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Origins of the Deuteronomic שמטה (Shemittah) Law in Deut. 15:1-11 

Iktae Kim 

 

Scholarly consensus generally dates the legal corpus of Deuteronomy 12-26 to the 

seventh century B.C.E., because of the historical context of its composition.
1
 During the 

eighth and seventh century B.C.E., the kingdom of Israel and Judah responded to the 

relatively recent hegemony of the Neo-Assyrian empire.
2
 In the realms of social ethics, 

economics, and religion, Judah formulated a counter-program to the Assyrian state ideology.
3
 

Judah reacted to a pattern of military campaign and demographic engineering that allowed 

Assyrian power to overthrow a rather stable set of “Israelite cultural patterns.”
4
 M. Cogan 

summarizes the new situation: “involved as it was in imperial affairs, Judah was faced with 

the problem of assimilation of foreign norms, on a national scale, for the first time in its 

history.”
5
   

Given the extensive impact of Neo-Assyrian culture on Israelite practice and the Israelite 

counter-program, it is appropriate to ponder how this dynamic may have contributed to the 

                                            
1
 The DeWette hypothesis, which links at least the core of Deuteronomy to the Josianic restoration of the 

Jerusalem Temple in 622 B.C.E., has been widely accepted. E. Otto has recently adduced further support for this 

seventh-century dating on the basis of the Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon.  
2
 For general background about this transitional period in ancient Israel, see S. Stohlmann, “The Judean Exile 

after 701 BCE,” in: W. Hallo, J. C. Moyer, L. G. Perdue (eds.). Scripture in Context II. More Essays on the 

Comparative Method (Winona Lake, 1983), 147-175; B. Halpern, “Jerusalem and the Lineages in the Seventh 

Century BCE: Kinship and the Rise of Individual Moral Liability,” in: B. Halpern & D. E. Hobson (eds.). Law 

and Ideology in Monarchic Israel (JSOTS 124: Sheffield, 1991), 11-107; Otto, “Human Rights: The Influence 

of the Hebrew Bible,” JNSL 25/1 (1999), 1-19. 
3
 E. Otto suggests that the book of Deuteronomy presents a counter-program to Neo-Assyrian state ideology, 

delineating an enlightened program about the nature of the state. See E. Otto, “Human Rights: The Influence of 

the Hebrew Bible,” 4. For further discussion of Neo-Assyrian contact with Syro-Palestine in the eighth and 

seventh centuries, see Hayim Tadmor, “Assyrian and the West: The Ninth Century and its Aftermath,” in Unity 

and Diversity: Essays in the History, Literature, and Religion of the Ancient Near East (ed. H. Goedicke and 

J.J.M. Roberts; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1975) 35-48. K. Lawson Younger, Jr., “Recent 

Study on Sargon II, King of Assyria: Implications for Biblical Studies,” in Mesopotamia and the Bible: 

Comparative Explorations (ed. M.W. Chavalas and K.L. Younger, Jr.; Grand Rapids: Baker Academic, 2002), 

288-329.  
4
 M. Cogan, Imperialism and Religion: Assyria, Judah and Israel in the Eighth and Seventh Centuries B.C.E. 

(SBLMS 19; Montana: Scholars Press, 1974), 91-92. 
5
 Ibid., 95.  
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formulation of the Deuteronomic שמטה law in Deut. 15:1-11. Although the Hebrew Bible 

mentions the seventh-year law several times (e.g., Exod. 23:10-11; Lev. 25:1-7; Deut. 15:1-

11), the Deuteronomic שמטה law uniquely mandates a complete remission of debt in the 

seventh year. This present work will argue that the Deuteronomic שמטה law evolved out of 

the earlier seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11 under the external pressure of conflict between 

the Neo-Assyrian economic system and traditional Israelite ideology as well as in internal 

shift of religious vision toward geographically centralized cultic practices which repudiated 

older land practices.  

 

1. The Clash between Traditional Israelite Ideology and the Neo-Assyrian 

Economic System  

 

The ancient Mesopotamian, specifically Neo-Assyrian, economic system exerted the 

primary external pressure on Israelite society during the eighth and seventh centuries B.C.E. 

The foreign economic system of Assyrian hegemony clashed with traditional Israelite 

ideology. While the seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11 advocates abandoning the produce 

for the poor during the seventh-year, Neo-Assyrian economic practices revolve around the 

Mesopotamian antichretic pledge. This ancient near eastern economic tool enabled the 

landowner to borrow grain or money from a creditor for seed and food in the event of a crop 

failure occurred due to drought, flooding, insect infestation, or other natural phenomena. 

Natural disasters, loans and pledges all feature prominently in ancient Near Eastern 

commercial texts.
6
 J. N. Postgate outlines the two main functions of this Mesopotamian 

                                            
6
 The use of land as an antichretic pledge may originate in the Old Babylonian period, as borne out by many 

historical and philological proofs. See M. Hudson, “Reconstructing the Origins of Interest-Bearing Debt and the 

Logic of Clean Slates” in: Debt and Economic Renewal in the Ancient Near East (International Scholars 

Conference on Ancient Near Eastern Economies vol. 3; Bethesda: CDL Press, 2002), 44, 51; M. Jursa, “Debt 
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economic practice: it guaranteed “the capital of the debt incurred by the owner of the land” to 

the creditor and it simultaneously provided the creditor with “a sufficient income to represent 

interest on the capital.”
7
   

Extra-biblical texts from the Neo-Assyrian period of the eighth and seventh centuries 

B.C.E. show, in contrast with the seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11, that the creditor 

continues to receive the produce of the field even during the fallow year. These documents 

describe a field pledged with certain stipulations. According to the conditions, the creditor 

will consume the yield of the field in harvest years and in fallow years (mērēše u karaphē), 

and the debtor, who pledged his field out of need, has the right to redeem (ušeṣa) the land if 

he has the money when the produce is gathered on the threshing floor. The pledge follows a 

consistent formula:
8
 

 

ú-piš-ma PN1 ŠÀ X GÍN.MEŠ
 

KUG.UD  

A. ŠÀ a-na MU.AN.NA.MEŠ KÚ   

 

n ŠE.me-ri-še n ŠE.kar-ap-hi 
  

PAP 2n MU.AN.NA.MEŠ A.ŠÀ e-

kal 

KÙ .BABBAR ina muhhi tarammē 

išakkan A.ŠÀ-šu úšēṣa 

A.ŠÀ za-ku-te la ši-ib-še la nu-sa-hi 

PN1 has contracted for X shekels 

of silver.   

He shall have the usufruct of the 

field for a number of years. 
 

He shall enjoy the field for n crop 

years and n fallow years, in all 2n 

years 

(if) he places silver upon the corn-

heap, he shall redeem his land. 

The land is exempt, without straw 

taxes, without corn taxes
9
 

 

                                                                                                                                      
and Indebtedness in the Neo-Babylonian Period: Evidence from the Institutional Archives” in: Debt and 

Economic Renewal in the Ancient Near East, 211-213. 
7
 J. N. Postgate, Fifty Neo-Assyrian Legal Documents (Warminster: Aris & Phillips, 1976), 30. 

8
 Note J. N. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire (Series Maior 3; Rome: Biblical 

Institute Press, 1974), 174-177; J. N. Postgate, Fifty Neo-Assyrian Legal Documents, 29-30. 
9
 Although Postgate does not include the underlined part (A.ŠÀ za-ku-te la ši-ib-še la nu-sa-hi) in his formulae, 

this clause about two taxes - šibšu (straw taxes) and nusāhē (corn taxes) is frequently found in contracts. 
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Though there are several examples, two deserve specific mention.
10

  

 

ADD 622 (=ARU 119) 6-Edge 1
11

 

6 
ú-piš-ma 

m
gír-tú ina ŠÀ 10 GÍN.MEŠ

!
 KUG.UD 

7 
A. ŠÀ a-na MU.AN.NA.MEŠ 

KÚ   

8
 3 ŠE.me-ri-še 3 ŠE.kar-ap-hi 

9 
PAP 6 MU.AN.NA.MEŠ A.ŠÀ e-kal 

Edge 1
 ŠE šib-še-šú i-šab-bu-šú ŠE.nu-sa-he-šú i-na-su-hu 

6
 Girittu has contracted for 10 shekels of silver. 

7
 He shall have the usufruct of the 

field for a number of years. 
8
 He shall enjoy the field for 3 crop years and 3 fallow 

years, in all 6 years. Its straw tax shall be collected. Its grain tax shall be extracted. 

 

ADD 621 (=ARU 118) Rev 1-10
12

 

    
r.1

 ú-piš-ma 
m
kak-kul-la-nu 

2 
LÚ .GAL-ki-ṣir ša DUMU-MAN 

3 
TA IGI 

m
rém-a-na-BE  

4 
ina ŠÀ -bi 12 GÍN.MEŠ KUG.UD 

5 
a-na MU.AN.NA.MEŠ il-qi 

6 
3 me-ri-še 3 ka-

rap-hi 
7
 PAP 6 MU.AN.NA.MEŠ A.ŠÀ KÚ  

8
 KUG.UD ina UGU ŠE.SU7 i-šak-kan 

9 
A.ŠÀ-šú ú-šē-ṣa 

10
 A.ŠÀ za-ku-u-te la ši-ib-še la nu-sa-hi 

   
r.1

 Kakkullanu, cohort commander of the crown prince, has contracted and bought it 

from Remanni-Illil for 12 shekels of silver for a number. 
6 

He shall have the 

usufruct of the field for 3 crop years and 3 fallow years, in all 6 years. 
8
 (If) he 

places silver upon the corn-heap, he shall redeem his land. The land is exempt, void 

of straw and corn taxes 

 

Postgate contends that the structure of these examples can only apply to the context of 

antichretic pledges where land transfer occurs for a specified length of time.
13

 Based on the 

language used, he argues that the contract refers not only to property that has been “leased,” 

but more specifically to “pledged” property: ušēṣa “he shall redeem” and MU.AN.NA.MEŠ 

                                            
10

 For other examples, see K 421 (=ADD 623); BM 139950 (=NALK App I); K 330 (=ADD 621); K 409 

(=ADD 81); Ki 1904-10-9, 136 (=ADD 1169). 
11

 T. Kwasman and S. Parpola, Tiglath-Pileser III through Esarhaddon (SAA vol. VI; Helsinki: Helsinki 

University Press, 1991), 101.  
12

 Ibid., 52. 
13 J. N. Postgate, Fifty Neo-Assyrian Legal Documents, 30. 
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A.ŠÀ e-kal “He shall enjoy the field for (a period of) years.”
14

 Both of these texts highlight 

that the creditor will actually receive the yield of the field even in the fallow year.  

Although Postgate omits it, the clause about šibšu (straw tax) and nusāhē (corn tax) 

seems to have been a customary part of such commercial agreements. Several exemplary 

contracts substantiate the strong cultural link between the antichretic pledge and these taxes: 

 

ADD 623 (=ARU 120) Rev. 10‟-15‟
15

 

10‟
ú-piš-ma 

m
kak-kul-la-nu LÚ .GAL-ki-cir 11‟ 

ina ku-um 1 MA.NA KUG.UD a-na 

MU.AN.NA.MEŠ KÚ  
12‟ 

3 me-ri-še 3 ka-rap-hi 6 MU.AN.NA.MEŠ 
13‟

 A.ŠÀ KÚ   

KUG.UD ina UGU ŠE.SU7 i-šak-kan 
14‟ 

A.ŠÀ ú-šē-ca 10-tu ŠE.nu-sa-hi 
15‟

 4-tu še-

ib-še  

10
‟ Kakkullanu, cohort commander, has contracted it and he shall have the usufruct 

of the field for a number of years, for 3 crop years and 3 fallow years, in all 6 

years, in lieu of one mina of silver. 
13‟

 (If) he places silver upon the corn-heap, he 

shall redeem the land. 
14‟ 

(He shall pay) 1/10 of the corn tax 
15‟

 (and) 1/4 of the 

straw tax.”
16

 

 

ADD 625 (=ARU 116) Rev 4-7
17

 

3 
[EGIR? 2?] MU.AN.NA KUG.UD ina UGU 

4 
[ta-r]a-me i-šá-kan A.ŠÀ-šú 

5
 [ú]-

še-ca A.ŠÀ šú-a-tú ŠE.nu-sa-he-šú 
6
 la i-na-su-hu ŠE.IN.NU-šú  

7
 la i-šá-ba-áš 

“[After the second] year one shall place the silver upon [the cor]n heaps, and one 

shall redeem one‟s land. Corn (ŠE.nu-sa-he-šú) or straw tax (ŠE.IN.NU-šú) shall 

not be exacted from the land.” 

 

ADD 81 (=ARU 117) Edge 11-Rev 5
18

 

Edge 11
 SUHUR KASKAL 3

!
 MU

!
.AN

!
.MEŠ

!
 

12
 3 MU.AN.NA.MEŠ KÚ  

r.1
 ki-ma 

                                            
14

 Ibid., 30 
15

 T. Kwasman and S. Parpola, Tiglath-Pileser III through Esarhaddon, 46. 
16

 R. Mattila, Assurbanipal through Sin-Sarru-Iskun (SAA vol. XIV; Helsinki: Helsinki University Press, 2002), 

46. 
17

 T. Kwasman and S. Parpola, Tiglath-Pileser III through Esarhaddon, 231 
18

 Ibid., 103 
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MU. MEŠ- šú ú-sa-lim 
2
 KUD.UD ina UGU ta-ra-me i-šá-kan 

3
 A.ŠÀ-šú ú-šē-ca 

še-ib-še 

 
4
 nu-sa-hi ki-i šá URU SUM-an 

11
 He shall have the usufruct of the land for 3 (crop)-year and 3 (fallow)-year. 

R.1
 

When he has completed his years and places silver upon the corn-heap, he shall 

redeem his land. He shall pay straw and corn taxes as of the city. 

 

ND 3430
19

 

12
 3 mi-re-še 3 kar-ap-he 

13
 PAP 6 MU.AN.NA.MEŠ ÚŠ 

14
 la ŠE šib-ši la ŠE nu-sa-

he 

“In all he shall have the usufruct of the land for 6 years, 3 years cultivation,  

3 years fallow, without straw tax, without corn tax.” 

 

Given the strong socio-economic link between the two taxes and the antichretic pledge in 

Neo-Assyrian documents, I would argue that Amos 5:11 provides evidence of Neo-Assyrian 

political and economic influence on ancient Israel, particularly regarding contractual pledges. 

The prophet Amos includes an invective against the two unfair grain taxes in Amos 5:11, בׁשס 

and בר-מׂשאת  - taxes which I will argue are
 
the šibšu (straw tax) and nusāhē (corn tax) from 

the Neo-Assyrian documents.  

As H. Torczyner (Tur-Sinai) suggests, the Hebrew בׁשס, occurring only once in the 

Hebrew Bible, is the interdialectal and metathesized cognate form of the Akkadian word 

šabāšu, meaning “to gather, collect a [grain] tax”, the root of the noun šibšu “a [grain] tax”.
21

 

S. Paul, builds on Torczyner by suggesting that בׁשס should be vocalized as ֶכם סְׁ ׁשְׁ ֶכם) בָּ סְׁ בְׁ  a“ ,(ׁשָּ

qal infinitive construct with a second-person suffix referring to the exacting of a „grain 

                                            
19

 D.J. Wiseman, Iraq 15 (1953), 12-14; J. N. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the Assyrian Empire, 177. 
21

 H. Torczyner, “Presidential Address,” JPOS 16 (1936), 6-7; A. B. Clay, Altbabylonische Tempelrechnungen 

(Wien: A. Hoelder, 1913), 130. On šibšu in NA documents, see J. N. Postgate, Taxation and Conscription in the 

Assyrian Empire (Series Maior 3; Rome: Biblical Institute Press, 1974), 174ff. 
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tax.‟”
22

 From this reasoning we may conclude that  is šabāšu. According to Anderson and  בׁשס

Freedman, Torczyner‟s explanation has two advantages: it retains the Hebrew consonants ב 

and ׁש (though after metathesis), and it creates semantic parallelism with בר-מׂשאת  that 

follows.
24

 

Expanding on Torczyner‟s explanation, בר-מׂשאת , the second tax, functions in tandem 

with בׁשס and is also an Akkadian loanword. Throughout the Hebrew Bible, מׂשאת means “a 

gift” or, perhaps, “a ration” (Gen. 43:34; 2 Sam. 11:8; Jer. 40:5) that a generous superior gives 

to his inferior.
25

 Here in Amos 5:11, however, the context precludes this from being the case. 

Given the uncertainty surrounding the noun בר-מׂשאת , they suggest several possible meanings, 

including “interest on the loan” as well as “tax” or “rent.”
26

 The connection of the noun  

 in the Amos verse suggests that it too might have an Akkadian  בׁשס in tandem with  בר-מׂשאת

connection. The links well with the term nusāhū, “grain tax,” used in tandem with šibšu in 

Neo-Assyrian documents. 

In addition to šibšu, in ancient Mesopotamia there were three other well-documented 

taxes: biltu, miksu, and nusāhū.
27

 Of these three, only šibšu and nusāhū appear in tandem, 

much like the words and  בׁשס  in our verse. This pairing occurs in Neo-Assyrian  בר-מׂשאת

commercial and pledge contracts, but not in texts stemming from other ancient Mesopotamian 

cultures,
28

 therefore it seems בר-מׂשאת  is the Hebrew equivalent of nusāhū. Additionally, the 

phonological correspondence between the two roots, א.ׂש.נ  “raise, lift” in Hebrew and nasāhu 

                                            
22

 S. M. Paul, Amos (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1991), 172-173. 
24

 F. I. Andersen and D. N. Freedman, Amos (AB 24a; New York: Doubleday, 1989), 500. 
25

 Ibid., 500. 
26

 Ibid., 500. See also 2 Chr. 24:6, 9. 
27

 S. M. Paul, Amos, 173. 
28

 CAD, š, 386. According to AHw, the word nusāhū is known only in Neo-Assyria. Also note that first 

millennium sources only attest to the use of miksu in commercial contexts. See M. deJ. Ellis, Agriculture and 

the State in Ancient Mesopotamia: An Introduction to Problems of Land Tenure (Occasional Publications of the 

Babylonian Fund I: Philadelphia, 1976), 160. 
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in Akkadian,
29

 and the Akkadian verb nasāhu, meaning “raise (money, etc.), exact”
30

 (also a 

possible meaning of מׂשאת), make nusāhū a likely source for the term בר-מׂשאת . 

Because they appear with the antichretic pledge, the two taxes attested in Amos provide 

further evidence for the adoption of Neo-Assyrian antichretic pledge in ancient Israel. The 

confluence of these two taxes and the antichretic pledge in Neo-Assyrian documents makes it 

likely that Amos 5:11 reflects Neo-Assyrian political and economic influence on ancient 

Israel, both regarding the בר-מׂשאת and  בׁשס  and, more specifically,  the antichretic pledge. 

While the antichretic pledge fit seamlessly into Mesopotamian cultures, conflicted with 

traditional Israelite society. The seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11 clearly instructs the 

landowner to abandon the produce of the land during the seventh year for the provision of 

poor. Under this stipulation a creditor could not profit during this period.  

While the spirit of the seventh-year law helps the poor, the antichretic pledge of the 

Mesopotamian economic system ultimately impoverishes the farmer who pledges his land. 

Since the farmer‟s income would never rise above subsistence level, he would never repay 

the original loan and the creditor would benefit from the income while not actually owning 

the land. Since the farmer could not sell the pledged land to repay the money owed, and since 

he may take on additional loans in farming the land, he remains perpetually bound to his 

creditor.31 
The farmer can repay his debts only if he happens upon “other resources (e.g., 

military booty while serving in a campaign) or the debt is canceled,” he can never escape his 

dependency on his creditor.32 The situation is brought in to bold relief by the practice of 

forming latifundia through foreclosure of mortgages, a practice that seems to be attested in 

                                            
29

 As Akkadian grammarians point out, the two consonants ’ and h are usually interchangeable. See J. Hämeen-

Anttila, A Sketch of Neo-Assyrian grammar (State Archives of Assyria Studies vol. 13; Helsinki: Neo-Assyrian 

Text Corpus Project of the University of Helsinki in co-operation with the Finnish Oriental Society, 2000), 7-10. 
30

 See AHw 750, nasāhu(m) I G 7 a. 
31

 C. Wunsch, “Debt, Interest, Pledge and Forfeiture in the Neo-Babylonian and Early Achaemenid Period: The 

Evidence from Private Archives” in: Debt and Economic Renewal in the Ancient Near East (International 

Scholars Conference on Ancient Near Eastern Economies vol. 3; Bethesda: CDL Press, 2002), 240. 
32

 Ibid., 240. 
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Amos 5:11, Isa. 5:1-8 and Mic. 2:1-2 - during the eighth century. 33 
 

The situation called for a new approach to the seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11 in 

order to address financial difficulties and counter the Neo-Assyrian antichretic system. These 

new circumstances lead to שמטה law promulgating a total remission of debt in Deut. 15:1-

11.
34

 The Deuteronomic  law boldly speaks out against the antichretic system by  שמטה

mandating a complete remission of debt in the seventh year law in order to ensure that cycles 

of longstanding indebtedness will never occur.  

 

2. The Primary Internal Influence on the Development of the Deuteronomic שמטה 

 Law in Deut. 15:1-11 

 

Internally, the shift of religious vision, particularly the centralization of the cult practices 

exerted internal influence to abrogate old land practices and develop the שמטה law. The cultic 

centralization of the Israelite religion manifests a new focus on the exclusivity of YHWH by 

the secularization of the land and the establishment of a central sanctuary.  

 

2.1. The Exclusivity of YHWH by the Secularization of the Land 

 

The exclusivity of YHWH encouraged the cultic centralization that led to the formation 

of the Deuteronomic שמטה law in Deut. 15:1-11. The seventh-year law in Exod. 23:10-11 

                                            
33

 W. Houston, “Was There a Social Crisis in the Eighth Century?” in In Search of Pre-Exilic Israel 

(London/New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), 130-149. 
34

 J. Tigay suggests that “debt remission is an innovation in Deuteronomy and this would be perfectly 

understandable in light of the critical view that the laws of Exodus 21-23 address a pre-monarchic society while 

Deuteronomy is a product of the eighth-seventh centuries B.C.E.” See J. Tigay, Deuteronomy (Philadelphia: 

Jewish Publication Society, 1996), 466. 
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celebrated the natural rhythms of the year and the land‟s natural bounty.
35

 While 

Deuteronomy tries to avoid any suggestion of a mythical relationship between the divinity 

and the land, or of an unbreakable bond between them that inherently obligates the god to 

ensure fertility and plenty in the land.
36

 Thus, the demythologization of the relationship 

between God and the land and the concomitant monotheistic bent in the book of 

Deuteronomy require a different, less sacred image of the land. The concentric structure of 

Deut. 15:2-3 is a stylistic device that hints strongly at the monotheistic core in the 

Deuteronomic שמטה law.37 

 

A  שמוט כל בעל משה ידו (Every creditor shall remit the due) 

B. אשר ישה ברעהו (that he claims from his fellow) 

   C. לא יגש  (he shall not dun) 

D. את רעהו ואת אחיו (his fellow or kinsman) 

                   E.  כי קרא שמטה ליהוה (for the remission proclaimed is of the Lord) 

D'.  את הנכרי  (the foreigner) 

C'. תגש (you may dun) 

B'.  לך את אחיך ואשר יהיה  (whatever is due you from your kinsmen) 

A'  תשמט ידך  (you must remit) 

 

The central section of the chiasm (E) stresses the motivation for the debt remission: “ כי

                                            
35

 C. H. Gordon suggested that the institution of the sabbatical cycle was originally connected with Canaanite 

fertility rites and the existence of a seven-year cycle of nature found in the Ugaritic texts. C. H. Gordon, 

“Sabbatical Cycle or Seasonal Pattern?” Orientalia 22 (1953), 79-81. 
36

 A. Rofé, Deuteronomy (London, N. Y.: T. & T. Clark, 2002), 12. D also relentlessly objected to any 

conception that might have limited YHWH‟s realm, such as „YHWH‟s land‟ (Hos. 9:3) and „YHWH‟s allotment‟ 

(2 Sam. 21:3). As another example, in Deut. 4:36 only God‟s fire descended on the mountain. God himself 

remained in heaven. See M. Weinfeld, “Pentateuch,” EncJud 13:255. 
37

 J. Hamilton, Social Justice and Deuteronomy: the Case of Deuteronomy 15 (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1992), 

17; M. J. Oosthuizen, “Deuteronomy 15:1-8 in Socio-Rhetorical Perspective,” ZABR 3 (1997), 67. 
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 YHWH has mandated it. This resort to YHWH illustrates the prominence ;”קרא שמטה ליהוה

granted to the authority of YHWH in this period.
38

 Thus, שמטה observance, whose 

importance is “stressed through the repetition of the basic stipulation in the outer parts of the 

chiasm (A/B/C/D - D'/C'/B'/A'), is legitimized in terms of the divine will”.
39

 The land, and 

subsequently its produce, constitute a divine gift which “plays a role only as a function of the 

special relationship that has been established between YHWH and Israel,” as shown in the 

reference to divine blessing in Deut. 15:4, 6, 10, 14, etc.
40

 Deuteronomy‟s revised concept of 

the land and its produce in secular terms is radically innovative. 

 

2.2. The Central Sanctuary 

 

The establishment of a central sanctuary alluded to by the term מקץ שבע שנים in Deut. 

15:1 also fuels the impulse of cultic centralization that led to the formation of the 

Deuteronomic שמטה law. 

Notably, Deut. 15:1 fails to clarify when and where this one-time event of seventh year 

restoration is to occur. When exactly is מקץ שבע שנים? And where exactly is the event 

supposed to take place? It is possible to answer these questions by reading Deut. 31:10 as a 

                                            
38

 J. Hamilton, Social Justice and Deuteronomy, 17-18. B. A. Mastin argues that the texts from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud 

and Khirbet el-Qom which mention Yahweh „and his asherah‟ have been adduced as proof for a type of cult that 

possessed some importance in both the north and the south of ancient Israel in the eighth century B.C.E. 

Deuteronomic orthodoxy would have labeled such a cult syncretistic and heterodox. See B. A. Mastin, 

“Yahweh‟s Asherah, Inclusive Monotheism and the Question of Dating,” in In Search of Pre-Exilic Israel 

(London/New York: T & T Clark International, 2004), 326-346. 
39

 M. J. Oosthuizen, “Deuteronomy 15:1-8 in Socio-Rhetorical Perspective,” 67. 
40 A. Rofé, Deuteronomy, 12; B. M. Levinson, Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutic of Legal Innovation (New 

York: Oxford University Press, 1997), 49-50. 
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hermeneutic expression
41

 in dialogue with Deut. 15:1.
42

 In Deut. 31:9-13, the author uses the 

phrase ע שניםמקץ שב  as he incidentally delineates the time period for keeping the שמטה law, 

השמטה בחג הסכות מקץ שבע שנים במעד שנת , “at the end of every seven years, at the appointed 

time for the year of remission, at the Feast of Booths.” The verse contains three essential time 

expressions that may help clarify when מקץ שבע שנים is: 1) מקץ שבע שנים, a vague description; 

השמטה במעד שנת (2 , “at the appointed time for the year of remission,” a more pointed 

expression; and finally 3) בחג הסכות, “at the Feast of Booths," a specific reference to the 

proper point in time. This intertextual conversation between two verses in Deuteronomy sheds 

light on the precise time of מקץ שבע שנים: “at the Feast of Booths.” It is hardly surprising that 

the public remission of debts mentioned in Deut. 15:1-11 would occur on the Feast of Booths, 

when enormous numbers of pilgrims gathered for a festival lasting seven days at “the place 

which will be chosen.” Nor is it surprising that this event took place at the central sanctuary. 

Thus, מקץ indicates both the time and the place of the debt release. So the author of 

Deuteronomy replaces the mythical and decentralized concept of the land with a national 

festival celebrated by all at the central sanctuary.  

 

                                            
41

 B. Levinson explains the concept of hermeneutics in Deuteronomy as follows: “Hermeneutic is not simply a 

matter of the history of reception and interpretation of Deuteronomy by ancient, medieval, or modern 

communities of believers or scholars. Instead, Deuteronomy was already a complex hermeneutical work from 

the beginning; it was the composition of authors who consciously reused and reinterpreted earlier texts to 

propound and justify their program of cultic and legal reform, even - or particularly - when those texts conflicted 

with the authors‟ agenda. Previous scholarship has not fully recognized, let alone conceptualized, the centrality 

of this hermeneutical question to Deuteronomy‟s authors, nor the extent to which, once recognized, it helps 

explain a number of long-standing problems that have otherwise resisted solution.” See B. M. Levinson, 

Deuteronomy and the Hermeneutic of Legal Innovation, 4. 
42

 R. D. Nelson, Deuteronomy: A Commentary (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2002), 194. 
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Conclusion 

 

The evidence presented in this study suggests that the interplay between external 

and internal factors in ancient Israel drove the development of the seventh-year law in 

Exod. 23:10-11  into the Deuteronomic שמטה law found in Deut. 15:1-11. On the one 

hand, the שמטה law countered Neo-Assyrian state ideology by highlighting the 

antagonism between differing attitudes toward the poor. On the other hand, the שמטה 

law was a reaction to the process of cultic centralization against archaic practices. Thus, 

the socio-economic, historical, and theological circumstances in which the 

Deuteronomic author found himself provided a challenging new context and spurred the 

modernization of the שמטה law. 

 


