
  •  A  •  A  •  A

Pharaoh’s War with 
the Israelites: 

e Untold Story
srael nohl

In the long and remarkable history of ancient Egyptian civilization, 
 Pharaoh Merneptah played a fairly marginal role. e odds, it must be 

conceded, were against him from the start: Having ascended his country’s 
throne in what was probably the seventh decade of his life, he governed 
Egypt for a mere ten years (1213-1203 ...). In such a short span of time 
it was naturally difficult to step out from under the huge shadow cast by his 
father, Ramses II, one of the great kings of the ancient world. Nevertheless, 
Merneptah succeeded in earning a special place in the history of the Jewish 
people: He was the first foreign leader to publicly announce the annihila-
tion of Israel.

is declaration—which was, of course, somewhat premature—is in-
scribed on a memorial stele that Merneptah erected in celebration of his 
military victories. Since the 1896 discovery of the stele in a temple in the 
ancient Egyptian city of ebes, it has piqued the curiosity of scholars and 
stirred the imagination of laymen alike.1 e stele’s chief significance lies in 
the fact that it contains the first mention of the name “Israel” outside of the 
Bible. is obscure reference poses a number of questions: Who or what did 
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the Egyptian sovereign mean to identify by this appellation? Exactly when 
and where did the confrontation to which he referred take place? And, no 
less important, does the Bible itself contain any mention of such a dramatic 
event in the history of the people whose story it tells?

As we will discover, the answers to these questions are contained in an 
enigmatic hymn in the book of Psalms, which has yet to receive the atten-
tion it deserves. Deciphering this text, laden as it is with ambiguous expres-
sions and arcane images, requires painstaking exegetical effort. Yet such an 
undertaking is richly rewarded. For not only does it provide a glimpse into a 
mysterious event from Israel’s earliest days, but it also sheds new light on the 
religious world of our ancestors, demonstrating just how radical and unique 
their beliefs already were when they made their first appearance as a nation 
on the stage of history. 

Psalm 68 is perhaps the most difficult chapter in the book to understand. 
 ere are many hapax legomena (words that are singular to the text) hapax legomena (words that are singular to the text) hapax legomena

and archaic linguistic forms that complicate its analysis. Its main thrust is 
a hymn that celebrates a divine victory on the battlefield. It opens with the 
proclamation “Let God arise, let his enemies be scattered; let his foes flee be-
fore him.”2 e account of the battle is preceded by a call to sing and rejoice 
before God,3 as well as a depiction of the moral virtues of the deity, who is 
“the father of orphans and the champion of widows.”4 e psalmist then 
enumerates the many kindnesses that God has shown his people in the past, 
as a preface to the celebration of deliverance in the present war.5 He waxes 
eloquent on God’s tremendous might, before which all of creation trembles: 
“e earth quaked and the heavens poured down rain because of God.”6

e battle itself concludes with the enemy generals defeated and 
fleeing.7 According to the psalmist’s praise, God smites the heads of his 
enemies.8 After the carnage, a victory parade is held, in which the revelers 
sing and play, and young women gaily dance: “First come singers, then mu-
sicians, amidst maidens playing timbrels.”9
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Following the description of the war and the defeat of the enemy, the 
psalmist voices his expectation that the nations will recognize the supremacy 
of the God of Israel: “Kings will bring you tribute…. Sing to God, O king-
doms of the earth.”10 In this context, he refers to only two nations by name: 
“Tribute-bearers shall come from Egypt, Cush shall hasten to stretch out her 
hands to God.”11

Why were Egypt and Cush singled out? e answer is likely to be found 
in the preceding verse, which begins with an appeal to God to “rebuke the 
beast that dwells among the reeds.”12 e verse evidently alludes to Egypt, 
which is presented as an animal that lives among the reeds on the banks of 
the Nile. is interpretation is supported by numerous biblical references 
to Egypt as a “splintered reed of a staff” on which Israel cannot depend,13 as 
well as by Ezekiel’s portrayal of Pharaoh as a sea monster.14 It is thus quite 
plausible that the enemy described in this psalm, as many scholars have 
argued, is Egypt.15 Hence the author’s specific mention of the Pharaonic 
kingdom and its ward, Cush, as the nations that would ultimately recognize 
the sovereignty of God.

After likening Egypt to a “beast that dwells among the reeds,” the 
psalmist goes on to describe the country as “the herd of bulls with the calves 
of the peoples.”16 is representation is reminiscent of Jeremiah’s critique 
of the southern empire: “Why are your bulls (abirim) swept away…. Egypt 
is a beautiful heifer…. Even her mercenaries in her midst are like fatted 
calves.”17 e Hebrew word abirim is used in the Bible to denote both bulls 
and warriors.18 Accordingly, we may assume that the abirim—the large bulls 
mentioned by the psalmist—symbolize the commanders of the Egyptian 
army, whereas the “calves” refer to their soldiers.19

Let us now turn to the last part of verse 31: “ose who are appeased 
(mitrapes) only by pieces of silver, and who forcibly disperse nations that mitrapes) only by pieces of silver, and who forcibly disperse nations that mitrapes
would rather fight than pay.”20 is is a highly enigmatic phrase, and com-
mentators have debated its correct interpretation at length. One particu-
larly compelling explanation is offered by biblical scholar Umberto (Moshe 
David) Cassuto: “Rebuke him who is appeased only by bars of silver, that is 
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to say, by the payment of tribute, but scatters by the might of his arm the peo-
ples who refuse to be tributary to him and prefer to oppose him in battle.”21

Cassuto holds that the expression “pieces of silver” (ratzei kasef ) alludes to 
ingots that are broken up (rotzetzu) from a larger block of the precious metal. 
In ancient times, when coins were not yet in use, these pieces of silver were an 
accepted form of payment. Cassuto’s reading of the Hebrew word mitrapes as mitrapes as mitrapes
a willingness to be gratified is based on the assumption that “we may derive 
from the primary signification of the stem r-p-s in Semitic languages (akin to r-p-s in Semitic languages (akin to r-p-s
‘trample’) the meaning, in the hitpael conjugation, ‘to be appeased.’”hitpael conjugation, ‘to be appeased.’”hitpael 22 Other 
scholars understand mitrapes as a transitive verb meaning “to trample.”mitrapes as a transitive verb meaning “to trample.”mitrapes 23

ey evoke, in this context, Ezekiel’s depiction of the king of Egypt as a sea 
monster that slithers through rivers, leaving them turbid and muddy in his 
wake: “You are like a dragon in the seas, thrusting through their rivers, trou-
bling the waters with your feet, and fouling [tirpos] their rivers.”tirpos] their rivers.”tirpos 24 In Psalm 
68, the “beast that dwells among the reeds” tramples its subjugated nations 
to collect their tax in silver pieces. If we adopt Cassuto’s explanation, the 
continuation of the verse, “who forcibly disperse nations that would rather 
fight than pay,” implies Egypt’s practice of waging war against peoples who 
refused to pay it taxes and forcefully dispersing them.25 It would not, then, 
be far-fetched to assume that “Israel” too was, at one stage or another, one of 
these peoples and was consequently headed for a clash with Pharaoh’s army. 
e question is, when?

The denunciation of Egypt as a violent and predatory kingdom may 
 illuminate the historical background of the confrontation depicted 

in Psalm 68, but it does not provide us with a date of the events. Indeed, 
scholars have struggled with this difficult question. 

Hermann Gunkel, who identified Egypt as the main butt of the psalm, 
suggested that the text was composed between 408 and 343 ..., at the 
end of which Egypt liberated itself from Persian domination and gained 
its independence.26 However, John Gray, a professor of ancient Semitic 
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languages at the University of Aberdeen, pointed to the flaws in this 
conjecture, as there is no evidence that Egypt attempted to subjugate Israel 
during this period.27 Gray claims that Psalm 68 would have been composed 
no later than the eighth century ..., since it mentions the presence of 
representatives from the tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali at the victory 
parade.28 Since both these tribes were exiled from the land by Assyrian king 
Tiglath-Pileser in 732 ..., it is highly unlikely that their members would 
have taken part in any local ceremony after that year.29

Yet Gray, too, does not provide us with a satisfactory theory. For exam-
ple, he understands verse 31 as a censure of Egypt for oppressing the People 
of Israel when the latter was still living as a slave nation there.30 Although 
this might appear to be a reasonable hypothesis, it is not congruent with the 
rest of the hymn. True, the description in the book of Exodus of Israelite 
enslavement under Egyptian rule refers to sarei misim31 (literally, “ministers 
of taxation”), but these functionaries were actually taskmasters charged with 
the supervision of forced labor. In Psalm 68, moreover, there is no trace of 
this enslavement, and the conflict it portrays does not take place anywhere 
near Egypt or the Red Sea.

It is likewise difficult to accept the argument advanced by Gunkel and 
other scholars according to which the linguistic similarities between Psalm 
68 and numerous prophecies from the period of the Babylonian exile and the 
return to Zion suggest that these texts were composed at roughly the same 
time.32 We have no concrete proof that the psalmist was acquainted with 
these prophecies, or that he borrowed expressions and images from them. 
Indeed, it is quite possible that it was actually the other way around—that 
is, that it was the psalm that inspired the prophets.33

e language of the psalm suggests that at the time of its composition, 
Egypt was still the dominant power in the land, although its hold over its 
northern neighbors was already beginning to weaken.34 is indeed was the 
geopolitical situation in Canaan at the end of the twelfth century ..., 
when the decline of the mighty Egyptian empire led subjugated kingdoms 
and peoples to turn against it, hoping to rid themselves of its burden. 
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Merneptah’s victory stele bears witness to this state of affairs. e stele 
was erected to commemorate Pharaoh’s successful military campaign, dur-
ing the fifth year of his rule, against the Libyans and the “sea peoples”—a 
confederacy of tribes who terrorized the eastern basin of the Mediterranean confederacy of tribes who terrorized the eastern basin of the Mediterranean confederacy
during the second millennium ... In the stele’s inscription, Merneptah 
also recounts the events of a campaign he had conducted in Canaan35 at an 
unknown date.36 e inscription does not explain the circumstances that 
caused the Pharaoh to launch this campaign, but it is reasonably surmised 
that he intended to reassert his authority over rebellious subjects who 
refused to pay his taxes.37 If we are to believe Merneptah, the insurgents 
learned a costly lesson: 

Canaan is captive with all woe. 
Ashkelon is conquered, Gezer seized, 
Yanoam made nonexistent; 
Israel is wasted, bare of seed. 

Merneptah boasts of taking over three Canaanite cities—Ashkelon, 
Gezer, and Yanoam—and of dealing “Israel” a mortal blow. Egyptian hi-
eroglyphics employ determinatives to clarify the meanings of certain words; 
the determinative that appears next to the name “Israel” denotes a tribe or 
a people. From the context of the inscription, then, it clearly emerges that 
during Merneptah’s military campaign in Canaan his army clashed with a 
local tribal group named Israel. e Egyptian ruler claims that he succeeded 
in wiping this group off the face of the earth.38 As I will attempt to show in 
what follows, Psalm 68, too, was composed to commemorate the war with 
Merneptah, and it presents the Israelites’ version of this event.

In what region did this group named Israel reside when Merneptah waged 
 war against it?
As historian Nadav Na’aman has established, Yanoam, the name that 

precedes that of Israel in the Merneptah inscription, was located in northern 
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Transjordan. In Egyptian documents Yanoam is mentioned alongside sites 
in the southern Bashan region. Egyptian sources also indicate that this Ca-
naanite city was located near a lake or river. Na’aman therefore suggests that 
Yanoam was located at Tell esh-Shihab, on the banks of one of the tributaries 
of the Yarmuk River, overlooking the road between the cities of Ashtaroth 
and Damascus.39 If he is correct, Merneptah’s army proceeded in a north-
easterly direction: from Ashkelon, on the edge of the Mediterranean, to 
Gezer, west of Jerusalem, and thence to Yanoam, in Transjordan.

As noted, the Egyptian inscription mentions the name “Israel” after an-
nouncing the destruction of Yanoam. One could of course make a case that 
inasmuch as the name Israel refers to a tribal group rather than a city, it is 
not part of the campaign’s geographical trajectory, as outlined on the stele. 
Yet it is more likely that the inscription does adhere to the progression of does adhere to the progression of does
the Egyptian army, whereby the battle against Israel actually took place in 
a region near Yanoam.40 Na’aman thus reasons that the tribal confederation 
called “Israel” resided at the time in Transjordan.41

e information that may be inferred from Psalm 68 helps to complete 
the picture. Verse 15 reads, “When Shaddai scattered the kings there, snow 
fell on Zalmon.” is should probably be understood in reference to verse 
13: “e kings and their armies are in headlong flight; the women at home 
divide the spoil.” Verse 15 adds that when “Shaddai,” God, dispersed the 
commanders of the armies, snow fell on Mount Zalmon.42 Mount Zalmon, 
near Shechem, is mentioned in the story of Abimelech’s enthronement in 
Judges,43 but as Psalm 68 does not contain any other references to this re-
gion, we ought to consider other possibilities as well. Abraham Ibn Ezra, the 
famous twelfth-century scholar, wrote in his commentary on the Bible that 
Mount Zalmon is a “well-known mountain in eastern Transjordan.”44 And 
indeed, it appears that Jabal al-Druze, a mountain located in the Hauran 
region, was known in ancient times as Mount Zalmon.45 is identification 
is geographically consistent with the mention of Mount Bashan in the fol-
lowing verses: 
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O mountain of God, Mount Bashan; O many-peaked mountain, Mount 
Bashan. Why do you watch from on high, O many-peaked mountains, the 
mount God desired as his abode, where the Lord will dwell forever? God’s 
chariots are myriads upon myriads, thousands upon thousands of warring 
angels; the Lord is among them, Sinai is in his holy place.46

e scholarly opinion according to which Mount Bashan is actually 
Mount Hermon is certainly sound.47 e Bible, after all, refers to Mount 
Hermon as the northern border of the Bashan.48 e mountain, which has 
multiple peaks, is described in the psalm as a “many-peaked mountain, 
Mount Bashan.” According to the talmudic sages and later commentators, 
the verses cited above portray a confrontation between the many-peaked 
Mount Bashan and the “mount God desired as his abode,” which they 
identify with Mount Sinai or Mount Zion. e reason for the conflict, 
they maintain, was Mount Bashan’s envy of the site where God had chosen 
to dwell.49 ere is, however, little evidence for this approach in the plain 
meaning of the psalm: Although commentators argue that the word teratz-
dun, “watch from on high” (verse 17), means to gaze jealously, there are no 
grounds for this exegesis. 

A more plausible reading is suggested by Rashi, following Rabbi Moshe 
Hadarshan. is interpretation, which understands teratzdun to mean an 
ambush or a stakeout, is based on the context in which the word yeratzed
appears in the Book of Ben Sira,50 as well as on a similar expression in Ara-
bic that means “to lay in wait” or “to inspect.”51 Addressing the summits of 
Mount Hermon with the call “Why do you watch from on high?” the psalm-
ist demands the reason for their spying on the events. e expression echoes 
a verse in Judges: “e citizens of Shechem erected ambushes against him on 
the mountaintops.”52 e psalm depicts the “many-peaked mountains”—the 
summits of Mount Hermon—as observing the enemy from above. In this 
manner they seem to take part in the battle and help God, not unlike the role 
Deborah ascribes to the stars in the campaign against Sisera.53
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e most reasonable conclusion, then, is that Mount Bashan with its 
many peaks is itself the subject of verses 16-17. e reference to Mount 
Hermon in verse 17 is consistent with the language of Psalms 42:7—“in this 
land of Jordan and the Hermons”—in which the plural “Hermons” reflects 
the mountain’s multiple peaks.

e psalmist exalts Mount Bashan as the “mountain of God”: “the 
mount God desired as his abode, where the Lord will dwell forever.”54

Ibn Ezra, characteristically astute, argues that the psalm considers Mount 
Bashan to be the dwelling place of the Lord and his angels.55 is may be a 
Hebrew adaptation of the ancient Mesopotamian myth that establishes the 
cedar forests in the mountains of Lebanon as the home of the gods.56

e identification of Mount Bashan as the mountain of God in Psalm 
68 does not cohere with the prevailing approach in the Bible, which exalts 
Jerusalem as the dwelling place of God.57 Although Jerusalem is mentioned 
later on in the psalm—“From your temple above Jerusalem kings bear gifts 
to thee”58—the garbled syntax of the verse gives rise to questions. After all, 
the gifts should be brought to God’s temple, not from it. is is probably, 
as some scholars claim, the result of an intervention by a later editor who 
scrambled the text. Israeli scholar Yehezkel Kaufmann, for example, argued 
that the original opening of the verse was “From their temple” and was their temple” and was their
subsequently changed to “From your temple” by editorial emendation.59

e same editor was most likely responsible for the heading in verse 1 that 
ascribes the psalm to David. It is not inconceivable that the insertion of Je-
rusalem in the psalm was designed to reconcile this hymn with the ideology, 
dominant from the time of David onward, that consecrated the capital of 
the united Kingdom of Israel (and subsequently of the Judean state) as the 
city in which God had chosen to establish his abode for all eternity.60

e unique notion, reflected in Psalm 68, that Mount Bashan is the 
dwelling place of God indicates that this is an early text, and it supports our 
hypothesis that it was written some time after the clash with Merneptah, 
during a period when the People of Israel lived in northern Transjordan.61

e evidence we have presented supports the assumption that a battle 
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between Israel and Egypt took place in the Hauran or the Bashan, most likely 
in approximately 1210 ... Now we must try to determine, on the basis 
of the same data, what exactly took place during this elusive confrontation 
whose outcome the two sides interpret so differently.

Psalm 68 goes to great lengths to praise the divine intervention that led 
 to the defeat of the enemy. God’s army, the psalm relates in verse 18, 

was composed of a multitude of chariots and thousands of warrior angels 
(“shinanim” in the words of the poet).62 But if we leave aside the fantastic 
element of the text for a moment, we will discover that it, as well as other 
documents, contains significant clues as to what really happened on the 
battlefield. 

Verse 28, for example, reports that the tribes of Benjamin, Judah, 
Zebulun, and Naphtali participated in the victory parade: “ere is little 
Benjamin who rules them, the princes of Judah who command them, the 
princes of Zebulun and Naphtali.” It appears, then, that these tribes took 
part in the battle as well. Zebulun and Naphtali were northern tribes whose 
lands were not far from the Bashan and the Hauran, and it may well be 
that they inhabited these areas before they settled in the Galilee. But the 
mention of Benjamin and Judah is problematic. What did these tribes, who 
lived in the southern parts of the land, have to do with a conflict that tran-
spired in northern Transjordan?

is difficulty, however, is easily resolved, as the Bible itself provides 
us with ample evidence of the presence of Judahites and Benjaminites in 
northern regions at those times. e connection between Judah and Gilead 
is confirmed by Chronicles,63 while the episodes of the concubine of Gibeah 
and Saul and Ish-bosheth attest to Benjamin’s ties to the same area, particu-
larly to the town of Jabesh-Gilead.64 Over time the tribe of Judah assimilated 
such southern ethnic groups as the Kenizzites and the Kenites, but during 
the period we are discussing it was firmly rooted in the north. us, Judah’s 
absence from the list of tribes in the Song of Deborah65 is evidently due to 
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the fact that a Jebusite-Canaanite territory separated it from the other tribes 
of Israel and prevented it from joining that campaign.66 Conversely, the 
tribe did participate in the clash with Merneptah, which took place before did participate in the clash with Merneptah, which took place before did
it had settled Israel’s central mountain range, fighting alongside its kinsmen 
from Benjamin, Zebulun, and Naphtali.

It is not very likely that Merneptah’s imperial force was really vanquished 
by the tribal coalition that rose up against it in northern Transjordan. At the 
same time, it is clear that the Egyptian ruler’s claim to having annihilated 
Israel was also unfounded. We must therefore comb our sources for slivers 
of information that will enable us to construct a more reliable account of 
the outcome of the event in question.

Fortunately archaeological findings shed some light on the matter. 
Together with Merneptah’s victory stele, these findings include pictures of 
combat engraved in the outer wall of the temple erected by Rameses II in 
Karnak. Egyptologist Frank Yurco of the University of Chicago has shown 
that the subject of these engravings is Merneptah’s military campaign in 
Canaan.67 One of them depicts a conflict between the Egyptian army and 
another force of men; these men are similar in appearance and clothing to 
the Canaanites, and they are using chariots as part of the campaign. Yurco 
believes that this picture portrays the battle between “Israel” and Mernep-
tah’s forces. If there is any truth to this assumption, then the Israelites were 
equipped with chariots—a prestigious and highly sophisticated weapon in 
those days.68 Anson F. Rainey, an expert on the ancient Near East, points 
out the weakness of Yurco’s theory, arguing that chariots were a sign of war-
rior nobility, whereas the Merneptah inscription refers to Israelites by the 
determinative of a nomadic tribe.69 In his view, the picture Yurco discusses 
illustrates a confrontation between the Egyptians and Canaanites, probably 
ensuing during the conquest of Yanoam. He identifies “Israel” in other 
reliefs from the same series, however, in which men dressed like nomadic 
shepherds are carried off as prisoners to Egypt.70

If, then, Pharaoh’s army captured combatants from among the People of 
Israel, it is not inconceivable that the reverse also occurred. is is one way 
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of understanding verse 19: “ou didst ascend the heights, having taken 
captives, having taken gifts of men, even of those who rebel against the Lord 
God’s abiding there.” e psalmist’s choice of words may be understood in 
light of a similar verse in Numbers: “I hereby take your brethren the Levites 
from among the people of Israel; they are a gift to you, given to the Lord, to 
do the service of the Tent of Meeting.”71 Both verses feature a gift that God 
takes for himself: “having taken gifts,” and “I hereby take… a gift.” In both 
cases, the gift is a “gift of men” (the prisoners of war and the Levites taken 
from among the People of Israel to serve God in the Tent of Meeting72).

What can we infer from the parallels between these two verses? Perhaps 
that Egyptian soldiers, referred to as “rebels,”73 were captured by the Isra-
elites and assigned to work in God’s temple. e verse “ou didst ascend 
the heights, having taken captives, having taken gifts of men” can be read 
in this vein. e phrase “ou didst ascend the heights” evokes the haughty 
speech of the Assyrian king: “It is I who have climbed the highest moun-
tains, ascended the remotest parts of the Lebanon.”74 Here, too, the reader 
is told that God ascends a mountaintop covered in cedars, “Mount Bashan” 
or the Hermon, leaving the battle—probably fought on the plains of the 
southern Bashan or Hauran—far behind him.75 e verse thus suggests the 
intriguing possibility that an ancient Hebrew temple existed atop Mount 
Hermon to which the captives were brought. e name “Hermon” itself, 
with its etymological connection to herem (“consecration”), seems to imply 
this possibility. It may be that when the tribes of Israel gave this name to the 
mountain, they were already using it for ritual purposes.76

On the basis of all of the above, we may formulate the following hy-
pothesis: In the confrontation between the Egyptian army and the tribes of 
Israel that took place in northern Transjordan, no side was able to crush the 
other completely. On the one hand, Scripture and archaeological findings 
indicate that not long after this clash, the Israelites crossed the Jordan and 
settled in the central mountain range west of the river. On the other hand, 
though Merneptah’s claim that he annihilated Israel was clearly vainglori-
ous, it is doubtful whether he would have dared to make such a declaration 
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if he hadn’t exacted a heavy death toll among his opponents. It is equally 
doubtful, in light of the imbalance of power between the two sides, that 
Merneptah suffered a real defeat. Yet the results of the battle clearly gave 
the ancient Israeli poet a reason for celebration. e very fact that the small 
tribe of Israelites could hold its own against the great Egyptian empire, in-
flicting losses and evidently taking captives as well, is viewed by the psalmist 
as a resounding triumph. e hymn he composed expresses his conviction 
that this achievement was the outcome of divine intervention, a miraculous 
salvation for which God must be thanked.

If the contribution of Psalm 68 consisted merely of obscure allusions to a 
 forgotten battle in Israel’s early history, it would probably have re-

mained the province of academic discussions by biblical scholars. But the 
importance of the psalm is not limited to the historical testimony it con-
tains. For it also sheds light on the birth of biblical faith—a faith that was, 
from its very beginning, theologically groundbreaking. 

In order to understand the revolutionary nature of the religious world-
view expressed by the psalm, we must place it in a comparative context. For 
example, a number of experts have pointed out the connection between the 
singular language of Psalm 68 and Canaanite poetry.77 It is also worth not-
ing the likeness the psalm bears to Egyptian religious texts from the Rames-
side period, texts that were composed—if our hypothesis is correct—at 
about the same time.78

e Ramesside period began after the reign of Akhenaten, or Pharaoh 
Amenhotep IV, and his successors. Akhenaten, who ruled Egypt in the mid-
fourteenth century ..., was considered the first major religious innova-
tor: He sought to transform Egyptian religion, with its rich, polytheistic 
tradition, into a belief in one deity, Aten, identified with the sun disk. His 
monotheistic reform did not last long: After his death his name was erased 
from the lists of Egyptian kings, the city he had built in honor of Aten was 
abandoned and destroyed, and the faith he had championed seemed to 
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vanish into thin air. But his unique legacy was not entirely eradicated. Dur-
ing the Ramesside period, the Egyptian religion displayed an inclination 
to profess the unity of God, perhaps due to the influence of Akhenaten’s 
ideas.79 e chief deity of the Egyptian pantheon at the time was Amun-Ra, 
an amalgam of the invisible creator Amun and the sun god Ra. In religious 
texts of this period Amun-Ra is portrayed as the foundational source of all 
existence; he is a moral and compassionate god, “who frees the prisoner 
from the dungeon, the father of the needy and poor.”80 Amun-Ra was not 
considered the heavenly ruler of Egypt alone, however. He was a universal 
god, and foreign peoples were also expected to worship him and to con-
tribute to his cult. e Egyptians counted the Asiatics (i.e., the Canaanites) 
among the nations that bowed before Amun-Ra.81

is context may help us understand some of the images and expres-
sions of Psalm 68, such as the glorification of God as “the father of orphans 
and the champion of widows… [He] sets free the imprisoned, safe and 
sound”82; the description of the gifts that will be brought to the God of 
Israel by the kings of foreign nations (especially Egypt and Cush83); and the 
call to “Sing to God, O kingdoms of the earth.”84 e psalmist seems to 
have appropriated for his own deity some of the titles and virtues that had 
been attributed to Amun-Ra. It is not inconceivable that he was acquainted 
with the Egyptian religion, whether directly or through intermediaries. e 
conflict of Psalm 68, then, is not merely a military struggle between ancient 
Israel and the forces of Pharaoh Merneptah. It is also a religiocultural clash. 
In defiance of the Egyptian faith, which viewed Amun-Ra as the universal 
ruler of all peoples, the psalmist announces that it is precisely Pharaoh’s 
kingdom that will send tributes to the Lord of Israel, for all nations will 
ultimately come to recognize the sovereignty of the Hebrew God.

e biblical text, however, does not content itself with appropriating 
certain aspects of the Egyptian religion. It goes a step further. Egyptian 
religious writings from the Ramesside period repeatedly emphasize that 
Amun-Ra is one of a kind. At the same time, they do not deny the existence 
of other gods, who emanated—so they claim—from this supreme creator.85
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In contrast, the author of Psalm 68 employs a broad range of divine names 
and descriptions86 (which he cites in varying combinations87), yet all of them 
refer to a single, exclusive deity; other gods are not even implied.

is idea is fully expressed in verse 9 of the psalm, which, I believe, has 
not been adequately explained by commentators: “e earth quaked and 
the heavens poured down rain because of God, he is Sinai, because of God, 
the God of Israel.” Various interpretations of the phrase “he is Sinai” have 
been suggested in scholarly literature.88 Some see it as an epithet along the 
lines of “the God of Sinai,”89 while others regard it as an addition designed 
to indicate that it was Mount Sinai that quaked when God chose to reveal 
himself upon it.90 In my view, however, the key to understanding this enig-
matic expression can be found in another verse in the same chapter: “God’s 
chariots are myriads upon myriads, thousands upon thousands of warring 
angels; the Lord is among them, Sinai is in his holy place.”91 As we have 
seen, the first part of the verse is a hyperbolic description of God’s army. 
When the poet writes, “the Lord is among them,” he means that God is 
present among his warriors. In the second part of the verse, “the Lord is 
among them, Sinai is in his holy place,” the word “Lord” is parallel to the 
word “Sinai.”92 e parallelism suggests that “Sinai” is one of the names of 
God; “Sinai is in his holy place” indicates that the God of Israel, who is also 
called “Sinai,” is “in his holy place,” namely in his temple.93 If this conjec-
ture is correct, we can understand the words “he is Sinai” as a complement 
to the preceding phrase, “because of God.” e psalmist announces that 
the God before whom the mountains shook and the heavens poured down 
rain “is Sinai.”94 e importance of this statement becomes clear to us in 
view of the fact that the names “Sin” and “Sinai” appear in close proximity 
in the Torah.95 Sin is the Mesopotamian moon god, the heavenly patron of 
the city of Haran, whence, according to biblical tradition, the patriarchs 
originated.96 e psalm, then, seems to be equating “Sinai”—Sin—with 
the God of Israel.

Verse 5 features another example of how the psalmist ascribes holy 
names from other religions to a single divine entity: “Sing to God, sing 
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praises to his name; extol him who rides the clouds; in the Lord is his 
name, exult before him.” As many scholars have observed, the moniker 
“who rides the clouds” is taken from an all-but identical expression in the 
vocabulary of Canaanite mythology, where it is used to describe Baal, the 
god of storms and rain.97 Yet in Psalm 68 it is the God of Israel who is the 
cloud-rider, about whom it is also said, “to him who rides the ancient, high-
est heavens.”98 e addition “in the Lord is his name”—introduced by the 
identifying prefix “in”—serves to emphasize that the name originally used 
for Baal is now being used to describe the one and only God, whom the 
People of Israel worship.99

e cardinal significance of Psalm 68, the victory song over Merneptah, 
for our knowledge of the origins of the Israelites and their faith cannot 
be overstated. is psalm—probably one of the most ancient texts in the 
Bible—is both a rare historical document and an innovative theological 
manifesto. It provides invaluable information about the history of the 
People of Israel as they took their first steps in settling the land, and about 
biblical religion as it formulated its first expressions of monotheism. Cru-
cially, the psalm reveals that, contrary to popular opinion within academic 
circles, such belief was not forged over hundreds of years, during which a 
particular tribal and national god gained ascendancy over other deities. It 
seems that, already in the early stages of their conquest of the land, when 
they were just beginning to embark on their path to nationhood, the Israel-
ites experienced a genuine revolution in religious consciousness, evidenced 
by the merging of various supernatural entities from neighboring cultures 
into a single deity bearing multiple names.100 e God to whom the psalm-
ist devotes his triumphal hymn is at once the heavenly patron of the People 
of Israel and the universal sovereign, whom all the nations are called upon 
to worship and praise: “Sing to God, O kingdoms of the earth.”

Israel Knohl is the Yehezkel Kaufmann Professor of Bible at the Hebrew University of 
Jerusalem and a fellow at the Shalom Hartman Institute.
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