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The practice of divination appears repeatedly

in the Hebrew Bible from Genesis through the

exilic prophets (Hebrew roots: qsm, nh: š, kšp).
The verdict on divination is not consistently

negative, and many nuances of context and

language are evident. The locus classicus is

Deuteronomy 18:9–14, which prohibits “any-

one who practices divination, a soothsayer, an

augur, a sorcerer, a charmer, a medium, a wiz-

ard, or a necromancer” (RSV; cf. Ex 22:18; Lev

19:31). The absence of these practices among

the Israelites is supposed to distinguish them

from the peoples of Canaan (2 Kings 17:17–18;

Ezek 12:24). Nevertheless, there were formally

sanctioned modes of divination among the

Israelites, such as the Urim and Thummim.

These specific tools – understood today only

in their basic outlines, that is, in combination

with a special ephod and breastplate – are said

to have been explicitly instituted by God under

Moses and Aaron (Ex 28:30). They were a form

of sacred lot-casting tied to the priestly office

(Lev 8:8; Num 27:21; Deut 33:8; see Lindblom

1962) but are employed most memorably by

Saul in determining the guilt of his son Jona-

than (1 Sam 14:24–46; cf. LXX additions).

When the ability to make use of divination is

revoked from Saul and God ceases to answer

Saul’s inquiries (“by dreams, Urim, or pro-

phets”), Saul misuses the divinatory realm

by consulting a witch/necromancer (’wb) of

Endor and conjures the ghost of Samuel

(1 Samuel 28). Divination outside the bounds

of God’s ordinances is repeatedly condemned

as idolatrous (e.g., 1 Sam 15:23; Mic 3:11).

Nevertheless, Joseph seems to use hydromancy

(Gen 44:5, 15), and Nehemiah appears to be

within his rights to reinstate the dormant Urim

and Thummim (Ezra 2:63 = Neh 7:65).

Furthermore, the two formal offices of “seer”

(r’h, h:zh) and “prophet” (nby’) are linked in

later literature (e.g., 1 Sam 9:9–19), and the

words seem to have been interchangeable as

titles (e.g., 2 Kings 17:13; 2 Chr 29:30, 35:15;

Is 30:10; Amos 7:12.).

The mysterious teraphim of 1 Samuel

19:11–17, where Michal uses it (or them) as a

dummy for a sleeping David, were interpreted

in antiquity as “household gods” (kenotaphia,

LXX) or “little idols” (tsalmanayya, Targum

Jonathan). In Targum Ps.-Jonathan at Genesis

31.19, the teraphim are described as “images”

that are consulted by beheading the firstborn

and placing a lamella in the mouth of the

preserved or mummified head. In any case,

the teraphim were likely a part of an oracular

ritual, possibly indigenous, and are associated

in the Bible with the ephod (Judg 17:5;

Hos 3:4). Josephus certainly conceives of

the ephod as a tool for divination

(AJ 3.214–18).

In Second Temple Judaism, divination con-

tinued to be practiced (e.g., Qumran 4Q318

Brontologion) but it was increasingly

connected to the holy status of the biblical

text, particularly the Torah (van der Horst

2000). The practice of bibliomancy entailed

the use of lot-casting techniques to obtain

divine guidance from the Torah, a practice

which appears to have subsumed the role of

the prophet (1 Macc 3:48; 2 Macc 8:23). This

Hellenistic development in Judaism emerges in

Late Antiquity as the Jewish sortes biblicae (or

sortilegium) tradition, having cross-pollinated

with Greco-Roman and early Christian

versions of the same (e.g., Acts 1.15–26;

van der Horst 2000; Klingshirn 2002). The

practices of cleromancy (divination by lot;

from klēros) and cledonomancy (divination

by chance auditive omens; from klēdōn) appear

in rabbinic sources (e.g., Talmud Ta’anith 9a)

and are equally common in patristic writings,

though regularly condemned by church coun-

cils (V.Ant. 2; Augustine Conf. 8.12; cf. Council

of Viennes can. 16, 465 CE). Combining these

various traditions, Josephus reports that

some ESSENES could tell the future, “by reading

the holy books, and using several sorts of puri-

fications, and being perpetually conversant in

the discourses of the prophets; and it is but
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seldom that they miss in their predictions” (BJ

2.8.12; also AJ 13.311; cf. b. Yoma 21b). Some

divinatory practices were explicitly forbidden

by the rabbis as “Ways of the Amorites”

(t. Shab. 6–7). In later Jewish and Christian

traditions, certain Jewish figures, such as Jose-

phus himself, were revered as diviners and

healers (Lewy 1938).

SEE ALSO: Divination, ancient Near East;

Divination, Greece and Rome; Magic, Jewish.
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