
GOD’S PEOPLE HAVE RULERS 

BUT ONE SOVEREIGN 

Yahweh, Kings, and a United Kingdom 

 

April 14, 2021 

 

The 12-Tribe Confederacy 

One of the striking features of Israel was its organization into twelve tribes. 

In the book of Genesis this structure is read back into the ancestral period. 

It unified the traditions and made them relevant for all the people. 

In Genesis 32 Jacob is renamed Israel and is regarded as the father of twelve sons. 

Each son became a leader of a tribe.   

When the tradition was being formed and transmitted orally the pattern of twelve became sacred. 

If one tribe dropped out a way was found to fill its place.   

In Genesis 48 when Levi lost tribal standing the house of Joseph was split into two tribes . . .  

that of Manasseh and Ephraim. 

 

 
 

Number twelve signified the sum of Israel. 

It was emphasized on cultic occasions when the people assembled before Yahweh. 

12 pillars were set up by Moses for the ceremony of the sealing of the covenant (Exodus 24). 

When the people crossed the Jordan River twelve stones were set up at Gilgal (Joshua 4). 

Pattern of twelve was part of Israel’s self-understanding as a worshiping community.  

 

Twelve-tribe structure was also found among the neighboring cultures.  

Ishmaelites were organized into twelve tribes with a tribal prince at the head of each.  

Edomites seemed to have had a similar tribal system.  



Amphictyony Hypothesis articulated by Martin Noth. 

Noth was a German scholar who specialized in pre-Exilic history of the Hebrews.   

12-tribe system was similar to the sacred Delphi amphictyony in ancient Greece. 

This hypothesis gave institutional form to Israel as a religious entity.  

It integrated its early history into a more general historical experience.   

But unlike the Greek model, Israel did not have a central sanctuary.   

In Greece, the amphictyony was only cultic. 

For the Israelites it served social, political, ethnic, and military functions.  

Other scholars find pre-monarchic Israel to be more of a clan (social and economic unit).   

 

In Greece, an amphictyony (league of neighbors) was a religious association of Greek tribes. 

Such large-scale associations lead more readily to contacts and friendships. 

It also was instructed to support specific temples or sacred places. 

Most important was the Amphictyony League or the Delphic Amphictyony. 

Originally it was composed of 12 tribes dwelling around Thermopylae.  

League was centered first on the shrine of Demeter. 

Later it became associated with the Temple of Apollo at Delphi.   

Twelve members would meet at specific times in the same sanctuary to keep religious festivals.  

Traditional amphictyonies coordinated Olympic and Pythian (Delphic) Games. 

 
 

 
 

 

Delphic Games started officially in Greece in 582 BC. 

Along with the Olympic Games, the Delphic Games were forbidden for more than 1600 years. 

It reappeared at the beginning of the 20th Century.   

Water is the symbolic element of the Delphic Games (as is fire for the Olympic Games). 

Water is of high spiritual significance and the single most important source of human life. 

In modern times global climate change and human action have made water a luxury. 

Delphic Games are considered as a peace-making competition of the arts. 

It is still organized by the Amphictyony (collective union of 12 Greek tribes). 

Purpose is to maintain peace.  

Delphi became the crossroads for solving conflicts. 

Amphictyony is today seen as an early forerunner of the United Nations.   

 

 

 



Formation of the Israelite Story 

Tribes of Israel were bound in a covenant alliance that allowed for considerable autonomy.   

Primarily it was a theocratic community. 

Shechem was the center of the confederacy for a while. 

Later on the central sanctuary was located at Shiloh. 

Tribal covenant was based on a rehearsal of the great events done by Yahweh. 

 

In our studies we learned that some of the stories of the oral tradition were non-Israelite in origin. 

Most scholars assume they came from the Canaanites and that the Israelites took them over.   

Widely understood that the story of Abraham’s sacrifice of Isaac was a Canaanite legend. 

Same is true of the dream Jacob had at Bethel. 

Both had completely different meanings in their original versions.   

But these stories were not just borrowed but appropriated by Israel. 

They made them their own by bringing them into the Yahweh faith. 

 

From Genesis 22:1-19 

What lessons of faith did the Israelites learn through the retelling of this story? 

Why is that important for us to hear? 

 

Major catalyst for the formation of the oral tradition was the establishment of the Confederacy. 

Shechem was deep in the heart of territory that had been under the domination of Canaanites.  

Israelites would have inherited (or been influenced) by their traditions . . .  

agricultural laws, cultic legends, and tribal tales 

What Israel borrowed it transformed and made the vehicle for expressing its covenant faith. 

Popular traditions needed to be changed to give expression to their experiences of Yahweh. 

Slightest change in an old story (adding Yahweh) would bring a complete change in meaning.  

In the period before the monarchy the tribes were weaving the cycles of story together.  

Probable that during the period of the Tribal Confederacy the stories were expanded. 

Outline went back to the beginning of human history. 

Storytellers reinterpreted the past to speak to their own situation.  

Yahweh (J) retold the story to show promises fulfilled in the time of David and Solomon. 

Elohist (E) reflected the interests of the Northern Kingdom. 

Deuteronomist (D) focused on deliverance of people from Egypt and covenant making. 

Priestly (P) put together a comprehensive history of the exile covenants.  

 

Book of Judges  

Life within the confederacy was a continual struggle between death of Joshua and rise of Saul. 

Having won a foothold on the soil of Canaan, Israel faced new problems.  

They had to adjust to agricultural ways of the land and find a place among the nations.  

In the day of the judges the Israelites were put to the severest test. 

In part the struggle was for its physical survival.  

On a deeper level the conflict was about religious loyalties.  

Archaeological excavations in Palestine show that Israeli life was crude compared to Canaan.  

 

 

 



Coming out of a desert background Israel reacted against the culture of the Fertile Crescent.   

Signs of their opposition for this culture are found in such stories as the Tower of Babel.  

Tower mirrored the temple-tower of Babylon (ziggurat). 

 

 
 

Other stories also point to their negative opinion of the Canaanites (as we read back).  

First city was built by Cain who murdered his brother, Abel.  

Story was framed to show how his agricultural offering was not as acceptable to Yahweh. 

Noah became the first man to till the soil and plant a vineyard (characteristic of Canaan). 

But his activity led to a spectacle of drunkenness and nakedness. 

Canaan, the son of Ham, was cursed with a three-fold curse (Genesis 9:20-27).   

Deep-seated reaction against Canaanite culture persisted for some time after the conquest. 

 

It was offset by the opposite extreme which became increasingly popular (back to present). 

It was the wholesale adoption of Canaanite ways.   

It was a great temptation because (contrary to Joshua) the Canaanites were not exterminated.   

Canaanite population may have been diminished a bit but Israelites still lived in their midst. 

We must remember that Shechem was in the very heart of Canaanite culture.  

Israelites embraced new converts who previously worshipped the other gods.  

 

Moses in the book of Deuteronomy (although written later) emphasized the dangers. 

Life with the Canaanites would bring about temptations.   

Transition from taking care of sheep to an existence as farmers would have fateful implications.   

Before Yahweh had been the God of the wanderers. 

Now Israel was tied to the soil which had to be tilled. 

Human problems came to center on need for rainfall and dependence on the rotation of seasons. 

Major concern was for fertility which pervaded the Fertile Crescent.   

In the past the strong hand and outstretched arm of Yahweh proved to be effective in history. 

New question was whether Yahweh could win out in the rivalry with the other gods.  

Other gods controlled the cycles of nature. 

 

Stories in Judges are drawn from ancient tribal traditions. 

Events of the period are interpreted as following a rhythm of rebellion and return. 

Truth that it contains . . .  

Downfall of a people does not always start with external military pressure. 

It starts with internal moral and spiritual degradation. 

Deuteronomist wanted to emphasize the central truth that Israel needed to stay loyal to Yahweh.   

When their covenant faith was strong then Israel could cope with the foreign ideas and armies. 



When their faith was weakened by the temptations then Israel was prey to its enemies.  

Most decisive and destructive threat that Israel faced was the Canaanite religion.  

 

In the Old Testament the religion of the Canaanites centered on the worship of Baal / Ashtart. 

Baal means lord or owner and was the male deity who owned the land and controlled fertility. 

Female partner was known as Baalath or Ashtart.   

Fertility powers were connected with particular towns so there were many Baals.  

But local powers were manifestations of the great lord who dwelt in the heavens.   

Canaanites believed that land was the sphere of divining powers.  

When the rains came and the earth and water mingled the powers of fertility stirred.   

New life was brought forth after the barrenness of winter.   

Revival of nature was due to the sexual activities between Baal and Baalath.  

 

It was also believed that by ritually enacting the drama people could assist the fertility powers.  

Cooperation with the powers of fertility involved the dramatization in the temples.  

A man would identify himself as Baal and a woman as Ashtart. 

Through these sexual ceremonies the people controlled the rhythms of the agricultural world.  

People believed that the agricultural harvest would not be plentiful unless they worshipped Baal. 

Baal religion was also part of the system to maintain order and security in the land.  

Given these conditions many Israelites turned to the gods of the land.  

They thought they could serve Yahweh and Baal side-by-side. 

It was not believed that the two religions were contradictory or mutually exclusive.   

From archaeology Israelites had small statuettes of the goddess Ashtart in their homes.    

Parents started to name their children after Baal.   

Gideon was named Jerub-baal.   

Saul and David gave Baal names to their children.  

 

But faith of Israel was based on the unique belief that God was a jealous God. 

He would not tolerate any rivals.   

According to the terms of the covenant, Israel was to have no other gods before Yahweh. 

To believe that Yahweh was lord in one sphere and Baal in another violated the covenant.  

Later prophets would see the basic conflict between the two faiths and challenge the Israelites.  

There could be no compromise. 

Yahweh was the sovereign of the whole of life and wanted the devotion of the whole heart.  

 

As political pressures mounted it became clear that the Confederacy was ineffective.  

Confederacy by its very nature encouraged a high degree of independence.   

Yahweh alone was the ruler of the Israelite tribes.   

Divine rule was made known through charismatic judges and through the High Priest.  

Only when religious festivals were held did the tribes come together.  

 

Shechem Experiment (Judges 8 and 9) 

First attempt to establish a centralized government was carried out at Shechem.   

Charismatic leadership of Gideon was effective. 

His success against the Midianites caused the Israelites to offer to crown him king.  

They proposed to change the basis of his authority from non-hereditary to a monarch model.  



Gideon replied that Yahweh alone was the king of Israel.   

After his death Abimelech persuaded the people that he was entitled to rule over them.  

His main support came from the priesthood of the Baal-berith temple. 

Priest advocated a Canaanite form of government that ran counter to the theocratic ideal.  

After three years Abimelech met his demise but it was a foreshadowing of things to come.  

Days of the Tribal Confederacy were coming to an end.   

A stronger form of government was needed.   

 

Request for a King  

Cultural situation demanded that Israel should become like the nations.  

However it threatened to undermine the distinctive character of the Israelite community. 

Israel was bound by its relationship to Yahweh. 

Israel was not a nation but a people (distinguished from other nations). 

Tribal Confederacy was based on a religious covenant.  

Samuel Tradition (1 Samuel 7:3-8:22 and 10:17-27 and 12) 

 Reflected the later unhappy experiences of the monarchy. 

 It also represented the early criticism made by representatives of the Confederacy. 

 

Saul Tradition (other parts of 1 Samuel – Chapter 7 through 12) 

 Establishment of the monarchy was providential. 

 Events which brought collapse of Confederacy and rise of Israel as state had divine purpose.  

 Revelation of God was relevant to the whole of human life. 

 It was the way that God could speak to the nations through Israel.  

 

Samuel Tradition was written at a later date than the Saul Tradition.  

It bears the marks of a Deuteronomistic revision (1 Samuel 7:3-4). 

It has fanciful features (like the notion that the Philistines were subdued by a thunderstorm). 

Thunderstorm came in answer to prayer offered by Samuel. 

 

Date at which a tradition is written down does not necessarily indicate . . .  

the date at which the tradition originated.   

 

Samuel Tradition was not created by Deuteronomistic historian. 

It was revised to fit into the Deuteronomistic History. 

What we know about the Confederacy makes the attitude towards the monarchy seem authentic. 

Gideon had refused the crown for the same reason that Samuel opposed the kingship. 

Saul Tradition comes from the more modern wing. 

 

No matter the interpretation Israel could not become a nation like the surrounding nations. 

Religious faith of the Confederacy survived its collapse. 

It found a new expression in the prophetic movement in Israel.  

Israel could not replace the Kingdom of God with a human kingdom.  

Yahweh alone was king.  

Sometimes David and Solomon forgot that truth and the prophets rose to remind them.  

Calling of Israel was not to be like the nations but to be the people of the covenant.  

 



Ambivalent attitude toward the monarchy was rooted in their actual historical experiences.  

Early account was written before Israel succumbed to the temptations of becoming a kingdom. 

It reflects the vitality of a new beginning not touched by mistakes made in the past.  

Early tradition regards the anointing of Saul as the saving action of Yahweh to send a deliverer. 

 

On the other hand, the later tradition looks back through their disappointing experiences.  

Account portrays the dire consequences that follow from their decision to have a king. 

It was a step taken in defiance of the will of Yahweh. 

Just before the fall of the Northern Kingdom (721 BC) Hosea condemned the monarchy. 

When the Southern Kingdom fell (587 BC) interpreters saw that the kingdom ended in failure. 

Traditions were shaped near the end of the monarchy so the negative drowns out the positive. 

 

Next Session – April 21 

Monarchy under Saul and David  

 

 

 

 

 


