh’s deeds, justice, salvation, and deliverance of his children
and the impotence of the other gods. The point is that all these passages are about comparing Yahweh to
other gods—not comparing Yahweh to beings that do not exist. That would be empty praise indeed.
IV. A Solution for the “Problem” of Israelite Monotheism
So what should we make of the Hebrew Bible’s affirmation of the existence of other gods? Does this
mean that we have to surrender the view that Israel’s religion was monotheistic? The short answer is
“No, but we ought to avoid using a 17th century term to describe an ancient Semitic worldview.”
When scholars have addressed this tension, terms like “inclusive monotheism” or “tolerant monolatry”
have been coined in an attempt to accurately classify Israelite religion in both pre- and post-exilic
stages.49 These terms have not found acceptance among many scholars. The frustration over
nomenclature is due to the fact that “monotheism” is a modern term, appropriated and popularized by
deists during the Enlightenment, applied to the ancient Israelite belief system.50 Other scholars have
argued for an “incipient monotheism” that could perhaps include the affirmation of other gods who were
inferior. There is precedent for this idea in the scholarly exchanges over henotheism, monolatry, and
Israelite religion. Historically, henotheism assumes all gods are species equals and the elevation of one
god is due to socio-political factors—not theological nuancing. Quoting Max Müller’s seminal work on
the subject, M. Yusa writes that henotheism was a technical term coined “to designate a peculiar form of
polytheism . . . [where] each god is, ‘at the time a real divinity, supreme and absolute’ not limited by the
powers of any other gods.”51 Müller called this idea “belief in single gods . . . a worship of one god after
another.”52 T. J. Meek referred to pre-exilic Israelite religion as both henotheistic and monolatrous,53
thereby equating the two, based on the prohibition of worshipping other gods. H. H. Rowley, reacting to
the work of Meek, moved toward the idea of uniqueness. What distinguished Mosaic religion in his mind
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from that of other “henotheists” was “not so much the teaching that Yahweh was to be the only God for
Israel as the proclamation that Yahweh was unique.”54
I would suggest that we frame the issue a bit differently. That is, we should stop trying to define Israel’s
religion with inaccurate terms and instead describe what Israel believed. Rowley is on the right track, but
isn’t specific enough. “Monotheism” as it is currently understood means that no other gods exist. This
term is inadequate for describing Israelite religion, but suggesting it be done away with would no doubt
make people nervous. “Henotheism” and “monolatry,” while more precise, are inadequate because they
just don’t say enough. Israel was certainly “monolatrous,” but that term comments only on what Israel
believed about the proper object of worship, not what it believed about Yahweh with respect to the other
gods.55 Israel did not believe the gods were species-equal with Yahweh and essentially interchangeable.
Israel did not believe that Yahweh should be viewed as the supreme god only because of his deeds on
behalf of Israel. Yahweh was the creator of the other gods and in a class by Himself.
My own view is that Israel believed in the existence of other gods, but that Yahweh was “species unique.”
That is, Yahweh was an elohim, but no other elohim was Yahweh—and never was nor could be. Yahweh
was ontologically superior to and distinct from all the other gods. As Isaiah 43:10 and 44:6-8 affirm,
Yahweh alone is pre-existent and uncreated. He in fact created all the divine members of the heavenly
host. Their life derives from him, not vice versa. By virtue of His ontological superiority, Yahweh alone
is sovereign and thus deserving of worship. Interestingly, species uniqueness is the basis for God’s
distinction from the other gods in later Jewish writers.56
One could object that the idea of “species uniqueness” is unintelligible with respect to divine beings,
perhaps by analogy to the human world. I am human, yet no other human is me, but all humans share the
same species status. Hence one can be unique in properties, but species uniqueness is a fallacy. The
analogy with humankind is flawed, however, since no such claim as pre-existence before all humans is
seriously offered. An attribute shared by no other member in the species makes for species uniqueness.
Conclusion
This approach is theologically and philosophically sound, while honoring the data of the Hebrew Bible.
And while we have not delved into this application, it also affords us a strong apologetic against the
claims of cults like Mormonism, which seeks to base some of its doctrines on divine plurality but assumes
incorrectly that all  אלהיםare the same, and that Yahweh is not species unique. Likewise for those cults
like Jehovah’s Witnesses and those researchers whose work was utilized for the Da Vinci Code. While
they might want to claim Jesus was merely one of the created sons of God in the Hebrew Bible, or that the
deity of Jesus was a Nicean invention, such arguments would betray an ignorance of the hypostatic nature
of the divine council vice regent in the Israelite divine council.
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My paper yesterday dealt with how the divine council is the backdrop against which first century Jewish
binitarian monotheism should be viewed. This is turn roots the New Testament’s binitarian high
Christology firmly in the Old Testament and Israelite religion. While other nations had a high god with a
distinct second god as vice regent in their council structure, Israel’s High God was Yahweh, and
Yahweh’s own essence in the form of a second person was Israel’s vice regent. Jesus is consistently
identified with Yahweh’s hypostases in the Hebrew Bible. 57 New Testament binitarian high Christology
can be demonstrably and coherently rooted in Israelite religion. It is indefensible to contend that Jesus is
merely one of the created sons of God. He is the monogenes, the unique one, and is unique in that he is
the essence of Yahweh in human flesh. He is Yahweh’s hypostasis, present from eternity, encased in
flesh. I know this paper has presented new and perhaps even startling material, but does us no good as
evangelicals, whose motives and ethical handling of the data are supposed to match our theology, to deny
the plain meaning of vocabulary, grammar, and syntax in passages like Psalm 82. We are not the ones
who need fear the text. By contriving explanations that dismiss very real data, we impede our own use of
powerful demonstrations of continuity between the testaments for the defense of sound biblical theology.
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