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Laval théologique et philosophique, XXXVIII, 1 (février 1982) 

THE SPIRIT IN JOSHUA 
AND THE LAYING ON 
OF HANDS BY MOSES 

Num 27: 18-23 - Deut 34: 9 

\Valter VOGILS 

T \VO PASSAGES in the Bible relate the imminent death of Moses and the 
appointment of Joshua as his successor to be the leader of Israel (Num 27: 

12-23; Deut 34) 1. The text in Numbers has more details, for instance the presence of 
Eleazar the priest and the rite of the U rim, but both passages have several elements in 
common: the presence of ruab in Joshua, a laying on of hands by Moses, an 
acceptance by the whole community, and a statement that ail this is done according 
to Yahweh's orders. ln most translations the link between these cOl11l11on elel11ents of 
the t wo texts is very different. As a typical example we can take RSV, which reads : 

And the Lord said to Moses: "Take Joshua the son of Nun, a man in whom is 
the spirit, ane!lay your hand upon him ... that ail the congregation of the people 
of Israel may obey ... and Moses did as the Lord commandee! him ... (Num 27: 
18-23). 

And Joshua the son of Nun was full of the spirit of wise!om, for Moses had laid 
his hands upon him : so the people of Israel obeyed him, and did as the Lore! had 
commanded Moses (Deut 34: 9). 

The difference is rather remarkable. In the fifst case (Num 27: 18) Joshua 
already has ruab: then follows the laying on of hane!s by Moses and finally the 
acceptance by the people: spirit __ laying on of hands __ acceptance. \Vhile in the 
second text (Deut 34: 9) the gift of the spirit to Joshua is the result of the laying on of 
hands by Moses: laying on of hands -- spirit __ acceptance. This discrepancy 
makes the meaning and the importance of the laying on of hands significantly 
different. Though exegetes make cross-references l'rom one text to the other, sorne do 

1. G.\\. CO·\1S. "Legendalv Motifs in the Mu,es Dcath Report,," CBIj 39 (1977 ) 34-·'·t, 
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not seem to notice the important difference 2, others point to the differencc 3, but rare 
are those who try to explain the disparity 4. 

Since the two texts belong to the Pentateuch, one might be inclined to think that 
the different order can be explained by the theory of the four traditions (J-E-D-P). 
When the ruab is already present before the laying on of hands, and thus appears to 
be a direct gift of Yahweh, the text seems more prophetie and charismatic. One would 
be inclined to attribute it to E or even to D while a text, in which the gift of the spirit 
depends upon a ritual, would probably belong to the priestly tradition, P. 

But such an explanation do es not seem satisfactory in this case. Exegetes 
generally agree that the two texts belong to P '. Deut 34 is considered a combination 
of several traditions. Since it is the last chapter of the whole Pentateuch, ail traditions 
come to their conclusion there. Ali exegetes consider v. 9 as P 6. The passage in Num 
27: 18-23 is also attributed to P 7. Sorne exegetes think that it is from a later period, 
but still from the priestly tradition 8. Which of these texts is the earlier is still under 
discussion. 

The /aying on of hands by Moses 

There is a minor difference in the description of the laying on of hands in the two 
texts. Deut 34: 9 has a plural "his hands". Numbers, on the contrary, has a singular 
"your hand" (v. 18), but a few verses later in the same text the plural is used, "his 
hands" (v. 23). Several manuscripts attest different readings, which suggest the 
possibility of textual error 9. But whatever the textual problem, the ritual of the laying 

2. For instance G. BERNI"I, IIlibro dei Numeri (La Sacra Bibbia 6; Torino : Marietti, 1972) 274, pretends 
t'1at ewn in the text of N um Joshua receives the spirit of Moses "mediante lïrnposizione delle sue 
malll" 

3. J. DE VAULX, Les Nombres (SB; Paris: Gabalda, 1972) 324, comments on Num 27: 18: "Aucun lien 
n'est donc fait ici entre cette possession de l'Esprit et l'imposition des mains. Ce lien sera fait par Delit 
34: 9 ... ". 

4. W.II. GISprN. Het Boe/; NI/mai Il (Hfst 20: 14-36: 16) (Kampen: J.H. Kok, 19(4) 190. ln his 
commcntary on the passage of Num he writes: "Wc moeten cr op lettcn, dat deze gecst in .Iozua 
aanwezig is voor he handoplegging dom Mozes. In Deut 34: 9 wordt gezegd, dat .Iozua vol was van de 
geest der wiJsheid, omdat Mozes zijn handen op hem gelegd had. Dus die handoplegging yermeerdert 
Jozua's bekwaamhcid, vervult hem met wijsheid". In other wmds, Joshua already had "spirit", a 
spiritual eapability to beeome a leader. After the laying on of hands this spirit inere'lses and he is now 
filled with the spirit of wisdom. 

5. C.A. SIMPsor;, The Early Tmdi/io/ls a/Israel, a eritical analysis orthe pre-deuteronnmic narrative of 
the Hexateuch (Oxford: B. Blackwell, 1948) 279; O. EISSFFLD!, Hexa/euch-Synopse (Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftl1che Buchgesellschaft, 1962) 105, 191 *-192',279 *-280 *. 

6. S.R. DRIVER, Deute/'o/lamy (lCC 3; New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 19(6) 417: G.E. WRICil!l, 
The Book of Deuterollomy (lR "; Nashville: Abingdon Press. 1953) 535; G. Vu," RAil, Delileronomy 
(OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster Press, 19(6) 209;.1. WUNCiAARDS, Dellleronol1lium uit de grondtekst 
vertaald en uitgelegd (Roermond: J.J. Romm. 1971) 360. 

7. G.B. GRA Y, Nlimbers (lCC 2: New Y mk : Charles Scribncr's Sons, 19(3) 399; J. M ARSI 1, The Book of' 
Nlimbers (lB Il; Nashville: Abingdon Press, 1953) 272. 

8. M. NOTH, Numbers (OTL: London: SCM Press, 19(8) 213; J. DE VAULX. I-es Nombres 321: 
J. STlJRDY, Numbers (The Cambridge Bible Commcntary; Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 
1976) 196. 

9. On this question: G.B, GRAY, Numbers, 402; G. BFRNINI, 11 libro dei Numeri 275. 
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on by one or two hands appears clsewhere and the difference of number does not 
seem to indicate a difference of meaning 10. 

Hands are laid on animais for holocausts (Lev 1 : 4), for communion sacrifices 
(Lev 3: 2, 8, 13) and for sacrifices for sin (Lev 4: 4. 15, 24, 29 .. 13 ; N um 8: 12). This 
gesture appears in ordination rites, but It still refers to the laying of hands upon 
animaIs (Exod 29: 1 n, 15. 19; Lev 8 : 14, 1 g, 22). There are dltlerent interpretations of 
the meaning of this ritual. De Vaux believes that the ritual does not suggest that the 
animal is a substitute for the human person. By this gesture the worshipper mercly 
expresses that this victim is his, and that il will be offered in his namc II. Hancls are 
also laid on the scapegoat (Lev 16: 21) which is charged with the guilt of the people. 

Other than the case of Joshua, therc are only two texls where hands arc laid 
upon a human person. Whcn someone is found guilty of blasphemy ail the witnesses 
have to lay their hands upon his head before stoning him (Lev 24: 14). The meaning 
seems very cIear. The witnesses indicate through this gesture that this pers on is the 
one who is guitly. The other case refers 10 Ihe people laying thcir hands upon the 
Levites (Num 8: 10-11). This does not seem 10 be an investiture, but a gcsture of 
offering. The Levites are offered to God as substitutes for the firsl-born lè. 

The case of J oshua is therefore the only text where the laying of hands upon a 
person is in the context of some kind of investiture. But the question is: Whal does 
this rite accomplish? Does Moses, as in several of the prcceding cases. sim ply indicate 
through this gesture that thiS person is the one who will be his succcssor ') ls it in other 
words a certain rite of identification (as coulcl be the case in Num)? Or does this rite 
bring about the gift of the spirit (which could be the meaning in Deul)? 

The spirit in Joshua 

The allusion to the spirit in J oshua is another element which is nol exactly 
identical in the two texts. Joshua is called "a man in whom is spirit" (Num 27: 18), 
or "full of the spirit of wisdom" (Deut 34: 9). 

The term ruaI; is very rich and complex 11. Joshua in the first text is "a man in 
whom is ruqh." (Num 27: 18), which in theory eould sim ply mean that J oshua is a 
man full of Iife. The word rualz can indeed refer to that aspect alone (cf. Ps 31 : 6). 

10. U. DAl'BF, The New Testament and Rabbinic .ludaism (London: Univer.,itv (lf London. 1956) "The 
l.aving on of Hands" 224-246: E. FI.RCiUS01'i, "Jewish and Christian Ordination. Some Obser
vaÙo;s." IITR 56 (1963) 13-19: J.K. PAIŒATT. "The Laying on uf Bands in the New Testament. A Re
examination in the Light of the Hebrcw Terminology." Exp Tim 80 ( 1968/69) 210-214: C. CHAVASS,., 
"The Laying un of Hands,". Lxp Tim 81 (1969!70) 150. 

1 L R. DE VA\IX. Ancient Israel, its Iife and institutions (London: Darton, Longman and Todd. 1968. 2nd 

cd.) 416, 441 " ... the Israelite custom of laying one's hands on thc victim did not mcan that the victim 
\Vas a substitutc for the person offering the sacrifice". 

12. R. DE VAEX. ilncien! [H'ael, 347. 

1 J D. LYs. Rûach. le souffle dal1s l'Ancien Testament. enquête anthropologique il travers l'histoire 
théologique d'israël (Paris: Presses univer"taires de France, (902). G. A1101. La/c!!n' de l'Fsprir, 
~tllde du livre des Jut(es (Connaissance de la Bible 5: Pans: Orante. 1966) "Le mystère de l'Esprit" 
74-12X. 
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But if one looks at the context it is evident that this is not the meaning here. Moses 
asks Yahweh to appoint a leader for the community: "May Yahweh, God of the 
spirits ... " (Num 27: 15). Yahweh in reply sa ys to Moses: "Take Joshua, the son of 
Nun, a man in whom is spirit" (v. 18). This response indicates that Joshua has the 
"spirit of Yahweh". Joshua has more than simply lire. Like other charismatic leaders, 
he has the "spirit of Yahweh" 14. This is more clearly expressed and further explained 
in the parallel text: wherc Joshua is said to be "full of the spirit of wisdom" (Deut 
34: 9). 

There is a great variety of gifts from the spirit of Yahweh, but the spirit always 
comes directly from God upon the person. The J udges have the special gift to fight 
and to deliver Israel: "the spirit of Yahweh came on him ... " (Judg 3: 10; 6: 34; Il : 
29; 13: 25; 14: 6, 19; 15: 14). The spirit cornes upon some persons to make them 
prophets (Num 24: 2; 1 Sam 10: 10; 1 Kgs 22: 21-24). He also cornes upon kings (l 
Sam Il: 6; 16: 13). The "spirit of wisdom" is a quality of leadership. It is the gift 
requested by Solomon (1 Kgs 3 : 4-15, 28), and characteristic of the future messiah 
(Isa 9: 5-6; 11 : 2). Nowhere is there any indication of a ritual by which that spirit of 
Yahweh is communicated. 

There are a few instances of transmission of authority in the Bible, but even in 
these cases God himself gives his spirit. This is clearly so for the seve nt y eIders who 
participate in the spirit of Moses: "Yahweh ... took some of the spirit that was on 
him (Moses) and put it on the seventy eIders. When the spirit came on them they 
prophesied, but not again" (Num Il: 25). The same applies to the transmission of the 
spirit from Elijah to Elisha (2 Kgs 2: 9, 15) 15. David's anointing by Samuel could 
constitute an exception. "Samuel took the horn of oil and anointed him where he 
stood with his brothers; and the spirit of Yahweh seized on David and stayed with 
him from that day on" (1 Sam 16: 13). This text could suggest a link between the 
anointing and the gift of the spirit. But in ail other cases of the anointing of kings no 
reference is made to a gift of the spirit. We may note that in David's case the text still 
says that the spirit "seized on" David and also that Yahweh had already chosen him 
before the anointing (v. 12). One could therefore say that the spirit came upon David 
on the occasion of the anointing rather th an because of it. This text may weil mean 
anointing and gift of the spirit, rather than gift of the spirit because of the anointing. 

The funcrion of kî 

We are left therefore with only one c1ear case in which several translators make a 
causal link between a ritual and the gift of the spirit. "J oshua was full of the spirit of 
wisdom because (kî) Moses had laid his hands upon him" (Deut 34: 9). 

The uniqueness of this text and the way in which it differs from its paraUel text 
(Num 27: 18-23), where the laying on of hands seems only a rite of identification, 

14. F. L. MORIARTY, Numbers (JBC; Prentice Hall: Englewood Cliffs, 196X) 97; A. CI ARKF, The Holy 
Bible containing the Old and New Testaments, The Old Testament 1 (Nashville: Ahingdon Press, 
1975) 709; J. SnRDY, Numbers, 1lJ7. 

15. R.A. C\RLSO'l. "Élisée - Le sucesseur d'Élie," VT 20 (1970) 3g5-405. 
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certainly raises questions. We have shown that the minOJ" differences of hand/hands; 
spirit/spirit of wisdom do not involve any difference of meaning. The only dct:ul 
which causes the whole difference is the particle Ki. 

This ki has becn undcrstood by ail translators as causative in relation to the 
statement of the prcvious clause. N AB translates "since" and J H, RS V, N ER "for". 
But the frequently uscd kî has a variety of nuances of meaning and functions in the 
sentl"nce in tlle Bible "'. Ju~t to quote a kw, tllis kî may bc cmpl1atic ", recitatrve "', 
interrogative 19. Far l'rom always introducing a dependent causatiw clause, it often 
intr0liuccs a strong cmphalic statement ,0. We therefore suggest that the whole issue 
is a question of punctuation in the sentence under consideration. And we translate: 

And Joshua the son of Nun was full of the spirit of wisdom. When (or Sinu:) 
Moses had laid his hands upon him, the people of lsrael obeyed him, and dic! as 
Yahweh had commanded Mose (Deut 34: 9). 

Such an explanation eliminates the discrepancy hetween the 1\\0 texis (Num n: 
18-23 and Delit 34: 9), They now say exactly the samc thing, God has givcn Joshua a 
special spirit: he is a charismatic leader. Through the laying on of hands Moses 
appoints him as his successor and substitute. Joshua is now clearly identified as such 
and, consequently, the people are ready to obey him, This solution also puts the case 
of J (l,hua in harmony with the other biblical texts. Only God himsel f gives his spirit. 
Human rimaI indicates in the eyes of the people who this charismatic person is, but it 

does not give the spirit. 

This short note is limited to the Old Testament. It could be said to shed somc 
light on the New Testament too, One sees the significancc of the tremendous change 
when the risen Lord Jesus himself gives the spirit to his disciples. "Then he breathed 
on them and said: 'Receive the Holy Spiri!...' " (John 20: 22). 

Jf,. J. MliLl.:-<BlRG. '"The Lmguistic and Rhctorical Usages of the l'article ki in the Old Testament." 
HUCA XXXII (1961) 135-160: T.C. VRIEZE:-<, "Einige Notizen ZUI" Übersetzungdes Bindewortes kî," 
VOl! Ugarit nach Qumran, ed. J. HEMPEL; L. RosT, BZAW 77 (1961) 266-273. T. FR4NKFORT, "Le ki 
de Joel 1: 12." VT 10 (1960) 445-448 is an interesting study which shows how the intcrprctation givcn 
to kT can change the meaning of a texL She dlscusses the causal, emphatie or adversative mcalllllg. 

17. The emphatic kT: '"surely", "indecd": M. DAHOOD, "Hebrew-Ugaritic Lexicography Ill," Rib 46 
(1965) .J27: T.F. MeD\'<lll, "Philologieal Studies in Laillentations Il,'', Rib 49 (!9(,B) 2IO-2U. 

18. The recitative ki not frequent but possible: F. ZOREl.L, "Gibt es im Hebraischen ein 'kî recitativum"'" 
n/h 14 (1933) 465-469 "ja, eben, hait," "denn". 

1 9. The interrugative ki: M. DAHOO!), "1 nterrogative ki in Psalm 90: Il ; baiah 36: 19 and Hosea 13: 9, " 
Bih 60 (1979) 573-574. 

20. J. M L'Il.INIlURG, IlUCA XXXII (1961) Ll6 "Ali the lexicons point to its original dC!11onstratlve 
charactcr. Il is designed to give emphasis. to givc force to a srarement.. But ki is more than 3 
JClilt)nstrati\'c: it is also a detetic \~'ord: that is, it point~ or she)\vs tht: '),.·'ay fdrward. "lt may [IIC.:l1î that 
somcthing is now coming to which wc must pav attention", J. PI 1)I.RSIN, (Israel: fil lite and C"llUre 
1 -II 11926] 118)." 
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