
           

Contents

Treaties  

 

 

 

ISSN 1338-0141 e-ISSN 2644-4879 www.biblica.sk

1/
20

25

 Ročník 1717 2025  Číslo 1

Studia Biblica Slovaca
St

u
d

ia
 B

ib
lic

a
 S

lo
va

ca

Jan JOOSTEN

Textual Turbulence in the Story of David’s Succession (1 Kgs 1–2)   ... 1-17

Tomasz KOSZAREK

The rîb Literary Pattern in Isaiah 1–5 as the casus belli
in the Book of Isaiah   .......................................................................... 18-59

Blažej ŠTRBA

Wounded by Pain in the Psalter   ...................................................... 60-80

Timothy MEJIDA

The Sufferings of Jesus in Matthew’s Gethsemane
Narrative (26:36-46)   ...................................................................... 81-101

Branislav ĎURICA

The Split in John’s Community: Different Opinions
on the Eucharist behind the Split    ............................................... 102-121

Helena PANCZOVÁ

Journeying on the “Royal Road”: Num 20:17 in Greek Allegorical
Exegesis (A Survey)   ........................................................................... 122-141

Reviews ............................................................................................. 142-153

Communications and References ................................................... 154-162

Reflections

Martina Korytiaková
Offprint



Šéfredaktor:
Zástupca šéfredaktora:
Výkonná redaktorka:    

  

Blažej ŠTRBA (Nitra, SK)
Jozef JANČOVIČ (Bratislava, SK)
Martina KORYTIAKOVÁ (Nitra, SK)    

  

Za recenzovanie všetkých článkov zodpovedá redakčná rada.

Obálka:

Na príprave spolupracovali: Lionel Goh, OFM, Róbert Horka a Zuzana Očkajáková.

Príspevky v slovenčine, češtine a angličtine (od zahraničných autorov) alebo knihy na recenziu
prosíme poslať na adresu redakcie: Studia Biblica Slovaca, Banská 28, 976 32  Badín (Slovakia),
redakcia@biblica.sk.

Príspevky sa požadujú v elektronickej podobe, podľa možnosti v textovom editore Microsoft Word.
Preferované fonty písma pre hebrejčinu a gréčtinu sú SBL Hebrew and SBL Greek. Príspevok typu
štúdia, poznámka alebo reflexia musí byť doplnený abstraktom a jeho anglickou verziou, anglickým
názvom príspevku, max. piatimi kľúčovými slovami v slovenčine/češtine a angličtine, zoznamom
bibliografie a kontaktom na autora príspevku. Nevyžiadané rukopisy sa nevracajú. Redakcia si
vyhradzuje právo upraviť titulok a vykonať potrebnú jazykovú a štylistickú úpravu prijatých
príspevkov. Spresňujúce podmienky pre prispievateľov sú dostupné na www.biblica.sk.

  

Karol Hájiček

Časopis je registrovaný a abstrahovaný v Atla Religion Database, EBSCO, New Testament Abstracts
ISSN 0028-6877, Old Testament Abstracts ISSN 0364-8591 a SCOPUS.
S povolením Arcibiskupského úradu v Bratislave zo dňa 3. júna 2014
Prot. N. 2229/2014

Studia Biblica Slovaca 
Printed in Slovakia, 6/2025 
Vychádza dvakrát do roka.
Cena: 9 €

ISSN 1338-0141
e-ISSN 2644-4879
EV 3744/09

Obsah

Jan JOOSTEN

Textové nezrovnalosti v príbehu o Davidovom nástupníctve (1Kr 1–2)  ... 1-17

Tomasz KOSZAREK

Literárny model rîb v Izaiášovi 1–5 ako casus belli v Knihe Izaiáš  ...18-50

Blažej ŠTRBA

Ranený bolesťou v Žaltári  ..................................................................... 60-80

Timothy MEJIDA

Utrpenie Ježiša v Getsemanskej záhrade
v Matúšovom rozprávaní (26:36-46)  ............................................. 81-101

Branislav ĎURICA

Štiepenie Jánovej komunity. Rôzne názory týkajúce sa
eucharistie na pozadí sporu  .......................................................... 102-121

Helena PANCZOVÁ

Putovanie po „Kráľovskej ceste“. Nm 20,17 v gréckej
alegorickej exegéze (Prehľadová štúdia)  ...................................... 122-141

 

Abstrakty a recenzie ........................................................................ 142-153

Správy a oznamy .............................................................................. 154-162

Studia Biblica Slovaca je recenzovaný vedecký časopis zameraný na skúmanie Svätého
písma Starého a Nového zákona predovšetkým zo stránky filologickej, historickej,

exegetickej a teologickej. 

Ročník XVII (2025), číslo 1
Vydáva Rímskokatolícka cyrilometodská bohoslovecká fakulta Univerzity Komenského v Bratislave,
Kapitulská 26, 814 58  Bratislava 1, IČO 0039786510.

Redakčná rada/Editorial board:
František ÁBEL (Bratislava, SK)
Georg BRAULIK, OSB (Wien, AT)
Jaroslav BROŽ (Praha, CZ)
Núria CALDUCH-BENAGES (Roma, IT)
Jeremy CORLEY (Dublin, IE) 
Peter DUBOVSKÝ, SJ (Roma, IT)
Pavol FARKAŠ (Nitra, SK)
Juraj FENÍK (Košice, SK)
Leslie HOPPE, OFM (Chicago, US)
Peter JUHÁS (Münster, DE)
Branislav KĽUSKA (Ružomberok, SK)

Róbert LAPKO (Košice, SK)
Adam MACKERLE (České Budějovice, CZ)
Libor MAREK (Detroit, US)
Helena PANCZOVÁ (Bratislava, SK)
Július PAVELČÍK (České Budějovice, CZ)
Jaroslav RINDOŠ, SJ (Bratislava, SK)
Milan SOVA (Bratislava, SK)
Jozef TIŇO (Bratislava, SK)
Emanuel TOV (Jerusalem, IL)
Miroslav VARŠO (Košice, SK)
Ian YOUNG (Sydney, AU)

Reflexie

Štúdie



Studia Biblica Slovaca 

The r îb  Literary Pattern in Isaiah 1–5 as  the 
casus  bel l i  in  the Book of  Isaiah  

Tomasz Koszarek 

Introduction 

The portrayal of God as a warrior throughout the Old Testament is evident, 
particularly in the Book of Isaiah, where divine martial imagery is especially 
prominent. This is seen in the use of specific names and titles associated with 
warfare, which reflect the reality of conflict and struggle. Such depictions 
strongly suggest that the text of Proto-Isaiah in particular was inspired by the 
experience of war. 

There is no straightforward answer to the question of against whom the 
war is to be declared, although the enemies of Judah or YHWH are a likely 
target1. Fundamentally, however, the accusations are directed against the 
Northern Kingdom. 

The warfare scenario that may have been a literary scheme existing in the 
minds of Isaiah’s contemporaries changed over time, just as literary genres 
evolve, and elements of the warfare scheme were absorbed into wisdom 
traditions. 

The Book of Isaiah is a derivative or offshoot of the warfare genre. Since 
the main axis of the book is about war, one can assume the existence of the 
reason(s) for such war, the so-called casus belli. 

According to Matthijs J. de Jong2, Isa 1, 3, 5 (or Isa 1–5 in general) were 
later included in the corpus of the Book of Isaiah as justification for what was to 
happen. Isaiah 1 in particular is understood as an introduction to the book as 
a whole, to be read synchronously3. 

 
1 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 170-171. 
2 Cfr. DE JONG, Isaiah, 53, 123-126, 158-170 (especially p. 163). 
3 Cfr. GRAY, Rhetoric, 26-28. 
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The literary pattern that best expresses the casus belli here is rîb. Indeed, 
Kirsten Nielsen4 directly mentions Isa 1:2-20; 3:13-15; 5:1-7 as an image of 
a court speech (das Bild der Gerichtsrede), which was originally identified with 
rîb. Richard Coggins5 also gives the catena of lawsuits in Isa 1; 3:13-15; 5:1-7, 
but without delimiting the first chapter. However, these three pericopes do not 
end with a verdict, but rather with a warning. Moreover, the judge and the 
prosecutor seem to be one and the same person.  

While Nielsen6 understands these speeches as a trilateral dispute at the gate 
of the city, these fragments are in essence an image of the rîb reproach within 
a bilateral dispute in the context of a broken covenant or the betrayal of a very 
close relationship comparable to that of a familial relationship (cfr. Gen 31; Deut 
32; 2 Sam 12; Ps 50; Jer 2; Ezek 16; Mic 6; Hos 2, 4,11). In the following article, 
I aim to show that this model of the rîb is better suited to explain Isa 1; 3; 5 as 
the casus belli in the Book of Isaiah (particularly Proto-Isaiah), which is 
understood as a description of warfare. 

For the sake of clarity, it should be emphasized that rîb is a literary pattern 
(sometimes understood as a literary genre) used as a method of interpretation for 
Isa 1, 3, 5. Casus belli is not a literary pattern, but rather the reason behind 
a conflict that could escalate into a violent confrontation, e.g. warfare. The rîb 
pattern functions not as the cause of conflict, i.e. casus belli, but as a means of 
expressing it. 

1  The rîb literary pattern conveying casus belli 

Among the literary genres or patterns that may appear in the context of 
warfare in Scripture – besides narrative – are, e.g., oracles (divination), oracles 
of salvation, oracles against the nations (battle encounter), novellas, prophecies, 
laments, funeral lamentations (about buried and unburied people), rhythmic 
chants, war songs (entrusting the campaign to the gods), and victory songs 
(victory in war). Additionally, as a reason for initiating hostilities (casus belli), 
one can also encounter rîb, as in the passages of Isa 1, 3, 5 that I discuss in this 
article.  

 
4 Cfr. NIELSEN, Das Bild des Gerichts, 313. 
5 Cfr. COGGINS, Isaiah, 441-442. 
6 Cfr. NIELSEN, Das Bild des Gerichts, 313. 
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I am particularly interested in applying rîb to the first five chapters of the 
Book of Isaiah, which seems to be a literary scheme adequate for articulating the 
reason for the conflict between the feuding parties. Rîb fits better as a model for 
a declaration of war because it is a lively dispute between two parties, while 
a “lawsuit” (also Hebrew mišpaṭ) assumes a more static court process, and the 
figure of the judge present during a lawsuit does not fit here at all. 

In the first part of this section, I will discuss what rîb is, including its form 
and content (the second part of the section), in the light of the latest research. 
Then, in section three, I will briefly discuss the concept of rîb as an effect of 
breaking a covenant, which fits perfectly into the war context of the Book of 
Isaiah. Later, the fourth section will show the previous research of biblical 
scholars indicating the presence of rîb in the Book of Isaiah (often understanding 
rîb, however, as a tripartite court dispute and not connecting it in any way with 
the wartime content of the book). The fifth section will analyse passages in Proto-
Isaiah that contain the term ביר , highlighting that the use of the term does not 
necessarily correspond to the rîb literary pattern. Although the term ביר  may be 
used in this scheme (as the term ביר  appears in Isa 1 and 3), its presence is not 
a sine qua non condition for the literary scheme called rîb. 

1.1  The rîb literary pattern 

The concept of rîb, often referred to as a literary pattern, plays a significant 
role in exploring the dynamics of disputes and reconciliation within the context 
of close relationships, particularly in the biblical tradition. Difficulties with 
defining the literary genre of rîb have prompted the use of less binding terms: 
a  odel, a pattern, a scheme, or a literary formula7. Rîb is primarily understood 

 
7 Cfr. BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 128. NYBERG, Studien zum Hoseabuch, 

17, pays attention to a certain literary pattern with reference to the covenant, the 
condemnation of idolatry, and the oracle present in the text. WESTERMANN, Basic Forms, 
199, calls rîb a legal procedure but understands it only as a kind of formulation of prophetic 
speech. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, uses the term “rîb pattern” in the title of his work 
and consistently throughout the work. COWLEY, Technical Terms, 21, prefers to use the term 
“literary technic” (technical terms) rather than “literary genre” when speaking of rîb. 
HARVEY, Le plaidoyer prophétique, 8, defines rîb as a form of prophetic accusation 
(réquisitoire prophétique) in the covenant context while avoiding the discussion of whether 
what was later understood as rîb is a literary genre or a literary pattern. Therefore, HARVEY, 
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here as a formalized rebuke set within a bilateral dispute aimed at restoring 
harmony between parties in conflict. The recurring themes of covenant, betrayal, 
and the desire for reconciliation make rîb a distinctive feature in both ancient 
literature and religious texts.  

The primary Sitz im Leben for rîb is the family context8, which naturally 
ties in with the themes of the covenant and natural civil relations that imply 
a close relationship, mutual rights, and obligations. It deals with a situation where 
one party in a relationship feels disappointed or betrayed by the other party. Thus, 
the usual context in which this type of controversy is waged is the family, 
understood as a special kind of covenant. For God, the chosen nation with whom 
He made a covenant is like a son (Isa 1) or bride (Isa 5:1-7). The broken covenant 
between the sovereign and the vassal was portrayed in treaties as the severed 
relationship between a son and his father or a wife and her husband. 

Pietro Bovati clearly separates the bilateral dispute of rîb from the trilateral 
dispute of mišpaṭ. The rîb procedure belongs to juridical procedures in the form 
of accusatory speech. It is often found in direct speeches concerning the covenant 
theme. The point of view proposed by Bovati has led to the fruitful 
reinterpretation of many biblical OT passages, such as Ombretta Pettigiani’s 
reinterpretation of Ezek 169. 

Rîb is a description of a juridical procedure that has been initiated because 
a problematic situation that has unfolded between two people who have a close 

 
Le rîb-Pattern, 172, n. 3; Le plaidoyer prophétique, 7, chooses the middle path: he does not 
enter into the discussion of whether rîb is a genre (genre littéraire), although he sometimes 
refers to it as such, or a technical construction – a pattern of juridical dispute. On the other 
hand, opinions have arisen suggesting that rîb is more than a literary schema or even more 
than a literary genre. GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-pattern, 120-137, draws attention to 
the presence of the rîb pattern in oral transmission and the collective understanding. NIELSEN, 
Yahweh as Prosecutor, 23-24, points out that they are both “active in the Israelite psyche as 
a way of thinking”. Because of this extensive presence, GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-
pattern, 128, tries to explain rîb as “a form of thinking and feeling, a category, a frame of 
mind”. He asserts that rîb implies an ethical view of the world; GEMSER, The rîb- or 
Controversy-pattern, 136. rîb can include different literary genres. DANIELS, Prophetic 
Lawsuit, 342, claims that a prophetic lawsuit is “composed of several component genres”. 
One can also find in rîb several genres, such as oracle, curse, metaphor, fable, proverb, and 
parable, which serve to reinforce the rhetoric of the message. 

8 Cfr. BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 125; BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 30-166. 
9 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb. 
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relationship is materially or morally unbearable. Rîb takes the form of an 
accusatory speech, but has a bilateral nature: the injured party addresses the 
accused directly (the witnesses called do not take an active part in the 
controversy, but their presence is a formal requirement of rîb). This is not the 
case with a judicial tribunal, where three parties are present: the aggrieved party, 
the accused party, and the judge. The texts considered as bilateral rîb in the last 
century were understood as tripartite court disputes with the unresolved problem 
of the identity of the judge and the prosecutor. When one adopts the bilateral 
model, this problem disappears. Bovati notices that bilateralism can take various 
forms: a dispute between two people, a dispute between two groups, and a dispute 
between an individual and a group10. 

The actual explanation of rîb in the Bible, however, has a much deeper 
meaning: it is about reconciliation, not about punishing the accused. rîb as the 
chosen form of dispute is not conducted in court, but rather ends in threats at 
most. The purpose is to awaken the opponent’s inner judgement and change their 
behaviour11. As the aim is reconciliation between the parties, the aggrieved party 
does not intend to seek punishment if the accused pleads guilty; rather, the 
aggrieved party offers the accused forgiveness. The intention of rîb is to do 
justice and restore a peaceful relationship12. Therefore, the theme of covenant 
renewal is often found in the rîb procedure. Bovati points out that rîb by 
definition includes the outcomes of mercy and forgiveness because that is its 
nature: the dispute is settled between the parties, not before a court.  

The scheme of this basic accusatory speech is constructed on the principle 
of a diptych: the first part is an accusation, and the second is a harbinger of 
a positive future conditioned by conversion. In the first part, the accuser (most 
often a prophet or YHWH through a prophet) refers to history, showing the 
helpful intervention of a benefactor (most often God) and the ungrateful response 
of the accused (most often the people), for which the accused should be punished. 
The second part is an announcement of the end of anger and the promise of 
a blessing. 

In conclusion, rîb emerges as a vital literary and theological pattern that 
emphasizes reconciliation over retribution. By focusing on the restoration of 

 
10 Cfr. BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 30, n. 1. 
11 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 18. 
12 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 33. 
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broken relationships, rîb highlights the importance of mercy, forgiveness, and 
covenant renewal. The bilateral nature of rîb, as opposed to a more formal 
judicial process, creates space for shifting between assigning guilt and the chance 
for restoration of the relationship. Through this pattern, the biblical texts convey 
not only legal or moral principles but also a deep understanding of the human 
need for healing and forgiveness, thus reinforcing the overarching themes of 
divine mercy and relational justice. However, the potential for punishment 
remains in place should an agreement fail to be reached. 

1.2  Structure and content of rîb 

The concept of rîb has long been a subject of scholarly debate, particularly 
regarding its classification as a pattern or a genre within biblical literature. The 
structure and content, which may be indicators of a literary genre, are helpful in 
identifying examples of texts that follow the rîb convention. These two factors 
will be briefly presented here. 

Johannes P. Floss13 draws attention to form (i.e. linguistic signs + linguistic 
levels) and presents various models of understanding both the form and the 
history of forms. Wolfgang Richter pays attention to the linguistic shaping of 
a text and examines the connection between form and content, emphasizing the 
importance of analysing them separately14, although Floss does not seem to fully 
agree with him15. I will follow Richter’s intuition by presenting a systematic 
division into structure and content, which I understand as characteristic terms, 
themes, and motifs that signal to the audience the presence of a particular genre 
or pattern. 

 
13 Cfr. FLOSS, Form, 593-598. 
14 Cfr. RICHTER, Exegese als Literaturwissenschaft, 128-137. Wolfgang Richter 

outlines the procedure for form criticism through: 1) an analysis of ornamental forms (Richter 
does not dedicate much attention to them as they do not contribute much to the discussion; 
examples are sound, rhythm, and rhyme) and 2) an analysis of structural forms: a) outer, such 
as syntax and statistics, and b) inner / deep, such as semantic fields of words, word groups, 
alternation of action and speech, action and speech position and movement, semantic classes 
of verbs, the occurrence of characters or scenes, scene changes, and characteristic 
expressions. Richter reflects on the purpose of individual literary units; the goal may be 
expressed explicitly or implicitly; what helps capture it is the so-called “horizon” – fixed 
expressions, formulas (formulae), and schemes (schemata). 

15 Cfr. FLOSS, Form, 591-603. 
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Pettigiani16 lists the following components of rîb structure: (1) opening 
word – (2) accusatory speech – (3) announcement of punishment – (4) conclusion.  

First there is generally an (1) opening word, essentially some kind of 
invocation and introductory petition. Opening words often include an effort to 
get the listener’s attention, an invitation to be heard, or an introduction and 
justification of the speaker’s reason for speaking. Witnesses are also most often 
summoned at this stage. 

The main elements of the structure of the (2) accusatory speech are the 
accusations made against someone who has broken a relationship or violated 
a pact or covenant. In connection with the above, one can find in rîb the so-called 
notitia criminis, which informs the accused of the accusation against them17. 
Within an accusation, in addition to the list of faults and guilts, there are also 
several rhetorical devices that are intended to evoke an emotional response – that 
is, to provoke the feeling of guilt. They are also meant – like rîb itself – to shame 
the opponent. The aim of the utterance is to move the emotions of the accused 
through accusations, insults, invectives, and lamentations18. An intensified 
representation of questions is noticeable, and rhetorical questions as well. 
Statements that are intended to demonstrate innocence are another element of 
this part of the structure. A reminder of the favours and benefits received19 is in 
turn used in rîb to induce shame stemming from the wrecked bonds, to renew the 
will to return, and to rebuild a lost relationship. In this context, there is sometimes 
a demonstration of the weakness and insufficiency of others who are not able to 
offer the prosperity and security provided by the person who was wronged. In 
the case of God’s conflict with His people, this demonstration often points to 
foreign deities. In my opinion, the use of minor literary genres or literary 
devices20 is an element of structure, not of content, as they serve as an example 
to strengthen the rhetoric of the utterance. 

After third element of the structure, the (3) announcement of punishment, 
there is the (4) conclusion which can take two paths: further conflict or 
forgiveness with reconciliation. Bovati21 speaks directly of a straightforward 

 
16 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 37-40. 
17 Cfr. BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 62-65. 
18 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 34. 
19 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 13; PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 94. 
20 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 36. 
21 Cfr. BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 88-89. 
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alternative to ending the dispute in rîb e.g. in Isa 1:18-20. This is done by using 
the conjunction ִםא , as in vv. 19-20, where one can observe the construction ִםא... 

...םאִוְ , which presents these two alternatives. Openness to offering forgiveness is 
the “plan B”22 God provides. It assumes not only the forgiveness of sins, but also 
that the sins will be forgotten23. 

In turn, the content of rîb may contain elements that appear in the text. In 
my view, these could be a) the appearance of the word ביר ; b) the call for the 
accused to listen; c) silent witnesses; d) heaven and earth as witnesses; e) the 
family context; f) the proclamation of a prophecy with proverbs and warnings24 
in its message; g) the criticism of foreign cults; h) the oracles; i)25 the term ִּיכ  
introducing a description of the transgression; j)26 the term ְהתָּעַו ; k)27 the term 
ןכֵלָ  introducing a punishment for the transgression; l) allusions to the covenant; 

m) the verb עדי  or other covenant terms in the context of the covenant treaty; n) 
the conjunction ִםא  in the context of the covenant treaty; o) the mention of Sodom 

 
22 Cfr. DAVIDSON, The Divine Covenant Lawsuit Motif, 68. 
23 Cfr. BARTON, Forgiveness, 989-990. 
24 Cfr. PARKER, Official Attitudes, 59-60. 
25 The role of the causal conjunction ִּיכ  in rîb is to introduce a description of the 

transgression and provide a reason for immediate punishment: Gen 31:36-37.42; Deut 
32:20.28.32; 2 Sam 12:5 ( תאֹז השֶֹׂעהָ  שׁיאִהָ  תוֶמָ־ןבֶ  יכִּ   – “because the man who is doing this is 
the culprit for death” – my translation); 2 Sam 12:10; Isa 1:15.29; 5:7; Ezek 16:59; Hos 
2:4.6.7; Amos 3:14; and Mic 6:4. Moreover, BOECKER, Redeformen, 32, n. 5, notes that this 
conjunction begins a new part of the dispute in Gen 31:31 and 2 Sam 12:5, which are 
examples of the narrative rîb derivation also examined in this work. 

התָּעַוְ 26  introduces a sanction which is a consequence of the alleged offense (cfr. 2 
Sam 12:10; Isa 5:3) and has a function similar to ָןכֵל  (cfr. Ezek 16:35.37 et al.). In rîb and 
texts similar to rîb, ְהתָּעַו  can be found in Gen 31:16.30.(42 – ִּהתָּעַ יכ ).44; 2 Sam 12:10; Isa 
1:21; 5:3.5; Jer 2:8; Hos 2:12; and Job 6:28; 30:1.9.16; 35:15; 37:21; 42:5.8. 

27 It appears in the prophetic style and announces some kind of punishment (COATS, 
Genres, 12) or misfortune (BUTLER, Announcements, 171): for example, Isa 1:24; Jer 2:9; 
Hos 2:16a; and Amos 3:11a; 4:12a. Apart from the oracles, one can find this term in rîb and 
rîb-like texts such as Isa 5:13.24; Jer 2:33; Ezek 16:35.37; Hos 2:8.11; and Job 20:2; 32:10; 
34:10.25; 37:24; 42:3. 



The rîb Literary Pattern in Isaiah 1–5 as the casus belli in the Book of Isaiah 
 

Studia Biblica Slovaca 
 

26 

and Gomorrah28; p) punishment understood as retribution29; and q) curses in the 
context of the covenant treaty. The prophets reflect the tradition of covenant 
curses, as covenant concepts and terminology are the background for the 
prophets30.  

The rîb content and structure are a particular expression of the complaints 
and rebuke31 for breaking the covenant. Thus, the literary scheme of rîb provides 
a kind of ultimatum prior to the punishment taking place. The structure and 
content of rîb serve as a powerful framework for addressing broken relationships, 
particularly covenant violations. 

1.3  Rîb as a rebuke based on the breach of a treaty 

Scholars Herbert B. Huffmon32 and Julien Harvey33 underline the influence 
of international law on the formation of the formal Sitz im Leben for the disputes 
described by the prophets. Both Huffmon and Harvey emphasize that 
“international” treaty and covenant forms had a profound impact on the formation 
of biblical texts, including the prophetic “covenant lawsuit”. I would like to 
emphasize, however, that in my opinion the rîb under discussion is not a lawsuit, 
nor even a dispute, but rather an admonition in the form of a monologue. 

The Hittite treatises, an archetype for rîb, were structured as follows34: 
preamble – historical prologue35 – stipulations – provision for deposit in the 

 
28 HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 74-76, believes that it was the reference to the curse in the 

covenant treaties that caused the mention of Sodom and Gomorrah, which were synonymous 
with damnation. Hillers notes the significant presence of references to Sodom in the texts 
interpreted in this paper as rîb (although Hillers does not deal with the question of rîb). 
Moreover, it is worth noting that the oldest mention of Sodom is probably from the rîb in 
Deut 32:32 (HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 75, n. 83), which has become a paradigm for other rîb 
texts such as Isa 1:10; 3:9, and Ezek 16:45-57.61. 

29 For example, this is visible in Isa 1:5-9. 
30 Cfr. WEEKS, Admonition, 160. 
31 Cfr. MORIARTY, Prophet, 828-831. 
32 Cfr. HUFFMON, The Covenant Lawsuit, 285-295. 
33 Cfr. HARVEY, Le rîb-Pattern, 172-196. 
34 Cfr. KOROŠEC, Hethitische Staatsverträge, 12-14; MENDENHALL, Covenant Form, 

57-60. 
35 TUCKER, Covenant Forms, 495, emphasizes that sometimes the historical 

introduction was also omitted in Hittite treaties. 
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temple and periodic public reading – list of gods as witnesses – curses and 
blessing formula36. However, it should be noted that rîb, like the Hittite treaties, 
had a “fluid”, unbalanced structure37. 

The tradition of this type of general pattern survived thanks to the similar 
Neo-Assyrian adê treatises38. This form was known under Tiglath-Pileser III and 
Sargon II39, but disappeared under Sennacherib. There were comparable 
inscriptions in the Aramaic milieu, such as from Sefire, that combined the 
features of a Neo-Assyrian document, while other features recalled elements 
more typical of the Hittite treaty40. The Aramaic inscription from Sefire has many 
features in common with the biblical rîb and comes from the time when the 
biblical prophets were active. 

The metaphor of God as a sovereign who is obliged to protect His vassals 
against their enemies, with the vassal’s duty being to obey and submit to the 
ruler, is a very important contribution to the understanding of the OT41. Rîb is 
a reaction to the breaking of the pact between them.  

Prophecy is the area in which rîb occurs with particular frequency and is 
the manifestation of a dispute that arises between YHWH and His people over 
their failure to keep a covenant with Him. Thus, there is a smooth transition from 
prophecy to legal procedure.  

James Limburg notes that the prophet was understood as a messenger in 
international treaties: “The figure of the royal messenger, bringing a complaint 
against a people, provides a kind of model for understanding the figure of the 
prophet, announcing that Yahweh has a complaint against his people”42. The 
prophet would thus bring the message of the will of the divine sovereign. 

The theme of prophecy in rîb is therefore more closely related to the theme 
of the covenant: the prophets considered themselves messengers of the 
sovereign-king, the emissaries of YHWH-ruler of Israel-vassal, as a reaction to 

 
36 Cfr. DAVIDSON, The Divine Covenant Lawsuit Motif, 65.  
37 Cfr. ZACCAGNINI, The Forms of Alliance, 46. 
38 Cfr. TADMOR, Alleanza, 29; MENDENHALL, Covenant Form, 57 
39 Cfr. TADMOR, Alleanza, 30.32. 
40 Cfr. LIVERANI, Terminologia, 124; TADMOR, Alleanza, 31. 
41 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 55. 
42 Cfr. LIMBURG, The Root ביר , 304. 
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a covenant contract being broken43. This is evidenced by the style of speeches 
called Botenstil44. 

Rîb is inextricably linked to the covenant theme and depicted as an alliance 
whose basis is political and whose violation threatens military consequences. 
Ben C. Ollenburger notices that “covenant God is equivalent to the warrior God, 
the God who defends the covenant”45. Paul Beauchamp, considering le plainte 
du suzerain – le réquisitoire pour transgression du vassal46, indicates it as one 
of the main types of expression of the covenant theme in the OT and also gives 
the example of Isa 1. 

In conclusion, while rîb shares structural similarities with Hittite and Neo-
Assyrian treaties, it stands as a unique expression within the biblical context, 
particularly in prophetic literature. Rîb reflects a powerful metaphor of 
covenantal violation, where the prophet acts as a messenger of the sovereign 
God, responding to the breach of the covenant. This connection between rîb and 
the theme of divine protection and judgment underscores the central role of the 
covenant in the Old Testament. 

1.4  Rîb in the Book of Isaiah according to biblical scholars 

The study of rîb in the Book of Isaiah is crucial for understanding the 
evolution of biblical prophecy and its legal implications. Biblical scholars have 
long debated the presence and form of rîb, which is often described as a “lawsuit” 
between God and His people. A recognition of the development of the concept 
from Deutero-Isaiah to Proto-Isaiah can shed light on how the prophetic tradition 
employed legal language to address covenant violations. Exploring these 
scholarly perspectives provides valuable insights into how rîb functions not only 
as a literary form but also as a theological tool to communicate divine judgment 
and mercy. It also helps us understand how the concept of rîb evolved among 
biblical scholars. 

 
43 Cfr. HARVEY, Le rîb-Pattern, 193. 
44 Cfr. KÖHLER, Deuterojesaja, 110-120. 
45 Cfr. OLLENBURGER, Gerhard von Rad’s Theory of Holy War, 4. 
46 “The suzerain’s complaint – the indictment for the vassal’s transgression”; 

BEAUCHAMP, L’alliance, 183-186. 
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First, one should observe the texts within Deutero-Isaiah, which become 
the very starting point for the later study of rîb. Hugo Gressmann (1914)47 sees 
a lawsuit in Deutero-Isaiah in Isa 41:1-13; 41:21-29; 43:8-13; 44:6-20; 45:20-21; 
48:12-16. Joachim Begrich (1938)48, like Gressmann, focuses on Deutero-Isaiah. 
He uses the terms of legal addresses (Gerichtsrede) and disputation 
(Disputationswort) and indicates them in 41:1-5.21-29; 43:8-13.22-28; 44:6-8; 
48:1-11; 50:1-2a. Eberhard von Waldow49 later divides these biblical passages 
into two groups: cultic and secular. The cultic passages include 41:1-5.21-29; 
43:8-13; 44:6-8; 48:1-11; and the secular ones include Isa 43:22-28; 50:1-3 (von 
Waldow slightly extends Begrich’s view of 50:1-2a). When discussing the 
lawsuit in Deutero-Isaiah, Ludwig Köhler (1953)50 indicates 40:12-16; 40:17-20; 
40:21-26; 41:1-5; 41:21-24; 42:18-25; 43:8-13; 48:14-16; 49:14-21. Antoon 
Schoors (1973)51 also studies Deutero-Isaiah. He separates speeches against 
Israel (42:18-25; 43:22-28; 50:1-3) from speeches against enemies (41:1-5; 
41:21-29; 43:8-13; 44:6-8; 45:18-25). 

As another option, the list of Gerichtsrede proposed by Hermann Gunkel 
(1923)52 includes Isa 1:18-20; 3:13-15; 41:1ff.21ff; 43:9ff; Jer 2:4-9; Hos 2:4ff; 
and Mic 6:1ff (without specifying the exact verses). Gunkel goes beyond 
Deutero-Isaiah in search of patterns of accusing speeches, giving impetus to new 
research isolating the form now called rîb. Erich Würthwein (1952)53 does 
similarly and describes the lawsuit of YHWH against His people and finds it in 
Isa 3:13-15; Jer 2:5-9; 25:30-31; Hos 4:1-2; 12:3-4; Mic 6:1-3; and Mal 3:5. 
Huffmon (1959)54 analyses the following examples: Isa 1:2-3 (also possibly Isa 
1:2-20); Jer 2:4-13; Mic 6:1-8; Deut 32; and Ps 50. Harvey (1962)55 is aware of 
the multitude of proposals; he therefore limits himself primarily to the texts that 
he believes are most often equated with rîb: Deut 32:1-25; Isa 1:2-3.10-20; Mic 

 
47 Cfr. GRESSMANN, Die literarische Analyse, 254-297. 
48 Cfr. BEGRICH, Studien zu Deuterojesaja, 42. 
49 Cfr. VON WALDOW, Anlass, 44-45. 
50 Cfr. KÖHLER, Der hebräische Mensch, 143-171. 
51 Cfr. SCHOORS, A Form-Critical Study, 189-190. 
52 Cfr. GUNKEL, Einleitungen, LXIII. 
53 Cfr. WÜRTHWEIN, Der Ursprung, 4-5. 
54 Cfr. HUFFMON, The Covenant Lawsuit, 285-295. 
55 Cfr. HARVEY, Le rîb-Pattern, 177. 
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6:1-8; Jer 2:2-37; and Ps 50. Claus Westermann (1967)56 points out the following 
as lawsuit speeches: Isa 1:2-3; 1:18-20; 3:13-15; 5:1-7 (although with some 
doubts); Jer 2:5ff (without detailed specification); 25:31; Mic 6:1-5; Hos 2:4-17; 
4:1-3; 4:4-6; 12:3-15; and Mal 3:5. Limburg (1969)57 notices the word ביר  
recurring regularly in the following texts: Isa 3:13; Jer 2:9 (2x); 2:29; 25:31; Mic 
6:1; 6:2 (noun); Hos 2:4 (2×); 4:1 (noun); 4:4 (verb and noun); and 12:3. He 
groups texts around the particular theme of the conflict: God versus His people 
(Isa 1:2-3; 1:18-20; 5:1-7; Mic 6:1-5; Hos 2:4-17; 4:1-3; 12:1-3; Jer 2:5ff [he 
does not specify the scope of the verses]) and God versus elders and princes (Isa 
3:13-1558). Among the abovementioned examples, Limburg analyses five rîb 
texts: Isa 1:2-3; 1:1-18; 3:13-15; Mic 6:1-8; and Hos 4:1-3. He notices that God 
almost always appears as the wronged person in rîb. Nielsen (1978)59 
understands the rîb pattern as being present in Isa 1:2-3; 3:13-15; Hos 2:4-17; 
4:1-3; and Ps 50:1-23. Samuel Amsler (1974)60 understands rîb as a lawsuit, 
although this implication does not follow at all from the passages he presents (Isa 
1:2-3.10.13a.16.18; 3:13-15; Jer 2:10-12.23.25; Mic 6:2-5a; Hos 4:1b-4; 11:8)61. 
Dwight Daniels (1987)62 gives examples of a “prophetic lawsuit” (Isa 1:2-3.18-
20; Jer 2:4-13; Mic 6:1-8). Trent Butler (1995)63 points to Isa 1, Jer 2, and Mic 6 
as rîb. Helmer Ringgren (2004)64 introduces the following fragments as rîb: Isa 
1:16-20; 3:13-15; 49:21-24; Jer 2:4-9; Mic 6:1-8; and Hos 2:4-17. When 
discussing the issue of rîb, Richard Davidson (2010)65 mentions Isa 1:2-20; 3:13-
15; Jer 2:4-13; and Hos 4:1-13 as examples of prophetic lawsuits and Deut 32 
and Ps 50 as examples of covenant lawsuits. He adds Ezek 5-6, which resembles 
an accusation without the form of rîb. It is difficult to compile a list of passages 

 
56 Cfr. WESTERMANN, Basic Forms, 199-200. 
57 Cfr. LIMBURG, The Root ביר , 291. 
58 LIMBURG, The Root ביר , 303, states that this is the only case in which God does not 

appear as a wronged person, but as a protector of His people; however, it can also be 
interpreted as a dispute with the people represented by elders and princes. 

59 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 27. 
60 Cfr. AMSLER, Le thème du procès, 121. 
61 Cfr. AMSLER, Le thème du procès, 116-131. 
62 Cfr. DANIELS, Prophetic Lawsuit, 339-360. 
63 Cfr. BUTLER, Announcements of Judgement, 164. 
64 Cfr. RINGGREN, ִביר , 477-478. 
65 Cfr. DAVIDSON, The Divine Covenant Lawsuit Motif, 63-66. 
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that Bovati (2014) would consider to be rîb. In one of his articles, he considers 
the presence of the literary genre rîb in the Book of Isaiah66. In the book Vie della 
giustizia secondo la Bibbia67, he discusses quite extensively the story of Joseph 
of Egypt in the Book of Genesis, Isa 1, Jer 2, Mic 6, Ps 50, and the story of the 
prodigal son in Luke 15. Pettigiani (2015)68 gives the following passages as rîb: 
Deut 32:1-43; Isa 1:2-20; Jer 2:1-4:4; Hos 2:4-25; Amos 3:9-4:13; Mic 6:1-8; Ps 
50; and Ezek 16. 

The above simplified history of the concept of rîb with particular reference 
to the Book of Isaiah shows Deutero-Isaiah as the starting point for the study of 
rîb. At a certain point, the focus on Deutero-Isaiah (trilateral lawsuit) is 
abandoned in favour of Proto-Isaiah, especially the first five chapters of the book 
(with particular emphasis on Isa 1, 3, 5). These are implicitly assumed to also 
represent a lawsuit, following the same scheme as that applied to Deutero-Isaiah. 
While the vast majority of scholars see rîb in the above-mentioned texts from Isa 
1–5 as a trilateral lawsuit within the court, there are, however, scholars like 
Bovati69, inspired by Michael de Roche70, who point out the existence of rîb in 
the context of a bilateral dispute. Thus, a fundamental shift occurs in the 
understanding of rîb: scholars begin to overlook Deutero-Isaiah, recognizing in 
it a different pattern, while Proto-Isaiah (Isa 1, 3, 5) and other passages (e.g., 
Deut 32; Jer 2; Hos 2, 4 and 11; Mic 6; Ps 50) are interpreted within the 
framework of a bilateral dispute or contention between God and His people. 

In conclusion, engaging with scholarly views on rîb in the Book of Isaiah 
offers a deeper understanding of its role in biblical texts. An examination of the 
history of this concept as described by various scholars reveals that rîb represents 
more than a mere “lawsuit”. It serves as a powerful medium through which 
prophetic messages about faithfulness to the covenant, divine judgment, and the 
potential for reconciliation are conveyed. As such, the study of rîb remains 
essential for understanding the theological and literary dynamics of the Book of 
Isaiah and the broader prophetic tradition. 

 
66 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 177-196. The identification of rîb with a literary 

genre is mentioned on p. 178. 
67 Cfr. BOVATI, Vie della giustizia, 69-96. 
68 Cfr. PETTIGIANI, La procedura del rîb, 15. 
69 Cfr. BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 30-166. 
70 Cfr. DE ROCHE, Yahweh’s rîb, 563-574. 
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1.5  The term ביר  in the Book of Isaiah 

A separate issue from the literary scheme of rîb is the appearance of the 
word ביר  in examples of texts following this scheme (cfr. section 1.2.). Below, I 
have summarized all occurrences of the term in the Book of Isaiah. The sigla in 
italics correspond to the chapters of interest in this article as belonging to 
a possible casus belli for Proto-Isaiah: Isa 1:17.23; 3:11.13; 19:20; 27:8; 34:8; 
41:11.21.22; 45:9; 49:25(2x); 50:871; 51:22; 57:16; 58:4. 

The usage of the term ביר  does not automatically align with the literary 
pattern of rîb as detailed in section 1.4. What is more, the term ביר  represents 
a dispute in general, and the use of the term is so popular and common that its 
appearance is not a condition for indicating that the description of a given dispute 
represents the pattern of a reproach within a bilateral dispute in the family 
context, which is the definition of rîb here. 

1.6. Conclusion 

The rîb literary pattern has a characteristic structure and content. It 
expresses a rebuke within a bilateral dispute arising from a broken covenant, 
representing a kind of ultimatum. In special cases, the covenant is represented by 
familial relationships, but the pattern itself is derived from the milieu of military 
alliances and treaties, often depicted in these treaties through the imagery of 
familial bonds. For this reason, rîb seems to be an appropriate means of 
expressing the reason – casus belli – for the conflict to begin. One can also find 
rîb in the beginning of the Book of Isaiah, and this will be the subject of the next 
section. 

2  Rîb in Isa 1–5  

In the light of the above conclusions, I will now apply the model of the 
rîb ultimatum within a bilateral dispute to the individual texts from Isa 1, 3, 
5 according to the criteria of its structure and content described in section 1.2. 
Should this model align with the texts in question, it will then be possible to 
discuss them as a casus belli (section 3. focuses on this topic) in section 4. 

 
71 Here appears an extraordinary situation in which it is not God who accuses, but is accused. 



Tomasz Koszarek 
 

StBiSl 17 (1/2025) 
 

33 

2.1  Rîb in Isa 1 

Isaiah 1 is often viewed as a concise summary of the teachings of Proto-
Isaiah72. Jacques Vermeylen73 suggests that Isa 1 was intentionally structured as 
the opening chapter of the Book of Isaiah, taking the form of a rîb74.  

In my view, the structure of the rîb in Isa 1 can be outlined as follows:  

(1) opening statement (1:2a) 
      (2) accusatory speech (1:2b-4) 

(3) declaration of punishment (1:5-9) 
      (2) accusatory speech (1:10-15) 

      (4) conclusion (1:16-20)  
      (2) accusatory speech (1:21-23) 

 
72 Cfr. WILLIS, Lament Reversed, 237. 
73 Cfr. VERMEYLEN, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 1:108-111. 
74 The question arises regarding the exact boundaries of the text: where does the rîb 

reproach in Isa 1 begin and end? BOVATI, La langage juridique, 180-190, following 
WILDBERGER, Jesaja, 74, believes that it encompasses Isa 1:2-20. DANIELS, Prophetic 
Lawsuit, 347-350, argues that this unit, which he considers a prophetic lawsuit, is confined 
in Isa 1:10-20. SWEENEY, Isaiah 1–39, 27, 541, however, does not pinpoint the specific 
location of the rîb, instead referring to its presence throughout the entirety of Isa 1. AMSLER, 
Le thème du procès, 117-118, 122, restricts the rîb to Isa 1:2-3.10.13a.16.18. HUFFMON, The 
Covenant Lawsuit, 286, notes that the covenant lawsuit in Isa 1:2-3 could be part of a larger 
unit, specifically Isa 1:2-20. DAVIES, Prophecy, 49-64 (especially p. 50), focuses on Isa 1:2-
3, calling it a covenant lawsuit but questioning whether it should be labelled as rîb. NIELSEN, 
Yahweh as Prosecutor, 27, on the other hand, identifies the rîb pattern only in Isa 1:2-3 and 
1:18-20. Nielsen does not dispute the possibility that the whole of Isa 1:2-20 is a rîb, but she 
points out that the original composition consisted of units in the above-mentioned vv. 2-3 
and separately in vv. 18-20. However, Nielsen’s argument that vv. 4-9 are a type of lament 
and vv. 10-17 are the “prophetic torah” does not invalidate the whole as being a rîb. In fact, 
it supports this possibility even more as rîb often absorbs minor literary genres. PETTIGIANI, 
Il motivo della vergogna, 83, 85, proposes a double rîb structure, with Isa 1:2-20 and 1:21-
28 representing two distinct sections. WILLIS, Lament Reversed, 240, 248, sees Isa 1:21-26 
as a lament or funeral elegy, although he also describes it as a “reversed lament” when taken 
with vv. 27-28, as it contains the promise of a positive future. BUDDE, Zu Jesaja 1–5 (1932), 
59-60, highlights the connection between Isa 1:29-31 and 5:8-10.17. On the other hand, ECK, 
Jesaja 1, 91-103, 118-146, conducts a broad discussion of Isa 1 as rîb and ultimately rejects 
this postulate (ECK, Jesaja 1, 144); however, he does not take into account the possibility of 
understanding rîb as a bilateral dispute; ECK, Jesaja 1, 103. 
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(3) declaration of punishment (1:24-25) 
      (4) conclusion (1:26-31). 

The structural element of the (1) rîb introduction in Isa 1 is the summoning 
of the witnesses of heaven and earth (Isa 1:2a), a point emphasized by George 
W. Ramsey75, which sets the background for the covenant76.  

The second part then shifts to the (2) accusations, which mention the good 
deeds of the past for which Israel should be grateful (Isa 1:2b), as is pointed out 
by Ramsey77. This appeal to God’s prior benevolence is typical of what is known 
as a prophetic lawsuit, similar to civil lawsuits78. Eryl W. Davies79 interprets the 
verb עשׁפ  (“to rebel”) in Isa 1:2b as forming an accusation. In Isa 1:3, the 
accused’s behaviour is portrayed as being worse than the proverbial stubbornness 
of oxen and donkeys80. Further accusations follow, notably Israel’s betrayal 
(1:4)81. Bohdan Hroboň82 lists other charges, including sacred gatherings tainted 
by cultic apostasy (1:13) and hands stained with blood (v. 15). Rhetorical 
questions are used for emphasis, such as those in vv. 11-1283, and the question in 
1:2184 is introduced by the word ֵהכָיא  (“How?”). 

Rolf Paul Knierim85 identifies the (3) announcement of corporal 
punishment in the rîb in Isa 1:5-9, which the prophet uses as a warning or threat 
for the future. While Megan Bishop Moore does not think the depiction of 

 
75 Cfr. RAMSEY, Speech-Forms, 45. 
76 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 43-45. 
77 Cfr. RAMSEY, Speech-Forms, 45. 
78 Cfr. WEEKS, Admonition, 160.  
79 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 48, 63, 113. 
80 Cfr. JENSEN – IRWIN, Isaiah 1–39, 231. HUFFMON, The Covenant Lawsuit, 286, sees 

here a reference to the context of the covenant, discussing the similarity with the Hittite 
covenant pacts. He points to a parallel in the written political arrangement of Šunaššur (KBo 
I 5) presented by GÖTZE, Kizzuwatna, 37, n. 148, in which the Hurrian king speaks of 
refugees who returned to his country: “The cattle have chosen their stable” (lines 17-18 and 
30-31). Götze supposes that this is connected with the custom according to which animals of 
disputed ownership chose their owner themselves. 

81 Cfr. MILINOVICH, Form criticism, 49.  
82 Cfr. HROBOŇ, Ethical Dimension of Cult, 108-109. 
83 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 183-185. 
84 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 180. 
85 Cfr. KNIERIM, On Punishment, 230. 
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a ravaged land in vv. 7-9 refers to the aftermath of Sennacherib’s invasion86, she 
proposes it may recall the earthquake mentioned in Amos 1:1 (cfr. Zech 14:5)87. 

The (4) conclusion of the rîb is found in Isa 1:16-1988. The terms “wash” 
( ץחר ), “be clean” ( הכז ), and “turn around” ( רוס ) in v. 16 highlight the need for 
Israel to change its behaviour89, a transformation required to restore the covenant 
relationship. The restoration is primarily about following the path of justice90. 
Mark Gray emphasizes the rhetorical significance of vv. 16-17 within the broader 
context of the book91. Another key moment in the conclusion is the call for 
a decision to resolve the dispute in v. 18 ְהחָכְוָּנִוְ אנָ־וּכל  (“Come now, and let us 
reason together” with the niphal from חכי  “to decide”)92, a plea for reconciliation. 
Bovati93 mentions an explicitly expressed alternative to ending the rîb dispute in 
vv. 18-20 through the use of the conjunction ... םאִוְ םאִ ... . Jože Krašovec94 also 
emphasizes the dialectic between punishment for sin and mercy following 
repentance in vv. 18-19. The two possible outcomes – punishment or reconciliation 
– are additionally mirrored in the second conclusion, vv. 26-31. Reconciliation 
is proposed in Isa 1:26-27, while punishment is detailed in vv. 28-31. I would 
argue that the blessings and curses of the rîb are extended into Isa 2, where the 
vision of peace (2:1-5)95 contrasts with the vision of punishment (vv. 6-22). 

Following this discussion of the rîb structure, it is now possible to turn to 
specific rîb content elements. The term ביר  appears in Isa 1:17 ִׁוּבירִ םוֹתיָ וּטפְש 

הנָמָלְאַ  (“defend the orphan, plead for the widow”), and similar references to 
widows and the word ביר  also occur in v. 23. As noted in section 1.5, the 
appearance of the term ביר  is not a necessary condition for the presence of the 
rîb pattern, but rather a feature whose occurrence is possible, as it evokes 
a certain kind of controversy. 

 
86 Cfr. MOORE, Writing Israel’s History, 26. 
87 Cfr. MOORE, Writing Israel’s History, 26. 
88 Cfr. DAVIDSON, The Divine Covenant Lawsuit Motif, 68. 
89 Cfr. GRAY, Rhetoric, 29. 
90 Cfr. BOVATI, Vie della giustizia, 69-96. 
91 Cfr. GRAY, Rhetoric, 19-71. 
92 Cfr. GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-pattern, 125, n. 4. 
93 Cfr. BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 88-89. 
94 Cfr. KRAŠOVEC, Reward, 390. 
95 Cfr. LEITER, Visions of Peace in Isaiah, 247. 
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The prophetic oracle with ְןוֹדאָהָ םאֻנ  (“the oracle of the Lord”) is 
introduced in Isa 1:24. The conjunction ִּיכ  in vv. 29-30 marks a threat, according 
to Robert Scott96. Krašovec97 identifies the term ָןכֵל  in v. 24 as a turning point, 
while Joseph Blenkinsopp98 marks it as a verdict in the prophetic reproach.  

Isaiah 1:3 contains the verb עדי , which connects the text to the covenant 
context, signifying both knowledge and intimacy within the covenant99. Kenneth 
T. Aitken100 suggests that this word links 1:2-20 with 5:8-24, while Davies101 
stresses its significance as knowing the provisions of the binding treaty. Bovati102 
also categorizes this verb as a characteristic feature of the rîb in Isa 1. 

The conditional construction with ִםא  in Isa 1:18-20, appearing four times, 
is particularly notable. The pattern of 3 + 1, a common structure in ancient 
literature, is highlighted here, with the fourth clause introducing a contrasting 
statement. 

The family context of the rîb, as noted by Gordon Hugenberger103, appears 
in Isa 1:21, where the broken covenant is likened to a marital betrayal. The 
betrayed love is expressed in the motif of Jerusalem the harlot ( הנָֹז )104. The 
metaphor of the father-son relationship105 in Isa 1 is also key, with the father 
(pater familias106) representing an overlord and the son a servant. The reference 
to God’s care for Israel in 1:2 (“I reared children and brought them up”) evokes 
the exodus and desert journey107, reinforcing the covenant context. The witnesses 
of heaven and earth (1:2a)108 recall their role in the covenant’s establishment, as 

 
96 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 181. 
97 Cfr. KRAŠOVEC, Reward, 390. 
98 Cfr. BLENKINSOPP, The Prophetic Reproach, 267-268. 
99 Cfr. HUFFMON, The Treaty Background, 31-37; HUFFMON, A Further Note, 36-38; 

AMSLER, Le thème du procès, 127; BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 148. 
100 Cfr. AITKEN, Hearing, 16.25. 
101 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 49. 
102 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 194. 
103 Cfr. HUGENBERGER, Marriage, 295. 
104 Cfr. POPKO, Marriage metaphor, 272-281. 
105 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 28. 
106 Cfr. BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 143. 
107 Cfr. HUFFMON, The Covenant Lawsuit, 294. 
108 Cfr. NIELSEN, Yahweh as Prosecutor, 29. 
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seen in Deut 4:26, 30:19, and 31:28: since they were present at the conclusion of 
the covenant, they must witness the dispute resulting from its breach. 

Another key rîb theme is the criticism of empty rituals, which echoes the 
motif of a broken covenant. In Isa 1:11-15, the critique of these rituals focuses 
not on idolatry but on improper worship of God with a corrupted conscience109. 

Sodom, often symbolizing a corrupt city, appears in Isa 1:7.9-10110 and is 
used to emphasize the severity of Israel’s offenses (most of these occurrences are 
rîb). Sodom becomes a symbol of curse and damnation111, contrasting with the 
faithful city ( הנָמָאֱנֶ היָרְקִ ) in vv. 21.26 and the righteousness city ( קדֶצֶּהַ ריעִ ) in 
v. 26. Both Isa 1:9 and 1:10 accentuate the totality of destruction112. The 
rhetorical use of Sodom serves to highlight that although Israel’s sins are grave, 
God offers a chance for redemption rather than outright destruction113. 

The theme of curses, a hallmark of rîb, is evident in Isa 1:5-6114, where the 
consequences of failing to uphold the covenant are severe, resembling curses 
found in ancient legal texts such as the Code of Hammurabi 28:50-69 and 
Esarhaddon’s treaty 643-645115. F. Charles Fensham116 notes Isa 1:28 as another 
example of a curse against the covenant’s violators, using language similar to the 
curses found in kudurru inscriptions. These parallels suggest that Isa 1, dated 
approximately to the time of Esarhaddon’s treaty (ca. 672 BC), reflects 
contemporary legal conventions. Sefire I, C:16-25 (similar to Sefire II, A:7) from 
the eighth century BC and Isa 1:31 describe a curse that progressively affects the 
transgressor, their possessions, and their family, ultimately leaving the family 
without any support117. Fensham118 concludes the discussion on curses in Isa 1 

 
109 Cfr. HARVEY, Le rîb-Pattern, 178. 
110 Cfr. FIELDS, Sodom, 73, n. 41; 162-163; HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 75, n. 84. 
111 Cfr. HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 74-76. 
112 Cfr. FIELDS, Sodom, 165. 
113 Cfr. EMERTON, Isaiah 1:4–9, 541; BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 140. 
114 Cfr. HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 65; FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 161. 
115 When comparing rîb texts with Neo-Assyrian covenants, it is worth noting the rich 

representation of curses. For example, curses make up over one-third of the text of the 
Esarhaddon treaty; ANDERSON, Curses, 226. 

116 Cfr. FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 159-160. 
117 Cfr. DUPONT-SOMMER – STARCKY, Les inscriptions araméennes de Sfiré, 291. 
118 Cfr. FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 165.166. 
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by highlighting Isa 1:7.31 as examples of a curse targeting the covenant’s 
property, specifically the destruction of the transgressor’s dwelling. 

In conclusion, the structure of Isa 1, alongside its rîb elements, presents 
the text as an ultimatum, offering accusations and threats while also calling for 
resolution and reconciliation, which resembles an admonition to avoid conflict 
and fighting.  

2.2  Rîb in Isa 3 

The concept of rîb in Isa 3 is not as widely accepted as in Isa 1 and 5. 
While interpretations of Isa 3:13-17 vary, with some scholars identifying it as a 
lawsuit, court speech, or judicial proceedings119, there is nothing preventing this 
text from being interpreted as rîb, particularly in relation to Isa 1 and 5. 

It is important to stress that Isa 3:13-17 does not depict a trilateral court 
dispute, as the terms “court” or “lawsuit” might suggest, because it is still in 
essence a two-way (bilateral) dispute. While Davies regards this passage as a 
trial, he is puzzled by God addressing the accused directly in the second person 
plural120 and cannot explain the absence of a third-party judge in the text, which 
is only implied based on scholarly interpretation.  

The structure of the rîb in Isa 3 is quite brief, and one may need to look 
beyond vv. 13-15 to understand its full form: 

(1) opening word (3:13) 
      (2) accusatory speech (3:14-16) 

      (4) conclusion (3:17, with a possible extension to 3:18-24). 

 
119 DAVIES, Prophecy, 51-53, interprets Isa 3:13-15 as a lawsuit. NIELSEN, Das Bild 

des Gerichts, 313, 317, views it as a depiction of a court speech (Das Bild des Gerichtsrede). 
WÜRTHWEIN, Der Ursprung der prophetischen Gerichtsrede, 3.7-8, sees these verses as 
presenting YHWH’s judicial proceedings against His people, which he identifies as rîb. 
SWEENEY, Isaiah 1–39, 541, observes several elements of the rîb structure in Isa 3, including 
accusations in vv. 12-15, the violation of the covenant in v. 13, and a rhetorical question in 
v. 15. COGGINS, Isaiah, 441-442, suggests that the lawsuit from Isa 1 continues in 3:13-15 
and extends further into 5:1-7, noting similarities between the sections. BUDDE, Zu Jesaja 1–
5, 51, 58, identifies 3:8-15 as a judgment speech (Gerichtsspruch) and links it to 5:1-7 
through the vineyard theme and direct accusations. SHEPPARD, More on Isaiah 5:1-7, 45-47, 
also points out the connection between 3:13-15 and 5:1-7. 

120 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 57. 
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Despite the brevity of the passage, there are numerous elements of rîb 
content. Scott121 highlights the call to dispute in Isa 1:18, 3:13, and 5:3, with the 
term ביר  appearing in 3:13. Additionally, the oracle of the Lord is present in 3:15. 
The conjunction ִּיכ  is also a signal of rîb, and Scott points out the construction 

יכִּ ןעַיַ  (“because”) in 3:16, which he interprets as an announcement of reproach 
followed by a threat or doom122. I would also like to draw attention to the use of 
the macro-syntactic sign ְהתָּעַו , but only in LXX Isa 3:13 (ἀλλὰ νῦν). 

Weston W. Fields123 observes a connection between the reference to 
Sodom’s arrogance in Isa 3:9 and the verb הבג  (“to exalt oneself”) in 3:16. 
Nielsen124 links the condemnation of haughty upper-class women in 5:1-7 to 
3:16-24. 

In conclusion, one can find in Isa 3 the structure and content elements 
characteristic of rîb. Isaiah 3, along with its literary connections to Isa 1 and 5, 
seems to create a thoughtful composition of a reprimand that conveys the reason 
for the potential punishment. 

2.3  Rîb in Isa 5 

Regarding the historical context of Isa 5:1-7, Göran Eidevall125 sees the 
dispute in the context of the so-called Syro-Ephraim War (734-732 BC), when 
the Kingdom of Judah, represented here by the prophet Isaiah, was in conflict 
with the Kingdom of Israel (Ephraim) allied with the Kingdom of Aram, hence 
the prophetic propaganda directed against leaders in Samaria and Damascus. 

 
121 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 179. 
122 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 180. 
123 Cfr. FIELDS, Sodom, 174.178. 
124 Cfr. NIELSEN, The Tree, 94. 
125 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 190-191. 
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I view Isa 5:1-7 through the lens of the rîb literary genre, although there is 
considerable debate over its classification126. Scholars like Blenkinsopp127, 
Vermeylen128, and Bovati129 refer to 5:1-7 as rîb. I agree with this opinion; 
however, it can be added that a similar rîb pattern is worth considering in 5:8-17 
and vv. 18-25. 

 
126 WILLIS, The Genre of Isaiah 5:1-7, 337-362, proposes 12 possible literary genres 

for this passage, including: 1) a song of an uncle; 2) a satirical critique of Palestinian fertility; 
3) the prophet’s song concerning his own vineyard; 4) a prophet’s song of sympathy for 
God’s grievances; 5) a drinking song; 6) a love song of a bride; 7) a love song of a groom; 8) 
a song from a groom’s friend; 9) a lawsuit or accusation; 10) a fable; 11) an allegory; and 12) 
a parable. ALONSO SCHÖKEL – SICRE DÍAZ, Profetas, 133, suggest that it is a work song. 
Others refer to it as a lawsuit, or in variations like procès (CERSOY, L’Apologue de la Vigne, 
43), Gerichtsrede (SCHEDL, Rufer des Heils, 115), or Rechtsstreit (BUDDE, Zu Jesaja 1–5 
[1932], 56). SCHARBERT, Die Propheten Israels, 223, views it as a Prozessdisputation (legal 
dispute). WESTERMANN, Basic Forms of Prophetic Speech, 200, and LIMBURG, The Root ביר , 
291, also identify it as a lawsuit. COGGINS, Isaiah, 441-442, includes it in the sequence of 
lawsuits: Isa 1:2-31 + 3:13-15 + 5:1-7. SCHIPPER, Parables, 45, posits that it might be 
a parable, given the recurring use of the same terminology, such as how the gardener awaits 
( הוק ) the vineyard’s fruit (Isa 5:2.4), similarly to how God waits ( הוק ) for righteousness from 
His people (Isa 5:7). BJORNDALEN, Untersuchungen, 338-339, also sees an allegory in this 
passage. NIELSEN, The Tree, 89, 93, considers it a metaphorical narrative that combines the 
song in Isa 5:1-2, the lawsuit (in the rîb pattern) in 5:3-6, and the figurative language from 
the vineyard parable in 5:7. FOHRER, Die Propheten, 107, asserts that Isa 5:1-7 constitutes 
a legal accusation. O. Pettigiani also identifies Isa 5:1-7.8-30 as accusatory speech, though 
not necessarily as rîb. GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-pattern, 129-130, sees a clear 
bilateral dispute structure in Isa 5:1-7. RAMSEY, Speech-Forms, 57, recognizes both a legal 
and prophetic oracle.  

SIMON, The Poor Man’s Ewe-Lamb, 221, labels it as a juridical parable, a view also 
echoed by YEE, A Form-Critical Study of Isaiah 5:1-7, 30-40 (especially 33-34), who 
describes the passage as a hybrid of both a song and a parable, which, while surprising to 
COATS, Parable, 370-371, supports the view that it follows the rîb format, as this genre can 
include various smaller literary forms. YEE, A Form-Critical Study of Isaiah 5:1-7, 33, further 
underlines that the self-condemnation parable’s feature is, like in Isa 5:1-7, that the audience, 
in passing judgment, unknowingly condemns themselves. NIELSEN, Das Bild des Gerichts, 
318, likewise concurs with the above view. As BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 82, points 
out, the rîb pattern often involves a fictional case where the accused is called to pass 
judgment, as seen in both 2 Sam 12:1-7 and Isa 5:1-7. BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 
144-148, describes it as a parabolic history (storia parabolica). 

127 Cfr. BLENKINSOPP, The Prophetic Reproach, 269. 
128 Cfr. VERMEYLEN, Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 160-161. 
129 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 190-196. 
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Among the structural elements of the rîb, one can point out: 

(1) opening word (5:1) 
      (2) accusatory speech (5:2-4) 

(3) announcement of punishment (5:5-6) 
      (4) conclusion (5:7). 

The context of chapter five also supports the rîb strategy in the rest of 
pericope:  

      (2) accusatory speech (5:8) 
(3) announcement of punishment (5:9-10) 

      (2) accusatory speech (5:11-12) 
(3) announcement of punishment (5:13-15) 
      (4) conclusion (5:16-17) 

      (2) accusatory speech (5:18-23) 
(3) announcement of punishment (5:24a) 

      (2) accusatory speech (5:24b) 
(3) announcement of punishment (5:25). 

After the (1) opening word in Isa 5:1, there are the complaints in 5:2-3130 
that begin the (2) accusatory speech. Gerhard von Rad131 highlights the reminder 
of past actions in 5:12, where the people are reproached for not seeking YHWH’s 
work. Łukasz Popko132 links the theme of rejected light in 5:8-30 (particularly 
v. 20) to the overall rhetorical strategy of the book. Further complaints can be 
found in 5:21-23. The accusatory speech is filled with exclamations יוֹה  (“woe”). 
Bovati133 identifies woe as a minor literary genre associated with rîb in 1:4; 
5:8.11.18.20.21.22. The woe in 5:8 is also presented as an example of 
Unheilssprüche in an article by Hans Wollf134. Krašovec135 highlights the sixfold 
repetition of woe in 5:8-24, suggesting that it may symbolize the incompleteness 
and imperfection associated with this number. 

 
130 Cfr. GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-pattern, 130. 
131 Cfr. VON RAD, Holy War, 105, n. 13. 
132 Cfr. POPKO, Światło zwycięskie, 125-127. 
133 Cfr. BOVATI, Studi sul profetismo biblico, 148; BOVATI, Re-Establishing Justice, 90. 
134 Cfr. WOLLF, Die Begrundung, 6. 
135 Cfr. KRAŠOVEC, Reward, 393, 394. 
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The (3) announcement of punishment can be found in Isa 5:5-6.9-10.13-
15.24a.25. 

Although the tone may be harsh, there is a sense of (4) openness to 
reconciliation despite the broken relationship. According to Daniel J. Stulac, the 
expectation of conversion is expressed by the triple use of the verb הוק  (“to 
hope”) in Isa 5:1-7 (specifically in vv. 2.4.7)136. Berend Gemser137 also points 
out an appeal for betterment in the rîb structure, especially in vv. 16-17. 

When it comes to the elements of the rîb content in Isa 5, family themes 
play a key role, particularly in the close emotional relationships conveyed in 5:1, 
where terms of affection like ָדידִי  and ּדוֹד  (“beloved”) are used. Isaiah 5:1-7 
metaphorically describes the relationship between a man and a woman, akin to 
a love relationship138. The noteworthy motif of wine, conveying close ties and 
connections, is a recurring theme in examples of rîb139. 

Additionally, the covenant context may be subtly alluded to by the horn of 
oil in Isa 5:1, which was used in treaty-making140, as seen in the poetic phrase 

ןמֶשָׁ־ןבֶּ ןרֶקֶבְּ . 
The appearance of the word עדי  in Isa 5:13 is noted by Bovati141 as 

a common feature of rîb, and Aitken142 connects 1:2-20 and 5:8-24 through this 
term in 5:13. Scott143 believes that ַןכֵּ־לע  in 5:25 is a synonym for the adverb ָןכֵל  in 
5:24. Finally, the use of the macro-syntactic sign ְהתָּעַו  in 5:3.5 also indicates rîb. 

The curse in Isa 5:10 follows an ancient covenant pattern144 and also 
appears in Mic 6:10 (another rîb), as noted by Ramsey145. Kevin J. Cathcart146 
highlights the similarities of the curse in Isa 5:10 with curses in texts like Tell 
Fakhariyah and the Sefire inscription (I, A:27-29), which also contain 

 
136 Cfr. STULAC, History, 131. 
137 Cfr. GEMSER, The rîb- or Controversy-pattern, 130. 
138 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 192-193; WILLIS, The Genre of Isaiah 5:1-7, 344-347. 
139 Cfr. POPKO, Marriage metaphor, 317-318. 
140 Cfr. MARCELLO, “The Yoke Before the Oil”, 352-368. 
141 Cfr. BOVATI, La langage juridique, 194. 
142 Cfr. AITKEN, Hearing and Seeing, 16.25. 
143 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 181. 
144 Cfr. FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 170; RAMOS, The Sefire Treaty, 215. 
145 Cfr. RAMSEY, Speech-Forms, 54. 
146 Cfr. CATHCART, The Curses, 143. 
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agricultural curses147. Fensham148 also identifies a curse in Isa 5:25, and Delbert 
R. Hillers149 sees a curse invoking dangerous animals in 5:29-30. Fensham150 also 
notes a curse of darkness in 5:30, a punishment for disobedience. 

In conclusion, Isa 5 is structured on the principle of the recurring literary 
scheme of rîb: 5:1-7.8-17.18-25. The intensification of this pattern of reproach 
and admonition effectively articulates the causes of the conflict, framing them as 
a divine indictment. 

2.4  Conclusion 

Regarding the analysis in sections 2.1-3., there seems to be sufficient 
justification for treating Isa 1, 3, 5 as a rîb both in terms of structure and content. 
The next step is to verify whether these passages can be treated as casus belli for 
the description of warfare in the Book of Isaiah. 

3.  Casus belli in Assyrian war texts and in Proto-Isaiah 

Casus belli is the reason or justification for a given war, constituting a real 
or apparent cause for initiating hostilities. Finding any reason for war (even 
a laconic one) was enough to declare the war just (bellum iustum)151. Assuming 
the texts share a cultural background, the question of the possible presence of 
casus belli in Isaiah 1–39, as in the Assyrian war texts, can be posed. 

3.1  Casus belli in Assyrian war texts 

The justifications for going to war stated in the Assyrian Royal Inscriptions 
(ARI), resulting from the Assyrian war mentality or Assyrian patterns of political 
behaviour, can be investigated. Although a comprehensive analysis of all the 
texts is not possible here and lies beyond the scope of this article, an analysis of 
the casus belli in “Nineveh A”152 (Nin. A) may prove useful as an example that 

 
147 Cfr. CATHCART, The Curses, 147. 
148 Cfr. FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 162. 
149 Cfr. HILLERS, Treaty-Curses, 56. 
150 Cfr. FENSHAM, Common Trends in Curses, 171. 
151 Cfr. ODED, War, 3. 
152 Cfr. LEICHTY, The Royal Inscriptions of Esarhaddon, 9-26. 
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introduces the topic. The text describes Esarhaddon’s preparations for war and 
the construction of the armoury at Nineveh in 673-672 BC, as well as the 
emerging reasons for such actions. 

The casus belli in Nin. A can be grouped into several themes. First is the 
liquidation of potential candidates for power, or the elimination of brothers as 
the heirs to the throne (Nin. A 1:23-31), for which it was necessary to invent 
a reason for killing them, such as their scheming, slander (1:23), or attempted 
assassination (1:50). An invented reason for Nineveh’s punishment is found in 
1:32-44, and the revenge taken against the soldiers supporting Esarhaddon’s 
brothers was to kill their children (2:11). The expansion of the Assyrian territory 
through the destruction and repopulation of cities was explained by the mandate 
of the god Assur (2:30). Another casus belli was the disobedience of Abdi-
Milkuti, king of Sidon (2:65-82): “did not fear my lordship, did not listen to the 
words of my lips, threw off the yoke of the god Assur.” In turn, 3:20 presents 
Sanda-uarri, who disrespected the ruler and disavowed the gods: “did not fear 
my lordship and abandoned the gods”. An ill-considered alliance with Abdi-
Milkuti, who was in conflict with Esarhaddon (“they agreed to help one 
another”), also became a cause of war (3:26). One can also find the casus belli 
in which Samas-ibni did not respect the oath of the lord of lords (3:63) and 
plundered the fields of the inhabitants of Babylonia (3:65). Another example is 
found in 4:41-45: the rulers of Partakka, Partukka, Urakazabarna, and Medes ask 
for military protection because of other rulers who oppress them. The disobedience 
described in 4:46-52 became another casus belli – the rulers of Patusarri did not 
obey Esarhaddon’s yoke (“they were not submissive to my yoke”). 

What stands out in the text of Nin. A is, in my view, the double casus belli 
– the official one and the real one: 

Real casus belli Official casus belli 

Liquidation of potential candidates for 
power 

Scheming, slander, attempted 
assassination  

Revenge Supporting Esarhaddon’s brothers 

Expansion of the Assyrian territory The mandate of the god Assur  

Disobedience Throwing off the yoke of the god Assur 

Disrespecting the ruler Disavowing the gods 
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Following the discussion of this introductory example, it is necessary to 
approach the theme of casus belli in Assyrian texts from a broader perspective. 
In an attempt to systematize the issue of casus belli, Charlie Trimm153 presents 
three groups of reasons for starting a war: 1) defence, which also includes the 
ally’s defence (casus foederis, case for the alliance); 2) protection against chaos, 
although it is difficult to explain in modern times, and we can only look for 
parallels in fighting for human rights154 – an ancient literary example is 
comparing an enemy king and his army to a plague, such as in Bel-ibni’s letter 
to Assrbanipal155; and last but not least, 3) acquisition. 

Bustenay Oded156 lists 12 casus belli, but indicates 4 basic ones: A) the 
legal authority to declare war; B) just cause, as in self-defence; C) righteous 
intention; and D) warfare conceived as a religious act (hence it is just)157. On this 
occasion, Oded presents the literary genre of a “letter to god”158 – an apologetic 
text presenting a casus belli which aims to present the enemy as a violator who 
deserves punishment according to the principle arrati mala ina adesunu satra 
(so many curses as are written in their loyalty oath). The goal is to achieve justice, 
defence, peace, and order, as well as punishment by divine sanction. 

As a result, Assyrian scribes used old texts and chronicles as models in war 
stories, and thus also compiled the causes of war (casus belli)159 – one can even 
speak of a certain canonicity160. Sometimes, the scribes did not even know the 

 
153 Cfr. TRIMM, Fighting for the King, 35-65. 
154 Cfr. TRIMM, Fighting for the King, 43. 
155 Cfr. TRIMM, Fighting for the King, 49. 
156 Cfr. ODED, War, 179. 
157 The casus belli mentioned by CAPOMACCHIA – RIVAROLI, Peace, 174, are a) 

rebellion, b) conspiracy, c) betrayal, and d) breaking / violating an oath. WRIGHT, War, 32-
35, draws attention to a different type of casus belli: war memories – flashbacks, references 
to the past, something like unjustified aggression. In many kingdoms of the ancient Near 
East, scribes created records of events from centuries past as a special kind of 
“documentation” of relations with rival powers and kept them in archives. Even if these 
specifications concerned events from the past, they were useful when rulers were looking for 
a reason to declare war or establish an alliance. 

158 Cfr. ODED, War, 179-180. 
159 Cfr. ODED, War, 188. 
160 Cfr. ODED, War, 189. 
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reason for the war: “the scribe used formulaic expressions, models and cliches 
he had acquired at school”161. 

The consequence of the accumulation of casus belli was the “production 
of the enemy”, or rather a negative image of the opponent (Feindbild – “enemy 
image”) that dehumanized them and facilitated the decision to go to war162. It 
consisted of attributing to the enemy what was considered bad, inappropriate, 
taboo, blasphemous, profane, hostile, aggressive, inhuman, and impure. 
Prejudices served this process, including superstitions and stereotypes of 
“others” (individuals, groups, nations, or ideologies), sociobiological theories, 
attribution theories, and perceived threats163. The enemy was compared to 
dangerous animals that had to be neutralized; thus, the opponent was subjected 
to dehumanization164 and sometimes demonization. Such actions served at the 
same time to define one’s own group and one’s own identity (self-image) on the 
basis of ominous contrast with the opponent165. 

The Neo-Assyrian oracles from the royal archives at Nineveh during the 
reign of Esarhaddon and Assurbanipal in the seventh century BC are also very 
helpful in studying the literature of prophets such as Isaiah and offer valuable 
insights into the justifications for war in the ancient Near East. Many of the Neo-
Assyrian oracles are war texts that dehumanize the enemy166 and thus provide 
justification for attacking and killing them. 

A certain reinforcement of the casus belli came from divine confirmation 
of such a decision. The religiosity of the beginning of the Assyrian war consisted 
of the “decision” of the gods based on oracles, divination, revelations, and 
omens167. The Assyrians believed that the expansion of the empire was desirable, 
justified, and sanctioned by the gods (using oracles)168. Appealing to the 
authority of the deities (e.g. through omens and foretokens) was a justification 
for the aggressive war waged by the Assyrians, and the Assyrian king was the 

 
161 ODED, War, 189. 
162 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 2. 
163 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 3. 
164 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 169-170. 
165 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 4. 
166 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 9-10. 
167 Cfr. ODED, War, 9. 
168 Cfr. ODED, War, 178. 
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legitimate representative of the declaration of war by the deities themselves169. 
Because of this, the underlying assumption was that the Assyrian wars were just 
because their causes were good and created a so-called causa iusta 170. This belief 
appears in the ARI. 

In conclusion, the Neo-Assyrian casus belli, as reflected in the ARI, 
illustrates a complex interplay of political, religious, and cultural motives 
through which the dehumanization of enemies and the use of established war 
justifications facilitated the aggressive expansion and consolidation of Assyrian 
power. 

3.2  Casus belli in Proto-Isaiah – preliminary observations 

Oded lists the 12 most common casus belli from Assyrian inscriptions171. 
Following his definitions, I will attempt to indicate some examples of them in 
Isa 1–5:  

• the punishment of evildoers (1:4.5.15; 3:8.9; 5:20-23), 
• the opposition against usurpers (2:12-16), 
• the violation of an oath or loyalty (1:2; 5:24b),  
• the need to quell a rebellion (1:23a), 
• the enforcement of order and peace (1:26a), 
• the punishment of sinners against the gods (1:4.29; 2:6.8.18), 
• the demonstration of force and glory (2:10.11.19.22; 5:16), 
• the humiliation of the proud (3:16-24; 5:15). 

One could also add strong emotions, such as hatred in Isa 1:14 or anger in 
5:25. It is worth paying attention to the continuation of constant anger which 
cannot be appeased and the gesture of an outstretched hand that continues to 
punish: Isa 5:25 ~ 9:16b ~ 9:20 ~ 10:4b.  

In summary, the casus belli presented in the first five chapters of Proto-
Isaiah resemble some of those found in Assyrian war texts, revealing the 
theological, political, and social dynamics that shaped justifications for war in 
the ancient Near East. 

 
169 Cfr. ODED, War, 185. 
170 Cfr. ODED, War, 178. 
171 Cfr. ODED, War, 179. 
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3.3  Conclusion 

It is important to clearly emphasize a key distinction: whereas in Assyrian 
sources casus belli are primarily associated with military conflicts between 
peoples or nations, in Isaiah 1–5 the implied conflict appears to be between God 
and Israel. Nevertheless, it is notable that in Proto-Isaiah, God is depicted as 
standing on the side of Judah. 

Despite this difference, the underlying causes of the dispute in both cases 
show striking similarities. Disobedience, disrespect for a ruler, and the lack of 
respect for a binding treaty are all casus belli from the Assyrian war text of Nin. 
A. Similar motifs can be found in the rîb in Isa 1, 3, 5. The opening chapters of 
Proto-Isaiah introduce many other tension points in the conflict which are 
pointed out as casus belli of the ARI described by Oded: punishing wrongdoers, 
opposing usurpers, reacting to the breaching of oaths or a treaty, suppressing 
rebellion, enforcing order and peace, punishing those who sin against God, and 
demonstrating strength and glory. One might therefore venture to suggest that 
they could serve as casus belli for Proto-Isaiah. This highlights the need for 
a closer examination of the rîb in the first five chapters of Isaiah from this 
specific perspective. 

4.  Rîb in Isa 1, 3, 5 as a casus belli in Proto-Isaiah 

Rîb is, in essence, an ultimatum that allows for the punishment of the 
offender, though it always leaves open (explicitly or implicitly) the possibility of 
reconciliation (cfr. section 1.1). Although the aspect of restoring good and just 
relations is significant, in this section I will focus more on the second possibility 
– punishment – as presented in the conclusion of the rîb in order to further 
explore the theme of a possible casus belli expressed through the rîb pattern. 

The second part of the rîb structure – the accusation speech – already 
points toward such an understanding of the issue. Each rîb contains accusations 
that form its constitutive part and convey the causes of the conflict. Based on the 
preliminary observations outlined in section 3.2, my intention here is to examine 
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whether the accusations contained in the rîb literary pattern in Isa 1, 3, 5 can be 
considered different casus belli for the description of warfare in Proto-Isaiah172. 

Davies173 gives the reasons for God’s displeasure articulated in the first 
five chapters of Isaiah: Israel’s pride, self-gratification, vanity; and rebellion 
against YHWH (3:18-24; 5:21). Scott points out the overrepresentation of יוֹה  
(“woe”) as a manifestation of divine response to transgression174. Nielsen175 
notes that the reason for God’s anger is that Jerusalem has become a harlot, a city 
full of murderers, and thus needs purification (1:21). The city leaders err, 
exploiting the poor man for their own gain (3:14). Torsten Uhlig176 emphasizes 
that the chapters of Isa 1–5 indicate that the principle of collective justice has 
been abandoned on both the social and religious level. Uhlig points out that 
especially 3:8-10; 5:18-20 expose the hardness of Israel’s heart, which is the 
reason for the dispute with YHWH177. Johanna Stiebert notes that Isa 1, 3, 5 is 
a warning that breaking the friendship with God may end with the consequences 
described in the definitions of war178. 

 
172 It should be noted that EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 184, discusses the fragments of Isa 

1:2-4.12-23; 3:8; 5:1-7 (which coincide with rîb); and 30:1.9, although Eidevall does not deal 
with the subject of the rîb literary scheme at all. 

173 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 26. 
174 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 179. It is a word typical of 

a funeral lament. JANZEN, Mourning Cry, 61, highlights “Isaiah’s consciousness of the 
background of יוֹה  in funerary lament”. In addition to family pedagogy and curses for breaking 
the covenant, יוֹה  is one of the determinants of the Sitz im Leben for rîb, claims VERMEYLEN, 
Du prophète Isaïe à l’apocalyptique, 2:611-621. According to BOVATI, La langage juridique, 
194-195, woe is not related to funerals, but rather serves as a cautionary tale in rîb. The 
connection between יוֹה  and rîb (Gerichtsrede) is also emphasized by JANZEN, Mourning Cry, 
62. In Isa 1, 3, 5, יוֹה  appears in 1:4.24; 3:11, but in the form of יוֹא , and 5:8.11.18.20.21.22. 
POPKO, Światło zwycięskie, 125, notices that when a prophet laments over someone who is 
still alive, he is heralding mortal danger and warning him against something. 

175 Cfr. NIELSEN, Das Bild des Gerichts, 321. 
176 Cfr. UHLIG, The Theme of Hardening, 110. 
177 Cfr. UHLIG, The Theme of Hardening, 141-142. He then notices a logical transition 

to Isa 6, where the hardness of Israel’s heart is also mentioned. Isaiah 6 appears to be 
interpretable as the commissioning of a messenger-prophet who is to announce the 
ultimatum. 

178 Cfr. STIEBERT, The Construction of Shame, 96. The invasion and war are described 
in the context of the rîb of Isa 5:1-7 in 5:26-30. CROUCH, Israel and the Assyrians, 132, points 
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A special casus belli is the transgression or crime of the wicked ( עשָׁרָ ) in 
Isa 3:11; 5:23. One can find a similar semantic field in Isa 1:4 ( אטח ןוֹעָ *  םיעִרֵמְ *   
םיתִיחִשְׁמַ * ) and 1:28 ( םיעִשְׁפֹּ םיאִטָּחַ *  ). According to Eidevall179, the intention of 
the redactors of the Book of Isaiah was to show that the wicked deserve severe 
punishment and even extermination; he gives the examples of Isa 1:31; 5:24-25. 
The guilt of wicked and rebellious princes ( רשַׂ ) is directly articulated in 1:23, 
and the guilt of elders ( םעַ ןקֵזָ  ) and princes ( רשַׂ ) is articulated in 3:14180. The guilt 
of those in charge of the vineyard (i.e. Israel and Judah) in 5:1-7 can be indirectly 
inferred181. A comparison of the above observations with section 3.2 makes it 
possible to identify the casus belli presented in 1:4.5.15.23.28-29.31; 2:6.8.18; 
3:8.9.11.14; 5:1-7.20-25. Moreover, the arrogance of the accused is vividly 
portrayed in 3:16-24 and 5:15, as indicated in section 3.2. 

The reference to Sodom can also be interpreted in the casus belli category 
– the city has become so wicked that it deserves to be exterminated, just like 
Sodom and Gomorrah. In the Book of Isaiah, Sodom appears in Isa 1:7.9.10; 3:9; 
13:19, that is, primarily in rîb. One should note the same expression ַםיאִטָּח  for 
the inhabitants of Sodom in Gen 13:13 and the phrase that appears in Isa 1:28. 

The oracle, which is closely related to the rîb, can also be a casus belli in 
itself – for example, God’s will to remove iniquity from the face of the earth. The 
very word oracle ְםאֻנ  appears in Proto-Isaiah in 1:24; 3:15; 14:22.23; 17:2.6; 
19:4; 22:25; 30:1; 31:9; 37:34. However, the word ְםאֻנ  is not the only 
determinant of whether something is an oracle. According to Scott182, Isa 1, 3, 5 

 
out that the term “dust” ( קבָאָ ) in Isa 5:24 appears very often “in texts detailing the threat or 
manifestation of military-related destruction (Exod 9:9; Isa 5:24; 29:5; Ezek 26:10; Nah 
1:3)”. The theme of destruction and siege is found in Isa 1:7-8; 3:25; violence, devastation, 
exile, and famine appear in Isa 3:1-5; 5:9-10; the collapse of social values is articulated in 
Isa 5:20-23. KENNETT, The Composition of the Book of Isaiah, 12, 20, emphasizes in these 
passages the destruction of the city of Jerusalem / the fall of Judah (cfr. Isa 1:7-8; 3:8) or 
Jerusalem itself (cfr. 5:1-7), which evokes images of war. 

179 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 167. 
180 Cfr. DAVIES, Prophecy, 99. 
181 A special image of war in Proto-Isaiah is the desolation of the vineyard – this motif 

appears in Isa 1:8; 3:14; 5:1-7. On the one hand, it is a warning, and on the other, it is the 
reason for God’s wrath against those who have allowed it to happen and constitutes a special 
casus belli for them. 

182 Cfr. SCOTT, The Literary Structure of Isaiah’s Oracles, 175. 
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are actually one big patchwork of oracles (which he calls “public oracles not 
included in narratives”): 1:2-3.4-9.10-17.18-20.21-26; 3:1-7.8-9.12.13-15.16-
17; 5:1-7.8.9b-10.11-12.13.14-16.17.18-23. 

I would also like to present Isa 1, 3, and 5 as distinct instances of casus 
belli, starting with the rîb in ch. 1. In Isa 1, the accumulation of diverse 
vocabulary from the semantic field of “enemy” is unique when compared with 
the whole book 183: ביא רצ ;(66:6.14 ;59:18 ;42:13 ;1:24)   (1:24; 26:11; 59:18; 
אטח ;(64:1 ;63:18  (part.; 1:28; 33:14); ערמ עשפ ;(31:2 ;1:4)   (part.; 1:28, 66:24); 

ררס  (part.; 1:23; 30:1; 65:2). Eidevall sees here a deliberate intention to make 
lexical links, as well as thematic and metaphorical connections with further 
reading of the Book of Isaiah184. 

Isaiah 1:2.28 specify that Israel is rebel. Therefore, YHWH’s vengeance 
and retribution are obvious (1:24). The punishment by fire in 1:31 seems to refer 
to the punishment of the paradigmatic Sodom and Gomorrah; cfr. also the 
punishment by fire in 5:24. The theme of rebellion as a casus belli is closely tied 
to the central issue that prompts the bitter rîb indictment: the rejection or 
violation of the covenant. As noted in section 3.2, the breach of an oath or loyalty 
is found in Isa 1:2 and 5:24b; the need to quell a rebellion is reflected in 1:23a; 
and the enforcement of order and peace is portrayed in 1:26a. 

 
183 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 168. 
184 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 172-173. At the same time, it is a certain rhetorical 

device which makes this rîb programmatic and paradigmatic – the enemies are anonymous 
in the sense that they are not named, although their identity is known (“sons” in Isa 1:2). One 
can observe the effectiveness of the rhetorical strategy of transforming the opponents of 
a specific group into the “personal” enemies of YHWH; EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 179. 
Anonymity, according to EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 176, brings new possibilities of application. 
Thanks to this, the enemies of the past become analogous to the opponents of the 
contemporary redactors of the book. This gives the possibility of a link between the past and 
the present and also leaves open the possibility of a link to a potential future. Eidevall calls 
Isa 1 one of the “key passages” of the book because it contains an important hint to the 
redactors’ ideology about the enemies of Judah / YHWH: the enemies are guilty and all will 
end up miserable; EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 170-171. According to EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 174, 
the anonymous enemies from Isa 1 correspond editorially with the anonymous enemies from 
Trito-Isaiah in Isa 66. Isaiah 66 could therefore refer to enemies from the sixth century BC 
after returning from Babylonian captivity, all the while referring to the paradigm of the 
historical enemy which in the past was Assyria. 
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However, the question of to whom the rîb in Isa 1 was uttered as a casus 
belli may of course have different answers. The most obvious answer is Israel 
(the Northern Kingdom). In turn, Isa 1:8 indicates that the admonition is 
addressed to Judah. 

Uhlig185 presents the text of rîb in Isa 3 as a casus belli for political (Isa 
3:12.13-15), social (3:13-15; cfr. also 5:7.8.23), and religious (3:8; cfr. also 
5:12.18-19.24) reasons. In the context of this rîb, military vocabulary such as 
םעָ ןיצִקְ   (“leader of the people” meaning military leader)186 – appears in 3:7. Isaiah 

2–5 does not have a single time perspective, but rather an eschatological one; the 
prophet criticizes the whole society and, according to Uhlig, announces 
a comprehensive judgment / argument over it (especially in Isa 3 and 5)187. 

The rîb in Isa 5 as a casus belli seems to be more historically rooted. The 
so-called song of the vineyard (5:1-7) is an indictment of Israel (anti-Israelite 
propaganda). Indeed, Eidevall opposes the current treatment of 5:1-7 as an 
accusation against both the Kingdoms of Judah and Israel, drawing attention to 
the direct accusations made against the Northern Kingdom188. 

The accusations permeating Isa 1, 3, 5, the spectre of desolation, and the 
themes of social injustice and infidelity in these chapters facilitate the 
understanding of the rîb pattern at the beginning of the Book of Isaiah as a special 
kind of casus belli. One can observe that each of them could independently serve 
as a casus belli, yet their compositional integration is also discernible. 

Conclusion 

Regarding the historical background, Isaiah saw a great threat from two 
neighbouring nations to the north: the Northern Kingdom (Israel / Ephraim) and 
Aram, which formed an anti-Assyrian coalition189. The threat became real when 
Aram and Ephraim decided to conquer and subdue the Kingdom of Judah and 
force it to accept the alliance against the Assyrian empire (Isa 7:1-9). For this 
reason, Isaiah directed his reproach against the Northern Kingdom. 

 
185 Cfr. UHLIG, The Theme of Hardening, 83. 
186 Cfr. GRAY, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary, 18. 
187 Cfr. UHLIG, The Theme of Hardening, 83. 
188 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 191. 
189 Cfr. EIDEVALL, Prophecy, 190. 
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The rîb in the first five chapters of Isa is intended not as a judgment, but 
as a reproach or ultimatum within a bilateral dispute stemming from the violation 
of a treaty. In its original context in Isa 1, 3, and 5, the rîb serves as the required 
procedure for declaring the punishment of the transgressors of the covenant. The 
rîb functions as a prophetic rebuke, which can also be found in the works of other 
prophets of the eighth century BC. This type of dispute belongs to the prevailing 
mindset of that time, alongside the careful formulation of justifications for war 
(casus belli), which are especially prominent in Assyrian propaganda. Isaiah’s 
message includes both dimensions, allowing them to intersect and reinforce each 
other. Therefore, the rîb in Isa 1, 3, and 5 could be considered as the casus belli 
reflecting the warfare depicted in the Book of Proto-Isaiah. 

As the pattern for the above-mentioned texts, rîb is focused on the 
possibility of transforming the opponent (former friend) by shaking him with the 
sharp tone of rîb and aims to restore a peaceful relationship. Indeed, will we not 
destroy our enemies when they become our friends? 
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Summary 

This study explores the rîb pattern in Isa 1, 3, and 5 as the casus belli for the depictions of 
divine warfare in Proto-Isaiah (chapters 1–39). First, the paper highlights how the prophetic 
reproach (rîb) serves as a formal accusation against Israel. Then, drawing on parallels with 
Assyrian war rhetoric and ancient treaty traditions, the study argues that rîb functions as a 
theologically charged literary framework establishing God’s ultimatum, forming the basis for 
the warfare narratives in Isaiah. 

Keywords: Isaiah 1–39, rîb pattern, casus belli, warfare, prophetic literature, covenant. 

Zhrnutie 

Predložená štúdia skúma model rîb v Iz 1, 3 a 5 ako casus belli pre vyobrazenie boja bohov 
v Protoizaiášovi (kapitoly 1–39). Najprv sa práca zameriava na to, ako prorocké obvinenie 
(rîb) slúži ako formálne obvinenie proti Izraelu. Následne na základe paralel s asýrskou 
vojnovou rétorikou a starovekými zmluvnými tradíciami štúdia argumentuje, že rîb funguje 
ako teologicky nabitý literárny rámec, ktorý stanovuje Božie ultimátum a tvorí základ pre 
vojnové naratívy v Izaiášovi. 

Kľúčové slová: Izajáš 1–39, model rîb, casus belli, vojna, prorocká literatúra, zmluva. 
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