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CTH 133 and the Hittite Provenance of Deuteronomy 13 

Joshua Berman 

 

For over forty years the dominant view within scholarship has maintained that 

Deuteronomy 13 is a composition of the seventh century BCE.  Remarkable similarities of 

language and norms exist between the apostasy laws of Deuteronomy 13 and the disloyalty 

provisions set out in section 10 of the Vassal Treaty of Esarhaddon of 672 BCE.
1
  The claim has 

proven especially attractive in light of the wealth of historical data in our possession for that 

period that would seem to support the claim.  Assyrian cultic practices were present in the temple 

(2 Kgs 23:11); the kingdom of Judah was subjugated by Sennacherib in the time of Hezekiah (2 

Kgs 18:13–18), and the name of Mannaseh, king of Judah appears on the list of Transpotamic 

kings subjugated by Esarhaddon.  Assyrian domination, it is suggested, engendered a gradual 

socio-religious acculturation in which Judean scribes assimilated and modified the structures of 

Assyrian ideology within the framework of their own tradition.
2
  In patterning the laws of 

apostasy in Deuteronomy after the Neo-Assyrian sedition stipulations, the scribes of Judea were 

engaging in polemics and essentially turning an Assyrian form against their oppressors, asserting 

the imperialism of YHWH over the imperialism of the Assyrian king.
3
 

So compelling are the parallels of phraseology, so clearly defined is the historical setting, 

that Richard Nelson speaks for the consensus when he writes in his Deuteronomy commentary, 

―[Deuteronomy 13] breathes the atmosphere of Assyrian treaty documents, paralleling the 

requirements for loyalty found in them… The similarities between this chapter and VTE are so 

close that a deliberate imitation of Assyrian forms is nearly certain.‖
4
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 In turn, the claim of a Neo-Assyrian provenance for Deuteronomy 13 has played a major 

role in scholarship beyond that limited to this chapter.  Because the claim enjoys the support of 

epigraphic evidence, many expositors have taken the connection as one sign that much of 

Deuteronomy as a whole was composed in the seventh century BCE.
5
 Indeed, one is hard-

pressed to think of another cognate text from the first millennium whose language and norms are 

so close to those of a single passage of biblical law. 

 In this study I propose that a more compelling backdrop for the apostasy laws of 

Deuteronomy 13 can be located in the Late Bronze Hittite vassal treaty tradition.  I will begin by 

drawing attention to the sedition stipulations of the Hittite treaties that closely match the apostasy 

laws of Deuteronomy 13—which, surprisingly, have been largely ignored by scholarship until 

now.  My aim will be to demonstrate that in case after case we may see that the Hittite parallels 

are closer in content and in form to the laws of Deuteronomy 13 than are the parallels from the 

Neo-Assyrian tradition.  Moreover, I will attempt to demonstrate that Deuteronomy 13 describes 

a relationship between YHWH the sovereign and Israel the vassal that more closely resembles 

the relationship of a Hittite king and his vassal than that of a Neo-Assyrian king and his.  

 Before proceeding to a review of the evidence, a methodological note is in order.  As I 

seek to discern whether Deuteronomy 13 more closely resembles the Hittite literature or the Neo-

Assyrian literature, I take the following to be axiomatic: the very fact that two bodies of material 

share a common element is insufficient to warrant claims of a hereditary connection between 

them or that they are the product of a shared milieu and a common period. For example, as we 

shall see, all three bodies of treaty literature under review here address the concern that 

individuals may be prone to have greater allegiance to their own family members than to their 

lord, whether that lord is a human king, as in the Hittite and Neo-Assyrian treaties, or YHWH, in 
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the case of Deuteronomy.  The very fact that this is a shared concern is insufficient to posit a 

connection between them: political theorists have struggled with the problem of how to maintain 

the loyalty of citizens to the state in the face of loyalty to kin since the earliest political writings 

of Greece.
6
  In order to posit that Deuteronomy 13 more closely resembles one treaty tradition or 

the other, we will need to identify shared elements that are highly distinctive; elements whose 

multiple occurrences cannot simply be attributed to the universal nature of the human condition.  

In some cases we will be able to identify in these laws content that seems distinctive.  But it is 

primarily in the realm of the written form of these laws that distinctions will be more easily 

found.  Speaking proverbially, just as there are many ways to skin a cat, there are many ways to 

express the same basic law.  Options abound for the varied employment of metaphor, 

phraseology, syntax, legal formulae, order and structure.  Because a great variety of formal 

elements is available to the composer of a treaty, the consistent similarity of form between treaty 

texts from two different cultures will highlight their shared distinction when they are compared 

with treaties elsewhere.  

 

The Primary Evidence: CTH 133 –The Ismerika Treaty 

Studies of Deuteronomy 13 in light of Neo-Assyrian sources routinely focus attention to 

§10 of VTE (ll. 108-122).  The importance of this text for the study of Deuteronomy 13 lies not 

only in the fact that it exhibits several elements that find parallels in Deuteronomy 13, but in the 

fact that it exhibits these parallel elements in high concentration, thus amply satisfying the 

criterion of distinctiveness.  
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I open my study, therefore, with an examination of a Hittite text, which I maintain 

exhibits even more and closer parallels to Deuteronomy 13, and in higher concentration: CTH 

133, the treaty between Aruwanda I of Hatti (fifteenth c. BCE) and the Men of Ismerika.   

Before I begin my examination of this text and its implications for our understanding of 

Deuteronomy 13, a few words are in order concerning the place of this text in the history of the 

scholarship on ancient Near Eastern treaty forms and the biblical idea of covenant.  The 

publication of the main corpus of Hittite vassal treaties in the 1920‘s  and 30‘s, paved the way 

for Mendenhall‘s ground breaking study in 1955 that revealed striking similarities between the 

form of the biblical covenant and the form of the Hittite vassal treaty.
7
  This spurred a flurry of 

scholarly interest at mid-century in the relationship between the Sinai covenant in the Bible and 

vassal treaties throughout the ancient Near East.  A voluminous literature proliferated around this 

topic in the 1960‘s but thereafter interest in it tapered off considerably.
8
  This scholarship 

produced two schools of thought on the subject. One school, those who have followed 

Mendenhall, maintains that the stronger parallels to biblical covenant lie in the Hittite materials.  

Most scholars, however have been swayed by the strength of the parallels from the Neo-Assyrian 

texts, particularly those found in VTE, and it is fair to say that this school has been in the 

ascendancy for the last forty years.  As noted, most of the comparative work was carried out in 

the 1960‘s and little new evidence has been marshaled since then to sway the debate one way or 

the other.
9
 

The Ismerika Treaty was first published and translated into German, by Kempinski and 

Košak in 1970,
10

 and thus went unnoticed by the great treatments of treaty forms of the previous 

decade.  Interest in the general topic of treaty parallels waned subsequently and references to 

CTH 133 in treaty form scholarship since are scant.
11

  Indeed, the text would only reach a wider 



5 
 

scholarly audience with its translation into English, and more importantly, its inclusion in a large 

anthology of treaty texts, in the second edition of Beckman‘s Hittite Diplomatic Texts, in 1999.
12

 

 The text is somewhat anomalous with regard to most of the vassal treaties from the Late 

Bronze Hittite Empire.  Most vassal treaties of that period are formulated as an agreement 

between two individual rulers—the great king of Hatti, and the ruler of the vassal state.  CTH 

133 tells of the Hittite subjugation of the region of Kizzuwatna, on the border of northern Syria.  

The treaty, however, is not with the ruler of Kizzuwatna, but with the men of Ismerika, colonists 

from southern Anatolia, who served as subject allies of the Hittites, and who assisted the local 

Hittite authorities in administration of the Kizzuwatnaean population.
13

 

 The sections of the treaty that are relevant to Deuteronomy 13 address seditious acts in 

the vassal territory (§§ 9-10; obv. ll. 21-28)
14

: 

21 ma-a-an-ša-ma[-aš-]kán i-da-lu-ma  ut-tar 

ku-iš-ki pí-ra-an [te-]iz-zi na-aš-ma EN MAT-

KAL-TI[ 

21 If anyone [ut]ters a malicious word before 

you [whether it is a border lord, [.]  

22 na-aš-ma-aš ap-pí-iz-zi-i a-aš na-aš-ma-aš 

LÚ KUR 
URU

Ḫa-at[-ti n]a-aš-ma-aš LÚ KUR  

URU
Ki-iz-zu-u a-a [-ni 

22 or a commoner, or a Hitt[ite o]r a 

Kizzuwatner [.]  

 

23 na-aš-ma-aš an-tu-uḫ-ši A-BU-ŠU AMA- 

ŠU ŠEŠ-ŠU NIN-Š[U n]a-aš-ma DUMU-ŠU 

LÚ
ga-e-na-aš[(-) 

23 or his people, his own father, his mother, 

his brother, his sister or his son, [his] relative 

by marriage [.]  

24 nu ku-iš ut-tar me-ma-i na-an le-e ku-iš-ki  

mu-u[n-na-]a  -iz-zi e-ep-du-an na-an  

te-ek-kụ-u[š-ša-nu-ud-du 

24 whoever says such a word, no one is to hide 

him, but shall rather seize him and expose him!  
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25  ma-a-an-kán KUR-  A-ma iš-tar-na 1 

URU
LUM

 u a-aš-d[a-a-i LÚ]
MEŠ 

KUR 
URU

 š-mi-

ri-ka an-da a-ar-te-ni L[Ú? 

25 If in the midst of my country any city sins, 

then you people of Ismerika shall enter it, and  

strike [that city]  

26  Š-TU LÚ
MEŠ

 ku-en-te-en NAM.RA-ma 

MA-ḪAR 
D
U[TU

Š 
 ú-u a-t]e-et-ten GUD

  .A
-

ma-za UDU
 I.A 

šu-um-me-e-eš [da-a-at-ten]
 

26 including the men.  You shall bring the 

conquered civil folk before His Majesty; 

however, [you take] the cattle and the sheep.  

27 ma-a-an-kán A-NA URU
LIM

-ma iš-tar-na 1 

É
TUM

 u [a-aš-da-a-i] a-pa-a-at É-ir LÚ
MEŠ

-it a-

ku SA[G.GEMÉ.ÌR
MEŠ

 

27 If however, in the midst of a city any house 

s[ins, th]is house including the men is to die; 

the servants you shall bring [to His Majesty],  

28 ú-u a-te-et-ten GUD
 I.A

-ma-za UDU
 I.A

  

šu-me-e-eš d[a-at-ten ma-a-an] 1
EN

 LÚ-ma  

u a-aš-da-a-i n[a- 

28 you take, however, the cattle and sheep. [If] 

any individual person sins, [he alone shall die.  

 

The passage contains two laws that, taken together, remarkably resemble the structure of Deut 

13:7-19.
15

  In § 9 of the Ismerika Treaty (ll. 21-24), the Hittite king underscores the 

responsibility of his vassals to show no mercy in the face of sedition.  The case is quite specific: 

it does not refer to a case where there the men of Ismerika learn of a seditious plot by a certain 

individual (a case taken up in the final line of the passage, line 28).  Rather, it refers to a case 

where an Ismerikan is directly approached by an individual who utters seditious words.  There is 

an evident progression in the identity of this individual from lines 21-22 to line 23.  Lines 21-22 

suggest that the reproach is all-inclusive: the men of Ismerika must show no mercy regardless of 

the inciter‘s class—he may be a ―border lord‖ or a ―commoner‖—or of his ethnicity, be he a 

Hittite or a Kizzuwatner.  The list reaches its apex, however, in v. 23.  Here the vassal men are 
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warned that they must show no mercy even if the agitator is of ―his people, his own father, his 

mother, his brother, his sister or his son, [his] relative by marriage [.]‖  The phrase ―his people‖ 

followed by an enumeration of five relatives, each inflected with the third person pronominal 

suffix, his, is well-understood.  The Hittite king realizes that a subject ally, like the men of 

Ismerika, may be prepared to be a faithful ally when it comes to the insurgent deeds of Hittites or 

Kizzuwatners.  But they will be sorely tested if the seditious words are uttered by their own kind, 

even their own kin, and hence the list builds towards those who will provide the vassal men with 

their greatest test.  The law is unequivocal; they are not to be ―concealed.‖
16

 

 The passage bears marked resemblance to Deut 13:7-12.  Elsewhere, Deuteronomy 

attends to a case where an Israelite learns of a heretical deed by another Israelite (17:2-7).  As in 

CTH 133 § 9, however, Deuteronomy 13 realizes that a distinct law is necessary for the ultimate 

test of treaty allegiance: when the Israelite is incited to apostasy by his next of kin, and must 

choose between his Lord, and his family. As in CTH 133 line 23, five relatives are listed in Deut 

13:7, and as in the Hittite text, each is inflected with a pronominal suffix that underscores the 

close kinship of the inciter.  As in CTH 133, the Israelite is warned not to ―conceal‖ the inciter 

.(לא תכסה עליו)
17

 

 While  § 9 of the Ismerika treaty addresses one extreme case—where the vassal is incited 

to sedition by his next of kin—lines 25-26 address another extreme case: where violent action is 

required to suppress an entire seditious city.  Lines 25-28 address three cases – the seditious city 

within the land (lines 25-26), the seditious house within a city (lines 27-28a), and the seditious 

individual (line 28b).  Only the first, and most extreme of the cases, however, that of the 

mutinous city, is formulated with an introductory clause: ―If in the midst of my country any city 

sins…‖.  The specter of having to annihilate the entire male population of a city would no doubt 
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be daunting for the subject ally, the men of Ismerika.  The Hittite king, therefore, underscores his 

authority to call for extreme action by asserting his sovereignty over the city, ―in the midst of my 

country.‖   Although lines 25-28 address three cases of disloyalty that appear to differ in quantity 

rather than in kind, the treaty differentiates between the action required by the men of Ismerika 

in the case of an insurgent city, and the action required when the sedition is limited to a 

household or to a lone individual.  When the agitation is limited to these latter two, the offenders 

are ―to die‖, where the Hittite word ak(k)- implies ―being put to death by judicial sentence, be 

legally executed.‖
18

  By contrast, the rebellious city is to be ―smitten, razed‖ (Hittite kuen-) 

which never has a juridical connotation, and often implies conquest by an enemy.
19

  The law of 

the seditious city concludes with directives about how the spoils are to be handled. 

 All of these elements are exhibited in the law of the rebellious city, Deut 13:13-19.  The 

action required of the Israelites to annihilate one of their own cities is so extreme, that like the 

Hittite king in CTH 133 l. 25, the sovereign king, YHWH, underscores his sovereignty over the 

territory that he wishes  now to annihilate (13:13): ―When you should hear concerning any of 

your cities, which the Lord has given you to dwell in, saying, ‗evil individuals have gone forth 

from your midst, etc.…‘‖  Just as the treaty of Ismerika differentiates between individual inciters 

who are punished through judicial procedure and the inhabitants of a seditious city who are 

attacked, or ―smitten,‖ Deuteronomy exhibits the same dichotomy.  The apostate relative of 13:7-

12 is put to death through a legal process (13:10-11)
20

, as is the individual worshipper of foreign 

gods (17:5-7).  Not so, however, the inhabitants of the apostate city.  The call to annihilate the 

city (13:16) using the language of ―smiting by sword‖ ( לפי חרב... הכה )
21

 is the language of 

military conquest routinely employed in the conquest accounts of Joshua and Judges.
22
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As is the case in CTH 133 § 10, the Deuteronomic law concludes here by issuing 

directives concerning booty.  The directives in each reflect the distinct needs of each treaty.  In 

the treaty of Ismerika, the vassals are told that they may partake of the booty—no doubt, as an 

incentive for them to carry out the mass annihilation of the male population of the city.  In 

Deuteronomy 13, however, the goods that belonged to the apostates become tainted and are 

banned (13:16-18).
23

 

Finally, I note the use of the partitive construction באחת  ―one of‖ to mean any of, in the 

opening of Deut 13:13. The verse should be translated, ―When you hear concerning any of your 

cities….‖ 
24

  This reading of the partitive construction in introducing the case of the rebellious 

city is supported by the context of the previous case.  In Deut 13:6-12, the Israelite was told, in 

effect, that any apostate was to be disciplined, even a relative.  Deut 13:13a, under this reading, 

conveys the same idea in its language.  Any city that spreads apostasy, no matter what its lineage, 

or influence, must be disciplined.   

This is most likely the implication of CTH 133:25a, 1 URU
LUM 

: “if in the midst of my 

country any city sins.”
25

  Here, too, the context of the previous case lends support to such a 

reading. In ll. 22-24, the men of Ismerika were told, in effect, that any seditious individual had to 

be disciplined, “be he a border lord, a commoner, a Hittite or a Kizzuwatner,” or a relative.  In § 

10, the language of ―1‖ impresses upon the vassal that any seditious city must be disciplined.
26

 

 While each of the parallels noted between the sedition clauses of §§ 9-10 of CTH 133 and 

the apostasy clauses of Deuteronomy 13:7-19 is impressive in its own right, what is striking 

about the two passages is their identical structure.  That both treaties address the challenge of 

seditious relatives is, in and of itself, unremarkable.  Indeed, later, Neo-Assyrian treaties did as 

well, as we shall see shortly.  What is striking about what we have seen so far is the overall 
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structure of each passage.  Each moves from clauses that address seditious relatives (CTH 133 ll. 

21-24; Deut 13:7-12), to clauses that address the sedition, or apostasy of large populations (CTH 

133 ll. 25-26; Deut 13:13-19). 

 As mentioned, the consensus of scholarship points to the sedition clauses of VTE as the 

inspiration for Deuteronomy 13.  We may now revisit that claim in light of our analysis of CTH 

133.  The key section of the Neo-Assyrian treaty, § 10, is contained in lines 108-122
27

: 

šumma abutu lā ṭābtu lā de’iqtu 

 

You shall not hear or conceal any evil, 

improper, ugly word 

lā banītu ša ina muḫḫi Aššur-bāni-apli mar’i 

šarri rabi’i ša bēt ridûti 

which is not seemly nor good to Ashurbanipal, 

the great crown 

mar’i Aššur-aḫu-iddina šar māt Aššur bēlīkunu 

lā tarṣātūni 

prince designate, son of Esarhaddon, king of 

Assyria, your lord, 

lā ṭābātūni lū ina pī nak(i)rīšu either from the mouth of his enemy 

lū ina pī salmīšu or from the mouth of his ally, 

lū ina pī aḫḫēšu or from the mouth of his brothers, 

aḫḫē abbēšu mar’ē aḫḫē abbēšu his uncles, his cousins 

qinnīšu zar’i bēt abīšu lū ina pī aḫḫēkunu his family, members of his father‘s line, or 

from the mouth of your brothers, 

mar’ēkunu mar’ātēkunu lū ina pī raggime your sons, your daughters, or from the mouth 

of a prophet 

maḫḫē mār šā’ili amāt ili an ecstatic, a diviner 

lū ina (pī) napḫar ṣalmāt qaqqadi mal bašû or from the mouth of any human being who 

exists 
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tašammâni tupazzarāni  

lā tallakāninni ana Aššur-bāni-apli mar’i  

šarri rabi’i 

You shall come and report (it) to Ashurbanipal, 

the great crown prince 

ša bēt ridûti mar’i Aššur aḫu-iddina šar māt 

Aššur  

designate, son of Esarhaddon, king of Assyria. 

lā taqabbâni  

 

On one account we may indeed see how this section more closely resembles the laws of 

Deuteronomy 13 than do §§ 9-10 of the Ismerika Treaty.  The reference to sedition from the 

mouth of ―a prophet, an ecstatic, a diviner‖ (ll. 116-117) parallels Deuteronomy‘s call to redress 

a heretic prophet or dreamer (13:2)—a parallel to which we shall return later.  In every other 

regard, however, we may see how CTH 133 §§ 9-10 more closely resemble Deut 13 than does § 

10 of VTE.  It is immediately clear that the laws of the apostate city of Deut 13:13-19 have no 

parallel in this Neo-Assyrian text.  Important differences, however, between VTE § 10 and Deut 

13:7-12 are evident concerning the responsibility to discipline individual acts of sedition.  As 

Levinson has argued, the family members referred to in lines 115-116, are but one group in a 

progression that reaches its apex with an all inclusive formulation: lū ina (pī) napḫar ṣalmāt 

qaqqadi mala bašû, ―or, from the mouth of any human being who exists.‖
28

  In contrast, 

Levinson observes, Deut 13:7-12 sharpens and extends the family focus of the law, thereby 

addressing the special challenge posed by the vassal‘s innate loyalty to his own kin.  The contrast 

that Levinson draws between Deut 13:7-12 and VTE § 10 can help us appreciate the similarity 

between those verses in Deuteronomy and the laws of CTH 133 § 9.  There, too, as in 
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Deuteronomy, the laws are formulated with a focus on family members and the special challenge 

to the vassal posed by loyalty to his own kin.
29

 

   A final semantic point of departure between VTE § 10 on the one hand, and the sedition 

clauses of CTH 133 and Deut 13:7-12 on the other concerns the object that the vassal is 

prohibited from concealing.  In VTE § 10, the vassal may not conceal ―any evil, improper, ugly 

word‖.  By contrast, in both CTH 133 line 24 and Deut 13:9, it is the inciter himself the 

addressee may not conceal.
30

 

 A parallel to the law of the apostate city is often drawn from the third stele of the Sefire 

treaty (III: 12-13), an Aramaic Northwest Semitic treaty of the mid-eighth century BCE.  Yet 

examination of that source in light of CTH 133 again shows the Hittite treaty to be the more 

similar to the law in Deuteronomy 13.  In § 4 of the Sefire treaty, the sovereign stipulates that in 

the event he or his offspring are assassinated the vassal is to avenge the slaying (III: 9b-12).  If 

the deed was carried out by an entire city then the city is to be punished by the sword.
31

  Unlike 

CTH 133 § 10 and Deut 13:13-19, there is no discussion in this section of the Sefire treaty of 

what to do with the booty.  More significantly, the case itself differs fundamentally.  In both 

CTH 133 § 10 and in Deut 13:13-19, a city is to be annihilated merely for the crime of sedition, 

or, in the case of Deuteronomy, apostasy.  In the Sefire treaty however, only vengeance for a city 

complicit in a royal assassination warrants such action.  The Sefire treaty makes no provision for 

the collective punishment of a city suspected of sedition, as do CTH 133 and Deuteronomy 13. 

 

YHWH’s Kingship: Hittite or Neo-Assyrian?  

 In assessing whether Deuteronomy 13 more closely resembles Hittite vassal treaties or 

Neo-Assyrian ones, I have focused thus far on the content of the laws, and to an even greater 
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degree on their form.  But the respective vassal treaties under study here also reflect distinct 

ideologies about the nature of the relationship between a sovereign and his vassal.  Highlighting 

these differences will enable us to see how the sovereign-vassal relationship envisioned in 

Deuteronomy 13 more closely resembles the relationship of the Hittite king to his vassal than the 

relationship of the Neo-Assyrian king to his. 

 Hittite vassalage was routinely a process of self-subjugation on the part of the vassal.  

Autonomous rulers would approach the Hittite king and request his patronage or deliverance in 

exchange for their fealty as subordinates.
32

  Vassalage in this context represents a debt of 

gratitude. We universally find in these treaties that the Hittite king first acts on behalf of the 

subordinate, and is then later repaid through the fealty that the subordinate owes according to the 

terms of the suzerainty treaty.  For the Hittite king, vassalage represents an opportunity to use his 

political capital to build an amicable relationship with a loyal subordinate on favorable terms.  

This basic definition of the relationship between sovereign and vassal is reflected in some of the 

cardinal elements that are unique to the Late Bronze Hittite self-subjugation treaty.  These 

treaties typically open with an historical prologue, in which the Hittite king establishes the moral 

and legal obligation on the part of the subordinate for the favor bestowed upon him by the 

sovereign.
33

   As a party to a bi-lateral, if not equal, relationship, the Hittite king would be 

obligated to come to the aid of his vassal when necessary.  In the Hittite treaties expressions of 

affection from the side of the sovereign to the vassal complement the demand of the vassal for 

love and devotion toward the Hittite sovereign. Thus a Hittite king says to his vassal: ―I shall not 

reject you, I shall make you my son.‖
34

   The treaties routinely included blessings that were to be 

bestowed on the vassal for his loyalty. 
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By contrast, Neo-Assyrian vassalage was fundamentally a relationship of dominion. In all 

cases it involved the surrender of the vassal in the wake of conquest or intimidation, and an 

annexation of his territory, often followed by large-scale deportations.
35

  The Assyrian emperor 

viewed himself the divinely chosen king of the universe.  His rule over the vassal required no 

further justification, and thus Neo-Assyrian treaties make no record of the emperor‘s gracious 

deeds on behalf of the vassal.
36

  In like fashion, Neo-Assyrian treaties do not record any 

obligation on the part of the sovereign to come to the aid of the vassal, reflect no amity or 

affection toward him, and offer him no blessings for loyal conduct. Curse lists are far longer in 

the Neo-Assyrian treaties than they are in the Hittite ones, and are designed to terrorize vassals 

who would deign to rebel.
37

 

 This fundamental distinction sheds light on the laws of Deuteronomy 13. Verses 6 and 11 

explain the logic of Israelite vassalage to YHWH.  Vassalage is mandated not because YHWH is 

sovereign of the universe, but because of the gracious deed that he bestowed upon the Israelites 

in their hour of need: the Exodus from Egypt.  The rationale for Israel‘s vassalage to YHWH as a 

debt of gratitude is entirely in keeping with the Hittite treaty tradition, but foreign to the Neo-

Assyrian tradition.  In like fashion, YHWH offers compassion and bounty to his vassal, Israel, 

should they follow the difficult dictates concerning the apostate city (13:18).  This, too, is in 

consonance with the Hittite tradition of rewarding the loyal vassal, and at odds with the Neo-

Assyrian tradition where subservience is implicitly taken for granted. 

The relatively amicable nature of the Hittite vassal alliance may explain an additional 

element of the laws of Deuteronomy 13.  When rumor surfaces that a city has gone apostate, the 

law of verse 15 requires that due process be carried out before action is taken (13:15-16): ―You 

shall investigate and inquire and interrogate thoroughly. If it is true, the fact is established—that 
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abhorrent thing was perpetrated in your midst—put the inhabitants of that town to the sword…‖  

That due process should be carried out when a vassal is suspected of sedition is likewise found in 

the Hittite treaty literature.  In CTH 106, the treaty between Hattusili III of Hatti and Ulmi-

Teshup of Tarhuntassa, the Hittite sovereign promises the vassal that upon the latter‘s demise, he 

will see to it that the vassal‘s son inherits his throne, and his grandson after him.  Having 

demonstrated his commitment to the vassal, the Hittite sovereign then says, ―if any son or 

grandson of yours commits an offense, then the King of Hatti shall question him.  And if offense 

remains for him (i.e. he is found guilty – JB), the King of Hatti shall treat him as he pleases.‖
38

  

The term ―the King of Hatti shall question him‖ is, in the original, pu-nu-uš-du.  The transitive 

verb punušš- means both 1) ―to ask, question, consult (with person asked or questioned in 

accordance) and 2) to investigate, ask about (w. the object of inquiry)‖
39

, with the same multiple 

functions of the Hebrew root for inquire in v. 15, ל.א.ש. ..   

 Although Neo-Assyrian literature generally also knows of terms of due process similar to 

those found in Deuteronomy,
40

 they are entirely absent from the corpus of vassal treaties from 

the Neo-Assyrian period.  The relative amity that infuses the Hittite relationship between 

sovereign and vassal may explain the Hittite king‘s willingness to engage in due process in CTH 

106.  The Hittite sovereign will not tolerate seditious acts on the part of his vassal.  At the same 

time, he seeks to foster a positive relationship with him.  It is worth his effort, therefore, to fully 

investigate the rumor of sedition before taking action that will strain and perhaps even sever that 

relationship.  By contrast, the political logic that girds the Neo-Assyrian treaties is the motivation 

of fear and intimidation.  Because the sovereign seeks to intimidate his vassal rather than to ally 

with him, the Neo-Assyrian treaty has no room in its political calculus for the principle of 

―innocent until proven guilty.‖  
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 Deuteronomy‘s call for due process in the face of a suspicion of apostasy is well-

understood.  Both in the case of the apostate city (13:13-19) and in the case where an individual 

is suspected of apostasy (17:4), the law calls for an investigation.  YHWH will not tolerate 

infidelity.  But He seeks an amicable bond with His vassal Israel, and thus sanctions punitive 

measures only when the party‘s guilt has been fully established. 

 As noted, one reason that scholars have been attracted to the proposition that 

Deuteronomy 13 draws from Neo-Assyrian influence, is that the openness to such influence can 

be well-explained.  In patterning the laws of apostasy after the Neo-Assyrian sedition 

stipulations, the claim is made, the scribes of Judah were polemically turning an Assyrian form 

against their oppressors by asserting the imperialism of YHWH over the imperialism of the 

Assyrian king.  But the evidence marshaled here suggests that in Deuteronomy 13 YHWH does 

not conduct himself with his vassal Israel in the manner of a Neo-Assyrian despot.  It seems, 

rather, that the laws of sedition in Deuteronomy reflect a Hittite tradition (or some refraction of 

it) of a more amicable model of vassalage that served as a useful metaphor to adumbrate the 

dynamics of the YHWH-Israel covenant. 

 A final note of distinct convergence between Deuteronomy 13 and the sedition clauses of 

the Hittite treaties is evident in the employment of a particular rhetorical tool in the protasis of 

each of the three laws of chapter 13.  In each, Deuteronomy ‗scripts‘ the encounter between the 

apostate inciter and his intended audience; the reader of the law hears the apostate‘s words: ―Let 

us go and worship after foreign gods, whom you have not known‖ (13:14, and with slight 

variation, 13:2, 7).  The scripting of the encounter, with the apostate employing exhortative 

language is highly reminiscent of the warnings found in the Hittite Instructions for Functionaries 

which are closely related to the treaties in both form and content: ―If a noble, a prince, or a 
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relative… brings up seditious words… (saying);‘Come, let us join another (king),‖ but the one to 

whom it is said does not denounce him, that one will be under oath.‘‖
41

  VTE also ―scripts‖ the 

encounter between a seditious agitator and the vassal.  Esarhaddon warns the vassal that if 

anyone ―involves you in a plot, saying to you: ‗Malign Assurbanipal, the great crown prince 

designate…‘‖
42

  Note, however, that in Deuteronomy 13 and in the Hittite Instructions for 

Functionaries the seditious remarks are quite similar—a call to the loyal servant to switch 

allegiances—whereas in VTE line 323 the rebellious speech concerns an assassination plot 

against the heir apparent.   Moreover, the scripted speech of the inciter in Deut 13:2, 7 and 14 

opens with the exhortative ―let us go and…‖, as does the agitator in the Hittite text. 

As noted, Deuteronomy 13 is often understood as reflective of a Neo-Assyrian milieu in 

light of the many terms that it employs that are paralleled in the treaty literature of that period.  

In the longer version of this paper, which will appear in 2011 in the Journal of Biblical 

Literature, I demonstrate that many of those same terms – such as ―loving‖ the suzerain -  are 

already found in Hittite treaties, or other Late Bronze Age works.  In the article, I also consider 

the implications of the evidence assessed for the question of the dating of Deuteronomy 13. 

For all of the similarities noted here between the Hittite treaty and Deuteronomy 13, it 

must be admitted that outside of Deuteronomy 13:2-6, nowhere else in the treaty literature of the 

ancient Near East, do we find a concern that individuals will engage in seditious activity on the 

basis of non-inductive divinatory methods, other than in VTE 116-117.  But as Nissinen points 

out, the relative lack of treaty documents in our possession makes it difficult to conclude that this 

was a concern that was specific to the Neo-Assyrian period.
43

   The overall conclusion, however, 

should be clear: The evidence of correlation between the apostasy laws of Deuteronomy 13 and 
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the sedition laws of the Hittite Empire should lead us to revise the long-held view that 

Deuteronomy 13 is a deliberate imitation of Neo-Assyrian forms. 
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Levinson for his extended consultations. A longer version of this presentation will be appearing 

in the Journal of Biblical Literature in 2011. 
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