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“King Sihon, Who Dwells in Heshbon”
A Textual Problem in Num 21:34 and Parallels

Jan Joosten

Four passages in the Pentateuch refer in identical wording to King Sihon:

Num 21:34

1aWna WP WK 0K 120 1707 Y WK vy
“You shall do to him as you did to King Sihon of the Amorites, who dwells in
Heshbon.” See also Deut 1:4'; 3:2; 4:46.

Although the issue goes unnoticed in commentaries and critical editions,
the text in all these passages is problematic for several reasons. In “classical
Biblical Hebrew” (CBH), when a participle functions as a verb it must normally
be accompanied by an explicit subject, whether this be a noun or a pronoun’.
This rule is valid in the entire classical corpus, from Genesis to 2 Kings, and
applies to relative clauses®. Even when the antecedent of the relative clause is
also the subject of the participle, the personal pronoun is normally required:

Deut 20:20
AR Ty APY RN TY5Y Tivn I
“You will build siegeworks against the town that makes war with you.”

In addition, the semantics of the participle do not fit the context. The
participle would normally imply contemporaneity with the reference time. The
MT suggests that Sihon is still dwelling in Heshbon when God commands Moses
to exterminate Og°. This is not so, however. In Num 21:34, quoted above, God

! This verse also refers in similar wording to “King Og of Bashan, who dwells in
Ashtaroth and in Edrei.”

2 See JOOSTEN, Verbal System, 391-394.

3 In this corpus there are 23 cases of ‘aser — 3™ person pronoun — participle. The cases
of “aser —participle, in addition to the ones discussed in this paper, are: Gen 7:8; 39:22; 1 Kgs
5:13; 2 Kgs 7:17 (for this last instance see below).

4 See also Num 14:27a; 1 Sam 10:19.

5 See GROSS, Partizip, 26, in reference to Deut 4:46 only.
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196 “King Sihon, Who Dwells in Heshbon”

commands Moses to do to Og as he has already done to Sihon®. In the other
passages, too, the discourse is retrospective. When Sihon is mentioned, he has
already been exterminated with his entire family and his people and no longer
dwells in Heshbon. The semantics of the Hebrew perfect would suit this context
better. Note:

Gen 19:29
TiPn VY NR MY DIARNR DFOR 9N 1237 MWDK DYR NNWA N
101 112 JYTIWR DWRTNR 7573 12977
“So it was that, when God destroyed the cities of the Plain, God remembered
Abraham, and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow, when he overthrew
the cities in which Lot dwelt.”

When God destroyed the cities Lot was no longer dwelling there, as the
use of the perfect in the relative clause indicates. Similarly:

Josh 13:10
1AW 720 TR MHRA TR 1D T 531
“The cities of King Sihon of the Amorites, who reigned in Heshbon.”

Looking back on Joshua’s conquest, the time Sihon ruled in Heshbon is
long past. Although a different verb is used here, the use of the perfect shows
that the participle in Num 21:34 and parallels is not the correct form.

It is interesting, therefore, to note a variant reading that recurs in our
problematic relative clauses. Instead of the plene spelling, 2w, the Samaritan
Pentateuch has in all instances the defective spelling 2w*’. More pointedly, the
traditional recitation of the Samaritans reads the forms as perfects: alsiyyon
malok d’émarri éSdr yasab bisbon, “to King Sihon of the Amorites, who dwelt in
Heshbon™®. This reading does away with the problem of the subject-less verbal
participle. It also fits the retrospective character of the passages in question. On
internal grounds, the Samaritan variant would seem to be superior to the
Masoretic reading.

© So also Deut 3:2. The other two passages in Deuteronomy occur in retrospective
passages in the voice of the narrator.

7 The plene spelling is also attested for the first occurrence of the participle in Deut
1:4 in 4QDeut".

8 See BEN-HAYYIM, Words of the Pentateuch. The value of the Samaritan reading was
pointed out to me by Elisha Qimron many years ago. I have not been able to find a note on
this point in his published work.
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It is not common in textual criticism to prefer readings uniquely
transmitted in the oral tradition of the Samaritans. But it is not unheard of’. The
consensus of knowledgeable scholars is that the Samaritan reading tradition goes
back to a time when Hebrew was still spoken, more specifically the late Second
Temple period'®. This oral tradition does not appear to have been contaminated
by Masoretic reading traditions to any meaningful degree. Thus, the possibility
that it should independently transmit early and authentic readings is to be
granted.

If the Samaritan reading is primary, how did the variant in the MT arise?
A possible explanation is that the participle was read under the influence of the
many passages of similar tenor using the participle with the definite article
instead of a relative clause:

Josh 12:2
iaWna 3wPA *1hRA 797 TiND
“King Sihon of the Amorites, who dwelt in Heshbon.”!!

This is not a verbalized participle, but a nominal one. In this construction,
the participle can refer to contemporaneous processes or states, but also to the
past or the future. No explicit subject is required.

In the later reading tradition, tradents may have felt that 2¥* 2Wx was
similar to 2w, without bothering with the niceties of classical syntax. This
would account for the participle in the MT of Num 21:34 and parallels. In late
Biblical Hebrew it is not uncommon for the participle to exert a verbal function
without explicit subject'?.

In light of these consideration, the Samaritan reading merits to be adopted
in a critical edition of the text. Substantially, the contribution of this note may
seem trifling. The text-critical issue is of little importance for interpretation.
Methodologically, however, the case is interesting because diachronic syntax,
verbal semantics, and textual criticism work together to produce a more precise
reading of the four passages under discussion.

? See Loewenstamm, n3wn& "2x, 410. Other possible cases have been discussed by
Schorch in the book referred to in the next note; see also HIMBAZA, Texte du Lévitique, 78-80.

19 See the extensive discussion in SCHORCH, Vokale.

1 Other examples include Gen 14:7; Num 14:45; Deut 1:44; 2:4.8.

12 See JOOSTEN, Verbal System, 392.
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198 “King Sihon, Who Dwells in Heshbon”

Appendix

The grammatical reasoning applied to these four cases may throw light on
an additional instance. The story of the siege of Samaria and the ensuing famine
told in 2 Kgs 7 mentions a “captain on whose hand the king leaned” Wy wwn
15 1ywa 7919 (2 Kgs 7:2)". This character casts doubt on Elisha’s prediction
that food will be cheap at the gate of Samaria on the morrow. Later in the story,
after Elisha’s prophecy has been fulfilled, this man is mentioned again:

2 Kgs 7:17

NN IPW3 DY DRI WYY 10V WWITWR WHWaTnR TRon 120!
“Now the king had appointed the captain on whose hand %e leaned to have
charge of the gate; the people trampled him to death in the gate.”

In verse 2, the pointing YW1, niphal participle, is unproblematic: the
captain is with the king, the “leaning” is contemporary with the reference time
of the story. The syntax too is regular, with a noun phrase, “the king,” expressing
the subject of the participle.

In verse 17, however, the captain is no longer with the king. He has been
given charge of the gate and perishes in the stampede that follows the discovery
of food in the abandoned camp of the Aramaeans. The “leaning” is not
contemporary with the reference time: the information is retrospective!®. This, as
stated above, is not a usual function of the participle. Moreover, the verse’s
syntax is exceptional because no subject accompanies the verbal participle. An
elegant solution would be to emend the text. If we read [yw3, niphal 3" masc. sg.
perfect, the verbal semantics would agree with the context: the main function of
the perfect is to express antecedent processes. The syntax too would be regular,
for the perfect does not require the expression of the subject. If the original text
had the perfect in verse 17, the change to the participle could be explained as an
assimilation to verse 2'°.

The proposed emendation in this case finds no support in ancient
documents. One should remember, however, that the Masoretic text is the only
extant source for the Hebrew text of Kings, except for some very rare fragments

13 Instead of 7917, it is preferable, with BHS, to read 7717

14 The two cases are distinguished in the Vulgate: v. 2 incumbebat (imperfect), v. 17
incubuerat (pluperfect).

15 Note that assimilation of v. 17 to v. 2 happened also in the Septuagint through the
addition of the subject “the king.”
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retrieved from the caves near Qumran. No texts from Qumran cover the present
passage nor, being unvocalized, would they have given any help in the present
case if they did.
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Summary

The participle 2w “dwelling” in Num 21:34 and parallels raises grammatical and exegetical
problems: when God promises to deliver Og into the hand of the Israelites, Sihon is no longer
“dwelling” in Heshbon. The consonantal text and the reading tradition of the Samaritan
Pentateuch read the form as a perfect. The article argues that the Samaritan reading is to be
preferred and tries to account for the Masoretic text.

Keywords: Hebrew syntax, Textual Criticism, Samaritan Pentateuch.
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200 “King Sihon, Who Dwells in Heshbon”

Zhrnutie

Participium 2wi ,sidlil* v Nm 21,34 a paralelnych textoch spdsobuje gramatické
a exegetické problémy: v ¢ase, ked’ Boh dal prisl'ub, ze vyda kral'a Oga do rik Izraelitov, o
Sehonovi uz viac neplatilo, ze ,,sidlil“ v Hesebone. Konsonantny text a tradicia ¢itania
Samaritanskeho Pentateuchu ¢itaji danu slovesnii formu v perfekte. V ¢lanku zastdvame
nazor, ze prednost sa ma dat’ samaritanskej verzii Citania textu a pokuSame sa vysvetlit
masoretsky text.

Klucove slova: hebrejska syntax, textova kritika, Samaritansky Pentateuch.
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