
Joshua’s encounter with the commander of 
yhwh’s army (Josh 5:13–15):  

literary construction or reflection  
of a royal ritual?

Thomas Römer

1. introduction:  
the book of Joshua and assyrian Warfare Propaganda

it has often been observed that assyrians were masters in warfare and also 
in warfare propaganda, using texts and images to their advantage. Within 
the biblical text of 2 Kgs 18–20, which combines different accounts of the 
aborted siege of Jerusalem in 701 b.c.e., a passage recalls how high officers 
of the assyrian army were sent by the king to Jerusalem. in front of the 
wall of the city one of these officers utters a speech (in the Judean lan-
guage!), inviting the inhabitants of the city to surrender and to accept the 
assyrian king as their friend:

Then the rabshakeh stood and called out in a loud voice in the language 
of Judah, “Hear the word of the great king, the king of assyria! … do not 
let Hezekiah make you rely on yhwh by saying, yhwh will surely deliver 
us, and this city will not be given into the hand of the king of assyria. … 
make your peace with me and come out to me; then every one of you will 
eat from your own vine and your own fig tree, and drink water from your 
own cistern.… Has any of the gods of the nations ever delivered its land 
out of the hand of the king of assyria? … Who among all the gods of 
the countries have delivered their countries out of my hand, that yhwh 
should deliver Jerusalem out of my hand?” (2 Kgs 18:28–35)

This scene is probably not just an invention of the author of the biblical 
narrative. it is likely based on a concrete ritual of propaganda that would 
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50 Warfare, ritual, and Symbol

take place during the siege of a city. a relief from the palace of Sargon ii1 
illustrates the attack on the city of Pazashi, otherwise unknown. it can be 
identified with the city of Panzish, since the inscription locates it in the 
land of manna in front of the pass leading to the land of Zikirtu2. a bat-
tering ram, which approaches the city, figures in the representation of the 
siege of the city. in the turret one can distinguish a man apparently holding 
an open scroll from which he is reading. This may indeed be a propaganda 
text written in the language of the besieged city inviting the population to 
surrender. This psychological warfare, which is still used somewhat differ-
ently in modern wars (for example, distribution of pamphlets encouraging 
desertion in the Persian Gulf War), is part of a broader assyrian agenda 
of “rituals” that aim at demonstrating the superiority of the assyrian king, 
his gods and his army.

This demonstration can also be made by oracles given to the king 
before the campaign, by royal inscriptions or by letters to the gods. in the 
Hebrew bible, the book of Joshua resembles this kind of warfare propa-
ganda and may also be warfare rituals. as shown especially by K. lawson 
younger and John Van Seters,3 the book of Joshua contains an important 
number of parallels to neo-assyrian and other warfare accounts and ide-
ology. in Josh 10:8, yhwh delivers an oracle for Joshua at the cusp of a 
decisive battle: “fear not, for i have handed them over to you; not one of 
them shall stand before you” (see also Josh 1:3–6; 11:6). This oracle very 
closely parallels numerous oracles given to esarhaddon by prophets of the 
goddess ishtar, assuring him of future victory, as in the following example 
(Saa 9 1.1): “esarhaddon, king of the lands, fear not … i am ishtar of 
arbela, i will flay your enemies and deliver them up to you. i am ishtar of 
arbela. i go before you and behind you”.4 There is also an interesting paral-
lel between a “letter to the God” written on behalf of Sargon ii and an epi-
sode from Josh 10:10–11. Sargon’s “letter” relates the victory of the assyr-

1. an image of this relief can be found in yigael yadin, The Art of Warfare in Bibli-
cal Lands in the Light of Archaeological Study, (new york: mcGraw-Hill, 1963), 320.

2. i owe this information to lionel marti, cnrS, Paris.
3. K. lawson younger Jr., Ancient Conquest Accounts: A Study in Ancient Near 

Eastern and Biblical History Writing (JSotSup 98; Sheffield: JSot Press, 1990); John 
Van Seters, “Joshua’s campaign of canaan and near eastern Historiography,” SJOT 2 
(1990): 1–12.

4. Quoted from martti nissinen, Prophets and Prophecy in the Ancient Near East 
(SblWaW 12; atlanta: Society of biblical literature, 2003), 102.
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 rÖmer: JoSHua’S encounter 51

ian army thanks to an intervention of the storm god adad. The assyrian 
and the biblical texts relate a great slaughter of enemies on the descent 
or ascent of a mountain, and then both episodes are followed by divine 
military intervention: “The rest of the people, who had fled to save their 
lives … adad, the violent, the son of anu, the valiant, uttered his loud 
cry against them; and with flood cloud and stones of heaven, he totally 
annihilated the remainder.”5 in a similar way, Josh 10:11 reports: “as they 
fled before israel, while they were going down the slope of beth-Horon, 
yhwh threw down huge stones from heaven on them as far as azekah, and 
they died; there were more who died because of the hailstones than the 
israelites killed with the sword.” other examples could be added in order 
to show how deeply the first part of the book of Joshua is influenced by 
ancient near eastern and especially neo-assyrian warfare ideology. The 
question one may ask at this stage is whether these parallels are purely 
literary imitations or whether they also reflect concrete rituals of warfare.

The assyrian divine oracles forecasting the king’s victory against his 
enemies are delivered by male or female prophets who are mostly asso-
ciated with the sanctuary of ishtar. in the book of Joshua, yhwh speaks 
directly to Joshua without any intermediary. This phenomenon may be 
understood as a literary transformation of a concrete practice that is 
attested elsewhere in the Hebrew bible, as for instance in 1 Kgs 22:6: “Go 
up; yhwh will give it (ramoth-Gilead) into the hand of the king”; or in Jer 
27:17–20, where a negative oracle is given to the king by the prophet Jer-
emiah. The direct communication between yhwh and Joshua is therefore 
based on a prophetic oracular practice, but this oracular practice has been 
altered either to show that Joshua is indeed as much a prophet as he is a 
military leader or in order to present him as a second moses who has the 
privilege of a direct communication with yhwh.

The book of Joshua must therefore be understood primarily as a liter-
ary and ideological construction in which the invention of the conquest 
of the land serves the theological agenda of the deuteronomists.6 on the 

5. younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, 210.
6. See nadav na’aman, “The ‘conquest of canaan’ in the book of Joshua and in 

History,” in From Nomadism to Monarchy: Archaeological and Historical Aspects of 
Early Israel (ed. israel finkelstein and nadav na’aman; Jerusalem: israel exploration 
Society; Washington, d.c.: biblical archaeological Society, 1994), 218–81; and erhard 
blum, “Überlegungen zur Kompositionsgeschichte des Josuabuches,” in The Book of 
Joshua (ed. ed noort; betl 250; leuven: Peeters, 2012), 137–57.

Warfare, Ritual, and Symbol in Biblical and Modern Contexts, edited by Brad E. Kelle, et al., SBL Press, 2014. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/univpsl-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3118318.
Created from univpsl-ebooks on 2018-02-28 05:27:14.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 S

B
L 

P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



52 Warfare, ritual, and Symbol

other hand, by including motifs and symbols from ancient near eastern 
warfare discourses, some texts may also allow to uncover reflections of 
older practices and rituals, beyond their actual function. This point can 
be illustrated with a short and enigmatic text: Joshua’s encounter with the 
chief of yhwh’s army.

2. Joshua 5:13–15 in its Present literary context

Joshua 5, as it now stands, insures the transition from the crossing of the 
Jordan in Josh 3:1–5:1 to the divine destruction of Jericho in Josh 6. one 
can distinguish three units that at first glance appear quite unrelated: the 
circumcision of the second generation born in the wilderness by Joshua 
at Gilgal (5:2–9); the first celebration of the Passover in Gilgal combined 
with the cessation of the manna (5:10–12); and, finally, Joshua’s encounter 
with the chief of yhwh’s army (5:13–157):

When Joshua was in Jericho,8 he looked up, and saw: and behold a man 
standing over against him, his sword drawn in his hand. Joshua went to 
him and said to him: are you for us or for our adversaries? He said: no, 
i am the chief of yhwh’s army. now i have come. Joshua fell on his face 
to the earth. [He bowed down]9 and said to him: What does my lord say 
to his servant? The chief of yhwh’s army said to Joshua: take off your 
sandal from your foot. indeed, the place where you are standing is holy. 
[and Joshua did so.]10

7. for questions of textual criticism, see Klaus bieberstein, Josua-Jordan-Jericho: 
Archäologie, Geschichte und Theologie der Landnahmeerzählungen Josua 1–6 (obo 
143; fribourg: universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1995), 226–
29; and blažej Štrba, Take Off Your Sandals from Your Feet! An Exegetical Study of Josh 
5, 13–15 (ÖbS 32; frankfurt am main: lang, 2008), 81–91.

 is often translated “by Jericho” or “next to Jericho” because it does not בִּירִיחוֹ .8
seem logical that Joshua finds himself already in Jericho. as we will see, one should 
maintain the grammatical meaning and translate “in Jericho.”

חוּ  .9 -is missing in lxx. The verb may have been added in order to empha וַיִּשְׁתָּ֔
size Joshua’s “pious” behavior.

10. The final notice of accomplishment is lacking in lxx; it may be a later addi-
tion in order to underline Joshua’s obedience.
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 rÖmer: JoSHua’S encounter 53

This episode has often been considered to be somewhat out of place, a 
fragment of an older conquest account, or an etiological narrative legiti-
mizing the existence of a sanctuary next to Jericho.11

on the literary level, the text is not so “out of order” as many commen-
tators claim. There is no doubt that verse 15 seeks to establish a parallel 
between Joshua and moses: 

שַׁל־נַעַלְךָ מֵעַל רַגְלֶךָ כִי הַמָקוֹם אֲשֶׁר אַתָּה עמֵֹד עָלָיו קדֶֹשׁ הוּא
take off your sandal from your foot. indeed, the place where you are 
standing is holy. (Josh 5:15)

שַׁל־נְעָלֶיךָ מֵעַל רַגְלֶיךָ כִי הַמָקוֹם אֲשֶׁר אַתָּה עוֹמֵד עָלָיו אַדְמַת־קדֶֹשׁ הוּא
take off your sandals from your feet. indeed, the place where you are 
standing is holy ground. (exod 3:5)

it is not clear which text depends on the other, but it is clear that through 
these verses Joshua appears as a new moses. interestingly the whole chap-
ter of Josh 5 points back almost in a concentric way to the beginning of 
the moses story:12

a divine revelation to moses (exod 3)
b Passover (exod 12:1–28)

c circumcision for the Passover (exod 12:43–50; see 
also 4:24–26)
d crossing of the Sea (exod 14)

Sinai and wilderness
d' crossing of the Jordan (Josh 3–4)

c' circumcision before the Passover (Josh 5:2–9)
b' Passover (Josh 5:10–12)

a' divine revelation to Joshua (Josh 5:13–15)

it is possible that the episodes relating the circumcision and the Passover 
are post-dtr texts, which could belong to a “Hexateuchal redaction.”13 in 

11. See, for instance, martin noth, Das Buch Josua (Hat i/7; tübingen: mohr, 
1953), 23.

12. See also bieberstein, Josua-Jordan-Jericho, 418.
13. for the theory of a competion between a Hexateuchal and a Pentateuchal 

redaction see eckhart otto, Das Deuteronomium im Pentateuch und Hexateuch: Stu-
dien zur Literaturgeschichte von Pentateuch und Hexateuch im Lichte des Deuterono-
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54 Warfare, ritual, and Symbol

this context the apparition of the divine warrior in Josh 5:13 can be under-
stood as accomplishing the promise made in exod 23:20: “i am going to 
send an angel in front of you, to guard you on the way and to bring you 
to the place that i have prepared.” its aim is to connect the book of Joshua 
as narrowly as possible to the foregoing Pentateuch and thus to de facto 
create a Hexateuch. to that purpose, the redactors also make use of an 
older tradition, which includes the apparition of a divine warrior.

in the Hebrew bible, this motif has parallels in num 22:31 (see v. 23) 
and 1 chr 21:16.

num 22:31: ֹוַיַּרְא אֶת־מַלְאַךְ יהוה נִצָב בַּדֶרֶךְ וְחַרְבּוֹ שְׁלֻפָה בְּיָדו
1 chr 21:16: ֹוַיַּרְא אֶת־מַלְאַךְ יהוה עמֵֹד … וְחַרְבּוֹ שְׁלוּפָה בְּיָדו
Josh 5:13: ֹוַיַּרְא וְהִנֵה־אִישׁ עמֵֹד לְנֶגְדוֹ וְחַרְבּוֹ שְׁלוּפָה בְּיָדו

all three texts concur in the description of the drawn sword; whereas 
numbers and chronicles use the term מַלְאַךְ יְהוָה, the author of Josh 5:13 
uses the more neutral ׁאיש because the identity of the mysterious person 
will be revealed later. it is therefore plausible that, in the Hebrew bible, 
Josh 5:13–14 is the oldest of the three texts.

in its present context this episode can well be related to the forego-
ing stories. The exclamation of yhwh’s commander-in-chief, “now i have 
come,” can be read as a response to the circumcision and the Passover. 
now that the people, who in fact constitute Joshua’s army, have accom-
plished both rituals, the conquest, which the previous generation was 
unable to accomplish (num 13–14), can start. There may also be a refer-
ence to the theophany in the circumcision episode in Josh 5:2–9.14 The 
use of הַמִלְחָמָה  in 5:4 prepares the military vision of Joshua and אַנְשֵׁי 
the expression צֻרִים  in 5:2–3 describing the tool (”flint knives“) חַרְבוֹת 
of the circumcision (see צור in exod 4:24–26) may allude to the impor-
tance of the sword in 5:13. However, despite these links to the preced-
ing episodes, in its present form, Josh 5:13–15 remains an awkward text. 

miumsrahmen (fat 30; tübingen: mohr Siebeck, 2000) and Thomas c. römer and 
marc Z. brettler, “deuteronomy 34 and the case for a Persian Hexateuch,” JBL 119 
(2000): 401–19.

14. erhard blum, “beschneidung und Passa in Kanaan. beobachtungen und mut-
maßungen zu Jos 5” in Freiheit und Recht: Festschrift für Frank Crüsemann zum 65. 
Geburtstag (ed. christof Hardmeier, rainer Kessler and andreas ruwe; Gütersloh: 
chr. Kaiser/Gütersloher Verlagshaus, 2003), 292–322, 309–10.
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 rÖmer: JoSHua’S encounter 55

as already mentioned, the order of the divine commander-in-chief for 
Joshua to take off his sandals and Joshua’s execution of this order do not 
make much sense, if it were not for the fact that they establish a parallel 
between Joshua and moses. one may therefore assume that verse 15 did 
not constitute the original ending of the encounter.15 The continuation to 
5:14 must be found elsewhere.

3. Joshua 5:13–15 in its original literary context

in his commentary on Joshua, richard nelson suggests that the origi-
nal ending of Josh 5:13–15 was “cut out as offensive for theological 
sensibilities.”16 There is, however, an easier solution, namely to consider 
Josh 6:2 and following as the continuation of Joshua’s encounter in 5:13–
15. indeed, it has sometimes been suspected that 6:1 is a later insertion 
which aims to emphasize that the city was totally shut up and could there-
fore be attacked (deut 20:11–12 stipulates that when a city “opens” [פתח] 
itself, it shall not be destroyed);17

He said: no, i am the chief of yhwh’s army. now i have come. Joshua fell 
on his face to the earth. [He bowed down] and said to him: What does 
my lord say to his servant? (5:14)

yhwh said to Joshua; See i have given into your hand Jericho, [along with 
its king and his soldiers]. (6:2)18

15. See also cuthbert a. Simpson, The Early Traditions of Israel: A Critical Analy-
sis of the Pre-Deuteronomic Narrative of the Hexateuch (oxford: basil blackwell, 1948), 
287–88. See similarly Volkmar fritz, Das Buch Josua (Hat i/7; tübingen: mohr, 
1994), 63.

16. richard d. nelson, Joshua: A Commentary (otl; louisville: Westminster 
John Knox, 1997), 82.

17. edmond Jacob, “une théophanie mystérieuse: Josué 5, 13–15,” in Ce Dieu 
qui vient: Etudes sur l’Ancien et le Nouveau Testament offertes au Professeur Bernard 
Renaud à l’occasion de son soixante-cinquième anniversaire (ed. raymond Kuntzmann; 
lediv 159; Paris: cerf, 1995), 131–35; Jacques briend, “les sources de l’histoire deu-
téronomique: recherches sur Jos1–12” in Israël construit son histoire: L’historiographie 
deutéronomiste à la lumière des recherches récentes (ed. albert de Pury, Thomas römer 
and Jean-daniel macchi; mdb 34; Genève: labor et fides, 1996), 343–74, 353.

18. The king and the soldiers do not play a major role in the following story. The 
king of Jericho appears however in Josh 2. They may either reflect an older account of 
the conquest of Jericho, or constitute later additions.
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56 Warfare, ritual, and Symbol

it is not unusual that a text switches from the “chief of yhwh’s army” to 
yhwh himself; such passages are frequent in the Hebrew bible (see for 
instance exod 3:2–4 or Judg 6:12–14). if we accept this reconstruction 
of the original narrative, we are also able to understand why the episode 
opens with a statement indicating that Joshua is in Jericho. The “in” would 
then indicate that the context of the encounter is that of a vision. This 
theory can be strengthened by a comparison with an assyrian text, the 
report of assurbanipal’s campaign against elam. This campaign is pre-
ceded by a vision in which a prophet sees the goddess ishtar armed and 
standing in front of the king telling him that she will fight for him in his 
war against the elamites: 

ištar heard my desperate sighs and said to me: “fear not!” She made my 
heart confident, saying: “because of the prayer you said with your hand 
lifted up, your eyes being filled with tears, i have compassion with you.” 
The very same night as i implored her, a visionary (šabrû) lay down and 
had a dream. When he woke up, he reported to me the nocturnal vision 
shown to him by ištar: “ištar who dwells in arbela entered, having quiv-
ers hanging from her right and left and holding a bow in her hand. She 
had drawn a sharp-pointed sword, ready for battle. you stood before her 
and she spoke to you like a mother who gave birth to you. ištar, the high-
est of the gods, called you and gave you the following order: ‘you are 
prepared for war, and i am ready to carry out my plans.’ you said to her: 
‘Wherever you go, i will go with you!’ but the lady of ladies answered 
you: ‘you stay here in your place … until i go accomplish that task.’ ”19

This assyrian document from the seventh century b.c.e. contains several 
parallels to Josh 5: the king who prepares for war receives through a vision 
of a seer an oracle of victory given by the goddess ishtar, who appears with 
a drawn sword and ready to engage in battle. This very much resembles the 
depiction of the commander of yhwh’s army. Joshua’s bowing down pre-
cedes the divine announcement of the handing over of Jericho and matches 
assurbanipal’s prayer which precedes the vision of the specialist who then 
sees ishtar apparently already standing in the battlefield. it is, therefore, 
quite plausible to argue that the author of Josh 5:13–14 has taken over such 
an account, which may, however, itself also reflect the ritual of preparation 
for a king before waging war. The assyrian text suggests the existence of a 
practice where a specialist is put in a condition to have a vision in which 

19. Quoted from nissinen, Prophets and Prophecy, 147–48.

Warfare, Ritual, and Symbol in Biblical and Modern Contexts, edited by Brad E. Kelle, et al., SBL Press, 2014. ProQuest
         Ebook Central, http://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/univpsl-ebooks/detail.action?docID=3118318.
Created from univpsl-ebooks on 2018-02-28 05:27:14.

C
op

yr
ig

ht
 ©

 2
01

4.
 S

B
L 

P
re

ss
. A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



 rÖmer: JoSHua’S encounter 57

a divine warrior appears and promises divine assistance for the coming 
battle. The description of the drawn sword and the imminence of the battle 
are very similar in both texts. We should therefore take our investigation 
one step further and ask whether the motif of the drawn sword has any 
relation to a warfare ritual.

4. Joshua 5:13–15 and the Question of a ritual background

it has become clear that the military nuance of the theophany intro-
duces the following conquest stories and gives Joshua a royal status. is the 
emphasis on the drawn sword of the divine warrior proper only to ancient 
near eastern iconography of the warrior god, or can we also detect behind 
this motif the recollection of a royal ritual? othmar Keel has pointed out 
egyptian texts and images reflecting the idea that a deity hands his weap-
ons over to the king in order to guarantee his victory against his enemies.20 
an inscription from Karnak relates a dream of merenptah, which comes 
quite close to Josh 5:13–15. He sees in his dream something “like a statue 
of Ptah,” who speaks to the king and gives him his sword in order to 
strengthen his heart: “Then his majesty saw in a dream as if a statue of Ptah 
were standing before Pharaoh.… He spoke to him: ‘take thou (it),’ while 
he extended to him the sword, ‘and banish thou the fearful heart from 
thee.’ ”21 The handing over of divine arms to the Pharaoh is apparently a 
common iconographic motif. a stele from beth-Shean shows ramses ii 
stretching out his right hand in order to receive the divine sword from 
amon-re. The inscription reads: “i am giving thee the victory.… i am 
giving you the boundaries as far as you desirest.… accept for yourself a 
sword against all foreign countries.”22 in the so-called israel stele there is 
a double picture of merenptah receiving a sword from amon-re. in this 
inscription, amon-re tells him: “take for yourself your sword for valour, 
in every foreign country.”23 a similar scenario occurs for ramses iii in 

20. othmar Keel, Wirkmächtige Siegeszeichen im Alten Testament: ikonogra-
phische Studien zu Jos 8,12–26; Ex 17,8–13; 2 Kön 13,4–19 und I Kön 22,11 (obo 5; 
fribourg: universitätsverlag; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & ruprecht, 1974), 82–88.

21. James Henry breasted, Ancient Records of Egypt: Historical Documents From the 
Earliest Times to the Persian Conquest (new york: russell & russell, 1962), 245 §582.

22. J. Černỳ, “Stela of ramesses ii from beisan,” ErIsr 5 (1958): 75*–82*, 76.
23. Kenneth a. Kitchen, Ramesside Inscriptions: Historical and Biographical: 4, 

Merenptah and the Late 19th Dynasty (oxford: blackwell, 1969), iV/1, 10.
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medinet Habu: ramses iii receives a divine sword and in the next scene 
he is on a chair and a prince is holding the sword for him. This motif of 
the handing over of a sword given by a god is probably more than a liter-
ary and iconographical motif and may correspond to a ritual, in which, 
perhaps after a vision or a dream incubation, a sword is given to the king 
by a priest or another cultic person.

The theme of divine weapons given to the king is also attested in the 
levant. Jean-marie durand has published letters relating to the storm god 
addu of aleppo, the “prototype of the babylonian marduk.”24 These docu-
ments report that when the king of mari was enthroned, addu sent to the 
king of mari the weapons with which he had defeated the Sea. a letter 
written perhaps by the governor of terqa (a.1858) informs Zimri-lim 
that addu’s armaments have arrived from aleppo and that he has placed 
them in the temple of dagan while waiting for further instructions of the 
king.25 another letter (a.1858) provides further information: a prophet 
received the following oracle from addu: “i have given the whole land to 
yahdun-lin [the father of Zimri-lim], and because of my arms, no rival 
arose for him in battle.” later, in the same letter addu also addresses an 
oracle to the present king Zimri-lin: “i have brought you to the throne 
of your father and i have given you the arms with which i fought against 
the Sea. i have anointed you with the oil of my invincibility and no one 
could stand in front of you.”26 as Jean-marie durand rightly points out, 
these letters must reflect a royal ritual in which a king, either on the day 
of his enthronement or before waging a war, receives divine arms meant 
to confirm divine assistance and establish the king’s superiority. a similar 
case can be detected in the inscription of yahdun-lim, in which he claims: 
“dagan proclaimed my kingship, gave me the powerful weapon that fells 
the kings, my enemies.”27

The so-called broken obelisk from the eleventh century b.c.e. may 
also refer to the handing over of a divine weapon, even if the interpreta-
tion is much discussed. on the picture a divine hand emerging from the 

24. Jean-marie durand, Le culte d’Addu d’Alep et l’affaire d’Alahthum (florilegium 
marianum Vii; Paris: Société pour l’étude du Proche-orient ancien, 2002), 1.

25. ibid., 14–15.
26. ibid., 134–37.
27. Quoted after lluís feliu, The God Dagan in Bonze Age Syria (cHane 9; 

leiden: brill, 2003), 158. i thank Jack Sasson for pointing out this text to me.
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winged disk in heaven is handing over a bow28 to the assyrian king, often 
identified with aššur-bel-ka. The text, which apparently is a compilation 
from at least two different sources, opens with an introduction in which it 
is stated that the king acts with the support of the god aššur (?). This could 
be related to a gift of divine arms to a king, but even if this evidence is not 
as clear as the foregoing ones there are enough extrabiblical indications 
that support the existence of a ritual during which the king was invested 
with divine arms.

Going back to the Hebrew bible, such a handing over is also attested in 
ezek 30:22–26. This passage, which is part of a larger oracle against egypt 
in 30:20–26, is probably a reworking of the older oracle found in v. 20–21:29 

Therefore thus says the lord yhwh: i am against Pharaoh king of 
egypt, and will break his arms, [both the strong arm and the one that 
was broken]30; and i will make the sword fall from his hand.… i will 
strengthen the arms of the king of babylon, and put my sword in his 
hand; but i will break the arms of Pharaoh, and he will groan before him 
with the groans of one mortally wounded. i will strengthen the arms of 
the king of babylon, but the arms of Pharaoh shall fall. and they shall 
know that i am yhwh, when i put my sword into the hand of the king of 
babylon. He shall stretch it out against the land of egypt, and i will scat-
ter the egyptians among the nations and disperse them throughout the 
countries. Then they shall know that i am yhwh.

The broken arms of Pharaoh are opposed to the strong arms of the babylo-
nian king and the sword of Pharaoh, which—if we relate this oracle to the 
egyptian texts and images discussed above—was given to him by the gods 
of egypt is opposed to yhwh’s sword, which yhwh will now give to the 
king of babylon. This oracle clearly presupposes the idea of handing over a 
divine weapon to a king, but here the king is a foreign king, who becomes, 
like cyrus in Second isaiah, the tool of yhwh’s military intervention in 
favor of his people. ezekiel 30 may, therefore, also present an appropria-
tion of a royal ritual.

28. See, for instance, tallay ornan, “Who is Holding the lead rope? The relief of 
the broken obelisk,” Iraq 69 (2007): 59–72, 60.

29. See, for instance, Walter Zimmerli, Ezechiel (bKat 13/1–2; neukirchen-
Vluyn: neukirchener, 1969), 740–46.

30. This precision is added because the older oracle only spoke of one arm of 
Pharaoh that yhwh announces to break.
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in the light of these parallels we may indeed imagine that the short 
encounter of Joshua with the chief of yhwh’s army is composed with 
the practice of such a ritual in mind. interestingly, in the conquest of ai, 
Joshua is equipped with a sword. in 8:18 yhwh says to him: “ ‘Stretch out 
the sword that is in your hand toward ai (נְטֵה בַּכִידוֹן אֲשֶׁר־בְּיָדְךָ אֶל־הָעַי), 
for i will give it into your hand’. and Joshua stretched out the sword that 
was in his hand toward the city.” if we compare this passage with Josh 
5:13–15, we find that the sword has now wandered from the divine com-
mander to the earthly commander. as in 5:15, Joshua immediately obeys 
the divine order. Joshua’s sword appears again in 8:26 in the final comment 
on israel’s victory: “Joshua did not draw back his hand, with which he 
stretched out the sword, until he had utterly destroyed all the inhabitants 
of ai.” in Josh 8, however the author uses the rarer word כִידוֹן instead of 
 This may be explained by the fact that Josh 8 is an older story written .חרב
without knowledge of the scene of Josh 5:13–15.31 The word חרב associ-
ated with Joshua appears in Josh 10:28 (“Joshua took makkedah on that 
day, and struck it and its king with the edge of the sword”) and similarly 
in 10:32, 27, 39, etc., and in Josh 11:10 (“Joshua took Hazor, and struck 
its king down with the sword”; compare also 11:12). Since the texts never 
explain how Joshua got his sword, the best hypothesis might indeed be to 
imagine that he received the divine sword after the encounter related in 
Josh 5:13–15.

5. Summary

The book of Joshua appropriates several concepts and ideologies of neo-
assyrian and other ancient near eastern warfare propaganda. Joshua’s 
encounter with the commander of yhwh’s army can be related to assyrian 
oracles in which the king receives the promise of divine assistance before 
the battle. in its present context, the scene follows the circumcision of the 
second wilderness generation and the celebration of the first Passover in 
the land. The divine warrior appears, therefore, after the accomplishment 
of rituals that highlight israel’s status as yhwh’s people. originally, how-
ever, Josh 5:13–15 was conceived as the opening of the conquest story that 
begins in 6:2. in a vision Joshua sees the divine commander with a sword, 

31. Keel (Wirkmächtige Siegeszeichen, 86–87) thinks that Josh 5:13–15 had origi-
nally כִידוֹן, which later had been changed into חרב. 
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and through this commander, yhwh ensures Joshua that he has given Jeri-
cho into his hands.

The importance of the sword can be related to iconographic and tex-
tual documents from egypt, mari and assyria where a king receives divine 
weapons before battle or at the moment of his enthronement. This motif 
probably reflects a concrete ritual in which a divine sword or bow (or other 
weapons) were given to the king by a priest or another cultic person. Since 
Joshua, who is depicted as a royal figure, often appears after 5:13–15 with 
a sword, we can speculate that this sword was given to him by the divine 
messenger. The literary legitimization of Joshua may, therefore, be based 
on a royal ritual known to the author of 5:13–15. The theme of a god-
given sword is not limited to the ancient near east. Perseus receives a 
sword from Zeus to kill medusa; in Japanese mythology the magical sword 
Kusanagi was given to the emperor by a goddess; and one may also think 
of King arthur and so on. in this respect Josh 5:13–15 participates in an 
almost archetypical topic of royal legitimization.
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