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Most scholars agree that the masoretic text of Deuteronomy 32:8 reflects a theological
revision of a more original text reflected in 4QDeutj and the Septuagint. Biblia Hebraica
Quinta 5 and the Oxford Hebrew Bible sample edition concur on this point, but differ on
details. Neither considers the possibility that the revision encompassed the first word of
32:9. In this note, I adopt a text-critical proposal advanced by Jan Joosten that restores a
reference to “Bull El” in Deut 32:8. The million-dollar question then is: how do Elyon,
Bull El, and Yahweh relate to one another in the theology of the original – or more
original poem – per Joosten’s reconstruction? The hypothesis Joosten develops sees
Yahweh as a rogue desert God, not one of Bull El’s sons at all, and not identifiable with
Elyon either.
First of all, a look at the textual data. The impatient reader is invited to go to the end of
the post for text and translation of MT and pre-MT Deuteronomy 32:8-9.
The apparatus to Deut 32:8-9 in the OHB sampler reads:
32:8  ] ֵאל4QDtj ( )אלוהיםG (θεοῦ)  ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵאלM SP (theol) § ║ 9  כיM SP ]  *וכיG (καὶ
ἐγενήθη) (+ conj) ║ fin ] +  ישראלSP G (’Ισραήλ) (explic)
The apparatus to Deut 32:8-9 in BHQ 5 reads:
32:8  ְבּנֵ י ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵ ֽאל׃Smr α' θ' σ' V S (TJ) TONF (em scr) │  בני אלוהים4QDeutj G │ ἀγγέλων
ִ  ְבּנֵ י ֱא4QDeutj G  • 9  ִכּיSmr V S T │ καὶ ἐγενήθη G  •
θεοῦ GMss (exeg) ║ pref ֹלהים
 נַ ֲח ָל ֽתוֹ׃4QDeutq V S T │  נחלתו ישראלSmr G 
BHQ correctly cites 4QDeutq V S T in support of MT at the end of 32:8.
OHB and BHQ come to slightly different conclusions with respect to 32:8. Crawford’s
reconstruction traces the evolution of the passage step-by-step:
First, the G reading, υἱῶν θεοῦ, may be retroverted as either  בני אלor בני
=( אל)ו(הים4QDeutj). If the former is chosen, then it is easy to suppose that the
Vorlage of M SP, wishing to change a polytheistic text to monotheistic orthodoxy,
inserted the consonants  ישרbefore אל, thus creating the reading בני ישראל. Finally,
4QDeutj’s  אלוהיםis simply a scribal change, employing the more common term for
“God.”
It is doubtful, however, that  )בני( אלוהיםis an example of assimilation to the usual.
The phrase only occurs once elsewhere (Job 38:7). More common: ( בני האלהיםGen 6:2,
4; Job 1:6; 2:1) and ( בני אליםPs 29:1; 89:7).
Jan Joosten has recently offered an alternative, and in my view persuasive,
reconstruction. 1 I suggest the following, not as a criticism of either BHQ or OHB, except
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insofar as they fail to cite all the relevant textual data, but as a way of reopening the
question:

 *בני אל ויהי ] *בני שר אל ויהיG (ἀγγέλων θεοῦ καὶ ἐγενήθη) G848 106c (υἱῶν θεοῦ καὶ
ἐγενήθη) ׁ(theol) 4QDtj ([lacuna]  ( ) בני אלוהיםcrrp of  ויהיto  בני ישראל כי ) והיםM
SP α' θ' σ' V S (TJ) TONF (theol)
On Joosten’s reconstruction, an original ‘ שׁ ֹר ֵאלBull El’ was shortened in one stream
of transmission, in keeping with later theological sensibilities, to mere  ֵאל. It is my
proposal that καὶ ἐγενήθη G reflects  ויהיby analogy with standard translation practice
elsewhere, with the 4QDeutj reading then seen to be the result of mechanical error. The כי
attested in M SP V S T is then seen to be the second element in a revision whose other
element in ישראל, likewise attested in M SP V S T. The theological revision is obtained
with the smallest of changes. A translation of  כיwith “behold,” on the other hand, is a
weak expedient. It is doubtful that  כיever had such a meaning; to invoke it here is an
example of exegetical desperation.
The revised text reads thus:

ְבּ ַה ְפ ִרידוֹ ְבּנֵ י ָא ָדם
ְל ִמ ְס ַפּר ְבּנֵ י ִי ְשׂ ָר ֵאל
יַ ֲעקֹב ֶח ֶבל נַ ֲח ָלתוֹ

ְבּ ַהנְ ֵחל ֶע ְליוֹן גּוֹיִ ם
יַ ֵצּב גְּ ֻבֹלת ַע ִמּים
ִכּי ֵח ֶלק יהוה ַעמּוֹ

When the Most High gave nations their inheritance,
when he divided humankind,
he set the bounds of the peoples
according to the number of the children of Israel,
for the Lord’s portion is his people.
Jacob, the lot of his inheritance.
The unrevised text would have read thus:

ְבּ ַה ְפ ִרידוֹ ְבּנֵ י ָא ָדם
ְל ִמ ְס ַפּר ְבּנֵ י שׁ ֹר־ ֵאל
יַ ֲעקֹב ֶח ֶבל נַ ֲח ָלתוֹ

ְבּ ַהנְ ֵחל ֶע ְליוֹן גּוֹיִ ם
יַ ֵצּב גְּ ֻבֹלת ַע ִמּים
וַ יְ ִהי ֵח ֶלק יהוה ַעמּוֹ

When Elyon gave the nations an inheritance,
when he divided humankind,
he set the bounds of the peoples
according to the number of Bull El’s children,
and Yahweh’s portion was his people,
Jacob, the lot of his inheritance.
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