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The Structure of Josh. 23 and 24:
An Evaluation of

William Koopmans' Search for Poetic Prose"

Klaas Spronk

Culemborg - The Netherlands

Is it too soon to ask at this moment the question of relevance? The study according
to the principles of the "Kampen School" of texts between what we call poetry and
prose is still in its beginning. Scholars who are reluctant to accept the results of the
analyses by De Moor and his students can only be convinced by cumulative evidence.
On the other hand there are amongst others these massive studies by Koopmans, of
which the last one was accepted, cum laude, as a doctoral thesis. Reading the elaborate
technical discussions and being overwhelmed by the many details and cross-references
to other texts, the reaction of the reader can only be: is it worthwhile? Does it yield
new information! which could not have been obtained more simply? Is this more than
just another forceful attempt to find new ways of reading texts which have been studied
so extensively and for so long? Or is this new stream of information like the last gulf of
water running from a spring that is about to dry up: surprisingly big, but eventually
no more than an ominous sign?

Important for the success of a new method is that it convincingly rules out in one
way or another the subjectivity of its user and also that it is not too difficult for other
scholars to work with it. It is interesting in this respect to make a comparison with
the way of reading biblical texts advocated by Wolfgang Richter.! He not only wants
to offer "Sicherheit und Nachpriifbarkeit," but he also postpones the differentiation
between poetry and prose." His approach, however, is so technical that apart from his
own students very few scholars have adopted it. In many reviews of his works and that
of his students one finds the remark that there is an imbalance between the amount of
work invested and its results. The aim of this short article is to find out whether this
can be said of the work of Koopmans as well.

·W.T. Koopmans, "The Poetic Prose of Joshua 23," in: W. van der Meer, J.C. de Moor
(eds.), The Structural Analysis of Biblical and Canaanite Poetry (JSOTS 74; Sheffield 1988)
83-118; idem, Joshua ~4 as Poetic Narrative (JSOTS 93; Sheffield 1990) 165-270.

"Koopmans even speaks of "theological insights gained by reading Josh. 23 as poetic narra-
tive" ("Joshua 23," 90).

aCf. W. Richter, Exegese als Literaturunssenschcft: Entwurf einer alttestamentlichen Lite-
raturtheorie und Methodologie (Gottingen 1971). A recent example of exegesis of a part of the
book of Joshua according to this method is the thorough study of Josh. 2 by J.P. Floss, Kunden
oder Kundschafter? Literaturwissenschaftliche Untersuchungen zu Iosua ~ (St.Ottilien 1982
and 1986).

'Richter, Ezeqese, 47.
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In comparing it to studies from the school of Richter, one may note that the method
employed is clearly more simple and shows more respect for the Masoretic Text. The
accentuation established by the Masoretes is accepted as a helpful guide when attempt-
ing to uncover the structure of the text. Matters like tensions in the text, as modern
readers feel them, or repetitions, as we feel are unnecessary, thus playa far less promi-
nent part. So before we start cutting up the text, reassembling it in clearly separated
layers, the text itself gets a fair chance to show its coherence. This modesty fits the
modern reader who still knows so little of the ancient scribes and who still has to work
with his own categories like poetry and prose. The expression "poetic prose" is itself
an indication of our embarrassment in these matters, and the vexing question remains:
would the ancient scribes and poets understand what we make of their texts? Did they
have in mind something like the structures we now see in their works?

Having made the comparison to the school of Richter, it is also interesting to point
to the differences from another approach where, as with Richter and Koopmans, the
synchronic analysis of the text takes precedence over the diachronic analysis. This
approach - connected with the names ofBuber and Rosenzweig and in the Netherlands
with the "Amsterdam school?" - also sticks to the Masoretic text, intending to let the
text speak for itself. Much attention is paid to stylistic devices, especially to what
is called "Leitwortstil," the repetition of important words. The borderline between
poetry and prose is not drawn too strictly, as the exegesis is based on the colometric
division of all texts with the help of the Masoretic accentuation. This method is
more popular than Richter's. It is more comprehensible, but at the cost of being
more vulnerable to the dangers of subjectivity. One may note a certain preoccupation
regarding theological keywords occurring in the text. Here the Kampen school may offer
a good alternative standing between these two methods, trying to be as objective as
possible" and respecting the Massoretic text by concluding on the basis of the structure
of the text which words or phrases are prominent.

This article shall not offer much new information about poetic elements in Ancient
Near Eastern prose. It is due to the kindness of the editors that it was included with the
learned scholarly contributions. But why conceal that it is written out of my work as
a minister, having to deliver a sermon every week explaining and applying the biblical
texts, and out of my working on a commentary on the book of Joshua aimed at non-
professional readersf" This may explain my impatient asking for results. But I also
think that it is not unsound to put these time-consuming studies to the test in this
way. When new methods of reading biblical texts have no clear impact on this practical
level, not only can one question their usefulness but it will also be doubtful whether
they will attract future students.

"Cf. K.A. Deurloo, "Exegese naar Amsterdamse traditie," in A.S. van der Woude (ed.),
Inleiding tot de studie van het Oude Testament (Kampen 1986) 188-198.

·cr. the remark by Koopmans, Joshua 24. 267: "The significance of such phenomena or
characteristics for positing a poetic structure is already indicative that it is necessary to pursue
a systematic and methodological analysis of the text, rather than a somewhat haphazard search
for such structural indicators."

eIn the series Tekst en Toelichting, edited by A.S. van der Woude et alii, published by Kok,
Kampen.
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In the older commentaries on the book of Joshua we only find, jf any," a division of
the text based on the contents, so without mentioning any formal indications, A good
example of this way of describing the structure of the text, which can also be found in
many of the modern commentaries, is offered by Carl Steuernagel." He describes the
contents as follows:

23:1-2:

3-5:

6-8:

9-10:

11-13:

14-16:

24:1:

2-13:

14:

15a:

15b:

16-18:

19-20:

21:

22-27:

28:

in his old age Joshua calls up the whole of Israel;

he recalls the promise of the Lord to wipe out all enemies in the land;

they should be obedient to the Law, not follow other gods but stay with
the Lord;
for this reason the Lord has given them until now the victory over their
enemies;
when they would turn away from Him, the rest of the enemies would
cause their downfall;
just as the Lord kept his promises, he would fulfil his threats.

Joshua assembles the Israelites in Shechem;

he recalls how the Lord has helped Israel from Abraham until now;

he asks them to serve the Lord and to turn away from the other gods;

if not, than they should choose between the gods of their fathers or the
gods of the Amorites;
Joshua and his family have chosen for the Lord;

the people of Israel reply that they also wish to serve the Lord who has
helped them;
Joshua warns that the Lord is jealous;

the people of Israel keep to their words;

Joshua lets them put away the other gods and solemnly declares them
to be in the service of the Lord; this is written down; a stone is erected
as a witness;
Joshua lets the people go home.

In some commentaries we find at the end of ch. 24 the verses 22-24 separated from
verses 25-27, the former being part of the discussion between Joshua and his people,
the latter describing the way in which the covenant with the Lord is established.

In the study of the structure of Josh. 23 and especially of ch. 24 the comparison
of biblical texts describing the covenant between Israel and its God with Ancient Near
Eastern vassal treaties" led to new insights. It appeared to be possible to divide the

T As could be expected Martin Noth in his famous book on Joshua does not pay attention to
the structure of these chapters at all (Das Buch Josu« [HAT 1.7; Tiibingen '1953] 133ff.). He
is more interested in questions concerning the growth of the text.

·C. Steuernagel, Josua (HKAT; Gottingen '1923) 240-241.
"Cf. the literature mentioned by Koopmans, "Joshua 23," 117 n.96; idem, Joshua £4,49-61,

156-157.
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text according to this pattern+?

23:3-5:

6-8:

9-10:

11:

12-13,15-16:

antecedent history;

statement of substance (or basic principle);

(transformed) blessing;

restatement of basic principle;

curse.

24:1

2-13:

preamble;

antecedent history describing previous relationships between the two
parties;

14, 16,
ISb, 21,23,24: basic stipulation governing future relationships;

specific stipulations;

22,27:

19-20:

invocation of the gods as witnesses;

blessings and curses.

This scheme is mentioned in most commentaries together with some restrictive remarks,
because every reader will notice that (what is assumed to be) the normal structure of
the covenant formula is not found in its entirety. Ch. 23 lacks important elements.
Ch. 24 comes closer to the complete pattern, but as is indicated above, it misses out
the usual specific stipulations, whereas the basic stipulation takes a prominent place
throughout the text.

In this short survey we should also mention the remarks made by Boling on the
structure of Josh. 23.11 He divides Joshua's speech in two parts, and both display,
in his opinion, a form of "envelope construction." "The first part is framed by a
description of the Divine Warrior (vv. 3 and 9-10). It focuses on the recent past,
emphasizes that Yahweh has indeed kept his promises (vv. 4-5) as the motivation for
Israel to continue doing likewise (vv. 6-8). (... ) The second half of the speech reverses
the envelope pattern. Here instead is a thunderous warning in two stages (vv. 11-13,
15-16) separated by a compact echo of the first half (v. 14)."

From quite a different angle comes the attempt of Giblin to determine the unity
of Josh. 24:1-25}2 In counting the key nouns and verbs he discovered that many of
them appear precisely seven or twelve times. This leads him to the conclusion that
these verses are not just a medley of different traditions, but a well-balanced literary
product.

To all this can be added now the results of Koopmans' structural analyses. Instead

=cr. T.C. Butler, Joshua (WBC 6; Waco 1983) 253 and 268.
llR.G. Boling, G.E. Wright, Joshua: A New Translation with Notes and Commentary (AB

6; New York 1982) 522.
12C.H. Giblin, "Structural Patterns in Jos 24:1-25," CBQ 26 (1964) 50-69; Boling,

Joshua, 533 mentions his results with approval; to Koopmans, Joshua 2-1, 158-161, they are
unacceptable.
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of merely copying hls colometric delineation together with the division into verses,
strophes, canticles and cantos.P the rendering is confined to the indication of strophes
and larger units together with a short description of the contents. Even without having
Koopmans' text at his/her disposal, the reader can easily reconstruct it, because Koop-
mans follows the Masoretic division of the text as indicated by the diacritical signs.
The added description of the contents can be regarded as a kind of evaluation. It shows
whether it is really possible to see the units as a unity.

canto I (23:1-10)

sub-canto A (1-5)

canticle i (1-2)

strophe 1 (1)(2+3)14

strophe 2 (2) (3 + 3)

canticle ii (3-5)

strophe 1 (3) (3 + 2)

strophe 2 (4)(3 + 215)

strophe 3 (5) (3 + 2)

sub-canto B (6-10)

canticle i (6-7)

strophe 1 (6)(4+ 2)

strophe 2 (7) (2 + 316)

canticle ii (8-10)

- Joshua tells his people how the Lord helped them to
defeat other nations and to inherit their land and urges
them to stay with Him.

- The people gathered by Joshua are reminded of the
Lord's deeds on their behalf in the past and of his
promises for the future.

- The gathering of the people by Joshua.

- Indication of time and situation: Israel has rest,
Joshua is old.

- Joshua calls his people together and refers to his old
age.

- Joshua reminds the people of the Lord's deeds on their
behalf and of his promises.

- The Lord fought for Israel against the nations.

- The land was inherited.

- The Lord will push out the nations and will give their
land to Israel.

- Joshua calls upon the people to stay with their God,
just as He was with them.

- They must be obedient to the Lord and should not
follow other nations.

- Obey the Law!

- Do not follow the nations by serving their gods!

- Stick to the Lord, your Helper!

UKoopmans "Joshua 23," 90-92; idem, Joshua 24, 180-189.
14The numbers given here denote the verses the strophe consists of, i.e. a bicolon and a

tricolon.
"Koopmans leaves out v. 4bB, wkl-hgwym "tr hkrty, explaining it as a gloss, perhaps based

upon 13:lff. ("Joshua 23," 94 n.29). This helps him to find a "symmetrical perfection" based
on his counting of the cola (p.1l4).

av. 7bB, wi' tsby'w, is left out. Koopmans calls it suspect because it is absent in the Septu-
agint Version ("Joshua 23," 99 n.47). Now there are many differences between the Masoretic
text and the ancient Greek translation, to which Koopmans pays no attention. The decisive
argument here seems to be, as with v. 4bB mentioned above, that deletion of this colon would
perfect the symmetry of the sub-canto. A tricolon' of prohibitions here would also match the
tricolon of hypothetical transgressions (v. 12b) and the tricolon of curses (v. 13b)(112 n.85).



strophe 1 (8-9a) (3 + 2) - Stay with the Lord who drove away powerful nations!

strophe 2 (9b-10)(2 + 4) - Because of the Lord no one could withhold you.

256

canto II (11-16)

sub-canto A (11-13)

canticle i (11-12)

strophe 1 (11)(2)

strophe 2 (12)(3 + 3)

K. SPRONK

- Only if you love the Lord, you will succeed.

- If you leave the Lord, He will let you perish.

- Love the Lord and be careful not to turn away from
Him.

- Love the Lord!

- If you leave Him and stick with the nations, ...

canticle ii (13) - the Lord will stop helping you. He will let you down.

strophe 1 (13a-b) (3 + 3) - The Lord will let the nations become a trap.

strophe 2 (13c)(4) - You will perish from this good land.

strophe 1 (14a-b) (2 + 2) - "lam going to die, you should know very well that ... "

strophe 2 (14c-d) (3 + 2) - "every word of the Lord has become reality."

canticle ii (15-16) - The Lord who fulfils his promises also fulfils his
threats.

strophe 1 (15a-b) (3 + 2) - The evil words of the Lord are as mighty as his good
words.

strophe 2 (ISc)( 4) - The Lord can wipe Israel out from this good land.

strophe 3 (16) (2 + 2 +4) - Transgressing the covenant will cause the anger of the
Lord and the loss of the land.

sub-canto B (14-16)

canticle i (14)

- A summary by Joshua.

- Remember that the Lord has fulfilled his promises.

In the analysis of the macro-structure Koopmans points to the function of the
refrains (vv. 3b - SbB - 10 and vv. 13c - ISc - 16c), which show "an increasing
level of urgency and threat,"!" and to the correspondence between the different units
(I.A II II.B and I.B II ILA). All this leads him to the conclusion that Josh. 23 is a
symmetrical composition. According to him this balance can also be found in the
number of cola per canto:

- introduction (vv. 1-2a)(8 cola)
- sub-canto LA (minus intro) (vv. 2b-5) (18 cola)

- sub-canto I.B (preceding kernel) (vv. 6-9) (18 cola)
- kernel (v. 10)(4 cola)

- sub-canto ILA (vv. 11-13) (18 cola)
- sub-canto II.B (preceding conclusion) (vv. 14-15)(18 cola)

- conclusion (v. 16) (8 cola).18

lTKoopmans, "Joshua 23," 109.
l&Koopmans, "Joshua 23," 114.
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It will be clear that in this structure the emphasis is on verse 10, which is also the
last in a series of refrains. The increasing level of threat in the refrains in canto II
complements the basically similar message of canto I.

The first thing a critical reader will notice is that two of the most important con-
clusions by Koopmans seem to contradict each other. The division into (sub)cantos is
worked out convincingly, but is then given up to produce a perfect symmetrical com-
position. For the same reason the usual respect for the Masoretic text was put aside:
vv. 4bB and 7bB were left out, primarily for statistic reasons.

One could also ask whether the division into smaller units and the interpretation
of the external parallelism (as responsion, inclusion OT concatenation) is influenced by
the wish to get a regular structure. We will come to this question after having looked
at Koopmans' analysis of Josh. 24.

Meanwhile, we may notice the benefits of Koopmans' work on this chapter. It offers
a firm basis for a clear division of the text which not only confirms on formal grounds
the results of the close reading by most previous commentators, but also sheds new
light on the relation between the different parts. It is important to note that both
cantos are built up in the same way. This was also noticed by Boling who speaks, as
was mentioned above, of an envelope structure. Koopmans, however, thinks of a more
linear construction when he speaks of refrains. This may be more to the point. It is
interesting in this regard to notice the correspondence of the ending of the sub-cantos
in both cantos: I.A.iL3 (v. 5) corresponds to I.B.ii.2 (v. 9) as they describe how the
Lord drove away the nations. In the second canto we see their negative counterpart in
II.A.ii.2 (v. 13b) which corresponds to II.B.ii.2 (v. 15b), both describing how the Lord
lets Israel disappear from the land.

It should also be noted that the most extensive omissions and additions in the
Masoretic text compared to the text of the Septuagint Version are found at the end of
Larger units. The Septuagint Version adds some lines to the text in v. 5, at the end of
the first sub-canto. The last lines of the second canto are left out in the Greek text.
Without deciding here which text is to be preferred, it can be concluded that we also
see in the transmission of the biblical text a tendency, which is often noticed in the
strophical analysis of biblical texts, to lengthen the last part of a unit.

The colometrical delineation of Josh. 24:1-28 by Koopmans shows that it not only
resembles the previous chapter in contents but also in its formation.

canto I (vv. 1-13)

canticle i (1)(2 + 3)

canticle ii (2-4)

strophe 1 (2)(2 + 3)

strophe 2 (3) (3 + 2)

strophe 3 (4)(2 + 2 + 2)

canticle iii (5-7)

strophe 1 (5)(3 + 1)

- Survey of Israel's history with the Lord.

- Gathering of Israel and its leaders at Shechem.

- Israel's history until the descent to Egypt.

- About the fathers across the river, serving other gods.

- About Abraham who received land and a son.

- About Jacob and his descent to Egypt.

- About the exodus.

- The striking of Egypt.



canticle iv (8-11) - The journey through Transjordan and the conquering
of Jericho.

lSKoopmans numbers with 7b-c. Apparently he overlooked the fact that the previous bicolon
already received the number 7b.

~oKoopmans tries to solve the problems regarding the apparently misplaced list of peoples in
v. lla (cf. also BHS suggesting that it is a gloss) by placing it after v. 12aB and then repeating
v. 12aB for the sake of v. 12aC.
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strophe 2 (6)(2 + 2) - The pursuit by the Egyptians.

strophe 3 (7a-b) (3 + 2) - The Lord intervenes with darkness and the sea.

strophe 4 (7c-d19) (2 + 2) - Israel is witness; it dwelt in the desert.

I

strophe 1 (8) (3 + 3) I - The conquering of the land of the Amorites.

strophe 2 (9-10)(3+2+3) - The struggle with Balak and Balaam,

strophe 3 (11 a+ c)( 3 + 1) - The crossi ng ofthe Jordan and the conquering of J eri-
cho.

canticle v (12-13) - The Lord drove away the peoples of Canaan and gave
their land to Israel.

strophe 1 (12a+llb)(2+3) - Panic drove out the peoples.

strophe 2 (12aB-c20)(2+2) - It also drove out the kings of the Amorites.

strophe 3 (13)(2 + 2 + 3) - Israel received their land and properties.

canto II (14-28) - Joshua makes a covenant between Israel and the Lord.

canticle i (14-15) - Joshua asks to choose between the Lord and the other
gods.

strophe 1 (14)(2 + 4) - Appeal to serve the Lord and put away the gods of
the fathers.

strophe 2 (15a-b) (2 + 2) - If they do not want to serve the Lord, they should
choose another.

strophe 3 (15c-e)(3+2+2) - This choice is between the gods of the fathers or the
gods of the Amorites. Joshua and his family stick to
the Lord.

canticle ii (16-18) - The people choose to serve the Lord.

strophe 1 (16-17a)(4+5) - The people do not want to abandon the Lord who
brought them out of Egypt.

strophe 2 (17b-d)(2+2+2) - He helped them in many ways.

strophe 3 (18) (2 + 3) - The Lord drove out all nations. So the people want to
serve Him as well.

- Joshua's warning and Israel's response.canticle iii (19-21)

strophe 1 (19a-b)(2 + 2) - Joshua says that Israel will not be able to serve the
Lord.

strophe 2 (19c-2021)(4+3)- The Lord punishes those who abandon Him.
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strophe 3 (21) (2) - The people stick to their choice.

canticle iv (22-24) - Affirmation of this choice.

strophe 1 (22) (4 + 2) - The people are witness of their own choice.

strophe 2 (23)(2 + 2) - Appeal to put away the other gods.

strophe 3 (24)(3) - The people affirm their obedience to the Lord.

canticle v (25-28) - The fixing of the covenant.

strophe 1 (25-26) (4 + 4) - The covenant is written down and a stone is raised.

strophe 2 (27a-b) (3 + 3) - The stone is called a witness.

strophe 3 (27c-28) (2 + 2) - The stone is there to prevent deceit. Joshua sends the
people to their properties.

It is impossible within the limits of this article to go through every detail of the
enormous amount of work done by Koopmans. He is in most cases not only impressive
but also convincing. Indications of external parallelism, which is of prime importance
in these analyses, are supported by examples from within and without the Bible. The
work of Dahood and others listing parallel pairs proves to be very helpful. One could
only wish to have more extensive reference books on this subject.

The division of the text into verse-lines is also quite defensible. The form coincides
with the contents. When it comes to the strophes, however, there are some problems.
As can be seen in the description of their contents given above the division into stro-
phes is sometimes questionable. A clear example of this in Josh. 23 is IIB.i.1-2. At
first sight there seems to be no reason to separate v, 14c from v. 14b, the former being
grammatically subordinate to the latter. Moreover, we see in v. 13 the same construc-
tion: the emphasis on the verb yd' (in v. 13 with infinitive absolute; in v. 14 with
the expression "with all your heart and soul") followed by a ky-phrase. The assumed
(numerical) symmetry may have been the decisive argument here, because the formal
markers mentioned by Koopmans are not as strong as the binding elements.

Next to this questionable division into strophes we may note the problems in sep-
arating vv. 11-13 into two canticles. The strong connection between v. 13 and v. 12
argues against it. In Josh. 24 one may have similar problems with II.i.2-3 (v. 15) and
ILv.2-3 (v. 27). The wish to confirm the assumed "tendency to include 3 strophes per
cantide"22 may sometimes have been too strong.

Again, the analysis of the macrostructure offers the most interesting results and
some new insights into this much debated chapter of the book of Joshua. The division
into two cantos is not new, but now reinforced. The structure of these units is clarified
as they are not only separated from each other but are also shown to be intertwined
in many ways. All this stimulates further research, which may be illustrated by the
following remarks. They take up some of Koopmans' conclusions supplementing them
with a number of observations based upon them.

Canto I has a linear structure. It is built up of four canticles with clearly demarcated

II Read "20aA" and "20aB" in stead of the incorrect "20aC" and "20aO" (Joshua £~, 187).
llKoopmans, Joshu« 24, 228,
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different contents: canticle i is the introduction, canticle jj is about the fathers (all
mentioned by name), canticle iii is about the things the Lord did (cf. vv. 5aC and
7bB), canticle iv describes the fights (cf. vv. 8aC, 9aC and llaC), canticle v gives the
conclusion emphasizing the Lord's part in the military deliverance and the gift of the
land by mentioning everything Israel did not do.

Canto II has quite a different structure, as is clearly demonstrated by Koopmans.P
Canticles i-iv are arranged chiastically. The appeal of Joshua to serve the Lord and
to put away others gods in v. 14 (IL1.1) is taken up in v. 23 (IUv.2-3), both being
introduced by with. Canticles ii and iii also correspond, viz. in their concentrating on
the identity of the Lord, whereas v. 20aA takes up v. 16aC-D.

Koopmans admits that the connections joining canticles i+iv with the final canticle
v are less predominant. This is a reason to look once again to the structural analysis
by Giblin.P' Koopmans' basic reason for rejecting it is that Giblin sees vv. 1-25 as a
self-contained literary unit. Looking at Koopmans' analysis now, one may ask why we
could not regard v. 25 as the final canticle. This would be rather short. But so is the
opening canticle (v. 1), to which it is also connected by the mentioning of Shechem.
Koopmans is certainly right when the states that vv. 26-28 is not an independent
literary unit. But is it too farfetched to assume that these verses come from a later
tradition about the signs (the book of the law and a standing stone) of the covenant?25
Whereas vv. 26-28 is indeed dependent upon v. 25, these verses can be left out without
causing any difficulty; that is to say: without any problem regarding the contents.
Koopmans would probably object that in this way the balance between the cantos will
be disturbed. But the damage would not be too big. We would still have five canticles
and just one strophe less than the first canto.

This one example may show that, although Koopmans certainly made his point in
demonstrating that Josh. 24 is "a deliberate poetic composition.T" this analysis should
not be regarded as an alternative to the literary- and form-critical approach.:" It is
better regarded as one step out of the many we have to make to get a better under-
standing of these ancient texts. Koopmans himself demonstrates how these different
approaches can support each other by relating his analysis of the macrostructure of
Josh. 24 to the comparisons between this chapter and the Ancient Near Eastern vassal
treaties.2S

In the row of approaches to the text this textual analysis as proposed by Koopmans
and others should come right after translating the text, because it can also be of help

"Koopmans, Joshua 24, 236-237.
'·See the literature mentioned in note 13.
'·Cf. the remark by Butler, Joshua, 277, that v. 26a "actually duplicates the document clause

of v. 25b and makes it more explicit. It (... ) may well reflect an updating of the tradition,
identifying the statute and judgment of Joshua with the book of the Torah of God."

"Koopmans, Joshua 24, 241.
ncr. the remark by M.C.A. Korpel, J.C. de Moor, "The Fundamentals of Ugaritic and

Hebrew Poetry," in W. van der Meer, J.C. de Moor, The Structural Analysis of Biblical and
Canaanite Poetry (JSOTS 74; Sheffield 1988) 54, that literary criticism may sometimes benefit
from the analytical method used by Koopmans and others.

'·Koopmans, Joshua 24, 405-408. With regard to the influence of this pattern upon the
structure of Josh. 23 he is less positive ("Joshua 23," 117). The parallels with ch. 23 are
admittedly less clear, but perhaps also his "Entdeckersfreude" was still too big here to leave
room for the idea of other factors determining the form of the text.
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in textcritical questions. Next to the examples in 23:5 and 16 mentioned above this
analysis sheds new light on the problem of Josh. 24:11. Koopmans' reconstruction of
the text, which places v. llb after v. 12a, however, is not convincing. Would it not
be more appropriate to regard this tricolon as a later addition, which was placed -
just as the noted additions in ch. 23 - at the end of a larger unit, to complete or to
emphasize the description of the conquering of the land?

It may have become clear that Koopmans' studies on Josh. 23 and 24 evoke many
critical remarks. He sometimes seems to expect more symmetry and numerical balance
than the texts can give. On the other hand he has also shown that these texts offer
more poetry than until now assumed. In this way he has opened new and stimulating
perspectives for further exegesis.

Josh. 23 and 24 Again:
A Response to Klaas Spronk

William T. Koopmans

Orangeville - Ontario, Canada

The perceptive comments and criticisms offered by Klaas Spronk in review of my
structural analyses of Josh. 23 and 24:1-28 as examples of poetic narrative provide a
welcomed opportunity to return to some aspects of these intriguing chapters of the
Book of Joshua.

In the final sentences of his second paragraph, Spronk states that his aim is to
assess whether the amount of work invested in these studies is warranted by the results
attained. However, most of the issues raised in his article pertain to the refinement
of details in the proposed analyses. While identifying a number of areas that warrant
further discussion, Spronk apparently accepts the methodology as being legitimate and
the effort as worthwhile.

One area of concern raised by Spronk focuses on the treatment of Josh. 23:4bB
(wkl-hgwym 'sr hkrty) and 7bB (wi' tsby'w). He questions whether these clauses are
treated as secondary mainly because their deletion would perfect the symmetry of the
poetic structure. At this point it is not necessary to review the many commentators,
relying in part upon the textual evidence of the LXX, who have concluded that these
clauses are secondary. Spronk's point is well taken. If one is going to use the LXX as
evidence in determining the structure of the Hebrew text it is important to be consistent
by taking into account all the significant differences between the LXX traditions and
the Masoretic text within a given passage. In the more extensive study of Josh. 24:1-
28, published subsequent to the study of Josh. 23, a separate section was devoted to
the study of textual differences between the LXX and MT. The focus of that research
centered upon the bearing that the textual differences would have on the proposed
poetic structure. The results of that study suggest that numerous textual variations



can be traced back to a Hebrew Vorlage for the LXX traditions." The addition or
deletion of a given phrase can be explained in some instances as an intentional poetic
expansion or contraction. In various places .in Josh. 24:1-28 textual differences show a
deliberate poetic flexibility rather than accidental textual corruption. At times there
is also an evident thematic reason for the variations. The. poetic flexibility provided by
the principle of expansion or contraction becomes the vehicle and not the reason for
these textual differences. This is in agreement with Spronk's observations regarding the
phenomenon of expansion or contraction often occurring at the end of a poetic canto.
The freedom to employ expansion or contraction allowed one to amplify or curtail a
text, within limits, without seriously altering the basic original structure of the poetic
composition.

Additional study of the relationship between the MT, the LXX traditions (and a
Vorlage where recoverable) in a larger corpus of poetic narrative may provide some new
insights into the history of textual transmission. It has long been recognized in textual
criticism that many textual variations are deliberate, perhaps theologically motivated or
intended to create a shift of nuance or heightening of emphasis. The exciting dimension
that is added to this study in the recognition of a poetic structure is that it enables
the modern researcher to assess the interaction between textual variation, theological
intention and literary structure.

In addition to textual variations which might affect the structure of Josh. 23, con-
sideration must be given to the relationship between syntax and colometry, especially
pertaining to strophic division. For example, Spronk objects to a strophic division be-
tween Josh. 23:14b and 14c. It must be conceded that we do not usually encounter the
end of a strophe corresponding with a disjunctive Masoretic accent that is as weak as
the Rebia. However, a division was made between vv. 14b and 14c on grounds stronger
than a desire to create strophic symmetry.

Spronk does not suggest an alternate division, so it is unclear whether he would end
the strophe after 14c or after 14d. Either option would be problematic. The former
option would leave 14d standing alone as a strophe consisting of one bicolon verse. In
that case, the syntactic break between 14c and 14d is no more obvious than it is after
14b. The second option, to let the strophe include all of v. 14, does not commend itself
either; this would leave the tricolon 14c, with multiple markers of separation, standing
at the center of the strophe. Note especially the repetitive parallelism of dbr (3x) and
the emphatic negative construction (ky-l'). Though Spronk is correct that the formal
grounds presently listed for a strophic division between 14b and 14c are not strong,
they are stronger than would be the case with the other options.

In this respect it is relevant to note that syntactic connectivity by itself does not
provide a reliable guideline for strophic coherence. M.e.A. Korpel and J.C. de Moor
have demonstrated that "in North-West Semitic poetry ... fairly often a sentence runs
on through several strophes.t'P? In other words, we may not presume that the sentence
should terminate with the strophe. While we await more extensive analysis of the
correlations between syntactic patterns and strophic divisions, it is necessary to allow
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29See W.T. Kooprnans, Joshua 24 as Poetic Narrative (JSOTS 93; Sheffield 1990) 241-266.
3°M.C.A. Korpel, J .C. de Moor, "The Fundamentals of Ugaritic and Hebrew Poetry," in W.

van der Meer, J.C. de Moor, The Structural Analysis of Biblical and Canaanite Poetry (JSOTS
74; Sheffield 1988) 38.
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formal markers to playa predominant role in determining strophic division.
Spronk's suggestion to view the list of seven nations in Josh. 24:11 as a poetic

expansion at the end of the original canticle is interesting. However, it leaves a number
of matters unexplained. If that were the case, it would be an extremely awkward
expansion, not only because it lacks a verb but also because it creates the impression
that the seven nations are present in Jericho. Moreover, Spronk's proposal does not
account for 24:11c (w'tn 'wtm bydkm). Does Spronk see this colon as being original or
as a part of the expansion? In the light of the external parallelisms within the canticle
(cf. 8bA and lOaC), it can hardly be denied that l l c is part of the original composition.
The theory that llb is an expansion intentionally placed in this position within the
canticle leaves the interpreter with the same difficulties that argue against accepting it
as a gloss." Josh. 24:11b is dependent upon Ex. 23:23,27-28. Especially significant are
the parallels formed by the lists of nations, the verbs sl~ and grs as wen as the presence
of the ~r'h.S2 Unfortunately, the theory of a poetic expansion inserted between l l a and
11c, is unable to account for these obvious connections with Ex. 23:23,27-28.

In conjunction with Josh. 24:26-28, Spronk raises the issue of the relationship be-
tween structural analysis and other approaches, e.g. literary-critical and form-critical
analyses. He argues that the present analysis should not be viewed as an alternative to
other methods of study. My own work contains a similar caveat; it "is not an attempt
to supplant the previous methods of analysis.,,33 Nevertheless, Spronk's arguments to
view Josh. 24:26-28 as a later tradition are not compelling. As S.D. Sperling has argued
on the basis of a literary-critical analysis, there are numerous elements in these verses
that create rather than alleviate difficulties by ascribing them to a later authorship.P"
If there are no convincing literary-critical grounds for viewing vv. 26-28 as a later
addition, one wonders about the need to accomodate such a theory in terms of an
alternate poetic structure in which 24:25 would stand as an unusually brief concluding
canticle consisting of only a single bicolon. There is insufficient evidence to warrant
speculations about a previous form of a text that would have been restricted to Josh.
24:1-25.

~lG. Schmitt, Der Landtag von Sichem (Stuttgart 1964) 26-28.
~2Seefurther Koopmans, Joshua 24, 201-202.
"Koopmans, Joshua 24. 163.
~·See S.D. Sperling. "Joshua 24 Re-examined." RUGA 58 (1987) 119-136, esp. 132f.
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