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INTRODUCTION 

 In a forthcoming JBL article, we provide a new interpretation of the oracle to the eunuchs 

in Isa 56:1-8. Against the common practice of reading this oracle as a response to Deut 23:2, 

we compare the deity’s promise to provide his faithful eunuchs with a yād wāšēm to 

Ashurbanipal’s practice of commending faithful eunuchs with an honorific burial. By taking on 

these funerary responsibilities, Ashurbanipal thereby assumes the filial duties of a son to 

commemorate the name of his father (the texts are published in SAA XII,).  

 While researching these analogies, we realized the interpretational possibilities for 

another text related to honorific burial: Deuteronomy 34. In its present form, the book of 

Deuteronomy concludes with Moses’ death and burial: wayyāmāt šām mōšeh ʿebed haShem 

běʾereṣ môʾāb ʿal pî haShem (Deut 34:5; cf. Num 33:38). In this paper we would like to pick up 

where our JBL article drops off, and explore the connections between Moses’ burial and the 

ANE practice of kings attending to the interment of specially honored servants.  



 

First, it is necessary to address the translation and interpretation of wayyiqbōr ‘ōtô and “he 

buried him” (Deut 34:6).  Scholars are divided on this phrase. (1) Some, like Eckart Otto, read a 

plural verb and seek support in the LXX, the Samaritan Pentateuch, and Fragment Targum 

Neofiti which also read a plural verb.i As such, the phrase would be rendered “they buried him” 

or in passive “he was buried”. (2) Others like Robert Alter, Gerhard von Rad, and the translators 

of the NRSV follow the MT, Targum Onqelos and Targum Pseudo-Jonathanii by reading a 

singular verb, which they translate either as an implied indefinite subject (“one buried him”) or as 

a passive (“he was buried”).iii  The problem is the direct object ʾoto, “him.”  (3) We agree with 

those scholars who accept the MT’s singular verb. However, we understand Yhwh to be the 

subject of that verb (see, e.g., Driver, Tigay, Christensen, and Levinson).iv  wayyiqbōr ʾoto in 

other words, should be maintained as the original reading and translated as, “He [i.e., Yhwh] 

buried him.”  

Our reason for taking this option is that it makes best sense of the immediate context of 

vv. 1-6.   In v. 1 Moses and Yhwh are alone on rōʾōš hapisgāh, where Yhwh shows Moses the 

entire land.  Every predicate leading up to the burial of Moses in v. 6 is either attributed to Yhwh 

or to Moses, making it unlikely that anyone else was there to bury him. Finally, we are told in 



34:6b that no one (lōʾ yādaʿ ʾîš) knows the location of Moses’ grave. No one knows its location, 

because there was no one around to see Moses buried.   

Now this statement in v. 6b along with vv. 1-4, may well constitute the work of later 

readers who amplified vv. 5-6a.  If the original text originally comprised only vv. 5-6a, one could 

compare it to the death notice of Miriam.  Thus, Num 20:1b reads: “And the people dwelt at 

Kadesh. Miriam died there and was buried there” (vattiqqaver sham).  This statement bears 

remarkable similarities to our text, all the more so if one follows some scholars, like Reinhard 

Kratz and myself, who postulate an original connection between Num 34:5-6 and 25:1a, a 

passage that stands in close proximity to the Miriam death notice.  The formulation of Num 

25:1a (“And Israel dwelt in Shittim”) is similar to the residence notice that directly precedes the 

death of Miriam in Num 20:1b.  It is from Shittim that Joshua sends out the spies and crosses 

the Jordan in Josh 2:1 and 3:1, respectively.  In the compositional history of the Pentateuch, this 

primordial connection between Num 25:1a and Deut 34:5-6a was broken and gradually 

separated as generations of readers successively inserted material between these lines.  Much 

of this material, such as Moses’ speeches and the Deuteronomic code, is placed on the mouth 

of Moses in his final days, as he prepares for his death.  The death notice in Deut 34:5-6 

belongs accordingly to the oldest texts in the Pentateuch.   



Now it is important to notice that the reader would not have to assume that Yhwh buries 

Moses before the composition of 34:1-4, 6b.  Wayyiqbor ʾoto could be translated, as some 

versions, with an implied impersonal subject: “they buried him” or “one buried him.”  

Alternatively, one could argue that the direct object ʾoto was added later and the verb was 

originally to be read, as in Miriam’s case, as a nifal: wayyiqqābēr. 

Whatever the case may be, the addition of vv. 1-4, 6b clearly makes the deity 

responsible for the burial.  Therefore, one would have to conclude that the much later attempt to 

relieve Yhwh of this responsibility, which we witness first in the versional variation, represents a 

secondary interpretational move on the part of later readers.  Their reason for adopting these 

new readings was likely motivated by a discomfort with the anthropomorphic depiction of Yhwh 

personally burying Moses.v  Their reinterpretation of the passage, however, conceals a profound 

literary and theological move of an earlier generation of readers, who present the deity honoring 

Moses by personally attending to his burial.  The reception history of this text includes a 

massive amount of literature relating specifically to this issue of the deity’s involvement in 

Moses’s death and internment or the denials of his death in favor of some sort of ascension.  

Many features of this reception history, especially from the extensive midrashic literature, stand 

in direct continuity with the redaction of the text. While it would be fun to trace these trajectories, 



the question our paper addresses is: Why did the redactors take a simple death notice and 

amplify in such a way that Moses does not just die “at the command of Yhwh” (al pi yhwh) but is 

also buried by Yhwh.   

THE FUNERARY BACKGROUND OF DEUT 34:6 

In a brief comment on Deut 34:6, Bernard Levinson notes that “Instead of Moses’ progeny 

assuming the important legal responsibility of caring for the dead, God undertook it personally.”vi 

This interpretation appeals to the duty of the paterfamilias to bury his ancestors, care for them in 

death, and ensure that their names be remembered.vii We agree with Levinson’s use of actual 

burial practices to illuminate this text. In our view, however, a different kind of burial practice 

with a different set of relational dynamics seems more compelling. Instead of a father-son 

relationship, we suggest a king-servant relationship.  

Moses is described here as ʿebed Yhwh (Deut 34:5) a title that most likely represents an 

adaption of ʿebed hammelek, which is widely attested in both biblical literature and the 

epigraphic record from the 8th and especially 7th centuries (Oded Lipschits has a nice Hebrew 

article on the evidence in Shnaton 13).viii The title emphasizes Moses’ obedience to Yhwh, 

which is an important point for our interpretation. Near Eastern evidence indicates that honorific 

burials were one way for a king to memorialize the name of faithful royal servants. In the rest of 



this paper, we examine several examples from the the kingdom of Yaʾdiya, ancient Egypt, and 

the NA empire. Our goal is not to show that Deut 34:6 is dependent on any one of these texts, 

but rather to show that the text is drawing a practice that was widespread in the ANE. 

Biblical References to Royal Honored Burials 

The biblical materials themselves attest to the reality of honorific burials given to 

servants, officials, and leaders who exhibited loyalty to the king.  On account of 

Joseph’s faithfulness to Pharaoh (see Gen 50:4-6), Jacob is given an honorific burial 

procession, complete with Pharaoh’s officials, dignitaries, and a military escort (Gen 

50:7-9).  Abner’s burial, too, is marked by a great deal of royal pomp and circumstance 

(2 Sam 3:31-32). David even sang a lament on Abner’s behalf (2 Sam 3:33-34).  And 

after mourning, David declares that it was not just any man who had fallen, but a 

“commander and a great one” ( לודגו רש ).  That Abner receives an honorific burial from 

the newly anointed king of Judah, naturally, only adds to the propagandistic hue of this 

passage, and further distances David from Abner’s assassination.ix   

Of course, these accounts from DtrH cannot be naively understood as historical 

reportage. Some of them are undoubtedly propagandistic in nature. Butthere is no 



reason to think that they do not reflect actual social practices in which faithful servants 

receive honorific royal burials.   

The Samʾalian Aramaic Inscription of Barrakab for Panamuwa II (KAI 215) 

On a dolerite statue found at Tahtali Pinari, Barrakab commemorates the great deeds of his 

father, Panamuwa II, who died in battle around 733-732 BCE in the service of Tiglath-pileser III. 

The Samʾalian Aramaic inscription is 23 lines; however, we will restrict our analysis to lines 11-

18, which concern Panamuwa’s relationship to Tiglath-pileser.xi  

According to Barrakab, Panamuwa was the ideal vassal king. He took hold of the hem of 

his lord Tiglath-pileser (KAI 215 11). The Assyrian king honored Panamuwa by placing him over 

other powerful kings (KAI 215 12). Panamuwa ran beside Tiglath-pileser’s chariot in the 

emperor’s conquests of the four quarters of the earth (KAI 215 12-14).  Finally, while on 

campaign, Panamuwa showed the ultimate act of loyalty by dying in the service of his emperor 

(KAI 215 16). Tiglath-pileser and his entire army mourned the death of Panamuwa (KAI 215, 16-

17). To honor Panamuwa, Tiglath-pileser performed a funerary rite for him (KAI 215, 17-18), 

erected an “image” (mšky) on his behalf (ln 18), and also took his corpse to Assyria for burial 

(KAI 215, 18). Panamuwa’s honored burial is the climax of the rewards conferred upon him by 



Tiglath-pileser. Panamuwa lived a life of exceptional obedience to the Assyrian king, and he 

was honored both in life and death.  

 Of course, KAI 215 differs from Deut 34 in many ways (e.g., genre, medium, etc.). And 

yet, the two texts share a number of interesting features. First, both texts emphasize mourning 

over the lost hero (Deut 34:8; KAI 215, 16-17). Second, both Moses and Panamuwa die while 

serving their masters—Moses, at the command of Yhwh and Panamuwa in battle. Third, as a 

result of their faithfulness, both Moses and Panamuwa are given honorific burials that are 

sanctioned by the king.  

Egyptian Honored Burials 

Evidence for honored burials is abundant from ancient Egypt.xii  Most Egyptians 

were responsible for the construction of their own graves or tombs, a task that many 

started while still alive.xiii During the Old and Middle Kingdoms (ca. 2686-2160 B.C.E. and 

2055-1650 B.C.E. respectively), mummification was typically reserved for the royal family 

and high-ranking people.xiv  Mummification and the extravagance of one’s tomb, 

therefore, was an indication of social status.xv  John Taylor notes, however, that “At this 

period [Old and Middle Kingdoms], mummification could be awarded by the king as a 



favour in recognition of good service or an exemplary act of piety by a subordinate.”xvi  

One of the most moving examples of honorific burial in Egypt comes from the 

autobiography of Sabni, who lived during the reign of Pepy II (ca. 2278-2184 B.C.E.). 

This “autobiography” describes Sabni’s trip to Nubia to obtain the body of his father, 

who apparently died there while on an expedition.  Upon hearing about Sabni’s recovery 

of his father from Nubia, the king was so taken that he gave Sabni’s father an honorary 

burial place in the necropolis where, according to Sabni’s account, “never was one of 

his rank (so) buried [before].”xvii  The faithfulness of the son to the Egyptian ideal of 

being buried in one’s homeland seems to have evoked this generous response on the 

part of Pepy II.xviii   

The most prominent example of an honorific burial comes from the famous 

Middle Kingdom masterpiece, the Tale of Sinuhe. The tale concludes with the claim that 

Senwosret I provided Sinuhe with a pyramid, funerary equipment, and priests: 

A pyramid of stone was built for me, in the midst of the pyramids. The masons 
who construct the pyramid measured out its foundations; the draughtsman drew 
in it; the overseer of sculptors carved in it; the overseer of the works which are in 
the burial grounds busied himself with it. All the equipment to be put in a tomb 



shaft—its share of these things was made. I was given funerary priests; a 
funerary demesne was made for me, with fields in it and a garden in its proper 
place, as is done for a Chief Friend. My image was overlaid with gold, and its kilt 
with electrum. It is his Majesty who caused this to be done. There is no other 
lowly man for whom the like was done. I was in the favours of the king’s giving, 
until the day of landing came.xix 
  

But honored burials were not limited to the Old and Middle Kingdoms. One of the more 

well known instances of Egyptian honorific burial is that of Nebamūn, a courageous and 

loyal standard-bearer who served during the reign of Rameses II (ca. 1279-1213 B.C.E.).  

Not only did the king take steps “to ensure that he should enjoy an honoured old age in 

an elegant two-storied house with an inner courtyard shaded by a palm tree,” the king 

also gave him the gift of amakhou, “An honour which entitled the holder to burial at the 

king’s expense.”xxvii  If that were not enough, these honors were bestowed on Nebamūn 

in the midst of a full-blown ceremonial parade.xxviii   

 Like Moses’ burial in Deuteronomy 34, the Egyptian kings honored faithful 

servants by provisioning them with private tombs, funerary implements, and sometimes 

even personnel for the funerary cult. These burials functioned ideologically to exalt or 

establish the social status of the buried person.xxix    



Neo-Assyrian Land Grants to Eunuchs 

 

Evidence from the reign of Ashurbanipal suggests that, in light of eunuchs’s inability to 

sire sons, the king himself could attend to the burial concerns of his most loyal eunuchs (see 

SAA 12 nos. 25-26, 29-34).xxx Four of these tablets preserve the name and title of the grantee 

(nos. 25, 26, 29, 30) and two of them are given specifically to Nabû-šarru-uṣur (nos. 26, 29). 

With the exception of a few minor variants, these grants are identical and were probably copied 

from the same master.xxxi Since these grants are largely identical, we will discuss only one 

exemplar, no. 26, which was given by Ashurbanipal to Nabû-šarru-uṣur.xxxii  

 Like other grants from this period, the one given to Nabû-šarru-uṣur exempts him from 

all taxes and duties on his land and personnel.xxxiii In the grant, The grant praises Nabû-šarru-

uṣur, for he “from the [‘succ]ession’ to the exercise of kingship [was d]evoted to the king [his 

lord], who served before [me in faithfulness], and walk[ed in safety, who grew with a good 

repute within my palace, and kept guard over my kingship]….” (SAA 12 26 11-20). Because of 

Nabû-šarru-uṣur’s exceptional loyalty, Ashurbanipal exempted his fields and his personnel from 

taxation and duties (SAA 12 26 30-r.8). Ashurbanipal then promises that when Nabû-šarru-uṣur 

“goes to his fate” (il-la-ku ⌈a-na⌉ šim-ti, SAA 12 26 20), they will bury him where he wishes. As 

the editors of SAA 12 indicate, the burial presumably occurs in the palace.xxxiv The king then 



makes a number of injunctions to protect the grave of Nabû-šarru-uṣur, so that he will not be 

disturbed (SAA 12 26 26-27). For example, the king relates a number of curses to the one who 

might disturb Nabû-šarru-uṣur: (SAA 12 26 r.27-31). Finally, the king decrees that neither king 

nor prince shall change the wording of the tablet (SAA 12 26 r.32-39).   

 As a reward for his faithfulness to the king, Nabû-šarru-uṣur, likeMoses is given an 

honorific royal burial. In this case, his status as a eunuch increases the significance of the royal 

grant, for it suggests, as Radner argues, that the king is taking on the Totenpflege 

responsibilities that would normally fall upon the shoulders of a son.xxxv  

CONCLUSIONS 

The texts cited here differ from one another on many counts. Some are inscribed on funerary 

architecture and monuments (e.g., KAI 215, the Autobiography of Sabni, etc.), while others are 

found on administrative tablets (the land grant of Nabû-šarru-uṣur).  In spite of these 

differences, all of these texts share an important characteristic: all of them claim that a king 

commemorates the faithfulness of a servant by providing him with an honorific burial. This 

practice was apparently widespread, for the evidence cited here is found throughout the ANE 

and is dispersed over several millennia.  



Similar burial practices are in the background of Deuteronomy 34. However, 

Deuteronomy 34 is distinctive in several ways. First Moses is not honored by an earthly king but 

by Yhwh, a heavenly king. This feature of the report heightens Moses’s stature, for he becomes 

the only biblical character to receive an honorific burial by God. Second, Moses’ burial is not 

protected by curses or by a paterfamilias, but rather by its hidden location, which no one knows. 

Third, Moses’s obedience goes far beyond any other servant, for he not only obeyed God in life, 

but also in death, for he dies at the command of his God (the so-called “kiss of death”).  
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