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DEBBY: THE BITUAL DBCALOGlJ'B 

THE RITUAL DECALOGUE 

GEORGE R. BERRY 
COLGATE UlfIVBUlTI' 

39 

THE ritual . decalogue, it is well known, is found in Ex. M 
and alao in BC, principally in k 23. These two Yenioua 

are usually called the J and E forms, respecti•ely. Whether 
these belonged originally to the J and E docomeuts or not, a 
question which will be mentioned lat.er, these t.erms are BUfli
cieutly appropriat.e, inasmuch as it aeema exceedingly probable 
that the form in k M originat.ed in Judah and that in BC in 
larael 

While there have been many discusaioua of this aubjeet in 
recent yean, special attention should be called to the follow
ing. Profeaaor Knudson, The Bo-called J Decawgue, 1 gi•ea a 
historical resume or earlier Tiewa. Profeaaor Kenuett I uotea in 
detail the parallels between the J and E forms. Profeaaor 
Pfeiffer, The Oldest Decalogue,• couaidera the oldest decalogue 
to have been of CD.D&anite origin. 

It seems very probable that the original form of theae com
mands was a real decalogue, as atat.ed expreuly in k M 28. 

While some have questioned the originality or this ■tat.ement, 
it is accept.ed by moat. Without llll81llDing anything at this 
point concerning the question of priority as between the J and 
E forms, the coDlideratiou can moat couveDieutly begin with 
the J form since that is less scattered than the E form. 

Thirteen regulations in the J form, k 34, might with some 

1 JBL, 98, PP· 119-99. 
t DnteroaoMy allll tlte Dttalogt,,. 
' JBL, 43, pp. ~-310. 
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reason be regarded as belonging to the original commands, viz . 
. the foHowing. 1. V. 1', the prohibition of the worship of an
other god. 2. V. 11, the prohibition of the making of molten 
gods. 3. V. 18, the command to observe the feast of 1Dlleavened 
bread. 4. V. 19, the statement that the fintbom belongs to 
Yahweh. 6. V. 20 end, the command that none shall appear 
before Yahweh empty. 6. V. 21, the command enjoining six 
days of work and the seventh day of rest (Sabbath). 7. V. 22 a, 
the command to observe the feast of weeks. 8. V. 22 b, the 
command to observe the feast of ingathering. 9. V. 2s, the 
command that all males shall appear before Yahweh three 
time■ in the year. 10. V. 25 a, the prohibition of sacrifi.ce with 
leavened bread. 11. V. 25 b, the prohibition of the leaving of 
the Passover till morning. 12. V. 26 a, the command to bring 
in the fintfruits. 13. V. 2e b, the prohibition of the boiling of 
a kid in its mother's milk. 

An effort has frequently been made to reduce the number 
of these commands to ten, so that various omissions have been 
made as later additions; for these, see particularly the article 
by Professor Knudson. Profeuor Kennett 'omits 2, 6 and 9, 
and Professor Pfeiffer 1, 2 and 6. 

I think that 3, 7 and 8, the specific regulation■ concerning 
the three feasts, should be omitted. From a. literary standpoint 
thia omiBBion greatly simplifiea matters, because the confusion 
in the arrangement of the material is found largely in these 
three regulations. From the atandpoint of thought they are 
unneceBBary, since No. 9 is a summary statement which covers 
them. It has seemed evident to most that either these three 
regulations or No. 9 should be omitted, and No. 9 has much 
appearance of originality, being found in a substantially identical 
form also in Ex. 23 11 and Dt. 16 10. 

In the case of several of the commands the amplifying 
statements vary considerably as between J and E. This makes 
it probable that the original statements were in all cases quite 
brief, a conclusion which is in accord with that generally reached 
concerning '.he ethical decalogue. The following are suggested 
as the original forms of the J version, as found in EL 34, 
together with those of the E version. 1. J. Thou shalt wor-
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ship no other god, 34 1'. E. Thou shalt not bow down to 
their goda, nor sene them, 23 2,. 2. J. Thou shalt make thee 
no molten goda, 34 11. E. Goda of 1ilver, or goda of gold, ye 
shall not make unto you (or perhaps originally: Ye ■hall not 
make goda of silver or goda of gold), 20 23. 3. J. All that 
openeth the womb is mine, 34 18. E. The fintborn of thy IODI 

shalt thou give unto me. Likewise shalt thou do with thine 
oxen, and with thy sheep, 22 28 h, 211 a (Eng. 28 b, 30 a). 4. J. 
None shall appear before me empty, 34 2oend. E, identical 
with J, 23 15 end. 5. J. Six days thou shalt work, but on the 
seventh day thou shalt rest, 34 21. E. Six days thou shalt do 
thy work, and on the seventh day thou shalt rest, 23 12. 6. J. 
Three times in the year shall all thy males appear be(ore 
Yahweh, 34 23. E. Substantially identical with J, 23 11. 1. J. 
Thou shalt not offer the blood of my sacrifice with leavened 
bread, 34 25 a. E. Identical with J, except for the use of l'Qf 
in place of 2'0f', 23 1sa. 8. J. The sacrifice of the feast of 
the paaaover shall not be left unto the morning, 34 25 h. E. The 
fat of my feast shall not remain all night until the morning, 
23 18 h. 9. J. The fint of the fintfruita of thy ground thou 
shalt bring unto the house of Yahweh, 34 2a a. E. Identical 
with J, 23 18 a. 10. J. Thou shalt not boil a kid in its mother's 
milk, 34 2& b. E. Identical with J, 23 1e b. 

The order of E v,,riea at two points from J: the fint com
mandment of J is put last, and 4 and 5 are tranaposed. In 
both points the order of J seems preferable. It can not be 
positively asserted that J has presened entirely the original 
order, but any change from this is conjectural with no very 
definite basis. 

It seems evident to most students that either J or E is 
dependent on the other. Which is the original? The palm of 
priority has usually been a.warded to J, but ProfeBBOr Kennett 
and Profeuor Pfeiffer both give it to E. Profeuor Pfeiffer's 
view that the code was of Canaanite origin and perhaps origin
ally written on two tables of stone at the entrance of the 
sanctuary of Baal Berith at Shechem involves such a confuion 
of traditions that it is hardly thinkable, in the absence of any 
positive evidence. The priority of J is favored by the arrange-
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ment, as already noted. The use of the name Yahweh in 
Nos. 6 and 9 is an indication of J rather than E. There seems 
to be no evidence to support the view of Professor Pfeiffer 
that the name Yahweh in these verses is a later addition; that 
view in his case is based upon the conjecture of the Canaanite 
origin of the code. The priority of J is also favored by No. 2, 
which seems more original in J, the E form being an expansion; 
further, the second person singular in J is clearly more original 
than the second person plural in E. This conclusion is also 
fa-,ored by No. 3, which seems more original in J, the E form 
again being an expansion. It seems to me, contrary to the 
opinion of many, that No. 8 is more original in the J form. It 
seems more likely that the original mention of the Passover 
was later generalized into feast than that the reverse process 
took place. u The house of Yahweh" in No. 9 is more probably 
the temple at Jerusalem than any other sanctuary. 

To what time does the original belong? Possibly as early 
as Solomon's time. The statement of monolatry in No. 1 might 
readily be as early as that. The prohibition of molten gods, 
No. 2, might possibly also be as early. If, as seems probable, 
the Hebrew word here used, l't~, is a loan-word from the 
Canaanite', then the intent of the regulation was to forbid 
molten images because they were Canaanite, without interfering 
with the real Hebrew carved images. Such a regulation might 
pouibly have originated in the time of Solomon as a protest 
against his use of foreign modes of worship, but it does not 
seem probable. 

It is worth noting that the term n;ll'O "is applied particularly 
to the little golden bulls (images of Yahweh) which were wor
shipped in the Northern Kingdom and to the similar image 
which Aaron made at Horeb,"' quoted approvingly by Professor 
Pfeiffer•. Tbe stories told of Ahijah in 1 Ki. 14 and of the 
man of God from Judah in 1 Ki. 13, although some details· 
of the latter are certainly unreliable, indicate a considerable 

4 Moore, EB, 2148. 
• Moore, Judges (ICC), p. 375. 
• Op. eit., p. 803. 
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opposition to the molten images of Jeroboam. Naturally this 
wonld be especially intense in Judah, since the moYement of 
Jeroboam on its religious aide put itself in direct opposition 
to the cnlt at J eruaalem. Hence, ■uch an expreaion a■ this 
commandment might readily ha-Ye originated in Judah at any 
time after the division of the kingdom. A similar anti-Canaanite 
feeling is doubtless to be recognized in No. 10. There is, how
ever, in this decalogue much of a primitiYe nature, mggesting 
a date as early as is consistent with definite indications. The 
second commandment, therefore, and hence the whole decalogue, 
is most probably to be dated not long after the diYision of the 
kingdom. This second commandment was probably not actnally 
inconsistent with any part of the official wonhip at J ernsalem 
at that time. The brazen serpent, the worship of which Pro
fessor Kennett regards as inconsistent, was perhaps not an 
image in its original significance but a symbol 7 

On this new the J decalogne is probably as early as the J 
document. It is by no means certain, however, that it was au 
original part of it, since it is quite unlike the most of J, there 
being no other legal code in that document. It is perhaps more 
likely that it was earlier than J, in which case it may ha-Ye been 
added either by the authors of J or by an editor. 

On this view, further, it is not probable that the ritual 
decalogne in its E form was an original part of the E document, 
rather having been added later with editorial changes. 

7 See Cheyne, EB, 3388. 




