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Rutherford 2 

 

“The ethnic cleansing begun in the time of Moses,” writes Dawkins, “is brought to 

bloody fruition in the book of Joshua, a text remarkable for the bloodthirsty massacres it records 

and the xenophobic relish with which it does so.”
1
 The accounts of Israel’s conquest in Joshua 

not only provide Dawkins with ammunition but also prove troubling for a lot Christians.
2
 The 

supposed ethical dilemma is often answered by explaining many texts in Joshua as hyperbole.
3
 

Part of the issue, then, is interpretive: Dawkins reads extensive “massacres,” others disagree: 

which is it? Whatever our answer to the ethical dilemma, the job of a faithful reader is to first 

understand what the text says and only then to wrestle with its implications. Towards the former 

end, it will be argued that the universal language in Joshua 10:28-43 is not hyperbolic but literal 

with regard to the major power centres in southern Canaan. To prove this thesis, we will look 

first at the theological background of Joshua. We will then study the passage itself in its context. 

Finally, we will address the argument for hyperbole.  

 

The Theological Background 

The book of Joshua presupposes as its theological background the Pentateuchal account 

of God’s relationship with Israel. God’s promises to Abraham, to give his descendants Canaan as 

an inheritance, begin to be fulfilled in Joshua. The language describing the conquest of the 

Canaanites in the Pentateuch can be broadly summarized as “driving out,” “dispossessing,” and 

“destroying.” Dispossessing is the overarching category that involves either driving out or 

destruction (e.g., Deut. 2:12, 9:2, 12:39, Josh 14:12). Driving out is largely the work of God and 

                                                 
1
 Richard Dawkins, The God Delusion (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Co., 2008), 247. 

2
 Paul Copan, Is God a Moral Monster? Making Sense of the Old Testament God (Grand Rapids: Baker 

Books, 2011), 188. 
3
 E.g., Matthew Flannagan, “Did God Command the Genocide of the Canaanites?,” in Come Let Us 

Reason: New Essays In Christian Apologetics, ed. Paul Copan and William Lane Craig (Nashville: B & H 

Academic, 2012). 
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is often presented as preparatory for the conquest (e.g., Ex. 23:28-30, 34:11; Josh 24:12, 18). 

Destroying the inhabitants is usually Israel’s action. It is this latter language that is relevant to 

our passage: we will ask what Deuteronomy prescribes for this destruction. 

 

We can examine the expectations Deuteronomy furnishes by considering two texts 

governing Israel’s conquest and the example of Sihon and Og. Firstly, Deut. 7:2 and 20:16-18 

describe the way Israel is to treat the land’s inhabitants. When YHWH brings Israel into Canaan 

and gives them victory over its nations (7:1), they are to “devote them to complete destruction” 

.(haḥǎrēm taḥarîm ;ַהֲחֵרם ַתֲחִרים)
4
 The use here of the word   ַרםח  (ḥāram) is significant: the word is 

used of devoting something to YHWH through destruction,  the thing that is said to be devoted 

must be completely destroyed for this to be fulfilled, so the emphasis added by the infinitive 

absolute is noteworthy.
5
 The command is explicated as neither making covenants nor showing 

mercy, abstaining from intermarriage,
6
 and destroying cultic paraphernalia. In 20:16-18, after 

those outside the land are distinguished from the land’s inhabitants (15-16), Israel is commanded 

to “save alive nothing that breathes” (16), devoting all the peoples therein “to complete 

destruction” (17). This is something YHWH has already commanded (17-18). That this language 

is meant absolutely—not hyperbolic for a rout—is confirmed by the preceding verses: in v. 14, 

Israel is told that they are to put the men of the distant cities to the sword, but to spare the 

woman, children, and spoil. This is contrasted (ַרק, raq) with the treatment of the cities within the 

land: of these, and only these, is Israel to “save alive nothing that breathes” (16).  

                                                 
4
 All Scripture quotations are from the ESV, those from Joshua 10 are the authors. 

5
 Cf. Ex. 22:20, Deut. 13:6-18, Josh 7:10-26. For an analysis of ḥāram, see Appendix 2.  

6
 This suggests that the whole population is to be destroyed, not just the adults (“don’t spare and marry the 

kids, utterly devote them all”). 
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 Secondly, we find these commands exemplified in the destruction of Sihon and Og 

(Num. 21:21-35, Deut. 2:26-3:11, cf. 29:7). Twice in Joshua the defeat of these two kings 

appears as a source of terror for the land’s inhabitants (2:9-11, 9:10, 24). In Numbers we are told 

Israel defeated Sihon in war and took his land (21:23-25, and then did to Og “as [they] did to 

Sihon” (34). The following verse describes this as defeating “him and his sons and all his people, 

until he had no survivor left” (35).  Moses, retelling this event, adds that God hardened Sihon’s 

heart (Deut. 2:30, cf. Josh 11:20) and describes the defeat in greater detail: Israel devoted all his 

cities, women, and children. No survivors were left, though they took spoil (32-35). The same is 

said of Og (3:3-7). If this is on the mind of the Rahab and the Gibeonites (2:10, 9:10), surely it is 

on the minds of the Israelites. Deuteronomy, then, leads us to expect in the conquest narratives 

the utter destruction of all the Canaanites remaining in the land: is this what we read in Joshua? 

 

The Literary Foreground 

The narrative preceding 10:28-43 echoes with Rahab and the Gibeonites the expectations 

invoked by Deuteronomy. Our text is one of two chapters summarizing the subjugation phase of 

the conquest, Israel’s main warfare to crush resistance before possessing the land.
7
 Joshua 1-5 

records Israel’s arrival in the land and their preparations for the conquest, Chapters 6-8 record 

the conquest of Jericho and the defeat at and conquest of Ai. These chapters record 3 instances 

were Deuteronomy’s expectations are fulfilled. First, in the fall of Jericho, Israel is said to have 

“devoted all in the city to destruction, both men and women, young and old, oxen, sheep, and 

donkeys” (6:21)—Rahab and her family excepted (22-25). Then, after Israel is defeated at Ai and 

Achan’s sin revealed, the people devote Achan, his sons, daughters, animals, and property to 

                                                 
7
 Iain W. Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman, A Biblical History of Israel, 2nd ed. (Louisville: 

Westminster John Knox, 2015), 222–225, 256. 
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destruction: having become  ֵֶרםח  (ḥērem, a devoted thing), his household is devoted to destruction 

in the same way as Jericho.  When Ai is defeated, similar language is employed (8:24-26). Here, 

the animals are spared by special provision of the Lord (8:2, 27), but the people and king of Ai 

were treated as Jericho and its king were (8:2). The language of these texts alludes to that of 

Deuteronomy and the destruction of Sihon and Og, suggesting that Israel had thus far 

appropriately fulfilled its duty. We are now in a place to ask if Israel fulfills these expectations in 

10:28-43, with regard to Southern Canaan. 

 

We will first consider the cities conquered (28-39) and then the summary (40-43). The 

account of the taking of each city is somewhat uniform, recounting the attack on the city, the 

attack’s results, a comparison to a previous city, and notice of movement to the next city. There 

are two repeated features and three oddities to note here. Regarding this pattern, it is significant, 

firstly, that the language of destruction as it concerns each city is totalizing, as we would expect: 

Joshua “devoted [the city and king] to destruction and every soul in it, he left not a single 

survivor in it” (30, passim).
8
 In addition, four cities are explicitly said to have been devoted (28, 

35, 37, 39). Secondly, the defeat of Makkedah is related to the complete destruction wrought at 

Jericho (28). The pattern thus far demonstrates the fulfillment of Deuteronomy’s expectations.  

However, three oddities need be noticed. First, Jerusalem, one of only two cities in this 

chapter in which Canaanites later remain (15:63, Judges 1:8  and 21), is not mentioned as being 

attacked. Second, we read Horam king of Gezer coming to aid Lachish but being utterly defeated 

(33). Though his army is defeated, his city is not said to be taken and is later still populated by 

Canaanites (16:10, Judges 1:29, 2 Sam 5:25). We may observe from this that the narrator 

                                                 
8
 The language of 10:20 ( ְר֣דּו ֵמהֶ  םְוַהְשִריִדים ש  ) is explicitly reversed ( ִר א ִהְשִאיל  ּה ֲאֶשר־ב   ידר ש  ). 
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explicitly avoids recording the taking of these cities, recording only those cities that do not 

appear later as areas of conflict. The third oddity concerns Hebron and Debir. Both cities receive 

additional description. It is said of them that all their associated villages are destroyed with them 

(37, 39). The rest of Joshua illuminates the reason for this extended description. Their conquest 

is recorded four times elsewhere in Joshua and Judges, all describing Caleb taking the cities 

(11:21-22, 14:10-15, 15:13-17, Judges 1:10-15). That the account is recorded four other times 

suggests that this account may be the first of five accounts of the cities’ destruction. This would 

explain the attention paid here in 10:38-39: in 11:21, Joshua is said to have destroyed all the 

Anakim in Canaan, and specifically at Hebron, Debir, Anab, devoting them and their cities to 

destruction. From what we read elsewhere in Scripture, there is good reason for the Anakim to 

receive such attention: they were the reason for the bad report of the first spies in Canaan (Num. 

13:22, 28, 33). The full eradication of the Anakim is then vital for the subjugation phase of 

Israel’s conquest, and so receives here a fuller account. In summary, we can say the author is 

careful to only give an account of those cities actually taken and records the destruction of all 

these large, royal, cities in terms that fulfill the expectations furnished by Deuteronomy. 

 

This brings us to the summary of this part of the conquest. We must first take account of 

the parameters of the conquest here delimited. First, “all the land” is struck, but the phrases in 

apposition explain that this means “the hill country, the Negev, the lowland, and the slopes” (40). 

That is, all of southern Canaan except the coastal plains is mentioned.
9
 This is significant 

because of all these areas, the coastal plain is identified later as the area remaining to be taken 

(13:3, 17:16; Judges 1:19). Furthermore, explicit attention is given to the destruction of “all their 

                                                 
9
 Terrance A Clarke, “Complete V. Incomplete Conquest: A Re-Examination of Three Passages in Joshua,” 

Tyndale Bulletin 61, no. 1 (2010): 92–93. 
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kings” (40, 42). Verse 42 turns the reader’s attention back to these cities and their kings, 

enclosing the summary on both sides with references to major royal cities. As with the preceding 

accounts, the summary also records complete destruction: Joshua “left not a single survivor. 

With regard to everything that breathed, he devoted it to destruction” (40). The language again 

invokes the expectations from Deuteronomy and confirms what we have seen thus far, it was 

“just as YHWH… had commanded” (40).  

The author of Joshua in this summary has, then, explicitly excluded from his account all 

the areas appearing later as centres of resistance (Jerusalem, Gezer, and the coastal plain), 

suggesting that he is intentional in delineating an accurate account of what was accomplished. 

Furthermore, the explicit focus on these cities and the summarizing function of vv. 40-43 

suggests that the object of Joshua’s striking “all the land” was the cities previously mentioned. 

We can then say that in this chapter, the author of Joshua intentionally communicates the utter 

destruction of the major power centres of Southern Canaan, with the exception of Jerusalem, 

Gezer, and the coastal plain.  

 

The Literary Background? 

 However, many commentators follow Younger in arguing that the language of utter 

destruction is hyperbole.
10

 Therefore, to shore up our thesis, we must see if his argument 

warrants a revisal of our conclusions. Younger’s influential monograph attempts to perform a 

contextually orientated semiotic analysis of ANE conquest narratives and the conquest narratives 

in Joshua.
11

 Younger does not claim his is the only valid method nor that it will reveal the final 

                                                 
10

 E.g., John H. Walton, Victor Harold Matthews, and Mark W. Chavalas, The IVP Bible Background 

Commentary: Old Testament (Downers Grove, Ill: InterVarsity Press, 2000), 227. 
11

 K. Lawson Younger, Ancient Conquest Accounts, Journal for the Study of the Old Testament Supplement 

98 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1990), 57–58, 265–266. 



Rutherford 8 

 

interpretation; it will further the interpretive goal by deepening our understanding of the text’s 

make-up.
12

 Arguing that we must set aside referential questions,
13

 he proposes a textually 

orientated methodology. The goal of his semiotic analysis is to ascertain the transmission 

code(s), syntagmatic structures for ideological communication,
14

 used in narratives to transmit 

their ideological message.
15

 According to Younger, historical accounts impose form on past 

events through ideological codes and structures, motifs and themes, and rhetoric.
16

 The texts of 

historical accounts consist of various syntagms (individual syntactic entities or functions 

configured within an episode
17

) that form a basic trellis, or underlying structure, which 

communicates the message. The historical referent—the particular event—is an opportunity for 

this textual performance, for realizing the message.
 
The text may, then, tell us historical details, 

but these are not the meaning of the text: the trellis contains meaning.
18

  

Therefore Younger seeks to analyze the pattern of syntagms behind ANE conquest 

accounts. In general, he concludes that there is a similar iterative transmission code shared by the 

ANE conquest narratives, a code consisting of regular syntagmatic patterns. This common 

transmission code presupposes a shared ideology and aids Joshua’s interpretation.
19

 Applying 

this, he argues that Joshua’s language of complete destruction is hyperbole, by which he means 

exaggerated, emphatic, language that says more than is literally meant.
20

 That is, as stereotyped 

syntagms, these phrases are not to be taken literally and so Joshua 9-12does not portray utter 

                                                 
12

 Ibid., 57. 
13

 Ibid., 55–56. 
14

 Ibid., 55–56, 73, 122–123, 278. 
15

 Ideology, for Younger, is a pattern of beliefs and facts claimed to be explanatory of a range of social 

phenomena. Though not made merely of figurative language, this is how it is simplified and communicated. Ibid., 

46, 51, 56. 
16

 Ibid., 46. 
17

 Ibid., 70. 
18

 Ibid., 55–56, 63. 
19

 Ibid., 235–237, 241–263. 
20

 Ibid., 227–228, 323. 
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destruction or complete conquest.
21

 The accounts of this chapter are part of an iterative, high-

redundancy, message.
22

 Yet we should reject Younger’s conclusions because he employs a 

methodology incompatible with the biblical worldview and that results in reductionism.  

 

 Regarding his method, two brief criticisms should suffice. First, Younger, to sustain his 

understanding of history as figurative communication, rejects the concept of metanarrative: he 

rejects any structure to historical events other than the historian’s imposition. By identifying 

possible relationships between events, the historian gives meaning to history.
23

 This 

presupposition undergirds a primary methodological point. He argues that referent is not 

essential to meaning; it is an opportunity to communicate the ideological message found in the 

trellis. Because historical events are not part of an intrinsically meaningful metanarrative, they 

become an opportunity for such a textual performance.
24

 Yet the Bible repudiates this: by 

insisting on a sovereign God who has pre-interpreted all history and structured it according to 

His plan (e.g., Eph. 1:11), it insists there is meaning to all events in relation to this plan. 

Therefore, any interpretation or presentation of historical events that neglects this metanarrative 

is, to some extent, incomplete or false. We don’t have the full details of God’s plan, but the 

Scriptural storyline of creation, fall, redemption, consummation presents itself as the true history 

of creation: all events, to be properly understood, must be related to this story. This means that 

events are meaningful apart from the trellises men would impose on them.  

 Second, with other forms of structuralism, Younger’s methodology supposes that 

meaning can be found apart from textual particulars. That is, because meaning is to be identified 

                                                 
21

 Ibid., 243. 
22

 Ibid., 225, 247–252. 
23

 Ibid., 42–43, 46. 
24

 Ibid., 55–56, 63. 
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with the structure to which referents are attached and considerations of meaning must set aside 

the question of referent—historical questions separated from literary questions—textual meaning 

is bifurcated and the effect events have in shaping historical narrative is ignored.
25

 By separating 

the particular referents, and words, of the text to identify broader syntagms and generalized 

structures, Younger identifies meaning at level behind the text’s wording, a move that is both 

dangerous (how does one measure the validity of meaning that is removed from the particulars 

expressing it) and contrary to the biblical emphasis on events. For example, the resurrection 

narratives are not an ideological structure married to the possibly historical events (for historicity 

is not essential
26

) of the resurrection: the meaning of these narratives is the interpretation they 

provide of events that actually happened. Their significance is wholly dependent on the events 

veracity (1 Cor. 15:14) and the interpretation of those events within the plan of God (e.g., Acts 

2:22-24, 3:18). Secondly, though historical narratives are a subjective account of events, in as 

much as they are a subjective account of an objective event, what can be said is limited. Long 

illustrates this with the portrait artist: though he will employ great creativity in his portrait, his 

creative possibilities are delimited by the object being painted.
27

 In our account, the events can 

only be said to be historical if Israel attacked Makkedah, if there was actual warfare, and if 

Makkedah was soundly defeated. The possibilities of communication are then constrained by the 

particularities of events. Therefore, the events shape the text and so the historical question cannot 

be separated from the literary. 

 

                                                 
25

 Ibid. 
26

 Ibid. 
27

 V. Philips Long, The Art of Biblical History, Foundations of Contemporary Interpretation v. 5 (Grand 

Rapids: Zondervan, 1994), 58–87. 
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 Furthermore, by looking behind the textual particulars, Younger’s method produces 

reductionism, two examples of which we will here examine.
28

 Firstly, Younger misses key 

textual features. As noted above, he concludes that the conquest accounts in Ch. 10 are examples 

of an iterative transmission code: a single message is communicated repeatedly.
29

 He then 

explains divergences from the standard code format (e.g., omissions) as less than meaningful.
30

 

On this basis, each account of the taking of a city and battle recounts the same message. Yet, as 

we have seen, there is significance to the changes; they, minimally, help us to understand the 

summary statement and the extent of the subjugation described. 

 Secondly, Younger has effectively, by reading this chapter as an example of a common 

ANE ideological transmission code, excluded the texts canonical and theological context. He has 

come to the conclusion that it is hyperbole on the basis of structural comparison without taking 

into account this context. We saw above that Deuteronomy and Joshua both lead us to expect 

literal extermination, not hyperbole. His conclusion is grounded not in the text and its context but 

in the supposed compositional background. This, of course, reveals the circular logic of 

Younger’s proposal: to adduce structural parallels and prove that it is hyperbolic, he must first 

assume that this text is hyperbolic and therefore comparable to other hyperbolic accounts. Is it, 

therefore, hyperbole? The textual and contextual data suggests otherwise. 

 

 We may, then, affirm our thesis, that the universal language in Joshua 10:28-43 is not 

hyperbolic but literal with regard to the major centres of power in southern Canaan. The 

Pentateuchal background and Joshua’s early chapters led us to anticipate utter destruction, the 

                                                 
28

 Vern S. Poythress, “Structuralism and Biblical Studies,” Journal of The Evangelical Theological Society 

21, no. 3 (September 1978): 231–232, 234. 
29

 Younger, Ancient, 71, 226, 241, 253. 
30

 He also considers as inconsequential significant textual differences. Ibid., 82, 198. 
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text of Joshua 10:28-43 specified this as utter destruction as regards the centres of power in 

Southern Canaan, and our discussion of Younger revealed his arguments for hyperbole were 

groundless. Having understood the text, the exegete can now ask vital questions concerning 

ethics and the anticipation of Israel’s later failure in the omission of Jerusalem, Gezer, and the 

Coastal plains.  
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Appendix 1: A Translation of Joshua 10:28-43 

 

The Conquest of Southern Canaan 

28
Now, Joshua had captured Makkedah on that day and he struck it and its king with the 

edge of the sword. He devoted them to destruction and every soul in it, he left not a single 

survivor in it. And he did to the king of Makkedah what he had done to the king of Jericho. 

29
Then Joshua and all Israel with him crossed from Makkedah to Libnah, and he made war with 

Libnah. 
30

And YHWH gave it also into the hand of Israel, and its king, and he struck it before the 

sword and every soul in her. He left not a single survivor in it. And he did to its kings what he 

had done to the king of Jericho. 
31

Joshua and all the people of Israel with him then crossed from 

Libnah to Lachish, and they encamped against it and made war with it. 
32

And YHWH gave 

Lachish into the hand of Israel and he captured it on the second day and struck it and every soul 

in it with the sword, just as he had done to Libnah. 
33

Now, at that time Horam king of Gezer had 

come up to help Lachish, and Joshua had struck him and his people until there was not a single 

survivor left to him. 
34

And Joshua and all Israel with him crossed over from Lachish to Eglon, 

and they encamped against it and fought against it. 
35

And they captured it on that day, and they 

struck it with the edge of the sword and on that day devoted to destruction every soul in it, just as 

they had done to Lachish. 
36

And Joshua and all the people with him went up from Eglon to 

Hebron and they made war against it. 
37

And they captured it and they struck it with the edge of 

the sword, it and its king and all its towns and every soul in it. He left not a single survivor, just 

as he had done to Eglon. And he devoted it and every soul in it to destruction. 
38

Then Joshua and 

all Israel with him turned to Debir and they made war with it. 
39

And they captured it and its king 

and all its towns and they struck them with the edge of the sword and they devoted to destruction 



Rutherford 14 

 

every soul which was in it. He left not a single survivor. According to what he did to Hebron, 

thus he did to Debir and to its king, according to what he did to Libnah and its king. 

 

40
And Joshua struck all the land, the hill country, the Negev, the lowland, and the slopes, 

and all their kings. He left not a single survivor. With regard to everything that breathed, he 

devoted it to destruction, just as YHWH the God of Israel had commanded. 
41

And Joshua struck 

them from Kadesh-barnea as far as Gaza, and all the land of Goshen until Gibeon. 
42

And all 

these kings and their cities Joshua captured at one time, for YHWH the God of Israel fought for 

Israel. 
43

And Joshua returned and all Israel with him to the camp at Gilgal. 
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Appendix 2: An Examination of Ḥāram 

The verb ַרם  has received much attention in recent years, so much so that (ḥāram) ח 

canvassing all the discussion is not possible here. Discussions of the root meaning for the stem 

 have concluded that the sense is, in the Hebrew Bible, to be “in the state inalienable Yahweh חרם

ownership.”
31

 Our study here will be restricted to use of the verb. The verb, in the Hiphil or 

Hophal, is used about 50 times. The great majority of the uses have an explicit religious context, 

that is, it is destruction proscribed by  or associated with Yahweh (Lev. 27:28-29; Num. 21:2-3; 

Deut. 2:26-37, 3:6; x14 in Josh.; Jdg. 1:17, 21:11; x7 in 1 Sam. 15, 1 Kings 9:21), sometimes in 

association with idolatry (Ex. 22:19, Deut. 7:1-2, 13:12-18, 20:16-18).
32

 Many of the former 

related explicitly to the conquest. The majority of uses in the Prophets and Chronicles have the 

explicit sense of ‘destroy’ and make sense if a religious connotation is assumed. This leaves 3 

uses that are ambiguous as to whether destruction is meant and 5 uses in the mouths of foreign 

emissaries, which we will consider last. Regarding the three ambiguous uses, Micah 4:13 does 

not have to mean “devote to destruction,” yet such a sense is fitting. Ezra 10:8 is likewise 

ambiguous, nothing in context suggesting destruction or ruling it out. Lev. 27:28-29 is 

ambiguous, yet most instructive for understanding the religious connotations of the verb. 

The context speaks of vows and things dedicated (קדש; qḏš)
33

 to YHWH, 28-29 following the 

dedication and valuation of various animals (26-27). V. 28 begins with a contrast (ַאְך; ’aḵ), 

concerning the redeemable things dedicated to YHWH (קדש) and unredeemable things devoted 

 The status of these “devoted things” is unclear in the immediate context, yet v. 29 is .(חרם)

                                                 
31

 Richard D. Nelson, “Ḥerem and the Deuteronomic Social Conscience,” in Deuteronomy and 

Deuteronomic Literature: Festschrift C.H.W. Brekelmans, ed. C. Brekelmans, M. Vervenne, and J. Lust, Bibliotheca 

Ephemeridum theologicarum Lovaniensium 133 (Leuven: University Press : Uitgeverij Peeters, 1997), 45. 
32

 That only 4 are explicitly associated with Idolatry cautions against the sweeping generalization of 

Younger.  
33

 On קדׁש and חרם, cf. Nelson, “Ḥerem,” 42. 
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illuminating. Here, death is clearly intended, so the ESV translates חרם in as “devoted for 

destruction.” The devotion of a human recalls the earlier occurrences of חרם in Ex. 22:19, where 

those who sacrifice to other gods are to be devoted. This, in conjunction with the exclusion of 

human sacrifice from Israeli practice, suggests that the devotion in v. 29 is the result of religious 

contamination (the consequence of idolatry): this may then suggest that, with every other use in 

immediate context, v. 28 should be understood as objects devoted to destruction. The other five 

verses, concerning the actions of gentiles, should also be given this meaning (Isa 37:11; Dan. 

11:44; 2 Chron. 20:23, 32:14), on account of the uses seen above and the two extra-biblical uses 

of a ַרם .cognate that demonstrate similar practices among the other nations (ḥāram) ח 
34

 The verb, 

then, almost, if not, always has the connotations of “devote to destruction.” So, the use of the 

word חרם suggests destruction and confirms our look at Deuteronomy. Furthermore, though not 

explicit within each context, the semantics of the word suggest that complete destruction of all 

considered חרם is conceived. That is, in Leviticus, the difference between dedicated (קדש) and 

devoted (חרם) things is the irreversible nature of the later: it is unredeemable. In Ex. 22 and Deut. 

13, complete destruction is prescribed for idolaters. When חרם is fulfilled in the promise land, it 

involves complete destruction—at least in the language used—for every instance (cf. Josh. 6-8, 

10). If anything considered ֵחֶרם is not destroyed, then a contradiction ensues between its status as 

 and its remaining existence—it is said to be inalienably YHWH’s possession but this is not ֵחֶרם

so in reality: it is neither destroyed nor dedicated to the Levites. The emphatic infinitive absolute 

in Deut. 7:1 and 20:17 does not, then, emphasize the extent of חרם (partial to complete) but the 

its gravity (destroy to annihilate: devote utterly and completely to destruction).  

                                                 
34

 Gerald L. Mattingly, “Moabite Religion,” in Studies in the Mesha Inscription and Moab, ed. J. Andrew 

Dearman, Archaeology and Biblical Studies no. 02 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1989), 233–234; Lauren A S Monroe, 

“Israelite, Moabite and Sabaean War-Ḥērem Traditions and the Forging of National Identity: Reconsidering the 

Sabaean Text RES 3945 in Light of Biblical and Moabite Evidence,” Vetus testamentum 57, no. 3 (2007): 335. 
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