Assessment Task 1



I have surveyed a number of encyclopaedias for this assignment and I have produced an article for The Anchor Bible Dictionary Vol. 4 (New York: Doubleday, 1992). The original article from this publication was brief and presented a rather narrow focus of the subject, however it was direct and digestible while presenting an unbiased discussion that covered the main studies on the Nephilim. It also benefited from including more recent work on the subject. Many of the articles I came across, especially the older entries, seemed less interested in the Nephilim and paid more focus to the sons of God, fallen angels, and the Rephaim; the Encyclopaedia Judaica (2007) is a recent volume that demonstrates this. The Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible (1999) contains a very specific entry that summarises well the history of research into the Nephilim, however there is a clear bias towards the identity of the sons of God as fallen angels. This is understandable when we consider that the key focus of the work is deities and demons. The Interpreters Dictionary of the Bible (1962) presents a dated summary, their most recent source is 14 years old at the time of writing. This said however, they do engage more with the discussions concerning the seemingly random and fragmentary nature of the passage reflecting upon the oral tradition and later redaction of the text.
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NEPHILIM [Heb nĕpilîm]. The word Nephilim (nĕpilîm) itself occurs only twice within the entire Bible (Gen. 6:4; Num. 13:33) and is left untranslated in most versions. Some texts, such as the KJV translate the word to mean 'giants', in the case of the LXX and Vulgate translating the word gigantes. The term is problematic in itself as both occurrences are vague and subject to an array of interpretations. The term Nephilim has also been linked to other passages in scripture and in the extra-biblical traditions and is often read alongside the ancient dead warriors (gibbōrîm and Rephaim).

  The Nephilim of Genesis are an antediluvian race often regarded as the offspring from sexual interactions between divine beings and mortal women, the sons of God (hāʼĕlōhîm) and the daughters of humans (hāʼādām) (Gen 6:4). Often they are identified with heroes of old and 'warriors renown', or the gibbōrîm. The Genesis use of the term nĕpilîm raises numerous issues which have been the subject of continuing scholarly debate. This is because of the uneasiness of this passage in relation to the events that both follow and precede it. It is traditionally dismissed to be the sole surviving fragment of a  mythology that has been edited out of the text we have come to recognise as Genesis today. It has become integral in the discussion of the Nephilim to identify the sons of God (hāʼĕlōhîm), the daughters of man (hāʼādām), and to explore the connections between the Nephilim, the gibbōrîm, and the Rephaim.

  In Numbers 13:17-20 it is recalled how Joshua sent spies into the land of Canaan to assess the land and it's peoples. His spies reported that the inhabitants were a race of giants, the Nephilim, to which they 'seemed like grasshoppers' (Num 13.33). The scarcity of information provided by these texts creates a challenge for interpreters and many choose to try and read these texts in relation to other biblical and non-biblical writings, many have also searched in other Near Eastern mythologies to aid their work on this troublesome term.

  Josephus identifies the sons of God (hāʼĕlōhîm) as angels and connects their offspring with the legends of giants familiar to the Greeks. He states, “for many angels of God accompanied with women, and begat sons that proved unjust... these men did what resembled the acts of those whom the Grecians call giants” (Ant 1.3.1). Josephus does not explicitly mention the Nephilim however tradition preceding his work had come to equate the Nephilim with giants and identified them as the offspring of these relations between angels and human women. Readings of the term 'sons of God' in other biblical texts (Job 1:6; 2:1; 38:7; Ps. 89:7) lend support to the angelic theory. The Book of Enoch provides a fuller description of the instances of Gen 6:1-4 and identifies the Nephilim as the offspring of fallen angels who are cast into the underworld. The Book of Jubilees follows and implicates the Nephilim in God's decision to flood the earth. Enoch however allows that a number of Nephilim were to survive the flood at God's will, hence their appearance in Numbers.

  Early Christian church fathers however, follow that the sons of God (hāʼĕlōhîm) are the descendants of Seth, the third son of Adam. Their crime is cavorting with the daughters of the Cainites, the descendants of Adam's first son Cain, and thus corrupting the bloodline of God's chosen people. The Sethite bloodline (through Noah and Shem, Abraham and Isaac, Jacob and Joseph) would eventually become the bloodline of the Israelites, and it is into this genealogy that Matthew places Jesus (Mt 1:1-16). The earliest reference to the 'iniquities of the sons of Seth' comes from the Qumran library (4Q417) although a specific offense is not mentioned.

  Contemporary scholars still face the same difficulties of interpreting this passage.  A number of scholars follow the apocryphal tradition of 1 Enoch and the Book of Jubilees developing Gen. 6:1-4 into a mythology of fallen angels. Speiser (1964: 44-46) directly translates hāʼĕlōhîm as 'divine beings' and identifies the Nephilim as the offspring of divine-human relations explicitly linking the Nephilim with the gibbōrîm. In support of his reading Speiser acknowledges the reference in Numbers as being metaphorical. 

  Alter (1996: 26-27) reads nĕpilîm literally as 'fallen ones'. He hints towards the notion of being fallen from heaven but goes on to acknowledge that this would reflect an un-Hebraic background. If one accepts Gen. 6:1-4 as a remnant of foreign mythology then this does not present a problem to  the idea of heavenly origins. Alter proceeds to identify the Nephilim of Numbers 13:33 as the same semi-divine offspring and not a metaphorical reference.

  Westermann (1974: 363-383) follows the translation of 'giants' claiming the verse (6:4a) is grammatically out of context with the surrounding narrative to which the Nephilim and gibbōrîm provide two different climaxes to the preceding passage. For Westermann they both occupy the same role as mythical beings or primeval heroes and over time the traditions have become blurred. The Nephilim appear amongst the congregation (of giants?) within the Book of Giants (4Q530) and here we see entwined the legends of Enoch, Gilgamesh, and the Nephilim.

  For a number of commentators the problem with the idea of heavenly rebellion is that it is not mentioned in the Genesis text. The sons of god are not referred to as rebels nor are they punished, also, angel-human relations are never explicitly prohibited or even acknowledged (Hendel, 1987a; 1987b; Petersen, 1979). Eslinger (1979: p68) refers to the separation of humanity into two bloodlines, one righteous (hāʼĕlōhîm) and one not (hāʼādām). 

  Many commentators still hold to the connection between Nephilim, gibbōrîm, and the Rephaim. Some attest that the uneasiness of Gen. 6:4a indicates that it is not part of the flood narrative and is instead placed to explain the later mention of nĕpilîm in Numbers, thus supporting a literal reading of this text (Kraeling, 1947). Hendel (1987a; 1987b) also supports the literal reading of Num 13:33 which identifies the Nephilim with those in Genesis and retains the link between Nephilim and Rephaim by citing other occurrences of the Rephaim (Josh 11:21-22; 12:4-6; 13:12; 15:14; Judg 1:20; 2 Sam 21:18-22; 1 Chr 20:4-8). Hendel goes further and translates the adjective 'fallen' (nōphĕlîm) in Ezek 32:27 as the noun Nephilim (nĕpilîm) (Hendel, 1987b: p838). Hendel advances the idea, drawing on the literal translation of Nephilim as 'the fallen ones', that the Nephilim-Rephaim perform a literary function in that they exist to be wiped out. Each occurrence of Nephilim, or Rephaim, immediately precedes their destruction. (1987a: 21-22)

  However, the Nephilim are never explicitly labelled as the offspring of the sons of god and if this was intended by the author/editor of Genesis this could easily have been done. The text assumes prior knowledge of the Nephilim on behalf of the audiences, possibly from legends resembling Enoch and Jubilees. The implication of the Hebrew text is that the Nephilim were around prior to the relations between sons of god and the daughters of man, and cannot thus be their offspring (Fockner 2008: p452-453). This reading in turn separates the Nephilim and gibbōrîm. The gibborim are explicitly referenced as the offspring of the sons of god, and are contemporary to the human Nephilim. Fockner claims this separation is illustrated by the fact we are told the Nephilim were around after the events of Gen. 6:1-4 (cf Num. 13:33). 

  A less literal reading of the Numbers text instead presents nĕpilîm as a metaphor describing the stature of the Canaanite inhabitants. This is sufficient to challenge the argument that Gen 6:1-4 is out of line with the surrounding narrative units. (Kraeling, 1947: 195)  
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