
The Umm an<b
Thammfm

A Means or ReoeLatfon
in Ancient IsRaeL

by

CORNELIS VAN DAM

Winona Lake, Indiana
EISENBRAUNS

1997



Contents

Preface and Acknowledgments xi
Bibliography of Works Cited by Author's Name Only xiv
Abbreviations xvii

1. INTRODUCTION
Purpose and Method 1
Orientation to the Biblical Evidence

Pant 1: YWstouy

2. INTERPRETATIONS: A TOPICAL SURVEY
Did the Urim and Thummim Have a

Physical Identity? 9
The Urim and Thummim as Allegory, Symbol,

and Type 11
The Urim and Thummim and the Gems of

the Breastpiece 16
The Urim and Thummim and the Name 23
The Interpretation of the Urim and Thummim as

Letters Written on the Breastpiece 26
The Interpretation of the Urim and Thummim as

Gems or Special Objects 27
Revelation by Light and Letters 31
Revelation by Divine Inspiration 32
Revelation by Lot 34
The Urim and Thummim as Two Means

of Revelation 37

3. INTERPRETATIONS: ANALOGUES FROM THE
ANCIENT NEAR EAST 39

Lot Oracles 40
The Urim and Thummim and the Teraphim 44
Mesopotamia 45

The Tablet of Destinies 46
Illumination and Light 53
Clothing 56

vii



viii Contents

Abandoned Proposals 62
Summary 63

The Hittites 63
Ugarit 64

The Term urm 64
The Terms ttrp and ipd 64

Possible Analogues from Egypt 67
Tummim and the Egyptian Pendant

of Truth 67
Pectorals and Breastpieces 71
The Word ifd and Ephod-Like Garments 76

Arabia 80 •
The Urim and Thummim and the Betyls

of the qubba 80
China 82

4. THE TERMS URIM AND THUMMIM:

THE HISTORY OF TRANSLATION 83

The Greek Translations 83
Jewish Interpretations and the Peshitta 86
Early and Medieval Christianity 89
From the Sixteenth to the Mid-Nineteenth

Century 92
The Traditional Understanding Questioned 94

5. CHRONOLOGICAL SUMMARY OF INTERPRETATIONS 99

Early and Medieval Interpretation 99
From the Sixteenth to the Eighteenth Century 101
The Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries 102
Prospects 103

Pant 2.: BiblicaL E v i d e n c e

6. REVELATION AND DIVINATION 107

Divine Revelation and Human Inquiry
in Israel 107

Methods of Revelation and Inquiry 108
Excursus: BiqqeS and dams' and Inquiring

of God 109
Ancient Near Eastern Analogues

to Prophecy 112
The Prohibition of Divination 114

The Divine Ban on Divination 115
The Self-Revelation of God

and Divination 118



Contents ix

The Practice of Forbidden Divination
in Israel 126

The Method of the Investigation 129

7. TERMS AND GARMENTS 131
The Meaning of the Terms Durim and tummtm 131

Evidence in Favor of the Traditional
Understanding 132

Further Considerations 136
The Urim and Thummim and the High-

Priestly Garments 139
The Ephod 140
The Breastpiece of Judgment and the Urim

and Thummim 153

8. THE URIM AND THUMMIM AND THE HIGH PRIEST 164
The Mediatory Position of the High Priest 164

Joshua and the High Priest 165
Lipne YHWH 'Before Yahweh' 167

The Urim and Thummim and the
Levitical Priesthood 169

Levi and the Thummim and Urim in the
Blessing of Moses 169

The Urim and Thummim and the Teaching and
Judging Tasks 173

9. THE OCCASIONS FOR USING THE URIM AND THUMMIM 177
Numbers 27:21 and 1 Samuel 28:6 177
Examples of the Use of the Urim

and Thummim 182
An Investigation into $aDal

blYHWH /beDldhim 182
No Answer by the Urim in 1 Samuel 28:6 190
Summary 192

10. THE PROCEDURE FOR USING THE URIM AND THUMMIM 194
Human Involvement 194
Were the Urim and Thummim a Lot Oracle? 197

The Context and Text of 1 Samuel 14:41 197
The Lot Theory Examined 203
Other Related Hypotheses 210
Analogous Means 213

11. How DID THE URIM AND THUMMIM FUNCTION? 215
Revelation by the Urim and Thummim Compared

to Revelation by the Lot 215
The Involvement of Prophecy 218



x Contents

Data from Ezra 2:63 (and Nehemiah 7:65) 218
A Proposal 221
Concluding Observations on the Identity of the

Urim and Thummim 229
Selective Summary of Key Conclusions 229
Closing Reflections 230

12. THE ORIGIN AND DEMISE OF THE URIM AND THUMMIM 233
The Origin and First Use of the Urim

and Thummim 233
The Demise of the Urim and Thummim 236

The Urim and Thummim and the Psalms 238
The Urim and Thummim and Prophecy 242
The Urim and Thummim and Kingship 247
The Urim and Thummim and

the Priesthood 250
When and under What Circumstances the Urim

and Thummim Ceased to Function 254

Pant 3: Theological. Implications

13. REVELATION, OFFICES, AND THE URIM AND THUMMIM 259
Key Features of the Urim and Thummim 260

Divine Approval and Demand 260
The Importance and the Limits of the Urim

and Thummim 260
The Place of the Urim and Thummim in God's

Rule of Israel 263
The Time of Joshua and the Judges 263
The Time of Samuel, Saul, and David 266
Summary 268

The Place of the Urim and Thummim in God's
Self-Revelation: An Overview 269

The Urim and Thummim and the Office of
Priest and Ruler or King 269

The Urim and Thummim and the Office
of Prophet 271 .

The Word Alone 273

INDEXES 275
Index of Authors 275
Index of Scripture 286
Index of Ancient and Medieval Sources 294


