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Abstract
Most of the attention that the two silver amulets discovered at Ketef Hinnom Jerusalem have 
received in recent scholarship has centered upon their date and relationship to the biblical texts. 
This is due in part to the fact that both amulets preserve formulations of the biblical Priestly 
Blessing from Numbers 6:24–26. The new edition of the amulets published in 2004, however, 
provides impetus for new questions about the form of the incantations on the amulets and what 
the magical objects tell us about ancient Judahite apotropaic practices. In particular, the new 
edition provides a clearer picture of the content and form on both amulets. In turn, the new 
edition paves the way for a better understanding of how the incantations functioned as magical 
texts, which attempted to make an argument about their own efficacy as apotropaic objects. 
Despite this fact, few studies have devoted sufficient to the overall form and content preserved 
in the incantations. The following paper will describe the content and structure of the incanta-
tion on Amulet I and argue that the specific statement made therein provides a unique glimpse 
into the argument of magical texts in ancient Judah. Finally, the following paper will also briefly 
compare the content and structure of the incantation to several Psalms that petition Yhwh for 
protection against various ills. Such a comparison reveals that there may have been more fluidity 
between magical formulae and ancient Judahite prayer traditions than previously recognized.
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1. Introduction

Scholars have long recognized that there was a certain amount of overlap 
between the content found in prayers and incantations in Near Eastern, clas-
sical, and medieval literature.1 The sharing of formulae between these catego-
ries undoubtedly indicates a partial overlap in purpose, which was to garner 
the deity’s power to provide protection against or healing from different forms 
of danger. Later Jewish medieval texts, for instance, demonstrate that there 
was a certain amount of fluidity between liturgical compositions and incanta-
tions.2 In a somewhat similar fashion, the so-called namburbi Assyrian 

1 On prayer traditions in Mesopotamia, see E. Ebeling, Die akkadische Gebetsserie “Hander-
hebung” (Berlin: Akademie, 1953); T. Jacobsen, “Religious Drama,” in Unity and Diversity 
(Edited by H. Goedicke and J.J.M. Roberts; Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 1975), 65–97; W.W. 
Hallo, “Individual Prayer in Sumerian: The Continuity of a Tradition,” JAOS 88/1 (1968), 
71–89; M.E. Cohen, “The Incantation-Hymn: Incantation or Hymn,” JAOS 95/4 (1975) 592–
611; A. Falkenstein and W. von Soden, Sumerische und Akkadische Hymnen und Gebete (Stutt-
gart: Artemis, 1953); L. Oppenheim, “A New Prayer to the ‘Gods of the Night,’ ” Analecta 
Biblica 12/3 (1959), 282–301; W. Mayer, Untersuchungen zur Formensprache der babylonischen 
“Gebetsbeschwörungen (Rome: Biblical Institute, 1976); W. Farber, Schlaf, Kindchen, Schlaf!: 
Mesopotamische Baby-Beschwörungen und—Rituale (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1989); 
T. Abusch and K. van der Toorn, Mesopotamian Magic: Textual, Historical, and Interpretive 
Practices (Groningen: Styx, 1999); T. Abusch, “Prayers, Hymns, Incantations, and Curses: 
Mesopotamia,” in Religions of the Ancient World: A Guide (edited by Sarah Iles Johnston; Cam-
bridge, MA: Belknap Press, 2004), 353–55; C.G. Frechette, Mesopotamian Ritual-prayers 
(Šuillas): A Case Study Investigating Idiom, Rubric, Form and Function (Münster: Ugarit, forth-
coming); R. Achenbach, “Zum Sitz im Leben mesopotamischer und altisraelistischer Klagege-
bete. Teil I: Zum rituellen Umgang mit Unheilsdrohungen in Mesopotamien,” ZAW 116 
(2004) 364–378; idem, “Teil II: Klagegebete des Einzelnen im Psalter,” ZAW 116 (2004) 581–
594; A. Lenzi, “Invoking the God: Interpreting Invocations in Mesopotamian Prayers and Bibli-
cal Laments of the Individual,” JBL 129 (2010) 303–313; A. Zernecke, Gott und Mensch in 
Klagegebeten aus Israel und Mesopotamien. Die Handerhebungsgebete Ištar 10 und Ištar 2 und die 
Klagepsalmen Ps 38 und Ps 22 im Vergleich (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, forthcoming); idem, “The 
Use of Akkadian Prayers in the Study of the Hebrew Bible,” in Reading Akkadian Prayers and 
Hymns: An Introduction (ed. A. Lenzi; Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2011) 61–68. On 
the connection between prayers and inscribed amulets in the Greco-Roman world, see R. Kotansky, 
“Incantations and Prayers for Salvation on Inscribed Greek Amulets,” in Magika Hiera: Ancient 
Greek Magic and Religion (edited by C.A. Faraone and D. Obbink; Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1991), 107–137.

2 M.D. Swartz, “Scribal Magic and Its Rhetoric: Formal Patterns in Medieval Hebrew and 
Aramaic Incantation Texts from the Cairo Genizah,” Harvard Theological Review 83/2 (1990), 
163–180; J. Naveh and S. Shaked, Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiq-
uity (Jerusalem: Magnes; Leiden: Brill, 1985); J. Naveh, “A Recently Discovered Palestinian 
Jewish Aramaic Amulet,” in Aramaeans, Aramaic, and the Aramaic Literary Tradition (edited by 
M. Sokoloff; Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan University Press, 1984), 81–88; P. Schäfer, “Jewish Magic 
Literature in Late Antiquity and the Early Middle Ages,” JJS 41 (1990), 75–91; Lawrence H. 
Schiffman and Michael D. Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic Incantation Texts from the Cairo 
Genizah: Selected Amulets from Box K1 (Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1991); Baruch A. 
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incantations include in their ritual instructions prayers to various Mesopota-
mian deities.3 To be sure, the prayers to the deities in the namburbi incanta-
tions should most likely be seen as oral recitations or rites, which were not 
understood to be distinct from the incantations. Nevertheless, both the Jewish 
medieval texts mentioned above and the Assyrian namburbi demonstrate that 
there was a certain amount of fluidity between formulae employed in incanta-
tions and prayer traditions in each tradition’s texts. In fact, this evidence may 
indicate that the real problem rests in how we understand and describe the 
difference in the “operational ritual logic” between prayers and incantations in 
ancient Israel and other religious traditions.4

A number of past studies have suspected that ancient Israel’s prayer tradi-
tions, reflected in the Psalms, may have also shared a close relationship to 
apotropaic magical traditions in the southern Levant.5 The main weakness of 

Levine, “The Language of the Magic Bowls,” in A History of the Jews in Babylonia (edited by 
Jacob Neusner; Leiden: Brill, 1970), 371–373; on the role of amulets in Mesopotamian reli-
gions, see B.L. Goff, “The Rôle of Amulets in Mesopotamian Ritual Texts,” Journal of the War-
burg and Courtauld Institutes 19, nos. 1/2 (1956), 1–39; B. Böck, “ ‘When You Perform the 
Ritual of Rubbing’: On Medicine and Magic in Ancient Mesopotamia,” JNES 62/1 (2003), 
1–16; P. Wolters, “Faden und Knoten als Amulett,” in Beiheft gewidmet Hermann Usener zum 
siebzigsten Geburgstage (Achiv für Religionswissenschaft 8; Leipzig, 1908), 1–22; for further on 
later Jewish amulets, see G.J. Hamilton, “A New Hebrew-Aramaic Incantation Text from Gali-
lee: ‘Rebuking the Sea’,” JSS 41 (1996), 215–249; J. Naveh and R. Kotansky, “A Greek-Aramaic 
Silver Amulets from Egypt in the Ashmolean Museum,” Le Muséon 105 (1992), 5–25.

3 On the namburbi incantations, see R. Caplice, The Akkadian Namburbi Texts: An Introduc-
tion (Lon Angeles: Undena, 1974), 12–13. The corpus of namburbi texts was published by 
Caplice in Orientalia 34–40 (1965–170) and E. Ebeling in RA 48–50 (954–956); see also 
W.G. Lambert, RA 53 (1959), 122; for discussion of the incantations, see Caplice, “Participants 
in the Namburbi Rituals,” CBQ 29 (1967), 40–46; S.M. Maul, Zukunftbewältigung: eine Unter-
suchung altorientalischen Denkens anhand der babylonisch-assyrischen Löserituale (Namburbi) 
(Baghdader Forschungen 18; Mainz am Rhein: von Zabern, 1994); idem, “How the Babylo-
nians Protected Themselves against Calamaties Announced by Omens,” in Festschrift fürRykle 
Borger zu Seinem 65. Geburstag am 24. Mai 1994: Tikip santakki mala bašma (ed. S.M. Maul; 
Groningen: Styx, 1998) 123–129; N. Veldhuis, “On Interpreting Mesopotamian Namburbi 
Rituals,” AfO 42–43 (1995–1996) 143–154; see also, E.S. Gerstenberger, Der bittende Mensch: 
Bittritual und Klagelied des Einzelnen im Alten Testament (Neukirchener Verlag, 1980). For 
other collections of Mesopotamian incantations, see E. Reiner, Šurpu: A Collection of Sumerian 
and Akkadian Incantations (AfO 11; Graz, 1958); G. Cunningham, ‘Deliver Me From Evil’: 
Mesopotamian Incantations 2500–1500 BC (Roma: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1997); R.D. 
Biggs, Šà.zi.ga: Ancient Mesopotamian Potency Incantations (Locust Valley: J.J. Augustin, 1967).

4 I borrow the term “operational ritual logic” from Daniel Miller, “Another Look at the 
Magical Ritual for a Suspected Adulteress in Numbers 5:11–31,” Magic, Ritual, and Witchcraft 
5/1 (2010) 1–16. 

5 See S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1994), 
2:4–8; see also J. Wm. Wevers, “A Study in the Form Criticism of Individual Complaint 
Psalms,” VT 6/1 (1956), 80–96; Patrick Miller, They Cried to the Lord: The Form and Theology of 
Biblical Prayer (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1994), 283–285; D. Hillers, “The Effective Simile in 
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such suggestions has been the lack of explicit Israelite, or Judean, incantations 
for such comparative study. Such a situation has often forced scholars to rely 
upon the incantation traditions of Mesopotamia for comparative analysis of 
the biblical Psalms. For this reason, the two silver amulets discovered at the 
site of Ketef Hinnom become particularly important for our understanding of 
ancient Judean incantation traditions.6 Both amulets contain several lines of 

Biblical Literature,” JAOS 103/1 (1983), 181–185; M. Greenberg, “Prayer,” Encyclopedia 
Miqrait 8 (1976), 915–916; see also the comments on magic rituals in the prophetic literature 
in George Fohrer, “Prophetie und Magie,” ZAW 78 (1966), 25–47. For further on prayer tradi-
tions in the Hebrew Bible, see especially, M. Greenberg, “On the Refinement of the Conception 
of Prayer in Hebrew Scriptures,” AJS Review 1 (1976) 57–92; J. Tigay, “On Some Aspects of 
Prayer in the Bible,” AJS Review 1 (1976) 363–379; H.G. Reventlow, Gebet im Alten Testament 
(Stuttgart: Kohlhammer, 1986); M. Haran, Priests, Temple and Worship,” Tarbiz 48 (1978) 
175–185. For an overview of prayer and magic in later Jewish traditions, see most recently 
M. Bloom, Jewish Mysticism and Magic: An Anthropological Perspective (London: Routledge, 
2007).

6 The editio princeps was published by G. Barkay, “The Priestly Benediction on Silver Plaques 
from Ketef Hinnom in Jerusalem,” TA 19 (1992), 139–92. See also G. Barkay, Ketef Hinnom: 
A Treasure Facing Jerusalem’s Walls (Jerusalem: The Israel Museum, 1986), 29–31; idem, “The 
Priestly Benediction on the Ketef Hinnom Plaques,” Cathedra 52 (1989), 37–76 (Hebrew); 
idem, “Excavations on the Slope of the Hinnom Valley, Jerusalem,” Qadmoniot 68 (1984), 107. 
Translations and reconstructions of the amulets have also been offered by O. Keel and 
C. Uehlinger, Gods, Goddesses, and Images of God in Ancient Israel (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1998), 
363–367; P. Kyle McCarter, “The Ketef Hinnom Amulets,” in COS (Volume 2; Edited by 
W.W. Hallo and K.L. Younger, Jr.; Leiden: Brill, 2000), 221; F.W. Dobbs-Allsopp, J.J.M. 
Roberts, C.L. Seow, and R.E Whitaker, Hebrew Inscriptions: From the Biblical Period of the 
Monarchy, with Concordance (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2005), 217–220; S. Aḥituv, 
Echoes from the Past: Hebrew and Cognate Inscriptions from the Biblical Period (Winona Lake, IN: 
Eisenbrauns, 2008). For discussion of the amulets, see A. Yardeni, “Remarks on the Priestly 
Blessing on Two Amulets from Jerusalem,” VT 41 (1991), 176–85; R. Martin-Achard, 
“Remarques sur la benediction sacerdotale Nb 6/22–27,” Etudes Théologiques et religieuses 70 
(1995), 75–84, 253–258; A. Berlejung, “Ein Programm furs Leben. Theologisches Wort und 
anthropologischer Ort der Silberamulette von Ketef Hinnom,” ZAW 120/2 (2008), 204–230; 
E. Waaler, “A Revised Date for Pentateuchal Texts? Evidence from Ketef Hinnom,” Tyndale 
Bulletin 53/1 (2002), 29–55; H.N. Rösel, “Zur Formulierung des aaronitischen Segens auf den 
Amuletten von Ketef Hinnom,” Biblische Notizen 35 (1986), 30–36; see also M. Haran, “The 
Priestly Blessing on Silver Plaques: The Significance of the Discovery at Ketef Hinnom,” Cathe-
dra 52 (1989), 77–89 (Hebrew); B. A. Levine, Numbers 1–20 (New York: Doubleday, 1992), 
242–43; Karl Jaroß, “Die ältesten Fragmente eines biblischen Textes: Zu den Silberamuletten 
von Jerusalem,” in Festschrift Othmar Keel zum 60. Geburtstag (Mainz, 1997); M.C.A. Korpel, 
“The Poetic Structure of the Priestly Blessing,” JSOT 45 (1989), 3–13; H. Spieckermann, 
“ ‘YHWH Bless You and Keep You’: The Relation of History of Israelite Religion and Old Tes-
tament Theology Reconsidered,” SJOT 23/2 (2009), 165–182; T. Lewis, “ ‘Athtartu’s Incanta-
tions and the Use of Divine Names as Weapons,” JNES 70/2 (2011) 207–227; idem, “Job 19 in 
the Light of the Ketef Hinnom Inscriptions and Amulets,” in Puzzling out the Past: Studies in the 
Northwest Semitic Languages and Literatures in Honor of Bruce Zuckerman (ed. S. Fine, 
M.J. Lundberg, and W.T. Pitard (forthcoming); M. Leuenberger, Segen und Segentheologien im 
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text consisting of statements about YHWH and concluding blessings. Most of 
the attention that the amulets have received has focused upon the last few lines 
of the amulets, which contain versions of the Priestly Blessing with close sim-
ilarities to the biblical Priestly Blessing (Numbers 6:24–26). The inscriptions 
found on the amulets, however, invite a number of additional questions that 
have not yet been addressed. For instance, the language and formulae on the 
amulets have certain formal similarities to several prayer of petition Psalms. 
Yet, a comparison between the language of the amulets and these Psalms is 
still lacking.

The present study attempts to fill this lacuna by comparing the content and 
rhetorical statement of Ketef Hinnom Amulet I to several prayers of petitions 
in the Psalms.7 After comparing several Psalms with the language inscribed 
on the amulet, I will demonstrate that several lexical and thematic similarities 
can be found between the inscriptions on the Ketef Hinnom amulets and the 
prayer of petition Psalms. I will argue that such similarities provide a new way 
to approach the content and original function of these particular Psalms. In 
particular, the similarities allow for the conclusion that these Psalms may have 
had an original apotropaic function or that the content therein preserves ves-
tiges of apotropaic magic in ancient Israel. Perhaps more to the point, the 
present study at minimum demonstrates that there may have been more func-
tional fluidity between incantations and prayers in ancient Israelite religions 
than previously understood.8

The larger contribution of the present study, then, falls into two main inter-
related categories. First, the following describes the argument made in the 

alten Israel. Untersuchungen zu ihren religions- und theologiegeschitchtlichen Konstellationen und 
Transformationen (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag, 2008), 155–178; N. Na’aman, “The Silver 
Amulets from Ketef Hinnom Reconsidered,” Cathedra 140 (2011) 7–18; idem, “A New 
Appraisal of the Silver Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” IEJ 61/2 (2011) 184–195. 

7 For an introduction to these types of Psalms, sometimes referred to as “complaints,” see 
H.-J. Kraus, Psalms 1–59: A Continental Commentary (Trans. by Hilton C. Oswald; Minneapo-
lis: Fortress, 1993), 47–56; E.S. Gerstenberger, Psalms I, with an Introduction to Cultic Poetry 
(Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmans, 1988), 11–14; C.C. Broyles, The Conflict of Faith and Experience 
in the Psalms: A Form-Critical and Theological Study (Sheffield: Academic, 1989); C. Wester-
mann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981); Miller, They Cried to 
the Lord, 87–112. 

8 The present study adopts the helpful definition of incantation given by D. Miller, “Another 
Look at the Magical Ritual for a Suspected Adulteress in Numbers 5:11–31,” Magic, Ritual, and 
Witchcraft 5/1 (2010) 1–16: “communicative elements, alone or with concomitant mimetic 
ritual action or gesture, intended to generate an effect within the phenomenal world by harness-
ing a latent, creative energy divinely infused into the cosmos” (8). For further on the definition 
of an incantation, see D. Miller, Incantations in Ancient West Semitic Corpora and in the Hebrew 
Bible: Continuity and Discontinuity (PhD diss., Ann Arbor, MI: University of Michigan, 2006); 
see also T.M. Ludwig, “Incantation,” ER 7 (1987), 147–152. 
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written incantations on the two amulets from Ketef Hinnom.9 Although there 
has been considerable study of the amulets in the past few decades, few studies 
have attempted to address the larger question of how the rhetorical statements 
made on both amulets relate to their magical purpose. The new edition of the 
amulets, which has provided important clarification of their readings, pro-
vides new impetus for further study of the specific statements inscribed on 
their surface and how the structure of these statements related to their effica-
cious purpose. Secondly, the present study provides a new way to look at 
overlap in the logic and applications between prayers and incantations in 
ancient Israel and early Judaism. Several past studies have argued that various 
biblical texts, particularly the Psalms, contain vestiges of or allusions to magi-
cal practices and incantations.10 The following attempts to build off of these 

 9 On the issue of the “argument” in magical texts, see J.P. Sorensen, “The Argument in 
Ancient Egyptian Magical Formulae,” Acta Orientalia 45 (1984), 5–19; see also the important 
study by H.S. Versnel, “The Poetics of the Magical Charm: An Essay in the Power of Words,” 
in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World (Edited by P.A. Mirecki and M.W. Meyer; Leiden: 
Brill, 2002), 105–158; for further on the rhetoric of magical texts, see R.K. Ritner, The Mechan-
ics of Ancient Egyptian Magical Practice (Studies in Ancient Oriental Civilizations 54; Chicago: 
The University of Chicago Press, 1993), 35–57.

10 See more recently the chapter on “Material in the Psalms Inspired by the Incantory Genre” 
in D. Miller, Incantations in Ancient Semitic Corpora, 205–209; see also W.B. Barrick, “Elisha 
and the Magic Bow: A Note on 2 Kings XIII 15–17,” VT 35/3 (1985), 355–63, who argues that 
the Elisha’s shooting of an arrow in the direction of an enemy followed by his act of striking 
arrows on the ground “may be classified as examples of sympathetic magic or, at the very least, 
as symbolic acts in which ‘the echo of magical elements’ is clearly audible” (355); A.F. Key, “The 
Magical Background of Isaiah 6:9–13,” JBL 86 (1967), 198–204; G. Fohrer, “Prophetie und 
Magie,” in Studien zur alttestamentlichen Prophetie: 1949–1965 (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 
1967), 242–64; for further on the subject of magic in the biblical literature, see B. Schmidt, 
“Canaanite Magic versus Israelite Religion: Deuteronomy 18 and the Taxonomy of Taboo,” in 
Magic and Ritual Ancient World (edited by Marvin Meyer and Paul Mirecki; Leiden: Brill, 
2002), 242–259; S. Dolansky, Now You See It, Now You Don’t: Biblical Perspectives on the Rela-
tionship between Magic and Religion (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008); R. M. Braman, The 
Problem of Magic in the Ancient Israel: A Century of Studies (PhD diss., Drew University, 1989); 
F.H. Cryer, Divination in Ancient Israel and Its Near Eastern Environment (JSOT Sup., 142; 
Sheffield: JSOT Press, 1994); idem, “Magic in Ancient Syria-Palestine—and in the Old Testa-
ment,” in Witchcraft and Magic in Europe: Biblical and Pagan Societies (edited by B. Ankarloo 
and S. Clark; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2001) 97–149; R. Schmitt, Magie 
im Alten Testament (AOAT 313; Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2004), 175–180; G. Bohak, Ancient 
Jewish Magic: A History (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008); A. Jeffers, Magic and 
Divination in Ancient Palestine and Syria (Leiden: Brill, 1996); P. Schafer and H.G. Kippenberg, 
“Magic and Religion in Ancient Judaism,” in Envisioning Magic: A Princeton Seminar and Sym-
posium (Edited by P. Schafer and H.G. Kippenberg; Leiden: Brill, 1997); for helpful theoretical 
discussions of the subject of magic, see M. Wax and R. Wax, “The Notion of Magic,” Current 
Anthropology 4/5 (1963), 495–518; I. Blythin, “Magic and Methodology,” Numen 17 (1970), 
45–59.
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studies and argue that this form of magic may have had a wider use in ancient 
Israel than previously recognized.

2. The Content and Rhetorical Statement of Ketef Hinnom Amulet I

The amulets from Ketef Hinnom were discovered in a tomb repository belong-
ing to a larger complex of tombs on the western shoulder of the Hinnom 
valley. The material assemblage discovered with the amulets spans the 7th–5th 
centuries BCE, or from the late monarchic through early Persian periods.11 
The presence of Hellenistic items in the repository had led some to date the 
amulets to a period later than the Iron Age.12 The location of the amulets 
within the layer of the repository that contains late Iron Age materials, how-
ever, points to a datein the late Iron Age. Moreover, the new edition of the 
amulets published by the West Semitic Research Project demonstrates that 
the paleography of the inscriptions most closely matches other late Iron Age 
inscriptions, such as the Arad and Lachish ostraca and the so-called Gibeon jar 
handles.13

The new photographs and edition of the amulets also provides several 
important clarifications of the inscriptions. Most important here is the fact 
that the new readings warrant a conclusion that the inscriptions had an explicit 
apotropaic function. This is an important observation since the editio princeps 

11 For a discussion of the archaeological context, see G. Barkay, “The Priestly Benediction,” 
141–151; and more recently, Gabriel Barkay, Andrew G. Vaughn, Marilyn J. Lundberg, and 
Bruce Zuckerman, “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom: A New Edition and Evaluation,” BASOR 
334 (2004), 43–44; F.W. Dobbs-Allsopp, J.J.M. Roberts, C.L. Seow, and R.E. Whitaker, 
Hebrew Inscriptions, 217–220. See the discussion of the archaeological context of the amulets in 
the recent monograph, H. Nutkowicz, L’homme face a la mort au royoume de Judah: Rites, pra-
tiques et representations (Paris: Cerf, 1006), 166–78. Several studies have also taken up the con-
nection between the blessing and conceptions of death in ancient Israel, see R. Hendel, “Other 
Edens,” in Exploring the Longue Durée: Essays in Honor of Lawrence E. Stager (edited by 
D. Shloen; Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2008), 185–189.

12 On arguments for a Hellenistic date for the amulets, see J. Renz, Handbuch der althebräis-
chen Epigraphik, Vol. 1, Fasc. 1: Die altehebräischen Inschriften, Text und Kommentar (Darm-
stadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1995), 447–56; J. Rogerson and P.R. Davies, “Was 
the Siloam Tunnel Built by Hezekiah?” Biblical Archaeologist 59 (1996), 138–149. For a response 
to the dates suggested by Renz, Rogerson, and Davies, see A. Lemaire,” Boekbesprelingen-
Epigrafiek,” BO 54 (1997), 161–166; Graham Davies, “Review of Renz Handbuch der althe-
bräischen Epigraphik,” JSS 64 (1999), 112–115.

13 Barkay et al., “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 49–50. For a detailed discussion of the 
paleography see also Waaler, “A Revised Date for Pentateuchal Texts?” 33–35; also Yardeni, 
“Remarks on the Priestly Blessing,” 180–182.
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deemphasized a connection between the amulets and apotropaic magic.14 The 
new readings, however, which revealed two references to evil in the inscrip-
tions, make such a connection more than a probability.15 For instance, Amulet 
1 contains the following inscription:

1. yhw . . .
2. . . .
3. gd[l sm̌r]
4. hbryt w
5. [h]ḥsd lʾhb
6. w] wsm̌ry [ms]̣
6. (alt) y]w šmry [ms]̣
7. [wtw] . . .
8. t hʿlm .[.]

14 Barkay, “The Priestly Benediction on Silver Plaques from Ketef Hinnom in Jerusalem,” 
initially suggested, “In the inscriptions from Ketef Hinnom there is no allusion to protection 
against evil-doers, magic formulae, oaths or names of angels or demons” (185). The new photo-
graphs of the amulets, however, demonstrate that they had a clear apotropaic purpose aimed at 
providing protection against evil (see comments in Barkay et al., “The Amulets from Ketef Hin-
nom,” 59–60. 

15 The use of the blessing in situations marked by concerns over evil, however, is not neces-
sarily surprising given that a number of later Jewish texts associated the blessing with such con-
cerns. For instance, Targum Pseudo-Jonathan translates the blessing from Numbers 6:24–26 as 
follows:

(24) The Lord bless you in all your occupations, and keep you from night demons and from 
frightening demons and noon-day demons and morning demons and damaging demons and 
shadow demons.
(25) May the Lord make the splendour of his face lighten upon you when you are occupied in 
the Torah, and may he reveal to you hidden things and show consideration to you.
(26) May the Lord make the splendour of his face shine upon you when you pray, and may he 
grant you peace for you in all your borders.

See R. Hayward, “The Priestly Blessing in Targum Pseudo-Jonathan,” Journal for the Study of the 
Pseudapigrapha 19 (1999), 81–101. A connection between the blessing and evil is also reflected 
in 1QS 2.2–4:

May he bless you with every good and keep you from all evil;
and may he enlighten your heart with life-giving insight and be

gracious to you with everlasting knowledge;
and may he lift up His gracious face to you for everlasting peace.

On the priestly blessing in 1QSS 2.2–4, see D.K. Falk, Daily, Sabbath, and Festival Prayers in the 
Dead Sea Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 1998), 222–225; B. Nitzan, Qumran Prayer and Religious Poetry 
(Leiden: Brill, 1994) 145–147; J.A. Loader, “The Model of the Priestly Blessing in 1QS,” JSJ 14 
(1983), 11–17; K.-E. Grözinger, “Midraschisch erweiterte Priestersegen in Qumran,” Frank-
furter Jüdaistische Beiträge 2 (1974), 39–52. 
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8. (alt) th ‘l n.[.]16

9. [h]brkh mkl [p]
10. ḥ wmhrʿ
11. ky bw gʾl
12. h ky yhwh
13. [m]sy̌bnw [w]
14. ṣwr ybr
15. k yhwh [w
16. y]sm̌rk [y]
17. ʾr yhwh
18. pn[yw]
1 . . .]YHW . . . 3the grea[t . . . who keeps] 4the covenant and 5[G]raciousness toward 
those who love [him] and 6those who keep [his commandments . . . 7 . . . ]. 8the Eternal 
[. . .] 9[the?] blessing more than any 10[sna]re and more than Evil. 11For redemption is 
in him. 12For Yhwh 13is our restorer [and] 14rock. May Yhwh bles[s] 15you and 16[may 
he] keep you. 17[May] Yhwh make 18[his face] shine . . .

The expression “blessing more than any [sna]re and more than Evil” in lines 
9–11 is difficult to interpret. As Barkay observes, “The idea of a blessing being 
against something or being removed from something is not attested.”17 It is 
most likely, however, that the expression “[the?] blessing more than any [sna]
re and more than Evil” in lines 9–10 intended to connote an apotropaic sense, 
implying that the protection of YHWH is more powerful than any Evil.18

The new edition of the amulets described above provides a clearer picture of 
the form and rhetorical arrangement of the incantation on Amulet I. Although 
there remain several problems involved in a complete reading of the inscrip-
tion, a more thorough understanding of its meaning is now possible. The new 
edition of the amulets published in 2004 focused mainly upon issues of pale-
ography and decipherment of the legible letters on the amulet. The following 
attempts to outline the main parts of the text on the amulet and by extension 
its rhetorical arrangement as an incantation:

16 Given the difficulties in reading this line, two options are left in the reading, following 
those proposed by Barkay et al. (59). The first letter in the lines is most likely a taw. The follow-
ing three letters can be read with more certainty as a he, ‘ayin, and lamed. This sequence of letters 
leaves the possibility that the line read either h‘lm “the Eternal ____________, perhaps “the 
Eternal Covenant” if the word “covenant” (bryt) were to be reconstructed at the end of line 7 and 
beginning of line 8. 

17 “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 59. For a discussion of the problems encountered 
with these lines, see also F.W. Dobbs-Allsopp et al., Hebrew Inscriptions: From the Biblical Period 
of the Monarchy, 242. 

18 “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 59. 
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1.  Name of the owner of the amulet, or opening blessing (?)19 
(Lines 1–2)

2.  Statement about the deity’s character, specifying that the deity’s pro-
tection will extend to those who are faithful (Lines 2–7)

3.  Statement of the amulet’s intended function, namely, protection 
against Evil. This part of the amulet states that the blessing of the deity 
is more powerful than any snare of Evil, representing a specification of 
the object’s purpose. (Lines 8–10)20

4.  Statements of confidence, which consist of succinct appellatives of the 
deity (Lines 11–14)

5. Concluding blessing (Lines 14–18)

The outline given here serves to highlight the contours of the rhetorical state-
ment of the incantations scratched on the amulet by noting the main divisions 
of the text. The following attempts to give a more specific description of each 
of the sections of the text outlined above. This breakdown of the text allows a 
fuller appreciation of how the different parts have been arranged and how this 
arrangement relates to the object’s intended magical purpose. Structural affin-
ities with other ancient Near Eastern amulet inscriptions support this analysis, 
as will be seen in the following discussion.

2.1 Name of the Owner of the Amulet, or Opening Blessing (?) (Lines 1–2)

Line 1 poses certain problems and cannot be read with certainly. The line may 
have contained a personal name.21 If this is true, then the visible letters yhw 
may represent the theophoric element of the name.22 Several Phoenician and 
Punic metal amulets from the first millennium BCE contain their owner’s 
name as part of a protective formula. For instance, one finds the following 
formula on several such amulets:

19 Barkay et al. note that the writing style of the letter on this top line “seems stylistically far 
more crudely executed than is the case in the following lines. This may lend credence to the pos-
sibility that this part of the plaque was written by a different scribe than that in the rest of the 
amulet” (55). 

20 The so-called namburbi incantation texts from Mesopotamia include examples of incanta-
tions that are specifically directed toward certain types of dangers, such as snakes, etc, but also 
examples of incantations that are more generally directed toward evil in the general sense. 

21 In a forthcoming article, E. Waaler (“A Reconstruction of Ketef Hinnom I,” Maarav, 
forthcoming), argues that the first line and the beginning of second line of Amulet I contains the 
following personal name: bn yhwḥ[nn] “son of Johanan” (5).

22 Barkay et al., “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 55. 
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nṣr wsm̌r [bwbrk] PN1 [bn PN2]

“Protect and guard [and bless] PN1, son of PN2.”23

These amulets provide a helpful analogy to the opening lines of Ketef Hinnom 
Amulet II, which contain the following blessing formula: brk h[ʾ] lyhw[h] 
“May he be blessed by Yhwh.” The evidence of these amulets may lend weight 
to the argument that the letters at the top of Amulet I were in fact part of a 
name. Moreover, the letters of this part of the amulet appears to have been 
written in a more crude fashion than the rest of the text on the amulet.24 This 
may indicate that the top line was written secondarily, perhaps when the 
owner purchased the amulet. It is noteworthy that the inclusion of the per-
son’s name to whom the intended power is directed in the amulet or magical 
text is a common feature of many magical texts from later periods.25

Alternatively, Barkay has suggested that the letters preserved in the line may 
have formed part of the Tetragrammaton.26 Given the fact that many later 
Jewish amulets begin with citations of the Tetragrammaton it is difficult to 
discount this possibility here.27 A third possibility is that lines 1–2 contain a 
blessing formula similar to that found at the top of Amulet II, namely, brk h[ʾ] 
lyhw[h] “May he be blessed by Yhwh.” Such an interpretation would fit well 
with the following lines, which include an extended confessional statement 
about the deity.

23 On the publication of the amulets, see H. Lozachmeur and M. Pezin, “De Tyr. Un nouvel 
etui et son amulette magique à inscription,” in Études isiaques, Hommages à Jean Leclant 3 
(Edited by C. Berger, G. Clerc and N. Grimal; Kairo, 1994), 361–371; B. Quilard, “Les etuis 
porte-amulettes carthaginois, Karthago 16 (1970) 5–32, pl. I–V; W. Culican, “Jewellery from 
Sarafand and Sidon,” in Opera selecta: From Tyre to Tartessos (Göteborg: P. Aström, 1986), 
541–547. For discussion of the language found in the amulets, see A. Samra, Bénédictions 
et Malédictions dans les Inscriptions Phénico-Puniques (Liban: Kaslik, 2005). A. Lemaire, “Amu-
lettes Personnelles et Domestiques en Phénicien et en Hébreu (Ier Millénaire av. N. É.) et la 
Tradition Juive des Tefillin et Mezuzot,” in Croyances popularizes. Rites et representations en Médi-
terranée orientale (Athènes: Université nationale et Capodestrienne d’Athènes, 2008), 85–98; 
A. Berlejung, “Der gesegnete Mensch: Text nd Kontext von Num 6, 22–27 und den Silberamu-
letten von Ketef Hinnom,” in Mensch und König: Studien zur Anthropologie des Alten Testaments: 
Rüdiger Lux zum 60. Geburtstag (Edited by A. Berlejung and R. Heckl; Freiburg: Herder, 2008), 
37–62; idem, “Ein Programm furs Leben: Theologisches Wort und anthropologischer Ort der 
Silberamulette von Ketef Hinnom,” ZAW 120 (2008), 204–220. 

24 Barkay et al., “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 55. 
25 H.S. Versnel, “The Poetics of the Magic Charm: An Essay in the Power of Words,” 112. 
26 “The Priestly Benediction on Silver Plaques,” 151. 
27 Swartz, “Scribal Magic and Its Rhetoric,” 172. 
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2.2 Statement About the Deity’s Character (lines 2–7)

Lines 2–7 consist of an extended appellative of the deity, which represents a 
type of confessional statement known from several biblical texts. Specifically, 
the statement in these lines parallels the confessional statements found in 
Deuteronomy 7:9, Daniel 9:4, and Nehemiah 1:5, as past studies have noted.28 
The use of appellatives for the deity at the beginning of an incantation on an 
amulet is one of the more common characteristics in later medieval Jewish 
amulets.29 The confession about the character of Yhwh in this text is formu-
lated to express the idea that protection will be provided to those “who love 
him and keep his commandments” (lʾhb[w] wšmry [msẉtw]). In this way, 
these lines have an explicitly didactic character, stressing that Yahweh’s pro-
tection will extend to those remain loyal to his commandments. Similar ideas 
are expressed in several Psalms characterized by concerns over protection and 
deliverance (5:12; 34:24; 91:14). For instance, the last few lines of Psalm 91 
state, “Because those who love me, I will deliver; I will protect those who 
know my name” (v. 14).

2.3. Statement About the Amulet’s Intended Function (lines 8–10)

Lines 8–10 are perhaps the most difficult lines to understand in Amulet I. The 
editors of the 2004 edition cautiously provide two alternatives, both of which 
are not without problems. The main difficulty rests in the reconstruction of 
Line 8, where the only secure letters are he, ayin, and lamed. The editors pres-
ent two main alternatives for a reconstruction of the line. Either the three 
letters form part of the word hʿlm “the Eternal,” or the he is part of a previous 
word, leaving the ayin and lamed to form the preposition ʿl “up, over, upon.” 
Despite the difficulties posed by this line, the language in the following two 
lines would appear to clarify the overall meaning of these three lines. Collec-
tively, the lines state how the blessing is more powerful than any snare or evil. 
In this regard, the lines specify the intent of the amulets, namely, to provide 
the wearer with protection against evil. As the editors cautiously note about 
the problems encountered in Line 8, “. . . the overall sense seems reasonably 
clear: that the inscription is intended to provide a blessing that will be used to 
protect the wearer from some manner of evil forces.”30

28 For discussion, see Waaler, “A Revised Date for the Pentateuchal Texts.” 
29 Swartz, “Scribal Magic,” 172–173. For further on citation of biblical texts in later Jewish 

amulets, see also Schiffman and Swartz, Hebrew and Aramaic Incantation Texts, 37–42; S. Nid-
itch, “Incantation Texts and Formulaic Language: A New Etymology for hwmry,” Orientalia 48 
(1979), 461–471.

30 Barkay et al., 60. 
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2.4. Statements of Confidence About the Deity’s Ability to Protect the Wearer 
of the Amulet (lines 11–14)

Lines 11–14 contain several statements of confidence about the ability of the 
deity to provide protection. In these lines, the incantation states, ky bw gʾlh ky 
yhwh[m]sy̌bnw [w]sẉr “For redemption is in him. For Yhwh is our restorer 
[and] rock.” The transition to a new part of the text is indicated by the particle 
ky “for/because” at the beginning of line 11. Following the assertion in the 
previous lines that the blessing of Yhwh is more powerful than Evil, the par-
ticle ky introduces several short statements about Yhwh.31 The last two state-
ments may in fact be understood as further appellatives or alternative titles for 
Yhwh. The use of the appellative sẉr “Rock” has recently been found on a 
silver amulet from Samaria dated to the Greco-Roman period,32 and also 
appears in later Jewish magical texts.33 The amulet cites the appellative as part 
of the phrase sẉr sṛy sṛ sṛy ‘lm “the rock, the enemies of the enemy of the 
world.”34 The term also appears in several biblical Psalms, as I will describe 
below. The use of this particular appellative for the deity on both of these 
amulets indicates that it may have functioned as one of the more important 
names for the deity particularly found in magical texts. Indeed, one of the 
more consistent features in amulet texts is the use of magical names for the 
deity.35 These statements or appellatives serve to reinforce the previous state-
ment that the deity will protect the wearer of the amulet.

2.5. Concluding Blessings (lines 14–18)

The final lines of the amulet conclude with the citation of a blessing. It should 
be expressly noted at the beginning, however, that the citation of the blessing 
on the amulets attests to a certain fluidity in the formulation of the blessing. 

31 B. Margalit suggests that a similar clause initiated by the particle ky should be restored in 
the Kuntillet ‘Ajrud inscriptions, see “Some Observations on the Inscription and Drawing from 
Khirbet el-Qôm,” VT 39/3 (1989), 371–378.

32 See C. Müller-Kessler, T.C. Mitchell, and M.I. Hockey, “An Inscribed Silver Amulet from 
Samaria,” PEQ 139/1 (2007), 5–19. 

33 J. Naveh and S. Shaked, Amulets and Magical Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity 
(Jerusalem: Magnes, 1985). 

34 C. Müller-Kessler, T.C. Mitchell, and M.I. Hockey, “An Inscribed Silver Amulet,” 17. 
35 On the subject of the use of names in magical texts, see R. Gordon, “Shaping the Text: 

Innovation and Authority in Graeco-Egyptian Malign Magic,” in Kykeon: Studies in Honor of 
H.S. Versnel (Leiden: Brill); N. Janovitz, “Theories of Divine Names in Origen and Pseudo-
Dionysus,” HR 30 (1990), 359–372. On the specific subject of the use of magical names in 
Jewish amulets and magical texts, see Joshua Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic, 78–103; Scholem, 
Jewish Gnosticism, 94–100; J. Z. Lauterbach, “Substitutes for the Tetragrammaton,” PAAJR 2 
(1930–31), 39–67. 
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Due to the damaged condition of Amulet I we cannot be sure if the last lines 
of the blessing correspond exactly to the formulation of the blessing from 
Numbers 24:24–26. The formulation of the blessing on Amulet II, which is 
better preserved than that on Amulet I, is missing two stichs of the blessing 
preserved in Numbers.36 As a result, the evidence from Amulet II indicates 
that there was certain fluidity in the form of the blessing during the Iron Age 
and that only later did the blessing come to have a rigid and fixed form in early 
Judaism.

36 Although a discussion of Amulet II is beyond the immediate concern of the present study 
it should be noted that it contains an abridged form of the blessing, indicating that there was 
some fluidity in the form of the blessing during the late Iron Age. The blessing on Amulet II 
appears as:

5. [r]‘ ybrk
6. yhwh y
7. šmrk
8. y’r yh
9. [w]h pnyw
10. [’l] yk wy
11. sm lk š
12. [l]m

“May Yhwh bless you, keep you. May Yhwh make his face shine upon you and grant you 
p[ea]ce.

As the above citation of the amulet shows, the formulation of the blessing thereon omits the 
phrases “and be gracious to you” and “May Yhwh lift up his countenance upon you,” which are 
found in Numbers 6:25–26. The differences between the formulations of the blessing here on 
the Ketef Hinnom amulets and the formulation preserved in Numbers indicate that there was 
some fluidity in the blessing’s form during the Iron Age. Such an observation fits nicely with 
Moshe Greenberg’s argument that prayer formulae in ancient Israel and early Judaism exhibit a 
movement from fluid constructions to more fixed, liturigical formulations (see Biblical Prose 
Prayer; for a similar description of the blessing’s history, see B.A. Levine, Numbers 1–20 [New 
York: Doubleday, 1993], 237–239).

For discussions on the relationship between the formulations of the blessing on the amulets 
and the blessing preserved in Numbers 6, see especially Barkay, “The Silver Plaques,” 158–159, 
166, who notes, “Lines 8–12 form a version of the benediction which comprises the second and 
third blessings of the Masoretic text of the Priestly Benediction. This abridged version, with its 
contraction of the two final blessings, consists of ten words as opposed to fifteen words in the 
biblical version. This shortened version can be explained as a result of homoioteleuton—the dupli-
cation of the word “PNYW” in the second and third blessings of the Masoretic Text, although 
it is hardly likely that a scribe would make such an error in copying a sacred text. However, it is 
also possible that in addition to the complete version of the benediction preserved in the Bible, 
shortened versions may have been known consisting of eight words, as on Plaque I, or ten words, 
as on Plaque II. Furthermore, the shortened text may be a paraphrase based on the complete 
version, like that appearing at Ḥorvat Teiman or in Ps. 67:2” (166); H.N. Rösel, “Zur Formu-
lierung des aaronitischen Segens,” 34–35; O. Loretz, “Altorientalischer Hintergrund,” UF 10 
(1978), 116–117; Barkay et al., “The Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 66.
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The significance of the specific use of the Priestly Blessing at the end of 
the amulet is twofold. First, the significance of the blessing’s appearance on the 
amulet is no doubt related to its prominence as a well-known blessing in the 
late Iron Age. The appearance of the blessing on both amulets probably sug-
gests that it was already a widely used blessing in the late Iron Age. The appear-
ance of a similar blessing formula inscribed at other late Iron Age sites furthers 
this  suggestion.37 Secondly, the blessing includes language with connections 
to apotropaic incantations in West Semitic amuletic magic, such as “guard” 
and “bless.”38 These two verbs form two of the most common words used in 
West Semitic amulets and votive texts. For instance, the verbs appear rather 
frequently in Phoenician and Punic amuletic inscriptions. In addition, the 
verb brk also appears as part of an apotropaic formula on a Phoenician band 
from Sardinia. This comparative evidence allows for the conclusion that the 
significance of Priestly Blessing’s location on the Ketef Hinnom amulets stems 
not primarily from its prominence as a biblical text, but rather from the apo-
tropaic nuances found in its specific lexical configuration.

The importance of the placement of the blessing on the amulets has been 
understated in past discussion. Studies of Egyptian magical texts have drawn 
attention to how the “magicians” of ancient Egypt represented those educated 
in the ability to control and steer the powerful utterances of the deity.39 In 
other words, the priests were those who knew how to harness divine utter-
ances and employ them in magic.40 As David Frankfurter observes, “To be a 
priest thus meant to be an expert in divine words, to have the capacity to direct 

37 Z. Meshel, Kuntillet Ajrud: A Religious Centre from the Time of the Judaean Monarchy on the 
Border of Sinai (Jerusalem: Israel Museum, 1978); Hadley, “Some Drawings and Inscriptions on 
Two Pithoi from Kuntillet ‘Ajrud”; S. Gitin, T. Dothan and J. Naveh, “A Royal Dedicatory 
Inscription from Ekron,” 1–18; On the use of the verb brk in the Punic votive inscriptions, see 
KAI 77, 78, 84, 88, 98; for examples of later uses of of the blessing formula, see M. Lidzbarski, 
Ephemeris für semitische Epigraphik (Giessen: Ricker, 1915) 3: 95–116. For an overview of the 
different votive inscriptions containing this verb see J. Tigay, “Priestly Reminder Stones and 
Ancient Near Eastern Votive Practices,” in Shai le-sara Japhet: Studies in the Bible, Its Exegesis and 
Its Language (Edited by M. Bar-Asher; Jerusalem: The Bialik Institute, 2002). 339–355. 

38 On the use of these verbs in West Semitic amulets, see J.D. Smoak, “Amuletic Inscriptions 
and the Background of Yahweh as Guardian and Protector in Psalm 12,” VT 60 (2010), 421–
432; idem, “Prayers of Petition in the Psalms and West Semitic Inscribed Amulets: Efficacious 
Words in Metal and Prayers for Protection in Biblical Literature,” JSOT, 36.1 (2011): 75–92; 
Philip C. Schmitz, “Reconsidering an Amulet from Tyre.”

39 R.K. Ritner, “Egyptian Magical Practice Under the Roman Empire: The Demotic Spells 
and Their Religious Context,” ANRW II.18.5 (1995), 3333–3379; Jacco Dieleman, Priests, 
Tongues, and Rites: The London-Leiden Magical Manuscripts and Translation in Egyptian Ritual 
(100–300 C.E.) (Leiden: Brill, 2004). 

40 For a helpful study in the role of ritual experts in the manipulation of words, see D. Frank-
furter, “Dynamics of Ritual Expertise in Antiquity and Beyond: Towards a New Taxonomy of 
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verbal power for many purposes—sometimes even in competition with other 
ritual experts with the same capacity.”41 These aspects of Egyptian magic pro-
vide a helpful analogy for gauging the role that the Priestly Blessing played on 
the amulet. Specifically, the inclusion of the blessing on the amulet should be 
understood as an attempt to imbue the amulet with some of the power that 
stems from the blessing’s association with the priesthood and the temple in 
Jerusalem and not primarily its association with a biblical text. As such, the act 
of scratching the blessing on the surface of the amulets should be understood 
as a ritual performance. Understanding the act as a ritual performance has the 
benefit of stressing the specific meaning and importance of the blessing in 
connection to the amulet. As Frankfurter observes further about the role that 
blessings play in such ritual contexts, “Blessing denotes the ritual performance 
that transfers protective power, as well as the object or word that bears that 
power once transferred, as well as the protective power with which a subject is 
endowed following such an act.”42

Based upon the above discussion, the intended rhetorical statement of the 
incantation may be summarized as follows:

1.  The owner’s name placed at the top of the amulet specifies the person to 
which the power of the amulet is directed.

2.  A brief didactic confessional statement about the deity’s character fol-
lows the owner’s name. The confessional statement serves to highlight 

‘Magicians’,” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World (RGRW 141; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 
158–178. 

41 “Curses, Blessings, and Ritual Authority: Egyptian Magic in Comparative Perspective,” 
JANER 5 (2006), 166–167. Frankfurter notes about the role that priests play in the ritual per-
formance of blessing and cursing, “The role of the lector priest was to read aloud spells, often the 
speeches of the gods themselves, to protect the king, the fields, and the cosmos of Egypt against 
the forces of chaos. As such, the lector priest imitated the efficacious, protective utterances of 
gods like Isis, Horus, Re, and Seth, all known for their powers of verbally assaulting the multiple 
demonic threats to order. By the force of words priests would cast divine beneficence over the 
fields, the king, and the bodies of those afflicted, reinforcing those words with gestures and 
amulets. These performances and the amulets and substances that proceeded from them should 
plausibly fall under the category “blessing.” The term itself might be nuanced as pertaining to the 
ritual transfer of protective, generative, healing, and otherwise beneficent power” (162). For a 
recent study on the role of blessings in West Semitic inscriptions, see M. Leuenberger, “Blessing 
in Text and Picture in Israel and the Levant: A Comparative Case Study on the Representation 
of Blessing in Ḥirbet el-Qom and on the Stela of Yeḥawmilk of Byblos,” BN 141 (2009), 
67–90.

42 Ibid., 158. For early discussions of the Priestly Blessing as a “magical” formula, see espe-
cially J. Pedersen, Israel: Its Life and Culture (London: Oxford, 1926), 182; J. Hempel, Die 
israelitische Anschauungen von Segen und Fluch im Lichte altorientalischer Parallelen (Leipzig: 
F.A. Brockhaus, 1925), 55–66. 
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that the deity’s protection only covers those who demonstrate loyalty to 
the deity’s words. In this way, the statement contains an important 
didactic quality. In the context of the amulet, the specific nuance of the 
statement may be that the deity’s protection extends to those who wear 
the words upon their bodies. Many examples of this kind of thinking are 
found in the biblical texts and it is not necessarily surprising to find it on 
the amulet.43 The didactic statement may also serve to reassure the 
wearer of the deity’s provision by suggesting that those who are obedient 
to those words can expect to be protected by the deity.

3.  The description of the deity’s character moves into a statement of intent, 
directed toward specifying the intended purpose of the amulet. In later 
Jewish amulets, this part of the incantation identifies specific ailments 
against which the amulet intends to protect.44 In the case of Amulet I, 
the stated target of protection is general, namely, Evil. In this way, the 
statement is formulated as a succinct statement that the power of the 
deity is more powerful than Evil.

4.  Further appellatives of the deity follow the statement of intent. These 
appellatives may actually represent magical names for the deity that had 
existing associations with apotropaic concerns in ancient Israel. The fact 
that these same appellatives turn up in later Jewish amulets indicates 
that these specific appellatives may have found wide acceptance as a set 
of names used for apotropaic purposes in Jewish magical traditions.

5.  The amulet concludes with a citation of a prominent blessing. Blessings 
were often used in the ancient world for protective purposes. The blessing 
is known in the biblical texts as a blessing that the priests were charged 
with giving to the people at the temple. In this way, the blessing’s power 
for the wearer of the amulets derives in part from its  association with 
the temple, and more specifically the liturgical and ritual acts that take 

43 Several studies of the amulets have pointed to the prescriptions in the Torah to inscribe 
words on various materials; see especially, Barkay, “The Priestly Benediction on Silver Plaques,” 
who observed about the similarities between the amulets and later Jewish phylacteries, “A num-
ber of characteristics shared between the Ketef Hinnom plaques and phylacteries should be 
noted: both contain sacred verses, and in both the letters and text are drastically reduced in order 
to fit a certain text into a limited space. Just as our plaques were rolled up, phylacteries are also 
rolled up and folded. Both types of items were definitely worn on the body, apparently on a 
permanent basis. Just as the most ancient phylacteries apparently did not have cases (kesịsọt), the 
objects from Ketef Hinnom did not have a case—although judging from the Egyptian amulets 
with their leather or wooden cases, the source of the kesịsọt may also be traced to early amu-
lets . . .” (185); Waaler, “A Revised Date for Pentateuchal Texts?” 29–30; Barkay et al., “The 
Amulets from Ketef Hinnom,” 45–46.

44 Swartz, “Scribal Magic and Its Rhetoric,” 172. 
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place within its precincts and conducted by the priesthood.45 The person 
who incised the blessing upon the amulet no doubt saw the importance 
of incorporating the blessing as part of the text on the amulet as deriv-
ing from it being a prominent part of the priestly liturgy recited at the 
temple. It should be expressly emphasized that the transfer, or “writing,” 
of the blessing upon the amulet probably represented a ritual perfor-
mance intended to transfer the power or efficacy of the blessing to the 
amulet and its owner.

The message that the amulet conveys is that the deity will protect the wearer 
of the amulet because he has been loyal to the commandments and because 
the deity’s words are more powerful than Evil. Moreover, the blessings 
inscribed upon the amulet convey to the wearer that he can expect to be pro-
tected by the deity because his amulet has been inscribed with an efficacious 
blessing associated with the temple.

3. Prayers of Petition and Protective Words in Metal in Ancient Israel

One neglected aspect of the incantations inscribed on the Ketef Hinnom 
amulets is their similarities to certain expressions found in the Psalms. This is 
no doubt in part due to the fact that most studies have focused upon the pres-
ence of the Priestly Blessing on the amulets. Still, it is noteworthy that several 
points of correspondence can be seen between the incantation on Amulet I 
and the prayer of petition Psalms, which are characterized by petitions to the 
deity for protection. Commentators also often refer to these Psalms as “indi-
vidual complaints” or simply “prayers.”46 Past studies of these Psalms have 

45 See Spieckermann, “Yhwh Bless You and Keep,” who nicely summarizes the importance 
of the relationship of the blessing to the temple in the following words: “Being much older than 
the composition of the Priestly Code it [the blessing] expects YHWH to exert his protective 
might and grace on his believers. That experience is caused by YHWH’s presence in the temple 
of Jerusalem. From this very centre his gracious presence radiates throughout the country bring-
ing about a status of physical and spiritual integrity for the individual, the community, and the 
land” (179). 

46 For discussion of the categorization of these Psalms, see A. Basson, Divine Metaphors in 
Selected Hebrew Psalms of Lamentation (Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2006), 6–23; H.-J. Kraus, 
Psalms 1–59: A Continental Commentary (Trans. by Hilton C. Oswald; Minneapolis: Fortress, 
1993), 47–56; E.S. Gerstenberger, Psalms I, with an Introduction to Cultic Poetry (Grand Rapids, 
MI: Eerdmans, 1988), 11–14; C.C. Broyles, The Conflict of Faith and Experience in the Psalms: 
A Form-Critical and Theological Study (Sheffield: Academic, 1989); H. Gunkel and 
J. Begrich, Einleitung in die Psalmen (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1965), 212–250; 
C. Westermann, Praise and Lament in the Psalms (Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1981); 
P.D. Miller, They Cried to the Lord, 87–112; K. Seybold, Das Gebet des Kranken im Alten 
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demonstrated that they exhibit a relatively consistent form and rhetorical 
arrangement. For instance, most of these Psalms begin with an initial petition 
to the deity, usually with an imperative such as “O Yhwh, save me!” or 
“O Yhwh, rescue me!” This section of the prayers employ a stock set of verbs 
for the imperatives, such as yš‘, pdh, nsḷ, plt,̣ ḥls,̣ and ‘zr.47 This petition is fol-
lowed by a description of distress, which then transitions into a statement of 
confidence about the deity’s ability to provide protection or deliverance. The 
statement of confidence is usually a set of succinct appellatives for the deity, 
such as “You are my rock,” or “You are my refuge.” Finally, these Psalms often 
conclude with a further request for blessing or deliverance or a promise by the 
petitioner to thank the deity by presenting a tangible token of appreciation in 
the sanctuary.

The most obvious similarity between these Psalms and the amulet is that 
both attempt to garner the deity’s power for protection against different kinds 
of danger. In the prayer of petition Psalms this is most evident in the descrip-
tions of distress at the opening of the Psalm, which often cite “evil,” “ene-
mies,” “wicked ones,” “slanderers,” and other forms of danger from which the 
petitioner seeks reprieve.48 The references to different kinds of danger make it 
clear that the prayer of petition Psalms could be directed toward a variety of 
circumstances that the petitioner faced, from sickness to enemies, evil words, 
death, etc. The fact that these prayers could be used to address such diverse ills 
parallels the nature of the incantation texts in the Near East, which were 

 Testament: Untersuchungen zur Bestimmung und Zuordnung der Krankheits- und Heilungspsalmen 
(Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1973); W. Beyerlin, Die Rettung der Bedrängten in den Feindpsal-
men der Einzelnen auf institutionelle Zusammenhange untersucht (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck and 
Ruprecht, 1970). For discussion on the background or setting of these Psalms, see R. Albertz, 
Persönliche Frömmigkeit und offizielle Religion: Religionsinterner Pluralismus in Israel und Babylon 
(Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature 2005); M. Greenberg, “The Patterns of Prayers of Peti-
tion in the Bible,” EI 16 (1982), 44–55 (Hebrew); Y. Hoffman, “The Transition from Despair 
to Hope in Personal Prayer Psalms,” Tarbiz 55 (1986), 161–172 (Hebrew); S. Gelander, 
“Convention and Originality: Identification of the Situation in the Psalms,” VT 42 (1992), 
302–316.

47 Miller, They Cried to the Lord, 388. 
48 See S. Mowinckel, The Psalms in Israel’s Worship, 200–201, 209–211; on the subject of the 

enemies in the Psalms, see O. Keel, Feinde und Gottesleugner: Studium zum Image der Widersa-
cher in den Individualpsalmen (Stuttgart: Katholisches Bibelwerk, 1969); see also the insightful 
discussion of the references to enemies in the Psalms in S.B. Parker, “Graves, Caves, and Refu-
gees: An Essay in Microhistory,” JSOT 27 (2003), 259–288; for further on the subject of evil 
and demons in early Jewish literature, see L.T. Stuckenbruck, “Pleas for Deliverance from the 
Demonic in Early Jewish Texts,” in Studies in Early Jewish Prayer (JSS Supp. 17; Edited by 
R. Hayward and B. Embry; Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 55–73.
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devised to handle a variety of dangers that a person could confront in his or 
her lifetime. The extant incantation texts in the namburbi series for instance 
address a broad range of dangers including specific problems, such as snake-
bites and disease, to more general concerns over evil in the broader sense.

For instance, lines 9–10 of the amulet specify that the type of distress that 
the amulet intends to protect against is “any snare or evil.” The reference to 
evil in these lines has been interpreted as specifying that its intended purpose 
is to protect the wearer against all evil. The reference to evil in the amulet is 
slightly different than the Psalms in that the description of the type of danger 
in the prayer of petition Psalms usually occurs as part of the petition to the 
deity for help or deliverance. The following examples are characteristic of this 
part of the prayers:

“Do not drag me away with the wicked, with those who are workers of evil” (28:3)
“Deliver me from those who work evil; from the bloodthirsty save me.” (59:2)
“Rescue me, O God, from the hand of the wicked, from the grasp of the unjust and 
cruel.” (71:4)
“Deliver me, O YHWH, from evildoers; protect me from those who are violent, who 
plan evil things in their minds and stir up wars continually.” (144:2)

As these examples indicate the description of distress or danger is usually 
blended into the petitioner’s plea to the deity, usually composed of several 
short imperatives in the Psalms. In this way, although both the amulet and the 
Psalms refer to the type of danger a person faces, the difference between them 
is that the Psalms refer to the danger as part of the petition to the deity whereas 
the reference to the danger in the amulet is found as part of a statement about 
the deity’s power.

What deserves additional emphasis here, however, is what follows the refer-
ence to the type of danger in both the amulet and the Psalms. The description 
of distress in a number of these Psalms gives way to a statement or affirmation 
of confidence that usually includes a recitation of short names or metaphors 
for the deity. Consider the following example from Psalm the opening verses 
of Psalm 31:

1 In you, O YHWH, I seek refuge; do not let me ever be put to shame;
in your righteousness deliver me. 
2 Incline your ear to me;
rescue me speedily.
Be a rock of refuge for me,
a strong fortress to save me. 
3 You are indeed my rock and my fortress;
for your name’s sake lead me and guide me, 
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4 take me out of the net that is hidden for me,
for you are my refuge. 
5 Into your hand I commit my spirit;
you have redeemed me, O YHWH, faithful God.

Many of these statements of confidence contain references to Yhwh as “rock” 
(sẉr), “fortress” (msẉdh), “refuge” (mḥsh) “shield” (mgn) etc. (31:3–4; 71:4–5; 
144:2).

It is noteworthy that two Psalms pair the words “rock” ( sẉr) and “redeemer” 
( g’l ). For instance, Psalm 19:15 states,

yhwh sẉry wg’ly

O Yhwh, my rock and my redeemer.

Psalm 78:35 also contains a similar pairing of the two words:

wyzkrw ky ‘lhym sẉrm w’l ‘lywn g’lm

For they remembered that God was their rock, Elyon their redeemer.

The metaphor of Yhwh as “rock” seems to be a favorite in a number of such 
Psalms, particularly those Psalm that describe Yhwh as one who provides 
protection or deliverance.

The statements of confidence are often introduced by the particle ky, which 
marks the transition from the description of distress to the statement of con-
fidence about the deity’s ability to protect the petitioner (5:10; 6:9; 28:6–7; 
31:3–4; 59:17–18; 71:5; 62:12; 91:9,14). The particle may also have an 
emphatic connotation at the beginning of the statement of confidence.49 This 

49 For recent discussion on this particle in biblical Hebrew, see A. Benigni, “The Biblical 
Hebrew Particle ky from a Discourse Analysis Perspective,” ZAH 12/2 (1999), 126–145; 
C.M. Follingstad, Deictic Viewpoint in Biblical Hebrew Text: A Syntagmatic and Paradigmatic 
Analysis of the Particle כי (kî) (Dallas: SIL International, 2001); B.L. Bandstra, The Syntax of 
Particle ‘ky’ in Biblical Hebrew and Ugaritic (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1982); A. Aejmelaeus, 
Function and Interpretation of כי in Biblical Hebrew,” JBL 105 (1986), 193–209; J. Muilen-
burg, “The Linguistic and Rhetorical Usages of the Particle כי in the Old Testament,” HUCA 32 
(1961), 135–136; M. Dahood, Psalms III (Anchor Bible; New York: Doubleday, 1970), 402–
405; A. Schoors, “The Particle כי,” in In Remembering All the Way . . . A Collection of Old Testa-
ment Studies Published on the Occasion of the Fortieth Anniversary of the Oudtestamentisch 
Werkgezelschap in Nederland (Edited by A.S. van der Woude; OTS 21; Leiden: Brill, 1981), 
240–276; C.L. Miller, The Representation of Speech in Biblical Hebrew Narrative: A Linguistic 
Analysis (HSM 55; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1996); A. Meier, Speaking of Speaking: Marking 
Direct Discourse in the Hebrew Bible (VTSup 46; Leiden: Brill, 1992), 19–21. 
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emphatic connotation of the particle is particularly visible in Psalm 31:2–4, 
which state,

1 In you, O Yhwh, I seek refuge;
do not let me ever be put to shame;
in your righteousness deliver me. 
2 Incline your ear to me;
rescue me speedily.
Be a rock of refuge (sẉr m‘wz) for me,
a strong fortress to save me. 
3 You are indeed (ky) my rock (sl‘y) and my fortress (msẉdty);
for your name’s sake lead me and guide me, 
4 take me out of the net that is hidden for me,
for you are my refuge.

A similar structure is found in Psalm 71:3–5:

3 Be to me a rock of refuge (lsẉr m‘wn), a strong fortress, to save me,
For you are indeed (ky) my rock and my fortress.
4 Rescue me, O my God, from the hand of the wicked,
From the grasp of the unjust and cruel.
5 For (ky) you, O Lord, are my hope, my trust, O Yhwh, from my youth.

The content and location of the statement of confidence in these types of 
Psalms has long garnered the attention of scholars. In particular, many past 
studies have remarked that the presence of such a statement, which contains a 
clear optimistic tone, contrasts sharply with the previous description of 
 distress.50 Most commentators have argued that the inclusion of the statement 
of confidence, however, is consistent with the larger purpose of the petition, 
which seeks to influence the deity to act on behalf of the petitioner by appeal-
ing to deity’s character. In a description of Psalm 71, Patrick Miller summa-
rizes the significance of the particle in the following words,

. . . the presence of the conjunction “for” at the beginning of the clauses and the plac-
ing of these clauses immediately after petitions make it equally clear that they serve to 
motivate the deity as they appeal to the character of God and the past way of God with 
the individual as the ground for present help.51

50 For discussion of this feature of the statement of confidence, see Wevers, “A Study in the 
Form Criticism of the Individual Complaint Psalms,” 80–96; F. Heiler, Das Gebet: eine religion-
sgeschichteliche und religionspsychologische Untersuchung (München/Basel: Reinhardt, 1923).

51 They Cried to the Lord, 66–67. 
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Lines 11–14 of the incantation on the amulet have two main similarities to 
the statements of confidence in these sections of the prayer of petition Psalms 
described above. First, these lines contain several succinct statements about 
Yhwh, namely, “For redemption is in him. For Yhwh is our restorer, and our 
rock.” The repetition of such statements in the incantation parallels similar 
statements in several of the Psalms quoted above. In particular, several Psalms 
refer to Yhwh as a “rock” ( sẉr) as part of the statement of confidence follow-
ing the description of distress (28:1; 31:3; 62:3,7; 144:1).52

What makes this similarity even more significant is the fact these lines of 
the incantation are introduced by the particle ky. The particle either serves to 
emphasize the statements of confidence at this point in the incantation or 
mark a transition from the content of lines 9–10 to lines 11–14. The use of the 
particle ky as an introduction to the statements of confidence closely parallels 
the use of the particle in several of the Psalms. As noted above, the particle ky 
is used in several of these Psalms to introduce the statement of confidence. The 
following chart shows the resemblance between this part of the incantation 
and the statement of confidence in Psalm 31:

Ketef Hinnom Amulet I Psalm 31:4

ky bw gʾl
h ky yhwh
[m]sy̌bnw [w]
ṣwr

For redemption is in him;
For Yhwh is our restorer and rock!

ky slʿy wmsẉdty ʾth

For you are my rock and my fortress!

52 Several of the so-called Psalms of trust also use this metaphor for YHWH, see especially 
Psalms 19:15 and for the use of the metaphor in a thanksgiving context, see Psalm 92:16. On 
the metaphor of Yahweh as rock in the Psalms and other biblical texts, see A. Wiegand, “Der 
Gottesname צור und seine Deutung in dem Sinne Bildner oder Schöpfer in der alten jüdischen 
Literatur,” ZAW 10 (1890) 85–96; A. Basson, “You Are My Rock and Fortress: Refuge Meta-
phors in Psalm 31. A Perspective from Cognitive Metaphor Theory,” Acta Theologica 25/2 
(2005), 1–17; H. Wildberger, Gottesnamen und Gottesepitheta bei Jesaja,” in Jahwe und sein 
Volk: Gesammelte Aufsätze zum Alten Testament (edited by H.H. Schmid; München: C. Kaiser, 
1979), 219–248; D. Eichhorn, Gott als Fels, Burg und Zuflucht: Eine Untersuchung zum Gebet 
des Mittlers in den Psalmen Frankfurt: Bern, 1972, 45–46; H.-J. Fabry, “צור,” TDOT 12 (2003), 
311–321; for the use of the metaphor “rock” for deities in Akkadian, see J.J. Stamm, Akkadische 
Namengebung (Leipzig: J.C. Hinrichs Verlag, 1939), 211.
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I would argue that a similar function underlies the use of the statement of 
confidence in both the amulet and the prayer of petition Psalms. The  statement 
of confidence probably served two main purposes. First, the statement 
undoubtedly stood as a testimony to the petitioner’s or amulet wearer’s trust 
in the deity. Secondly, the statement of confidence may have also had a psy-
chological effect that sought to remind the petitioner of the deity’s past provi-
sion and protection. It is also possible that the statements of confidence, which 
are often simply a repetition of certain appellatives of the deity, were under-
stood to have an efficacious element. In later Jewish amuletic traditions, the 
use of magical names for the deity is a common feature in this part of the writ-
ten incantations.53

The final lines of the written incantation, which conclude with abbreviated 
versions of the Priestly Blessing, may be said to have certain points of corre-
spondence to the conclusion to several of the prayer of petition Psalms as well. 
Although one does not find an explicit parallel to the Priestly Blessing in these 
Psalms, a number of them do conclude with references to blessings or allude 
to the language and imagery of the Priestly Blessing more specifically.54 For 
example, Psalm 3, which petitions God for deliverance against enemies, ends 
with the following request for blessing:

Rise up, O Yhwh! Deliver me, O my God!
For (ky) you strike all my enemies on the cheek; you break the teeth of the wicked.
Deliverance belongs to Yhwh;
May your blessing be on your people. (‘l ‘mk brktk)

In a similar fashion, the last few verses of Psalm 28, which is also a prayer of 
petition against enemies, conclude with a petition for a blessing:

Yhwh is the strength of his people;
he is the saving refuge of his anointed.
O save your people, and bless your heritage (wbrk ’t nḥltk);
be a shepherd and carry them forever.

53 For an overview of this characteristic of later Jewish amulets, see T. Schrire, Hebrew Magic 
Amulets (New York: Behrman House, 1982); Trachtenberg, Jewish Magic and Superstition: A 
Study in Folk Religion (New York: Athenaeum, 1982), 78–103; J.Z. Lauterbach, “Substitutes for 
the Tetragrammaton,” PAAJR 2 (1930–31), 39–67.

54 For a discussion of the presence of blessing formulae in the Psalms, see M. Fishbane, “Form 
and Reformulation of the Biblical Priestly Blessing,” JAOS 103/1 (1983), 115–121; L.J. Liebre-
ich, “The Songs of Ascents and the Priestly Blessing,” JBL 74/1 (1955), 33–36; K. Seybold, Der 
aaronistische Segen: Studien zu Numeri 6, 22–27 (Neukirchen-Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 
1997). 
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References to, or requests for, blessings appear toward the end of several other 
Psalms (29:11; 144:15). In other instances, the references to blessing in the 
prayer of petition Psalms do not appear at the end of the Psalm, but occur at 
various points within the prayer.

Although one does not find an exact parallel to the use of the Priestly Bless-
ing at the end of one of the prayer of petition Psalms, it is noteworthy that 
several of such Psalms allude to the language of the blessing or utilize expres-
sions with similarities to those found in the blessing. For instance, petitions 
such as “Be gracious to me” (6:2; 31:9), “Let your face shine upon your ser-
vant” (31:16; see similar expression in 80:3,7,19), and “May God be gracious 
to us and bless us and make his face shine upon us” (67:1) are highly reminis-
cent of the language contained in the Priestly Blessing. Given that the present 
study has noted several specific correspondences between the incantation on 
Amulet I and Psalm 31, it is particularly noteworthy that this same Psalm 
contains the plea “Let your face shine upon your servant; save me in your 
steadfast love . . . let the wicked be put to shame; let them go dumbfounded 
to Sheol.”55

The following is a summary of the points of correspondence between the 
Psalms and the incantation on the amulet.

1.  Reference to the type of distress or danger facing the person, often with 
descriptions of evil or wickedness.

2.  Syntactically similar statements of confidence, in which the state-
ment follows a causal or asseverative ky. These statements also often 
include metaphoric names for the deity, often ( sẉr) “rock” and ( g’l ) 
“redeemer”.

55 On the background and significance of the metaphor of Yahweh’s shining face in the 
Hebrew Bible, see C. Cohen, “The Biblical Priestly Blessing (Num. 6:24–26) in the Light of 
Akkadian Parallels,” TA 20 (1993), 228–38; H.-P. Stähl, Solare Elemente im Jahweglauben des 
Alten Testaments (OBO 66; Fribourg, 1985); B. Janowski, Rettungsgewißheit und Epiphanie des 
Heils: Das Motiv der Hilfe Gottes “am Morgen” im Alten Orient und im Alten Testament. Vol. I: 
Alter Orient (WMANT 59; Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1989); M.S. Smith, The Early History of God: 
Yahweh and Other Deities in Ancient Israel (San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1990), 115–124; 
idem, “The Near Eastern Background of Solar Language for Yahweh,” JBL 109/1 (1990) 29–39; 
idem, “ ‘Seeing God’ in the Psalms: The Background to the Beatific Vision in the Hebrew Bible,” 
CBQ 50 (1988), 177, n. 26; H. Niehr, Der hösche Gott: Alttestamentlicher JHWH-Glaube im 
Kontext syrisch-kanaaniäsche Religions des 1. Jahrtausends v. Chr. (BZAW 190; Berlin, 1990); H. 
Seebass, “YHWH’s Name in the Aaronic Blessing (Num 6:22–27),” in The Revelation of the 
Name YHWH to Moses: Perspectives from Judaism, the Pagan Graeco-Roman World, and Early 
Christianity (Edited by G.H. van Kooten; Leiden: Brill, 2006) 39–40; F. Nötscher, ‘Das Angesi-
cht Gottes schauen’ nach biblischer und babylonischer Auffassung (Darmstadt, 1969) 10–15; 
A.L. Oppenheim, “Idiomatic Accadian,” JAOS 61 (1941) 251–271.
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3.  Allusions to blessings, often with language reminiscent of the Priestly 
Blessing.

4.  Invocation of divine name, with appellatives.

4. The Problem of Categorizing Prayers and Incantations in Ancient 
Israelite Religions

Although there is not an exact correspondence in form between the written 
incantation and prayer of petitions, the above discussion demonstrates that 
they exhibit certain similarities in purpose and form. Such similarities are 
most visible in the parallels between the statements of confidence and the 
inclusion of blessing in both the prayers and the amulet. In particular, the 
appearance of the Priestly Blessing on the amulet and the frequent use of 
expressions reminiscent of the blessing’s language provide a further instance of 
overlap between the incantation and the prayers of petition.

Two main conclusions may be said to proceed from the above comparison. 
First, the evidence presented above warrants a conclusion that there was a 
certain amount of fluidity between prayer traditions and incantations in 
ancient Israelite religions. Indeed, the similarities between the Psalms and the 
incantations explored would seem to provide support for the conclusion that 
such categories were not so rigid in ancient Israelite religious practice. In this 
way, the present study has in part proceeded to deconstruct the categories of 
blessing and incantation, suggesting instead that such categorizations are more 
of a reflection of flawed modern conceptions rather than a reflection of ancient 
Israelite notions of religious practice.

Such a conclusion is consistent with later Jewish literary traditions, which 
show that there was considerable interplay between magical texts and liturgi-
cal prayers.56 Indeed, the texts discovered near the site of Qumran may be said 
to give more weight to the heart of this argument. Several of the texts from 
Qumran demonstrate that the language known from the Psalms could be 

56 Swartz, “Scribal Magic and Its Rhetoric,” 163–180; Joseph Naveh and Shaul Shaked, 
Amulets and Magic Bowls: Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity (Jerusalem: Magnes; Leiden: 
Brill, 1985); J. Naveh, “A Recently Discovered Palestinian Jewish Aramaic Amulet,” in Aramae-
ans, Aramaic, and the Aramaic Literary Tradition (Edited by M. Sokoloff; Ramat Gan: Bar Ilan 
University Press, 1984), 81–88; P. Schäfer, “Jewish Magic Literature in Late Antiquity and the 
Early Middle Ages,” JJS 41 (1990), 75–91; L.H. Schiffman and Michael D. Swartz, Hebrew and 
Aramaic Incantation Texts from the Cairo Genizah; B.A. Levine, “The Language of the Magic 
Bowls,” in A History of the Jews in Babylonia (edited by Jacob Neusner; Leiden: Brill, 1970) 
371–373.
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employed for both liturgical and magical ends in early Jewish literary 
 traditions.57

The evidence presented here allows for the conclusion that a close connec-
tion between liturgical and magical texts also existed in Iron Age Israel. This is 
an important observation since scholars have long suspected such a situation, 
but have lacked direct evidence for it.58 One may object to such a conclusion, 
arguing that the use of amulets or the practice of reciting or writing incanta-
tions would have fallen under biblical prohibitions against certain forms of 
magic.59 The fact that thousands of amulets have been discovered in the south-
ern Levant points to the broad appeal that such objects held in ancient Israel-
ite religious tradition.60 The present study, then, may be said to offer further 

57 See E. Eshel, “Apotropaic Prayers in the Second Temple Period, in Liturgical Perspectives: 
Prayer and Poetry in the Light of the Dead Sea Scrolls (Leiden: Brill, 2003), 69–88; M.S. Pajunen, 
“Qumranic Psalm 91: A Structural Analysis,” in Scripture in Transition: Festschrift for R. Sollamo 
(edited by A. Voitila and J. Jokiranta; Leiden: Brill, 2008), 591–605. 

58  More recent studies on Israelite religions have presented sharp critiques of past studies, 
which often tended to argue that magic represented a form of polytheistic worship and as such 
was not widespread in ancient Israel. For an overview of these recent studies and their impact 
upon recent reconstructions of Israelite religions, see especially A. Jeffers, “Magic from before 
the Dawn of Time. Understanding Magic in the Old Testament: A Shift in Paradigm (Deuter-
onomy 18:9–14 and Beyond),” in A Kind of Magic. Understanding Magic in the New Testament 
and Its Religious Environment (Edited by M. Labahn and B.J. Lietaert Peerbolte; London: T. & 
T. Clark, 2007) 123–132; idem, Magic and Divination; Cryer, Divination in Ancient Israel; 
J.M. de Tarragon, “Witchcraft, Magic, and Divination in Canaan and Ancient Israel,” CANE 3 
(1995) 2071–2081; see also J.K. Kuemmerlin-McLean, Divination and Magic in the Religion of 
Ancient Israel: A Study in Perspective and Methodology (Ph.D. diss.: Vanderbuilt University, 
1986); see also the recent article by R. Schmitt, “The Problem of Magic and Monotheism in the 
Book of Leviticus,” JHS 8 (2009), 1–12, and the articles in Magic in the Biblical World: From the 
Rod of Aaron to the Ring of Solomon (Edited by T. Klutz; London: T. & T. Clark, 2003).

59  Several important past studies argued for a sharp distinction between Israel and other 
ancient Near Eastern cultures when it came to the practice of magic, see especially W.R. Smith, 
“On the Forms of Divination and Magic Enumerated in Deut 18:10–11,” Journal of Philology 
13 (1884), 273–287; T.W. Davies, Magic, Divination, and Demonology among the Hebrews and 
their Neighbours (London: J. Clarke and Co., 1898); G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology (Trans. 
D.M.G. Stalker; Edinburgh/London: Oliver and Boyd, 1962); Y. Kaufman, The Religion of 
Israel (Trans. M. Greenberg; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1960); H.C. Brichto, The 
Problem of ‘Curse’ in the Hebrew Bible (Atlanta: SBL, 1963). In particular, studies have often 
assumed that the references to lḥšym “amulets” in the book of Isaiah reflect disapproval of such 
items. Yet, I would argue that there is nothing specifically in these passages that indicates that 
the author or the deity disapproves of the practices of wearing amulets. Isaiah 3:18, which states, 
“In that day the Lord will take away the finery of the anklets, the headbands, and the crescents; 
the pendants, the bracelets, and the scarf ’s; the headdresses, the armlets, the sashes, the perfume 
boxes, and the amulets (lḥšym) . . .” only appears to describe the stripping away of jewelry from 
the “daughters of Zion” on the day of the Yhwh.” 

60  C. Herrmann, Ägyptische Amulette aus Palästina, Israel mit einem Ausblick auf ihre  Rezeption 
durch das Alte Testament (Fribourg: Universitätsverlag, 1994); idem, Die ägyptischen Amulette 
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support to the argument that there were certain lexical, syntactic, and even 
formal overlaps between prayers and incantations in ancient Israel, and that 
some of the Psalms preserve vestiges of apotropaic practices.61 Indeed, the 
evidence presented above allows for a conclusion that an original apotropaic 
function may have stood behind certain Psalms.

Secondly, the similarities between the incantation and the prayers presented 
here warrant further investigation into the background and original function 
of the prayer of petition Psalms. Although it is difficult to know whether or 
not an apotropaic function stood in the direct purview of the final form of the 
Psalm, one suspects that much of its imagery and form may reflect apotropaic 
rites. Indeed, one of the questions that the above comparison raises is how 
exactly we explain the origins of and reasons behind such commonalities. In 
other words, why do we find a close linguistic correspondence between prayers 
and magical incantations in Israelite religions? In the previous discussion, 
I argued that the commonalities between the two forms is in part due to their 
similar purpose and intent, namely, protection against or deliverance from 
danger. I would venture further, however, and suggest that we can arrive at 
more specific explanations for why the language of the two forms is closely 
connected.

The first explanation relies upon recent anthropological studies on ritual 
language. A number of recent studies on ritual language have pointed to the 
ways in which the function of language in ritual action intends to affect the 
participants within the ritual rather than forces outside of the ritual. For 
example, in his well-known article “The Magical Power of Words,” S.J. Tam-
biah argued that the words uttered during a ritual were meant to influence the 
participants in the ritual rather than forces that lay outside of the ritual 
 performance.62 As he contended, “All ritual, whatever the idiom, is addressed 
to the human participants and uses a technique which attempts to re-structure 
and integrate the minds and emotions of the actors.”63 That is, the ritual lan-
guage produced in the ritual action intends to change or alter the participant’s 
experience or cognition just as much as the language intends to change forces 
outside of the ritual.

der Sammlungen BIBEL+ORIENT der Universität Freiburg, Schweiz (Fribourg: Universitätsver-
lag, 2003); idem, Ägyptische Amulette aus Palästina, Israel, III (Fribourg: Universitätsverlag, 
2006); idem, “Weitere ägyptische Amulette aus Palästina/Israel,” ZDPV 123 (2007) 93–132; see 
also the recent dissertation by A.S. Limmer, The Social Function and Ritual Significance of Jewelry 
in the Iron Age II Southern Levant (Ph.D. diss., University of Arizona, 2007). 

61 See Smoak, “Amuletic Inscriptions,” 421–432. 
62 S.J. Tambiah, “The Magical Power of Words,” Man 3/2 (1968) 175–208. 
63 Ibid., 202. 
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Although one may suggest that Tambiah presented too narrow an expla-
nation of the intended effects of ritual language, his observations provide a 
heuristic tool for addressing the questions raised here in the present study.64 
One may say that the commonalities between the magical incantation on 
the amulet and the Psalms described here merely reflect the intimate con-
nection between prayer and magic in ancient Israel. Yet, such a generalized 
observation does not take full account of the ritual setting within which both 
prayer and magical incantations probably operated. I would posit that the 
language of the prayers discussed here and the language of the incantation 
on the  amulet were originally a set within ritual contexts, or  performances.65 
For this reason, Tambiah’s observations are relevant to the present study. 
The commonalities between the prayers of petition and the magical amulet 
could partially be explained, then, as perlocutionary, or deriving from their 
similar interest in affecting the petitioner’s and amulet wearer’s experiences 
of reality.66 If such a hypothesis is indeed true, certain aspects of the language 
contained in both the incantation and the prayer of petition Psalms take on 
greater significance. For instance, the inclusion of the didactic statement that 
describes Yahweh as one who will protect those who are loyal to the covenant 

64 See E.M. Ahern, “The Problem of Efficacy: Strong and Weak Illocutionary Acts,” Man 
14/1 (1979), 1–17; B. Ray, “ ‘Performative Utterances’ in African Rituals,” History of Religions 
13/1 (1973), 16–35.

65 On the subject of performativity, see C. Ginet, “Performativity,” Linguistics and Philosophy 
3/2 (1979), 245–265. For further on the function of incantations in the ancient Near East and 
their ritual contexts, see F.A.M. Wiggermann, “Some Demons of Time and their Functions in 
Mesopotamian Iconography,” in Die Welt der Götterbilder (Edited by B. Groneberg and 
H. Spieckermann; Berlin: de Gruyter, 2007) 102–116; S. Shaked, “The Poetics of Spells: Lan-
guage and Structure in Aramaic Incantations of Late Antiquity,” in Mesopotamian Magic, 173–
196; C. Nakamura, “Dedicating Magic: Neo-Assyrian Apotropaic Figurines and the Protection 
of Assur,” World Archaeology 36/1 (2004) 11–25.

66 On perlocutionary and illocutionary acts, see J.L. Austin, How to Do Things with Words 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press), 100–105; J.R. Searle, “A Taxonomy of Illocutionary Acts,” 
in Language, Mind, and Knowledge (Edited by K. Gunderson; Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 1975), 344–369; S.J. Tambiah, “Form and Meaning of Magical Acts: A Point of 
View,” in Modes of Thought (Edited by R. Horton and R. Finnegan; London: Faber & Faber, 
1973), 199–229; H.S. Versnel, “The Poetics of the Magical Charm: An Essay in the Power of 
Words,” in Magic and Ritual in the Ancient World (RGRW 141; Edited by P. Mirecki and 
M. Meyer; Leiden: Brill, 2002), 105–158; T. Wheelock, “The Problem of Ritual Language: 
From Information to Situation,” JAAR 50 (1982), 49–69; I.C. Jarvie and J. Agassie, “The Prob-
lem of the Rationality of Magic,” British Journal of Sociology 18/1 (1967), 64–65; B. Ray, “ ‘Per-
formative Utterances’ in African Rituals,” History of Religions 13/1 (1973), 16–35; for applications 
of the theory of perlocutionary acts to biblical studies, see R.R. Hutton, “Magic or Street-
Theater? The Power of the Prophetic Word,” ZAW 107/2 (1995), 247–260; C.W. Mitchell, The 
Meaning of BRK “To Bless” in the Old Testament (SBL Dissertation Series 95; Atlanta: Scholars, 
1987). 
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should be understood as attempting to effect the wearer of the amulet just as 
much, if not more, than some outside or external force. This didactic state-
ment employed as ritual language in the amuletic incantation has the effect of 
restructuring the amulet wearer’s experience of reality by framing the experi-
ence of being protected within a more specific belief about the deity. This 
specific belief is that the deity will protect those who are loyal to his covenant 
and his commandments.

The “statement of confidence” found in both the prayers of petition and the 
amulet provides an even more compelling illustration of Tambiah’s ideas 
about ritual language. As noted above, the presence of the statement of confi-
dence is the most explicit formal similarity between the amulet and the prayers 
of petition. Several studies have argued that the presence of such a statement, 
which has an overwhelming positive tone, should be understood on psycho-
logical grounds.67 That is, the repetition of a positive statement immediately 
following the petitioner’s description of distress intends to reshape the peti-
tioner’s state of mind. The theoretical studies of ritual language described 
above may be said to reinforce this explanation. The inclusion of the state-
ment of confidence as part of the rhetorical arrangement of both the prayers 
and the amuletic incantation could be said to represent attempts to effect the 
petitioner or amulet wearer’s experience of the ritual act or the perceived con-
nection between that ritual act and events outside of the ritual act.

Such a conclusion would also reinforce some earlier suggestions about the 
setting in which such statement of confidence may have been employed in 
ancient Israel. This part of the prayer of petition Psalms has long sparked 
debate among commentators. We saw above that many scholars have strug-
gled to explain these statements within the prayers since they often follow 
immediately upon descriptions of distress. Several past studies have attempted 
to explain this apparent incongruity by locating the prayer within a cultic set-
ting at the temple involving a ceremony between the petitioner and a priest.68 

67 F. Heiler, Das Gebet: eine religionsgeschichtliche und religionspsychologische Untersuchung 
(München: E. Reinhardt, 1923), 91–93; see also the discussion in Wevers, “A Study in the Form 
Criticism of Individual Complaint Psalms,” 6. 

68 F. Heiler, Das Gebet, 91–93; see Wevers, “A Study in the Form Criticism of Individual 
Complaint Psalms,” 6–7; Friedrich Küchler, “Das priesterliche Orakel in Israel und Juda,” in 
Abhandlungen zur semitischen Religionskunde und Sprachwissenschaft W.W. Graffen von Baudissin 
überreicht (Beihefte zur ZAW 33 [1918], 285–301). Some commentators label such statements 
“expressions of trust.” See Kraus, Psalm 1–59 (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1988) 139. Kraus explains 
that the shift from petition to expression of trust signifies that the “Trust has its foundation in 
Yahweh, not in the believing human being” (139). Many scholars have given such statements of 
confidence the label “salvation oracle”; see Friedrich Küchler, “Das priesterliche Orakel in Israel 
und Judah,” in Abhandlungen zur semitischen Religionskundi und Sprachwissenschaft W.W. Graffen 
von Baudissin überreicht (1918), 285–301; Joachim Begrich, “Das priesterliche Heilsorakel,” 
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These studies argued that the sudden shift between the petitioner’s description 
of distress and the statement of confidence should be located in an exchange 
between the petitioner and the priest. The priest after hearing the petitioner’s 
description of distress would either recite the statement of confidence for the 
petitioner or give the petitioner the statement for him to recite. The giving of 
the statement of confidence to the petitioner would serve two main purposes. 
First, it would have a psychological effect upon the petitioner, who would be 
reassured that the deity would protect or provide deliverance. Secondly, the 
location of the statement of confidence with the priesthood would associate it 
directly with the temple and the words of the deity. In this way, the statement 
of confidence would be understood as deriving its power from the deity 
through the priesthood.

This explanation has the added benefit of clarifying the reason why state-
ments of confidence are found in both the prayers and the incantation on the 
Ketef Hinnom amulet. The link between the two forms may be said to be the 
ritual expert associated with the temple, that is, the person who could both 
utter efficacious words as well as write them on metal or other materials.69 In 
this way, the commonalities between the prayers and the incantation stem 

ZAW 52 (1934) 81–92; Philip B. Harner, “The Salvation Oracle in Second Isaiah,” JBL 88/4 
(1969), 418–434; E.W. Conrad, “Second Isaiah and the Priestly Oracle of Salvation,” ZAW 
93/2 (1981), 234–246; C. Westermann, “Sprache und Strukture der Prophetie Deuterojesajas,” 
Forschung am Alten Testament, 92–107.

69 Although we cannot be certain, I would venture that a priest, or some other official associ-
ated with the temple, inscribed the incantations on the amulets. There is ample evidence in the 
Hebrew Bible to support such an assertion. For instance, a number of biblical texts connect writ-
ing with the role of the priest in ancient Israel, see particularly Hosea 8:12, Jeremiah 8:8, Isaiah 
8:2, and Numbers 5:11–31. As I will discuss below, the case of the suspected adulteress provides 
an excellent analogy to the arguments made here about the connection between the priest and 
the writing of the blessings on the amulets. Perhaps equally important here is the description of 
Aaron “carrying” the names of the sons of Israel on his shoulders and over his heart in Exodus 
28:9–12. Jeff Tigay has argued convincingly that the “Reminder Stones” referred to here in this 
text reflects the practice of inscribing votive texts for memorial purposes to garner the attention 
of the deity. As a result, this passage would reflect another instance where priests are described as 
employing writing, and in this case, placing written words upon the body (see J. Tigay, “The 
Priestly Reminder Stones and Ancient Near Eastern Votive Practices,” 339*–355*. For further 
on the connection between priests and writing in ancient Israel, see especially K. van der Toorn, 
Scribal Culture and the Making of the Hebrew Bible (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2007), 75–108. The writing down of prayers on votive inscriptions may also be cited as a prac-
tice closely related to the ritual argued for here; on this practice, see H.L. Ginsberg, “Psalms and 
Inscriptions of Petition and Acknowledgment,” in Louis Ginsberg Jubilee Volume on the Occasion 
of His Seventieth Birthday (Edited by S. Lieberman; New York; The American Academy of Jewish 
Research, 1945), 159–171; E.S. Gerstenberger, Der bittende Mensch: Bittritual und Klagelied des 
Einzelnen im Alten Testament (Neukirchen–Vluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1980), 137–139.
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from both a similar setting and an attempt by the priest to use ritual language 
to affect the petitioner or amulet wearer. That is, the parallels between the 
Psalms and the amulet may be explained as deriving from an overlapping of 
oral and written incantations, where the prayer represented the oral perfor-
mance and the text on the amulet represented the written performance.70 The 
priest was the individual who had the ritual expertise in how to disseminate 
efficacious words, particularly blessings (or curses), or other protective words 

70 A potentially helpful analogy to this argument is the description of the priest’s role in the 
case of the suspected adulteress preserved in Numbers 5:11–31. The text commands that a priest 
in the ceremony recites a curse orally and then puts it in writing. The writing of the curse in the 
ceremony is depicted as having a clearly numinous, or efficacious, quality, as indicated by the 
description of what the written curse will do to the potential adulteress’s bowls: “Then the priest 
shall put these curses in writing, and wash them off into the water of bitterness. He shall make 
the woman drink the water of bitterness that brings the curse, and the water shall enter her and 
cause her bitter pain . . . When he has made her drink the water, then, if she has defiled herself 
and has been unfaithful to her husband, the water that brings the curse shall enter into her and 
cause her bitter pain, and her womb shall discharge, her uterus drop, and the woman shall 
became an execration among her people” (vv. 23–28). According to the text, before the priest 
puts the curse in writing he recites the following curse, “Yhwh make you an execration and an 
oath among your people, when the Lord makes your uterus drop, your womb discharge; now 
may this water that brings the curse enter your bowels and make your womb discharge, your 
uterus drop!” (v. 21).

The description of the priest uttering the curse orally before he puts it into writing is notewor-
thy here in that it envisions the use of both an oral and written incantation in the ceremony. For 
this reason, the description of the priest’s role in the text may provide a helpful analogy for how 
to understand the ritual context behind the creation of the amulet from Ketef Hinnom. As in 
the case of the suspected adulteress, it might be suggested that an oral incantation preceded or 
accompanied the writing of the incantation on the amulet. In this case, however, the ritual 
would have contained the utterance and writing of blessings rather than curses. On the case of 
the suspected adulteress, see especially T. Frymer-Kensky, “The Strange Case of the Suspected 
Sotah (Numbers V 11–31),” VT 34/1 (1984), 11–26; Dolansky, Now You See It, Now You 
Don’t, 77–82; M. Fishbane, “Accusations of Adultery: A Study of Law and Scribal Practice in 
Numbers 5:11–31,” HUCA 45 (1974), 25–45; J. Milgrom, “The Case of the Suspected Adulter-
ess, Numbers 5:11–31: Redaction and Meaning,” in The Creation of Sacred Literature: Composi-
tion and Redaction of the Biblical Text (Edited by R.E. Friedman; Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1981), 69–75; A. Bach, “Good to the Last Drop: Viewing the Sotah (Numbers 
5.11–31) as the Glass Half Empty and Wondering How to View It Half Full,” in The New Liter-
ary Criticism and the Hebrew Bible (Edited by J.C. Exum and David J.A. Clines; JSOT Sup. 143; 
Sheffield: Academic Press, 1993), 39; H. Brichto, “The Case of the Sōtạ̄ and a Reconsideration 
of Biblical Law,” HUCA 46 (1975), 55–70; D. Miller, “Another Look at the Magical Ritual for 
a Suspected Adulteress in Numbers 5:11–31,” 1–16; R.S. Briggs, “Reading the Sotah Text 
(Numbers 5:11–31): Holiness and a Hermeneutic Fit for Suspicion,” Biblical Interpretation 17 
(2009), 288–319; W. McKane, “Poison, Trial by Ordeal and the Cup of Wrath,” VT 30 (1980), 
474–492; G. Bohak, Ancient Jewish Magic (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 
28–29. 
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that were associated with the temple.71 Viewed from this perspective, the state-
ments of confidence in the prayers and the amulet represent powerful effica-
cious words through which the priest could affect the petitioner’s or amulet 
wearer’s understanding of the ritual.

As a final note, I would argue that the discussion presented here may pro-
vide a helpful clarification for understanding the problematic phrase wśmw ’t 
šmy “and they shall put my name” in Numbers 6:27. Scholars have long strug-
gled to explain the exact connotation that the verb śym “place/put” intends to 
convey in the passage. The majority of commentators do not attempt to 
explain the specific meaning of this verb and how it relates to the portrayal of 
the blessing as something that the “sons of Aaron” are commanded to pro-
nounce orally before Israel.72 As Jacob Milgrom correctly posits, however, it 
would seem that the amulets from Ketef Hinnom offer an intriguing possibil-
ity for how to understand the verb and its specific connotation in Num-
bers 6:27.73 As he observes,

In light of the Ketef Hinnom silver plaques, which demonstrate that in seventh (or 
sixth)-century Jerusalem the Priestly Benediction was worn on the body in the form 
of amulets, the possibility exists that the literal meaning of this phrase is the correct 
one, that is, that the Priestly Benediction delivered by the priests in the sanctuary was 
also to be placed on the Israelites as prophylactics.74

The command to “place” the blessing upon the Israelites in this verse may 
have referred to the physical act of writing the blessing upon various materials 
and wearing them upon the body. Few commentators note that when this 
verb is used with the preposition ‘l “on/upon/over” it refers to putting jewelry 
or other accoutrements upon the body. For instance, the phrase is used to 

71 The question of whether or not the Hebrew Bible portrays the belief that humans could 
bless people in an incantory sense has long been a debate among scholars. Most recently, Daniel 
Miller has argued convincingly that the description of Balaam’s oracles in Numbers 22–24 rep-
resent the most potent example of the portrayal of a human being using a blessing to “bring 
about external effects through his words” (Incantations in West Semitic Corpora, 120). For fur-
ther on the subject of blessings as magic or incantations, see C.W. Mitchell, The Meaning of BRK 
“to Bless” in the Old Testament (Atlanta: Scholars, 1987), 17–27; R. Schmitt, Magie im Alten 
Testament (Münster: Ugarit-Verlag, 2004) 130–132; A. Murtonen, “The Use and Meaning of 
the Words lebārek and berākā(h) in the Old Testament,” VT 9 (1959), 158–177.

72 R.P. Knierim and G.W. Coats, Numbers (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2005), 94; M. Noth, 
Numbers: A Commentary (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968), 58.

73 Numbers (Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication Society, 1990), 52. For a similar sugges-
tion, see Dolansky, Now You See It, Now You Don’t, 90, n. 297. For further discussion of the 
interpretation of Numbers 6:27, see P.A.H. de Boer, “Numbers vi, 27,” VT 32 (1982) 3–13. 

74 Ibid., 52. 
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describe the act of placing a gold chain around Joseph’s neck in Genesis 41:42 
(wyśm rbd hzhb ‘l sẉ’rw).75 If such a suggestion is indeed accurate, then the 
description of the functional operation of the Priestly Blessing preserved in 
Numbers 6:24–27 may reflect the ritual actions argued for above. That is, 
Numbers 6:24–27 directs the sons of Aaron to pronounce the blessing orally 
to the people, and in some cases, put the blessing in written form. At mini-
mum, the evidence form the Ketef Hinnom amulets now allows such a read-
ing of the verb śym “place/put” in verse 27 as a reference to writing to emerge 
as a distinct possibility.

5. Conclusion

The present study has been in large part motivated by an observation that 
much of the significance of the Ketef Hinnom amulets has been underempha-
sized. Most past studies on the amulets have focused upon either the presence 
of the Priestly Blessing on the amulets or what the amulets may indicate about 
the dating of biblical literature. While these avenues of research are important, 
I have argued above that an equally significant conclusion to come out of their 
discovery is that apotropaic magic played a more important role in ancient 
Israelite religions than is often emphasized. In fact, several studies in the past 
century argued that magic played only a minimal role in ancient Israel, and, 
as a result, the biblical texts do not preserve traces of magical rites or incanta-
tions. The Ketef Hinnom amulets demonstrate that such arguments are incor-
rect. Moreover, the inscriptions on the amulets provide impetus to reevaluate 
the content and background of certain biblical texts, especially those texts that 
display a concern over protection from evil or danger in general.

More specifically, the present study has demonstrated that the language and 
form of several of the biblical Psalms contain similarities to the incantations 
on the Ketef Hinnom amulets. The presence of such similarities warrants a 
reevaluation of the background and function of certain Psalms, particularly 
those Psalms that express a concern over protection from danger. As I have 
argued above, one possible explanation for these similarities is that these par-
ticular Psalms contain vestiges of incantations that were recited orally and in 
certain cases scratched upon metal and worn around the neck for protection. 
Such a conclusion does not necessarily preclude that these prayers or expres-
sions also had important functions in the larger Israelite or Judahite cult. The 

75 Elsewhere the expression refers to putting bracelets upon the wrists (Gen 24:47) or other 
types of accoutrements upon the body (Ex 29:6). See also the use of the phrase in the  instructions 
to Moses to place the breastpiece upon Aaron in Leviticus 8:8. 
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presence of the Priestly Blessing on the amulets indicates that certain blessings 
or prayers could have multiple applications in ancient Israelite and Judahite 
religions, from corporate worship to more personal religious expression. By 
extension, the amulets also demonstrate that the relationship between certain 
prayers or blessings associated with the temple in Jerusalem and magical 
incantations was dynamic and quite likely a very rich aspect of ancient Juda-
hite religious tradition.
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