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ABSTRACT 

It is well-known that the Chronicler used very specific terminology to 

give expression to what was considered to be apostasy. The term מעל is 

very prominent in this regard (although it never occurs in the Vorlage of 

Samuel-Kings, and only once in Deut 32:51), as well as the expression 

“not to seek (with דרש or בקש) Yahweh” (which does occur frequently in 
Deuteronomy and Samuel-Kings). The present paper will investigate 

these occurrences in Chronicles in order to determine what was 

considered to be apostasy by the Chronicler, as well as to see how this 

relates to Deuteronomic law. 

  

INTRODUCTION: CHRONICLES AS INTERPRETER OF THE TORAH 

In recent years scholars have started investigating the relationship between the 

Pentateuch and further textual corpora such as the Deuteronomistic History in order to 

determine what relationship exists between these different corpora.
1
 A particular 

interest is to determine how later texts reflect interpretations of earlier texts. Since the 

Pentateuch contains numerous legal matters, an important theme in this research is to 

determine how later textual corpora gave reflections of earlier legal traditions, and 

how these traditions were (re-)interpreted in new circumstances. Recent Pentateuch 

scholarship
2
 has indicated that a “hermeneutics of innovation”

3
 was probably at work 

                                                           
1
  For further discussion of this trend in biblical scholarship, see Jonker (2013b, 2014a, and 

2014b). 
2
  Bernard Levinson and Eckart Otto have focused on this aspect, in particular. See Levinson 

(1997, 2008a, 2008b; Otto 1994, 1999, and 2004). For an overview of further studies on the 

phenomenon of rewriting within the Hebrew Bible, see Levinson (2008a:6). 
3
  This is the term Bernard Levinson uses. See Levinson (1997). 
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in the reinterpretation of earlier and other legal traditions. Bernard Levinson, for 

example, describes this hermeneutics as follows: 

The conceptual breakthrough is grounded in the text; the originality of 

thought is a consequence of engagement with the textual curriculum; and 

the break with tradition presents itself in terms of continuity with 

tradition. Ingenuity here takes the form of literary sophistication ... 

Tradition itself emerges here as a hermeneutical construction, because the 

citation of tradition provides a means to rework tradition. Citation does 

not entail passive deference to the ostensibly authoritative—canonical—

source but rather critical engagement with it. (Levinson 2008a:90–91) 

In Chronicles studies it is nowadays a generally accepted thesis that the Chronicler 

was a master in merging the Deuteronomistic and Priestly traditions in writing his 

history of ancient Israel.
4
 Numerous studies show that, although the Chronicler used 

the so-called Deuteronomistic History (mainly Samuel-Kings) as his Vorlage, he also 

employed various techniques to include Priestly perspectives, terminology, or customs 

in his descriptions of Israel’s past. Knoppers indicates the following: 

We have seen that the Chronicler employs his Vorlagen of Samuel–Kings 

as a base text from which to construct his own distinctive history of the 

monarchy. On a variety of occasions, he even corrects his 

Deuteronomistic source toward the standards of Deuteronomy. Yet, the 

Chronicler creatively draws from other traditions as well, including the 

Priestly literature, to complement, correct, and complicate the 

Deuteronomistic version of the past. (Knoppers 2012:331, my emphasis). 

Instead of seeing the combination of traditions as “indelible marks of literary 

disunity”, Knoppers indicates that “these passages evince the author’s concern to 

mediate different perspectives within the context of the late Persian period or early 

Hellenistic age” (Knoppers 2003:92). 

                                                           
4
  For further discussions and literature, see Knoppers (2003:92) and Jonker (2013a:13–14). 
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Although the book of Chronicles can therefore be seen as consensus literature 

(Glatt-Gilad 2011) there is no doubt that the Chronicler still regarded the 

Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic tradition as valuable for his own time. In fact, one 

may assume that the Pentateuch (in whatever earlier form) must have been available to 

the Chronicler,
5
 and that he wanted to show respect in his rewriting of the Judahite 

monarchy’s history to all traditions incorporated in the Torah, including the 

Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic tradition. In some instances it seems that the 

Chronicler even tried to bring the Chronicler’s version of  All-Israel’s history nearer to 

the Deuteronomic legal tradition, compared to the Deuteronomistic version in Samuel-

Kings.
6
 

The present contribution stems from a session at the 2015 European Association of 

Biblical Studies conference in Cordoba, Spain, at which the Deuteronomistic History 

was investigated in order to determine what was considered apostasy in the latter 

corpus, and how those indications relate to legal matters in the Pentateuch. While the 

same tendency has recently started emerging in Chronicles studies to investigate it in 

relation to the Pentateuch (as indicated above), I was asked by the organisers of the 

sessions in Cordoba to focus on the Chronicler’s use of Pentateuchal legal traditions, 

and to compare that to the Deuteronomistic History’s use of the same traditions. 

It is within this context that my study wants to situate the question under 

discussion: what was considered to be apostasy through the violation of 

Deuteronomy’s laws in Chronicles, and how does that compare to the Deuteronomistic 

History’s use of the same traditions? It is not possible to discuss the breadth of the 

Chronicler’s material in this article, and I will therefore rather concentrate on some 

terminological indications in the book. The Chronicler showed an affinity for 

distinctive terminology – as will be shown below – in his evaluations of Judah’s past 

kings. This terminology can assist us in determining what was considered to be 

apostasy by the Chronicler and which legal tradition or traditions stand in the 

background of his evaluations of the kings. 

                                                           
5
  See, e.g., Ben Zvi (2009); Knoppers (2012); Jonker (2013b, 2014a, and 2014b) for further 

motivation for this assumption. 
6
  See, e.g., Jonker (2008, 2013b). 
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The main part of my study below will therefore give an overview of the distinctive 

terminology in Chronicles, in comparison to the occurrence of this terminology in 

other textual corpora of the Old Testament. Thereafter, a theory will be formulated on 

what relationship the Chronicler’s view on apostasy had with the Deuteronomic legal 

traditions. 

 

 

THE TEXTUAL DATA: APOSTASY IN CHRONICLES 

Particularly in the Sondergut passages of Chronicles, the Chronicler’s affinity for very 

specific terminology becomes apparent. He follows the scheme of the Deuteronomistic 

History in characterising the Judahite kings as “doing what was right/wrong in the 

eyes of Yahweh”. In addition, however, he often adds minor detail or even blocks of 

new material to the royal narratives in which his distinctive terminology is then 

employed.  

Two expressions feature strongly in connection with what the Chronicler 

considered to be apostasy, namely “not seeking Yahweh” (דרשלא  / בקש ), but also “to 

be unfaithful to Yahweh” (with the term מעל). Specific occurrences of these terms will 

be investigated in the next subsections, focussing on those where Yahweh explicitly 

features as object of the verb and where a religious context is evident from the 

narrative context. This terminological investigation will assist us to formulate theories 

of what was considered to be apostasy through violation of Pentateuchal legal 

traditions in Chronicles, and how that relates to the Deuteronomistic History’s views 

on the same. 

 

“(Not) seeking the Lord” ([לא]/ דרש את־יהוה בקש) 

Introduction 

The verb “to seek” (דרש or בקש) occurs regularly in the Hebrew Bible. It refers to 

“seeking and asking in the literal sense”, “seeking and asking in the figurative sense”, 

and to seeking legal advice or a judgment (Wagner 1978:295–298). However, Wagner 

indicates that “[i]t is striking that the theological use of drš is far more predominant in 
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the OT than its general use” (Wagner 1978:298).
7
 When a human being is the subject 

of the verb (the majority of cases in the Hebrew Bible), it is often used in a theological 

sense with “God (Yahweh), or a place or text (law, command) belonging to God, or an 

abstract idea (justice, peace, good) connected with man’s [sic] relationship to God” as 

object (Wagner 1978:298). “Seeking Yahweh/God” becomes a general concept for 

Yahweh worship in the Hebrew Bible (Gerleman and Ruprecht 1971:466). With 

reference to the many positive statements about “seeking Yahweh” in Chronicles, 

Wagner states: “The idea of ‘seeking God’ is so complex and so general in the 

Chronicler’s Historical Work that one must consider the possibility that when all is 

said and done it denotes nothing other than the Chronicler’s typical ideal of piety” 

(Wagner 1978:301). 

The opposite holds true for negated statements about “seeking Yahweh”. Where 

the verb is negated, it refers to apostasy and failure to be dedicated to Yahweh/God. 

These instances may shed light on the specific quest in this article, namely to 

determine what was considered to be apostasy through violations of (particularly) 

Deuteronomic laws by the Chronicler. In order to come to some clarity on this matter, 

we will first have to give a broad overview of its usage in different parts of the 

Hebrew Bible.  

 

 in Chronicles (see Appendix 1a) בקש and דרש

There are six cases in Chronicles where the writer indicates that Yahweh/God was not 

sought by a specific king, or by the people (1 Chr 10:14 [Saul]; 13:3 [the people]; 

15:13 [David and the Levites]; 2 Chr 12:14 [Rehoboam]; 15:13 [the people]; 16:12 

[Asa]). In the first instance, 1 Chronicles 10:14 that belongs to the Chronicler’s own 

hand, the narrator’s voice indicates that Saul did not seek Yahweh (negation + verb 

 that Yahweh put Saul to death, and ,(in vs. 13 אוף) but rather a medium (יהוה + ְּ   + דרש

that he turned over the kingship to David, the son of Isai.  

In the second occurrence, 1 Chronicles 13:3 that forms part of David’s direct 

speech to the people and also belongs to the Chronicler’s hand, the king indicates that 

                                                           
7
  See also Gerleman and Ruprecht (1971:462). 

logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.1Ch10.14
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.1Ch13.3
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.1Ch15.13
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.1Ch15.13
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.2Ch12.14
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.2Ch15.13
logosres:bhssesb;ref=BibleBHS.2Ch16.12
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they should bring the “ark of our God” to them, because they have not sought “him/it” 

(negation + verb 3 + דרש masc. sg. suffix) in Saul’s days. It is unclear whether the 

suffix refers to “our God” or to “the ark”,
8
 and no indication is given here of the 

outcome of the neglect.  

In 1 Chronicles 15:13 David’s direct speech to the Levitical family heads is 

narrated, and it is indicated that David and the Levites did not seek “him” (negation + 

verb 3 + דרש masc. sg. suffix) – in this case a sure reference to “Yahweh our God” (cf. 

vs. 12). As with the previous instance, the violation and its outcome remain 

unspecified in the text. 

2 Chronicles 12:14 forms part of the Rehoboam narrative where it is indicated that 

the king “did not set his heart on seeking Yahweh” (כי לא הכין לבו לדרוש את־יהוה). 

Although this formulation belongs to the Chronicler’s own hand, the text refers to 

what is also reported in the Deuteronomistic version in 1 Kings 14:22–24. Unlike the 

Chronicles version, the text in 1 Kings specifies the apostasy of not seeking Yahweh 

as follows: 

23
For they also built for themselves high places, pillars, and sacred poles

9
 

on every high hill and under every green tree; 
24

there were also male 

temple prostitutes in the land. They committed all the abominations of the 

nations that the LORD drove out before the people of Israel. (NRSV) 

The fifth reference to “not seeking Yahweh” in Chronicles is in 2 Chronicles 15:13. 

This text, which also belongs to the Chronicler’s Sondergut, forms part of the people’s 

oath-taking during the reign of Asa. Although it is not specified what “seeking 

Yahweh” would entail, it is specified that those who did not do it, would be put to 

death. 

The last instance of “not seeking Yahweh” in Chronicles is also in the Asa 

narrative (2 Chr 16:12). Although this king’s career started positively with him relying 

on Yahweh, it turned negative in the end when he did not seek Yahweh (לא־דרש את־

                                                           
8
  Most commentators are of the opinion that the suffix refers to the ark. See, e.g., Knoppers 

(2004:580) and Klein (2006:331). 
9
  The Hebrew term is אשרים. 
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 but rather consulted doctors on his poor health. This part of the narration also ,(יהוה

belongs to the Chronicler’s Sondergut. The narrator directly relates Asa’s death to this 

neglect. 

There are two further examples of דרש in Chronicles which are not negated 

statements about “seeking Yahweh”, but are rather indications that king Amaziah (and 

his people) sought the gods of Edom (see 2 Chr 25:15, 20). The first of these forms 

part of a prophetic accusation against the king, while the second is in the voice of the 

narrator. The outcome of this apostasy was that Amaziah was defeated by King Joash 

of Israel. 

 occurs 13 times in Chronicles, of which eight are used in a religious בקש

connotation.
10

 In all these eight cases (1 Chr 16:10, 11; 2 Chr 7:14; 11:16; 15:4, 15; 

20:4 [twice]) the verb is not negated, and the expressions all refer to pious conduct. 

There are therefore no occurrences referring to apostasy using the verb בקש in 

Chronicles. 

 

 in the Pentateuch (see Appendix 1b) בקש and דרש

The verb בקש is used only twice in the Pentateuch with a religious connotation. The 

first of these, Exodus 33:7, forms part of the enigmatic section in Exodus 32–34. The 

pericope in verses 7–11 is normally seen as a later insertion (probably of non-Priestly 

origin) in which the tradition of the Tent of Meeting outside the camp is reflected. 

Verse 7 indicates that everybody who wanted to seek Yahweh had to do it in the tent 

outside the camp. בקש is furthermore used in Deuteronomy 4:29 (together with שדר), a 

case which will be discussed below. 

In contrast to דרש ,בקש is used frequently in a religious connotation in the 

Pentateuch and Former Prophets. It is used once in the Holiness Code, but occurs 

frequently in the Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic literature, with four occurrences in 

Deuteronomy
11

 and fourteen in Samuel-Kings.
12

  

                                                           
10

  The other occurrences not used in a religious connation are 1 Chr 4:39; 14:8; 21:3; 2 Chr 

9:23; 22:9. 
11

  Deuteronomy 4:29, 12:5, 12:30, and 18:11. There are further occurrences in Deuteronomy, 

but they are not used in a religious sense. See Deut 11:12, 13:15, 17:4, 18:19, 19:18, 22:2, 

and 23:22 (twice). 
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The text in the Holiness Code, Leviticus 19:31 also (like in Deut 18:11 with דרש) 

prohibits anybody from consulting mediums or magicians. 

The four cases in Deuteronomy all seem to be programmatic in nature, that is, they 

set out within the narrative context of the desert wandering the parameters of piety 

when entering the promised land. The first instance, Deuteronomy 4:29, which is part 

of the Deuteronomistic introduction to the book, explicates that the Israelites should 

not serve the gods of the nations in the land, but should rather seek Yahweh their God 

with their heart and soul (with both בקש and דרש).
13

 Deuteronomy 12:5 stands near the 

beginning of the Deuteronomic core of the book. It indicates that other sanctuaries and 

cultic objects (including the altars, pillars, and אשרים) should be destroyed, and that 

the Israelites should rather seek Yahweh at the place that he will choose for his name 

to live. That is also the place where they should bring their burnt offerings and 

sacrifices, as well as their offerings for the cultic place. Deuteronomy 12:30, which 

forms part of the same unit as 12:5, contains a prohibition not to seek the gods of the 

other nations, while Deuteronomy 18:11 prohibits the seeking of oracles from the dead 

                                                                                                                                                         
12

  1 Sam 9:9, 28:7; 1 Kgs 22:5, 7, 8; 2 Kgs 1:2, 3 ,6, 16 (twice), 3:11, 8:8, and 22:13, 18. 

There are further occurrences in the Deuteronomistic History, but they are not used in a 

religious sense. See Jdg 6:29; 2 Sam 11:3; 1 Kgs 14:5. 
13

  The well-known phenomenon of Numeruswechsel occurs in this verse, with the first verb 

( קשב ) in a plural form, while the second (דרש) stands in the singular form. Many 

commentators in the past have seen this change in number in 4:29 as an indication of a 

Nahtstelle which is – in some cases – interpreted as indication of literary disunity. Another 

important issue is the relationship of this text in Deuteronomy to Jeremiah 29:13–14. See 

Otto (2012:573–577) for a good summary of the different positions in these debates. Otto is 

of the opinion that the change in number serves the following purpose: “Der 

Numeruswechsel in Dtn 4,29*–39 dient der Perspektivabgrenzung zwischen dem Abschnitt 

Dtn 4,23–28, der als prophetische Unheilsankündigung den Gebotsbruch mit der 

Konsequenz von Vernichtung und Exilierung aufzeigt, und dem Abschnitt Dtn 4,29*–39, 

der als prophetische Heilsankündigung die Rettung und Rückkehr eines Restes zu JHWH 

ankündigt” (Otto 2012:574–575). With regard to the terminology used in 4:29, Otto 

remarks, “Die Sprache von Dtn 4,29 ist als Zitat aus Jer 29,13 charakteristisch für späte 

Prophetentexte. bqš (Piel) JHWH (»JHWH suchen«) ist sonst im Deuteronomium nicht 

belegt, wohl aber in exilischen und vor allem nachexilischen Prophetentexten wie Jes 45, 

19; 51, 1; 65, 1; Sach 8,21–22 und späten Psalmen, im Pentateuch aber priesterschriftlich-

postpriesterschriftlich wie in Ex 33, 7. drš JHWH (»JHWH suchen«) ist ebenfalls im 

Deuteronomium nicht, wohl aber in prophetischen Texten wie Jes 9, 12; 31, 1; 55,6 u. ö. 

belegt” (Otto 2012:577). 
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like the other nations do. As will be seen in the discussion below (and in App. 1d), it 

seems that these instances in Deuteronomy were influential in some formulations in 

the Deuteronomistic history.  

 

 in the Deuteronomistic History (see Appendix 1c) בקש and דרש

In 1 Samuel 9:9 we find an addition by some editor who wanted to explicate that 

prophets were formerly (in the time of Saul) called “seers”. The remark forms part of 

the narrative about Saul and the servant’s search for Saul’s father’s donkeys. The 

servant indicates to Saul that they should go to the seer (or, man of God) to enquire 

(with דרש) of God about where the donkeys might be. This episode prepares the way 

for Saul meeting the prophet Samuel. 

The second occurrence of דרש in Samuel is in 1 Samuel 28:7. Saul wants to seek 

advice from the medium of Endor before going into battle with the Philistines. As we 

have seen above, this episode resonates in the condemning of Saul by the Chronicler 

in 1 Chronicles 10:14. 

1 Kings 22 narrates the encounter between Ahab of Israel and Jehoshaphat of 

Judah in which Ahab urged Jehoshaphat to join forces with him to invade Ramot-

Gilead. Jehoshaphat recommends that they should first seek a word from Yahweh (vs. 

5). After Ahab had brought about four hundred prophets who gave him the green light 

for the invasion, Jehoshaphat again asks whether there is no prophet of Yahweh who 

may seek Yahweh for them (vs.7). Ahab then unwillingly mentions the name of the 

prophet Micaiah ben Yimlah who may seek Yahweh for them (vs. 8), but who in the 

past always had condemning messages for Ahab. 

The four occurrences of דרש in 2 Kings 1 all refer to king Ahaziah’s consultation 

of Baal-Zebub, the god of Ekron, in order to heal him from an injury. This seeking of 

another god than Yahweh results in his death, according to the word of Yahweh that 

Elijah had spoken. The next two occurrences (2 Kgs 3:11 and 8:8) that stand in 

contrast to the apostasy of Ahaziah, both form part of the Elisha narrative cycle. In 

3:11 Jehoshaphat asks to consult Yahweh through a prophet, and in 8:8 Ben-Hadad of 

Damascus sends Hasael to Elisha to seek Yahweh through him. The last two 
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occurrences of דרש with a religious connotation can be found in 2 Kings 22:13 and 18 

where Hilkiah is sent by King Josiah of Judah to seek or consult Yahweh about the 

book that was found during the temple restoration. 

There are three occurrences of בקש in Samuel. The first, in 1 Samuel 28:7, relates 

to Saul again who consulted a medium. In 2 Samuel 12:16 the narrator indicates that 

David sought God for his child with Bathsheba who became very ill, and in 2 Samuel 

21:1 it is indicated that David inquired of Yahweh about the famine that was in the 

land. 

 

Synthesis on דרש and בקש 

From the above overview it becomes clear that the religious use of דרש and בקש 

mainly occurs in Deuteronomic and Deuteronomistic literature, apart from 

Chronicles.
14

 It is often connected to the life orientation (of individual kings, or the 

collective of the people of Israel) of not fully and exclusively relying on Yahweh for 

help, but rather to pursue other parties (i.e., other gods, a medium, or doctors) for 

assistance in poor health, in battles, or other life matters. 

 

VIOLATING AGAINST THE LORD (מעל) 

Introduction 

According to HALOT the meaning of the verb מעל is “to be untrue, violate one’s legal 

obligations” (Koehler and Baumgartner 2001).
15

 This term that occurs 35 times as 

verb and 29 times as noun in the Hebrew Bible,
16

 can be used to refer to unfaithfulness 

                                                           
14

  Our concentration in this contribution is on the Pentateuch and historiographical literature 

(including the so-called Deuteronomistic History). However, the term דרש also occurs 

abundantly in the rest of the Hebrew Bible, with concentrations in Isaiah, Jeremiah, 

Ezekiel, and Psalms. The verb never occurs with a religious connotation in the Priestly 

corpus of the Pentateuch. Although the instances in Lev 10:16 occur in the narrative context 

of cultic offering, the verb rather connotes “seeking information, enquiring” in this context, 

and does not have a religious connotation. 
15

  See also Whitaker et al. (1906) and Swanson (1997). 
16

  If the inf. abs + Perfektum in 2 Chron. 28:19 are counted as separate occurrences, the total 

number of verb occurrences is 36. 
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toward human beings,
17

 but it is mostly employed to express unfaithfulness toward 

God (Ringgren 1997:461–463). Knierim even calls it “ein explizit theologischer 

Begriff” (Knierim 1971:921). He also indicates that this term occurs in a variety of 

Gattungen in the Hebrew Bible. He concludes from his study of the different 

occurrences: 

Der direkte Bezug auf Jahwe in den verschiedenen Gattungen zeigt ein 

vorgerücktes Stadium theologischen Denkens, in dem an sich schon 

disqualifizierte Vergehen noch ausdrücklich unter dem Blickpunkt des 

mit Jahwe bestehenden Treueverhältnisses gewertet werden. Mit anderen 

Worten: die theologische Eigenart des Begriffes »Treulosigkeit« besteht 

darin, daß die rechtliche Implikation des Gemeinschaftsverhältnisses mit 

Gott auf die Ebene des ethischen Kriteriums der Treue, und zwar der 

personalen Treue gegen Gott selbst, verlagert wird. (Knierim 1971:921–

922) 

The following subsections provide a detailed discussion of the occurrences of מעל in 

the different parts of the Hebrew Bible. We start this discussion again with a focus on 

Chronicles. 

 

 in Chronicles (See Appendix 2a) מעל

It is noteworthy that all fifteen instances of מעל in Chronicles (either as verb, or as 

noun) occur in the Chronicler’s Sondergut. This indicates that the term is a unique 

expression of the Chronicler’s view on apostasy. The first occurrence is in the 

genealogy of 1 Chronicles 2:7 where a short narrative intervention is made to remind 

of the incident where Achan has acted unfaithfully with the ban. This short remark 

recalls the episode that is narrated in Joshua 7:1–26. Two further short narrative 

interventions in the genealogies occur in 1 Chronicles 5:25 and 9:1. In 5:25 the tribes 

east of the Jordan are indicated to have acted unfaithfully against the God of their 

fathers by prostituting themselves after other gods. In 9:1 it is stated that Judah was 

                                                           
17

  See, e.g., Num 5:12, 27. 
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taken into exile by the Babylonians because of their unfaithfulness. However, the 

unfaithfulness remains unspecified in this context.  

The first occurrence in the Chronicler’s royal narratives is in 1 Chronicles 10:13 

where Saul is accused of having been unfaithful to Yahweh (with noun and verb). The 

unfaithfulness is specified as “because of the word of Yahweh that he did not keep”.  

The next occurrences are all in the narratives about various kings of Judah. It is 

noteworthy that the term מעל is never used in connection with David and Solomon. It 

is used in connection with Rehoboam (2 Chr 12:2), indicating that he and the people 

of Judah did not keep the Torah; twice in connection with Uzziah (2 Chr 26:16, 18) 

with the accusation that he acted unfaithfully against Yahweh by unlawfully bringing 

incense offerings like a priest in the temple; three times in connection with Ahaz (2 

Chr 28:19, 22; 29:19), stating that he made Baal images and sacrificed his children in 

the Hinnom valley, and in addition sacrificed to the gods of Damascus and violated in 

the temple; and once in connection to Manasseh (2 Chr 33:19) with the accusation that 

he built heights and erected אשרים and idols. 

In three further cases some collectives are accused of unfaithfulness. In 2 

Chronicles 29:6 Hezekiah refers in his speech during his reforms that “our fathers” 

acted unfaithfully by not caring for the temple. In 2 Chronicles 30:7 it is again 

Hezekiah, this time in a letter to the people of Israel, who indicates that their fathers 

and brothers acted unfaithfully against Yahweh, but the transgression is not specified 

in this case. The last occurrence is in 2 Chronicles 36:14 where the narrator indicates 

that all the leaders and the priests surely (with Inf. Abs.) acted unfaithfully like the 

heathen nations. However, the violation remains unspecified again.  

 

 in the Pentateuch (see Appendix 2b) מעל

There are six occurrences of the term מעל in the Pentateuch, with explicit reference to 

some or other religious or cultic transgression. The first four (Lev 5:15, 21; 26:40; 

Num. 5:6) all occur in legal contexts where hypothetical circumstances are sketched in 

casuistic form, and the possible outcome of such transgressions is indicated. The first 

of these refers to unintentional transgressions in regard of the “holy things”. Like the 
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case in Leviticus 26:40, the violation is not specified any further. In the other two 

cases, Leviticus 5:21 and Numbers 5:6, unfaithfulness against Yahweh is described in 

terms of deceiving, or doing wrong against a neighbour or another person. The close 

relationship between wrongdoing against another person and unfaithfulness against 

Yahweh is therefore established in this text. 

The two further instances, namely Numbers 31:16 and Deuteronomy 32:51 both 

occur in narratives and both refer back to traditions of transgression from earlier times. 

In Numbers 31:16 Moses’s speech to the soldiers is reported, after vengeance was 

taken on the Midianites. The soldiers did not exercise the ban by killing all living 

beings in the Midianite cities and destroying their property. They let some of the 

women live and took plunder from their possessions. Moses then reminds them that 

these people whom they did not kill were the ones who followed Balaam’s advice and 

who led them astray to become unfaithful to Yahweh. With the reference to Balaam 

and Peor, the reader is reminded of the episodes narrated in Numbers 22–25 where it 

is indicated that the Israelites joined in to worship the Baal of Peor. Deuteronomy 

32:51 also contains a back-reference to what happened earlier during the desert 

wandering. Moses and Aaron are reminded about their unfaithfulness to Yahweh at the 

Waters of Meribah Kadesh, also referred to in Exodus 17, Numbers 20 and 27. There, 

the people of Israel, and specifically Moses and Aaron, quarrelled with Yahweh. 

It should also be noted that all these references in the Pentateuch occur in priestly 

material, with Leviticus 26:40 part of the Holiness Code, and the Deuteronomy text 

forming part of a priestly insertion in the Deuteronomistic framework.
18

 

 

 in the Deuteronomistic History (see Appendix 2c) מעל

Apart from four instances in two chapters in Joshua, the term מעל is totally absent in 

the so-called Deuteronomistic History. The four instances in Joshua are related to one 

another. In 7:1 it is indicated that Achan acted unfaithfully to Yahweh in regard to the 

                                                           
18

  S. R. Driver was the first to point out that the section in Deut 32:48–52 has a priestly 

character (see Driver 1895:382). See also the following more recent commentaries: Mayes 

(1981:394); Nielsen (1981:285); Miller (1990:242–243); Nelson (2002:378–379); 

Lundbom (2013:911). 
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devoted things that were associated with the ban. After conquering Jericho, Achan 

kept some of the possessions for himself. This act was seen as unfaithfulness to 

Yahweh, and was punished by Yahweh’s anger burning against Israel. In 22:20 a 

back-reference is made to Achan when Phinehas and the ten tribal chiefs warned the 

tribes of Reuben and Gad, and the half-tribe of Manasseh, against committing the 

same transgression. Joshua 22:16 is also in the setting of Phinehas’s and the tribal 

chiefs’ admonition of the Transjordanian tribes, but the transgression is not specified 

in this case. The same applies to 22:31 where it is indicated that Reuben, Gad, and the 

half-tribe of Manasseh did not make themselves guilty of being unfaithful to Yahweh. 

One should take note of the fact that Joshua 22:9–34 is seen by most scholars as a 

priestly insertion in the Deuteronomistic material (Kloppenborg 1981; Nelson 

1997:247; Goldstein 2002; Rösel 2011:345–346). The fact that this chapter refers back 

to the Achan incident indicates also the close connection with Joshua 7. 

 

Synthesis on מעל 

From the above overview it becomes clear that the term מעל (as verb or as noun) has a 

close affinity with the priestly literature. It often refers to instances in history (Peor, 

Waters of Meribah Kadesh, and the Achan incident) where some individuals or the 

collective of the Israelites or some tribes acted unfaithfully against God by not 

dedicating everything in victory to him.  

In the following section I will try to bring these observations together in terms of 

the Chronicler’s usage of the different terminology. 

 

 

THE CHRONICLER’S VIEW ON APOSTASY 

From the terminological study above we may conclude that “seeking Yahweh” 

(mainly with מעל) and “not violating against Yahweh” (with מעל) were seen as the 

ethical standards for All-Israel in the postexilic phase. They form a golden thread 

throughout the book of Chronicles. In some cases these expressions function without 

any specification of what transgression of these standards would entail. In most cases, 
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however, examples from the past were used by the Chronicler to admonish his 

contemporaries towards a lifestyle and cultic practices that would rely exclusively on 

Yahweh the God of Israel and would express their total dedication to Yahweh.  

In doing so, the Chronicler employs literary materials from both the 

Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic tradition and the priestly tradition. Often, in 

Sondergut passages in Chronicles it becomes clear that the Chronicler employed 

terminology from both these traditions in his own independent way. We have seen that 

the reference to violation by means of the expression “not seeking Yahweh” is typical 

of the Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic tradition. However, the Chronicler’s use of this 

terminology almost always occurs in passages where he himself typified situations of 

the past by means of this terminology and in his own words, without merely quoting 

from earlier texts. The same applies to his use of the priestly term מעל. Although the 

term is exclusively associated with priestly passages in the Pentateuch, the 

Chronicler’s use of the term is not through mere quoting of these literary materials, 

but rather through his own Sondergut constructions. One could therefore assume that 

the Chronicler did not merely merge existing literary materials from both traditions in 

order to come up with his own historiography of ancient Israel, but he rather made use 

of typical Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic and priestly terminology in an independent 

way and in his own formulations.  

The themes being addressed in the Chronicles passages where these expressions 

are used are quite clear, and these clearly set the ethical standards for the restoration 

community through the Chronicler’s historical narratives. The following list gives a 

summary of the issues referred to in deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic terminology: 

1) All-Israel should not seek other gods of other nations (e.g., the Edomites), but 

should seek Yahweh alone; 

2) All-Israel should not seek help in illness from other humans (like Asa did), but 

should rather rely on Yahweh; and 

3) All-Israel should not consult the dead (like Saul did), but should rather consult 

Yahweh, the living God of Israel. 
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These relate well to the themes mentioned in the Deuteronomy texts where the terms 

 are used, namely Deuteronomy 4:29; 12:5; 12:30; and 18:11. It seems בקש and דרש

that the admonitions mentioned in those texts served as a program according to which 

the Chronicler evaluates Israel’s (mainly Judah’s) past and by implication sets the 

standards for his own postexilic community in Jerusalem. 

However, there are further themes being addressed in the passages in Chronicles 

where priestly terminology is employed: 

1) It was considered a violation when Israel did not dedicate everything they 

plundered when entering the land, to Yahweh/God. 

2) It was considered a violation when Israel sought other gods, and not Yahweh 

alone. 

3) It was considered a violation when somebody would consult a medium. 

4) It was considered a violation when somebody would not keep the word/Torah of 

Yahweh. 

5) It was considered a violation when somebody would bring unlawful offerings 

(including child sacrifices), or when somebody would unlawfully act as priest. 

6) It was considered a violation when somebody would bring offerings to gods of 

other nations. 

7) It was considered a violation when Israel did not care for the temple. 

8) It was considered a violation when somebody built heights or erected אשרים or 

idols. 

From this list it becomes clear that the violations specified with priestly terminology 

are much more of a cultic nature. However, there is also an amount of overlap between 

the two theme lists. Both emphasise that other gods should not be worshipped, and 

that mediums or the dead should not be consulted, but rather Yahweh. 

 

 

CONCLUSION: HERMENEUTICS OF INNOVATION? 

My analysis of specific terminology in this contribution has confirmed the view in 

scholarly literature that the Chronicler was a master in merging the Deuteronomic-
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Deuteronomistic and priestly traditions. This was not only done by quoting and 

merging passages from both these literary strands, but rather by employing 

terminology from both traditions creatively in his own literary construction. We 

therefore see a Chronicler who is drenched in the (divergent, but also overlapping) 

theological traditions that were known to him and his contemporaries (priestly and 

Deuteronomic-Deuteronomistic), but also a creative writer who selects and applies 

material from both traditions in order to show his own perspective. 

In this creative use of terminology of earlier traditions the Chronicler reveals his 

hermeneutics! The Chronicler’s hermeneutics is however not so different from those 

who compiled the Pentateuch. As indicated in the introduction, recent Pentateuch 

scholarship has indicated that a hermeneutics of innovation was probably at work in 

the reinterpretation of earlier and other legal traditions.
19

 The same could be said of 

the Chronicler’s hermeneutics with reference to what was considered to be apostasy 

through violation of earlier legal traditions. He presents a unified view on what could 

be considered to be apostasy in his own time. By doing so in a sophisticated literary 

manner, he suggests continuity with both the priestly and Deuteronomic-

Deuteronomistic traditions, but by doing so, forges something new from these 

traditions in order to address the context of the late Persian period. The Persian period 

of the second temple was characterized by different cultic factions who had affinity to 

different earlier cultic and legal traditions.
20

 The Chronicler, writing his work in the 

late Persian period, seems to act as merger of these traditions, and as facilitator 

between the different cultic factions in the Jerusalem temple community. This context 

provided the bedding within which the Chronicler’s hermeneutics of innovation could 

flourish. 

 

  

                                                           
19

  See e.g. Otto 1994; Otto 1999; Otto 2004. For an overview of further studies on the 

phenomenon of rewriting within the Hebrew Bible, see Levinson 2008a:6. 
20

 See Jonker 2016 (section 3.4.4). 
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