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Esarhaddon’s Succession Treaty and Deuteronomy 

As I mentioned last week there are certain core elements of the Book of Deuteronomy that seem 

to be based on Hittite treaties from the 14th and 13th centuries B.C.  Deuteronomy has seven 

parts:  

Preamble     1:1-5 

Historical Prologue    1:6 to 4:40 

Basic Stipulation of Allegiance  Chapters 5 through 11 

Covenant Clauses   Chapters 12-26 

Invocation of Witnesses   4:26 and 30:19 and 31:28 

Blessing and Curses   Chapter 28 

Oath Swearing    29:9-28 

 

These seven parts find their parallels in the second millennium Hittite treaties.  In both 

Deuteronomy 13 and 28 scholars have pointed to specific passages that are supposed to show 

direct dependence on the Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon, composed in the early 7th century B.C.   

These political regulations have been translated by biblical editors into the realm of religion.   

 

 
 

Holiness Code (Leviticus 19-26) 

The priestly view of Israel’s history is set forth in a large block of material found in the books of 

Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers.  At one time it was believed that the Priestly material 

was the oldest part of the Pentateuch, and that all other literary sources were built on it.  With 

more study of the style and theological outlook of these works it is now believed that these 

writings reflect the worship and theology at the time of the Jerusalem temple.  This does not 

negate the fact that the Priestly writings preserved many ancient traditions.   

 

A good deal of the old tradition (which developed out of the cultic practices at the time of Moses 

and the Tribal Confederacy) was preserved by the Jerusalem priesthood.  It is another example of 

how the date of literary composition does not necessarily provide an index to the age of the 

material itself.  No longer do we think of the Pentateuch as being made up of sources that 

followed one another in chronological succession.  Instead they are seen as parallel traditions 

stemming from ancient times.   

 

 

 



In writing down the Priestly tradition, the writers drew upon collections of priestly legends that 

had been preserved in Temple circles.  An illustration is the Holiness Code of Leviticus 19-26.  It 

is so designated because the exhortation to Israel to be a holy people even as Yahweh is holy is 

the recurring theme of these ritual and ethical laws.  This block of teaching explains the faith of 

Israel.  It is best known for its high ethical standards and for the law that is cited in the New 

Testament as the second great commandment (Leviticus 19:18). 

 

You must not exact vengeance or bear a grudge 

against the children of your people 

but you must love your neighbor as yourself. 

 

The date of the Holiness Code is uncertain.  The theme of holiness suggests the influence of the 

prophet Ezekiel.  The writing style at times resembles the exhortations of Deuteronomy.  The 

Code may have been written in Jerusalem shortly before the fall of the nation, although as I just 

mentioned it also preserves older traditions.   

 

Leviticus 19 (Holiness in Social Ethics) 

In Reform Judaism this chapter is one of the most quoted and most often read chapters in 

Leviticus.  It is assigned as the Torah lesson for Yom Kippur to be read at the afternoon session.  

So representative and so wide is the range of the laws and commandments that it might be 

characterized as a brief Torah.  Please note that the refrain – I am the Lord your God – is 

repeated no less than fifteen times and marks the end of almost every one of the sixteen 

paragraphs.   

 

At first glance the chapter may appear arbitrary as moral, civil, and religious injunctions are all 

mixed together.  We read these with the understanding of how foundational the Ten 

Commandments are to these laws and illustrate deeper ethical principles.   

 

Ten Commandments    Leviticus 19 

First      v. 4 

Second      v. 12 

Third      v. 3b 

Fourth      v. 3a 

Fifth      v. 18 

Sixth      v. 29 

Seventh       v. 11and 13 

Eighth      v. 16 

Ninth / Tenth      v. 17 and 35 

 

Leviticus 19 is not a revision of the Ten Commandments.  It is a further reinforcement and a 

practical illustration of each law.  The chapter is easily divided into three main sections with 

several subsections set off by the refrain – I am the Lord your God. 

First Section   vs. 3-8   Duties of life: Honor parents and reverence to God 

Second Section  vs. 9-18 Holiness towards the neighbor 

Third Section   vs. 19-36 Holiness in all areas of life 

 



The theme of holiness was introduced in 11:44-45 and is the central emphasis of the entire book 

of the Bible.  The level of ethical performance expected of all people was high.  They were to 

imitate the very character of God.  Other ancient religions did not appeal to the person, nature, 

and actions of their deities as the basis for moral thinking and acting.  Often the pagan deities 

were more sensual and foul in their actions and character than those who attempted to worship 

them.   

 

Honoring parents is placed at the head of the list of laws since parents function in a very real 

sense to introduce a child to God.  The mother is named first and then the father.  It reverses the 

order in the Ten Commandments.   

 

The second foundational principle speaks to our reverence to God – to keep the Sabbath, avoid 

idolatry, and observe the peace offering.  It is surmised that these three laws were highlighted 

because Israel was more liable to fail in these three areas than in any others listed in the law.  We 

have talked about the first two extensively and they seem self-explanatory.  As for the peace 

offering, it was a shared fellowship meal that included others.  However, in an attempt to 

economize, be thrifty, and save, the Israelites would be tempted to keep the food that remained 

until the third day even when God commanded them not to do so (7:15-18).  Reverence to God 

demanded that service to God be performed in the exact, prescribed manner. 

 

The second division of this chapter is on social ethics and practical holiness.  So formative was 

Leviticus 19 in the  life of the early church that scholars have argued that the Letter of James is a 

sermon or series of abstracts based on Leviticus 19:12-18.  Every verse in that section of 

Leviticus 10 is commented on except vs. 14 – You shall not revile the deaf or put a stumbling 

block before the blind. 

 

Leviticus 19    James 

vs. 12     5:12 

vs. 13     5:4 

vs. 15     2:1  

vs. 16     4:11 

vs. 17b     5:20 

vs. 18a     5:9 

vs. 18b     2:8 

 

Leviticus 20:1-8, 27 (Holiness in Worship) 

Chapter 20 acts as a natural sequel to Chapters 18 and 19 in that it specifies the punishments 

attached to disobedience of the laws given in the preceding statements on holiness.  This chapter 

is mainly a penal code – 1) the penalty for worshipping Molech and going to mediums and 2) 

penalties for sinning against the family.  The laws in Chapters 18 and 19 are similar in form to 

the Ten Commandments.  The laws in Chapter 20 are in the form of case laws that begin with If 

a man . . . or when.   

 

 

 



      

     Who was Molech?   

     Molech was an ancient Canaanite god.  

 

     While much about his nature and origin are  

     uncertain, the Bible mentions Molech on 

     eight occasions, offering us some context 

     regarding the problems associated with this  

     god.   

 

     

The first mention of Molech is in Leviticus 18:21-23.  From this reference we know the worship 

of Molech involved ritual child sacrifice.  This act was punishable by death according to 

Leviticus 20:2.  Child sacrifice to Molech was considered profanity against the holy name of 

God.   

 

Yet this clear and stern warning from the Lord did not end the practice of Molech worship 

among the Israelites.  Even King Solomon participated in it (1 Kings 11:7).  This verse connects 

Molech with the Ammonites, one of the groups God elsewhere condemns for pagan worship.  

We see in 2 Kings 23:10 that King Josiah took this command very seriously.  In some of the 

areas of Judea Molech worship was still prominent.  Josiah was determined to apply the laws of 

God to end children sacrifice.   

 

The final mention of Molech is found in Jeremiah 32:34-35.  Molech represents the most 

repulsive of acts in the sight of God which was condemned in the strongest way by the Lord. 

 

Death by stoning was the Hebrew form of execution.  It was prescribed for blasphemy, idolatry, 

failure to observe the Sabbath, incorrigible children, adulterous wives, and involvement in cults.  

In each of these cases the witnesses for the prosecution were ordered to cast the first stones.  The 

fact that they were called witnesses suggests that a trial (under the control of a judge) preceded 

the execution.   

 

Leviticus 20:9-26 (Holiness in Family Relations) 

Sins against the family were as much of a concern of holiness as were other areas of life.  With 

the exception of vs. 9 all the rest deal exclusively with sexual sins that are also discussed in 

Chapter 18.  Why was it placed among this set of laws and at the head of the list?   

 

This verse is also quoted in Matthew 15:4 and Mark 7:10.  In both the Old and New Testaments, 

parents symbolized God’s surrogate authority on earth.  In the fourth commandment we are to 

honor our mother and father.  Here the law states it is a sin to curse parents.  In Hebrew to honor 

is literally to make heavy and to make glorious.  In Hebrew to curse means literally to make light 

of or to lessen someone in the eyes of others.  So significant is the offense against one’s parents 

that it called for the death penalty.  

 



The death penalty showed how serious the crime was and the provision for a substitute (either of 

money or of some other reparation) allowed a life to be spared except where that individual had 

not spared a life because of malice and forethought (first-degree murder).   

 

Quote from S.H. Kellogg in 1899 (American Presbyterian missionary in India who played a 

major role in revising and retranslating the Hindi Bible).   

 

The maintenance of the family in its integrity and purity is nothing less than essential to the 

conservation of society and the stability of good government . . . the Church must come to the full 

recognition of the principles which underlie this Levitical Code; especially of the fact that 

marriage and the family are not merely civil arrangements, but Divine institutions; so that God 

has not left it to the caprice of the majority to settle what shall be lawful in these matters.   

 

Consideration of possible purpose of the punishments listed in this text – 

The offender must receive the legal sentence that fits the crime. 

The evil cannot be undone but death will purge the evil and guilt that rested in the community. 

It was meant to deter others from committing the same offense. 

It allowed the offender to make atonement and to be reconciled with society. 

It allowed the offender to repay the injured party rather than try to repay the state. 

 

Leviticus 21:1-22:26 (Holiness in the Priesthood) 

The holiness law moves from a consideration of what is expected of laypersons to the 

expectations of holiness in religious leaders.  The standards for the priests are higher than those 

for the laity.  The rhetorical markers in these two chapters are clear and regular –  

I am the Lord, who make him (them) holy.  There are five sections – 

 

Rules for mourning and marriage of ordinary priests    21:1-9 

Rules for mourning and marriage of the high priest     21:10-15 

Physical impediments to the ministry of the office of the priesthood 21:6-24 

Impediments to eating food reserved for the office of the priesthood 22:1-9 

Restrictions on entitlement to eat the portions reserved for the priests 22:10-16 

 

Even though all the nation of Israel was called to be holy to the Lord there appeared to be 

degrees of successively higher holiness.  In the nation of Israel the three divisions were the 

people, the priesthood, and the high priest himself.  On the forehead of the high priest an 

inscription was placed that read – Holy to the Lord – Exodus 39:30.  The principle observed in 

these laws is that special privilege and honor meant special obligations to a higher level of 

holiness of life.   

 

Ordinary priests were not to defile themselves by coming into contact with a corpse.  Dead 

bodies were judged to be unclean.  The only funerals that a priest could attend were those of 

close relatives (mother, father, son, daughter, brother, unmarried sister).   

 

 

 



Even tighter restrictions were required for the high priest.  Because he was anointed with oil and 

ordained to wear the garments of his office, his was forbidden to exhibit the normal expressions 

of grief, enter the place where there was a dead body, or marry anyone except a virgin.  To do 

any of those things was to defile and profane his being set apart to God and it desecrated the 

sanctuary of God.  The high priest could not even attend the funeral of his father and mother.  In 

fact, the high priest was not to leave the sanctuary.  The law insisted that his job was one in 

which he was on call 24/7.  No other commitments were to draw him away. 

 

The presence of any physical defect on the bodies of the priests was an impediment to their 

ministering at the sanctuary.  A proviso was attached allowing those who have been debarred 

because of some physical malady could eat of the priestly portions.  The only requisite was that 

the priests should be ritually clean when they shared those portions.   

 

Leviticus 22:17-33 (Holiness in Sacrificial Offerings) 

The concern in this section was for the quality of the offerings brought to the house of God.  The 

first requirement was that they were to be without defect.  Only a freewill offering was an 

exception.  The second requirement was the law about not offering blemished animals was to be 

enforced when foreigners made sacrifices to the Lord.  The third requirement set a minimal limit 

on the age of a sacrificial animal.  It had to be no less than eight days old and the mother and its 

young were not to be slaughtered on the dame day.  The section closes by repeating the 

command already given in 7:15 that the meat of the thank offering was to be eaten on the same 

day in which it was offered. 

 

Once more the people heard that they were to keep the commands of God and obey them.  Doing 

anything less amounted to profaning the name of the Lord.  But all of these ceremonial laws have 

been repealed in its outward form since the final and perfect sacrifice of Jesus Christ has been 

offered.  What is left is the spirit of the commandments.  We profane the name of God by unholy 

living or by lawless worship that fails to acknowledge that God is the only true God. 

 

Leviticus 23:1-44 (Holiness in Observing the Festivals) 

Holiness so far has been related to holy people, holy things, and holy places.  In Chapter 23  it is 

extended to holy times.  The laws relating to the annual fast, the Feast of Trumpets, and the three 

annual festivals are brought together in one place and put into their chronological order along with 

the law of the Sabbath.   

 

The religious life depicted here (as elsewhere in the Bible) was not one of doom and gloom but of 

joy.  All the set times of sabbatical rest were to be times of joy and celebration.  Instead of the 

Sabbath and its associated festivals being days of stern repression with negative rules and 

prohibitions on work there remains a Sabbath-rest for the people of God.  Every festival and 

celebration was intended to point toward the eternal joy that was to come when the final Sabbath 

rest came to the people of God.  

 

 

 

 

 



Leviticus 24:1-23 (Holiness Contrasted) 

The completed ingathering of the harvest’s grain and first-fruits in the previous chapter is now to 

have a portion of it used in the sanctuary as olive oil for lighting the seven-branched lampstand.  

Another portion was to be used as grain to produce the twelve loaves placed each week on the 

Table of Presence.   

 

The story of the blasphemer was probably brought in because of the need to know if the law for 

native-born persons should be applied to foreigners.  The answer is that it does.  The mixture of 

the story of the blasphemer and the Table of the Bread of Presence may be that this problem of 

blasphemy arose right after Moses had given his directions for the festivals that appear in Chapter 

23 or after Moses had given his instructions for the two rituals in the tabernacle that appear first in 

this chapter.   

 

Leviticus 25:1-55 (Holiness in Land Ownership) 

In many ways this chapter continues the Sabbath-cycle observed in Chapter 23.  The principle of 

the weekly Sabbath is now extended to a sabbatical rest for every seven years for the land and for 

what it produced.  And that principle is extended once again to seven seven-year cycles which is 

the jubilee year.   

 

Leviticus 25 is unique among all the chapters of the Torah for it is the only chapter that deals with 

the subject of land tenure in ancient Israel.  Two other complimentary passages on the same subject 

appear briefly in the Torah.  In Exodus 23:10-11 every seventh year (not called a sabbatical) the 

land was to be left fallow.  In Deuteronomy 15:6 a moratorium was put on all debts every seventh 

year.   

 

According to Robert North (Biblical scholar) he organized this chapter into four parts: 

1) Jubilee was intended to prevent the accumulation of all the wealth of the nation in the hands 

of a few.  Under the jubilee law, every Israelite’s freedom and legal right to family land was 

guaranteed.   

2) The jubilee was an extension of the Sabbath day.  It was the joining together of the concerns 

of religion and the concerns for society.   

3) Love and mercy toward one’s neighbor lay at the heart of the jubilee legislation.   

4) North points to Jesus’ use of the word release from Leviticus 25:10 in Isaiah 61:1 as he read 

from the Isaiah scroll in the synagogue in Luke 4:16-21.  The messianic age will bring release 

to captives and liberty to all the oppressed.   

 

God seeks to tell us that the land is also his and that we all live on this earth as aliens and sojourners.  

We hold all that we have (as it were) on loan from God.  God expects us to conduct our affairs in 

the fear of the Lord who deals graciously with the less fortunate but makes all of us recipients of 

his grace.   

 

 

 

 

 

 



Leviticus 26:1-46 (Blessing or Curse) 

Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28-30 constitute some of the most important and moving chapters 

in the whole of the Pentateuch.  These chapters were quoted or alluded to literally hundreds of 

times by the four major and twelve minor prophets.  These chapters are also emotionally tender 

for the Lord.  He laments the prospect of having to chastise the people as they rebel and remain 

ungrateful.   

 

The promises and blessings of God do not exempt God’s people from obedience.  Instead they 

were meant to be encouragements to keep on believing and remain obedient to God’s expressed 

will.  The judgments and curses of God were never visited on humans in a vindictive way but 

always as another proof that God loved and cared so much that if the people refused to hear the 

Word that had been sent, God would speak to them out of the events of life, so that erring believers 

might all the more quickly be restored to favor.    
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