
 1

Material Culture and the Symbolic Meaning of Meat in Deuteronomy 12 

Peter Altmann 

University of Zürich 

 

Deuteronomy 12:13–27 prescribes movement towards a central place, 

complimented by centrifugal movement back to the villages of the divinely given land.* 

Both the centrifugal and centripetal directives focus on offerings, particularly their 

consumption and enjoyment. However, while the ordinances dealing with the central 

place highlight offerings in general, the primary concern in the “gates” is communal meat 

consumption.  

What makes meat so significant? This paper will argue that Deuteronomy’s 

narrow focus on meat consumption functions as a direct and incisive response to the felt 

concerns of residents in Judah during the Assyrian hegemony in the seventh century 

B.C.E. Deuteronomy 12 keys in on the “promise” of meat consumption in local villages 

in order to show that the LORD is a beneficent deity who deserves full allegiance. This 

promise becomes especially attractive in the face of the restricted amount meat available 

for consumption due to the Assyrian imperialism. The Deuteronomic provision for local 

meat consumption therefore inherently offers the Israelites a desirable commodity.  

In order to work out this proposal, I will discuss the symbolic importance of meat 

in the biblical and ancient Near Eastern texts, iconography, and Iron Age II material 

remains. Finally I will present a reading of Deuteronomy 12 showing the symbolic 

importance of “meat” as a focusing element for the concerns of the Iron Age II audience. 

 

                                                 
* Thanks to the Zürcher Universitätsverein Fonds zur Förderung des akademischen 

Nachwuchses (FAN) for their generous support for this project. 
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1. Biblical texts: An Overview 

 

In the biblical record a plentitude of animals appear available for human 

consumption and enjoyment, allowing meat consumption to take on significant symbolic 

meaning. Abraham takes a good, tender calf from his herd and prepares it for his visitors 

(Gen 18:7–8). The gift of this animal symbolizes Abraham’s warm hospitality because of 

the animal’s significant value (raq wa4t[o=b: “tender and good”): maintaining young 

domestic animals for the purpose of slaughter rather than for traction, wool, or milk 

constituted a significant economic burden. The high value placed upon meat for 

consumption continues throughout the biblical text. Amos criticizes those in Israel whose 

wealth is displayed through their eating of rams and calves from the stall (Amos 6:4, cf. 1 

Sam 28:24). Various types of meat such as fattened and pasture-fed cattle, sheep, and 

various types of game animals graced Solomon’s royal menu (1 Kgs 4:23 [HB 5:3]). 

Daniel defines desirable food as wine and meat (10:3, cf. Isa 25:6), and the same value is 

assigned to meat through its contrast with vegetables in Prov 15:17. The proverbial use 

takes for granted meat’s higher comparative value and uses this difference to heighten the 

real point of this saying (that love is better than hatred). As a whole, these references 

support the traditional conclusion that ancient Israelite society considered meat highly 

desirable for consumption, coinciding with its symbolic value.  

 

2. Ancient Near Eastern Texts and Iconography 

 

The iconographic presentations of banquet scenes and the various written 

descriptions of banquets detail the imaginative power of meat. The banquet scene appears 
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as a typical type scene in ancient Near Eastern seals as well as other iconography.1 The 

visual portrayals themselves fixate more on drinking than eating; however, Frances 

Pinnock concludes that “the theme [of the banquet] even when a loaded table is 

represented, is iconographically ‘summarized’ in the act of drinking, through a tube from 

a jar, or in a cup.”2 

The upper register of the “Royal Standard of Ur” from the Third Millennium 

depicts a victory celebration with a seated ruler holding a cup who is listening to 

musicians in the background with servants standing by. In the lower register people bring 

fish, cattle, and sheep, while also leading pack animals carrying grain.3 This early 

portrayal of the banquet theme shows the standard elements that make up the banquet 

“type” scene—a seated ruler (divine or human) who holds a cup, musicians playing, and 

servants standing at attention. The portrayal of a banquet scene relating to a victory 

celebration also appears in the Megiddo ivories from the LBA, again with a seated ruler 

drinking from a bowl, surrounded by servants, musicians, captives, and booty.4 

                                                 
1 Karl Fr. Müller, “Das assyrische Ritual,” MDVG 41 (1937): 59, states, “Von der Zeit 

der frühen sumerischen Kunst an bis in die assyrische Spätzeit hinein haben sich bildliche 
Darstellungen des Festmahles am Hofe gefunden. Ebenso bezeugen die Königsinschriften 
wiederholt das Abhalten eines Mahles zur Feier eines Sieges oder der Einweihung eines Palastes 
bzw. Tempels.” 

2 Frances Pinnock, “Considerations on the «Banquet Theme» in the Figurative Art of 
Mesopotamia and Syria,” in Drinking in Ancient Societies: History and Culture of Drinks in the 
Ancient Near East (HANES 6; ed. L. Milano; Padua: Sargon, 1994), 24. Pinnock goes on to 
distinguish between the banquet scene, in which many people are present, and the representation 
of the king alone, which carries different religious ritual connotations. 

3 BM 121201. Ibid., 72. Cf. ANEP, nos. 303–04 (images on p. 97, description on p.284). 
See Appendix, Figure 1.  

4 Palestine Archaeological Museum 38.780. Cf. ANEP, no. 332 (Image p. 111, 
description, p.288). As Dominique Collon, “Banquets in the Art of the Ancient Near East,” in 
Banquets d’Orient (ed. R. Gyselen; Bures-sur-Yvette, France: Groupe pour L’étude de la 
civilisation du Moyen-Orient, 1992),  28, states, “Banquets as a celebration of the ruler, and 
especially in connection with military victories and hunting are to be found at all periods.” See 
Appendix, Figure 2. 
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A banquet scene on a ninth century Nimrud ivory demonstrates the scene’s 

stability over time. Again the ruler sits with cup in hand, while servants bring food and 

play music.5 This scene, coming from the Assyrian context, provides an inroad into the 

use of this typical scene in the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Michelle Marcus argues that there 

has been one significant deviation from the earlier Mesopotamian banquet scenes, 

namely, that the king exclusively takes the place of the deity sitting on the throne. Here, 

instead of temple functionaries presenting an offering before a representation of the deity, 

attendants offer the cup to the Neo-Assyrian king.6 Furthermore, through the banquet’s 

connection with hunting scenes in the Neo-Assyrian period, the banquet depiction as a 

symbol for political power becomes more widely known.7  

The type scene also appears in the Levant, found on a seal from the Transjordan, 

complete with seated ruler holding a cup, food lying on a table, and servants standing at 

                                                 
5 BM 118179. Cf. André Parrot, Arts of Assyria (trans. S. Gilbert and J. Emmons; New 

York: Golden, 1961), 311. See Appendix, Figure 3. 
6 Michelle I. Marcus, “Art and Ideology in Ancient Western Asia,” CANE 4:2488–89, 

states, “Significantly the references are to Babylonian imagery. It provides visual support for a 
particularly Assyrian ideology that consciously plays upon its Babylonian foundation, especially 
in religious matters, but with Assyrian now as the new center of Mesopotamian culture.” Her 
observation is intriguing for my argument that the Deuteronomic meals are reacting against the 
Neo-Assyrian king’s use of religious ideology both in Assyria proper, where he takes on of the 
role of banquet giver for the Neo-Assyrian deity (Aššur), and in other important sanctuaries (like 
Harran or Arbela) where he plays the role of the representative of various leading deities, see 
Beate Pongratz-Leisten, “The Interplay of Military Strategy and Cultic Practice in Assyrian 
Politics,” in Assyria 1995: Proceedings of the 10th Anniversary Symposium of the Neo-Assyrian 
Text Corpus Project Helsinki, September 7-11, 1995 (ed. S. Parpola and R.M. Whiting; Helsinki: 
University of Helsinki Press, 1997), 251–53. The earlier scene, where a deity holds a cup while 
receiving tribute appears on a second millennium seal, see Dominique Collon, First Impressions: 
Cylinder Seals in the Ancient Near East (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987),176 (no 
833). Beatrice Teissier, Ancient Near Eastern Cylinder Seals From the Marcopoli Collection 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1984), 36, argues that the Neo-Assyrian versions of this 
scene represent the tākultu banquet of the New Year festival, thus directly related to the 
reaffirmation of the king’s authority by the assembly of the divine council. If this is the case, then 
there is an overlaying of symbolic authority, attributing something of the divine authority to the 
Assyrian ruler through his assumption of this divine role. 

7 Collon, First Impressions, 75. 
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attention.8 This seal demonstrates the scene’s reception and reuse in Levantine contexts, 

though the scene may be more original in Mesopotamia. 

The genre reaches its highpoint in the Nineveh palace relief of King Assurbanipal 

and his queen feasting in their garden, in celebration the victory over the Elamites and 

Teumman, whose head hangs from a nearby tree.9 In typical fashion the king and queen 

raise their cups, while musicians play in the background. Servants stand by, either 

whisking away the flies or bringing platters of food. In contrast to earlier forms of this 

type scene, Assurbanipal reclines on a couch, rather then sitting on a throne. This 

development from other banquet scenes may attempt to emphasize his ability to relax 

after battle as a result of the complete victory.10  

Evidence from Egypt confirms the relationship between meat and power. While 

the entire society had at least occasional access to some form of meat, only the nobility 

ate it with regularity.11 The type of meat one consumed also identified one’s socio-

political standing—commoners caught and ate fish from the river, while the highest 

nobility had access to beef.12 The iconographic portrayal of the banquet of Horemheb 

(Commander-in-chief of Tutankhamun) links the amount and type of food with rank: 

                                                 
8 Tell es-Sa‘idiyeh, S 978, Amman, National Museum. Cf.  ANEP, no 859 (Image on 

p.359, description on 381–82), Appendix, Figure 4. 
9 BM 124920. Cf. ANEP, no. 451 (images on p.155, description on p.301).The nature of 

the feast as a victory celebration is also supported by the bow and quiver lying on a nearby table. 
This relief comes from the north palace of Nineveh. See Appendix, Figure 5. 

10 Richard D. Barnett, “Assurbanibal’s Feast,” Eretz Yisra’el 18 (1985): 1–6, argues that 
this relief constitutes conflation of Eastern and Western influences, namely of the victory and 
marzeah9 themes. 

11 Salima Ikram, Choice Cuts: Meat Production in Ancient Egypt (OLA 69; Louvain: 
Peeters Press and Department Oriental Studies, 1995), 208, concludes, “…meat was only 
consumed regularly on some scale by a few people courtesy of the Pharaoh, and was occasionally 
distributed by him as a special mark of favour to others.” 

12 Ibid., 199–205. 
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higher ranked officials sit before piles of bread, meat, poultry, and a fish, while those of 

lower rank only have fish for meat in addition to bread.13 

While meat usually plays a supporting role in the iconography, though an 

important one when understood in light of the imperial policy towards conquered states, 

meat plays the headlining role in Neo-Assyrian literary descriptions of celebratory meals. 

Assurnasirpal II’s inauguration of the palace in Calah,14 for example, includes 1,00015 

fattened head of cattle, 1,000 calves, 10,000 stable sheep, 15,000 lambs, etc. Regardless 

of how stylized the list may be, meat weighs in as the most prominent element. The 

rhetorical value of this description lays added importance to the variegated description of 

meat. The consumption and display of meat by the royal and temple elites in 

Mesopotamia not only show their own desire for these particular products, but they also 

work to heighten the desire for these objects throughout the empire. 

The evidence at Mari suggests a similar material and symbolic premium on 

consumable meat. Sasson concludes that in Zimri-lim’s early reign, “The amount of 

slaughtered animals [for consumption at the king’s table], almost exclusively sheep, was 

staggering.”16 The lavishness of the feast at Mari continues through the Neo-Assyrian 

period and into the Persian period. Analysis of the early seventh century letters of 

                                                 
13 The banquet scene is found in the Memphite tomb. See Appendix, Figure 6. Images 

found in Ikram, Choice Cuts, 37 (put together from Geoffrey T. Martin, The Memphite Tomb of 
Horemheb Commander-in-Chief of Tut’ankhamūn [London: Egypt Exploration Society, 1989], 
plate 33:19–20). 

14 Assurnasirpal II reigned from 883–859. 
15 Or 100. See Andre Finet, “Le Banquet de Kalah offert par le Roi d’Assyrie 

Ašurnasirpal II (883–859) ” in Banquets d’Orient (Res Orientales IV; ed. R. Gyselen; Bures-sur-
Yvette, France: Groupe pour L’étude de la civilisation du Moyen-Orient, 1992),  32. 

16 Jack M. Sasson, “The King’s Table: Food and Fealty in Old Babylonian Mari,” Food 
and Identity in the Ancient Word (HANES IX; ed. by C. Grottanelli and L. Milano; Padova: 
SARGON, 2004). 207–08. 
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Assurbanibal17 shows the importance of the leftovers of the temple sacrifices and royal 

banquets, which were primarily meat, both for sustenance and for symbolic capital.18  

Therefore, while specific depictions of meat and meat consumption are largely 

absent from the iconography of the Neo-Assyrian period, prolific banquet scenes with 

meat consumption in various textual reports from Assyrian letters and inscriptions 

provide an important backdrop for understanding the desire for meat and its communal 

consumption. Meat was an essential foodstuff for royal and temple banquets, the 

symbolic value of which can be observed in the description of the inauguration of the city 

of Calah. Together the material and symbolic values lay open the imaginative power 

implicit in the symbol of meat consumption both at the sanctuary and within the villages 

for the early audience of the Deuteronomic text. For as Bottéro concludes, “All this more 

spectacular largesse associated with a meal recalled both the beneficent power of the 

king, who provided it, and the vital importance of remaining happily subject to his 

advantageous authority. On another level, feasts and festivities were eminently political 

acts,” (italics original).19 Since these feasts are decidedly religious and political, one may 

inquire about Deuteronomy’s use of this motif.  

 

 

 

 
                                                 

17 Letters from Mari could also be included here since they reveal the political importance 
of ongoing banquets, since they fed the stomachs and relationships of Mari’s rulers and allies. 

18 Simo Parpola, “The Leftovers of God and King: On the Distribution of Meat at the 
Assyrian and Achaemenid Imperial Courts,” Food and Identity in the Ancient Word. (HANES IX; 
ed. C. Grottanelli and L. Milano; Padova: SARGON, 2004), 285–93. Parpola specifically 
analyzes the letters ABL 1285 and CT 53, 139. 

19 Jean Bottéro, The Oldest Cuisine in the World: Cooking in Mesopotamia (trans. T.L. 
Fagan; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 104–05. 
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3. Archaeozoology 

 

In this next section I intend to draw upon the available data concerning animal 

usage in Iron Age II Israel and Judah to further extrapolate the physical and symbolic 

importance of communal meals, and especially those meals in which meat would feature 

as the main course on both physical and symbolic levels. This data suggests that Assyrian 

dominance had a profound impact upon meat consumption. 

First a few general notes. The Iron Age inhabitants of the Levant used and 

categorized animals differently than current western society. Cattle were not raised 

primarily for their meat nor for their milk, but for plowing fields. Goats were the primary 

dairy providers, and—as has continued to be the case until today—sheep were valued for 

their wool. These cultural realities mean that consumption of animal meat was usually a 

secondary, though important motivation for raising the animals of the herd and flock.20 

Yet certain scenarios arose in which meat became the primary use, and the Assyria period 

provided several such examples. These isolated occurrences may be especially important 

given MacDonald’s conclusion that “few changes are apparent in the animal economies 

of the highland area during the second part of the Iron Age (1000-550 BC).”21  

Archaeozoologists can get some sense of the animals’ primary use by combining the 

age of the animals at slaughter with theoretical models. These models determine the 

                                                 
20 Oded Borowski, Every Living Thing: Daily Use of Animals in Ancient Israel (Walnut 

Creek, CA: Altamira, 1998), 59, suggests, “Meat was not consumed on a daily basis for several 
reasons. Because killing an animal terminates its productivity, the slaughter of any animal had to 
be carefully calculated. Lack of means for preservation dictated that meat had to be consumed 
immediately after slaughter.” The first conclusion is vitally important, but the second is flawed 
because salting and other means of preservation are documented both in ancient Egyptian and 
Akkadian sources, as Ikram, Choice Cuts, 147–74, and Bottéro, The Oldest Cuisine in the World, 
56–63, explain. 

21 Nathan MacDonald, Diet in the Old Testament World (Winona Lakes, IN: Eerdmans, 
2008), 52. 
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prime ages for killing the animals if used primarily for meat, and which ages are better if 

humans are exploiting the animals primarily for secondary products (whether wool, dairy, 

or plowing).22 

The evidence of the finds at Tell Jemmeh, Tell Miqne-Ekron, Tell Yoqne‘am, and 

Lachish are among the only sites with significant data on possible meat consumption 

patterns in the Assyrian period. They provide a suggestive undertone for the significance 

of meat in Deut 12 in its relationship to Assyrian domination.23 

Tell Jemmeh, Tell Miqne-Ekron, and Tell Yoqne‘am undoubtedly belonged to the 

greater Assyrian Empire in the wake of Samaria’s destruction and the conversion of 

Philistia into an Assyrian province. This political change had vast economic implications, 

as the olive presses at Ekron suggest.24 Various goods increased in exchange value, 

resulting in their increased production for consumption beyond the local market. 

Excavators have found a large density of olive presses in Ekron and the nearby village of 

Tel Batash (Timnah),25 which were built in the seventh century, the period of Assyrian 

                                                 
22 Establishing the ages of the animal bones is done by observing the fusion of certain 

joints and the general wear of teeth. Brian Hesse, “Animal Use at Tel Miqne-Ekron in the Bronze 
Age and Iron Age,” BASOR 264 (1986): 22, gives a concise and clear explanation. 

23 My choice of these particular sites stems from the relative lack of analysis of faunal 
remains from Iron Age II sites that can demonstrate more specific conclusions for this period. 
Some of the data allows for further specification to the seventh century (as a result of 
stratification or other factors), but archaeozoological analysis generally belongs to the 
archaeology of la langue durée, rather than revealing short term historical events. 

24 With regards to the development of the export oriented olive oil industry, see Seymour 
Gitin, “Tel Miqne-Ekron in the 7th Century B.C.: City Plan Development and the Oil Industry,” in 
Olive Oil in Antiquity: Israel and Neighbouring Countries from the Neolithic to the Early Arab 
Period (HANES 7; ed. D. Eitam and M. Heltzer; Padova: Sargon, 1996), 230, who concludes, “In 
effect, the establishment of a new and enlarged political and economic unity created extremely 
favorable conditions for the development of a highly centralized industrial activity.” See the 
similar conclusions of David Eitam, “The Olive Oil Industry at Tel Miqne-Ekron in the Late Iron 
Age,” 183–84, in the same volume. 

25 Georg Kelm and Amichai Mazar, “7th Century B.C. Oil Presses at Tel Batash, Biblical 
Timnah,” in Olive Oil in Antiquity: Israel and Neighbouring Countries from the Neolithic to the 
Early Arab Period (HANES 7; ed. D. Eitam and M. Heltzer; Padova: Sargon, 1996), 243–48. 
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hegemony. The Pax-Assyriana would have provided both security and a large market for 

specialty products, like olive oil, which could not be produced in the imperial urban 

centers. 

One may conclude that the same economic conditions existed for pastoralists. 

Lev-Tov remarks that the percentage of sheep to goats at Tell Miqne-Ekron skyrockets in 

the Assyrian period, increasing from 1:1 to 2:1 and later 3:1.26 This suggests a 

specialization in wool production, rather than the balanced production of wool and milk 

(the most important secondary product of goats) expected for a sustainable local 

economy.  

This general trend also seems to have occurred with regards to meat. During the 

early seventh century, when Assyria repeatedly invaded and eventually subdued Egypt, 

Palestine served as the staging point for Assyrian armies. These large armies, as well as 

the Assyrian garrisons present in Palestine, would require a considerable amount of food, 

mostly procured from the local market. Wapnish notes that most of the animal bones 

from Tell Jemmeh were “…recovered in the vaulted Assyrian building which contained a 

sealed deposit assigned to a brief 50 year period between 679 and 630 B.C.E.” She 

concludes, “…it is probable that Esarhaddon used Tell Jemmeh and the region around it 

as a staging ground for his campaigns of 674, 671 and 669 B.C.E.”27 The fact that most 

animal bones were recovered from an Assyrian building suggests that the Assyrians co-

opted local meat resources for their own satisfaction.  

                                                 
26 Justin Lev-Tov, “The Social Implications of Subsistence Analysis of Faunal Remains 

from Tel Miqne-Ekron.” ASOR Newsletter 49 (1999): 15. 
27 Paula Wapnish, “Archaeozoology: The Integration of Faunal Data with Biblical 

Archaeology” in Biblical Archaeology Today, 1990: Proceedings of the Second International 
Congress on Biblical Archaeology (ed. A. Biran and J. Aviram; Jerusalem: Israel Exploration 
Society, 1993), 436. 
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The ages of the animals slaughtered is also suggestive. Wapnish’s survey of the 

animal ages at both Tell Jemmeh and Ekron turned up almost solely animal bones older 

than “market age” (which was zero to three years old). This means that the only animals 

consumed locally were older than three. In a normal find there will be some presence of 

animals of various ages, so when a dig turns up different results, some explanation seems 

necessary. She concludes that this constellation of faunal remains resulted from a 

situation where the market age animals were sent out of the local system according to the 

demands of the Assyrian market and the Assyrian imperial tribute.28 This conclusion is 

buttressed by plotting the faunal remains according to their age in order to show their 

likely use. The mortality pattern of Iron Age II Tell Miqne-Ekron and Tell Jemmeh in the 

Assyrian period reveals an “implausible culling strategy for any production goal,”29 

which suggests that there must be some outside factor removing some animals from the 

system. Wapnish’s pithy conclusion is that, “producers sell what they cannot afford to 

eat.”30 

This constellation of finds coming from various agricultural and pastoral practices 

in the archaeology of Iron Age II combine to make Wapnish’s argument the most 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 439. Brian Hesse, “Review of M. A. Zeder, Feeding Cities: Specialized Animal 

Economy in the Ancient Near East, American Antiquity 59:1 (1994): 171, notes that there may be 
other explanations as well, such as the preference of fattier meat found on older animals. 
However, while ancient eaters do seem to have enjoyed fat far more than their modern Western 
counterparts, this conclusion does not fit with the rest of the faunal finds throughout the Levant in 
the Iron Age. 

29 Wapnish, “Archaeozoology,” 438. MacDonald, Diet, 53–54, is less certain. He cites 
her study, yet does not conclude that this must mean that the younger animals were being 
exported. He considers the possibility that the caprovines were raised more intensively for their 
wool as another viable option (this option is implicit in Wapnish’s graph, “Archaeozoology,” 438, 
but she considers this an unsustainable practice). 

30 Wapnish, “Archaeozoology,” 439. MacDonald, Diet, 53, notes that further support 
comes from the evidence of Tel Harassim in the Shephelah, where cattle were exploited to a 
greater degree for meat in Iron Age II than Iron Age I. 
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plausible explanation for the Levantine territories living under the shadow of the Neo-

Assyrian empire.31   

Yoqne‘am had high culling percentages of young animals, which points towards 

utilization for meat and milk; however, the age of slaughtered animals increases 

throughout the Iron Age. Perhaps more younger animals from Yoqne‘am also found their 

way to the Assyrian table?32  

When turning to Judah, a similar trajectory can be discovered. The evidence from 

Lachish during Iron Age II shows a  development from Iron Age II A (1000–900) to Iron 

Age II B–C (900–586),33 in which a large reduction occurs in the percentage of 

caprovines in comparison to cattle.34 Furthermore, the numbers of young caprovines also 

declines, pointing to some combination of a shift to higher wool production and the 

removal of the younger and more marketable animals from the local system. Finally, 

cattle exploitation shifted its primary use from plowing to beef production, also 

supporting the notion that meat was more important in this period than it had been 

previously. So, even though Judah does not become a full fledged Assyrian province, the 

                                                 
31 While the Neo-Assyrian administrative records are relatively unhelpful because of their 

incompleteness, one does nevertheless find the sheep of Megiddo among those inspected by Neo-
Assyrian officials and set aside specifically for the “banquet-shepherd.” See K 9996 + K 14270 + 
K 14309. For translation, see the translation in F.M. Fales and J.N. Postage, eds.,  Imperial 
Administrative Records, Part 2: Provincial and Military Administration (SAA XI. Helsinki: 
Helsinki Univ. Press, 1995), 52–53; cf. XXIII for an overview of the data. This conclusion works 
for the corresponding practice with olive oil and wool production in Philistia under the Assyrian 
empire as well. 

32 MacDonald, Diet, 54, “The highest level of immature slaughter is at Yoqne‘am and this 
may suggest that as the main urban centre a greater percentage of meat was consumed here. 
Interestingly there is a sharp change at Yoqne‘am later in the Iron Age with less immature 
animals being slaughtered. Again this could suggest a shift towards wool production or the 
outsourcing of animals to Assyria.” 

33 My discussion is based on the findings of Paul Croft, “Archaeozoological Studies, 
Section A: The Osteological Remains (Mammalian and Avian),” The Renewed Archaological 
Excavations at Lachish (1973-1994) (ed. David Ussishkin; vol 5; Tel Aviv: Tel Aviv University 
Press, 2004), 2254–2348, especially 2260–79, 2316–17. 

34 from 78% caprovines to 65%. 
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appetite of its overlord makes inroads into the flocks and herds of the Lachish 

pastoralists. 

The zooarchaeological data, when compared with other archaeological finds 

related to food production and economics, accords with a general picture in which the 

territories and satellite states in the Levant changed their economic production and 

consumption of food-stuffs under the military and economic pressure of Assyria. This 

snapshot of the material culture with regards to faunal remains creates a suggestive 

matrix for interpreting the meaning of meat in Deut 12. 

 

4. Reading of 12:13-19 with further notes on 20–27 

 

The original layer of Deut 12 was never about “one thing.” I would, however, 

summarize this constellation of ordinances around the following question: how should 

the “Israelites” celebrate festive meals?35  

The earliest Deuteronomy answers that the people must take particular choice 

parts of this food to the centralized place that YHWH desires, while they should consume 

other portions in their villages according to their own desires. This formulation portrays 

the centrifugal and centripetal movements involved in the Deuteronomic vision of festive 

consumption. As Braulik notes, the text of 12:13 and following coalesces around the 

notions of eating and enjoyment, the practice of which the people experience both 

centrally and locally, thereby providing a significant overlap and interpenetration 

between the experiences.36 

                                                 
35 As most modern commentators have argued, Deut 12, in its earliest form, begins as an 

update of the earlier Covenant Code, and of Exod 20:24b–26 in particular. 
36 Georg Braulik, Die deuteronomischen Gesetze und der Dekalog: Studien zum Aufbau 

von Deuteronomium 12–26 (SBAB 145; Stuttgart: Verlag Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1991), 24. 
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The earliest section, vv. 13–18, divides into three sections.37 The first section 

highlights the singular place where the Israelites should bring their offerings. The second 

section provides the important exceptions to this singularization, namely that in spite of 

centralization, some festive or cultic meals may take place throughout the land. The third 

section returns the focus to the singular place of worship, and details the particular 

Deuteronomic formulations of worship and cultic celebrations. 

                                                 
37 My analysis would work equally well in v. 19 was also included. Scholars take a 

variety of positions on the date of 12:19–27: Timo Veijola, Das 5. Mose: Deuteronomium (ATD 
8,1; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2004), 278, considers 22–27 the latest layer, dating to 
the Second Temple while Martin Rosé, 5 Mose (ZB 5:1; Zürich : Theologischer Verlag, 1994), 
15, 22–26, interprets 20–27 as a Josianic redaction of the original Hezekian 13–19. Georg 
Braulik, Deuteronomium 1–16,17 (Würzburg: Echter Verlag, 1986), 94–100, is quite similar to 
Rosé. Eckart Otto, Das Deuteronomium: Politische Theologie und Rechtsreform in Juda und 
Assyrien (BZAW 284; Berlin: de Gruyter, 1999), 347, dates most of 13–27 to the time of  Josiah. 
Reinhold G. Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative Books of the Old Testament (trans. J. 
Nowden, London: T & T Clark, 2005), 121, states,  “Deut 19–28 are throughout additions to the 
original text in vv.13–18.” 

Interpreters almost universally view v. 21 as part of a later redaction. I support an early 
seventh century original text for Deuteronomy, and imagine the ordinances found in most of 20–
27 fitting for the late pre-exilic time period, providing concrete legal interpretation of the earliest 
prescriptions. Most, like A.M.H. Mayes, Deuteronomy (NCBC; London: Oliphants, 1979), 229, 
consider vv. 20–21, which limit local meat slaughter to places far from the chosen place, 
incompatible with the regulations of 13–19, which set no spatial restrictions. However, it could 
also be that 20–21 are meant by the same author to give practical and concrete limitations to the 
general statement of v. 15a, working by a different type of argumentation.  

Bernard M. Levinson argues that the stipulations of vv.20–28 conform more easily to the 
rest envisioned for the Solomonic period, suggesting that “…it represents an attempt by the text’s 
authors to justify the introduction of local secular slaughter,” (Deuteronomy and the 
Hermeneutics of Legal Innovation [Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997], 41). He contends 
that the authors appropriate the Solomonic date in order to justify local slaughter by suggesting 
that it has been allowed since the beginning of the First Temple Period. Levinson also rejects the 
general argument that 20–28 update an earlier formulation of the ordinance during the Josianic 
period because none of the wording in 2 Kgs 23 corresponds to Deut 12:20–28 (Ibid., 40–43). But 
can one really expect the Deuteronomi(sti)c authors to have felt the need to reach this threshold of 
philological continuity with 2 Kgs when addressing a possible Josianic expansion? Levinson’s 
argument makes much of the silence in 2 Kgs 23.  

My argument for the meaning of the earliest text would change little if dated to Josiah. 
Throughout the late eighth and at least the first half of the seventh century Judah exists primarily 
as part of the Assyrian orbit of power—with all the effects of the particularly Assyrian 
hegemony—which makes my analysis applicable for both situations. However, a date somewhere 
in the time of Manasseh accounts better for the emphasis on communal religious banquets 
because of the similar focus by Sennacherib with regards to the Aššur cult and Sennacherib and 
Esarhaddon’s presence in the Levant. 



 15

This first verse (12:13) highlights the quintessential offering—“burnt offerings” 

—that is set aside completely for the deity. Unlike those listed later (v. 17), Deut 12:13 

takes the offering first mentioned by Exod 20:24 and uses it as a metonym for offerings 

in general.38 Deut 12:14 adds to “burnt offerings,” summarizing the remainder of the 

cultic gifts with “and there you shall do everything I am commanding you.” This clause 

receives further explanation in 12:17. Highlighting “burnt offerings” picks up on their 

presence in Exod 20:24 and also the fact that they are the one meat offering the laity do 

not eat from. All other offering types remain or are returned to the people for their 

consumption. But, as the following verses show, this meat consumption takes place in a 

variety of locations, so naming other meat offerings would water down the essential focus 

of 12:13–14 on the singular sanctuary. 

The middle section (vv. 15–16) moves from the single sanctuary and to the land 

as a whole. Now eating meat is the focus. These verses stands in direct contrast to the 

previous verses, set off by the adversative raq (best translated here as “however”). The 

section begins with the basic ordinance: “in [response to] every personal desire you may 

slaughter and eat meat.” This ordinance is then unfolded in the rest of the section, 

explaining when and where it may take place, who may take part, and how it shall be 

carried out.39 

                                                 
38 It may be the case that Deuteronomy does not mention the second offering type from 

Exod 20:24, s$e$la4m|=m, because these are too closely identified with the zebah9. Deuteronomy also 
changes the verb of Exod 20:24 from zbh9 to (lh, likely in line with its decree that one may now 
slaughter (zbh9) throughout the land, but one may only make smoke go up ((lh) in the singular 
sanctuary. On the other hand, Christian A. Eberhart, Studien zur Bedeutung der Opfer im Alten 
Testament. Die Signifikanz von Blut- und Verbrennungsriten im kultischen Rahmen (Neukirchen-
Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 2002), 313, notes that not only is hl( the most common sacrificial 
term, but in later texts (Chron, Ezra, Neh) it can become a catch all term for sacrifices. He argues 
(idem, 317–18) that tre+oq; plays this role in pre-exilic texts based on 1 Sam 2:28, Isa 1:13, and 
Ps 66:15. The first two do support this conclusion, while the third is less clear. 

39 Many of these explanations may stem from later redactors. 
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The first stipulation answers the questions of when and where: “according to the 

blessing of YHWH your God in all your gates.” This clause upends the practice of the 

Covenant Code in a second and wide reaching manner. The previous verses consolidated 

all sanctuaries into one particular place, seemingly narrowing the possible locations for 

meat consumption. However, as noted above, by only mentioning the burnt offerings and 

the enigmatic “everything which I am commanding you,” specific mention of offerings 

from which the people receive meat is missing. This particular omission occurs allows 

vv. 15–16 to explain that the DC vision does not in fact limit meat consumption perhaps 

even as much as the Covenant Code. Instead new regulations for meat consumption are 

put in place. 

The text names meat, thus turning the focus to a symbolically rich, cultically 

specific food product. As I have argued thus far, mention of this term is fraught with 

implications in the given historical cultural context. The verses at hand have linked meat 

consumption to two factors so far: personal desire and divine blessing. These two factors 

determine when one may eat. I take it for granted that the people desired to eat meat far 

more than they could afford to eat it, making it a standing desire. The second factor, 

divine blessing, cements the presence of the deity in all the villages. So divine presence 

in Yahwistic meal (meat) consumption is not only experienced in the central sanctuary.40 

This clause sets the Deuteronomic program against the current Assyrian hegemony, 

which, as argued above, deprived the Judahite people of their animals in order to feed the 

Assyrian army and treasury. 

                                                 
40 This divine blessing may not be a temporal factor as such, but it essentially functions 

this way. The function of the preposition ke$ is best understood in terms of suggesting the 
“agreement in manner or norm” with the condition that follows (Following IBHS 11.2.9, p. 203). 
So meat consumption may occur “in agreement with the manner in which YHWH provides this 
blessing.” 
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The following clause, “the unclean and the clean may eat it like the gazelle and 

the deer,” answers the question of who may eat and begins the answer to the question of 

how. The designation of the clean and unclean has appeared to many interpreters as a 

foreign element to the Deuteronomic rhetorical style and vision, perhaps for good reason. 

While t[a4me4) (unclean) appears more often than its counterpart t[a4ho,r (clean), neither 

appears often in the book. Outside of the appearance of this clause (also 12:22, 15:22), 

the terms only appear together in the regulations of clean and unclean foods in 14:3–21. 

This has led a number of interpreters to conclude that this verse, as well as the food laws, 

come from a later priestly hand.41 

Speaking for the originality of these verses is the idea that consumption of meat in 

villages was a new idea in Israel, so the people would need to know how one should do 

it.42 This suggestion could either speak for the inclusion of v. 15b in the original layer of 

                                                 
41 Veijola, 5 Mose, 273–74, and Mayes, Deuteronomy, 223. Mayes attributes this to a Dtr 

rather than a priestly redactor. )m+ also appears in Deut 24:4 and 26:14 (possible relevant pre-
exilic occurrences are Hos 9:3–4, Isa 6:5, and 2 Kgs 23:4). rh+ occurs in Deut 23:10 (where it is 
negated). It also occurs in 1 Sam 20:26 in a likely pre-exilic text. The answer to the date of these 
verses may hinge on one’s dating of P. 

42 The debate over the possible secular consumption of meat before Deuteronomy 
continues. With Eberhart, Studien zur Bedeutung der Opfer im Alten Testament, 227: “Es ist 
darauf hizuweisen, dass in 1Sam 14,32–35 nicht xbaze oder Mymilf#;], sondern eine 
Profanschlachtung beschrieben wird. Sauls Soldaten schlachten und verzehren nach einem Sieg 
über die Philister spontan Beutetiere. Die Tötung der Tiere wird nicht mit xbz, sondern mit +x#] 
bezeichnet (V.32.34).” Because the soldiers belong to the sanctified army of the Lord, they are in 
some sense already “holy.” This fact circumscribes the “secular” nature of their slaughter and 
consumption and in fact coincides to a large degree with the regulations on decentralized 
slaughter in Deut 12:15. 

 One should note the recent argument of Volkmar Wagner, Profanität und Sakralisierung 
im Alten Testament (BZAW 351; Berlin: de Guyter, 2005), 133–34, 152–54 who asserts an 
essentially profane or secular (separate from the Temple) understanding of ancient Israelite 
society, especially when it comes to meat consumption. One of his contentions is the non-cultic 
origination of Deut 14 and Lev 11. His analysis misses the fact that culture (which includes and is 
determined in part by religion) determines what is food and what is not. The lists in Lev 11 and 
Deut 14 are not lists of edible and inedible substances. Rather they are lists from the edible in 
terms of what is “food” for a particular culture and what is not. Even if he wants to argue from 
some sort of materialist theory like Marvin Harris, then he needs to show how “what was good to 
eat” became “what was good to think.” For Deut 12:13–17 he argues (idem, 154), “Das aber 
bedeutet: Die „profane“ Schlachtung wird hier als eine selbstverständlich gegebene Möglichkeit 
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the text, or perhaps also for its later addition, since more “practical” details inevitably 

arose. A second argument for viewing 15b (and possibly v. 16 as well) as part of the 

earliest layer is the attempt to set of the local consumption of meat from the “cultic-

ritual” consumption of 12:14,17–18. A third argument is the observation that 12:22–25 

exegete them, therefore suggesting their earlier presence in the text.43 

The final part of v. 15 begins to answer how the meat may be eaten by saying that 

it shall be eaten as the gazelle and deer. First off, this assumes that the audience 

understands how one should eat the meat of these wild game animals.44 Even without the 

later insertion of Deut 14:3–20 into the Deuteronomic Code, one can conclude that there 

was some sort of custom differentiating between animals in the eighth and seventh 

centuries. Every culture chooses only some of the edible animals in its environment as 

“food,” therefore leading to the designations “not for eating” versus “good for food.”45 

This established conclusion of comparative ethnology allows for the similar expectation 

                                                                                                                                                 
vorausgesetzt und erwähnt. Nur zwingt der Zusammenhang mit dem Voranstehenden zu zwei 
klärenden Bemerkungen, um Mißverständnissen vorzubeugen: In diesem Falle gilt die Forderung 
nach einer Durchführung der Schlachtung an dem Ort, den JHWH in einem deiner Stämme 
erwählen wird, (italics original) natürlich nicht; auch brauchen keine Reinheitsvorschriften 
beachtet zu werden—mehr sagt der Abschnitt nicht aus.” However, the problem with this analysis 
is that it separates the yiqtol form yizbah9 from the weqatal form we$)a4kalta4 and makes them verbs 
for two separate clauses. Bas8ar is no longer the object for zbh9, but only for )kl. A further problem 
is that he does not deal with the lexical meaning of zbh9 in the rest of the Bible. He needs to 
establish non-cultic possibilities (pre-Deut) for his theory to be plausible. The woman of Endor (1 
Sam 28:24) might be one possibility, but this is clearly both an unacceptable “sacrifice” and she 
could also be seen as some sort of ritual functionary, given her role as seer. 

43 However, it could simply be that both vv. 15b–16 and vv. 22–25 are later, with vv. 
15b–16 being marginally earlier than 22–25. 

44 Interpreters at this point typically point to Deut 14 and Lev 11 in order to gain traction 
on explaining this custom. However, it should be noted that Deut 14 is considered a later insertion 
into Deuteronomy, and Lev 11 belongs to P, again often viewed as a much later composition or 
one from a decidedly different social context. 

45 Alan Beardsworth and Teresa Keil, Sociology on the Menu: an Invitation to the Study 
of Food and Society (London: Routledge, 1997), 54. 
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for ancient Israel. Regardless of when v. 15b becomes part of the text, it serves to 

emphasize the consumption of animals fit for sacrifice outside the sacrificial context. 

However, the more important distinction for this verse is between “good for food” 

and “good for sacrifice.” This scenario distinguishes (or conflates) the categories of the 

herd and flock (ba4qa4r and s[o,n), which are not explicitly mentioned here but are the 

typical animals set aside for offerings,46 and the gazelle and deer.47 As has often been 

pointed out, Deut 12:15 allows for the consumption of animals designated for sacrifice in 

a non-sacrificial manner that accords with the consumption of non-sacrificial animals that 

were still designated as food.48 

Rashi suggests that the mention of the gazelle and deer means that the owner and 

consumers need not give a portion of the animal to the priests or temple.49 This 

interpretation works especially well with 12:18–19.50 Since the cultic (or formerly cultic) 

                                                 
46 They are mentioned in 12:21 Though this is likely a later addition, it serves to explain 

which animals the ordinance allowing for domestic meat consumption was held to include—at 
least at the time of this insertion. They also appear in the earlier source text for Deut 12, namely 
Exod 20:24. 

47 There is some evidence from the IA I archaeological record at Mt. Ebal and Shiloh that 
game animals were used sacrificially. See Shlomo Hellwing, Moshe Sadeh, and Vered Kishon. 
“Faunal Remains,” in Shiloh: The Archaeology of a Biblical Site (ed. I. Finkelstein; Tel Aviv: Tel 
Aviv University Press, 1993), 309–50; Liora Kolska Horwitz, Faunal Remains from the Early 
Iron Age Site on Mount Ebal.” Tel Aviv 13–14 (1986): 173–89. 

48 An interesting note from the archaeological record is that wild game appears to have 
still roamed in the North during Iron Age II, but had disappeared by this time in the South, 
making the northern provenance of this tidbit more likely. Cf. MacDonald, Diet, 51–52. 

49 He states that “like the deer and the gazelle,” (vv. 15, 22), “from which an offering may 
not come” (that pure and impure may eat) and “to exempt them from ‘the foreleg and the jaw and 
the stomach’” (Deut 18:3) which belong to the priest. His reading follows Sifre 75. 

50 Kratz, The Composition of the Narrative Books of the Old Testament, 121: “Deut. 
12.19 begins again…and gives a special role to the levites who have been deprived of a living by 
the centralization of the cult but are already taken note of in v. 18.” It is a legitimate question 
whether the mention in v. 18 of the Levite ends the original text, or if it instead continues to v. 19. 
Both could serve as an adequate ending to the opening verse. V. 18 works better in the sense that 
the Levites are included as the lone extra familiar element in this list of participants because they 
are the ones specifically impacted by the loss of multiple sanctuaries. However, v. 19 provides a 
better formal ring structure. Otto, Deuteronomium, 346, provides a recent example of the 
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personnel like the Levites receive no portion of the animal as payment for their service in 

the sanctuary, now the heads of household are reminded that they must take extra care to 

include these individuals in the village feasts. 

V. 16 provides a further stipulation to domestic slaughter. Not only should one eat 

it in the manner that one eats wild game, but one should not eat the blood, rather one 

should pour it out upon the ground. It is important to note that this earliest section does 

not explicitly explain why blood should not be consumed, nor specifically why it should 

be poured out like water. It seems that the authors assumed that the audience knew the 

reason behind the ordinance. Unlike v. 16, where there is no reason given for the 

ordinance, vv. 22–24 explicitly states, “because the blood, it (is) the life, and you shall 

not eat the life with the meat.51 

In addition to an extended discussion on the separation of blood, v. 27 picks up on 

the importance of ba4sa4r  (“meat”) for vv. 13–18. The detailed instructions about what 

should be done with the blood and the meat of both the (o4lo4te,ka4 (“your burnt offerings”) 

and the ze$ba4h9e,ka (“your sacrifices”) show that the biggest difference at the sanctuary is 

not in what is done with the blood, but rather what one should do with the meat. The 

blood of the ze$ba4h9e,ka is specifically “poured out” (yis$s$a4pe4k) upon the altar. The verb in 

v.27 picks up on the connection between the slaughter (zbh9) in the local villages (v.15–

16) from which the meat which eat and the blood is poured out (s#pk). Like the local 

feasts, this later text notes that the people eat the meat related to zbh9, and the related 

blood is poured out. In contrast, the blood and the meat of the burnt offering are “done” 

((s8h) upon the altar. In this case the verb + object condense the two clause command of 

                                                                                                                                                 
structure if v. 19 is included; however, his understanding does not take v. 17 into account (though 
he views it as original). For an earlier version, see Gottfried Seitz, Redaktionsgeschichtliche 
Studien zum Deuteronomium (Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1971), 211. 

51 k|= hadda4m hu,) hannepes$ we$lo4) to4)kal hannepes$ (im habba4s8a4r. 
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v.14 (there you shall offer burnt offerings and there you shall do everything…) into one 

clause, taking the object from the first ((o4lo4te,ka4)—which is more important for this 

command since it appears in both v. 13 and v. 14— and the verb from the second 

( \ta(a$s8eh / (a4s|=ta4). 

Deuteronomy presses the point that the life which is the blood deserves a special 

respect from the people. This contention is seconded in the divine commands to Noah 

that he avoid blood consumption. McConville summarizes, “In each case the blood-

disposal is referred to only by way of reservation, a reminder lest in the people’s 

enjoyment they commit a cultic offence… The cultic details are subordinate to a didactic 

purpose characteristic of Deuteronomy as a whole.”52 

In v. 17 the focus returns to the single sanctuary with the listing of foods and 

drinks that one is not able to consume within the local gates. The various tithe elements53 

are supplemented by oath offerings, freewill offerings, and contributions. Deuteronomy 

uses a further negative, “You are not allowed to eat” in order to return the focus back to 

the singular sanctuary, in effect performing a double negative, overturning the earlier raq 

(“however”) of v. 15.  

Having set the return to the sanctuary through prohibiting local consumption of 

various contributions, v. 18 recalls the syntax of v. 14, which emphasizes that instead one 

                                                 
52 J. Gordon McConville, Law and Theology in Deuteronomy (JSOTSS 33; Sheffield: 

JSOT Press, 1984), 54. Rosé, 5 Mose, 13, reaches a similar conclusion: “Der Kurzpredigt vv. 13–
19 geht es darin gerade nicht um eine Neuerung, sondern um die Aufrechterhaltung einer alten, 
höchstwahrscheinlich nomadischen Schlachtpraxis, die nicht an ein Heiligtum gebunden war: das 
Blut des geschlachteten Tiers in die Erde auslaufen zu lassen (V.16). Dies mit 
‘Profanschlachtung’ zu bezeichnen, ist viel zu modern gedacht; es bleibt eine rituell, heilige 
Handlung im Umgang mit der Unheimlichkeit des Bluts.” Cf. Richard D. Nelson, Deuteronomy: 
A Commentary (OTL, Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2004), 154. 

53 Which here are in their raw forms here and in 14:23, but in 14:26 appear in their 
fermented or manufactured forms. 
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shall eat them lipne, (“before”) the deity, which in this case is a spatial designation as 

supported by the following election formula. 

As mentioned in the introduction, the move towards centralization accomplishes a 

profound de-centralization of the Israelite life and religion, namely, a sanctification of the 

entire people of Israel, especially the heads of households.54 In effect, the heads of 

households become de facto priests on behalf of their communities. They are now 

responsible for the separation of blood from the meat that will be consumed communally 

(explicitly if v.16 belongs to the earliest layer of the text). Moving outside this text, they 

also are responsible for the distribution of the third year tithe (14:28–29). Thirdly, they 

pierce the ears of Israelite debt slaves choosing to remain with their masters for the rest of 

their lives rather than going free in the seventh year (15:16–17).  

The heads of household remain the implied audience of the ordinances, since they 

had the power to decide when and where to bring the families offerings, like Elkanah in 1 

Sam 1. This becomes most explicit in 12:18, where they are addressed directly (as they 

often are throughout Deuteronomy) as )atta3h (“you”). They also function as the textual 

addressees around whom “your son, and your daughter, and your male slave and your 

female slave, and the Levite in your gates” (12:18) congeal as units. The absence of 

priests from this discussion further heightens the textual role given to these heads of 

household. Deuteronomy 12 continues the emphasis of the Covenant Code on the role of 

the people as a whole in sacrifice (Exod 20:24–26). In general, Deuteronomy picks up on, 

reinforces, and extends the local societal structures even into the actions taking place at 

the central sanctuary. 

                                                 
54 The contains many similarities with the position suggested by Suee-Yan Yu, “Tithes 

and Firstlings in Deuteronomy” (Ph.D. diss., Union Theological Seminary in Virginia. 1997), 
134–70. 
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Notably, Deuteronomy highlights that this connection goes through the conduit of 

the heads of household, rather than through the priests or the king. 55  This differentiates 

the Deuteronomic formulation both from Priestly traditions and—more importantly—

from the socio-religious and political structures of the surrounding cultures and the Neo-

Assyrian empire.  

The mention of a more complete family and extra-familial group in 12:18 

emphasizes the general distribution of meat throughout the society. The combination of 

the localized groups eating together in the central place (v. 18) with the local 

consumption of meat according to one’s desire (vv. 15,20,21) builds upon the richness 

found in the iconographic and textual records of banquets in the surrounding cultures. As 

displayed in the banquet of Horemheb, typically only nobles from the highest class 

receive the most variegated and meat rich plates. In contrast, according to Deut 

12:15,20,21 all the Israelite people receive such treats. The implied promise that YHWH 

would provide enough meat for the Israelites to eat meat according to their desires in 

each of these verses creates hope in the text’s audience that YHWH will give more than 

the people need, catering even to their wants.  

As McDonald states, “Thus, the joyful feasts that the Israelites consume provide 

not only a positive memory of the gift of the land and YHWH’s acts of salvation, but also 

make the Israelite remember and forget the Canaanite cult through the absence of 

forbidden meat.”56 This argument works not only for local “Canaanite” traditions, but 

also for those of imperial Assyria as well. These joyful feasts occur in the central place 

                                                 
55 J. Gordon McConville, Law and Theology in Deuteronomy 11–17, has noted this type 

of reciprocal action between deity and people as a whole in the use of ntn as well, which operates 
as a textual device to strengthen the bond between deity and worshiping community. 

56 Nathan McDonald, Not Bread Alone: The Uses of Food in the Old Testament (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2008), 88. 
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(12:18) and at home (12:15,20,21), thereby ridding the land of non-Yahwistic space in 

which to eat Canaanite (or Assyrian) meat. 

The implications of the lack of non-Yahwistic space become evident when placed 

in conversation with the Neo-Assyrian banquet iconography—especially the tradition as 

it culminates in the banquet of Assurbanipal—and the Neo-Assyrian description of the 

dedication banquet of Calah.57  Both place the Neo-Assyrian king at the apex and center 

of the feast. While meat does not play a leading role in Assurbanipal’s iconographic 

banquet, various types of meat parade as the main course in the Calah text, supporting the 

definitive political overtones of these meals. The Deuteronomic formulation takes on a 

decidedly anti-Assyrian flavor, since in Deuteronomy 12 the entire space of Israel 

becomes satiated with meals centered around meat from Israel’s God. The LORD’s 

provision and method of provision makes significant adjustments to that of the Neo-

Assyrian ruler who provides the prolific seven–day feast for 70,000 people. Instead 

YHWH, working through the human hands of the heads of households throughout the 

localities of Israel, provides both for a centralizing and unifying feast at the central 

sanctuary and for an ongoing and unending meat-focused meal in the local villages. 

When compared with the Neo-Assyrian banquet, the Deuteronomic meals promote a 

decidedly de-centralized image. While the centralization of the chosen place remains 

intact, especially with its connection to the divine authority of YHWH, the 

                                                 
57 Pongratz-Leisten, “The Interplay of Military Strategy and Cultic Practice in Assyrian 

Politics,” 252, argues that the intent to extend royal presence to the edges of the empire was part 
of the Assyrian ideology: “As pointed out by Mario Liverani, in Assyria the king’s presence is 
documented in the periphery of his empire by the visual documentation of statues or rock-reliefs 
set up in the mountains. Besides, in addition to the very technical meaning of the celebratory 
stela, delimiting the state border and marking the possession of the universe by the king, ‘other 
metaphorical implications can be pointed out. Concerning space, if we consider the border as an 
elastic perimeter that follows the outwards displacement of the king, the stela (with name and 
image of the king) acts as a substitute of his presence in order to keep the perimeter fixed at the 
farthest point, even when the king returns to a more central place.’” Perhaps the extension of 
YHWH’s presence to the local villages in 12:15 functions similarly. 
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responsibilities for human hosts spread to the various households even to the periphery of 

YHWH’s land. 

Finally, the archaeozoological analysis of the faunal remains from Iron Age II 

Judah and the Levant show the heightened importance of meat in Judah as a result of the 

Neo-Assyrian domination. Though the evidence taken from the archaeological sites does 

not provide conclusive answers for the amount of meat available for local consumption, 

both comparison with the historical events of the time and also evidence from Philistia 

and farther afield suggest intriguing congruity with my conclusions. The incursions of the 

Assyrian army changed the pattern of meat consumption in Ekron. Assyrian domination 

gave rise to intensive olive oil production as well. So, given the changes in agricultural 

production on the basis of the massive changes in the economics of the Levant, changes 

in the production of animal goods are expected. These changes, coinciding with tribute 

requirements and the loss of animals taken by the Assyrians as booty, give rise to an 

ensuing lack of meat for local consumption. This process provides background for how 

an Iron Age II audience likely understood the ordinances of Deut 12:13–19, especially in 

their references to localized desire for and consumption of meat. In Deuteronomy 12 the 

“Israelites” are called to become a unified, yet politically and socially decentralized 

people enjoying communal banquets under YHWH’s beneficent rule. 
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Appendix 
 
Figure 1: BM 121201. Found by Woolley in the royal cemetery of Ur. This image is of the “peace 
panel” and should be juxtaposed with the “war panel,” thereby suggesting a victory celebration. 
 

 
 
Figure 2:  C. From Megiddo level VIIA and dated 1350–1150 B.C.E. The procession of prisoners 
suggests the idea of a victory banquet. 
 

 
 
Figure 3: BM 118179. Image taken from André Parrot, Arts of Assyria (Trans. S. Gilbert and J. 
Emmons; New York: Golden, 1961), 311. This banquet scene comes from ninth century Numrud. 
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Figure 4: Tell es-Sa‘idiyeh, S 978, Amman, National Museum. Cf.  ANEP, no 859 (Image on 
p.359, description on 381–82). This eighth century seal provides a traditional depiction, complete 
with seated ruler, attending servants, cup in hand, and table plush with food. 

 
 
Figure 5: BM 124920, from the north palace of Kuyunjik. From the reign of Assurbanipal (668–
633). Cf. ANEP no. 451 (Image on p. 155, description on p.301). 
 

 
 
Figure 6: Banquet of Horemheb (14th Century). Image from Ikram, Choice Cuts, 37. 

 


