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 Two verses in the Hebrew Bible describe sin as tied in a bundle:1 
 

 .ַחָטאתֹו ְצפּוָנה ֶאְפָרִים ֹן ֲףו ָצרּור
 The sin of Ephraim is bundled up, his iniquity is stored away. (Hos 13:12) 
 

 .ִֹני ֲףו-ַףל ַוִתְטֹפל ִפְשִףי ִבְצרֹור ָחֻתם
My transgression is sealed up in a bundle, and You smear over my iniquity. (Job 
14:17) 

 
The purpose of this study is to interpret the shared image in the two verses in light of a 

previously overlooked legal practice attested in Neo-Babylonian trial records.2  These 

texts show that, in preliminary actions, adjudicating authorities would tie up and seal 

evidence in order to preserve it for the actual trials that would take place subsequently. 

In much the same way, when the sins are bundled up, they are preserved for later use 

in God's trial against Ephraim and Job. 

 In interpreting these verses, earlier scholarship has used extra-biblical materials 

both to explicate the meaning of the common image as well as to anchor the image in 

an analogous human practice.  W.G.E. Watson has explained the meaning of the image 

by pointing to the language of Akkadian magical texts. In these texts, verbs that have 

the basic meaning "to untie," such as      u       u and rummû, take as their objects the 



2 
 
sins that are to be absolved by the magic.3   By extrapolating from the Akkadian 

terminology for absolving sins, Watson concludes that a sin bound in a bundle, or one 

that is still "tied," must be a sin that remains unabsolved.4 

 As will be shown below, Watson’s parallels can be added to biblical evidence in 

favor of the punitive interpretation of the imagery of bundled sins.  However, one must 

still make sense of the image itself. How does binding sins in a bundle come to refer to 

punishment? 

In answering this question, earlier scholars have sought to anchor the image in 

ancient practices of accounting or of document preservation.5  The parallel to 

accounting is based on a sealed clay container from Nuzi, which held a number of little 

stones that represented actual sheep and goats enumerated, in writing, on the 

container's exterior. Proponents suggest that the sins are "tallied by means of pebbles in 

a receptacle or bundle."6  The other parallel, which refers to document preservation, is 

based on the practice of bundling and sealing written documents, attested in Isa 8:16, 

as well as in the physical remains found at Qumran and elsewhere.7   According to this 
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interpretation, the written records of the sins of Ephraim and Job are bound up, just 

like other legal records.8   

Both the Nuzi parallel and the one to document storage do, indeed, refer to 

"binding," which is the distinguishing characteristic of both biblical verses. However, 

there is a critical difference between the bound objects in the biblical texts and those in 

both of the suggested parallels.  According to both suggestions, connecting the extra-

biblical materials with the biblical verses requires the suggestion that the bound objects 

be replacements for the actual sins, rather than the sins themselves.  In contrast, the 

biblical texts indicate that the objects bundled are sins, as physical objects, not records 

of or material replacements for sins.9  This difference between the biblical texts and the 

extra-biblical parallels means that both parallels run afoul of the straightforward 

reading of the verses.10 

Neo-Babylonian trial records from the Eanna temple at Uruk offer an instructive 

extra-biblical parallel that avoids this problem.  These records show that when the 

temple authorities were informed of a misdeed, they would tie up (  k su) and seal 

(k n ku) the physical evidence or the corpus delicti.11  One example (among many that 
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can be cited) occurs in YOS 7, 88, which records three gatekeepers’ report of a 

successful chase after an escapee who drew an iron sword against his pursuers.  After 

the adjudicators hear the gatekeepers' statement, they inspect the sword.  Then, the 

text reads (lines 22-23): "They tied up the iron sword, sealed it and deposited it in the 

Eanna (i kusū iknukū u in  E nn  i qidū)."  Although the texts do not explicitly state the 

purpose of these procedures, one may safely assume that the authorities act in order to 

preserve the evidence.   

The surface similarities between the imagery in Hos 13:12 and Job 14:17 and 

the evidentiary procedures in the Eanna are rather obvious.  Like the physical evidence 

in the Akkadian texts, the sins are tied in a bundle, and, in Job's case, sealed.  But the 

importance of the Neo-Babylonian parallels extends beyond the attestation of tying and 

sealing.  The texts from the Eanna show how these actions were performed by 

adjudicating authorities as part of trials, in much the same way that God bundles and 

seals sins as part of the legal procedures against sinners. 

 The idea that God bundles and seals sins in order to preserve them as evidence 

emerges not only from the Neo-Babylonian parallels, but also, as importantly, from the 



5 
 
biblical texts themselves. The use of the verb  -p-n in Hos 13:12b supports this 

suggestion.12   Similarly, the image of the bound sin in Job 14:17 relates, in some way, 

to the notice about God's "keeping" ( -m-r), or not keeping, Job's transgression in 

14:16b.13 Accordingly, both Hosea 13:12 and Job 14:17 share an image with Ps 130:3, 

where God is said, at least hypothetically, to "keep" ( -m-r) sins.14  This, of course, 

resembles more broadly attested descriptions of God "remembering" sins.15 And, 

conversely, Mic 7:19 describes how God, in an act of forgiveness, will not keep Israel's 

sins, but will instead "cast their sin into the sea."16  Thus, the verses in Hosea and Job 

contain entailments of the broader metaphoric network according to which unforgiven 

sins are "kept," or "remembered," and forgiven sins are not.17 Hos 13:12 and Job 14:17 

describe the precise mechanism-- binding in a bundle-- by which God holds on to sins 

to keep them in memory. 

 The imagery just described should be viewed as part of the broader judicial 

framework that is at the heart of biblical discussions of punishment for sin.  God, it is 

well known, is the judge who issues the verdict.  Sins, for their part, play an 

evidentiary role in the courtroom drama; they are said to "testify against" or "accuse" (ʿ-
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n-h + bě) Israel.18 It makes sense, then, to offer a court-procedural interpretation of the 

binding and preservation of sin.  Accordingly, sins are tied up and preserved so that 

they may serve as God's evidence against the sinner. God-the-judge acts just as human 

judges might have in order to preserve evidence that will be used in trial. 

 From the point-of-view of method, it should be clear that the Neo-Babylonian 

parallel is better than the other, previously suggested extra-biblical parallels mentioned 

earlier.  First of all, the Neo-Babylonian parallel addresses the main problem with both 

the parallel to the clay bundle from Nuzi and to the bundles of written documents from 

Qumran and elsewhere.  The Neo-Babylonian parallel, unlike the others, applies to sins 

themselves, rather than to records or representations of sins.  More fundamentally, the 

Neo-Babylonian parallel is preferable because it pertains not only to the actions 

performed, but also to the setting in which they are performed.  The biblical texts, even 

when read on their own, make the most sense when viewed through the lens of an 

adjudicatory procedure for the preservation of evidence.  Thus, the Neo-Babylonian 

texts provide the best parallel because they attest to binding and sealing in the context 
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of adjudication, rather than in the realm of accounting (like the sealed clay bundle 

from Nuzi) or of document preservation (like the sealed bundles from Qumran). 

 Reading Hos 13:12 and Job 14:17 together with the evidence-preservation 

procedures in the Eanna sheds new light on the long recognized analogue to these 

verses in Deut 32:32-35. In Deuteronomy, the corrupt behavior of the people's enemies 

is "laid up in store" (כמס) with God and even "sealed" (חתם)  in God's treasury, exactly like 

Job's sin.19 Strictly speaking, however, the verses do not speak of "sin" as being stored. 

What is stored, rather, is the poisonous wine of Deut 32:32-33. Nevertheless, the 

passage in Deuteronomy is important because it describes the "sealing" of the preserved 

object (the wine) and its use at the time of judgment. 

 Another, unrecognized biblical occurs in the story about the promulgation of 

Jeremiah's scroll (Jer 36).  There, after the officers hear the scroll from Baruch and 

question him about its composition, they proceed to report the matter to the king.  On 

their way, they "deposit" (hipqidû) the scroll in the chamber of Elishama the scribe 

(36:20).20  Clearly, the purpose of this action is to ensure the availability of the physical 

evidence in support of the charge that they are about to make.  As the story continues, 
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their action turns out to be warranted; when the king hears their report, he sends 

Yehudi to retrieve the scroll itself, which Yehudi then reads aloud before the king 

(36:21).  Because the text does not say how the officers handled Jeremiah's scroll 

before depositing it with Elishama, the story cannot explain the more specific image of 

binding and sealing sins in a bundle. However, Jer 36 certainly illustrates the legal-

procedural background of Hos 13:12 and Job 14:17, once these verses are read in light 

of the gathering and preservation of evidence in Mesopotamian legal sources. 

  In addition to anchoring the biblical imagery of bound and sealed sins in a 

contemporary legal reality, the Neo-Babylonian texts also contribute to understanding 

the meaning of this imagery.  Put very simply, there is still considerable disagreement 

about whether, when God binds sins, this implies punishment or forgiveness.21  

Forgiving sin makes almost no sense in Hos 13:12; the context practically demands 

punishment.22 When it comes to Job 14:17, however, numerous commentators have 

exploited the textual ambiguities to suggest that the bundling of sins represents 

forgiveness; Job's sins are bound in order to dispose of them or to otherwise make them 

unavailable or irrelevant.23 The Neo-Babylonian parallel presented here militates 
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against this interpretation and in favor of detecting the same punitive sense in both Job 

14:17 and Hos 13:12.  The sins are the equivalent of the physical evidence against the 

sinner; they are bound and sealed so that they can be kept, not so that they can be 

removed from use. The text in Job certainly supports this reading, which can also be 

supported by economy of argument (the same image means the same thing in both 

verses), as well as by Watson's Akkadian parallels discussed earlier.  Therefore, the 

punitive reading of Job 14:17, noted by a host of commentators on both Job and 

Hosea, is the one to be preferred.24 

 In sum, and in answer to the question posed by this article's title, the sins of 

Ephraim and Job are bundled in order to preserve them as evidence.  In the divine 

court of justice, even God must have the evidence to prove His case.  By tying and 

sealing sins, God's actions reflect analogous procedures attested in the human 

courtrooms of Mesopotamia.  God, who is known to keep sins in memory, bundles the 

sins in a sealed package that is carefully stored for the time of judgment.  
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1  he connection between the verses is alread  observed b   im i on  os 13:12.  The 

following modern commentaries relate the two verses to each other and detect 

(correctly, as will be seen below) that the image has the same negative implications in 

both verses: Georg Heinrich August von Ewald, Commentary on the Book of Job With 

Translation (trans. J. Frederick Smith; London: Williams and Norgate, 1882), 168; 

August Dillman, Hiob (EHAT; Leipzig: S. Hirzel, 1891), 126; William Rainey Harper, A 

Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Amos and Hosea (ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 

1905), 402; Samuel Rolles Driver and George Buchanan Gray, A Critical and Exegetical 

Commentary on the Book of Job (ICC; Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1921), 1: 130; 2:92-93; 

Georg Fohrer, Das Buch Hiob (KAT 16; Gütersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1963), 259-260; Hans 

Walter Wolff, Hosea (trans. Gary Stansell; Hermeneia; Philadelphia: Fortress, 1974), 

227-228; Edmond Jacob, Osée (CAT 11A; Geneva: Labor et Fides, 1982), 93; John E. 

Hartley, The Book of Job (NICOT; Grand Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1988), 238; C. F. 

Keil and F. Delitzsch, Commentary on the Old Testament (trans. Francis Bolton; 10 

Volumes; Peabody, Mass: Hendrickson, 1989), 4:233; Yehudah Kil, Sefer Hoshea, in Tre 
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Asar (Daat Miqra; Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 1990), 104 (in Hebrew); Eugen J. 

Pentiuc, Long-Suffering Love: A Commentary on Hosea with Patristic Annotations 

(Brookline, Mass.: Holy Cross Orthodox, 2002), 199; Ehud Ben Zvi, Hosea       

21 /1   rand  apids,  ich.  William  .  erdmans, 2005 , 2 3   mos  akham, Job 

with The Jerusalem Commentary (Jerusalem: Mosad Harav Kook, 200  , 140   akham 

applies the negative particle from Job 14:16b to Job 14:17, so that the meaning of the 

verse in Job is exactly the opposite of the meaning in Hos 13:12. In both verses, 

however, bundling sin has the same negative implication).  Others see the connection 

between the verses, but interpret the image differently in each.  These include: Jean 

Lévêque, Job et son Dieu (Paris: Gabalda, 1970), 459-460; David J.A. Clines, Job 1-20 

(WBC 17; Dallas, Tex.: Word Books, 1989), 334 and Gerald H. Wilson, Job (NIBC; 

Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson, 2007), 156 (referring to "elsewhere," without specifically 

citing Hos 13:12).  Friedrich Horst, Hiob (BKAT 16/1; Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchen, 

1974), 212 refers to Hos 13:12 in his discussion of Job 14:17, but, with regard to both 

verses, leaves open the question "ob das zur Aufbewahrung für ein kommendes 
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Strafhandeln Gottes geschieht oder ob Sünde hinfort gleichsam aus dem Verkehr 

gezogen werden soll." On this question, see the concluding discussion below. 

 

2 The value of the Neo-Babylonian trial records in the interpretation of biblical legal 

imagery, in general, and particularly in the Book of Job, is demonstrated in F. Rachel 

Magdalene's monograph, On the Scales of Righteousness: Neo-Babylonian Trial Law and 

the Book of Job (BJS 348; Providence, R.I.: Brown Judaic Studies, 2007). 

 

3 CAD      u 13b3' (P, 244),      u 3a (P, 290-291), ramû A 3a (R, 129). 

 

4 W.G.E. Watson, "Reflexes of Akkadian Incantations in Hosea," VT 34 (1984): 245.  

Watson applies his conclusion only to Hos 13:12, but it applies just as well to Job 

14:17.   

 

5 For summaries, see Marvin H. Pope, Job (AB; Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1965), 

103-104; Lévêque, Job et son Dieu, 459; Norman C. Habel, The Book of Job: A 
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Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1985), 243; Clines, Job 1-20, 334; James 

L. Crenshaw, "Flirting with the Language of Prayer (Job 14:13-17)," in Worship and the 

Hebrew Bible: Essays in Honour of John T. Willis (JSOTSup 284; ed. M. Patrick Graham, 

Rick R. Marrs and Steven L. McKenzie; Sheffield: Sheffield Academic, 1999), 113-114; 

Françoise Mies, L'espérance de Job (BETL 193; Leuven: Leuven University Press, 2006), 

200 n. 237. 

 

6 Pope, Job,104.  Also see Lévêque, Job et son Dieu, 459-460 and Mies, L'espérance de 

Job, 200 n. 237.  The "bundle of the living" in 1 Sam 25:29 is occasionally invoked in 

these interpretations (for example, see Jacob, Osée, 93).  Otto Eisfeldt first elucidated 

the connection between the verse in 1 Samuel and the Nuzi material (Der Beutel der 

Lebendigen: Alttestamentliche Erzählungs- und Dichtungsmotive im Lichte neuer Nuzi-Texte 

[Berichte über die Verhandlungen der Sächsichen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Leipzig, 

Philologisch-historische Klasse 105, 6; (Berlin: Akademie, 1960), 26-28].  Apart from the 

obvious "bundle," however, the connection between 1 Sam 25:29 and the imagery in 

the present verses remains tenuous. 
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7 R. Vuilleumier-Bessard, "Osée 13:12 et les manuscrits," RevQ 1 (1958-1959): 281-282; 

N. H. Tur-Sinai, The Book of Job: A New Commentary (Jerusalem: Kiryath Sepher, 1967), 

240; James Luther Mays, Hosea: A Commentary (OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 

1969), 180; Wolff, Hosea, 227; A. A. Macintosh, Hosea (ICC; Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 

1997), 542. 

 

8 Certain biblical texts, like Isa 65:6-7, do describe a written record of sins, but this 

need not be the case in Hos 13:12 or Job 14:17. 

 

9 For important observations on sin as a material object in its own right see Baruch J. 

Schwartz, "'Term' or Metaphor-- Biblical חטא/פשע/נשא עון ,"    bi  63 (1994): 163 (in 

Hebrew). 

 

10 For a similar critique, see Francis I. Andersen and David Noel Freedman, Hosea (AB 

24; Garden City, NY: Doubleday, 1980), Hosea, 637. 
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11 For discussion, with reference to numerous texts, see Mariano San Nicolò, "Parerga 

 ab lonica IX  Der  ostreprozeß des  imillu, eines širku von  anna," ArOr 5 (1933): 

73-77 and idem., "Eine kleine Gefängnismeuterei in Eanna zur zeit des Kambyses," in 

Festschrift für Leopold Wenger (ed. Leopold Wenger and Mariano San Nicolò; 2 Volumes; 

MBPF 35; Munich: C.H. Beck, 1945), 2:16-17. For more recent discussion, with 

references to additional texts and secondary literature, see Shalom E. Holtz, Neo-

Babylonian Court Procedure (Cuneiform Monographs 38; Leiden: Brill, 2009), 272-275.  

12 See, for example, Wolff, Hosea, 227 and Andersen and Freedman, Hosea, 637. 

 

13 The problem, of course, lies in the negation of the verb  -m-r, which suggests a 

contrast between "keeping" in 14:16b and "binding" in 14:17.  Solutions to this problem 

that still allow for the punitive interpretation include:  reading 14:17 as the point of 

transition from Job's utopian musings (14:15-16, where sin is not kept) to reality 

(14:17, where sin is kept bound up) (Edwin M. Good, In Turns of Tempest: A Reading of 

Job With a Translation [Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1990], 241); seeing the 
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transition back to reality in 14:16 (signalled by kî-ʿ ttâ) and interpreting 14:16b as a 

question (Driver and Gray, Job 2:92; Fohrer, Hiob, 259); or retaining the negation from 

14:16b through 14:17 ( akham, Job, 140). For emendations with similar results see the 

suggestions in Ewald, Book of Job, 168 and Dillman, Hiob, 126. 

 

14 As observed (regarding Hosea only) by Hans-Joachim Kraus, Psalms 60-150: A 

Commentary (trans. Hilton C. Oswald; Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1989), 466. 

 

15 Pentiuc, Long-Suffering Love, 199.  Also see Rolf Knierim, Die Hauptbegriffe für Sünde 

im Alten Testament (Gütersloh: Gerd Mohn, 1965), 95. For a collection of the data on 

this topic, see Štefan Porúbčan, Sin in the Old Testament: A Soteriological Study (Rome: 

Herder, 1963), 287-298. 

 

16  God's casting away of sin is almost exactly the opposite of God's keeping sin in Job 

14:17.  Thus, Mic 7:19 hardly supports the interpretation of the binding of sin in Job 

14:17 as an image of forgiveness, contra L. Alonso Schökel and J.L. Sicre Diaz, Job: 
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Comentario teológico y literario (Madrid: Ediciones Cristiandad, 1983), Job, 236 and 

Mies, L'espérance de Job, 200). 

  

17 For the terminology of metaphor and entailment, see George Lakoff and Mark 

Johnson, Metaphors We Live By (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 9. 

 

18 Isa 59:12 and Jer 14:7.  Compare Gen 30:33 where Jacob's "righteousness" ( ěd qâ) is 

the subject of the same locution.  For the use of the locution in litigation between 

humans, see, for example, Exod 20:13 and Deut 19:16, 18.  For discussion, in general, 

see the references to the locution ʿ-n-h + bě in the index to Pietro Bovati, Re-

Establishing Justice: Legal Terms, Concepts and Procedures in the Hebrew Bible (trans. 

Michael J. Smith; JSOTSup 105; Sheffield: JSOT, 1994), 470. 

 

19 S. R. Driver, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Deuteronomy (ICC; New York: 

Charles Scribner's Sons, 1895), 373; Driver and Gray, Job, 1:130; Fohrer, Hiob, 259; 

Lévêque, Job et son Dieu, 460; Keil and Delitzsch, Commentary 4:233; Clines, Job, 334; 



18 
 
                                                                                                                                        
Graham I. Davies, Hosea (NCBC; Grand Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1992), 

293   mos  akham, in Sefer Iyyov  ed.  acob  lein   lam  attanakh   el- viv  Divre 

 a  amim, 2002 ,  3  in  ebrew  not noted in  akham, Job or in the Hebrew original 

of this commentary).  

 

20 For the verb's connotation of safekeeping, compare Isa 10:28 and Jer 37:21.  Also 

compare the use of the Akkadian verb   q du in YOS 7, 88, discussed below. 

 

21 Scholarship is almost unanimous in identifying God as the implied "bundler" in both 

verses.  For other possibilities, see Andersen and Freedman, Hosea (AB 24; Garden City, 

NY: Doubleday, 1980), 637-638 and David Allan Hubbard, Hosea: An Introduction and 

Commentary (TOTC; Leicester: Inter-Varsity, 1989), 220.   

22 Duane A. Garrett suggests "that the metaphor of the 'hidden' sin stands for the 

coming exile, an act of judgment that is also an act of grace since it leads to the 

separation of Israel from Israel's sin" (Hosea, Joel [NAC 19A; Broadman and Holman, 
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1997], 263).  Note that even as he argues, on questionable grounds, that this verse 

connotes "an act of grace," he cannot ignore the presence of "an act of judgment." 

 

 

23 Edward J. Kissane, The Book of Job (New York: Sheed and Ward, 1946), 82; Samuel 

L. Terrien, Job (CAT 13; Neuchâtel: Éditions Delachaux & Niestlé, 1963), 123; S. L. 

Gordon, Sefer Iyyov (Tel Aviv: S. L. Gordon, 1966), 134-135; Lévêque, Job et son Dieu, 

459-460; Francis I. Andersen, Job: An Introduction and Commentary (London: Tyndale, 

1976), 172; L. Alonso Schökel and J.L. Sicre Diaz, Job: Comentario teológico y literario 

(Madrid: Ediciones Cristiandad, 1983), 236; Habel, Book of Job, 243-244; Clines, Job 1-

20, 334; Bruce Zuckerman, Job the Silent: A Study in Historical Counterpoint (New York: 

Oxford University Press, 1991), 130-131; Robert L. Alden, Job (NAC 11; Broadman and 

Holman, 1993), 169; Carol A. Newsom, The Book of Job (NIB; Nashville: Abingdon, 

1996), 442-443; Mies, L'espérance de Job, 200; Wilson, Job, 156; C.-L. Seow, "Hope in 

Two Keys: Musical Impact and the Poetics of Job 14," in Congress Volume Ljubljana 

2007 (ed. André Lemaire; VTSup 133; Leiden: Brill, 2010), 504-505. 
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24 Dillman, Hiob, 126;  Harper, Amos and Hosea, 402; Driver and Gray, Job, 1:130; 2:92-

93; Fohrer, Hiob, 259-260; Mays, Hosea, 180;  Wolff, Hosea, 228; Franz Hesse, Hiob 

(ZBK; Zurich: Theologischer Verlag, 1978), 102-103; Jacob, Osée, 93; Hartley, Book of 

Job, 238; H.D. Beeby, Grace Abounding: A Commentary on the Book of Hosea (ITC; Grand 

Rapids, Mich.: William B. Eerdmans, 1989), 170; Clines, Job 1-20, 334 (in Hosea 13:12, 

but not Job 14:17); Keil and Delitzch, Commentary, 4:233; Good, Turns of Tempest, 241; 

Pentiuc, Long-Suffering Love, 199; Ben Zvi, Hosea, 273;  akham, Job, 140. 

 


