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Where did Israel’s God come from??

Alan Millard 1
The University of Liverpool

Abstract: According to Exodus 3, God revealed himself as YHWH to Moses. Biblical
poems refer to him active in Sinai and Midian, Hebrew graffiti connect him with the
south, and Egyptian inscriptions list a place similarly named there. Was YHWH a local
deity whom the Israelites adopted? The case is made for the name existing among Isra-
elites earlier.
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Introduction

When Moses fled from Egypt, he found refuge in Midian and married a daughter of a priest there.
Out in the wilderness, near Mount Horeb, where he was caring for his father-in-law’s sheep, God
spoke to him from a burning bush, calling him to lead the Israelites out of Egypt. After identifying
himself as the God of the Israelites’ ancestors, he told Moses his name, YHWH (Yahweh), explain-
ing it later (Exod 3; 6:2, 3). When Moses had led the people from Egypt, crossed the Red Sea and
marched with difficulty through the desert, he brought them to Mount Sinai. There his father-in-
law, ‘the priest of Midian’, met him and hailed Yahweh as the greatest God in the light of Israel’s
saving experiences. Then the nation-making event took place, the covenant between God and Israel,
with God’s awesome presence on the mountain. The Israelites moved on to the Desert of Paran and
further to Kadesh in the Desert of Sin and to Mount Hor at the border of Edom (Num 10:12; 13:26;
20). After other stages, the troop reached the plains of Moab and the Jordan River.

For 150 years scholars have studied and analysed the narratives in the Book of Exodus and reached
many, often contradictory, conclusions, ranging from those who treat the text as an historical ac-
count of Israel’s early history to those who consider them to be entirely fictional propaganda for the
Jewish faith from Persian or later times. Reading Exodus in the context of the Late Bronze Age (ca.
1500-1100 BC), which it seems to imply, reveals many details that fit the period well (Millard
2000; Hoffmeier 2016; 2023). They allow its contents to be accepted as reliable reports, irrespective
of the date when the book was composed. (Its language is certainly later than the Late Bronze Age.)
It is in that context, this essay explores the origin of Israel’s God.

Poetic Reminiscences

In addition to the prose narratives in the Pentateuch, Hebrew poems celebrated events of the Israel-
ites’ journey, among them some are often considered as the oldest examples of the Hebrew lan-
guage.

! This paper was edited after the passing away of Alan Millard. It has been left untouched apart from formatting and
eliminating the most obvious typos.
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Deuteronomy 33:2

“The Lord came from Sinai and dawned from Seir upon us; he shone forth from Mount Paran.

He came from the ten thousands of holy ones with flaming fire at his right hand.”

Judges 5:4-5

“When you, Lord, went out from Seir,

when you marched from the land of Edom,
the earth trembled, the heavens poured,

the clouds poured down water.
The mountains quaked before the Lord,

the One of Sinai, before the Lord, the God of Israel.”

Habakkuk 3:3, 7

“God came from Teman,
the Holy One from Mount Paran.
His glory covered the heavens

and his praise filled the earth.

| saw the tents of Cushan in distress,

the dwellings of Midian in anguish.”

Psalm 68:7-8, 17

“When you, God, went out before your people,
when you marched through the wilderness,
the earth quaked, the heavens poured down rain,
before God, the One of Sinai,
before God, the God of Israel.

With mighty chariotry, twice ten thousand,
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thousands upon thousands;

the Lord came from Sinai into his sanctuary.”

Midian as the Home of God?

Was the area of Midian and Mount Sinai the home of God? For many commentators the Exodus
accounts of Moses in Midian and the events at Mount Sinai seem to point to an origin in that area. It
was the place where he commissioned Moses, and the phrases “The Lord came from Sinai” and
“the One of Sinai” seem to indicate he belonged there. Therefore, it is suggested, the Midianites
may have already worshipped the Lord, leading the Israelites to adopt him as their patron. Jethro,
some have speculated, may even have been a priest of that deity.

The location of Midian has been debated. Some biblical texts imply it lay in Transjordan and north-
ern Arabia leading ancient and modern interpreters to seek Mount Sinai east of the gulf of Agaba.
However, no Midianite ‘homeland’, shrine or town is named; the Midianites appear as tribespeople
active in various places appearing and disappearing. Their situation could be analogous to the Naba-
teans in the first century and later, who were at home in Jordan and east of the Gulf of Agaba but
roamed in Sinai with their flocks or travelled with merchandise, leading to the area being counted as
part of Arabia. It is a mistake to suppose there were clear frontiers; nomadic, or semi-nomadic tribes
did not have impenetrable wall type boundaries! (Beitzel 2019).2

Another argument is based on the role of the Kenites, a tribe at home in the Sinai region (Num
24:21, 22) but who gave help to Israelites in the Promised Land (Judg 1:16; 4:11, Jael the wife of
Heber the Kenite). They appear to have been devotees of the same God. However, it is not evident
that they knew of him before they met the Israelites. Since the biblical narratives indicate that news
about the Exodus from Egypt spread among the people of the area (see Rahab’s declaration in Josh
2:8-11), the Kenites may have become recent adherents.?

Further support for the Midianite origin of God is claimed from extra-biblical sources. Closest to
the biblical are the inscriptions found at Kuntillet ‘Ajrud, a fortified hill-top station on the road from
Gaza to Agaba. On plastered walls, on stone vessels and on pottery people had written or incised
words and sentences in Hebrew and Phoenician early in the eighth century BC. Among them some
invoke the name of YHWH of Samaria and of YHWH of Teman. Coupled with the divine name is
Asherathah, often understood as ‘his Asherah’ (‘asherathoh), to be the goddess Asherah, so God’s
consort. It is rather, in my opinion, following André Lemaire, a word for shrine or temple as found
in Phoenician and Akkadian (Lemaire 2007). These writings attest some worship of Israel’s God,
although they do not clearly imply the presence of a shrine at the site. After all, once one person has
written a graffito on a wall or standing objects, others are likely to follow, whatever the circum-

2 Notice the recent discovery of the name mdyn in an early first millennium BC Taymanite graffito (Robin and al-
Ghabbéan 2017).

3 The arguments for these positions were set out clearly by Blenkinsopp (2008). They, with others mentioned here, have
been carefully and critically analysed by Lewis (2020).
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stance may be! The reference to Teman, ‘the south’, aligns with the biblical poetic passage in Hab-
akkuk 3 already cited, while Samaria may stand as its polar opposite, a northern site. However, it is
possible each recalls some triumph for Israel which was attributed to divine aid, such as the relief of
Samaria from Syrian sieges (1 Kgs 20; 2 Kgs 6, 7). Unless Teman is related to Joram’s expedition
when the king of Edom supported Israel against Moab (2 Kgs 3), we would have to suppose there
was another occasion not recorded in the Bible, or else the Exodus story is in view.

Egyptian References

Yet another line of argument arises from the identification of a place name inscribed on a pillar in
the temple Amenophis 111 (ca. 1390-1352 BC) had built at Soleb in the Sudan. The name is written
ya-h-wé (Yahw3) and stands beside three other unidentified place names. A century later, Ramesses
Il (ca. 1279-1213 BC) reproduced the list at his temple at ‘Amarah West where ya-h-wé stands fifth
in a group of six placed in Shasu land. About a century later still, Ramesses 111 (ca. 1184-1153 BC)
copied the list at Medinet Habu, writing the name yi-ha. The term stands as a place name in the
phrase ‘land of Shasu of Y.” or ‘Shasu of Seir’ (Adrom and Miiller 2017; Cooper 2020: 216-20;
500-1; 516-18). Shasu in Egyptian denotes semi-nomadic shepherds whom the Egyptians met as
hostile groups at home east of the Jordan, extending north into Syria. The conjunction with Seir
apparently restricts the range, for Seir, of course, is Edom, so the place Yahw3 should be sought
there. To date, no site has been located either for it or for the adjacent names in the list which re-
main otherwise unknown. The similarity of the place name to the name of Israel’s God, YHWH,
leads to the simple and widely asserted deduction that the Hebrew divine name might be derived
from the place name. An analogy is claimed in the name Ashur, which serves for the first capital of
Assyria, the name of its patron god and of the country, although even in this case there is uncertain-
ty over which came first, the name of the god or of the place.

In his recent extensive examination of the Shasu names in the Egyptian texts, Dan Fleming has con-
cluded that they do not represent places but peoples, groups of the Shasu and, since in the twelfth
century BC papyrus Harris the land of the Shasu is placed in Mount Seir, that is where the “Yhw3
Shasu-land’ should be sought. Fleming argues strongly for the identification of the divine name
YHWH with the Egyptian reported Shasu name Yhw3 which he maintains was derived from a hu-
man personal name, not from a place name (Fleming 2021).

Very many scholars have accepted the connection between the divine name and the Egyptian ya-h-
wa since Bernhardt Grdseloff made it in 1947. Yet there is need for caution! Exactly how the Egyp-
tian writing is to be read is disputed; the common reading is ya-h-wa, but Kenneth A. Kitchen pre-
ferred ya-hi-wa, dismissing any relationship with the Hebrew divine name (1979: 217; 1996: 75;
1999: 128-29). There may be nothing more here than unrelated homonymy. Just as we can hardly
allow that there is anything other than homonymy between the names of the Sumero-Babylonian
moon god Sin and the place name Mount Sinai or the Babylonian god Nabd and Mount Nebo in
Jordan. Would anyone claim there was a Babylonian presence in those areas long before the Neo-

17


http://hiphil.org/

HIPHIL Novum vol 9 (2024), issue 2 http://hiphil.org

Babylonian period?* The Egyptian writing presents ya-h-wa purely as a toponym, without any de-
terminative for deity or town or group of people, so every other interpretation remains hypothetical.
The proximity of the name in date (Late Bronze Age) and location (Sinai Peninsula, Transjordan) to
the Hebrew accounts may simply be a coincidence!

The Significance of the Poetic Passages

If some of the Hebrew poetic passages do come from very early in Israelite history, as many argue,
their witness might be treated as more valuable than the witness of the prose texts. Did they intend
to explain that the Israelites first met the Lord in the wilderness? Do the acclamations, ‘The Lord
came from Sinai ... went out from Seir’, affirm his origin, his abode, or do they, rather, signal the
victorious stages of advance by the people he had led from Egypt and chosen to conquer the Prom-
ised Land? Since it was at Sinai that he revealed himself most fully to the Israelites and it was dur-
ing their trek through the wilderness that they experienced his power, ‘the One of Sinai” would be
an appropriate title for him.

The case for a Midianite or Kenite origin of Israel’s God rests on a series of uncertainties, attractive
in some ways, but inadequate as foundations for the answer to so significant a question. The re-
course to emendation, making Jethro ‘priest of Midian’ into a priest of YHWH from Midian teach-
ing his faith to the Israelites, reveals the weakness! (Millard 2014: 118, 119).

Yahweh’s Revelation

Inevitably, we turn to God’s declaration to Moses, “l appeared to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob as El-
Shaddai, but by my name YHWH | did not make myself known to them” (Exod 6:3). The direct
contradiction to the Patriarchal narratives, which use the name, and earlier passages in Genesis (no-
tably Gen 4:26) has caused debate and various solutions for centuries. Most commentators accept
the contradiction as a result of the mixture of assumed sources in the Pentateuch (‘J’, ‘E’, and ‘P’)
and offer reasons for its acceptance (see Moberly 1992). That still supposes the compilers of Gene-
sis-Exodus were content to leave their readers and hearers with a major discrepancy: people began
to call on the name of the Lord at the start of human history according to Gen 4:26, yet his hame
was not known until the time of Moses. Is that acceptable? (We should admit that modern minds
may take exception to such a feature more readily than ancient ones.) | lean to the interpretation of
Exod 6:3 as explaining or revealing the significance of the divine name which was long known
among the Israelites as no more than a divine name. (Niehaus 1995: 188 cites Garrett 1991: 20, 21,
‘I made myself known to Abraham, to Isaac and to Jacob as El Shaddai. And my name is Yahweh;
did I not make myself known to them?’).°

4 For other homonyms, compare the regional name Aram, the personal name Arame (a king of Arpad) and Aramish, the
god of Qarnaim (see Younger 2016: 38, 459, 563).

5 The name would be an archaic verbal form, the prefix conjugation of HWY, ‘to be,” yahwi becoming yahwe, prior to
the operation of the Barth-Ginsberg law which would produce yihweh. For the early phonetic form the personal name
yabni-il in an EI Amarna Letter and tablets from Ugarit may be compared, see Hess (1993: 78, 97). The final h then
marks the reduced -7y > & > e, as in Hebrew yigliy > yiglé > yigleh.)
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An Egyptian Analogy

An analogy with the history of the sun disk in Egypt, the Aten, seems to be attractive today as it
was thirty years ago (Millard 1993). The Aten was an ancient concept among the Egyptians, alt-
hough the distinction between ‘the sun’ and ‘the sun god’ in not easily made, as Alan Gardiner ob-
served when commenting on the line in the Tale of Sinuhe (19" century BC) which tells of a dead
pharaoh becoming ‘united with the disk’ (1961: 217). Only in the 14" century BC, under Ameno-
phis 11l (ca. 1390-1352 BC), did the Aten become more frequently mentioned, reaching its peak
under his son, Amenophis IV (ca. 1353-1336 BC) who changed his name to Akhenaten and abol-
ished all other deities. The revolution was ended shortly after Akhenaten’s death and what influence
it had on Israelite religion, if any, lies outside this discussion (see Hoffmeier 2015). Ancient Israel-
ites may have been aware of the divine name YHWH but not used it until he revealed his power and
made them his people. Only from the Exodus onwards does it become an element in personal
names, the earliest being Moses’s mother, Jochebed. So far as | am aware, the Aten was not an ele-
ment in Egyptian personal names before Akhenaten’s time.

At the Burning Bush God told Moses the meaning of the name handed down from earliest times,
which would now be most relevant to the Israelites, the One who is.
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