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700 CE).”202 However, the pointing Calabro referred to is totally different from the 

potential pointing that the MT would have if it used plural. The plural of hands in never 

expressed by addition of masculine plural ending, as the form Calabro referred to used, 

but rather feminine plural ending, וֹת. Again, this disagreement of the MT and the LXX 

might be the MT’s haplography or an accidental mistake, as in the case of Num 27:18. 

Calabro’s arguments are partially correct and they do not lend solid ground for the 

claim that LXX reading points to the MT’s pattern in which its defective writing of the 

singular noun “hand” was its way to express dual of this noun. First, defective writing is 

clearly indicated at the time pointing was introduced and the inclusion of qere for all 

these texts which Calabro cited (Lev 9:22, 16:21 and Num 27:18) suggests dual form of 

the noun. However, all other 18 occurrences of the dual of noun “hand” are properly 

spelled, ידיו. So, this represent 18/21 examples of properly spelled dual of the noun 

“hand,” which is 85.7 %, and 3/21 with defective writing for which Masoretic pointing 

supplies that they should have spelled as dual, which is 14.3 %. It is not impossible to 

claim that defective writing that includes the omission of such small letter like י can be 

the basis for the intent of the translator/s to convey certain pattern or interpretation203 but 

being a very minor and regular deviation204 it requires more thorough analysis and more 

solid arguments. This study totally disagrees with Calabro’s suggestion that the defective   

 

202Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 111. 

203Slaviša Janković, “The Textual Evidence of the Omission Found in the LXX Translation of Lev 

16:14–15” (paper presented at the 2016 Midwest Region Meeting of the SBL, Bourbonnais, IL, 5–7 

February 2016). 

204Ernst Würthwein, The Text of the Old Testament: An Introduction to the Biblia Hebraica, 2nd 

ed., rev. and enl. (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1995), 111. 
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use of plural of the noun “hand” point to the regular expression of the dual in the MT. He 

stated that “the usual method in pointing defectively written examples of the word יָד 

"hand" in ritual hand gestures was to go with the singular in every case, except in specific 

instances where the dual was obvious.” 

Calabro’s second and third points are well taken. In his second point he noted that 

the form ידיהם definitely presupposes the existence of plural form of “hands” ידים which 

does not exist in OT. BH always used יָדוֹת. A probability that the second י in the form 

 might be the MT’s mistake is refuted by Calabro’s third point, namely, the plural ידיהם

form of body parts conflicts with the grammatical expression of the body parts in BH. 

Body parts are usually expressed by dual. Calabro stated: “It is a lesser known, but 

nevertheless firmly established, aspect of Hebrew grammar that the words for body parts 

and other ‘inalienably possessed’ things, when bound to a plural genitive, tend to remain 

grammatically singular or dual, depending on whether the possessor is using one or two 

of them.”205 This practically means that BH makes a reference to one hand of each 

participant, the pattern is to use a singular noun with a plural suffix attached to it, יָדָם. 

This would literally mean “their hand.” 

This study recognizes the complexity of the LXX and the MT number disparity 

concerning the noun “hand” which is complicated even more by the fact that grammatical 

patterns of uses of only one hand or both are sometimes overruled by the sameness of the 

context. For instance, this study claims that one hand is used in Lev. 1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 

 

205Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 113. For a more detailed explanation of this phenomenon, see 

Alan Henderson Gardiner, Egyptian Grammar: Being an Introduction to the Study of Hieroglyphs, 3rd ed. 

(Oxford: Griffith Institute, 2005). 
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24, 29, 33 based on a consistent and explicit MT reading, and that potentially two hands 

of one person were involved in Exod 29:10, 15, 19; Lev 4:15; 8:14, 18, 22; 16:21; 24:14; 

Num 8:10, 12; 27:18, 23; Deut 34:9 based on the patterns of use of the plural of the noun 

“hand” conducted on pp. 670–71. However, this delineation is potentially overruled in at 

least one text, Lev 4:15, since, based on the grammatical pattern, two hands were 

potentially used in this text, but Lev 4 in all other instances, vv. 4, 24, 29, and 33, used 

only one hand. Grammatical ambiguity related to the last set of texts where potentially 

two hands as well as one could have been used. The conclusion of the present study is 

that the form of gesture is insignificant and does not affect its meaning/function. This 

understanding of the form answers the valid question Kiuchi raised as to whether a 

difference in form implies a difference in symbolic meaning.206 The answer is “no.” The 

biblical text confirms that there were two forms, but no different meanings. At this point, 

the presence of different forms remains a matter of further research in terms of 

discovering new manuscripts that contain the texts in question. 

Calabro’s reliance on post-biblical texts is highly questionable since these texts 

can hardly be used to reconstruct the form of the gesture that was introduced and 

prescribed several centuries before their time. These texts should, rather, be taken as an 

interpretation of Pentateuch material, rather than its equal. The interaction between these 

two materials should also be in the context of a precisely established method that would 

explicitly define interaction between them.  

 

206Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 153; Gane, Cult and Character, 244–45; JoAnn Scurlock, “The 

Techniques of the Sacrifice of Animals in Ancient Israel and Ancient Mesopotamia: New Insights through 

Comparison, Part 1,” AUSS 44 (2006): 25. 
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Pressure or No Pressure 

Rabbis commonly understood that the verb ְסָמַך, when associated with hands, 

referred to the activity that includes pressure on the recipient of the action.207 Daube 

sustained this understanding by comparing the gesture of laying on of hands expressed by 

ים to the one expressed by  מַךְסָ   to put, place.” He suggested that the former involves“ שִּׂ

“vigorous leaning,” whereas the latter is gentler in nature.208 However, Wright correctly 

argued that ְסָמַך might be idiomatic, without any indication that pressure is involved. The 

evidence to claim that סָמַ ךְ יָד implies pressure is insufficient.209 This study also affirms 

this claim. 

 

The Function/Meaning of Laying on of Hand/s 

As presented in the introduction of the current study, there are five major theories 

on the function/meaning of laying on of hand/s in the Pentateuch: (1) transfer/substitution 

theory, (2) identification/substitution theory, (3) consecration/dedication/presentation 

theory, (4) appropriation-ownership/designation theory, and (5) manumission theory. As 

their names disclose and as demonstrated in the introduction, there is a lot of overlap 

among them. 

The quest for the function/meaning of this gesture is severely obscured by the 

fluidity and imprecision of terminology used, along with inaccurate conclusions resulting   

 

207Milgrom, Numbers, 235. 

208Daube, The New Testament and Rabbinic Judaism, 224–26. 

209Wright, “Hands, Laying of,” 3:37. 
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from selective and incomprehensive reading of the texts. Transfer, substitution, and 

identification are often mutually paired and/or related to other theories. Transfer includes 

transmission of various elements such as evil, sin, authority, power, identity, and 

personality. Transfer of personality was associated with several slight modifications.210 

 

Critique of Theories 

This subsection deals with all other theories except the transfer/substitution and 

the appropriation-ownership/designation theory since they, as the most debated ones, are 

discussed separately below. The manumission theory is also not analyzed, since its only 

point of difference with the appropriation-ownership/designation theory is that in the 

former, the offerers renounced the right of property over the sacrifice,211 while in the 

latter, the offerers communicated ownership over their sacrifice. 

 

Identification/Substitution Theory 

Robinson proposed that the laying on of hand/s represents total and ontological 

identification of the offerers and their sacrificial animal. The animal, in a way, literally 

becomes the offerer. This nuance of identification/substitution theory is alien to the OT. 

The meaning/function of this ritual gesture is, rather, found in its symbolic 

interpretation.212 Rowley included symbolism in his interpretation of this gesture and   

 

210Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 149–56; Kurtz, Offerings, 83. 

211Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2:165–66; Antonio Charbel, Zevaḥ shelamim: Il 

sacrificio pacifico nei suoi riti e nel suo significato religioso e figurativo (Jerusalem: Commercial Press, 

1967), 38n27; Merwe, “The Laying on of Hands in the Old Testament,” 40; Vriezen, An Outline of Old 

Testament Theology, 263. 

212Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 147. 
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proposed that the offerers identify with their sacrificial animal in order that the death of 

the animal might symbolically remove any obstacle that separate them from God.213 

Milgrom criticized this theory on the basis that it is magical and that a belief that death 

brings one closer to God is embedded in it.214 However, regardless of these non-biblically 

confirmed conceptions related to the identification theory, one can think that the offerers 

could symbolically perceive their offering as their own representative and/or substitute 

before God. The laying on of hand/s on the Levite had that meaning.215 This 

identification should not be understood as “identifying of,” but rather, “identified 

with.”216 However, this meaning/function cannot be the primary one due to the lack of 

explicit support from texts, especially in prevailing sacrificial contexts. It denies a crucial 

element of the sacrificial process which is sin/GHS that needs to be dealt with. No 

transfer is involved. 

 

Consecration-Separation/Dedication/Presentation Theory 

Rodríguez identified a valid weakness of this theory. He claimed that it would be 

more substantial if a priest performed a laying on of hand/s. He noted that the sinners 

come to the sanctuary to obtain forgiveness via their sacrifice and is not in the position to 

 

213Harold Henry Rowley, Worship in Ancient Israel: Its Forms and Meaning (London: S.P.C.K., 

1967), 133. 

214Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 151. 

215Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 150. 

216Péter, “L'imposition des mains,” 53. 
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consecrate/dedicate/present anything to God prior to being forgiven.217 His primary goal 

is to change his unfavorable status before God. 

Mattingly incorrectly criticized Rodríguez on this point, arguing from the non-

biblical theory of sacrifice where a sacrifice is an offering or giving over of something to 

the realm of holy, God in this case. Mattingly argued that consecration had to be 

completed before the ritual ended and was a prerequisite to forgiveness. On this basis, he 

also criticized Rodríguez’s point that the offerer cannot consecrate anything to God 

before obtaining forgiveness.218 

First, Rodríguez’s argument that the offerers first need to obtain forgiveness prior 

to being able to consecrate/dedicate/present something to God might be limiting the 

contexts of sacrificial offering only to those where the offerers make a sin or reparation 

offering. Leviticus 1–3 portrays situations of sacrificial offering in which sin was not 

included, yet all included a laying on of hand/s. However, the offerers would at all times 

bear their GHS that would put them in an unfavorable status before God which needed to 

be altered. This understanding of human nature and its constant unfavorable status before 

God negates the gift theory of sacrifice. If the offerers’ sin was not dealt with by a 

sacrificial offering, then the sacrifice addressed their GHS. The offerer would admit their 

GHS and through the laying on of hand/s, transfer it to the animal that would, through its 

death, enable them to live and freely commune with God. Thus, Mattingly’s critique of   

 

217Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 205. 

218Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 147. 
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Rodríguez was based on a partially valid and unsustainable argument if all sacrificial 

contexts are taken into consideration. 

Second, the process of consecration or sanctification is never in the domain of an 

ordinary individual in biblical legislation. It is always priests or Moses who sanctified the 

priests, who are involved in this process and never ordinary individual/s. 

Third, it is God himself who consecrate/sanctifies in the OT. That fact is 

emphasized in any ritual which culminates in consecration/sanctification of an entity. The 

separation nuance of this theory is even less sustainable. Just the fact that a sacrificial 

animal is brought to the sacrificial altar is testament of the fact that it separated/set apart 

from the larger group for a special purpose. Laying on of hand/s would be redundant and 

as such, not needed. 

Finally, Pentateuch legislation never uses the verbs of dedication with the offerer 

as a subject and sacrifice as a direct object in Lev 1–7. The only text where it is explicitly 

stated that sacrifices are dedicated to God is Lev 22:2–3. However, “holy gifts” refer to 

well-being offering219 of which the offerers would keep the most and give a thigh to the 

priest. The dedication theory is unsustainable. 

Henry Preserved Smith argued that sacrifice itself is sacred based on the fact that 

its blood had cleansing power emanating from its sacredness. Thus, the offerers would 

partake of the sanctity of the sacrificial animal.220 The offerers would be purified via 

contact with the animal. Rodríguez noted a significant weakness of this proposal. The   

 

219Hartley, Leviticus, 355. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, 294. Milgrom, to the contrary, argued 

for the inclusive meaning of “the holy gifts” to include all sacrifices. Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1729. 

220Smith, “The Laying-on of Hands,” 56–57. 
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sacrificial animal is never sacred. It should be without blemish (Lev 1:3) to be 

acceptable,221 but it becomes holy after it is offered, not before. The cleansing power of 

blood does not stem out of the animal’s sacredness, but out of divine regulation (Lev 

17:11). 

 

Key Misconceptions in Laying on of Hand/s Debate 

Calabro identified at least three reasons that prevent a correct interpretation of this 

gesture in scholarly debate concerning the laying on of hands. The current study fully 

agrees on the first, but disagrees with the second and third reasons.  

First, previous researchers shared the assumption that the form of this gesture 

consistently correlate with its meaning/function. Foundational to this assumption is that 

there are two forms, one and two hands gestures, each of which has a distinct meaning. 

The one hand gesture conveyed the ownership or identification of the offerer, whereas the 

two hands gesture meant transfer or identification of its route, designation, partaking of 

sanctity of animal, substitution, designation. However, the emphasis on the two separate 

forms did not prevent overlaps between their meaning/function.222 Thus, the emphasis of 

some scholars on the form of the gesture did not bring clarity to its meaning/function. 

Second, scholars usually assume that meanings/functions are mutually exclusive, 

which might not be the case. This is true since the history of interpretation shows that 

interpreters usually focus only on one or two, as in the case of two forms of gesture or 

interpretations and apply all others to them. However, this study disagrees with the 

 

221Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 206. 

222See Calabro’s historical review table on the interpretation of both forms of the gesture. Calabro, 

“A Reexamination,” 118–19. 
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Calabro’s background of this reason. That is, he followed Propp223 and Robertson 

Smith224 who proposed that there were two different understandings of the laying on of 

hands, the priestly author’s one and the popular one. Calabro went on to state that 

“different people in the society likely held different interpretations of the same gesture. 

Some of those interpretations may have aligned with different social strata, religious 

viewpoints, and locations in space and time.” OT texts do not support such a claim. On 

the contrary, sacrificial regulations in Lev 1–5 in chap. 1–3 do not refer to any specific 

social group within community, but rather, imply anyone in the society. An individual is 

given freedom within his/her financial means to choose the type of sacrificial animal. 

However, sacrifices had the same purpose in any case, acceptance and/or atonement. 

Thus, based on the texts, the presence of societal classes does not imply different 

interpretations of the same ritual. There are certain modifications of the sacrificial animal 

in Lev 4–6:7 based on social status, but the sacrifices always had the same meaning, 

forgiveness. In addition, given the fact that the two sets of sacrificial regulations were 

written for different audiences, Lev 6:8–7 also does not contain any hints that would 

indicate various interpretations of the sacrificial ritual. As stated above, they just clarify 

details that pertain to the priest personnel. Therefore, being unsupported by OT text, this 

background is rejected but the reason proposed based on this background is confirmed by 

the history of interpretation and is valid. 

Third, Calabro stated that “many try to fit ancient practice within a framework of   

 

223Propp, Exodus 19–40, 458. 

224W. Robertson Smith, Lectures on the Religion of the Semites, new ed., Burnett Lectures 

[Aberdeen University] 1888–89 (London: A. & C. Black, 1894), 422. 
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logical relationships that is characteristic of modern Western philosophy.” These logical 

relationships of Western philosophy are concepts like identification, designation, and 

attribution. However, it is questionable whether these concepts are exclusively constructs 

of Western philosophy. As Calabro stated, these constructs naturally emanate out of the 

logic of the sacrificial process. 

The function of designation, for example, arises naturally from the direct contact 

involved in hand placement (which unambiguously points out the recipient) and from 

the fact that the gesture immediately precedes further ritual performance on the 

recipient. Likewise, since the protocol of sacrifice assumes that the animal receiving 

hand placement belongs to the one making the offering and is to be accepted on his 

behalf (Lev 1:2–4), the gesture would tend to carry an attributive function.225 

 

The fact that they were not defined or stated in these texts does not mean that they 

were not present in people’s perception of certain parts of the sacrificial offering process. 

It is true that the English verb “to identify,” the noun “identification,” and the adjective 

“identifiable” emerge in the time of modern Western philosophy in the English  

language, but at least a verb with the identical semantic range with which it is used in 

modern Western philosophy was in use as early as 350 AD.226 The verbs “to   

 

225Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 121. 

226The origin of English verb “to identify” comes from possibly three sources: (1) Old Latin 

identitias plus Latin -ficiare, (2) the medieval Latin identificare, or (3) French identifier, from identité. The 

first English record was detected in 1769 with the meaning to “determine the identity of, recognize as or 

prove to be the same.” The meaning “make one (with), associate (oneself), regard oneself as being the 

essence of” was detected in 1780. The sense of “serve as means of identification” is attested by 1886. 

Etymonline, s.v. “Identify (v.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/ 

identify#etymonline_v_1483. The noun “identification” was detected in the 1640s with the meaning of 

“treating of a thing as the same as another; act of making or proving to be the same,” and it comes from 

French identification, probably from identifier. The psychological sense of “becoming or feeling oneself 

one with another” was detected in 1857. The meaning “act or process of determining the identity of 

something” was found in 1859. The meaning “object or document which marks identity” is from 1947. 

Etymonline, s.v. “Identification (n.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/ 

identification#etymonline_v_34531. Adjective “identifiable” was found 1804. Etymonline, s.v. 

“Identifiable (adj.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/search?q=Identifiable+. Also see 

Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Identify,” released 17 Feb 2019, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/ 

definition/identify. 
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designate”227 and “to attribute”228 also originate from Latin or French, languages that 

were in use since the 4th century. This basic data proves that the use of these words 

predates the dialogue of modern Western Philosophy. Calabro’s assessment that terms 

like identification, designation, and attribution are constructs of modern Western 

Philosophy seems not to be correct, perhaps leaving this part of his research without 

relevant references that would confirm this. 

Building on these mainly inaccurate claims, Calabro suggested a methodology 

that this study completely supports. “A close reading of the Hebrew texts, with careful 

attention to words and phrases that are structurally aligned with descriptions of the   

 

227The English verb “to designate” was formed either (1) as a back-formation from the noun 

“designation,” (2) from the adjective “designate, ” or (3) from the Latin designatus. The first record with 

the meaning “to appoint or select for a particular purpose” was noted in 1791, whereas the meaning “to 

mark out or indicate” was noted in 1818. Etymonline, s.v. “Designate (v.),” released 17 Feb 2019, 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/designate#etymonline_v_46758. The English noun “designation” 

originated either from the Old French designacioun or directly from the Latin designationem (nominative 

designatio), “a marking out, specification,” noun of action from past participle stem of designare “mark 

out, devise, choose, designate, appoint,” and was noted in the 16th century and on. Etymonline, s.v. 

“Designation (n.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/designation#etymonline 

_v_29918. The English adjective “marked out, indicated” was formed from the Latin desegnatus, the past 

participle of designare “mark out, device, chose, designate, appoint.” The meaning “appointed or 

nominated but not yet installed” dates from the 1640s. Etymonline, s.v. “Designate (adj.),” released 17 Feb 

2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/designate#etymonline_v_46758. Also see Oxford English 

Dictionary, s.v. “Designation (n.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://en.oxforddictionaries 

.com/definition/designation. 

228The English verb “to attribute” comes from the Latin attributus, past participle of attribuere 

“assign to, allot, commit, entrust,” and the first use is dated to 14th century with the figurative meaning “to 

attribute, ascribe, impute.” Etymonline, s.v. “Attribute (v.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline 

.com/word/attribute#etymonline_v_18918. The English noun “attribute” comes from the Latin attributum, 

“anything attributed,” with the meaning “quality ascribed to someone, distinguishing mark (especially an 

excellent or lofty one)” in the late 14th century. Etymonline, s.v. “Attribute (n.),” released 17 Feb 2019, 

https://www.etymonline.com/word/attribute#etymonline_v_18918. Another English noun, “attribution,” 

originated from the Latin attributionem (nominative attributio) “an assignment, attribution,” and the first 

use was dated to late 15th century, referring to the “action of bestowing or assigning.” Etymonline, s.v. 

“Attribution (n.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/attribution#etymonline 

_v_26708. The English adjective “attributable” was detected in the 1660s with the meaning of “ascribable, 

imputable.” Etymonline, s.v. “Attributive (adj.),” released 17 Feb 2019, https://www.etymonline.com/word/ 

attributive#etymonline_v_41854. Also see Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Attribute,” released 17 Feb 

2019, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/attribute.  
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gesture, offers the most accurate method for disclosing ancient understandings of hand 

placement.” In addition, taking into careful consideration the micro reading of the texts, I 

broaden the context of this gesture to a macro reading of the texts. In other words, I 

placed the laying on of hands in the context of the most common outcome of the 

sacrificial offering process, the atonement, and related it to the foundational background 

of any sacrificial offering, GHS or/and sin, as a constant human disadvantage before God. 

Calabro fell short in systematically following the methodology he suggested. 

His starting point suggested a totally new meaning of the laying on of hands in 

Lev 1:4, “that it may be accepted for him to make atonement on his behalf.” He stated 

that the way in which the animal mediates for the offerer is not a crucial point in this text. 

In other words, the focus is not on what the gesture does to the animal, but rather, the 

emphasis is on the fact that “the gesture’s form is a similitude of atonement.” He also 

adopted the meaning of “to cover” for the Hebrew verb ר פֶּ  to propose that the laying on כִּ

of hands on the animal’s head is an “iconic symbol of “cover over” the sins of” the 

offerer.229 

This proposal is based on a subjective and selective reading of this verse. First, 

the act of atonement, as suggested in the present study, includes two basic parts which are 

the offerers’ letting go of their sin by placing their hands on the sacrificial animal, and 

God’s acceptance of that sin into his sanctuary and granting forgiveness to the offerers. 

The first part of it is represented by the animal’s “recovering” of the offerers’ sin. In 

other words, contrary to Calabro, the text does emphasize what the gesture does to the   

 

229Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 121–22. 
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sacrificial animal. The transfer of the offerers’ sin onto the animal is crucial and thus, 

becomes an integral part of the atonement process. This does not diminish the emphasis 

on the atonement itself, but rather, explains it even more. Second, scholars rightfully 

refuted and largely abandoned the view that the Hebrew verb ר פֶּ  ”.means “to cover כִּ

Third, the context in Lev 1–3 is completely different from the one in Lev 4–6:7, since in 

the former, no sinful act was involved, whereas in the latter it was. Finally, this phrase is 

not mentioned in relation to any other sacrifice but burnt offering, which requires further 

investigation if it should be applied to all other sacrifices. 

Building on the grammatical and syntactical parallels between “ תָּ  סָמַכ  ךָ ו  ת־יָד   אֶּ

“ in v. 18 and ”(you shall lay your hands on him) עָלָיו נָתַתָּה ךָ ו  עָלָיו מֵהוֹד   (you shall put 

some of your power on him)” in v. 20 of Num 27, Calabro noticed that the transfer theory 

fits these contexts the best. He concluded that “the phrase נתן על contributes a distinctive 

nuance to the concept of transfer, indicating that what is transferred becomes like a 

material possession that one can wear (like a crown), rather than something that 

permeates the soul or the blood (the verb אלמ  ‘fill’ in Deut 34:9, of course, carries a 

different nuance).”230 

Calabro, then, proposed the interpretation of laying on of hands that nobody, to 

his knowledge, had previously the following: “On the basis of the passages from 

Numbers mentioned above, one could posit that hand placement is the ‘gesture of פקד,’ a 

way of appointing a person or animal to a particular status or role. This function could   

 

230Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 122. 
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apply to all of the biblical attestations of hand placement.” He came to this conclusion by 

noting that in Num 27:16, Moses asked God “to appoint, פקד” a man over the sons of 

Israel. Calabro stated that this sequence suggests that at least one function of the laying 

on of hands ritual was “to appoint” a person or a thing. He also cited Num 1:50; 3:10; 

8:10; and Neh 7:1, where laying on of hands was performed on the Levites who were 

“appointed, פקד” to their offices. Finally, Calabro referred to Creason’s work on the verb 

 where Creason defined its meaning as follows: “The verb’s basic meaning is ‘to ,פקד

assign a person or a thing to what the subject believes is its proper or appropriate status or 

position in an organizational order,’ or more succinctly, ‘to put some thing where it is 

supposed to be in the overall scheme of things.’”231 

First, Calabro’s proposal is not new by any means. It is virtually identical to the 

theory of consecration-separation/dedication/presentation that is presented in the history 

of interpretation in this study (see pp. 9, 11). Second in developing his proposal he 

ignored a basic step of a sound interpretation: root distribution. The verb פקד is found 

144 times in the Pentateuch, plus 237 in the rest of the OT. The most significant use of 

the root occurs in the book of Numbers, 108/144. The occurrences and uses in other 

books are insignificant (Genesis, 11 times; Exodus, 18; Leviticus, 5; and Deuteronomy, 

2) when compared to the one in Numbers. This statistic is not a warrant of any firm 

conclusions about the meaning of the root, but it does indicate that פקד did not play a 

significant role in any other books but Numbers. Since most of the occurrences of the 

 

231Stuart Creason, “PQD Revisited,” in Studies in Semitic and Afroasiatic Linguistics Presented to 

Gene B. Gragg, ed. Cynthia L. Miller, SAOC 60 (Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 

2007), 30. 
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laying on of hands occur in the book of Leviticus (15 times in 6 events), in contrast to 

Numbers (4 times in 2 events), Exodus (3 times in a single event), and Deuteronomy (1 

time), it would be reasonable to examine Leviticus texts, rather than Numbers in order to 

find its meaning. This method is confirmed further by the fact that the only time פקד is 

found in the book of Numbers in the context of the laying on of hands is in 27:16. In this 

context, the verb conveys the result or outcome of the laying on of hand/s, rather than the 

meaning/function of this ritual gesture which Moses will perform over Joshua. The verb 

is not mentioned in relation to the laying on of hands in Exod 29, Num 8, and Deut 34, 

which leave its only relation to this gesture in Num 27. It would be questionable to 

establish the meaning of the laying on of hands based on the connection of the verb פקד, 

and this gesture in one context, and not consider the other 22 contexts. Third, the verb 

 is never used in Exodus and Leviticus with the meaning “to appoint.” The meanings פקד

of פקד implied in Exodus are “to carefully watch over” (3:16), “to be concerned” (4:31), 

“to take care of” (13:19), “to punish” (20:5; 32:34; 34:7, ), and “to count, number” 

(30:12, 13, 14; 38:21, 25).232 The two meanings found in Leviticus are “to entrust” (Lev 

5:23 [6:4])233 and “to bring” (Lev 18:25;234 26:16).235 Thus, the meaning of פקד, “to 

appoint” does not appear at all in the books of Exodus and Leviticus that contain 18/23 

laying-on-of-hands contexts. This statistic strongly demonstrates the flaws of Calabro’s   

 

232Stuart, Exodus, 123, 158, 326, 636, 688–89, 717, 770–71. 

233Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 293, 327.  

234Milgrom, Leviticus 17–22, 1515, 1580.  

235Milgrom, Leviticus 23–27, 2272, 2305.  
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analysis which is considered unsound in this study. 

 

Transfer/Substitution 

For the sake of clarity in the process of examining scholarly arguments on the 

meaning/function of the laying on of hands, I state here that the laying on of hand/s is 

best understood to convey transfer and/or substitution, and name my theory in accordance 

with its meaning/function, transfer, and/or substitution theory. 

This is the most debated236 and the most frequent meaning of the laying on of 

hand/s in the oldest and recent studies.237 It is applicable to all contexts as long as the 

context is taken into consideration to determine what is being transferred to the sacrificial 

animal.238 

 

Evaluation of the Points of Critique of the 

Transfer/Substitution Theory 

The total of 10 arguments against the transfer/substitution theory is presented in 

the introduction of the present study. Paterson recognized 5 at the beginning of the 20th 

century, while Wright collected 5 more at the end of the same century. All of them are 

evaluated below. Regardless of whether these arguments look impressive, they are the 

result of a selective reading of the texts. Scholars place an emphasis on some texts at the 

cost of disregarding others, which caused them to derive partially accurate inferences 

regarding the meaning/function of the gesture. Since some of them supplement each 

 

236Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 148. 

237Hoffmann, Das Buch Leviticus, 1:84; Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 113; Calabro, “A 

Reexamination,” 117. 

238Calabro, “A Reexamination,” 117. 
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other, those collected by Paterson are combined with the ones gathered by Wright in 

order to avoid repetitions as they are critically analyzed. 

 

The Death of the Victim 

Cannot be Vicarious 

The death of the victim could not have been vicarious, since sacrifice was not 

allowed for sins which merited death (Num 15:30), only for venial transgressions. This 

argument reflects a selective reading of texts.239 Scholars widely and rightfully 

recognized that the life of an individual Israelite who experiences sin or impurity and 

disregards the regulations mandated by God himself is terminated (Lev 15:31; Num 

19:13, 20). Other texts also implied this, such as Lev 5:1–4.240 Instead of bearing his/her 

own sin and ultimately suffering its consequence of death, the Ancient Israelite was 

advised to transfer his/her sin/s to the sin and/or reparation offering and receive 

forgiveness. Sins for which biblical legislation prescribes death are unforgivable/ 

inexpiable and the one who commits them is barred from the advantage of sacrificial 

atonement/forgiveness. Individuals liable for such sins would not get a chance to transfer 

their sin to appropriate offerings and receive forgiveness. 

 

Sacrifice Cannot be Holy and Impure 

The assumption that the imposition of hands involved a transmission of guilt is 

inconsistent, not only with other references to this practice, but also with the fact that the 

 

239Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340. 

240Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2:165; Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, 94–95; 

Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 149; Schwartz, “The Bearing of Sin,” 8–10; Sklar, Sin, 

Impurity, Sacrifice, Atonement, 42. 
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sacrificial flesh was treated as most holy, and might be eaten by the priest.241  

J. C. Matthes criticism that this theory on the basis that the imposition of hands 

involved a transmission of guilt is inconsistent, not only with other references to this 

practice, but also with the fact that the sacrificial flesh was treated as most holy, and 

might be eaten by the priest.242 Rodríguez established the fact that holiness and sin, and I 

add GHS, can coexist in the same place at the same time.243 However, the inference that 

coexistence of sanctity and defilement is present in biblical texts was noted before by 

Rodríguez244 and later by Milgrom and Gane.245 Sin offering in Lev 4–5:13 that 

specifically deals with sin is also considered holy.246 Kiuchi’s critique of Rodríguez’s and 

the view of other scholars who believed this is not well taken. That is, he stated that 

“although it may be naturally envisaged that the  ַטָּאתח  has something to do with the guilt, 

it is the priests who bear it, and not the 247”.חַטָּאת First, based on the regulation 

concerning the sin offering in Lev 6:24–30 which states that the priest is to eat the flesh 

of the sin offering he officiates, it is accurate that the priest bears a sin that the sin 

offering dealt with in the third and fourth subcase in Lev 4, vv. 22–26 and 27–35. Yet, 

the same regulation also specifically states that the priest is not to eat the meat of the sin 

 

241Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340. 

242J. C. Matthes, “Der Sühnegedanke bei den Sündopfern,” ZAW 23 (1903): 109–13; Vaux, 

Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, 416. 

243Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 217–18; Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 162. 

244Feldman, Biblical and Post-Biblical Defilement and Mourning, 63, 70. 

245Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 406; Gane, Cult and Character, 178.  

246Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 115. 

247Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 115. 
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offering that dealt with sin in the case of the first and second subcase in Lev 4, vv. 3–12 

and 13–21. In this case, sin is transferred to the sanctuary directly through the blood.248 

This seems to be a common notion in ANE context.249 Kiuchi totally disregarded the fact 

that sometimes the priest bears the sin, while sometimes the sin is transferred directly 

onto the sanctuary. Second, Kiuchi stated that the priest bore guilt rather than sin, but 

admitted that “the confusion of terms such as ‘sin,’ ‘guilt,’ and ‘uncleanness’ has 

obscured the whole issue of ‘transference of sin/guilt.’”250 As it was established earlier, 

the terms for sin refer to all three stages of a sinful situation, an act, guilt, and its 

punishment. Metaphorical interpretation, which is undeniable in these contexts, would 

confirm that any of the three could be “borne” by the priest and refer to the obstacle 

between the offerer and God. In other words, the priest would carry all three of them. 

None of the two points of critique Kiuchi proposed against Rodríguez’s work is 

substantial. 

This is indeed validated by the texts which unanimously present these two entities 

coexisting in the physical place (sanctuary, Exod 29:44; 40:9–10 = Lev 16:16), human 

(priests/Nazirite, Exod 29:33, 44; 40:13; Lev 8; Num 6 = Lev 10:17), and animal bodies 

(sacrificial animals Lev 6:10 [6:17]; 6:18 [6:25] = 6:20 [6:27]). This point of critique 

seems to reflect selective, rather than careful and comprehensive reading of the texts.   

 

248Rodríguez, “Transfer of Sin in Leviticus,” 190; Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 124. 

249O. R. Gurney, Some Aspects of Hittite Religion (Oxford: Oxford University Press for the British 

Academy, 1977), 29.  

250Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 115. 
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Those three entities could coexist without affecting the holiness of the sanctuary, priests, 

Nazirite, or sacrificial animal. 

Based on Lev 4:12, 6:23 [30], Rodríguez rightfully concluded: “The fact that the 

place where the burning occurred was a ‘clean place’ suggests that the flesh of the animal 

was holy. The flesh was also considered at the same time source of contamination (Lev 

16:18)251 since the person who burned it was ‘to wash his clothes and bathe his body in 

water’ before returning to the camp.”252 He was anticipated by Milgrom who also 

affirmed the paradox that the flesh of a sin offering animal is both holy and impure. 

Namely, it was deposited in a pure, clean place (Lev 4:12), as Rodríguez cited, and it was 

eaten by the priest and because its holy status is explicitly stated (Lev 6:19, 22, 10:17).253 

Thus, the animal was both holy and impure at the same time. 

This perplexing reality presented in biblical texts is possible only because God 

allowed it by delegating regulations that conveyed the coexistence of these three entities. 

Thus, the conclusion emerges that sin/impurity/sinfulness is not a threat or stronger than 

holiness, but rather, is under the control of holiness.254 Thus, transfer of sin/sinfulness to 

the sacrificial animal does not annul the holiness of the sacrifice.  

 

251Rodríguez referred to Lev 16:18 in his dissertation to point to the fact that the flesh of the sin 

offering is impure and defiles entities it touches. This is mostly likely a typo since v. 28 of the same chapter 

actually stated that the sin offering flesh is impure and defiles the person who takes it out of the camp to 

burn it. Verse 18, rather, states that the blood of the sin offering has a cleansing effect on the sacrificial 

altar. See Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 218. 

252Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 218. 

253Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 239–40.  

254Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 218. 
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Blood Manipulation Versus Slaughter 

The essence of this claim is that the central act of the sacrifice was not the act of 

slaughtering, but the manipulation of the blood which was presented to God.255 However, 

accepting this proposal does not diminish the fact that the sacrificial animal symbolically 

and substitutionally represents the offerer. Actually, the laying on of hands facilitates this 

understanding, since the sins were transferred onto the sacrificial animal via this gesture. 

Thus, this argument is an attempt to emphasize one ritual activity over other activities, 

which goes against the ritual theory accepted in the present study. Gane convincingly 

proved that ritual in its totality achieves its purpose.256 The transfer/substitution theory 

actually upholds the critical role of blood application in the sacrificial offering ritual 

since through it, the sin/s that were carried by the offerer are transported to the sanctuary 

from where they are removed on the Day of Atonement (Lev 16:16, 21). The animal is 

symbolically the offerer’s substitute that suffers punishment for his/her sin. Thus, the 

transfer/substitution theory organically correlates with and upholds the importance of 

blood application. It adds more importance and meaning to it. 

 

Substitution Theory Is Untenable 

Wright stated that the transfer/substitution theory as an explanation for the laying 

on of hands is informed by the substitution theory of sacrifice which, in his opinion, is 

untenable.257 This claim echoes the subjective and poorly supported claim. In order to   

 

255Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340. 

256Gane, Cult and Character, 67. 

257Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 437–38. 
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dismiss such an important and widely accepted theory of sacrifice, one would need to 

rely on extensive studies. Wright cited sources that do not provide in-depth research on 

the topic, along with two that do.258 However, scholars have proven and continue to 

prove that substitution was widely present in the ANE and in Ancient Israel.259 Thus, 

Wright’s argument that the laying on of hand/s cannot mean transfer/substitution is 

refuted by the overwhelming amount of research that proved that this concept was firmly 

embedded in Ancient Israel and ANE texts. In addition, the study of the verb ר פֶּ  in the כִּ

present study strongly supports the idea that substitution was an integral part of the 

atonement conveyed via this verb in the Pentateuch.260 

 

Transfer/Substitution Theory 

Is Based on Lev 16:21 

Wright noticed that the main support of the transfer/substitution theory is the 

hand-laying in Lev 16:21. He was anticipated by Janowski who marshaled this argument 

in the second half of the twentieth century based on the three differences between laying 

on of hand in Lev 16:21 and other texts: (1) imposition of both hands on the head of the 

goat, (2) transference of materia peccans to the evil bearer, and (3) sending off of the   

 

258Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2:165–66; Milgrom, “Sacrifices and Offerings, OT,” 

764. Adalbert Metzinger and Roland de Vaux are valid sources on the topic, but still, only two out of many 

others with different perspectives. Roland de Vaux, Studies in the Old Testament Sacrifice (Cardiff: 

University of Wales Press, 1964), 29; Metzinger, “Substitutionstheorie und das Alttestamentaliche.” 

259Eichrodt, Theology of the Old Testament, 2:165–66; Médebielle, “Le Symbolisme du Sacrifice 

Expiatoire en Israel”; Médebielle, L'expiation dans l'Ancien et le Nouveau Testament; Médebielle, 

“Expiation,” 3; Smith, “The Laying-on of Hands”; Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 20–74; 

Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340–41. For more recent works that make reference to other older works, 

see Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 440–41; Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 58–63; González, 

“Laying-on of Hands in Luke and Acts,” 31–87; Robinson, “The Laying on of Hands,” 25–26.  

260See pp. 391, 393, 418, 430–32, 435–37 of the present study. 
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goat to the wilderness, are missing in sacrificial contexts. He concluded that the 

Scapegoat is not a sacrifice.261 These points are rightfully critiqued by Kiuchi262 and 

throughout the present work. 

Wright assumed that hand placement in Lev 16:21, performed with two hands, is 

different from hand placement with one hand which is the procedure for other offerings. 

Hence, a difference in form suggests, a priori, a possible different meaning. He also 

claimed that the scapegoat is not a sacrifice; it is merely a rite of elimination and 

therefore, cannot be used to interpret the gesture of hand placement in sacrifices.263 This 

argument is refuted through extensive analysis of the form of this gesture under the 

subheading, “Form of Laying on of Hands: Singular vs Plural vs Dual” and “Pressure or 

No Pressure,” of the present study and is not repeated here.264 

Based on the inadequacy of the argument that the form affects the 

meaning/function of this gesture; this study accepts the proposition that Lev 16:21 can be 

taken as a model for the meaning in sacrifices. In addition, this text is not the only text 

that explicitly supports the transfer of sin via laying on of hands. Lev 4 clearly states that 

the sinner comes to offer his/her sacrifice “loaded” with his/her sin and goes away 

forgiven. It does not state what happens with sin borne by the sinner, but Lev 16:16 

explicitly states that the sins are in the sanctuary, that is, in the most holy place. Having 

demonstrated that ADH is not textually supported, the transfer of sin is the logical 

 

261Janowski, Sühne als Heilsgeschehen, 209–16, especially 215. 

262Kiuchi, Purification Offering, 114–16. 

263Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 437–38. 

264See pp. 666–79 of the present study. 
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meaning/function of the laying on of hands in light of Lev 16:16, which attributes the sins 

in the sanctuary as the sins of the sons of Israel. Laying on of hands is the only ritual 

gesture that is performed in the constraints of the sanctuary that may indicate that the 

nature of the contact between the offerer and sacrificial animal is that of a transfer. All 

other contacts that the offerer makes with his/her sacrifice are conditioned by the cause 

and effect principle of the sacrificial process as set forth in the following paragraph. 

Gane provided two slightly different lists of ritual activities related to burnt and 

sin offering, both of which contain two sets of sacrificial procedures: (1) the ones 

explicitly mentioned in the texts, and (2) the implicit ones.265 Regardless of which class a 

ritual activity belongs to, some of them can be viewed as pre-requisite or post-requisite 

activities.266 Gane was anticipated by Hubert and Mauss, and Turner, who termed these 

activities preliminary ones.267 Thus, the offerer’s ritual purity, selecting268 and bringing 

the animal to the sanctuary,269 are necessary prerequisite activities for the sacrificial ritual 

to take place and are performed outside of the sanctuary. These ritual activities precede 

the laying on of hands. The cultic ritual law does not assign symbolic meaning to them, 

and it is unlikely that they had any symbolic meaning because they are necessary   

 

265Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 59; Gane, Cult and Character, 47–48. 

266Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 58. 

267Henri Hubert and Marcel Mauss, Sacrifice: Its Nature and Functions, trans. W. D. Halls 

(Chicago: University of Chicago, 1964); Victor W. Turner, “Sacrifice as Quintessential Process: 

Prophylaxis or Abandonment?,” HR (1977). 

268Klawans, Purity, Sacrifice, and the Temple, 53, 56. 

269Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 58. 
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activities for the ritual proper. They are conditioned by the cause and effect principle 

necessary for sacrificial procedure. 

The ritual activities performed that follow the laying on of hands include slaying 

the animal; collecting the blood; presenting the blood to the outer altar; dashing the blood 

against the altar or applying it on the sacrificial altar’s horns; pouring the remaining 

blood at the base of the sacrificial altar; dismembering the carcass; removing, presenting, 

and burning the suet or arranging the body pieces; washing, presenting, and burning the 

entrails and shins; and eating the meat. Gane suggested that of these, only laying on of 

hands and application of blood and suet to the sacrificial altar have no practical function 

in the ritual proper.270 Gane insightfully noted: 

In terms of mere physical cause and effect, the collection of activities just listed is an 

inefficient way to feed a priest: leaning one hand on the head of an animal and 

applying its blood and suet to an altar have no practical function in the mundane 

sphere. Such “impracticality” is common in ritual because the goal of a ritual 

transcends what can be achieved through ordinary physical means alone. There is an 

important sense in which a ritual goal may be regarded as practical, but this involves 

a higher level of practicality, such as reestablishing good relations with a deity in 

order to receive his blessings instead of punishment.271 

 

The principle of higher goals than those conditioned by the mere cause and effect 

principle is certainly true for both of these ritual activities. That is, the two activities 

referred to in the quotation are not necessary in the mundane sphere. They symbolically 

achieve goals that exceed the goals conditioned by the cause and effect principle. 

Therefore, it is expected and unavoidable that they are loaded with symbolic meaning. 

Limiting the laying on of hand/s to the meaning of ownership represents significantly 

 

270Gane, Cult and Character, 48. 

271Gane, Cult and Character, 48–49. See also Gane, Ritual Dynamic Structure, 43–44, 55, 58; 

Staal, Rules Without Meaning, 132. 
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diminishing the symbolic meaning of this activity and undermines the contexts of sin or 

GHS that is associated in an unadvantageous way to sacrificial offering ritual. The 

meaning of transfer encounters well the fact that the sinner leaves the sanctuary free of 

his/her sin, in the case of the sin and reparation offering, and the fact that the sin is stored 

in the sanctuary and removed from there on the Day of Atonement. In the case of other 

sacrifices, laying on of hands symbolically facilitates transfer of GHS, thus enabling safe 

interaction between God and humans. 

Scholars have already recognized that transfer is a valid meaning of this gesture 

regardless of the different contexts in which it was performed, such as the ordination of 

Joshua or the installation of the Levites or the incident of blasphemy (Lev 24:10–16; 

Num 8:10, 12; 27:18, 23; Deut 34:9).272 If transfer is an upheld meaning/function in two 

different contexts such as ordination and sin removal via the goat for Azazel, there is no 

reason that it would not be accepted in sacrificial contexts. The context remains the final 

determinant of what has been transferred and what the ultimate goal of a given ritual is as 

a whole. Rodríguez explained the interconnectedness and distinctiveness of sacrificial 

and goat-for-Azazel contexts in which the laying on of hands was practiced: 

 

272Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 554–55, 1041; Gane, Cult and Character, 59. Wright radically 

changed his interpretation of the laying on of hands in Lev 24:10–16 in his recent paper read at an SBL 

meetings in 2015. Previously, in his article “The Gesture of Hand Placement in the Hebrew Bible and 

Hittite Literature” Wright adamantly rejected any presence of transfer from Moses to Joshua after the 

former laid his hands on the latter. At that time, he wrote that the only correct meaning of this ritual gesture 

is designation of who is the focus of ritual action, that is Joshua. This interpretation is informed by 

Wright’s interpretation of laying on of hands in Lev 24:13–16, the blasphemer account. In his recent paper 

“The Hermeneutics of Ritual Innovation: Hand Placement in Leviticus 24” presented at the SBL meetings 

in Atlanta, GA in 2015, Wright stated that in both accounts, Lev 24:10–16; Num 8:10, 12; 27:18, 23; Deut 

34:9, laying on of hands means transfer based on the interrelatedness of so-called PH (Priestly and Holiness 

codes) source to which these two accounts belong and Covenant Code (CC) and Deuteronomy (D). Wright, 

“The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 435–36; Wright, “The Hermeneutics of Ritual Innovation,” 7–10; 

Mattingly, “The Laying on of Hands on Joshua,” 146–72. 
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The only difference between the two cases [sacrificial and elimination contexts] is to 

be found in the nature of the relation which the laying on of hands produces. In the 

case of the scapegoat the relation is not one of sacrificial substitution in the sense that 

the animal bears the sin and penalty of the sinner. In the latter case we can speak 

about sacrificial substitution. This means that the way the scapegoat bears (נָשָׁא) the 

sin of the people is essentially different from the way the expiatory sacrifices bear the 

sin of the offerer. This is precisely what Lev 16:22 states: “The goat shall bear all 

their iniquities upon him to a solitary land.” ( נָשָׂא יר  ו  ת־כָל־עֲוֹנֹתָם  יועָלָ  הַשָּׂעִּ ץ אֶּ רֶּ ל־אֶּ   אֶּ

זֵרָה  273.(גּ 

 

 

Well-Being Offering Is Not 

an Expiatory Offering 

Wright stated that it is difficult to apply the idea of transfer of guilt in the case of 

the well-being offering since it is not an expiatory offering like sin and reparation 

offerings, and to a certain extent, the burnt offering.274 This inference reflects arguments 

based on selective reading of texts. Regulations in Lev 1 clearly state that the burnt 

offering, besides others, possesses an expiatory function which has been widely 

recognized (Lev 1:4).275 Thus, his argument then rests on the regulations of only well-

being offerings. The expiatory function of the well-being offering was extensively 

analyzed in the current study as a part of the analysis of Lev 17:10–12 and is not repeated 

here.276 Since Lev 17:11 implies all animal sacrifices, they all have an expiatory 

function.277 Some of them are exclusively expiatory (sin and reparation offering), while 

 

273Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 220. 

274Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 437–38. 

275See subheading, “Burnt Offering: Solution for GHS,” in the current study, pp. 408–11. Also see 

Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 225–26. 

276See subheading, “Analysis of Leviticus 17:11: The Role of Blood and ר פֶּ  in the current ”,כִּ

study, pp. 417–18. Also see Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 226–31. 

277Vaux, Ancient Israel: Its Life and Institutions, 453; Gane, Cult and Character, 65, 196. 
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others, besides being expiatory, also have other functions (burnt, grain, and well-being 

offerings). In addition, even though cultic legislation never required an offerer 

specifically to offer one of these two sacrifices for committing sin, the rituals that 

included these two sacrifices also represented a way of interaction with God278 and as 

such, these two sacrifices were expiatory as well, in a restricted way, but still expiatory. 

The foundational element that these two sacrifices of restricted expiatory function dealt 

with, besides the fact that they were primarily offered for reasons such as acceptance 

(Lev 1) or thanksgiving, vows, free-will (Lev 7:12, 16), is GHS, which presents a 

constant problem in divine-human interaction, but at the same time, is less complex than 

when an offerer commits sin. 

 

Laying on of Hand/s in Relation to Bird, 

Cereal Offering and the Identity 

of the Slayer 

Wright stated that if the laying on of hands means the transfer of guilt, it is then 

difficult to understand why it was not practiced on the purification or burnt offering 

commuted to a bird (Lev 1:14–17; 5:7–11).279 This claim was augmented by claims that a 

cereal offering also atones (Lev 5:11–13), but the cultic legislation never requires the 

laying on of hand/s on it, which then further implies there could be no idea of a penal 

substitution in this case.280 

Second, in order to strengthen his proposal that the laying on of hand/s means   

 

278Gane, Cult and Character, 49n11. 

279Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 437–38. 

280Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340. 
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ownership and not transfer, Wright rightfully observed that in some cases, the sacrificial 

process would involve other participants than the offerer. Gane adopted this argument to 

confirm the fact that the laying on of hands means ownership of the offerer over the 

animal.281 This argument is augmented by the claim that the victim was slain by the 

offerer, but in order to support the transfer/substitution theory, the sacrificial animal 

should have been put to death by the priest as God’s representative. 

 

Wright’s First Argument 

These two claims are actually Wright’s first argument for the ownership theory of 

the laying on of hand/s. He stated that “this interpretation is confirmed by the fact that it 

makes sense of the lack of the gesture with birds and cereal offerings (Lev 1:14–17; 2; 

5:7–13).”282 Wright contributed the lack of laying on of hand in relation to the bird and 

cereal offering to the fact that they are small and carried by the offerers only, in their 

hands.283 Wright’s arguments expressed in this quotation are partially correct, since the 

laying on of hands was never prescribed to be performed on the cereal offering in the OT 

and is missing in sacrifices that are reduced to a bird; turtledove, or pigeon. Wright found 

that in other ANE religions, the laying on of hands was performed over sacrifices that are 

not live animals, such as bread, cheese, grain products, wine, and other drinks, 

 

281“The ‘ownership’ view of sacrificial hand-leaning is supported by the wording of Lev 1:4, the 

only place where the text interprets the gesture with one hand: ‘He shall lean his hand’ on the head of the 

burnt offering, that it may be acceptable on his behalf, to expiate for him. Here in the context of the burnt 

offering, acceptance on behalf of the offerer, rather than someone else, depends upon performance of hand-

leaning. Even if another person leads the animal into the sanctuary courtyard, the gesture eliminates any 

possible doubt regarding the identity of the owner/offerer.” Gane, Cult and Character, 63. 

282Wright, “Hands, Laying of,” 3:47. 

283Wright, “Hands, Laying of,” 3; Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 151–52; Gane, Cult and Character, 

63.  
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slaughtered animals, meats, livers, and tray or baskets with food,284 but this practice is 

alien to the OT sacrificial system. 

It should be emphasized that the absence of the laying on of hands in burnt, sin, 

and reparation offerings is missing only when the sacrificial animal is a bird due to 

practical reasons. Wright observed one reason why birds cannot be handled as 

quadrupeds: they are too small. In addition, it can be assumed that sacrificial birds, 

domesticated or not, would fly away if placed before the sacrificial altar to receive the 

laying on of hands. It could be argued that the offerer could have held a bird by the feet 

with one of his/her hands while performing laying on of hands with the other one. This 

method would leave the bird’s wings free, allowing it to desperately flap. It can be argued 

that the offerer could have held his/her bird sacrifice in one hand and perform laying on 

of hands with the other one. However, cultic legislation does not prescribe that, but 

rather, omits this gesture. 

Another inconsistency is found in Wright’s argument regarding the size of the 

animal. That is, the bird would not be the only animal for which the offerer would not 

need assistance to bring it to the sanctuary. The only animal that the offerer would need 

help to bring it to the sanctuary would be a bull, since any adult should be able to bring a 

lamb or goat to the sanctuary.  

However, Wright rightfully reasoned, similarly to Milgrom, that the same 

meaning is implied for the laying on of hands on sacrificial animals, quadrupeds, or 

carrying of the sacrificial bird. For Wright, this gesture conveys ownership. However, as 

argued in the present study, if the laying on of hands means transfer/substitution of 

 

284Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 442–43. 



 

707 

sin/s/GHS, then that meaning could be ascribed to the bird offering in whatever capacity 

the bird was offered. 

 

Wright’s Second Argument for Ownership 

Theory and the Role of the Offerer 

The argument that the laying on of hands removes any doubt in identifying the 

owner of the sacrificial animal is highly controversial for two reasons. First, no 

Pentateuch text mentions this scenario so it is an argument from silence. Nevertheless, it 

is totally logical to think that for practical reasons, other person/s besides or instead of the 

offerer could lead and bring the animal to the sanctuary. Yet, this argument is highly 

controversial since it is founded on exceptional cases. For instance, an animal could have 

been big and strong from the herd and an adult not be able to control it. Why would the 

offerer not be able to control it? In this case, it must be assumed that a domestic animal 

would strongly resist to being led by humans, something that is highly improbable. It 

could have happened that the offerer is physically weak, perhaps sick; he/she might not 

be able to lead such a strong animal. In that case, the offerer could wait to get well and 

then lead and bring the sacrifice animal to be offered in the sanctuary. It also could have 

happened that the offerer is physically weak due to age, not sickness. Supposedly, BL 

addressed fully grown, healthy adults in the first place. Contrary to this, an adult should 

be able to lead a young bull to the sanctuary, knowing that priestly personnel would be 

available there to assist further in holding, controlling the animal during the sacrificial 

process. In addition, it is highly improbable that such big animals would often be offered 

by an individual offerer. Also, one could also wonder why the offerer would not simply 
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orally reveal that he/she is the offerer.285 These are just some of the scenarios, but I admit 

that all these arguments like Wright’s, are from silence. The fact is that one could always 

argue in both directions. The gesture of the laying on of hands is not the only potential 

indicator of ownership. Cultic legislation concerning sacrifices provides much stronger 

indications in determining the owner and the beneficiary of the sacrifice. 

Leviticus 1–5 portrays a distinction between the activities which the offerer 

performs and the ones performed by the priest. Leviticus 1:1–9 can be used as an 

example. The subject is clearly the offerer since simple 3ms verbal forms are used in 1:2 

(to bring), 3 (to offer 2x, he might be accepted), 4 (to lay his hand), 5 (to slay), and 6 (to 

skin and cut into pieces) to highlight the involvement of the offerer. The antecedent of 

3ms is introduced in v. 2 and it is אָדָם, “any man.”286 The priestly roles are also 

expressed by 3ms verbal forms but they are augmented by the nouns “Aaron’s sons” or 

simply “the priest” in is v. 5 (to offer up, to sprinkle), v. 7 (to put fire on altar and arrange 

wood on fire), v. 8 (to arrange pieces of an animal), and v. 9 (to offer up in smoke).287 

Some of the activities that are performed by the offerer still do not provide a clear 

indication as to who the offerer is, to whom the animal belongs, such as “to bring” (1:2) 

or “to offer” (1:3), but other activities besides the laying on of hands (1:4), such as to slay   

 

285LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush, Old Testament Survey, 85. 

286Both sexes are included by this noun. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 145. 

287The same pattern can be detected in the rest of Lev 1–5. 
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(1:5)288 and to skin and cut into pieces (1:6) certainly denote who the owner was. 

Furthermore, the very next ritual step after the laying on of hands is slitting the sacrificial 

animal’s throat. 

It was claimed that the victim was slain by the offerer, but critiques of the 

transfer/substitution theory proposed that the sacrificial animal should have been put to 

death by the priest as God’s representative.289 However, a much stronger rationale stands 

behind the cultic legislation that requires the offerer to slay his/her sacrificial animal. 

Rooker also stated that “the worshiper had the responsibility of slaughtering the 

animal, apparently by cutting its throat.”290 In addition, he recognized that “the worshiper 

was also responsible for skinning the animal and cutting it into pieces (1:6).291 The laws 

explicitly state that the offerer was to do that292 which would undoubtedly eliminate any 

confusion as to who the offerer was, and would do it in a much more meaningful way, 

especially in contexts that include moral impurity. Rooker’s insights were anticipated by 

Rodríguez, who emphasized that the key reason for the assumption that the offerers were 

 

288The offerer slaughters his/her sacrificial animal. This is indicated in the text of Lev 1–5 and is 

accurately noted by Gane. “The sinner lays one hand on the head of the victim and then slaughters it. The 

priest puts some of its blood on the horns of the altar and pours out the rest of the blood at the base of the 

altar.” Gane, Cult and Character, 21. Milgrom’s belief that anyone could slaughter the animal is 

discredited by the fact that sacrificial regulations never mention anybody else doing this but the offerer. In 

addition, this is also assumed in the light of the regulations in Lev 5:5 and Num 5:7 that state that the 

offerer makes confession, with no hints about implying that another person is the subject of the verb “to 

bring” the sacrifice in Lev 5:6 or “to make restitution” in Num 5:7. Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 156. 

289Paterson, “Sacrifice,” DBDL 4:340. 

290Rooker, Leviticus, 88. The law concerning the sacrifices are consistent and emphatic that the 

offerer would perform the act of slaughter (Lev 1:5, 11; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 15, 24, 29, 33; 6:25; 7:2), and with 

it, began a series of activities where the offerer and the priest alternatively carried out responsibilities. 

LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush, Old Testament Survey, 85. 

291Rooker, Leviticus, 89. 

292Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 159. 
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to slaughter the sacrificial animal is found in the fact that they transferred their sin onto it 

and therefore had to kill it.293 In that case, the sacrificial offering process would include 

at least two ritual activities that have exactly the same meaning and which would be 

highly questionable. Suggesting that the laying-on-of-hands function was to identify the 

owner of the sacrifice is unnecessarily limiting this crucial ritual activity and overlaps 

with other ritual activities included in the ritual process. 

Thus, Wright’s arguments are unsatisfactory because of (1) considering the cereal 

and the bird offering to belong to the same category in order to reason that the laying on 

of hands was not performed on these offerings because of their size, and (2) the sacrificial 

process contains stronger indicators of who the offerer of the sacrifice was other than the 

laying on of hands. 

 

Laying on of Hand/s and Confession 

Wright stated that the view of the transfer of sin or penalty by hand placement is 

usually accompanied by the view that a confession of guilt took place at the time of hand 

placement. There is no evidence, however, that confession took place at that time. The 

few examples of confession with a sacrifice placed the confession before the sacrifice is 

even brought (Lev 5:5; Num 5:7).294 This is an argument from silence. Cultic legislation 

does not include confession of sin in Lev 4 where one would expect it, but it does include 

it in Lev 5:5, which is a type of sin offering. Wright’s suggestion that, in Lev 5:5 and 

 

293Rodríguez, “Transfer of Sin in Leviticus,” 130. 

294Wright, “The Gesture of Hand Placement,” 437–38. 
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Num 5:7, confession did not take place at the time of the laying on of hands is not 

supported by the text.295 

Legislation in Lev 5:5 is significantly abbreviated in comparison to Lev 4, where 

the sacrificial process is explained in a temporal, chronological, and significantly more 

detailed manner. Regulations in Lev 5 perhaps emphasize confession and rely on Lev 4 

for the exact sacrificial order, because the sins in vv. 1 and 4 are public and intentional, 

including certain damage to a fellow man, and as such, require public confession.296 

Leviticus 4 does not contain hints that would point to their public and intentional nature, 

so perhaps they are private and the decision to offer sacrifice and receive forgiveness 

remains in the realm of the sinners’ decision. If they decide to offer the sacrifice, the 

sacrificial process itself is a sort of confession, since they are moved to follow a divinely 

instituted mechanism to solve the problem of sin in their lives. 

Gane suggested that the laying on of hands or handing the bird or grain offering to 

the priest served as an implicit confession. The priest did not need to know the exact 

nature of the offerer’s sin. It is a matter between the offerer and God, so oral confession 

is not needed.297 In this vein, it is also reasonable to understand scholars who claim that 

making a sin offering would also include oral confession.298 Perhaps the confession 

 

295Followed by Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 300–301; Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 124–25. 

296“So it appears that verbal confession, demonstrating repentance and loyalty to the Lord by 

humbly acknowledging accountability to him, is needed to affirm that a deliberate sin is not defiant. With 

an inadvertent fault, there would be no question of possible defiance because the sinner would not even 

know that he or she was violating a divine command.” Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 125. 

297Gane, Leviticus, Numbers, 125. 

298Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 199–200; Noordtzij, Numbers, 66; Hartley, 

Leviticus, 21, 69.  
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would not take place in the priest’s presence, but would precede the sin and reparation 

offerings. 

The regulation in Num 5:7 is also heavily abbreviated. It does not even mention a 

sacrificial animal,299 so it is logical that it would not mention the laying on of hands. 

Confession is explicitly mentioned for the same reason as it is mentioned in Lev 5:5—the 

public, intentional nature of the sins, including certain damage to a fellow man. 

Any input from Lev 16:21 to rituals that are classified as sacrificial is disputed 

due to the belief that the goat for Azazel is not a sacrifice. However, having proven that 

the number of hands used in the laying on of hand/s gesture or its form essentially does 

not change its meaning/function, the present study points to the fact that the laying on of 

hands in this ritual can lend indications to the meaning of the laying on of hands in other 

contexts, especially those that are expiatory sacrifices. The fact that some scholars made 

a sharp distinction between Lev 16:21 and expiatory sacrifices, which Lev 5:5 and Num 

5:7 definitely are, denying any sameness or correlation of meanings of common ritual 

activities between these two rites, shows their ignorance of the fact that the meaning of 

confession in Lev 16:21, nonsacrificial, and Lev 5:5 and Num 5:7, sacrificial, contexts is 

the same. Therefore, based on the fact that both of these supposedly different contexts 

contain the same ritual activities, the laying on of hand/s and confession, the present 

study accepts that the undisputed association of the confession of sins and the laying on 

of hands over the head of the goat for Azazel should be used a model for all expiatory 

sacrifices. 

 

299Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 326–27, 337–38. 
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Milgrom restricted the confession of sins only to intentional sins.300 However, this 

claim faces serious problems in light of the fact that the high priest makes confession of 

the sins of the sons of Israel over the goat for Azazel on the Day of Atonement, and these 

sins are defined as “all the sins of the sons of Israel” (Lev 16:21, 30, 34). Confession does 

not seem to be limited to public, unintentional sins only, but rather, extends to all sins. 

This claim is strengthened even more by a more explicit presence of the 

confession of sins in the rest of the OT (Ps 32:5; Prov 28:13; Dan 9:4, 20; Ezra 10:1, 11; 

Neh 1:6; 9:2–3). With the majority of scholars, I, believe that confession was an assumed 

element of sin and reparation offering ritual,301 however not in the presence of the priest 

or any other human being except when a human being incurred damage/loss because of 

the sin that the offerer committed. Milgrom, followed by many influential scholars,302 

provided strong evidence from ANE literature and rabbinic texts for the presence of the 

confession of sins.303 Extrabiblical texts convincingly suggest that confession of sins was 

an integral part of the sin and reparation sacrifices.  

 

300Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 300–303, 368–69. 

301Kurtz, Offerings, 83; Merwe, “The Laying on of Hands in the Old Testament,” 37–38; Eichrodt, 

Theology of the Old Testament, 2:161–62; Rodríguez, “Substitution in the Hebrew Cultus,” 198–201; 

Noordtzij, Numbers, 66; LaSor, Hubbard, and Bush, Old Testament Survey, 154; Hartley, Leviticus, lxx–

lxxi, 21, 69; Levine, Leviticus, 28; Rooker, Leviticus, 188–89. This list of scholars is not exhaustive. 

302Schwartz, “Leviticus,” (JSB), 216; Wenham, The Book of Leviticus, 105, 109; Rooker, 

Leviticus, 119.  

303Milgrom, Leviticus 1–16, 24–25, 298–99. See also Milgrom, Cult and Conscience, 106–14. 

Milgrom excludes confession in the context of inadvertences, that is Lev 4. This study interprets Lev 4 as 

covering both intentional and unintentional sins which consequently led to the conclusion that confession 

was also part of Lev 4 ritual. 
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Arguments from Current Research 

Besides the points raised in the subheading, “Evaluation of the Claims against 

Transfer/Substitution Theory,” that demonstrate that arguments against this theory reflect 

selective and uncomprehensive reading of the text, this study suggests additional 

arguments that support its validity. These arguments stem from the analysis of two 

concepts that are integrated in a broader context of Ancient Israel faith, as expressed in 

the Pentateuchal texts. 

 

Insight from Hamartiology 

The first section of this study demonstrated certain specifics of the concept of sin. 

First, three Hebrew terms for sin, שַׁ פֶּ ע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן, are not reliable in determining 

whether the sin is intentional or unintentional and expiable or inexpiable. They often 

semantically overlap and are used as synonyms. As such, these terms are not reliable for 

giving much insight into the nature of sin in terms of presence/absence of intent and 

expiability/inexpiability. Thus, context remains the decisive factor to this end.  

Second, the first point is critical because scholars usually consider שַׁע  as פֶּ

intentional, brazen, and inexpiable sin. However, a terminological analysis of the three 

Hebrew terms for sin, שַׁ פֶּ ע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן, demonstrated that שַׁע  cannot be restricted to פֶּ

intentional, brazen, inexpiable/unforgivable sin. The present study demonstrates through 

the terminological/contextual/intertextual approach that שַׁע  is mainly intentional and פֶּ

potentially also unintentional, but yet always expiable/forgivable sin. 

Third, this point disproves the foundational assumption of ADH that שַׁע  as ,פֶּ

inexpiable/unforgivable sin, uniquely defiles the sanctuary from a distance through the 
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air. Being expiable, שַׁע  through the ,חָטָא and עָוֹן is dealt with as other sins, denoted by פֶּ

sin or reparation offering. Consequently, שַׁע  sin was transferred into the sanctuary in the פֶּ

same way as other sins via the sacrificial offering process. 

Fourth, in addition to the claim from a terminological study of the term  שַׁע  that ,פֶּ

it refers to intentional and potentially unintentional sin, the presence or absence of intent 

is not a reliable element to determine whether the sin is expiable or inexpiable. It is 

demonstrated in the present study that some intentional sins are expiable/forgivable as are 

unintentional ones, and expiable sins can invoke punishment if divine regulations to deal 

with a given sin are not followed. However, a terminological study of שַׁע  itself does not פֶּ

provide grounds for establishing whether it conveys intentional inexpiable sin. Thus, it is 

the context, rather than the use of the term שַׁע  or any other term for sin, that determines פֶּ

whether the sin is expiable or inexpiable. 

Fifth, the proposed understanding of terms gave room for the unique 

interpretation of Lev 16:16, 21. Shea proposed certain arguments, some of which were 

disproved and some strengthened in the present study that the חַטָּאוֹת, the closing term of 

both lists of sins in these two texts, actually refers to sin offerings rather than to sins. The 

first two terms in the list refers to sins that were dealt with by the sin offerings. 

Consequently, at least four facts invalidate basic and critical assumptions of 

ADH: 1) three Hebrew terms for sin, פֶּשַׁע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן, are interchangeable and 

unreliable in defining sin, 2) שַׁע  cannot be restricted to intentional brazen and פֶּ

inexpiable/unforgivable sins which consequently challenges the key presumption of ADH 

that שַׁע  is intentional brazen and inexpiable/unforgivable sin, 3) intent is not a crucial פֶּ
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element in proclaiming a sinful activity inexpiable/unforgivable and שַׁע  contexts do not פֶּ

provide ground to be classified as such sin, and finally 4) interpretation that nominal חָטָא 

in Lev 16:16, 21 refers to the sin offering, rather than sin. These insights remove the most 

challenging critiques against transfer/substitution meaning/function of laying on of hands. 

 

Insights from the Concept of Atonement 

First, the understanding that שַׁע  represents intentional inexpiable sin is a crucial פֶּ

element of the commonly believed atonement theory that assumes AD of the sanctuary. 

The sinner of שַׁע  ,sin is not allowed to offer sacrifice and obtain forgiveness, but rather פֶּ

experience capital punishment. This is not supported by biblical texts. The claim that 

there are sins for which forgiveness via sacrifice is not possible is correct, but these sins 

are never conveyed via the שַׁע  term. The intentional brazen sins expressed through the פֶּ

phrase יָד רָמָה ב   are related to עָוֹן, but not to שַׁע  Thus, the ADH, as a part of the classical .פֶּ

atonement theory, was redefined. 

Second, scholars believe that שַׁע  sin, as some sort of miasma, not dealt with פֶּ

through sacrifice, travels through the air and attaches itself to the sanctuary, particularly 

the most holy place. It is inescapable that שַׁע  ,sin, supposedly behaves in that way פֶּ

possesses some kind of intelligence in order to land exactly where it is supposed to land, 

the most holy place. The present study understands that the concept of atonement is 

expressed by a highly abstract language that it also includes symbolism, but assigning 

these kinds of abilities to only a certain type of sin would be crossing the limits of the 

definition that biblical faith does not contain magic. In the atonement theory and 

understanding of sin presented in the present study, the movement of sin is highly 
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controlled and limited. That is, the sin was transferred from the offerers to their sin 

offering and then through the blood of the offering into the sanctuary or through the 

blood onto the sacrificial altar in addition to the officiating priest via the eating of the 

sacrificial meat. The ADH assumes that שַׁע  sin, being unknown to anybody but the פֶּ

offerer, glides through the camp and lands exactly in the sanctuary. If שַׁע  sin were פֶּ

public, and presumably the sinner is deserving of capital punishment, as the proponent of 

ADH believes, שַׁע  sin’s entrance into the sanctuary does not make any sense. The sinner פֶּ

of שַׁע  sin does not receive forgiveness. The incident of a blasphemer does not show any פֶּ

fear of his sin’s being a threat for the sanctuary. 

Upon closer analysis of crucial texts used to support the AD theory, the present 

study demonstrates that this theory is untenable for multiple reasons. These reasons 

pertain to the areas of grammar lapses, the semantics of the verb טָמֵא, and inconsistencies 

in the literary structure of related texts. 

Third, the present study demonstrates that the foundational meaning of ר פֶּ  is כִּ

ransom, not cleansing. Even though the understanding of ransom defined in this study 

and the common understanding of this concept as defined in English dictionaries304 are 

similar to some extent, it has to be stressed that ransom in this study does not include 

legally negative connotations, but rather, the one that is informed by biblical texts. Thus, 

 

304For instance, a bribe is defined as “a sum of money or something valuable that you give or offer 

to somebody to persuade them to help you, especially by doing something dishonest.” Oxford Advanced 

Learner’s Dictionary, s.v. “bribe,” released 30 July 2015, http://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/ 

us/definition/american_english/bribe_1. For similar definitions see Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “Bribe,” 

released 9 April 2019, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/bribe; BLD, 8th ed., s.v. “Bribe”; A 

Dictionary of Modern Legal Usage, 2nd ed., s.v. “Briber; bribee; bribe-giver; bribe-taker”; Burton, BLT 

(1998), s.v. “Bribe.” 
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ransom refers to a reconciliation of an interrupted relationship between a sinner 

(offending party), who broke God’s law, and God (offended party), whose law has been 

violated. This reconciliation is achieved by God’s acceptance of the ransom in the form 

of the life of the animal, instead of the sinner’s life. In this case, the animal’s life serves 

as a ransom for human life. A metaphor of removal, of sin with its punishment, 

encounters this part of the atonement process better than the metaphor of cleansing 

because the latter refers to total absence of the substance, an item that is being cleansed 

from the object that it resided on/in. This cannot be said of the connection of the sinner 

and their sin. Thus, the biblically informed understanding of ransom resembles the 

common definition of ransom in MLSs in the fact that there is some sort of payment to a 

law jurisdiction entity, which has not necessarily established a law, to help a law-breaker 

mend his/her situation that includes violating established law without considering the 

offended party. It differs in the fact that a biblical ransom fixes the relationship between a 

sinner and God which is defined by (1) laws that are given and enforced by God himself, 

and (2) God as the offended party who accepts a ransom in order for the reconciliation to 

take place. 

The latter is possible in a very limited number of texts that separate themselves 

from other uses by a specific grammatical pattern: ר פֶּ  is followed by the direct object כִּ

marker and the noun is modified by the direct object marker. 

Fourth, the meaning of ר פֶּ  as “to ransom” and the choice of English “to atone כִּ

for” or “atonement” for it removes misleading connotations or senses of the two most 

common scholarly suggestions, “to cover” or “to cleanse,” for ר פֶּ  that stems from כִּ

concrete meaning of this verb which is not supported by biblical texts. In light of the 
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ever-present and underlying GHS and a particular sin, the meaning, “to ransom,” is 

supported in some context by rigorous examination of ר פֶּ  uses in the Pentateuch and by כִּ

the overall interpretative framework found in the Pentateuch, which places emphasis on 

the symbolic, abstract meaning of atonement. 

Fifth, the fact that ר פֶּ  is often a subprocess or prerequisite of a broader process כִּ

such as acceptance, forgiveness, sanctification, or cleansing it always ransoms either the 

offerer’s GHS or a particular sin that is transferred to the animal. The laying on of hand/s 

is a distinct ritual activity that facilitates this transfer to the sacrificial animal that 

eventually dies in the offerer’s place. 

In summary, the following facts established through the study of ר פֶּ  form an כִּ

interpretative framework in which transfers/substitution is necessary and constitutes the 

logical meaning/function of laying on of hand/s: 1) שַׁע  sin can be expiated/forgiven via פֶּ

sacrifice; 2) שַׁע  sin is dealt with via sacrifice just like any other sin and it does not פֶּ

possess faculties of an intelligent being such as traveling from the spot where it was 

generated to another specific spot; 3) ר פֶּ ר (refers to ransom and not cleansing; 4 כִּ פֶּ  is כִּ

portrayed as a symbolic, abstract process for which the English word “atonement” is the 

most appropriate; and 5) ר פֶּ  is often a prerequisite for broader processes that regulate כִּ

divine-human relationships. 

The arguments from hamartiology and atonement do not eliminate the fact that 

secondary functions of the laying on of hands could have been to express identification or 

convey the ownership of the animal. However, in light of the arguments mentioned 

above, the transfer/substitution remains the primary meaning/function for the laying on of 
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hand/s. Transfer remains unspecified, since the element transferred is determined by a 

given context. However, the interpretative framework and a given context should also be 

taken into consideration to control the elements that are transferred, since in light of some 

contexts, some transfers are superfluous and redundant. 
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CHAPTER 7 

 

 

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION 

 

 

The foundation of this study was the interrelatedness of the concepts of sin and 

atonement with the ritual gesture of the laying on of hands as presented in the sacrificial 

offering regulations. Regardless of the long history of opposition to transfer/substitution 

as a suggested meaning/function of the laying on of hand/s, the research presented in the 

present study suggests that this theory still possesses valid—and overwhelming—biblical 

support. The present research consisted of three major parts. 

 

The First Part 

The first part of the study included chapters two and three. Chapter two includes a 

general study of impurity in the OT including its key approach and weaknesses and 

ending in a more focused study of moral impurity, including specific Hebrew terms. 

Chapter three offers terminological definitions based on the MLS in order to examine the 

role of intent in the event of sin in the Pentateuch. 

 

Chapter 2 

Approaches and Obstacles in the 

Study of Impurity 

I demonstrated in this chapter that OT hamartiology is perplexed with the fact that 

sin is often presented through (1) multiple metaphors, (2) an extensive plethora of 
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Hebrew terms, and (3) the tendency of the OT to present it as a conceptual representation. 

A major weakness of all key approaches developed in OT hamartiology is root fallacy, a 

belief that the original, etymological meaning, which rests on the earliest use of the 

term/s, is a normative meaning for subsequent uses. The terminological approach is the 

most basic and needed element in OT hamartiology, but if it suffers from limiting sin to 

some terms, and all or the majority are included, then the study becomes superficial and 

literary insensitive. In addition, the contexts are usually insufficiently considered. The 

biblical-theological approach is also valuable since it tends to consider the historical-

literal element of biblical texts and organize the findings into a systematic/topical 

teaching. The key weakness of this approach is the immense number of imbalance 

definitions and text selectiveness. The metaphorical approach views impurity as just one 

term to denote the concept of sin and the meaning of “metaphor/metaphorical” is never 

defined by scholars. It does not seek to define the concept of sin, but rather, to find the 

metaphors by which impurity/sin is expressed. As such, it is the least utilized approach in 

scholarly debate. All these key approaches are not mutually exclusive and do overlap to 

some extent.  

The approach utilized in the present study is named the 

terminological/contextual/intertextual approach and represents the way to avoid root 

fallacy and the weaknesses of key approaches and to incorporate their strengths. It 

attempts to collect statements on sin in the Pentateuchal texts paying attention to the 

context and literary particulars of the texts analyzed. In order to perform a thorough 

analysis of the texts, it set the limits on the number of terms being analyzed. 

 

  



 

723 

Impurity in Scholarly Debates 

This first part of the second chapter demonstrated that the division of impurity in 

the OT into ritual and moral is understood from the early beginnings of the study of this 

concept. Key scholars on the topic such as David Hoffmann, Alfred Büchler, Mary 

Douglas, Hyam Maccoby, Jacob Milgrom, Tikva Frymer-Kensky, David P. Wright, and 

Jonathan Klawans all confirmed the division into these two impurities. This bipartite 

division was articulated in early Jewish sources, spanning Talmudic and medieval 

rabbinic literature, Philo, and the early rabbinic sages. The two key proponents who 

viewed impurity as a single nature concept are Jacob Neusner and Thomas Kazen. 

However, Neusner was unsuccessful in preserving the two ways (metaphorical elsewhere 

in the Bible and literal in relation to Cult) of interpreting texts that speak of impurity, 

while Kazen’s application of the bio-psychological approach onto moral and ritual texts 

is highly questionable. The history of research showed that moral impurity originates 

from sinful behavior, while ritual impurity originates from human corpses, certain animal 

carcasses, bodily flows, and leprosy, and as such, it symbolizes sin. It is unknown why 

they symbolize sin from the scholarly debate. The present study connects ritual impurities 

to sin via the potential of death that ritual impurities carry in themselves. The work of 

Frymer-Kensky, Wright, and Klawans are the most detailed and educational. Building on 

the bipartite division of impurity to ritual and moral impurity, Kensky-Frymer divided 

ritual impurity into minor and major, and concluded that these impurities are contagious, 

but yet, not sinful. Major impurities are caused by death, leprosy, bodily discharges and 

childbirth, while minor impurities result in contact with impure things, things that are 

defiled by persons under major impurity and persons under major impurity. Moral 
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impurity refers to activities forbidden by God. She also believed that pollution of the 

sanctuary takes place in two ways, via direct contact and aerially. Wright’s work is 

imbedded in Frymer-Kensky’s study. He introduced a new terminology, tolerated for 

ritual and prohibited for moral impurity, which is heavily but yet, rightly criticized by 

Klawans. Finally, Klawans’ work is the most up-to-date work on the topic and upholds 

the classical bipartite division. Along with the previous scholarly research, Klawans 

agreed that ritual impurity (1) arises from natural and unavoidable conditions, (2) is not 

sin, and (3) conveys impermanent contagion via direct contact. Moral impurity, on the 

other hand, (1) arises from grave sin, (2) is not defiled by direct contact, (3) leads to long-

lasting, if not permanent, contagion, and (4) unlike ritual impurity which can be 

addressed and remedied via purification ritual, is rectified by atonement, punishment, or 

refraining from committing it. He highlighted the fact that purity/impurity terminology 

also confirms the traditional division into ritual and moral impurity since טָמֵא is used for 

both impurities, but תּוֹעֵבָה and חָנֵף are used exclusively for moral impurity. Moral 

impurity defiles the one who performs it, the sanctuary, and the land. Ritual impurity 

never defiles the land, nor is derived from the land, but defiles the sanctuary and humans. 

Klawans innovatively introduced the fact that both impurities, ritual and moral, are real. 

In addition, he endorsed the metaphorical use of purity/impurity language in biblical 

texts, but not to the extent that scholars usually think of, claiming that use of 

metaphorical or figurative interpretation of certain texts brings more confusion than 

clarity to the discussion due to various theories on metaphor itself. 
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Further Insights on Impurity 

from the Present Study 

In expanding the works of these scholars, some other insights are present in the 

Pentateuch that further confirm the bipartite division between the two impurities. 

Removal of negative effects of ritual impurity never results in forgiveness (סָלַח), but 

predominantly, in 24/25 contexts, it does result in purification (טָהֵר). In the Pentateuch, 

in 3/4 contexts, in Lev 12:7–8 and 14:20, purification is just potentially present, while in 

Lev 16:19, טָהֵר deals with the ritual impurity. Thus, Lev 16:30 remains the only 

exception. The purity verb חָנֵף never refers to ritual impurity, but always, to moral. טָמֵא 

expresses both impurities and predominantly expresses defilement of humans and 

insignificantly, of the sanctuary and the entire camp. חָלַל is even more flexible than טָמֵא 

in its preference to transfer both ritual and moral defilement to humans and the sanctuary. 

Based on the results of the search of all three verbs, חָנֵף ,טָמֵא, and חָלַל, the land never 

contracts ritual defilement, but always, moral. תּוֹעֵבָה never refers to ritual, but always to 

moral impurity. Thus, a terminological analysis of purity verbs favors the bipartite 

division of impurity more than a single impurity approach. 

Having established the division between ritual and moral impurity, the present 

study focuses on moral impurity expressed by פֶּשַׁע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן as the key reason for 

atonement, especially in Lev 4–5; 16:16, 21. The present study established that 

Schwartz's proposal that the phrase or , חָטָא שַׁע עָוֹן נָשָׂא , פֶּ  refers to the state of guilt, thus 

representing consequential bearing of sin, is an eloquent attempt to suggest a fresh 

meaning to the phrase. However, weaknesses embedded in it make it incapable of 
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replacing the traditional understanding of the phrase consisting of two meanings, “to 

forgive” and “punishment.” 

By applying the terminological/contextual/intertextual method in studying the 

terms  ָפֶּשַׁע ,טָאח , and עָוֹן, the present study establishes that all of them, in terms of intent, 

refer to unintentional and intentional sins. In terms of expiability, they all refer to 

expiable and inexpiable sins. The uses of these terms reveal that the emphasis of each 

term’s preference to denote intentional or unintentional and expiable or inexpiable sin 

vary, but all of them at least sometimes refer to all these types of sin. Finally, these three 

terms are often used as synonyms and semantically overlap. 

 

Chapter 3 

Legal Terminology 

In chapter three, this study consults MLS terminology in order to clarify its use in 

biblical studies. Consequently, it is demonstrated that biblical scholars usually 

misunderstood essential meaning of the terminology. The prime example is Jacob 

Milgrom who was followed by other biblical scholars. Contrary to Milgrom, it is 

negligence that encompasses wrongs done inadvertently or ignorantly, and not 

inadvertence that encompasses wrongs done negligently or ignorantly. Besides 

similarities to ANE law collections and certain unique characteristics of BL, its key 

uniqueness is crucial for the present study. That is, BL has its origin in God himself and 

consequently, breaking any regulation of BL assumes liability of the one doing it and 

accountability to God himself. 

 

  



 

727 

Intent in Legal and Cultic Texts 

Establishing intent, though difficult, is possible in legal texts, as well as in cultic 

texts. Homicide laws are an example of the most comprehensive display of various levels 

of intent in the former, while the latter is portrayed in Lev 4–5 and Num 15. Milgrom, in 

a way, determined how scholars perceive intent in cultic laws. He proposed that אָשַׁם has 

consequential meanings like other terms that deal with sin, such as עָוֹן and חָטָא, that 

express both, sin and its punishment. אָשַׁם, being an intransitive verb, is best understood 

if translated as “to feel guilty,” which Milgrom supported by the use of the noun גָגָה  ,שׁ 

which he understood to mean “inadvertence.” A closer reading of his work reveals that 

גָגָה  is limited to accident only, which is only partially true, and is applied to all cases of שׁ 

גָגָה  Thus, unconsciousness of the sin and consciousness of the act is common for any .שׁ 

breaking of the law in Milgrom’s opinion and it impacted the role of intent in the process 

of breaking the law. Such an understanding of sin excludes the major class of sin which is 

sin committed out of GHS and weakness. 

By examining the uses of אָשַׁם, it is established that both aspects, subjective-

physiological-consequential and objective, are contained in the verb אָשַׁם. The context is 

the determining factor if both or one particular sense is to be a preferred meaning. The 

inclusion of both these factors, subjective-psychological-consequential and objective 

senses of the verb אָשַׁם is expressed in the four ways of translating it, and the literary and 

grammatical flow of the texts provide the most satisfactory and consistent reading of Lev 

4–5. “To be/become guilty” remains the least misleading translation since it embodies all 
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the others and remains the most basic meaning of the term in the context of legal/moral 

standing.  

This understanding,  אָשַׁם, reconciles all conceptual and literary difficulties if just 

one of the suggested understanding/translations of אָשַׁם is accepted. First, it 

chronologically places the sinners’ recognition of the sinfulness of their sin before they 

offer a sacrifice or make confession in Lev 5:1–5, 17 which is obvious in Lev 4:3, 13–14, 

23–24, and 27–28. Sinners are always fully aware of their sin before offering a sacrifice. 

Second, it provides the rationale of how the sinners, who are aware of their sin, are 

motivated to rectify their sin in Lev 5:23. Besides being objectively and subjectively 

aware of their sin, the sinners also experience the consequential aspect of אָשַׁם (pangs of 

their consciousness), and their objective and subjective experience of guilt is placed in 

the right context, and they fully understand their sin. Third, this chronology of activities 

where sinners’ awareness of their sin before they begin to rectify it is preserved and 

upheld by the recognition of the temporal sequence of activities in Lev 4–5 expressed by 

wayiqtol and weqatal verbs, and of the pluperfect sense of qatal verbs. Fourth, it 

recognizes two different ways by which sinners become aware of their sin which is 

obvious in Lev 4:23–24, 27–28 and in all other transitions in Lev 4:3, 13–14 by 

understanding that the Hebrew particle ֹאו in the most natural way as “or” and 

understanding the Hebrew conjunction   ו to mean “or,” as one of its frequent meanings in 

the Pentateuch and the Hebrew Bible. Fifth, the presence of two different ways of the 

sinners’ recognition of their sin also explains why both ּמו אָשִֵֽׁ עָה and ו  וֹד  נִֽ –in, Lev 4:12 ו 

13, 22–23, 27–28, are accompanied by additional clauses that basically communicate that 
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the sinner has committed sin. This is not the case in Lev 5:5, 17, 23, where only אָשַׁם 

occurs, with no additional clauses to communicate the act of sinning. The only exception 

is a short reference, הָיָה א  ו  י־יֶּחֱטָֹ֣ ִֽ כִּ , in v. 23. 

The study of גָגָה שׁ   revealed that this term refers to the non-brazen nature of the בִּ

sin (Num 15:22–29) and activities committed accidentally, with no intentionality 

included on the sinner’s part. If the immediate context of the phrase does not provide 

arguments for a different nuance of meaning, this is the one that should be assumed. 

The use of the verbs יָדַע and עָלַם in Lev 5:1–4 suggests that the person involved 

had knowledge of his sin, was aware of it, but consequently lost knowledge of it. Still, 

this understanding of sin in Lev 5:1–4 rests on the grammar utilized in the passage. These 

verbs are used in Lev 4:13, but the grammar does not support the understanding that is 

conveyed in Lev 5:1–4. 

The verb שָׁגָה/שָׁגַג, like the verb חָטָא, with the exception of brazen sinning, 

expresses all types of sinning in the OT. The immediate and wider context of each use 

clarifies whether the verb is used as a generic way, or whether it conveys some specific 

way of sinning.  

 

Leviticus 4–5: A Fresh Proposal 

The four subcases in Lev 4 all assume two alternative ways of sinning, 

unintentional accidental and potentially out of ignorance, and intentional, but non-brazen. 

The next four subcases in Lev 5:1–4 are intentional but non-brazen sins that were 

forgotten and eventually remembered. The pericope of Lev 5:14–16 is unique, and for 

that reason, is separated from the subcases in Lev 4 because it deals with the sins against 
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the sancta. However, in terms of the nature of sinning, due to the use of a general verb 

 and a theoretical potential, the pericope assumes the same types of sins as are in Lev חָטָא

4, unintentional accidental or out of ignorance, and intentional but non-brazen. Leviticus 

5:17–19 is another unique type of sinning that is only well established here, and that is 

the sin of ignorance. The final pericope in Leviticus, 5:20–26 [6:1–7], encompasses the 

exclusively intentional, but non-brazen sins. Numbers 15:22–31 deals with two types of 

sinning. The first is described in vv. 22–29 and are non-brazen sins which may include all 

types of non-brazen sins defined in Lev 4–5. The second, vv. 30–31, is brazen sin that 

includes the full intention of the sinner along with the attitude of rejecting God’s 

personality and authority. 

 

Fresh Sin Classification 

As a result of such an understanding of terms and crucial texts concerning the 

intent related to sinful activities, the present study suggests that the death/capital 

punishment prescribed for sin makes it intentional, brazen sin, while all other sins to 

which other non-capital punishments are associated is unintentional or intentional, non-

brazen, and possibly, expiable. The former one is defined in the Pentateuch as “ יָד רָמָה ב  ” 

sin and it is always done in the sinner’s full awareness of the activity and consciousness 

of the activity’s being sinful. The latter can be done unintentionally and intentionally. 

The unintentional one is by accident or through ignorance, which implies awareness of 

the activity, but unconsciousness of the activity’s being sinful. Intentional, non-brazen sin 

stems from GHS/weakness, where the sinner is fully aware of the activity of sinning and 

conscious of the activity’s being sinful. 

The research on moral impurity provides the following three points: First, Hebrew 
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terms for moral impurity semantically overlap. Second, all of them, in terms of intent, 

refer to unintentional and intentional sins and in terms of expiability, refer to expiable 

and inexpiable sins. Third, these three terms are often used as synonyms. Fourth, Hebrew 

terms are consequently not helpful in determining the nature of sins but the context is. 

These points enable a plausible interpretation of Lev 16:16, 21. Some scholars have 

interpreted שַׁ פֶּ ע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן as a triad that represents sin in a comprehensive way. 

Others assigned specific meaning to each term. Gane produced the most comprehensive 

work concerning the two interpretative cruxes in these two texts in following the latter 

method. However, this study demonstrates that Gane's interpretation is not sound. In 

regard to the first crux, lekol does not introduce a new item in the list, but rather, 

encompasses the first two terms. Regarding the second crux, Hebrew terms cannot be 

taken as referring to specific sins for the above-mentioned reasons, that is, their semantic 

overlap and synonymous uses. Thus, besides conveying a comprehensiveness of sin 

which is confirmed by the present study, these terms could be understood to refer to the 

sins that could potentially be found in the sanctuary and are atoned for by the sin 

offerings which are always taken to be the meaning of the last term in the list, חַטָּאוֹת. 

 

The Second Part 

This part also consisted of two chapters, four and five. A detailed and extensive 

study of the Hebrew verb ר פֶּ  as a crucial component of the sacrificial process that ,כִּ

includes the laying on of hand/s, is dealt with in chapter 4. An evaluation of the ADH, 

including critical grammatical issues involved in the text upon which this theory rests, is 

presented in chapter 5.  
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Chapter 4 

ר פֶּ  in Scholarly Debates כִּ

It has been established that widespread insight from comparative studies on the 

origin and meaning of the Hebrew verb ר פֶּ  such as the Arabic kaffara or the Akkadian ,כִּ

kuppuru, proved to be misleading, contrary to what was believed in the mid-20th century. 

First, stems in various languages do not correspond, but also overlap. The Hebrew ר פֶּ  כִּ

and Arabic kaffara or Akkadian kuppuru have different meanings in the base and 

intensive stem. Yet, some uses show that sometimes they do semantically overlap. 

Second, scholars have proposed at least 4 ways ר פֶּ  ,should be understood: (1) to cover כִּ

(2) to ransom, (3) to purify, purge, and (4) to atone, expiate. Confronted with the variety 

of uses, Levine proposed that there are two separate כָפַר roots in BH, כָפַר I, “to purify,” 

and כָפַר II, “to expiate,” but his work reflected that he himself was not able to preserve 

this distinction as he interpreted texts. Milgrom was firm that ר פֶּ  predominantly means כִּ

“to effect purgation” in a sin offering context. Less prominent meanings are “to cover,” 

“to ransom,” and “to atone, expiate.” Sklar proposed that the verb encompasses both 

ideas, purging and ransom. Following previous scholarship, such as Driver, Gane moved 

the debate of ר פֶּ ר onto more solid ground. He emphasized that כִּ פֶּ  does not focus on the כִּ

physical activity such as purging, which is emphasized in the Akkadian kuppuru context, 

but rather its goal, since the former is rare in biblical texts. He also insightfully noted that 

ר פֶּ  .takes place before forgiveness, which is the very final goal of offering a sin offering כִּ

Thus, ר פֶּ  ,has something to do with the obstacle in divine-human relationships. Finally כִּ

he proposed that the nature of ר פֶּ  in a given sacrifice is identified by the goal of that כִּ
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ritual. Feder’s work is the most recent on the topic, and he proved that favored 

comparative input on the meaning of ר פֶּ  is wrong for (1) concrete and abstract meanings כִּ

of the verb, and (2) ר פֶּ  has a wide range of semantic meanings in BH. He proposed, like כִּ

Gane, that the meaning of ר פֶּ  .should be determined based on the context כִּ

 

Foundational Meaning of  ר פֶּ  כִּ

The present study shows that major scholars of ר פֶּ  showed little or no כִּ

consideration for the fact of GHS of human beings in their formation of the meaning of 

this verb. GHS is a constant disadvantage of human beings when they interact with the 

divine, whether actual sin is involved or not, and as such, should be included in the 

formation of the understanding of  ר פֶּ  the present study does exactly that. The ;כִּ

foundational text for the meaning of ר פֶּ  is the only text that explicitly explains it by כִּ

detailing the role of blood in the sacrificial process, Lev 17:11. 

First, examining the meaning of ר פֶּ  the present study realizes that animal’s ,כִּ

blood serves as a ר ר of human life and that the foundation of the כֹפֶּ פֶּ  is the concept of כִּ

ר  ransom. The broken relationship between God, as an injured party, and the sinner, as ,כֹפֶּ

a wrong party, is resolved by God’s acceptance of the animal’s blood-life as ransom for 

the offerer’s blood-life. The decision of whether to accept the ransom or not rests solely 

on the wronged party, God. It is inescapable that the sacrificial animal serves as a 

substitute in the place of the offerer. 

Second, asking to which sacrifices the regulations in Lev 17 refer in the present 

study affirmed that a general prohibition against blood eating in v. 10 is not limited to 
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well-being offering but refers to burnt, sin and reparation sacrifice that all have atoning 

function.  

Third, although all three alternatives, beth pretii, beth essentiae, or beth 

instrumentii, are valid for the meaning of the second   ב preposition attached to the noun 

ר by which נֶּפֶּשׁ פֶּ  is accomplished, beth essentiae and beth instrumentii are favored since כִּ

they agree with the understanding that the referent of  in 11b is the life of the  נֶּפֶּשׁ

sacrificial animal and has stronger grammatical and intertextual support. Fourth, the fact 

that ר פֶּ  in itself includes the idea of substitution and because the sacrificial animal is כִּ

slaughtered at the altar in the sanctuary instead of the offerer, the idea of substitution is 

implied in Lev 17:11. This analysis and understanding of ר פֶּ  greatly helped in כִּ

identifying the meaning of ר פֶּ  .in some vague contexts below כִּ

 

Insights on ר פֶּ  from the Present Research כִּ

The comprehensive analysis of the uses of ר פֶּ  along with modifiers or no כִּ

modifiers in the present study brought the following results. 

First, ר פֶּ  has a concrete, literal meaning “to rub on, apply” only once in Gen כִּ

6:14, and then it is preceded by the direct object marker. This is also the only qal use of 

 and non-cultic context in the Pentateuch. The same meaning is reflected in cultic כָפַר

contexts, even though ר פֶּ  .appears in piel, Lev 16:20, 32 כִּ

Second, when ר פֶּ  appears with no modifiers in cultic and non-cultic contexts, it כִּ

has various meanings such as “to appease, or atone, remove” that are derived from the 

contexts. 
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Third, when ר פֶּ  in non-cultic contexts, it בַעַד is accompanied by the preposition כִּ

refers to atonement, but it was of a temporary nature (Gen 32:30). In cultic contexts, ר פֶּ  כִּ

conveys two different meanings of “to atone for” and “to remove,” in the sense of 

cleansing. 

Fourth,   ר + ל פֶּ  is found two times and always in non-cultic texts with the כִּ

meaning of “to atone for” and with the idea of ransom included. 

Fifth, two meanings are detected with   ר + ב פֶּ  constructions, and they are all כִּ

found in cultic contexts. All texts include impurity, either from context or implied, but 

the function of this construction is either to communicate the instrumental in the sense by 

which the ר פֶּ ר was achieved or the location where the כִּ פֶּ  .was accomplished כִּ

Sixth, the most frequent construction is ר + עַל פֶּ -and it occurs in cultic and non כִּ

cultic contexts. In 47/56 of occurrences, the preposition עַל carries the meaning of 

advantage, with only one non-cultic text. In the other 9 occurrences, the preposition עַל 

marks either the location of ר פֶּ  accomplishment, instrument, or direct object marker. In כִּ

Exod 29:36, עַל carries double function of marking the direct object marker and the 

location. Of the last 9 occurrences, only Lev 14:53 is a non-cultic context. 

The present study also analyzed the use of ר פֶּ  in context with related concepts כִּ

such as to cleanse (חָטָא), to sanctify ( קָדַשׁ ), to clean (טָהֵר), to forgive (סָלַח), and to 

accept (רָצָה). When ר פֶּ ר ,appears in the rituals whose goal is to reach these outcomes כִּ פֶּ  כִּ

is a part of a bigger, major ritual. It has a limited function within the major ritual of 

assisting in the accomplishment of the major ritual. 
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First, when it appears along with חָטָא and ׁקָדַש in Exod 29:33, 36, it atones for the 

priests’ GHS in v. 33, and cleanses the altar in v. 36. When it appears in חָטָא contexts in 

Lev 8:15, it also atones for the priests’ GHS. Ritual or moral impurity is not included in 

these texts. The basis for this atonement is ransom. 

Second, when it appears in the contexts of טָהֵר ,חָטָא and ,ר פֶּ כִּ  is uniquely 

accomplished by the reparation offering in Lev 14:20 and refers to the reinstatement of 

the healed צָרַעַת person into the community and to the sin offering which atones for the 

healed צָרַעַת person’s GHS. It is possible that moral impurity might have been included 

here, but not ritual impurity. In Lev 14:53, it refers to the removal of ritual impurity in the 

sense of cleansing it from the infected house. 

Third, when ר פֶּ  ,in Lev 16:19, 30 קָדַשׁ and טָהֵר appears in the context with כִּ

moral impurity is definitely included, and  ִּרכ פֶּ  refers to its removal in the sense of 

cleansing. 

Fourth, ר פֶּ  in Num 8:21, which does not חָטָא and טָהֵר shares the context with כִּ

include impurity, and then refers to the atonement of the Levites’ GHS. In the context 

with ׁקָדַש in Num 6:11, ר פֶּ  refers to atonement for the Nazirite’s sin to prepare him for כִּ

the new term of Nazirite status. Ransom is again the basis upon which atonement is 

possible in this context. 

Fifth, the most frequent contexts in which ר פֶּ  ,in Lev 4:20, 26, 31 סָלַח appears is כִּ

35; 5:10, 13, 16, 18, 26 [6:7]; 19:22; and Num 15:25, 26, 28. All these are cultic contexts 

and they all involve moral impurity. ר פֶּ  It always precedes .סָלַח is a prerequisite for כִּ

ר These contexts, better than all others, show that .סָלַח פֶּ  conveys atonement and is כִּ
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based on the ransom. The offerer receives סָלַח based on the sacrifice he/she offers. 

Sixth, ר פֶּ  appears in the contexts where the offerer receives acceptance before כִּ

God in Lev 1:4. This context implies the presence of GHS. Again, the basis of this 

atonement is ransom in the form of sacrifice. 

Based on the contexts of the atonement of which ר פֶּ  is a part, it consists of two כִּ

elements. The first element is reconciliation which implies that a relationship between 

God and a human party was broken. The reconciling act is actually an encounter of God’s 

grace toward humans, followed by their willingness to return to God. The second element 

is expiation which implies that the human party feels guilt in the face of law because of 

his/her sin, and God’s wrath that follows the act of sin. The human party needs to 

overcome these. Removal of the feelings of guilt and God’s wrath is what expiation does. 

The human party gives up his/her sin while God gives up his wrath. In the actualization 

of both of these elements, reconciliation and expiation, God’s initiative is crucial and 

always precedes the response of the human party. In other words, ר פֶּ  removes this כִּ

obstacle, whatever that might be. 

However, God is never the subject or object of ר פֶּ  even though the process ,כִּ

involving ר פֶּ  is prescribed by God. Completion of the atonement process is sealed by כִּ

God’s direct involvement in this process by granting forgiveness.  

Both cultic and non-cultic contexts in the Pentateuch confirm that ר פֶּ  should be כִּ

understood as achieving abstract effects on both human and inanimate entities. Milgrom 

allowed for ransom to be foundational for ר פֶּ  but only in a limited number of texts that ,כִּ

include averting God’s wrath. ר פֶּ  as such encompasses substitution as well. This study כִּ
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understands that ר פֶּ  ,always has this function, either in the contexts of moral impurity כִּ

some cases of severe ritual impurity, and in the cases of GHS. The analysis of ר פֶּ  כִּ

contexts showed that some contexts give certain guidelines as to what the meaning ר פֶּ  כִּ

could convey, but some contexts do not provide any guidelines, but solely rely on the 

already elaborated meaning. This study agrees that the foundational text that informs of 

almost all ר פֶּ  contexts is Lev 17:11. There, the verb is presented as “ransom” on the כִּ

basis of the sacrificial blood that is applied on the altar. The choice of a precise English 

word to translate the complex semantic range of the Hebrew ר פֶּ  does not exist. The כִּ

present study proposed the English “to atone for” as the closest representation of what 

ר פֶּ ר is, which includes the meaning of כִּ פֶּ  and the various results it achieves in various כִּ

contexts. 

 

Chapter 5 

Automatic Defilement Hypothesis 

The second part of the second section of the present study dealt with ADH. Based 

on the findings in the area of stem, aspect, and the semantics and patterns of use of the 

verb טָמֵא used in Lev 15:31; 20:3; and Num 19:13, 20, this study suggests that ADH is 

not supported by the Pentateuchal texts. 

First, the part of Waltke’s and O’Connor’s theory that piel is always factitive if 

qal of the same verb is stative is valid in the case of טָמֵא within the limits of the 

Pentateuch. In other words, piel brings a totally passive undersubject, without regard to 

the process, into the state depicted by an adjective. By utilizing the method specifically 

developed to examine Waltke’s and O’Connor’s theory of piel, Beckman’s research did 
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not provide sufficient evidence for disproving it when applied to the verbs that convey 

abstract, conceptual, or metaphorical meanings like קָדַשׁ ,טָמֵא and so on. However, this 

postulate regarding piel is not complete. Second, building on this, the present study 

detected a twofold pattern of  uses in the Pentateuch. This verb is always  טָמֵא

accompanied with other verbs, through which its meaning onto the undersubject/direct 

object it modifies is achieved, and physical contact between the entities transmitting and 

contacting impurity is always included. Third, the verbal aspects of טָמֵא in the contexts 

of Lev 15:31; 20:3; and Num 19:13, 20 contain nuances that do not lend support for the 

ADH. All these three points are reinforced as I focus on the issues pertaining to each of 

these texts and propose their interpretation. 

 

Leviticus 15:31 

Building on these three arguments just presented, the present study focuses on the 

more subtle grammatical, syntactic, and semantic irregularities found in Lev 15:31. It 

was demonstrated that the instrumental sense, “by defiling my tabernacle that is in their 

midst,” is not justifiable, which consequently, makes ADH unsustainable. 

First, the temporal interpretation considers that the infinitive construct + 

preposition   ב construction conveys a temporal sense, which is well established by 

Hebrew grammarians. Second, the piel of the verb טָמֵא is considered as a stative verb in 

this text since it is intransitive. In addition to the factitive understanding of piel with this 

particular verb, the temporal interpretation agrees with the pattern of uses of טָמֵא 

established in this study. Third, the present study demonstrates that טָמֵא strictly follows a 

certain pattern of uses in the Pentateuch. That is, it is always accompanied with other 
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helping verbs that convey the exact mode of how טָמֵא achieves its meaning. Fourth, 

achieving טָמֵא state always includes contact between the defiling and profane entity. 

Fifth, the concept of ellipsis and delay that are part of the debate of defilement 

transmission do not override the temporal sense. These two concepts do exist in the 

Pentateuch. When they are interpreted within the Pentateuchal corpus without imposing 

preconceived ideas upon the texts that imply elliptical statements, they support a 

temporal sense. Based on the patterns of use of טָמֵא, the ellipsis, “if an impure person 

touches sancta,” is implied in this text. Also, a delay does not mean that a minor impurity 

grows into a major one if there in a case of delay to handle them, but rather, gives room 

for the defilement of the entire camp and the tent of meeting via the uncontrollable 

transmission of impurity among the covenantal community. Finally, as shown above, the 

temporal sense is accepted in rabbinic literature. 

This study shows that Hebrew grammarians have proposed well-established rules 

in the area of grammar and syntax, as well as the semantics of the verb טָמֵא which are 

very helpful in determining the most plausible meaning of Lev 15:31. The present study 

attempts to incorporate these rules into Lev 15:31 and arrives at the conclusion that the 

instrumental sense is less plausible than the temporal. It actually results out of significant 

grammatical, syntactic, and semantical irregularities. The temporal sense in Lev 15:31, 

on the other hand, does not collide with grammatical, syntactical rules or the semantic 

sense of the verb  It has to be admitted that the temporal sense in Lev 15:31 does not . טָמֵא

provide the way defilement actually takes place, but just proposes a potentially defiled 

state of the sanctuary in the future. However, the manner of how the sanctuary gets 

defiled is very explicitly specified in the Pentateuch (Lev 10:1–2; 12:4). In other words, 
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defilement takes place through direct contact as a part of טָמֵא patterns of use in the 

Pentateuch as demonstrated in the present study. 

 

Leviticus 20:3 

An analysis of Lev 20:3 gave insights into an additional argument against the 

ADH. First, the meaning and function of the preposition מַעַן  that connects the first two ל 

and the last clause. Through two possible senses, purpose and intention, the preposition 

מַעַן  conveys a resultative sense in this text. It never conveys the causative sense in order ל 

to provide grounds for the interpretation that offering one’s children to Moloch itself 

defiles the sanctuary, as the proponents of ADH imply. Rather, this preposition conveys 

that offering one's children to Moloch results in defiling the sanctuary. The translation, 

“the consequence of which will be,” rightfully conveys its meaning. This understanding 

is in accordance with the understanding of the piel stem, the aspect of the infinitive 

construct, and the patterns of use of טָמֵא in the Pentateuch. As established above, piel 

brings a totally passive undersubject, without regard to the process, into a certain state. 

The infinitive construct acts as a finite verb in this text because it is transitive in a 

resultative clause. Infinitive Construct is frequently used in resultative clauses in BH and, 

in that case, it is introduced by the preposition מַעַן  Finally, the well-established pattern .ל 

of טָמֵא uses in the Pentateuch points to the fact that this verb always requires another 

helping verb to achieve its meaning. All these insights suggest that an additional activity 

is implied between the first two and the third clause of this text as the preposition 

introducing the third clause indicates. Based on the established pattern of the uses of טָמֵא 

in the Pentateuch, that additional activity would imply direct contact between the idolater 
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and the sanctuary through his/her coming to the sanctuary. 

Second, Lev 20:1–5 faces significant internal structural and conceptual 

inconsistencies if it is assumed that it consists of two cases, vv. 2–3, and vv. 4–5. Staying 

within the limits of this text, the first inconsistency is a disparity of punishments for the 

same sin. That is, in v. 2, the punishment for idolatry is death by stoning, while in v. 4, it 

is either annihilation of the lineage or punishment in the afterlife. Death by stoning is 

standard punishment for idolatry. The second inconsistency is that the people cannot 

disregard the idolater in vv. 4–5 if they experience premature death in v. 3 as part of 

God’s administering punishment upon them. Verses 4–5 are superfluous in this case. 

Third, if God punishes the idolater only when the covenant community does not, as it was 

evident in vv. 4–5, then this fact points to the claim that God, in v. 3, punishes because 

people do not know that the act of idolatry took place among them. These inconsistencies 

led scholars to propose that v. 3 represents the separate subcase of the law implying the 

ellipsis, “if he does it secretly.” In that case,   ו is not used as a conjunctive “and,” but a 

coordinative particle “or.” In addition, the use of the phrase, “from the midst of one’s 

people,” as well as “from one’s people,” accompanied mainly with the verb כָרַת and in 

one case verb אָבַד and another מוּת in the Pentateuch, convincingly prove that premature 

death is implied punishment in those contexts. The phrase ׁיש הַהוּא בָאִּ  in v. 3 does not 

designate the exact person mentioned in v. 2, thus connecting these two verses into one 

unit, but rather, it refers to any person who commits idolatry. This phrase is also 

mentioned in vv. 4 and 5, and it is impossible that the very same person is implied, since 

v. 4 indisputably introduces a new subcase. Thus, ׁיש הַהוּא בָאִּ  refers to an impersonal, 

indefinite individual who commits idolatry. Cholewinski’s persuasive literary structure is 
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not affected by the inclusion of the implied elliptical phrase, ר  .בַסֵּתֶּ

Accordingly, the understanding of stem, aspect, and semantic sense of טָמֵא, along 

with the meaning and function of the preposition מַעַן  and structural and conceptual ,ל 

inconsistencies under the assumption that this law consists of two, rather than three cases 

does not support ADH. Verse 3 is a separate case in which the implied ellipsis, “if he 

does it secretly,” resolves the internal conceptual inconsistencies of a two-subcase literary 

structure, thus allowing the idolater to come to the sanctuary and defile it through direct 

contact with it, since the covenant community does not know and is not able to prevent it. 

Again, arguments upon which ADH is proposed in regards to this text vanished. 

 

Numbers 19:13, 20 

Besides the already mentioned arguments, Num 19:13, 20 adds more arguments 

against the ADH. First, the piel stem of the verb טָמֵא is factitive. It brings a totally 

passive direct object into the certain state without regard to the process. Second, the 

perfect aspect is frequently utilized to convey a result in the future as a completed state. 

Third, the verb טָמֵא is always accompanied by other verbs through which its meaning on 

the direct object it modifies is achieved. Accordingly, these insights regarding the stem 

and aspect utilized in Num 19:13, 20, along with the semantics and patterns of use of טָמֵא 

in the Pentateuch, do not support ADH. Rather, these texts speak of the result that will 

take place in the future. The exact mode of how this result is achieved is indicated by the 

patterns of use of טָמֵא, namely via direct contact. 
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The Third Part 

The last part of the present study is presented in chapter 6. This chapter 

encompasses the presentation of the ritual theory that would respect the data about the 

concept of sin and atonement suggested in the present study. In addition, it includes the 

evaluation of the critiques of transfer/substitution theory of the laying on of hand/s, along 

with arguments from the present study to confirm this theory. 

 

Chapter 6 

Ritual Theory 

The present study has not focused on developing a ritual theory that would be 

based on the methods established by other disciplines such as sociology, anthropology, 

study of religion, literary criticism, study of theatrical performance, and psychology. 

Instead, this study looked for the ritual theory that correlates with the findings in the 

present study that were derived from biblical texts in order to provide a framework for 

the interpretation of the laying on of hand/s. The intention was to learn what the biblical 

texts have to offer about the laying on of hand/s. Such a ritual theory was found in the 

work of Roy Gane, who focused on the biblical text as the final and decisive factor in 

forming a conceptual and interpretative framework. Even though, Gane's and my 

interpretations on certain biblical texts, and ultimately the meaning of laying on of hands, 

significantly differ, the majority of my findings agree with his ritual theory and method 

he used to form it. 

Led by sociological and anthropological methods, David P. Wright focused on the 

questions concerning ritual that are not dealt with in biblical texts. None of the three 

points he proposed are fully accurate. First, the claim that the texts do not lend sufficient 
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data for proper interpretation assumes that ritual has to be observed in order to be 

interpreted properly. The point that both prescriptive and descriptive ritual texts in the OT 

do not provide a full explanation of the ritual performance and are not subject to 

sociological analysis is well noted and undeniably accurate, but still, his accurate 

assessment is out of context, since none of these two points stands in the ideological 

fabric of the production and purpose of these texts. Second, his point that the variety of 

genres enables a proper ritual interpretation is also misleading since the Pentateuchal 

ritual texts still retain emphasis on the ritual goal in various genres, rather than presenting 

themselves for a sociological analysis and performance. Third, a sharp conceptual 

distinction in the Pentateuch is not solidly established. Furthermore, recent research 

points to the unsustainability of establishing various literary strata within the Pentateuch 

based on literary features. Thus, Wright's arguments are not sustainable. Gane's ritual 

theory that also negates Wright's assumptions regarding the ritual interpretation was 

found to be in better agreement with biblical texts and therefore accepted in this study. 

The main postulates of Gane's ritual theory are the following: (1) ritual actions 

and substances do not have an inherent meaning, but their meaning is established from 

sources like culture, religion, and immediate context; (2) ritual consists of activity and 

meaning that is attached to them in the text; (3) based on the second point, Gane was able 

to avoid weaknesses of structural, dynamistic, or historical approach, and focus on the 

meaning provided in the texts themselves, since these approaches are inadequate for 

identifying ritual meaning; (4) the meaning/function corresponding to the goal of a ritual 

is the goal, assigned to it by the activity system, that is, broader religious context of 

Ancient Israel; (5) a “ritual” is an activity system with a special kind of goal that is not 
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subject to a physical cause and effect reaction, but rather, is symbolic, conveying that 

God intervenes through certain ritual physical processes; (6) systems theory concepts can 

aid in the interpretation of Israelite rituals because ritual in the Pentateuch, like in system 

theory, consists of sub-rituals; and (7) the biblical text, prescriptive or descriptive, 

provides instructions for physical performance and interpretations of activities, and 

remains foundational for determining a ritual's meaning/function. All these points of 

Gane's ritual theory are well supported by biblical texts, as demonstrated. 

Conceptual gaps in the biblical ritual text are real. Some tried to solved by giving 

the reader freedom to fill them in based on other sources which, in the mind of the 

proponents of this approach, are even extra-biblical sources that are not affirmed by the 

present study. However, limiting the sources to biblical texts only, in this case, especially 

the Pentateuchal texts, provides a sound approach. 

 

Biblical Data Regarding Laying on of Hands 

Data from comparative studies confirms the fact that laying on of hand/s is found 

in a variety of contexts and meanings. The laying on of hand/s is recorded in 22 texts in 

the Pentateuch (Exod 29:10, 15 ,19; Lev 1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4: 4, 15, 24, 29, 33; 8:14, 18, 22; 

16:21; 24:14; Num 8:10,12; 27:18, 23; Deut 34:9) and 21 of them are performed in a 

cultic setting. It is widely accepted that this ritual gesture conveys the fact that some kind 

of relationship is established between the offerer and his/her sacrifice. 

Besides these 22 texts where the laying on of hand/s is mentioned, there are at 

least 6 texts (Lev 1:10; 7:1–7; 9:8, 12, 15, 16, 18; 16:6, 9, 11, 15, 24; 23:8, 12, 18, 19, 27, 

36, 37, 38, and Num 28–29) where it is missing. The present study suggests that in Lev 

1:10; 7:1–7; 9:8, 12, 15, 16, 18; 23:8, 12, 18, 19, 27, 36, 37, 38, and Num 28–29) the 
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ritual gesture was performed and was omitted for valid reasons. An abbreviation is the 

reason for its absence in Lev 1:10 and 23:8, 12, 18, 19, 27, 36, 37, 38, and Num 28–29, 

where the focus is on the sacrificial altar, instead of on the priests in Lev 9:8, 12, 15, 16, 

18, or because of the point of view of the text, and allowance for converting the sacrifice 

into money that was handed to the priest. On the other hand, the present study recognizes 

that some texts contain hints that the laying on of hand/s was not performed in some 

contexts such as Lev 16:6, 9, 11, 15, 24 because Lev 16 is prescriptive and detailed text 

and as such, does not mention the laying on of hands on the burnt and sin offerings. In 

addition, the uniqueness of the sin and burnt sacrifices' function also points to the fact 

that the laying on of hand/s was not needed in this context. 

Calabro correctly dismissed the presence of two forms of laying on of hand/s and 

proposed that the laying on of hand/s was always performed with both hands. However, 

his proposal was proven to be unsustainable upon closer study of his arguments and 

biblical texts. His argument relied on the partial and one-sided reading of other and later 

readings such as the LXX and the DSS. However, the review of his arguments shows 

multiple lapses at the level of statistics on the agreement and disagreement of the number 

of the noun “hand” in the MT, on one the hand, and the LXX and the DSS, on the other. 

In the context of unconvincing statistics, the claim of textual criticism that number 

disagreement can hardly be considered as a sign of an original reading does not stand. 

Except for some random cases within which hand disagreement is found in Lev 3:2, 8, 

13, there is no pattern that could be established to support Calabro’s proposal when the 

number of the noun hand is compared in the MT and the LXX. The two readings are 

more consistent than not. 
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The present study fully recognizes the complexity of the number of the noun 

“hand” in the context of the laying on of hand/s and proposes that one hand is used in Lev 

1:4; 3:2, 8, 13; 4:4, 24, 29, 33 based on consistent the MT readings, and that two hands of 

one person were involved in Exod 29:10, 15, 19; Lev 4:15; 8:14, 18, 22; 16:21; 24:14; 

Num 8:10, 12; 27:18, 23; and Deut 34:9 based on the patterns of use of the plural of the 

noun “hand.” This delineation is overruled in at least one text, Lev 4:15, since based on 

the grammatical pattern, two hands were used in this text, but in Lev 4, in all other 

instances, vv. 4, 24, 29, and 33, only one hand was used. Consequently, the conclusion of 

the present study is that the form of gesture is insignificant and does not affect its 

meaning/function since the texts do not provide enough evidence for a solid conclusion 

of the number of hands used. The same applies to the question of the presence of pressure 

during the hand leaning or not. 

Calabro proposed that the laying on of hand/s appoints a person or animal to a 

particular status or role. However, his arguments were not solid. That is, the claim that 

the focus of the phrase “that it may be accepted for him to make atonement on his behalf" 

in Lev 1:4 is not on what the gesture does to the animal, but rather, the emphasis on the 

fact that “the gesture’s form is a similitude of atonement” is supported by abandoned 

understanding of ר פֶּ  as a cover. It is demonstrated in the present study that this is not a כִּ

valid meaning of ר פֶּ  Second, he confused contexts, since the set of sacrifices in Lev 1–3 .כִּ

is different from those in Lev 4–6:7. Finally, this phrase is related to the burnt offering 

only, and never to sin or reparation offerings. Building on the grammatical and 

syntactical parallels between תָּ  סָמַכ  ךָ ו  ת־יָד   .in v (you shall lay your hands on him) ” “עָלָיו אֶּ

18 and נָתַתָּה ךָ ו   in v. 20 of Num (you shall put some of your power on him) ” “ עָלָיו מֵהוֹד 
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27, Calabro noticed that the transfer theory fits these contexts best, and then the material 

being transferred becomes the possession of the person to whom it was transferred. His 

reference point is the use of the verb פָּקַד in Num 27:16. However, Calabro disregarded 

the basic step in biblical interpretation, the use of the root. This root is used 

insignificantly outside of the book of Numbers. The only time פָּקַד is related to the laying 

on of hand/s is in Num 27:16. The verb never means “to appoint” in Exodus and 

Leviticus. These points demonstrate that Calabro's proposal is not sustainable. 

A closer analysis of theories scholars have suggested showed that some of them 

are possible and some are not against the totality of the biblical text. Thus, identification 

is acknowledged that it does not happen at the ontological, but rather, the symbolic level 

is a possible meaning/function of this gesture. The consecration-

separation/dedication/presentation theory is not possible for several reasons. First, the 

offerers in most cases needed forgiveness in the first place or are ransomed before God 

because of their GHS. Second, common individuals cannot consecrate anything since this 

is in the domain of the priesthood. The separation nuance of this theory is even less 

sustainable because the fact that a sacrificial animal is brought to the sacrificial altar is 

testament of the fact that it is separated/set apart from the larger group for a special 

purpose. The laying on of hand/s was not needed for that purpose. Third, it is ultimately 

God himself who sanctifies in the OT. Finally, the Pentateuch legislation never uses the 

verbs of dedication with the offerer as a subject and sacrifice as a direct object in Lev 1–

7. The only text where it is explicitly stated that sacrifices are dedicated to God is Lev 

22:2–3. However, “holy gifts” refer to a well-being offering of which the offerer would 

keep the larger part and give a thigh to the priest. The consecration-
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separation/dedication/presentation theory does not provide enough evidence to be 

included as a viable meaning/function for the laying on of hand/s. 

The possibility that the laying on of hand/s could encompass primary and 

secondary meanings/functions is possible. Identification does not seem to be a concept 

that emerged out of modern Western philosophy since it was noticed at the beginning of 

the Middle Ages and even in the times of the Church Fathers. 

 

Critique of Arguments against the 

Transfer/Substitution Theory 

Scholars have suggested ten arguments that invalidate the transfer/substitution 

theory, and each of them was analyzed in the present study. A general critique that 

applies to all of these arguments is that they are based on selective reading of texts. First, 

the fact that ignoring the divinely instituted regulations that deal with ritual or moral 

impurity results in capital punishment invalidates the claim that the death of the animal 

cannot have been vicarious, since a sacrifice was not allowed for sins which merited 

death (Num 15:30), only for venial transgressions. Instead of bearing their own sin and 

ultimately suffering the consequence of death, offerers could transfer their sin/s to the sin 

and/or reparation offering and receive forgiveness. Second, biblical texts undeniably 

claim that the sin offering is holy, even though it receives the offerers’ sins, which negate 

the critique that the sin cannot be transferred to a sacrificial animal since it was described 

as holy. Third, the fact that blood application was a critical ritual activity in the sacrificial 

offering process does not undermine the importance that the sacrificial animal 

symbolically and substitutionarily represents the offer. The transfer that takes place from 

the offerer to the sacrificial animal gives more importance to blood application, since the 
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sin is transferred to the sanctuary in that way. Fourth, the substitution theory of sacrifice 

is a well-established phenomenon in ANE context and a part of the atonement theory 

proposed in the present study which refutes the claim that the transfer and/or substitution 

theory is based on a substitution theory of sacrifice that is untenable. Fifth, the claim that 

the transfer and/or substitution theory is based on Lev 16:21 assumes that (1) the form of 

ritual is different, and (2) the scapegoat is not a sacrifice. It was established that form 

does not affect the meaning/form of the gesture. In addition, transfer is implied in Lev 4, 

where offerers come to the sanctuary loaded with their sin and leave from it forgiven. 

Leviticus 16:16 explicitly states that the sins are in the sanctuary. Sixth, Lev 17:10–12 

describes the well-being offering as an expiatory sacrifice that eliminates the critique that 

the well-being offering is not expiatory. Seventh, the fact that a bird would fly away if let 

go nullifies the argument that transfer is not possible, since the laying on of hand/s was 

not performed in relation to the bird offering. In addition, the laying on of hand/s was 

never prescribed for cereal offering, even though it has expiatory function. Regardless of 

this, it is expiatory, but at the same time, it is the last possible choice for atonement. 

Eighth, there are multiple activities within the ritual process that undeniably reveal the 

identity of the offerer, making the understanding that that was the role of this gesture 

redundant. Ninth, confessions are a well-established ritual activity imbedded in the 

sacrificial offering ritual, and it is reasonable to assume that confession was performed on 

the sacrifices that would deal with sin. 

The ten arguments identified in the scholarly debate regarding the 

meaning/function of this ritual gesture reflect a selective, subjective, and non-

comprehensive reading of the Pentateuch texts and the present study demonstrates their 
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weaknesses. Not being solid, these arguments cannot discredit the transfer/substitution 

theory, but were the chance to refine and strengthen this theory. After identifying 

weaknesses of these arguments, the present study pointed to certain additional arguments 

coming from the research done here. 

 

Further Arguments Supporting the 

Transfer/Substitution Theory 

First, the three Hebrew terms for sin, שַׁ פֶּ ע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן, are not reliable in 

determining whether the sin is intentional or unintentional and expiable or inexpiable 

because they often semantically overlap and are used as synonyms. Second, שַׁע  cannot פֶּ

be restricted to intentional inexpiable/unforgivable sin as most scholars understand this 

term. It is mainly intentional and potentially, also unintentional, but still, always expiable 

sin. Third, שַׁע  sin was consequently transferred into the sanctuary in the same way as פֶּ

other sins that were there, via the sacrificial offering process. Fourth, the presence or 

absence of intent is not a reliable element to determine whether the sin is expiable or 

inexpiable. Some intentional sins are expiable/forgivable, as unintentional and expiable 

sins can invoke punishment if divine regulations to deal with that sin are not followed. 

Fifth, חַטָּאוֹת, the closing term of both lists of sins in Lev 16:16, 21 actually refers to sin 

offerings rather than sins. Such an understanding of חַטָּאוֹת disagrees with the 

understanding that שַׁע  represents intentional inexpiable sin which is a crucial element of פֶּ

the commonly believed atonement theory that assumes ADH of the sanctuary. The sinner 

of שַׁע  sin is not allowed to offer sacrifice and obtain forgiveness, but rather, experience פֶּ

capital punishment. The modification to this is that the Pentateuch does not provide the 
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evidence that  ֶּעשַׁ פ  refers to such sin, which negates the ADH. In addition, acceptance of 

the ADH assumes that שַׁע  sin possesses some kind of intelligence that enables it to land פֶּ

exactly where it is supposed to land, the most holy place. Closer analysis of crucial texts 

used to support the ADH shows multiple grammatical and semantic lapses of the verb 

 and inconsistencies in the literary structure of related texts. Also, the foundational טָמֵא

meaning of ר פֶּ  .is ransom, not cleansing כִּ

Fourth, the meaning of ר פֶּ  as “to ransom” and the choice of the English “to atone כִּ

for” or “atonement” to translate ר פֶּ  removes misleading connotations or senses from the כִּ

two most common scholarly suggestions, “to cover” or “to cleanse” for ר פֶּ  that comes כִּ

from the concrete meaning of this verb which is not supported by biblical texts. 

Finally, because ר פֶּ  is often a subprocess or prerequisite of a broader process כִּ

such as acceptance, forgiveness, sanctification, and cleansing, it always ransoms either 

GHS or a particular sin that is transferred to the animal. The laying on of hand/s is a 

distinct ritual activity that facilitates this transfer to the sacrificial animal that eventually 

dies in the offerer’s place. 

 

Final Synthesis 

Because it is part of the sacrificial process, the laying on of hands is organically 

related to human sin or sinfulness and atonement as a prerequisite for broader concepts 

such as acceptance, forgiveness, sanctification, and cleansing. Identifying the 

meaning/function of laying on of hands depends directly on the understanding of sin and 

atonement. 

First, sin is represented as a concept in the Pentateuch. It is ontologically 
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perceived as an abstract reality in the cultic context. In the initial phases of some ritual 

impurity, it is portrayed as a physical entity to some extent, while moral impurity never 

possesses physical qualities. It is purely an abstract entity. Determining the 

presence/absence of intent related to an act of sinning cannot be established on the basis 

of the three Hebrew terms for sin שַׁ פֶּ ע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן; since they often semantically 

overlap, they are often used as synonyms. Thus, these terms refer to sin, in general, 

without conveying the presence or absence of intent on the part of the sinner, nor do they 

convey whether the sin they refer to is expiable or inexpiable. Thus, whether an act of 

committing sin was performed intentionally (brazen or non-brazen sin) or unintentionally 

(non-brazen sin) solely depends on the sinful activity itself or the immediate context of a 

given situation that includes that act of sinning. Some contexts provide insights 

concerning these elements; others do not. The corollary of such an understanding of sin is 

that in many cases, if one is not involved directly in the situation that includes the sin, 

he/she is not able to determine whether the sin was intentional/unintentional and 

expiable/inexpiable. This is also confirmed by the reading of Lev 4–6 suggested in the 

present study. It is the sinner, without anyone's involvement, who decides and chooses to 

offer a sacrifice and select an appropriate type of sacrifice. The priest is informed to assist 

in offering the sacrifice, but it is the sinner who decides to bring the sacrifice and which 

type of sacrifice in his/her interaction with God. The priest was never said to investigate 

or interrogate the offerer concerning the reason that made him/her offer the sacrifice. 

That remained within the limits of the interaction with the offerer and God himself. 

The Pentateuch uses a variety of metaphors to express sin and presents it in terms 

of physical appearance. This, however, does not ontologically or intrinsically change the 
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abstract nature of sin into a physical/quasi-physical or material in a cultic context, but 

rather, just aids in human comprehension. Sin remains an ontologically and intrinsically 

abstract entity in the cultic context. The sin itself and its context are decisive factors 

concerning the presence/absence of intent related to a given act of sinning or its 

expiability/inexpiability. These two points aid in identifying the meaning/function of the 

laying on of hands. Leviticus 16:16, 21 state that all three terms for moral impurity, חָטָא, 

 are present in the sanctuary, not physically, but in ,טָמֵא ,and ritual impurity ,עָוֹן and ,פֶּשַׁע

a real and yet abstract way. The offerer affected by these impurities brings them 

symbolically to the sanctuary (in the case of ritual impurity that requires sacrifice, the 

offerer needs to wait for a certain time elapse) and offer his/her sacrifice to deal with 

them as God prescribed in the cultic law texts. The conceptual understanding of sin and 

the recognition that פֶּשַׁע ,חָטָא , and עָוֹן are synonyms allow that the laying on of hand/s, 

as the only activity in the ritual of animal sacrifice that is not necessary for the execution 

(performance) of the sacrificial offering, actually facilitates the transfer of both impurities 

into the sanctuary or on the priesthood. Identification can be implied as a secondary 

meanings of this ritual, but transfer is the only meaning/function that explains the two 

facts explicitly stated in the cultic legislation: (1) the fact that the offerer comes to the 

sanctuary with his/her impurity and leaves without it (forgiven, accepted, sanctified) and 

(2) the fact that the impurity is in the sanctuary on the Day of Atonement, because the 

offerer had brought such impurities to the sanctuary on a daily basis and obtained 

atonement concerning them. In this understanding of the defilement of the sanctuary the 

critical term שַׁע  is equated with two other terms, thus avoiding an unsound and  פֶּ

biblically unsupported understanding that sins expressed through it cannot be 
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expiated/forgiven through cult. It also eliminates an unsound understanding of שַׁע  that it  פֶּ

behaves like a living and intelligent entity. שַׁע   is never portrayed as having such פֶּ

qualities in the metaphor and, even less so, conceptually or intrinsically. As such, the 

laying on of hands is a theologically crucial ritual gesture in the process of atonement 

because it serves to transfer impurity symbolically from the offerer to the sanctuary. 

This interpretation of impurity negates the belief that an inevitable and 

unavoidable reaction of contact between the holy, such as God, sanctuary, or holy things, 

and the impurity, the human being, is death of the latter as a source and/or carrier of 

impurity. Embedded in this belief is the postulate that God is not able to cope with the 

effects of impurity, but rather, is subjected to them. He is forced to leave the sanctuary 

because of the high accumulation of impurity in the sanctuary. Instead, Pentateuchal texts 

prove that God chooses to tolerate impurity by storing it in the sanctuary or on the 

priesthood until the Day of Atonement when it is removed from both. This is conditioned 

by following procedures which Good revealed for dealing with impurity by human party. 

Both impurities are in the sanctuary and on the priests, but that does not disqualify these 

two entities from retaining their holiness or residing safely in the realm of the holy. God 

chooses to leave his sanctuary at the time when he realizes that the sacrificial procedures 

do not fulfill the purpose for which they had been established: to atone for sinners. 

Second, the analysis of ר פֶּ ר constructions led to the conclusion that כִּ פֶּ  always כִּ

refers to abstract processes. A literal, concrete meaning of ר פֶּ  appears only in one כִּ

instance and that is at the same time as the only qal stem of the verb, Gen 6:14. All the 

other occurrences, whether in cultic or non-cultic contexts, are in piel and have an 

abstract meaning. In a few texts where the direct object of ר פֶּ  is an inanimate object, that כִּ
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is, the sanctuary or its parts, the text uses the metaphor of “carrying away” or “removing” 

sin, which results in cleansing those objects. Nevertheless, the use of the metaphor does 

not make the sin or the process of ר פֶּ  ontologically material and/or concrete. It remains כִּ

an abstract process that includes real, yet abstract, elements, such as sin and removal that 

results in cleansing. This study affirms that the foundational meaning of ר פֶּ  should be כִּ

sought in Lev 17:11 and that it is “to ransom,” which consequently encompasses the idea 

of substitution, that is, the sacrificial animal functions as the offerer’s substitute. Both of 

these two elements, ransom and substitute, are foundational for atonement. In this, the 

concept of atonement follows the conceptual and abstract understanding of sin that has 

been suggested in the present study. 

The abstract understanding of  ִּרכ פֶּ  is further supported by the concept of GHS that 

is embedded in the biblical portrayal of human nature, but still neglected in the study of 

atonement. The present study demonstrates that GHS is a critical and ever-present human 

characteristic and, as such, made atonement in divine-human interactions necessary. It 

originated from the fall of humanity in the Garden of Eden when the first couple 

disobeyed God's commandment and since then, affects every human being. Influential 

scholars have recognized and accepted GHS as inseparably related to human beings. 

Disciplines outside of biblical studies, such as classical philosophy, moral philosophy, 

and philosophy of action, have also noted that human beings exercise weakness of will, 

that is, intentionally doing something that is known to be wrong. General human 

sinfulness affects all aspects of human life, including those related to human cognition, as 

well as those related to physical existence. Surprisingly, critical scholars of the cult of 

Ancient Israel cult have not included this concept in their study of atonement. They 
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simply ignored it and it did not play a part in their studies of atonement. The present 

study demonstrates that GHS, like ritual and moral impurity, is a real, but at the same 

time, an abstract entity. General human sinfulness is foundational for both impurities, 

ritual and moral. Both of them come from GHS, and ritual impurity, in a small number of 

cases, is related to physical appearance. However, ritual impurity is atoned for only after 

the physical aspects of it have disappeared (healed and/or a certain amount of time has 

elapsed, etc.). Impurity, be it ritual or moral, or GHS were atoned for as abstract entities. 

ר פֶּ  deals with physical impurity, the only one that is associated with physical כִּ

representation, but only after physical stage of it has disappeared. 

This abstract understanding of ר פֶּ  based on ransom, that is constantly needed in כִּ

divine-human interactions when a human being experiences any possible source of 

disruptions such as sinfulness, ritual, or moral impurity, is in stark contrast with the 

understanding “to cleanse, purify” the sanctuary suggested by Milgrom, or “to cleanse 

from” proposed by Gane. Milgrom's and Gane's understandings of atonement are 

informed by the biblically unsupported notion of ר פֶּ  as cleansing. In Milgrom’s case, it כִּ

is not the offerer who is cleansed, but rather, the sanctuary, while in Gane's case, it is the 

offerer who is cleansed from these impurities. To the contrary, God chooses to accept 

human beings such as they are through atonement based on ransom. However, in order to 

control impurity, God prescribed the sacrificial system that would enable human beings 

to commune with him regardless of the disruptions inherent in them. The goal of such a 

system was to control and deal with the experiences of impurity in human life and to 

stress the significance of a holy life that is totally opposite to any experience of impurity. 

Within such an understanding of atonement, the laying on of hands symbolically serves 
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to transfer those impurities from the offerer to the sanctuary at the time when human 

beings experience them. They are stored there until the Day of Atonement, when they are 

removed and taken away from the camp into the wilderness. 

These arguments do not eliminate the fact that secondary meanings/functions of 

the laying on of hands could have been used to express identification or convey the 

ownership of the animal. However, in the light of the arguments mentioned above, the 

transfer/substitution remains the primary meaning/function for the laying on of hand/s. 

Transfer remains unspecified since the element transferred is determined by a given 

context. However, the interpretative framework and a given context should also be taken 

into consideration to control the elements that are transferred since in light of some 

contexts, some transfers are superfluous and redundant. 

As it became obvious from the literature review presented in the introduction of 

the present study, the transfer/substitution has been the primary interpretation of laying 

on of hands with the longest history, but scholars began to challenge it since the end of 

the nineteenth century until now. The challenges posed by scholars during this time 

period are not textually defensible. They stream out of imposed assumptions about 

concepts from ANE contexts; adoption of methodologies foreign to biblical texts; and 

discriminatory, selective, rather than inclusive, comprehensive reading of biblical texts. 

Thus, the meaning/function of the laying on of hand/s is best understood to 

convey a symbolic transfer of various qualities to the sacrificial animal which further 

serves as the offerer’s substitute due to the human’s constant unfavorable state that is 

described in the present study as GHS before God, even if no sin is committed. 
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This meaning is never explicitly stated in biblical texts. The present research 

attempted to provide a biblically-informed interpretative context that helped identify the 

meaning/function of the laying on of hands. In the process of researching this ritual 

gesture, the present research noticed three tendencies imbedded in scholarly dialogue as it 

addresses the meaning/function of laying on of hands. First, scholarly proposals on the 

meaning/function of laying on of hands are laden with certain preconceived 

interpretations of selected texts. Second, they import these interpretations from a broad 

ANE context and relate them to biblical texts without the use of a consistent, comparative 

method. Third, these studies adopt ritual theories that do not arise from the biblical text, 

but rather, from social, philosophical, and literary disciplines, such as sociology, 

philosophy, anthropology, literary criticism, and the study of religion. Unfortunately, 

none of these disciplines is founded upon biblical postulates. Consequently, the results of 

these studies regarding this ritual gesture have been inordinately influenced by such 

disciplines. Therefore, the present research sought to base its conclusions on biblical texts 

alone and eliminate elements and interpretations informed by these disciplines that do not 

comport with biblical data.  
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Ahlbäck. Åbo, Finland: The Donner Institute for Research in Religious and 

Cultural History, 1993. 

 

Sprinkle, Joe M. Biblical Law and Its Relevance: A Christian Understanding and Ethical 

Application for Today of the Mosaic Regulations. Lanham, MD: University Press 

of America, 2006. 

 



 

794 

Staal, Frits. Rules Without Meaning: Ritual, Mantras, and the Human Sciences. TSR 4. 

New York: P. Lang, 1989. 
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