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INTRODUCTION

The field of modern biblical studies has not always been kind to the study of 
Christian doctrine. Deep in the mindset of every well-trained biblical scholar 
is the fear that his or her exegetical work will be labeled “apologetic.” By that 
is meant a less-than-honest grappling with Scripture’s literal sense and a will-
ingness to let an objective enterprise be twisted into an act of special pleading 
for one’s own religious predilections. For those working in the field of Old 
Testament there is an additional danger lurking: the tendency to allow Chris-
tian presuppositions to run roughshod over the literal sense of the scriptural 
text and in so doing impugn the dignity of the Hebrew Scriptures themselves.

In the following chapters I make the rather audacious claim that theological 
doctrines need not be a hindrance to exegesis but, when properly deployed, play 
a key role in uncovering a text’s meaning. This is not to deny the challenges 
that modern sensitivities toward the historical character and development 
of biblical religion have posed for theologians. The epilogue will return to 
this problem and develop in more detail how the relationship of Scripture to 
doctrine should be understood. As will be clear from a reading of the entire 
volume, each doctrine is related to Scripture in its own unique way. There is 
no single method of reading that I wish to propound.

Each chapter will take up a doctrine and demonstrate how it illumines what 
the biblical writers wish to accomplish. I should note in advance, however, 
that this book understands the concept of a biblical author in terms of the 
presentation of the Bible in its final canonical form. In certain cases—one 
thinks of the doctrine of impassibility—it is not the case that the doctrine can 
be sustained on the basis of this or that singular textual example. Limiting the 
focus of one’s investigation in that way would be a disaster for understanding 
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xii  Introduction

the doctrine. Rather, borrowing the methodology of Brevard Childs, we will 
explore divine impassibility and other doctrines in light of several intertextu-
ally related examples.1 In addition, the canonical readings offered here will 
not limit themselves to a single Testament but will often entail the challenging 
task of relating the Old Testament to the New. As has been a constant in all 
the exegetical work that I have done, I will propose christological readings of 
the Old Testament that take the Jewish character and integrity of the text with 
utmost seriousness. Obviously I would not expect Jewish readers to concur 
with what I propose, but I very much hope they will see the Jewish contours 
of these texts honored and respected. A good christological reading, in my 
opinion, ought to enhance a Christian’s understanding of and reverence for 
the Jewish character of sacred Scripture, rather than the reverse.

NNN

I begin with a consideration of the doctrine of God. The first chapter 
grapples with one of the more troubling texts in Scripture. For reasons that 
go unexplained, the first two sons of Aaron, Nadab and Abihu, are inciner-
ated when they approach the tabernacle to offer incense (Lev. 10:1–4). How 
are we to understand what appears to be an irrational outburst of Israel’s 
God? Many modern readers have found this presentation of God’s character 
a considerable impediment to a reverent reading of the story. The worries 
about Marcion’s “God of the Old Testament” return with a vengeance here.

Over the course of my teaching career I have regularly taught a course 
on the tabernacle narrative (Exod. 25 through Lev. 10). Like several genera-
tions of scholars, I puzzled over just what Nadab and Abihu did to merit the 
punishment they received. The secondary literature on this question offers 
all kinds of solutions. Each explanation makes a certain degree of sense but 
only if you concede some important presupposition that is not in the text.

When I read Edward Greenstein’s brilliant essay on the problem, it was like 
an epiphany. He picked up precisely where critical scholarship had left the 
problem: the text does not provide sufficient information to solve the problem, 
and additional information is, consequently, presumed. But rather than at-
tempting to square this circle one more time by offering yet another ingenious 
scenario that the biblical author tacitly implied but did not explicitly state, 
Greenstein suggested that the very fact that the problem cannot be solved on 
the basis of the evidence at hand is the intention of the biblical writer. But 

1. Childs’s most important works are Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Phila-
delphia: Fortress, 1979); and Biblical Theology of  the Old and New Testaments (Minneapolis: 
Fortress, 1992).
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xiii

if that is true, what motivated the writer to create such a puzzle? Greenstein 
turned to the literary theory of deconstruction in order to provide the proper 
answer. On the face of it this theoretical approach seems perfectly situated 
to make sense of our story. For in the mind of a deconstructionist reader, an 
aporia like this is precisely what we expect to find in texts. No matter how 
intent an author might be on conveying a logical, structurally sound story, it 
is in the design of narrative (and human life!) itself that some pieces will not 
quite fit together as intended.

But there are problems with this thesis. Though Greenstein opened his 
essay with a heavy dose of difficult deconstructionist theory—something, I 
am afraid, that probably drove away many biblical scholars—it was not al-
together clear by the end of the essay, when he began to put this theoretical 
framework to work on the story of Nadab and Abihu, that it really worked 
as he intended. A proper deconstructionist wants to claim that every literary 
text is characterized by aporias, whereas Greenstein argued that the aporia of 
Lev. 10 was especially appointed by the authors for this story. In other words, 
the aporia of Lev. 10:1, if we can really call it that, was designed to make a 
point about human knowledge regarding the cultic order and the power of the 
liturgical actions themselves to compel the deity to act. In Greenstein’s mind, 
the inability of the reader to figure out what Nadab and Abihu did wrong was 
meant to show that God is greater than the cultic order and cannot be fully 
governed by its sacred rites. The more I looked at the issue, the more I agreed 
with Greenstein’s instincts, but at the same time I felt that the theory he used 
to explain it simply could not be sustained. But the answer was not to jettison 
the theory—after all, without the ancillary tool of deconstruction, I do not 
think that Greenstein could have made the discovery. All readings presuppose 
some sort of hermeneutical structure, even if the author of a reading is unaware 
of what it might be. But the theory had to be modified so that it could better 
account for the textual situation Greenstein had so ably described.

For this reason I suggested that we read the story through the lens of 
apophatic theology. Those who have followed the literature on apophasis 
will not be surprised by this move since there is considerable overlap between 
it and deconstruction. But apophatic theology claims that an aporia is not 
an indication of nihilism and thus of the inability of a text to convey its in-
tended message. Rather, apophaticism claims that because God as an object of 
human knowledge is so fundamentally different from the human knower, no 
literary account, however detailed or brilliant it might be, can capture God’s 
full nature. Something will always be left out. This circle cannot be squared. 
And so Nadab and Abihu’s actions remain unexplained because the story 
wants to inscribe within the reader the sense that, no matter how powerful 

 Introduction
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xiv  Introduction

the tabernacle complex and the consequent control by priestly agents may 
appear, there will always be elements of the shrine that remain outside the 
ken of humans. There will always be danger for whoever dares to draw near. 
There is an irreducible danger to housing God.

This particular essay has always been a favorite of mine because it illustrates 
what I believe a properly theological reading of Scripture can accomplish. A 
survey of the standard historical approaches demonstrates that a different 
sort of literary imagination is required for the brilliance of this story to shine 
through. In the end, Pseudo-Dionysius represents not an end run around the 
historical-critical project but the needed tool for that project to achieve its 
intended goal. Doctrine can illumine what the exegete wishes to explain.

My discussion of impassibility in chap. 2 will surprise many. If there is one 
theological idea that would appear wholly nonbiblical, it would be this one. 
How could the deity of the Old Testament, a figure so emotionally engaged 
with the people who call on his name, be described as beyond emotional af-
fectivity? This task is made all the harder for someone like me who believes 
that Yochanan Muffs’s classic essay on prophetic intercession—an article 
that puts front and center the affectively engaged quality of Israel’s God—is 
one of the best essays on the subject. Yet it was through a careful reading 
of his essay (perhaps after the fourth or fifth time through!) in conjunction 
with Uriel Simon’s commentary on the book of Jonah that I came upon the 
solution to the challenge that it offers.

Central to solving this puzzle was a deeper inquiry into what the theo-
logical tradition has meant by the term impassible. One thing I have learned 
over the years is that the biblical guild rarely has much more than a surface 
understanding of how the various doctrines function in the work of a seri-
ous theologian. Nowhere is this problem more apparent than with the issue 
of impassibility. It is indeed fair to ask whether the doctrine of impassibility 
really does justice to the character of God depicted in the Bible. But to pursue 
this question with any integrity, one must begin by grappling with what the 
theological tradition intends by the doctrine. One might begin with Thomas 
Weinandy’s excellent treatment of the origins of the doctrine and the work 
that it does in Christian thought.2 For Cyril of Alexandria, the man associated 
with the origin of the term, it means not that God does not suffer but that 
he suffers in an impassible fashion. In this chapter, I explore how the biblical 
text, read canonically, confirms this theological insight.

NNN

2. Does God Suffer? (Notre Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2000).
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xv

It may be worthwhile to say a bit more about reading canonically. One of 
the strongest influences in my own work has been Brevard Childs, the man 
who proposed the method of reading canonically. For Childs there were three 
important dimensions to a theological engagement with the Bible. First was 
attention to the diachronic developments and how they contributed to the final 
shape of each biblical book. Contrary to what many have asserted, Childs’s 
“canonical method” was not interested solely in the final form of the text. For 
those who are dubious, I would recommend carefully reading his treatment of 
the passages about Immanuel in Isa. 6–123 or his very sensitive reading of the 
prose material into which the revelation of the Ten Commandments has been 
situated in the book of Exodus.4 For Childs each level in the development of 
the biblical text is useful to the theological reader as long as it has relevance 
for and contributes to an understanding of the text’s final form. The second 
dimension moves beyond the frame of a single biblical book and asks how 
the books included in the Old Testament are to be read, each in light of the 
others. For an excellent example of this, consider his groundbreaking treat-
ment of the Psalm titles and their relationship to the books of Samuel.5 And 
the final such relationship is that between the two Testaments of the Christian 
Bible. How is the Old to be read in light of the New, and how is the New to 
be read in light of the Old?

I will turn to the third dimension after saying a bit more about the sec-
ond. In my chapter on impassibility, it is important to note how the book of 
Jonah (as read by Uriel Simon) comments on and deepens the presentation 
of prophetic intercession that Muffs so brilliantly depicts through the figure 
of Moses. Thus we can illumine a Christian doctrine by a careful reading 
from two outstanding Jewish biblical scholars.

The relationship between the two Testaments is an issue that has greatly 
challenged modern biblical scholarship. Aware of the tragic legacy of a su-
persessionism that presumed that the “primitive” features of the Old Testa-
ment were overcome in the New, many theologically sensitive exegetes have 
chosen to steer clear of the relationship between the Testaments for fear of 
offending Jewish sensibilities. I am in complete sympathy with such wor-
ries. The Christian treatment of the Old Testament in the nineteenth and 
twentieth centuries was not always respectful. Yet, the fear of correlating the 
Testaments—however noble that might appear—has had a very detrimental 
effect on the laity. Given the general suspicion in the public eye about “the 

3. Isaiah, OTL (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2001), 60–81.
4. The Book of  Exodus, OTL (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), 340–75.
5. “Psalm Titles and Midrashic Exegesis,” Journal of  Semitic Studies 16 (1971): 137–50.
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xvi  Introduction

God of the Old Testament,” the reserve shown by scholars in dealing with 
both Testaments has unintentionally contributed to the isolation of the Old 
from the New.

It is particularly on this challenge that the approach of Childs is so pro-
ductive. For in his mind the two Testaments, each in its own way, contributes 
to a deeper understanding of the figure of Jesus Christ. The chapters on the 
Fall of humanity and election (chaps. 4 and 5) provide concrete examples of 
how the Old might be read in light of the New. The doctrine of the Fall has 
not been well received by many modern exegetes. And perhaps for very good 
reason, since the doctrine gives the narrative of the sin in the garden a cen-
trality it never possessed within the Old Testament itself. For many scholars 
this fact requires a bracketing of the doctrine of the Fall when one reads the 
Old Testament. This is, of course, easier said than done. For though it might 
make sense at one level to move all consideration of the doctrine to the New 
Testament, this would conflict with the explicit testimony of Paul that the 
idea has its grounding in his (Jewish) Bible. In this chapter I address the ques-
tion from an angle already taken by Karl Barth and try to make a case for the 
doctrine on the basis of the Old Testament itself.

A particularly difficult problem for the theological reader of the Bible has 
been how to relate the doctrine of creation from nothing to Scripture (chap. 3). 
Contrary to what one might imagine, the earliest proponents of the doctrine 
do not center their interests on the question of the absolute beginnings of the 
universe. As a result, the grammatical challenge posed by Gen. 1:1 does not 
hold as central a place in the doctrine as many biblical scholars have imag-
ined. One should note Thomas Aquinas’s claim that the doctrine still stands 
even if the created order is eternal and does not have an absolute beginning 
point (though he believed that revelation requires that we posit such a point 
of origin). What is central is the relationship of God to the world. Unlike 
the Greeks, early Christian thinkers claimed that God is not just another 
being—albeit a superpowerful one—among the other beings of the universe. 
He is, instead, the ultimate cause of all being and in many important respects 
beyond being itself. All creation derives its being from him and depends on 
his gracious will to retain that being. As Kathryn Tanner has shown, a key 
piece of the doctrine involves describing the way in which God governs the 
created order. If God were just another being among beings, then the limits of 
the material order—which the Greeks held to be eternal, just as the gods are 
eternal—would limit what God could accomplish. The sovereignty of God 
would come at the cost of human free agency and vice versa. But given that 
Christian theology does not view God’s relationship to the world in the way 
the Greeks imagined it, one is able to conceive of God’s absolute sovereignty 
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xvii

as not in conflict with the capacity of humans to act freely. When this concept 
is given the attention it is due, the question of the Bible’s support (or nonsup-
port) of the doctrine looks very different from the way nearly every biblical 
scholar has approached the subject.

NNN

This book contains two chapters on the tabernacle, one of which goes in 
a christological direction, the other in a Mariological direction (chaps. 6 and 
7). In the brief compass of this introduction, I cannot lay out in any detail 
what these chapters do. But I want to call special attention to the fact that, 
though both read the Old Testament with the New Testament in view, they 
do not efface what Christopher Seitz has called “the per se witness of the Old 
Testament.” Indeed, a proper christological reading can only be mounted to 
the degree that the per se witness is the subject of the exegesis. I continue to 
probe the Old Testament in a christological fashion in chap. 8, an essay on 
Tobit (which will, in turn, set up my chapter on purgatory at the end of the 
book). In the figure of Tobit one sees an individual whose life recalls the Isaianic 
“suffering servant” and points forward to the distinctive narrative features 
of Jesus of Nazareth as presented in the Gospels. An important subtheme of 
this chapter is the claim that this sort of Christology requires the reader to 
take the Jewish identity of Jesus with utmost seriousness.

NNN

My final two chapters take up two (related) problems that are central to 
Catholic theology: the treasury of merits and the doctrine of purgatory. But I 
did not write either of these from the more limited perspective of the Catholic 
tradition per se. Like every other chapter in this book, these probe the biblical 
texts with a specific doctrine in hand, asking whether those very texts can be 
illuminated by it. Protestant worries about these particular doctrines are taken 
very seriously, and I hope that Protestant readers will be able to appreciate 
and respect the exegetical logic that informs these doctrines, even if they feel 
compelled to reject some of the conclusions I draw.

As is well known, the Reformers fought strenuously against what they 
thought was a deep Pelagian tendency in contemporary Catholicism. Reliance 
on the utter grace of God, they claimed, had been exchanged for a hubristic 
confidence in meritorious good deeds. I will not venture into whether the 
Protestant critique accurately captured the state of the Catholic Church in 
the sixteenth century. My interest is rather different. In the wake of Protestant 
concerns for safeguarding the character of divine grace considerable anxiety 
arose about the value of all human works. As a result, texts that had put 

 Introduction
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xviii  Introduction

meritorious deeds front and center such as Dan. 4:24 (4:27 Eng.; one of the 
most important texts for early Christian reflection on the forgiveness of sins) 
became subjects of great exegetical contention. A lengthy dissertation (or 
two!) could be written on the way this verse was understood in the sixteenth 
and seventeenth centuries.

When I began my research on this problem, I realized early on that I was 
out of my depth as far as the theological issues were concerned. To make up 
for this lack of knowledge, I began some extensive reading on the relationship 
of grace to merit in the thought of Augustine and Aquinas in particular. The 
work of Michael Root and Joseph Wawrykow helped me to see that there was 
a legitimate place for meritorious acts in both the Lutheran and Reformed 
wings of the Reformation. But the accents and emphases were not quite the 
same as one would find in subsequent Jewish and Roman Catholic thought.

The need for biblical scholars to attend to the theological literature became 
most apparent to me when I was rereading E. P. Sanders’s landmark volume, 
Paul and Palestinian Judaism. He did an outstanding job of showing how com-
mandment keeping was a way not of earning God’s grace but of growing into 
the elected status that was conferred on every Jew at birth. Yet certain issues 
that dogged the Reformers continued to dog Sanders, even though he was not 
an overly theological reader himself. The Reformation has had a long reach. 
John Barclay has made considerable advances on this front.6 This is certainly to 
the credit of Sanders, who provided the motivation and initial compass points 
for Barclay’s efforts. But it is striking, nevertheless, that Barclay’s insights, as 
important as they are, do not really take us much beyond the picture drawn 
by Aquinas, who was in turn shaped by the later works of Saint Augustine. 
Reading the Bible theologically is often a demanding enterprise that requires 
familiarity with the field of historical theology. Even nontheological readers 
can benefit from having some theological sophistication.

The chapter on purgatory probably needs a bit more explanation. In his 
book on charity David Downs takes me to task as a Catholic apologist—a 
label, as I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, that no self-respecting 
biblical scholar would wish to bear.7 A serious accusation indeed! Here we see 
firsthand the perils of engaging in theological exegesis, at least as a Catho-
lic in a domain long ruled by Protestants. In this chapter, however, I do not 
make the strong claim that Downs would have a right to worry about. That 

6. John Barclay, “Grace and Transformation of Agency in Christ,” in Redefining First-Century 
Jewish and Christian Identities: Essays in Honor of  E. P. Sanders, ed. Fabian E. Udoh (Notre 
Dame, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2008), 372–89.

7. Alms: Charity, Reward, and Atonement in Early Christianity (Waco: Baylor University 
Press, 2016).
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is, my point is not to show the necessity of affirming the doctrine of purga-
tory for anyone who wishes to read Scripture correctly, as I do in my chapters 
on apophaticism and impassibility. My concerns are much more modest in 
scope. Granted that the notion of purgatory is nowhere explicitly stated in 
Scripture, is it possible nonetheless to see biblical warrants for affirming it? 
As I say near the end of the chapter, a contemporary retrieval of the doctrine 
will surely be subject to the theological predilections and ecclesial affiliation 
of the interpreter. But for those who do affirm it, I wish to lay out why the 
scriptural teaching on the forgiveness of sins makes such a notion plausible 
even if it cannot compel all and sundry to believe in it.

NNN

Let me conclude by saying a few words about the origins of this book. 
Over the course of my career I have taken a serious interest in the history of 
exegesis and the use of Scripture in theological argument. The chapters of this 
book are the fruits of these various explorations. Each of the chapters save 
one (that on creatio ex nihilo) originally appeared as a journal article or in 
a volume of collected essays. Some of them have been extensively revised for 
this book (e.g., the two chapters on the tabernacle), while others have been 
reprinted here in nearly the same form as their original publication (e.g., the 
chapter on apophatic theology). As a result of their disparate origins, some 
chapters reflect on the relationship of doctrine to exegesis in very explicit 
terms, and others address the subject in a more subtle and understated fashion.

The table of contents reflects the way the various essays sorted themselves 
out, not the logic that informed their composition. As a result, the chrono-
logical template (proceeding from creation to final consummation) should 
not be pushed too far regarding its hermeneutical intentions. One reader of 
the manuscript, for example, wondered whether the placement of the two 
chapters on Catholic doctrine at the very end of the book represented the 
true telos of the project, as if the author were orienting his readers toward 
Rome. That is certainly not the case. Though this book does not shy away 
from Catholic theology, it was written with the hope that Protestant and 
Jewish readers would also find it of value.

 Introduction
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PART 1

“Who Is a God  
Like You?”
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1

Apophatic Theology
The Transcendence of God and the Story of Nadab and Abihu

The story of the tragic deaths of Nadab and Abihu has bothered readers for centuries. As Edward 
Greenstein observes, the tale is a “model of undecidability. . . . It looks to most readers like a 
punishment in search of a crime.”1 In this chapter I suggest that this manner of formulating the 
problem points toward its solution. When read through an apophatic lens, the narrative shows 
us what we can and cannot know about God’s presence in the liturgical life of ancient Israel. 
Apophatic theology does not simply solve a textual puzzle; rather, it allows the reader to plumb 
the depths of biblical religion.

One of the strangest stories in the Bible is that of Nadab and Abihu in Lev. 
10. Immediately after the consecration of the priesthood (Lev. 8) and the 
miraculous consumption of the sacrifices on the eighth day (Lev. 9:24), these 
two priests offer ʾēš zārâ (“strange fire”) and are incinerated on the spot (Lev. 
10:1–2). In the Jewish postbiblical liturgical reading cycle of the synagogue, 
this tale is paired with the death of Uzzah when he tries to steady the ark in 
2 Sam. 6,2 but Greenstein has argued that there are innerbiblical grounds for 
this association: “Uzzah was the son of Abinadab, and this name has been 

1. Edward Greenstein, “Deconstruction and Biblical Narrative,” Prooftexts 9 (1989): 43–71, 
here 56.

2. See Michael Fishbane, Haftarot: The Traditional Hebrew Text with the New JPS Transla-
tion (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication Society, 2002), 120–21.
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constructed from Abi[hu] and Nadab.”3 Though my emphasis will be on 
Nadab and Abihu, I wish to claim that both stories explore the theme of divine 
holiness within the framework of God’s choice to dwell among the Israelites.

The Danger of  the Ark in Israel’s History

The first thing the reader must bear in mind is the Bible’s assumption that God 
has really taken up residence in the tabernacle. Michael Wyschogrod, in an 
essay on the notion of incarnation in the Jewish tradition, has argued: “God 
has undertaken to enter the world and to dwell in a place.”4 But this deeply 
“incarnational” character of the tabernacle carries a particular danger along 
with it: individuals will be tempted to co-opt either the building itself (cf. Jer. 7) 
or its most important artifact—the ark—to their own political and/or religious 
advantage and so compromise the freedom of God. We can see this danger 
enacted in the so-called ark narrative in the books of Samuel.5 This narrative 
opens with Israel suffering a terrible defeat at the hands of the Philistines. The 
troops subsequently return to camp and the elders pose the obvious question: 
“Why has the Lord put us to rout today before the Philistines?” (1 Sam. 4:3a). 
The reader knows the answer: the sins of Hophni and Phineas, the sons of 
Eli. But the elders do not share this knowledge. Though they ask the right 
question, they do not wait for an answer. Their inquiry turns out to be less 
a lament over Israel’s sin than a (subtle) challenge that God take immediate 
action: “Let us bring the ark of the covenant of the Lord here from Shiloh, 

3. Edward Greenstein, “An Inner-Biblical Midrash of the Nadav and Avihu Episode” [in 
Hebrew], in Proceedings of  the Eleventh World Congress of  Jewish Studies, Jerusalem, June 
22–29, 1993 (Jerusalem: World Union of Jewish Studies, 1994), 71–78, here 71.

4. Michael Wyschogrod, “Incarnation,” Pro Ecclesia 2 (1993): 208–15, here 210. For a more 
detailed discussion of the same, see Michael Wyschogrod, “A Jewish Perspective on Incarna-
tion,” Modern Theology 12 (1996): 195–209. I am, of course, eliding the dissenting voice of the 
Deuteronomist; see Benjamin D. Sommer, The Bodies of  God and the World of  Ancient Israel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 99–108. But my point in this opening para-
graph concerns the larger canonical picture, which was decisively shaped by the Priestly school.

5. The classic treatment is that of Leonhard Rost, The Succession to the Throne of  David, 
trans. Michael D. Rutter and David M. Gunn (Sheffield: Almond, 1982). Still one of the best 
treatments is Patrick D. Miller and J. J. M. Roberts, The Hand of  the Lord: A Reassessment 
of  the “Ark Narrative” in 1 Samuel (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1977). For a 
survey of the literature, see Keith Bodner, “Ark-Eology: Shifting Emphases in ‘Ark Narrative’ 
Scholarship,” Currents in Biblical Research 4 (2006): 169–97. The analysis found below was 
first expressed in Gary A. Anderson, “Towards a Theology of the Tabernacle and Its Furni-
ture,” in Text, Thought, and Practice in Qumran and Early Christianity, ed. Ruth A. Clements 
and Daniel R. Schwartz (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 161–94, here 164–66. It has subsequently been 
expanded in the dissertation of Mark Enemali, “The Danger of Transgression against Divine 
Presence” (PhD diss., University of Notre Dame, 2014).
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so that he may come among us and save us from the power of our enemies” 
(4:3b). As André Caquot and Philippe de Robert conclude: “All this seems to 
suggest a certain arrogance in the attitude of the elders of Israel.”6

This stratagem appears promising at first. For when the Philistines learn 
of the arrival of the ark, they quake in fear: “Woe to us! Who can deliver us 
from the power of these mighty gods? These are the gods who struck the 
Egyptians with every sort of plague in the wilderness” (4:8). But calmer heads 
prevail and they venture forth to battle. The results for the Israelites, however, 
are devastating: “So the Philistines fought; Israel was defeated, and they fled, 
everyone to his home. There was a very great slaughter, for there fell of Israel 
thirty thousand foot soldiers. The ark of God was captured; and the two sons 
of Eli, Hophni and Phinehas, died” (4:10–11).

The precise character and gravity of Israel’s sin becomes clearer when we 
compare the Israelite reaction to their initial defeat with what happens to the 
Israelite armies at Ai (Josh. 7).7 Just as in 1 Sam. 4, the Israelites suffer a ter-
rible defeat due to an unknown sin: Achan (7:2–5), the narrator informs us, 
has taken booty for himself in violation of Mosaic law (7:1). After the return 
of the defeated soldiers, Joshua and the tribal elders tear their clothes, put 
ashes on their heads, and fall on their faces before the ark, imploring God to 
explain the reason for the defeat.

Then Joshua tore his clothes, and fell to the ground on his face before the ark of 
the Lord until the evening, he and the elders of Israel; and they put dust on their 
heads. Joshua said, “Ah, Lord God! Why have you brought this people across 
the Jordan at all, to hand us over to the Amorites so as to destroy us? Would 
that we had been content to settle beyond the Jordan! O Lord, what can I say, 
now that Israel has turned their backs to their enemies! The Canaanites and 
all the inhabitants of the land will hear of it, and surround us, and cut off our 
name from the earth. Then what will you do for your great name?” (Josh. 7:6–9)

God is quick to answer: Achan’s sin has led to Israel’s defeat. They must attend 
to this misdeed before any other military action can be attempted (7:12–26).

6. This quotation and the proposal that bringing the ark constitutes a challenge to the deity 
to act can be found in André Caquot and Philippe de Robert, Les livres de Samuel, CAT (Ge-
neva: Labor et Fides, 1994), 77. They also make the astute observation that the elders’ proposal 
to bring the ark into battle constitutes a sin at least as grave as, if not more grave than, that of 
Hophni and Phineas: “But the taking of the ark, which appears as an exceptional act, a sort 
of last resort before a failure, will cause a much more serious failure, and the author wants to 
accent the respective responsibilities” (78).

7. The importance of this intertext has been neglected in much of the secondary literature. 
The only reference I could find was that of Robert Chisholm, 1 and 2 Samuel, Teach the Text 
Commentary Series (Grand Rapids: Baker Books, 2013), 27.
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It is striking how differently the Israelites behave in 1 Sam. 4. Instead of 
taking the opportunity to appeal to God in the deliberate and solemn fashion 
that we find in Joshua (tearing of clothes, placing ashes on their heads, and 
falling on their faces before the ark), they simply pose what appears to be 
a perfunctory question: “Why has the Lord put us to rout?” Eschewing a 
posture of penance and allowing God no time to respond, the elders concoct 
their own solution: they race to the shrine and remove the ark of the covenant, 
believing that its sacramental agency can assure them a victory. By failing to 
address the sin that occasioned the terrible defeat, the elders have unwittingly 
turned the ark into something of a lucky charm.

We can contrast this aberrant understanding of the power of the ark with 
David’s understanding in 2 Sam. 15:25. Here is a man who possesses a divine 
promise regarding the eternal character of his kingdom (2 Sam. 7), but even 
with this promissory note in hand, when he is driven from the city of Jeru-
salem by his upstart son, Absalom, he refuses to use the ark as a guarantee 
of safe return.

Abiathar came up, and Zadok also, with all the Levites, carrying the ark of the 
covenant of God. They set down the ark of God, until the people had all passed 
out of the city. Then the king said to Zadok, “Carry the ark of  God back into 
the city. If  I find favor in the eyes of  the Lord, he will bring me back and let 
me see both it and the place where it stays. But if he says, ‘I take no pleasure in 
you,’ here I am, let him do to me what seems good to him.” . . . So Zadok and 
Abiathar carried the ark of God back to Jerusalem, and they remained there. 
(2 Sam. 15:24–26, 29, emphasis added)

David realizes that everything that is taking place is the result of his dalliance 
with Bathsheba, just as the prophet Nathan predicted. Though David has no 
doubts about the power of the ark, he is spiritually mature enough to realize 
that it will provide no advantage in his penitential state.8 The freedom of God 
is honored precisely in respect to the object to which God has tied his presence.

For this reason the ark narrative comes to a preliminary conclusion in 
1 Sam. 6 with the story of the ark’s return to Israel and the slaying of those 
in Beth-Shemesh who greeted its arrival improperly.9 In response to their grave 

8. This is not to say that David has altogether set aside any concern for his future. His 
advice that Hushai return to Jerusalem to counter the counsel of Ahithophel indicates that 
David knows that God’s providence requires his own active agency. But this action only sets in 
broader relief David’s refusal to use the ark as an aide in securing his restoration to the throne.

9. I call this a “preliminary conclusion” intentionally. Miller and Roberts claim that the reloca-
tion of the ark to Kiriath-jearim brings the narrative to full closure (Hand of  the Lord, 35–36). 
To be sure, a lesson has been learned about the danger of using the ark as a “lucky charm,” 
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misdeed, the people cry out: “Who is able to stand before the Lord, this 
holy God?” (1 Sam. 6:20). The implied answer is obvious: no mortal should 
presume to be safe when standing before the God of Israel.10 This is the lesson 
to be learned from the improper treatment of the ark back at the beginning 
of the ark narrative. God’s presence in the ark is not to be taken lightly. The 
ark is no lucky charm. The men of Beth-Shemesh do the rational thing: they 
forward this dangerous cargo to the inhabitants of Kiriath-jearim.

What Did Nadab and Abihu Do Wrong?

This brings me to the subject of this chapter, the incense offering of Nadab 
and Abihu. The story follows upon the theophany that was the climax of the 
ceremony of consecration on the eighth day: “Fire came out from the Lord 
and consumed the burnt offering and the fat on the altar; and when all the 
people saw it, they shouted and fell on their faces” (Lev. 9:24). Immediately 
thereafter we read:

Now Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his censer, put fire in it, and 
laid incense on it; and they offered strange fire [ʾēš zārâ] before the Lord, such 
as he had not commanded them. And fire came out from the presence of the 
Lord and consumed them, and they died before the Lord. Then Moses said 
to Aaron, “This is what the Lord meant when he said,

‘Through those who are near me
 I will show myself holy,
and before all the people
 I will be glorified.’”

And Aaron was silent. (Lev. 10:1–3 NRSV alt.)

The story about Nadab and Abihu’s cultic error has puzzled interpreters 
for centuries—going all the way back to Philo of Alexandria.11 Christian 
Frevel sums things up well: “The short episode raises more questions than it 

but the Israelites remain uneasy as to the nature and character of the ark. The close of 1 Sam. 6 
points logically toward 2 Sam. 6, when the ark will find its final resting spot in Jerusalem. The 
text in question (1 Sam. 6:13) is quite difficult. See the standard commentaries for a discussion 
of the text-critical problems. In this instance, lower and higher criticism cannot be separated.

10. The connection of this question to that posed to pilgrims in Pss. 15:1 and 24:3 is obvi-
ous and important. All three texts inscribe within the reader the concern not to presume on 
the Lord’s presence within the ark.

11. The literature on the reception history of this pericope is rather large. For a survey, see 
Robert Kirschner, “The Rabbinic and Philonic Exegeses of the Nadab and Abihu Incident (Lev. 
10:1–6),” JQR 73 (1983): 375–93; Avigdor Shinan, “The Sin of Nadab and Abihu in Rabbinic 
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answers.”12 Before entertaining some of the proposed solutions to the chal-
lenges this text poses, let us look at the story within its present canonical 
environment.

A few basic structural factors must be borne in mind before we can ask 
what Nadab and Abihu have done wrong. First of all, it is important to note 
that chaps. 8–10 open with a reference to the “taking” of various materials 
that are necessary for the ritual:13

The Lord spoke to Moses saying: “Take Aaron and his sons with him, the 
vestments, the anointing oil, the bull of sin offering.” (Lev. 8:1–2)

On the eighth day Moses . . . said to Aaron: “Take a bull calf for a sin offer-
ing.” (Lev. 9:1–2)

Now Aaron’s sons, Nadab and Abihu, each took his censer. (Lev. 10:1)

The first two narrative examples take special care to underscore that the “tak-
ing” in question was done according to a legitimate command:

And Moses did as the Lord commanded him. (Lev. 8:4)

They brought what Moses commanded. (Lev. 9:5)

But our third example, Lev. 10, diverges abruptly from this pattern:

Nadab and Abihu, each took his censer . . . such as [the Lord] had not com-
manded them. (10:1)

James Watts has noted that the last clause of 10:1 (“as [the Lord] had not 
commanded them”) is not simply different from what was said in 8:4 and 9:5. 
Rather, it stands athwart seven citations of this compliance formula (“Moses/
Aaron did as the Lord commanded him”) in chap. 8 and three more in chap. 
9. Watt captures the literary effect quite well: “The intrusion of the negative 

Literature” [Hebrew], Tarbiz 48 (1978–79): 201–14; and Jacob Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, AB 3 
(New York: Doubleday, 1991), 633–35.

12. “Die kurze Episode löst mehr Fragen aus, als daß sie Antworten gibt.” Christian Frevel, 
“‘Und Mose hörte (es), und es war gut in seinen Augen’ (Lev 10,20): Zum Verhältnis von Lite-
rar ge schichte, Theologiegeschichte und innerbiblischer Auslegung am Beispiel von Lev 10,” in 
Gottes Name(n): Zum Gedenken an Erich Zenger, ed. Ilse Müllner et al., HBS 71 (Freiburg: 
Herder, 2012), 104–36, here 114.

13. Thomas Hieke, Levitikus 1–15, HThKAT (Freiburg: Herder, 2014), 377–78; cf. Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 596.
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particle [“such as he had not commanded them”] comes like a thunderclap, 
an aural shock to a listening audience just as YHWH’s consuming fire pre-
sented a visual shock to the watching Israelites in the story.”14 This raises an 
important question: Why did Nadab and Abihu bring incense in the first place?

For some interpreters, that Nadab and Abihu did something that was not 
commanded is all we need to know to explain the punishment. Because the 
cult stands squarely under the authority of God, any freelancing is strictly 
forbidden. Nadab and Abihu are punished for going beyond what was pre-
scribed. This sounds eminently reasonable, but the literary character of Lev. 
9 suggests another way of understanding the problem.

Ritually, we must distinguish Lev. 8 from chaps. 9–10. Chapter 8 describes 
the ordination of Aaron and his sons to the priesthood, which takes place over 
seven days. Chapter 9, on the other hand, describes the rituals of the eighth 
day, which lead to the dramatic theophany that climaxes the entire tabernacle 
narrative. Leviticus 8 is distinctive in that every ritual action that takes place 
has been carefully scripted in Exod. 29:1–37. Compare, for example, the com-
mandment regarding the burnt offering in Exod. 29:15–18 with the execution 
of that command in Lev. 8:18–21:

Then you shall take one of the rams, and Aaron and his sons shall lay their 
hands on the head of the ram, and you shall slaughter the ram, and shall take its 
blood and dash it against all sides of the altar. Then you shall cut the ram into 
its parts, and wash its entrails and its legs, and put them with its parts and its 
head, and turn the whole ram into smoke on the altar; it is a burnt offering to 
the Lord; it is a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to the Lord. (Exod. 29:15–18)

Then he brought forward the ram of burnt offering. Aaron and his sons laid 
their hands on the head of the ram, and it was slaughtered. Moses dashed the 
blood against all sides of the altar. The ram was cut into its parts, and Moses 
turned into smoke the head and the parts and the suet. And after the entrails 
and the legs were washed with water, Moses turned into smoke the whole ram 

14. James Watts, Leviticus 1–10, HCOT (Leuven: Peeters, 2013), 512–13. Gordon Wenham 
says much the same thing:

Throughout chs. 8 and 9 the obedience of Moses and Aaron is constantly stressed (8:4, 9, 
13, 17, 21, 29, 36; 9:5, 7, 10, 21). Every step they take is in obedience to a divine command 
directly given or mediated by Moses. Both chapters open with such a word (v. 2). But the 
action in ch. 10 commences without any divine directives. In language very reminiscent 
of ch. 8 we learn of Nadab and Abihu taking the initiative themselves. The alert listener 
or reader at once senses that there is something wrong. This scene does not begin like 
the previous two. It is structured differently. Almost immediately the narrative explains 
what is wrong: the fire they offered was “not commanded.” (The Book of  Leviticus, 
NICOT [Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979], 134)
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on the altar; it was a burnt offering for a pleasing odor, an offering by fire to 
the Lord, as the Lord commanded Moses. (Lev. 8:18–21)

The same is true, mutatis mutandis, for the relationship of all the sacrificial 
instructions in Exod. 29 to their execution in Lev. 8. Nothing has been left to 
chance. God has laid out all the rules in precise detail.

In comparison to this, the rites of the eighth day, described in Lev. 9, unfold 
very differently.15 In this chapter Aaron and his sons must consult the general 
rules for sacrifice laid out in Lev. 1–7 and discern which ones apply to the 
current circumstances.16 Contrast, for example, the pattern found in Lev. 8, 
wherein Moses executes the commands already given and is commended for 
acting “just as the Lord commanded [him],” with what we find in Lev. 9:16: 
“He presented the burnt offering, and sacrificed it according to regulation 
 The phrase “according to regulation” refers the reader back to ”.[כמשפט]
the generic laws (what I will call “the priestly manual”) for the burnt offer-
ing in Lev. 1.17

This is no small difference. In a word, the period of Mosaic supervision 
has drawn to a close, and from now on the responsibility will rest on the 
priests to “check the manual,” so to speak, as to what comes next. As we 
have seen, this is exemplified in the case of the people’s burnt offering (Lev. 
9:16). But we could argue similarly with respect to Nadab and Abihu’s incense 
offering. As scholars have long noted, the telos of the tabernacle narrative 
is described in Exod. 29:42b–46, a text that is sandwiched between the laws 
for the daily animal and incense offerings (29:38–42a and 30:1–10).18 Indeed, 
the laws for the animal tāmîd blend almost imperceptibly into a description 

15. On the enormous difference between these two chapters, see Andreas Ruwe, “The 
Structure of the Book of Leviticus in the Narrative Outline of the Priestly Sinai Story (Exod. 
19:1–Num. 10:10*),” in The Book of  Leviticus: Composition and Reception, ed. Rolf Rendtorff 
and Robert A. Kugler, VTSup 93 (Leiden: Brill, 2002), 55–78, here 67. But it should be noted 
that I do not agree with Ruwe’s claim that the book of Leviticus as a whole should be divided 
into two parts, chaps. 1–8 and 9–26. Chapters 8–10 remain something of a unity in my mind, 
notwithstanding the significant caesura between 8 and 9.

16. See Rolf Rendtorff, Leviticus, BKAT 3 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag 1985), 
298; and Ruwe, “Structure,” 68: “The sacrificial regulations in 1:1–7:37, however, refer only to 
the first offering of Israel through Aaron and the Aaronites, celebrated following the consecra-
tion, and all further offerings of the people.” Of course, we should not overstate the matter: the 
sin offering that the priests offer for themselves will vary from what was prescribed in Lev. 4.

17. For a similar use of the phrase “according to regulation” (כמשפט), see Lev. 5:10, which 
also functions as an abbreviation of a rite and refers the reader back to the sacrificial law of  
Lev. 1.

18. Among others, see Erhard Blum, Studien zur Komposition des Pentateuch (Berlin: de 
Gruyter, 1990), 297; Christophe Nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch, FAT 25 (Tübingen: 
Mohr Siebeck, 2007), 34; and Sommer, Bodies of  God, 100.
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of God’s indwelling the tabernacle complex—the presumption being that 
once the tabernacle has been constructed (Exod. 40) and the priests ordained 
(Lev. 8, fulfilling the commands of Exod. 29:1–37), the morning and evening 
tāmîd (“regular”) offerings are to begin. This would include the offering of a 
sheep at the outer bronze altar (Exod. 29:38–41) and the incense offering at 
the inner golden altar (30:7–10).19 Given the structure of Exod. 29:1–30:10 
(seven days of ordination followed immediately by the two tāmîd offerings), 
one might have expected that once the commands regarding priestly ordina-
tion had been completed in Lev. 8 that Aaron and his sons would commence 
their regular daily routine with respect to the tāmîd offerings. The synagogue 
mosaic at Sepphoris depicts the rites of Lev. 9 in just this fashion.20 To our 
surprise, however, Lev. 9 opens with a set of unexpected commands regarding 
the ritual of the eighth day that are ordered to secure the public theophany 
at the close of the chapter (v. 24).

The animal tāmîd offerings, however, have not been forgotten, just dis-
placed. In an offhand remark in the middle of the eighth-day ceremony we 
learn that Aaron has attended to the requirements of the animal tāmîd:21 “He 
presented the grain offering, and, taking a handful of it, he turned it into 
smoke on the altar, in addition to the burnt offering of  the morning” (Lev. 
9:17, emphasis added). Since the animal tāmîd, “the burnt offering,” had 
already been offered and was clearly in accord with a divine command, one 
could infer that the incense tāmîd should follow. This position was suggested 
by Rashbam and followed by the late medieval Jewish interpreter Seforno 
(d. 1550).22 Though I think this is the best explanation, it is by no means 

19. Many modern readers have been misled by the chapter divisions to think of Exod. 30:1–10 
as a new literary unit. But the Masoretes were sensitive to the Priestly writer’s own division when 
they identified 30:11 as the next literary unit. P divides the discourse of Exod. 25:1–31:18 into 
seven discrete units, the first of which is the longest and extends from 25:1 to 30:10. On this, see 
Peter Kearney, “Creation and Liturgy: The P Redaction of Ex 25–40,” ZAW 89 (1977): 375–87. 
Critical scholarship has been so focused on the “misplacement” of the instructions to build 
the incense altar (30:1–6)—positing that they should have been found in Exod. 25—that it has 
overlooked the fittingness of the instructions to offer incense (30:7–10). Strikingly, the Samaritan 
version, which does relocate the incense legislation, attaches it to 26:35 rather than chap. 25.

20. Ze’ev Weiss, The Sepphoris Synagogue: Deciphering an Ancient Message through Its 
Archaeological and Socio-Historical Contexts (Jerusalem: Israel Exploration Society, 2005), 
77–94, esp. 91–94.

21. Milgrom notes that it is unusual that our text has mentioned the daily tāmîd in asso-
ciation with the grain offering (v. 17) rather than with the burnt offering in the previous verse 
(v. 16). But he offers the reasonable explanation that “the writer presumes that the burnt offering 
and cereal offering are an inseparable pair and are sacrificed together” (Leviticus 1–16, 584).

22. Rashbam can be found in Miqra’ot Gedolot: Wayyiqra (Ramat Gan: Bar-Ilan, 2013), 
at Lev. 10:1; for Seforno, see Bi’ur al Ha-Torah le-Rabbi Obadiah Seforno (Jerusalem: Mosad 
Ha-Rav Kook, 1980), at Lev. 10:1.
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conclusive (as is little in the first few verses of Lev. 10!). David Hoffman rejects 
this view on the supposition that the daily incense offering was offered by 
one priest rather than two. He concludes that “it is more accurate to explain 
the offering along the lines found in the Mekhilta de-Millu’im that the sons 
of Aaron wanted to bring a special freewill offering of incense in order to 
express their joy.”23 But whatever position one takes, it is clear that Nadab and 
Abihu did not intend to stray from divine teaching. In any event, the question 
becomes, what did they do wrong?

Various Attempts at an Answer

This is a challenging matter. After some two millennia of inquiry no consen-
sus has emerged. One common solution locates the problem with the fire. 
Menahem Haran, for example, explains:

Nadab and Abihu intended to make an offering of incense in their censers (Lev. 
10:1–3). They were punished because they offered it to Yahweh in “strange fire,” 
that is, fire other than that which was kept burning on the altar for the daily 
sacrifice. Nadab and Abihu apparently [emphasis added] took their fire from 
somewhere outside the altar-area and placed it in their censers, as it is stated: 
“each took his censer and put fire in it.”24

At first blush, this explanation seems obvious. But Greenstein has called our 
attention to Haran’s use of the word “apparently.” Assumptions are being 
made here; a closer inspection reveals that the text says nothing about the 
source of the fire.

But the difficulty goes deeper. “Indeed, a persistent problem with this read-
ing,” Greenstein explains, “is the fact that the ‘fire’ is presented first as mere, 
unqualified ‘fire’ (so 10:1a: “put fire in it”). It is modified as ‘strange’ only 
after it had been offered with incense before YHWH (10:1b).”25 This suggests 

23. David Hoffman, Das Buch Leviticus, 2 vols. (Berlin: Poppelauer, 1905–6), 1:292.
24. Menahem Haran, Temples and Temple-Service (Oxford: Clarendon, 1978), 232. This 

interpretation is found already in Bruno Baentsch, Exodus, Leviticus, Numeri (Göttingen: Van-
denhoeck & Ruprecht, 1903), 349, and in many others since: Roland Gradwohl, “Das ‘fremde 
Feuer’ von Nadab und Abihu,” ZAW 75 (1963): 288–96, here 290–91; John C. H. Laughlin, 
“The ‘Strange Fire’ of Nadab and Avihu,” JBL 95 (1976): 559–65, here 560–61; and Milgrom, 
Leviticus 1–16, 598.

25. Edward Greenstein, “Deconstruction,” 58. Nihan has noted the same thing:
Yet as already observed by Dillman, if the same notion was intended in Lev. 10, the 
profane provenance of the fire used by Nadab and Abihu should have been specified at 
the beginning, not at the end of the description of the ritual act undertaken by Aaron’s 
sons, when the fire they used was mentioned for the first time, exactly as is the case 
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that the fire, in and of itself, was not the problem. Accordingly, the medieval 
Jewish commentary known as the Hizquni (thirteenth century) remarks: “All 
incense offerings involve fire; it was in fact the incense, not the fire, that was 
‘alien.’”26 Baruch Levine echoes this sentiment when he writes: “Hebrew ʾēš 
zārāh ‘alien fire’ refers to the incense itself. [This phrase] could be translated 
‘an alien [incense offering by] fire.’”27 Additional, but certainly not conclusive, 
support for this explanation can be found in the law for the incense offering 
itself. In Exod. 30:9 Moses explicitly warns the priests not to offer “strange 
incense” (qəṭōret zārâ) at the altar. Some have suggested that the offering of 
Nadab and Abihu falls under the umbrella of this specific warning.28

Another reason for not adopting Haran’s suggestion too quickly is found 
in Lev. 16. Prior to laying out the rules for the rites of Yom Kippur, we read: 
“The Lord spoke to Moses after the death of the two sons of Aaron, when 
they drew [too] near [בקרבתם] before the Lord and died” (16:1).29 This 
verse suggests that it was neither the incense nor the fire that was problem-
atic but rather the decision by these two minor priests to encroach upon an 
area they did not have privileges to enter. In this respect, the sin of Nadab 
and Abihu looks a lot like that of Korah in Num. 16–17, a favored point of 
comparison for many modern interpreters. Arie Noordtzij, for example, 
has argued: “Apparently they intended to offer daily incense that only the 
high priest was authorized to do.”30 But as Greenstein quickly adds: “The 
telltale ‘apparently’ admits to a high degree of doubt, leaving room for the 
contrary claim [of Gordon Wenham]: ‘Along with Aaron and their brothers, 
Eleazar and Ithamar, [Nadab and Abihu] had just been ordained as priests. 
It may be assumed, therefore, that they had the right to offer incense.’ The 

in the instructions of Lev. 16:12–13 and Num. 17:11. Instead, the formulation of 10:1 
suggests that the “profane fire” results from the addition of incense (קטרת) on the fire 
burning in Nadab’s and Abihu’s censers. (From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch, 581–82)

26. Hizquni on the Torah (Jerusalem: Mosad Ha-Rav Kook, n.d.), at Lev. 10:1.
27. Baruch Levine, Leviticus, JPS Torah Commentary (Philadelphia: Jewish Publication 

Society, 1989), 58.
28. So, Levine, Leviticus, 59.
29. I am following the lead of the MT, the lectio difficilior. Numbers 3:4 and 26:61 offer a 

different understanding. The matter would be different if we followed the LXX or the targums, 
which have adjusted the text of Lev. 16:1 to harmonize it with Num. 3:4 and 26:61. On this 
problem, see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 598, though Milgrom adopts the reading of the LXX.

30. Arie Noordtzij, Leviticus, Bible Student’s Commentary (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982), 
loc. cit. (emphasis added). The comparison of Lev. 10:1–3 with the narrative of Num. 16–17 is 
frequent. See more recently, Benedikt Jürgens, Heiligkeit und Versöhnung: Levitikus 16 in seinem 
literarischen Kontext, Herders Biblische Studien (Freiburg: Herder, 2001), 280–83; Reinhard 
Achenbach, Die Vollendung der Torah: Studien zur Redaktiongeschichte des Numeribuches im 
Kontext von Hexateuch und Pentateuch, Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für altorientalische und biblische 
Rechtsgeschichte 3 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2003), 93–97; and Hieke, Levitikus 1–15, 385.
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need to ‘assume,’” Greenstein concludes, “bespeaks the undecidability of 
the sense.”31

Several commentators have suggested that Nadab and Abihu’s incineration 
arose from a dispute between two rival priestly parties.32 Such a view, ironi-
cally, often follows from the observation about how difficult it is to discern the 
nature of the sin.33 Accordingly, Erhard Gerstenberger writes: “In the case of 
Nadab and Abihu, there was a divine death sentence involving death by fire 
for the guilty parties. Put plainly: A formerly influential, rival priestly group 
was eliminated. The alleged occasion for their elimination is of  no interest 
as such. One need only allude to it, and not really designate it.”34

The point I wish to make is that no single explanation has garnered a con-
sensus and it is highly unlikely that after centuries of reflection any will ever 
do so. The fact that most modern commentators reflexively append words 
such as “apparently” or “it may be assumed” to their explanations says about 
all one needs to know about the nature of the problem. The claim that the 
text is really about tensions between different priestly parties is also a form 
of testimony to the difficulty of resolving the nature of the crime (so Ger-
stenberger). A few recent commentators, however, have been more forthright 
about the intractable nature of the problem. Benjamin Sommer, for example, 
concludes that the various solutions are unpersuasive due to “the severely 
enigmatic nature of Leviticus 10.”35 James Watts is sharper still: “The end-
less attempt by interpreters to explain what Nadab and Abihu did wrong is 

31. Greenstein, “Deconstruction,” 58, citing Wenham, Book of  Leviticus, 154 (emphasis 
added).

32. Frank Moore Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press, 1973), 204–5; Martin Noth, Leviticus: A Commentary, OTL (Philadelphia: 
Westminster, 1977), 84; and Erhard Gerstenberger, Leviticus: A Commentary, OTL (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox, 1996), 117. I find this explanation hard to accept because the chapter 
as a whole finds fault with all four of Aaron’s sons. Can we really imagine that the Priestly 
source polemicized against Aaron’s entire line? But just such a case has been made by Rein-
hard Achenbach, “Das Versagen der Aaroniden: Erwägungen zum literarhistorischen Ort von 
Leviticus 10,” in “Basel und Bibel”: Collected Communications to the XVIIth Congress of  the 
International Organization for the Study of  the Old Testament, Basel, 2001, ed. M. Augustin 
and H. M. Niemann, BEATAJ 51 (Frankfurt am Main: Peter Lang, 2004), 55–70. On this claim, 
see the weighty critique of Nihan, From Priestly Torah to Pentateuch, 606–7.

33. So Cross (Canaanite Myth, 204) writes: “Nadab and Abihu . . . offered ‘strange fire,’ 
whatever that may be, before Yahweh.”

34. Gerstenberger, Leviticus, 117 (emphasis added). Finally I might mention the attractive 
suggestion of David Damrosch (The Narrative Covenant: Transformations of  Genre in the 
Growth of  Biblical Literature [Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1991], 267–78) regarding 
various points of overlap between the account of Lev. 10 and the sin of Jeroboam in 1 Kings 
13–15. But as this approach is mainly interested in literary parallels and has little to say about 
the nature of the sin in Lev. 10, I will not give it consideration.

35. Sommer, Bodies of  God, 112. Note that he cites Greenstein’s work with approval.
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pointless.”36 Such comments remind me of what Robert Jenson once said 
about the doctrine of the atonement: “It is one of the most remarkable and 
remarked-upon aspects of theological history that no theory of atonement 
has ever been universally accepted. By now, this phenomenon is itself among 
the things that a proposed theory of atonement must explain.”37

Has the Answer Been Deliberately Withheld?

This is, in fact, the approach Greenstein takes. He starts from the premise 
that the biblical text intentionally withholds the reason and then asks why 
this might be. It would be difficult to establish such a thesis solely on the 
grounds that scholars have not agreed. In this sense our text would be no 
different from hundreds of others in the Hebrew Bible. A lack of consen-
sus is not a rare thing in biblical scholarship. To be persuasive, we must 
establish a good reason that the text is silent about such an important 
question. We will turn to the matter of a material cause shortly. But let us 
look for a moment at some formal features of our text that may confirm 
Greenstein’s thesis.

Commentators often divide Lev. 10 into two parts: the first half pertains 
to the sin of Nadab and Abihu and its aftermath (vv. 1–11), while the second 
deals with the consumption of the various sacrificial pieces and concludes 
with the apparent error of Eleazar and Ithamar (vv. 12–20).38 What is most 
striking about the second half of the chapter is the way Moses inspects the 
activity of the priesthood in regard to their sacrificial responsibilities. In 
each of the subunits (meal offering [vv. 12–13], offering of well-being [vv. 
14–15], sin offering [vv. 16–20]) Moses documents how the priests’ actions 
tally with the laws given in Lev. 1–7 (another reference back to “the manual”) 
and explicitly notes whether the actions accord with the divine command-
ments or not.

This last point is worth bearing in mind as we consider another point of 
structural congruity. As has often been noted, the chapter provides two very 
different pictures of how Aaron reacts to the errors of his children.39 In the first 
he acquiesces to the divine punishment, but in the second he argues strongly 
on behalf of his sons against the claims of Moses, and his words carry the day.

36. Watts, Leviticus 1–10, 187.
37. Robert Jenson, Systematic Theology, vol. 1, The Triune God (Oxford: Oxford University 

Press, 1997), 186.
38. See Achenbach, “Das Versagen,” 63.
39. On Aaron’s response to Moses at the end of the chapter, see Frevel, “Und Mose hörte 

(es),” 104–35 and the literature cited therein.
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Error of Nadab and Abihu (Lev. 10:1–3) Error of  Eleazar and Ithamar (Lev. 10:17–20)

Then Moses said to Aaron, “This is 
what the Lord meant when he said, 
‘Through those who are near me I will 
show myself holy, and before all the 
people I will be glorified.’”

“Why did you not eat the sin offering in the sacred 
area? For it is most holy, and God has given it to 
you that you may remove the guilt of the congre-
gation, to make atonement on their behalf before 
the Lord. Its blood was not brought into the 
inner part of the sanctuary. You should certainly 
have eaten it in the sanctuary, as I commanded.”

And Aaron was silent. And Aaron spoke to Moses,

“See, today they offered their sin offering and 
their burnt offering before the Lord; and yet such 
things as these have befallen me! If I had eaten the 
sin offering today, would it have been agreeable to 
the Lord?”

And when Moses heard that, he agreed.

What is striking is that in the case of Eleazar and Ithamar, Moses spells 
out very specifically what law has been violated (“Its blood was not brought 
into the inner part of the sanctuary”; cf. Lev. 6:23). But this careful correlation 
of sacrificial law with its subsequent execution is precisely what is missing 
in the first few verses of the chapter. Moses’s explanation of the affair is just 
as mysterious as the sin itself: “This is what the Lord meant when he said, 
‘Through those who are near me I will show myself holy, and before all the 
people I will be glorified’” (10:3).40 When did God say this and how does it 
clarify the character of Nadab and Abihu’s sin? These questions cannot be 
answered. The contrast between the errors committed by these two sets of 
sons is vividly drawn. The literary structure of Lev. 10 confirms Greenstein’s 
contention that Nadab and Abihu’s error is cloaked in mystery.41

One should also observe that the biblical author had antecedent material 
before him that could have explained the error. Exodus 30:7–10 documents 

40. Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16, 600) poses the obvious question: “But where did he say [this]?” 
Recognizing that there is no clear antecedent, Milgrom interprets the clause prospectively: 
“This is what the Lord has decreed, saying: ‘through those near to me . . .’” Yet this interpre-
tation—which says nothing about the nature of the deed but only something about what it 
reflects concerning the deity—only further underscores that our narrator is withholding from 
the reader the cause of the punishment.

41. It is worth noting that the end of the chapter has its own enigma. It is by no means clear 
what the force of Aaron’s explanation is that eventually assuages the anger of Moses. Com-
mentators have, for the most part, thrown up their hands. It would appear that the narrator 
has drawn a curtain between the (implied) lay reader and the sacerdotal office. I agree with 
Watts (Leviticus 1–10, 515) when he writes: “The text’s ambiguity indicates that the authors’ 
interests lie elsewhere. The writers of Leviticus 10 did not intend to decide a particular issue of 
ritual practice by telling this story, but instead wanted to demonstrate Aaron’s newly granted 
authority in action.”
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how the incense offering is to be made and explicitly warns against desecration 
(v. 9). It is striking and hardly accidental that our author makes no reference 
to this text.

A Deconstructionist and Apophatic Reading

So we are left with the question of why Nadab and Abihu’s sin is not identi-
fied. Greenstein has suggested that a deconstructive reading strategy may be 
of assistance. Deconstruction is a valuable tool for a text like this because it 
openly acknowledges structural limitations in regard to all human knowing. 
No single reading, no matter how well conceived philologically or trenchantly 
argued historically, can provide a “stable or impregnable meaning.”42 The 
integrity of the story will always stand athwart any attempt to domesticate 
it. Hebrew narrative “is as stubborn as Job in the face of his friends’ conten-
tions,” Greenstein writes. “In the end God supported Job. Interpretation runs 
into difficulty—Derrida’s aporia—at precisely those points at which it seeks 
to impose order.”43

But Greenstein does not follow Derrida to the letter (nor will I).44 For 
Derrida believes that every text we encounter—no matter what the author 
may intend—resists domestication because all meaning is subject to endless 
deferment. Greenstein, however, contends that there is a particular reason 
(or “logos”) that conditions the difficulty of discerning the nature of Nadab 
and Abihu’s cultic error. In order to appreciate this nondeconstructive detail 
we need to step back for a moment and look at Lev. 10 in light of the lengthy 
tabernacle account that precedes it.

The first thing to be observed is the parallelism between the creation of 
the world in Gen. 1 and the building of the tabernacle in Exod. 25–Lev. 9. 
As Peter Schäfer has put the matter: “The creation of the world is not, if one 
accepts this view, solely the work of God but also the work of man: only when 
Moses erects the tabernacle is God’s created order brought to completion.”45 
The role ascribed to human agency in this narrative is not to be overlooked. 
Human actions have become a nonnegotiable part of the way God has chosen 

42. Greenstein, “Deconstruction,” 62.
43. Ibid., 60.
44. Watts (Leviticus 1–10, 513) makes a similar criticism, but he then proceeds to dismiss the 

rest of Greenstein’s arguments. The text’s purpose is not to make a claim about the character 
of God, Watts argues, but to buttress priestly claims to power. As I will claim below, almost 
all of what Greenstein has argued can be retained if we just recast his Derridean terminology 
into its Dionysian counterpart.

45. Peter Schäfer, “Tempel und Schöpfung,” Kairos 16 (1974): 132.
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to direct human history. A second and closely related point is the manner 
in which this building project succeeds in capturing the presence of God. 
Moses opens the rites of the eighth day with the warning to do exactly as 
God has commanded (Lev. 9:6–7). Aaron complies with complete obedience 
and succeeds in attracting the divine presence to the sacrificial altar (“Fire 
came out from the Lord and consumed the burnt offering and the fat on the 
altar; and when all the people saw it, they shouted and fell on their faces,” 
9:24). In allowing the tabernacle to be built and the cult to begin, God has 
invited Israel to participate in the divine life. But along with this gracious 
condescension comes considerable risk. Because Israel’s liturgical actions 
are allowed to attain such theurgic capabilities, God’s freedom is put at risk. 
Has the priesthood gained the upper hand over the being of God? Can the 
mastery of cultic law allow the priesthood to conjure the divine presence 
at will? Mē genoito [May it never be]! As Thomas Hieke puts the matter: 
“This dramatic narrative dispels the misunderstanding that one can compel 
God to behave in a certain way through human—or more exactly—ritual  
action.”46

Greenstein would certainly agree with this sentiment, but he would want 
to say more. Because of the limitations inherent to human knowing, every 
approach to God will be dangerous. (One thinks of the Israelites’ cry at the 
close of the Korah episode: “Everyone who approaches the tabernacle of the 
Lord will die. Are we all to perish?” Num. 17:27 [17:13 Eng.].) God lessens 
this danger by revealing a protocol for drawing near to his presence (Lev. 
1–7). But the danger involved in approaching God will always exceed any 
finite list of precautionary measures. However much law a priest may master, 
every approach to the altar constitutes a potential danger. The spirituality 
of Ps. 24 and the ark narrative returns with a vengeance: “Who can ascend 
the mountain of the Lord, who may stand in his holy place?” (Ps. 24:3 AT). 
Hieke captures this well when he writes: “[Lev. 1–9] gives the impression that 
the priests have a marvelous world at their disposal with their own office at 
the center in which they can flourish. Leviticus 10, however, makes it clear 
that the priests have been given the dangerous task of drawing near to God 
again and again as the representatives of the people.”47

46. Hieke, Levitikus 1–15, 379. Also see his remarks on 332: “The narrative of the dramatic 
death of Nadab and Abihu in Leviticus 10 forms a contrast to the ideal-cult and serves as an 
example of warning that the careful observance of liturgical rites should not lead the priest 
to think he can manipulate God through ritual actions.” Sommer (Bodies of  God, 120–21) 
registers similar concerns about the theurgic dimensions of Priestly theology. In his opinion the 
non-Priestly sources have better resources for dealing with this challenge. But if my argument 
about Lev. 10 holds, the Priestly source holds its own on this matter.

47. Hieke, Levitikus 1–15, 379. See also Watts, Leviticus 1–10, 513–17.
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Though Greenstein has chosen to express these theological ideas in Der-
ridean vocabulary, I think that his approach finds a better vehicle in the 
realm of negative, or apophatic, theology. On this view I would interpret 
the numerous commands that God has given Moses about the foundation 
and operation of the cult as a witness to the kataphatic side of revelation. 
God provides enough information about himself and the world he has cre-
ated that the priesthood can attract his physical presence to a structure 
built by human hands and tend to his daily needs. But kataphasis always 
requires an apophatic corrective.48 There remains an infinite gap between 
creature and creator, and no matter how much cultic law one might master, 
God will not be reduced to an object subject to human control. Lest the 
priesthood become inebriated by the power God has conferred upon it, the 
radical otherness of God’s majestic glory breaks out and reestablishes his 
utter transcendence.

Let us look at how Greenstein concludes his argument, but allow me to 
gloss his Derridean vocabulary with words that could have been drawn from 
the father of apophatic theology, Pseudo-Dionysius, also known as Saint 
Denis. Derrida’s thoughts are “under erasure” while the words of Saint Denis 
are in italics.

The story of Nadab and Abihu, as narrative, intrudes into the exposition of 
cultic law that precedes and follows it. It may strike the reader as disrupting 
the text as violently as the flash of fire annihilated the young priests. As the 
narrative genre of the episode disturbs the legal landscape by its otherness, so 
does its representation of a possibly opaque and nonverbal—suprarational 
irrational—God upset the orderliness of the cultic system. Notwithstanding 
the cultic regulations . . . God has not in fact explained everything. The sys-
tem contains terrible dark secrets; YHWH may strike without warning. . . . In 
our reading [the disruption on the eighth day shows us that] God is greater 
than above/beyond the cultic order. A God worthy of name cannot be wholly 
contained trammeled by rules any more than an infinite God can be contained 
by names, by language. The priest can only control what the priest does; he 
cannot control God. Behind the orderly veneer of priestly ritual, behind the 
parokhet that screens off YHWH’s quasi-condensed presence from the human 
observer, is the inscrutable Other. YHWH can hardly be better comprehended 

48. For a gentle introduction to the themes of apophatic theology, see Bernard McGinn, 
The Foundations of  Mysticism: Origins to the Fifth Century (New York: Crossroad, 1994), 
157–82; Denys Turner, The Darkness of  God: Negativity in Christian Mysticism (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1995), 19–49. For the briefest primer possible: Jaroslav Pelikan, 
The Melody of  Theology: A Philosophical Dictionary (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University 
Press, 1988), s.v. “apophatic.”
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than the motives of Nadab and Abihu and the question of whether they had 
done anything amiss.49

It is striking how minor these corrections are. We get nearly the same results 
with Saint Denis but avoid the theological (and literary!) errors that accom-
pany Derrida.50

I would like to emphasize, before concluding, that on this view we will never 
know what Nadab and Abihu did wrong. Because if we could, our propensity 
to theurgic hubris would not be lessened (which is the intention of our text), 
but rather abetted. The biblical author does not want us so much to “learn” 
from their example (that is, they did X wrong and I will never do that again) 
as to develop a sense of wariness about the altar of God (I will never master 
all that is required for this job).51 In this sense, the story of Nadab and Abihu 
has much in common with the story of Cain and Abel. For God’s acceptance 
of Abel’s sacrifice and rejection of Cain’s raises problems very similar to those 
of Nadab and Abihu. What did Cain do wrong? Not surprisingly, commen-
tators have come to no agreement on this, most likely because the text itself 
does not wish to disclose the motive. The preference for Abel over Cain, like 
that of Jacob over Esau, is grounded in the mystery of election, a domain of 
divine activity that is closed off to full human comprehension.52

49. Greenstein, “Deconstruction,” 63–64.
50. For a similar point, see Bryan Bibb, “Nadab and Abihu Attempt to Fill a Gap: Law and 

Narrative in Leviticus 10:1–7,” JSOT 96 (2001): 83–99. He says that God “reminds the people 
that the problem is not that there is no order in his divinity. The problem is that the limited 
understanding and ability of humans can only take a few steps toward comprehending the true 
reality, with its blessings and dangers. The narrative not only exposes the depth of the problem, 
it also motivates them to think more about the limitations of their cultic system” (95–96).

51. Which is not to say that there is no lesson to be learned here. Obviously Nadab and Abihu 
did violate some law—God does not act irrationally when he takes their lives. But for reasons 
that I have spelled out, the text is not interested in providing the reader with an explanation. 
The point of the author is to instill within the reader the sense of danger that should attend 
every approach to the altar. As Milgrom (Leviticus 1–16, 577) notes, the Sifra had a feeling 
for the wariness that overtook Aaron as he prepared to assume his priestly office. One could 
also compare Aaron’s worries to the young Martin Luther who shook in fear the first time 
he approached the altar to offer the Eucharistic sacrifice. He later said that had he not been 
restrained he would have fled and never raised the host. See Martin Brecht, Martin Luther: His 
Road to the Reformation, 1483–1521 (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1985), 70–76. My suspicion is that 
many modern commentators lack the necessary theological imagination that attends the real 
presence of the deity to appreciate the religious world of the Bible. On precisely this point, see 
the perceptive comments of Mary Douglas in her essay “The Bog Irish,” in Natural Symbols: 
Explorations in Cosmology (New York: Pantheon Books, 1970), 37–53. Her comparison of 
Pope Paul VI’s comments on the Eucharist in Mysterium Fidei with West African practices 
(see 47–48) is right to the point.

52. On the impossibility of determining Cain’s error and its significance for the book of 
Genesis, see Jon D. Levenson, Death and Resurrection of  the Beloved Son (New Haven: Yale 
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There is good reason then, why interpreters have found it difficult to lo-
cate the precise character of the error of Nadab and Abihu. Our text, which 
hitherto has been so deeply invested in the kataphatic process of revelation, 
recoils in worry that the reader who has mastered the many details of Leviti-
cal law may believe that he or she has acquired the formula for conjuring 
the divine presence. In some senses, the story of Nadab and Abihu and that 
of the ark in the books of Samuel are of a piece, as the lectionary cycle of 
the synagogue has long suggested.53 Both narratives address the question of 
divine freedom from a context in which God has apparently given human 
beings considerable control over his person. In Samuel the issue is: What is 
the role of God’s saving presence in the ark? Scripture is clear about God’s 
condescension to dwell on the ark and his intention to venture forth with 
Israel’s armies to victory in battle. This raises an obvious question: Will the 
ark “work its magic” regardless of the moral status of those who attend it? 
The ark narrative answers that question with a resounding “no.”

In Lev. 10 the theological challenge is slightly different. Here God’s conde-
scension through ritual law has granted the priesthood the power to conjure 
God’s presence. Rashi captures this aptly when he comments on the promise 
Moses makes at Lev. 9:6: “Through the works of [Aaron’s] hands, God will 
make his presence manifest.” This grants a considerable degree of power 
to the cultic procedures that Moses is about to hand over to Aaron and his 
sons. But Lev. 10 shows us that the power granted to the priesthood is far 
more complex than it may have appeared at first. Not only do the commands 
require human discernment in order to be obeyed, but the cost of even the 
slightest error is frightfully high. No wonder the Israelites recoil in fear at 
the prospect of attending the altar.

Let me conclude by saying that my thesis can be articulated in both a softer 
and a stronger sense. At the softer end, I hope I have cogently argued that the 
final canonical form of our text is patient of an apophatic reading. If Rashi is 
to be trusted, one of the prominent issues at stake in Lev. 8–10 is the liturgical 
power placed in the hands of the clergy. The reader who is sensitive to these 
theurgic possibilities cannot help but wonder what checks are in place to re-
mind the priest of his status as a vulnerable and radically dependent creature. 
“Who would ascend the mountain of the Lord” is a question not only for 
the lay pilgrim but for the servant of the altar as well. As Greenstein argues, 
“A God worthy of the name cannot be wholly contained trammeled by rules 

University Press, 1993), 71–75. I will return to the theological challenges represented by such 
a text in chap. 5.

53. Fishbane, Haftarot, 120–21.
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any more than an infinite God can be contained by names, by language. . . . 
The priest can only control what the priest does; he cannot control God.”54

But my claim, truth be told, has been slightly stronger than this. I have 
suggested that not only is the text patient of such a reading but it invites or 
even solicits it (but note that I do not claim that it demands this reading). To 
that end I suggested that the irresolvability of the episode is reflected in the 
literary character of Lev. 10 as a whole. The author underscores obedience or 
disobedience to very specific sacrificial requirements: incense, grain, well-being, 
and sin offerings (vv. 1, 13, 15, 18). In each of the final three instances—grain, 
well-being, and sin offerings—the requirements are easily traceable to laws 
found in the priestly manual of Lev. 1–7. Only the incense offering departs 
from this pattern. In this instance alone we do not learn about the specifics 
but are simply told that the violation is testimony to the holiness of God: 
“This is what the Lord meant,” Moses explains, “when he said,

‘Through those who are near me
 I will show myself holy,
and before all the people
 I will be glorified.’” (Lev. 10:3)

This is, of course, an answer that explains nothing (check the commentar-
ies!). And that is precisely my point. Perhaps recourse to apophatic theology 
gives us at least one way of making sense of this striking literary feature of 
our chapter.

54. Greenstein, “Deconstruction,” 64.
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