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The Medium and the Message: 
Necromancy and the Literary Context of Lev. 20 

 
JONATHAN P. BURNSIDE1 

 
 

1. Introduction 
What is necromancy doing in the final form of Lev. 20? Its inclusion seems bizarre. What 
connection does necromancy have with ‘cursing parents,’ or with sexual offences? Faced 
with this apparent randomness, most commentators have tended to assume that Lev. 20 lacks 
any kind of literary presentation.2 However, I have argued elsewhere (Burnside 2007, 2006) 
that Lev. 20 is a well-integrated and cohesive text, consistent with the orderly literary 
structure we find elsewhere in Leviticus. My previous work concentrated on the organisation 
of the sexual offences in vv. 10-21; in this chapter, I want to focus on the place of 
necromancy within the literary structure of Lev. 20. 

 
 

2. The problem of necromancy within the literary structure of Lev. 20 
I have argued elsewhere that Lev. 20:10-21 is reasonably straightforward (see Burnside 2007, 
2006); however, the verses surrounding the various sexual offences present us with a greater 
problem. In this article, I put forward what I think is a cohesive solution, although I do not 
wish to appear dogmatic. Given the level of difficulty presented by the problem, what I 
propose is tentative. 

The difficulty presented by the place of necromancy in Lev. 20 is reflected in the way 
scholars gloss over the issue. The overwhelming view is that the prohibitions on necromancy 
are unconnected with the rest of the chapter.3 But this simply avoids the challenge of the 
final form of Lev. 20. In fact, there are strong reasons for questioning this scholarly 
consensus, and for thinking necromancy might, in fact, be closely related to the internal 
structure of Lev. 20. For example, we know that Molech-worship (v. 5) and necromancy (v. 
6) are connected by the verb ‘playing the harlot’ in vv. 5 and 6. We also know that the 
offences of ‘cursing parents’ (v. 9) and the various sexual offences (vv. 10-21) are tightly 
integrated because, in purely drafting terms, vv. 10–21 are a continuation of v. 9.4 We also 
discover that Lev. 20 follows the same internal structure as the Decalogue, with ‘Molech-
worship’ (vv. 2-5), ‘cursing father and mother’ (v. 9) and the various sexual offences (verses 
10-21), reflecting the Decalogue sequence of ‘serving other gods’ (Exod. 20:3-4), ‘honouring 
father and mother’ (Exod. 20:12), and ‘adultery’ (Exod. 20:14). The use of Decalogue 
headings to structure the chapter as a whole, together with the interconnection between, and 

 
1 I am grateful to Prof. Bernard Jackson and Prof. Julian Rivers for comments on earlier drafts of this paper. The 
usual disclaimers apply. 
2 E.g. Bellinger (2001:124); Budd (1996:289); Dolansky (2008:45, n. 141); Harrison (1980:206). Grabbe 
(1993:80) concedes that the original authors or redactors “may have arranged the material according to a logical 
pattern” but offers no suggestion as to what that might be. 
3 E.g. Dolansky (2008:45) claims that the context of necromancy, in both Lev. 19 and 20, is “a variety of other, 
apparently unrelated, illegal activities” (my italics), whilst Hartley (1992:336) wonders “why [do] these laws 
against sacrificing children to Molech… occur among laws regulating incest, other illicit sexual relations, and 
practices of soothsaying”? 
4 Verse 9 begins with ki-ish’ish’asher (“If anyone”; JPS), and each of the verses in 10–21 follow with either 
we’ish’asher (“If a man”; JPS) or weishshah’asher (“If a woman”; JPS). The sole exception is verse 19, which I 
have argued elsewhere is singled out as containing “hard cases” because they are right on the boundary of what 
constitutes near kin or family in early Israel, as far as sexual ethics is concerned (see Burnside 2011:360). 



within, different Decalogue headings creates the likelihood that necromancy, in v. 6, is 
connected, not only with Molech-worship, but also with the other Decalogue headings in the 
chapter. The question is, how? How does the specific offence of necromancy relate to; (1) 
idolatry, (2) dishonouring parents, and (3) adultery? 

Taking the first of these – the relationship between idolatry, in the form of Molech-
worship, and necromancy – we can begin by noting the general scholarly view that, since 
Molech is understood to be an underworld deity (e.g. Day 1989:84-85), it is reasonable to 
assume that necromancy is one expression of the Molech cult (e.g. Heider 1985:401; Van der 
Toorn 1988:204). ‘Molech-worshippers’ and necromancers ‘go together’ socially, in a 
general sense, and so it is not surprising to find they are juxtaposed in Lev. 20:2-6. Milgrom, 
however, is more precise in finding a connection between Molech-worship and necromancy 
on the grounds that both involve ancestor-worship (2000:1730, 1771). In this chapter, I 
suggest that the presentation of Molech-worship in vv. 2-5 should be understood more 
broadly in the light of regulations governing the priesthood in Lev. 21. On this view, vv. 2-5 
present Molech-worship as a form of rival priesthood. I also suggest that the social 
connection between Molech-worship and necromancy is stronger than scholars suspect; thus 
it may even be the case that child-sacrifice was seen as a necessary ritual in order to acquire 
necromantic powers. 

Turning to the second question – the relationship between necromancy and 
‘dishonouring parents’ – Hartley, unusually among scholars, sees a connection between the 
ancestor-worship involved in the worship of Molech and “laws [in Lev. 20] regarding 
intimate family matters” (1992:336).5 Unfortunately, Hartley expresses this idea rather 
vaguely. In this chapter, I wish to make clear the connection between necromancy, 
specifically, and ‘dishonouring parents,’ in particular. Further, I wish to suggest that this link 
is anticipated elsewhere in the final form of Leviticus, at 19:31-32. 

Finally, regarding the relationship between necromancy and the various sexual 
offences listed in vv. 10-21, I wish to take seriously the suggestion of ‘spirit possession’ in v. 
27, which presents necromancy as a form of intercourse. 

In these ways, we can begin to see why necromancy, in particular, is used to structure 
a chapter that is concerned with idolatry, dishonouring parents, and forms of adultery. 

I then wish to turn from the general problem of necromancy in Lev. 20 (i.e. how is it 
connected to the main Decalogue headings?) to a more specific problem, namely: why is the 
prohibition on practicing necromancy placed at the end of the chapter, at v. 27, especially 
when v. 26 appears to be its natural conclusion? 

Again, scholars gloss over the issue, discussing v. 27 in the context of v. 6, and 
effectively ending the chapter at v. 26.6 The final form of Lev. 20 is simply ignored. Some 
have argued that v. 27 was displaced from the earlier discussion at v. 6, as a result of scribal 
error: a subsequent scribe, aware of its existence – perhaps through its being preserved in a 
margin, in some manuscripts – but not knowing what to do with it, inserted it in its current 
position.7 Milgrom (2000:1765) sees v. 27 as a possible example of Daube’s lex clausulae 
finalis, which hypothesises that additional laws were not inserted where they might logically 
be expected, but were ‘tacked on’ to the end of an existing section (Daube 1947:89-90, 97-
99). However, whilst this may be a plausible explanation in the case of the unintelligent, or 
indifferent, scribe, it is implausible in view of the artistry we find elsewhere in Lev. 20.8 

 
5 At the same time, Hartley undermines the structure of Lev. 20 by claiming that “based on subject matter, these 
laws seem to be randomly ordered” (1992:331). 
6 E.g. Bellinger (2001:125) notes merely that 20:27 “seems to be in an odd place,” whilst Wenham (1979:277) 
finds “the repetition of the ban on necromancy in verse 27… strange.” 
7 E.g. Budd (1996:292); Hartley (1992:331). 
8 For a summary see Burnside (2007, 2006). 



Hartley (1992:331) argues that 20:27 forms an inclusio with vv. 2-6 by repeating the 
death penalty in v. 2b and the terms ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî (“[the spirit of] the ancestor, the one 
who knows”) in v. 6.9 Similarly, Milgrom (2000:1728) finds a parallel between vv. 1-6 and v. 
27, since they both mention necromancy. Milgrom (2000:1765) also suggests that v. 27 might 
have been moved deliberately to create an inclusio, because of the reference to stoning in v. 
2b. 

However, there are problems with these proposals. It is inelegant to see v. 27 as 
‘balancing’ vv. 1-6, or even 2-6; for sure, both contain necromancy, but that is only because 
one is casting a wide net over five or six verses. If it was a question of balance, we would 
have to say there is plenty of material which v. 27 omits, including ‘Molech-worship,’ ‘child-
sacrifice’ and ‘leading others astray.’ Verse 27 then starts to look quite unbalanced. Hartley 
and Milgrom are right, however, to draw attention to the use of stoning in vv. 2b and 27. I 
have argued elsewhere (Burnside 2006:391) that the whole of Lev. 20 is chiastically 
structured around who is responsible for punishing offences (whether humanity or YHWH). 
Accordingly vv. 2 and 27 do indeed form an outer frame, since both involve punishment by 
humanity. However, I do not think this can be, in itself, sufficient explanation for why v. 27 
is placed at the end. If it were then any offence that involved punishment by humanity would 
suffice, in which case wouldn’t Molech-worship be the obvious example? Instead, I shall 
suggest that there is a stronger, social, link between Molech-worship and necromancy than 
has generally been recognised. This would make v. 27 a suitable inclusio to v. 2 as a whole, 
and not just to v. 2b, which refers to stoning. In addition, because of the relationship between 
necromancy and the Decalogue headings of Lev. 20, v. 27 is an appropriate summing-up of 
the chapter as a whole. 

Before we can turn to these suggestions, however, we must be clear about the precise 
subject matter of vv. 6 and 27. What sort of practitioners do they have in mind and what sort 
of practices do they engage in? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

9 Hartley also claims that “the position of this law as the final word of this speech accentuates the several 
prohibitions against sorcery found in chapters 18-20” (ibid.); however, he does not explain why this emphasis 
was necessary, or why it should be provided at this point. 



3. Necromancy in Lev. 20 
Leviticus 20 envisages two cases of necromancy. The first, at v. 6, refers to the person10 who 
turns to hā’ōbōt and hayyidd‘ōnîm. By contrast the second case, at v. 27, refers to the person 
who actually is an ’ōb or a yidd‘ōnî. It is the difference between consulting such a 
practitioner, and actually being one. 

In both verses, the issue is the meaning of ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî. The use of the word ’ōb 
in a range of contexts ensures that its meaning is ambiguous. However, most scholars agree it 
is concerned with necromancy,11 that is, “any form of knowledge obtained by way of 
consultation of a defunct person” (Nihan 2003:24). However, because necromancy involves 
engagement with dead spirits, it is not just a form of divination: it is also a form of spirit 
possession. Although the word ’ōb appears on its own, the term yidd‘ōnî does not appear on 
its own in biblical texts, raising the question of how the two terms are related (Kuemmerlin-
McLean 1992:469). Most interpreters relate yidd‘ōnî to the root yd’ (‘to know’), resulting in 
the literal meaning “knowing ones.”12 The issue then becomes whether “the one who knows” 
is the entity being consulted, or the practitioner doing the consulting.13 Clearly, there is a 
close relationship between the two terms. Wenham (1987:273) argues that the reference is to 
the “knowing spirits” summoned by the mediums, and this is reflected in a number of 
translations (e.g. “familiar spirits”; JPS).14 But if so, how do we make sense of the yidd‘ōnî 
being “put to death” in 20:27? Perhaps the words ’ōbōt and yidd‘ōnî denote spirits of the 
dead15 and are taken to refer, elliptically, to those who conjure them (Lewis 1989:163). This 
might explain why the terms are not carefully distinguished; there is a sense in which the 
‘dead spirit’ and the ‘conjuror’ together comprise a single entity. For this reason, I do not 
think it is necessary to argue for a reading that focuses exclusively on the spirits themselves 
(e.g. “ghosts or wizard-spirits”; Milgrom 2000:1701), or exclusively on their human 
conjurors (“mediums and wizards”; RSV), or even a combination of the two (e.g. “familiar 
spirits and… wizards”; KJV, ASV or, to put them the other way round, “mediums and 
familiar spirits”; NKJ). If we cannot easily distinguish the terms, it is preferable to admit their 
ambiguity. 

This ambiguity reminds us that biblical law, like any sort of law, or text, relies on a 
shared background of social knowledge that is assumed and rarely explicit. The biblical laws 
of necromancy assume, first, a society where divination is practiced,16 in both approved17 and 
disapproved forms. Second, because necromancy is essentially a divinatory consultation of 
the dead, they assume that something survives the person after death; that the dead are 
capable of communicating with the living; and that they have privileged knowledge which is 
forthcoming in certain circumstances (Grabbe 1995:143). 

Third, the prohibitions on necromancy assume some modus operandi for accessing this 
knowledge. Again, there is much scholarly debate regarding the type of practices 

 

10 Described, literally, as a ‘soul’ or nephesh, emphasising the incorporeal nature of what the person is ‘turning’ 
to. 
11 E.g. Kuemmerlin-McLean (1992:469); Nihan (2003:29) claims it is “the technical term for necromancy.” 
12 So Noth (1977:144). Cf. Kapelrud (1967:93) “one who has insight, one who knows what is going to happen.” 
13 So Kuemmerlin-McLean (1992:469). 
14 Budd (1996: 285) sees the yidd‘ōnî as the medium’s “familiar spirit.” 
15 Hartley (1992:321) translates “ghosts” and “departed spirits.” 
16 The Ancient Near East (ANE) knew of a range of divinatory practices, some of which are attested (though not 
necessarily approved) in the Hebrew Bible, including rabdomacy (Ezek. 21:21), hydromancy (e.g. Gen. 44:5, 
15), hepatoscopy (Ezek. 21:21), the use of teraphim (e.g. 1 Sam. 15:23), astrology (Isa. 47:13), sortilege (e.g. 
Jonah 1:7) and dreams (Jer. 23:25-27). In giving these examples, I am not assuming that any or all of these 
practices were necessarily known by the author or redactor of Lev. 20; merely that divination was part of the 
social world of the ANE and of the Hebrew Bible. 
17 Forms of divination that are approved in Leviticus, because they are controlled and directed by YHWH, 
include the Urim and Thummim (e.g. 1 Samuel 14:41). 



presupposed in vv. 6 and 27. Hoffner (1967) theorised that ’ōbōt refers to ritual pits which 
were dug to give spirits of the dead access to the upper world. However, this suffers from the 
fact that, in the Hebrew Bible, ’ōbōt frequently appears in a plural form which, so far as we 
know, is never the case for the ’âb (pit) in non-biblical parallels (Lust 1974:134). Instead, 
Lust (1974:135-136; followed by Grabbe 1995:124 and Nihan 2003:31) argues that the word 
’ōb is a form of ‘av (“father” or “ancestor”). This is convincing because the words share the 
same root, and both share a feminine plural ending in -ôt (Nihan 2003:31). Moreover, in 
Hittite texts involving the consultation of dead ancestors, the term given to such spirits seems 
to be “divinised father,” which, Lust rightly points out (1974:139), is close to the biblical 
term ’ōb. Wenham (1987:273) thinks it probable that ’ōbōt “is a derogatory spelling of ’abōt 
(“fathers”). In my view, Wenham’s theory gains added strength from the reference to 
“Molech” in Lev. 20:2, 4 and 5, which is thought to be a derogatory vocalisation of the 
Canaanite god whose proper name is mlk, and which is thought to have been properly 
vocalised Melek (Day 1989:56-58). If all this is correct, then the recurring syntagm of ’ōb and 
yidd‘ōnî literally means “[the spirit of] the ancestor, the one who knows” (Nihan 2003:32). 

Fourth, if the spirits of dead ancestors are part of the social knowledge assumed by vv. 6 
and 27, then it is likely that the cases also assume the practice of worshipping dead ancestors. 
This was a quite widespread phenomenon in the ANE (e.g. Lewis 1992, 1989), and was also 
known in Israel (e.g. Bloch-Smith 1992:109-132; Grabbe 1995:143). There is a close 
relationship in the ANE between necromancy and the worship of dead ancestors, based on the 
belief that “some illustrious ancestors … (raised to the rank of family deities or quasi-deities) 
were granted after death supernatural powers, from which their lineage could benefit” (Nihan 
2003:26-27). Accordingly, the typical social setting of necromancy was “the cultic 
community formed by both the living and the dead of individual family clans” (Nihan 
2003:27-28). 

Fifth, another key aspect of the necromantic practices envisaged in Lev. 20 is suggested 
by the unique phrasing of v. 27. This can be translated “any man or woman in whom (bahem) 
is an ’ōb or a yidd‘ōnî” or, following Noth (1977:151), “when a medium or a wizard is in 
them….”18 This suggests that the ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî both refer to “some sort of possessing 
spirit” (Harvey 1995:118). This underlines the fact, noted earlier, that necromancy is not 
simply a form of divination, but also a form of spirit possession. This is an important form of 
divination in societies cross-culturally, including modern Africa and involves, at least in its 
contemporary forms, “the putting of questions to a spirit controlled by or at least available to 
the diviner” (Grabbe 1995:150). Interestingly, in modern anthropological studies on 
witchcraft, the locus of the spirit is a basis of witchcraft typologies: the question is whether 
the spirit “operates outside the human personality” or dwells “within” the person “as its 
‘home’” (Fabian 1998:225). It is plausible to suggest that this binary opposition, between 
spirits operating either ‘inside’ or ‘outside’ the person, underlies Lev. 20:27. If it is the case 
that v. 27 envisages (ancestral) spirit possession then this reinforces the idea, above, that the 
terms ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî elliptically refer to the mediums as well. This would explain why it is 
meaningful, in Lev. 20:27, to talk about stoning the ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî, since both spirits and 
mediums are conjoined. 

All this is relevant as we turn to consider the place of necromancy in the literary structure 
of Lev. 20. 

 
18 By contrast, NEB understands bahem to refer to the community, leading to the translation “any man or 
woman among you who calls up ghosts or spirits.” De Ward (1977:10) notes that the Vulgate translation 
suggests spirit possession, and that the LXX is ambiguous, although translation of bahem by the Greek word 
engastrimuthos (literally, “one who speaks from his stomach”), suggests that “at least in the case of the ’ōb the 
oracle was given from within the person.” Milgrom (2000:1765), on the hand, sees the LXX as providing 
unequivocal support for the reading “who has in them.” 



4. Necromancy and the major themes of Lev. 20 
Having considered vv. 6 and 27, we are now in a position to see how they relate to the main 
Decalogue headings of Lev. 20, that is; (1) Molech-worship (vv. 2-5; cf. Exod. 20:3), (2) 
dishonouring parents (v. 9; cf. Exod. 20:12), and (3) various sexual offences (vv. 10-21; cf. 
Exod. 20:13). 

 
(a) Necromancy and Molech-worship 
We begin with the relationship between necromancy and Molech-worship (vv. 2-6). In doing 
so, we must grapple with some bizarre features of vv. 2-5 that have not yet been satisfactorily 
explained, to my knowledge. First, why would a father give his offspring to Molech? (v. 2, 
and repeated in vv. 3 and 4). What’s his motive? Second, there is something odd about a 
community that deliberately19 ‘shuts its eyes,’ and pretends not to notice when a man 
sacrifices his child. What motive does that community have? Finally, what does all this have 
to do with spiritism? (v. 6). In this section, I suggest that the social connections between 
Molech-worship and necromancy are stronger than has hitherto been suspected, taking us 
further than the general claim of scholarship, noted above, that necromancy is one expression 
of the Molech cult. In particular, I suggest that vv. 2-6 are connected by an underlying 
narrative sequence, which can be laid out as follows. 

Verses 2-5 present a picture of a practitioner in the cult of Molech. However, the 
nature of what he does – performing rituals in public,20 offering a sacrifice, which has the 
effect of influencing others to worship Molech (v. 5) – indicates that he is not some lowly 
functionary, or private worshipper, but is operating in a priestly capacity. Moreover, this 
‘Molech-priest’ is seen as an inversion, or a ‘negative image,’ of the ‘YHWH-priest.’ The 
Molech-priest performs prohibited rituals, and makes a prohibited (child) sacrifice, to a 
prohibited deity (v. 2), which has the effect of defiling YHWH’s sanctuary and profaning 
YHWH’s holy Name (v. 3).21 This is the opposite of the YHWH-priest who offers approved 
sacrifices to YHWH, and whose obedient cultic actions have the effect of preserving the 
holiness of YHWH’s sanctuary (e.g. Lev. 16:33), and sanctifying YHWH’s holy Name by 
being holy (e.g. Lev. 11:44). 

The idea that Lev. 20:2-5 presents the Molech-priest as a ‘negative image’ of the 
YHWH-priest22 is further supported by the fact that the following chapter, Lev. 21, is 
exclusively addressed to “the priests, the sons of Aaron” (21:1). There is thus a contrast 
between the cultic personnel described at the start of Lev. 20 and those who are described at 
the start of Lev. 21. Notably, Lev. 21 begins by stating that the YHWH-priest is not to defile 
himself “for any [dead] person among his kin” (21:1), in contrast to the underworld practices 
associated with Molech. Nor is he to engage in practices typically associated with cults of the 
dead (21:5). Lev. 21 further highlights the contrast between the Molech-priest and the 
YHWH-priest, by containing directions on how the YHWH-priest is to avoid profaning 
YHWH’s sanctuary (Lev. 21:12, 23), or profaning YHWH’s holy Name (Lev. 21:6). YHWH- 

 
19 Signalled by the use of the hiphil infinitive absolute form of the verb ‘ālam; Hartley (1992:338). 
20 It is precisely because Molech-worship is performed in public that it profanes YHWH’s Name (Lev. 20:3), 
because it “publicly declare[s] that Yahweh has no authority over that person’s actions” (Bibb 2009:143). 
21 If the Molech practitioner is a rival priest, with a rival cultic community, one would also expect him to have a 
rival teaching function. In this regard, cf. Damascus Document 12:2-3, which makes the following comment, in 
the context of Lev. 20:27: “Every man who preaches apostasy under the dominion of the spirits of Belial shall 
be judged according to the law relating to those possessed by a ghost or familiar spirit” (Vermes 2004:143; 
italics added). 
22 Ezek. 23:39 states that “when they had slaughtered their children in sacrifice to their idols, on the same day 
they came into my sanctuary to profane it….” On the assumption that this verse refers to Molech-worship, it 
suggests people in biblical Israel may have seen some parallel between Molech-worship and YHWH-worship; 
not an inverse relationship, to be sure, but some kind of symmetry nevertheless. 



priests “shall be holy to their God and not profane the name of their God; for they offer the 
LORD’s offerings by fire, the food of their God, and so must be holy” (21:5); in the same 
vein they do not “go outside the sanctuary [to offer sacrifices, presumably] and profane the 
sanctuary of his God” (21:12). This contrasts with the Molech-priest who profanes YHWH’s 
sanctuary and his Name by offering his child (20:2-3), by fire.23 To the extent we are justified 
in reading Lev. 20:2-6 as an inversion of the typical behaviour of the YHWH-priest, it may 
be the case that there is also an opposition between “the LORD’s offerings by fire, the food 
of their God” (21:6) and the offering of a child by fire (20:2-4) which becomes, by 
implication, ‘the food of Molech’ (cf. the “food” described in Ezek. 23:37). (It does not 
matter that the word ‘offering’ is not mentioned in 20:2-4, since the underlying image of 
making a ‘sacrifice by fire’ is the same). This suggests a further, striking, contrast between 
the actions of the Molech-priest and the YHWH-priest: in Lev. 20:2, the Molech priest is not 
permitted to give his child to the flames, whereas in Lev. 21:9, YHWH’s priest is 
commanded to do so in the case of the fornicating daughter. The justification in the case of 
the latter is said to be “harlotry” (21:9) – the very term which is applied to the Molech-priest, 
and his followers (20:5). 

My preliminary conclusion, therefore, is that Lev. 20:2-5 characterises the Molech- 
priest as an inversion of the YHWH-priest. There is thus an opposition between the typical 
actions of the Molech-priest in Lev. 20:2-6 and those of the YHWH-priest in Lev. 21. (By 
speaking of an inversion, or an opposition between the Molech-priest and the YHWH-priest, 
I do not mean to imply that they are ‘opposite and equal’; simply that the practices 
themselves are structurally opposed to one another, from the perspective of the YHWH cult). 
The existence of such a structural opposition in Lev. 20-21 is not surprising. A similar 
contrast can be found in Deuteronomy 18, where the behaviour of the Levitical priesthood in 
vv. 1-8 is followed by a list of foreign cultic practitioners (vv. 9-14), including worshippers 
of chthonic deities (vv. 10, 11, 14). 

If this observation is correct, we are in a position to suggest why there is a close 
connection between Molech-worship and necromancy. We can reason as follows. If it is the 
case that the obedient YHWH-priest has privileged access to YHWH and exercises spiritual 
power, characteristically in the ability to pronounce effective blessings; and if it is the case 
that the Molech-priest is an inversion of the YHWH-priest, then it is reasonable to 
hypothesise that the Molech-priest may be thought to gain, by his rituals, access to Molech 
and to an alternative form of spiritual power. There are no conceptual leaps here: it is simply 
the logical outworking of a text which presents a sustained contrast between the Molech-
priest and the YHWH-priest. Nor is it surprising that the YHWH-cult would imagine that 
other forms of spiritual power exist. Indeed, the prohibition of necromancy assumes it, whilst 
other parts of the Pentateuch – for example, the competition between Moses and the priests of 
Pharaoh –presuppose the existence of rival, though limited, forms of spiritual power, which 
can be accessed by rival cultic practitioners.24 Such power may be exercised, inter alia, by 
uttering effective curses (e.g. Num. 22:5-24:25, Balaam being the exception that proves the 
rule). 

There are a number of advantages to this reading. First, it might explain why the 
Molech-priest gives his offspring to Molech. On first reading, we might assume his 
motivation is to propitiate the deity.25 However, my reading suggests that its purpose is to 

 
23 Lev. 20:2-4 does not explicitly mention fire; however, it appears from other texts that the ritual of ‘giving 
children to Molech’ involves the use of fire; e.g. 2 Kgs. 23:10 (and see generally Day 1989:15-20). 
24 Exod. 7:10-9:11. 
25 Abravanel (cited in Milgrom 2000:1737, and to which I have not had access) thinks the father might have 
been trying to protect his family (presumably, from the underworld), whilst Kessel (cited in Milgrom 
2000:1738, which does not provide bibliographical information regarding the source) thinks the father is trying 



acquire access to spiritual power, and hence cultic status. Since Molech is understood to be a 
chthonic deity, it seems likely that access is sought to the underworld, and its associated 
powers. If so, it is reasonable to suppose that the greater the sacrifice, the greater is the degree 
of access to the deity, and the greater is the spiritual power obtained. There may also have 
been a belief that one way of establishing a link between ‘seeker’ and ‘underworld’ is to send 
one’s own child, deliberately, ‘on ahead.’ A personal link is made: the Molech-worshipper 
already has, as it were, ‘one foot in the camp.’26 Interestingly, the idea that child-sacrifice is a 
means of acquiring cultic status may find some resonance, in an inverted kind of way, in the 
fact that the Levitical priesthood itself is presented as being inaugurated through the slaying 
of (rebellious) family members. Exod. 32:28 describes how the Levites responded to Moses’ 
call to execute God’s judgement upon the people, in the aftermath of the ‘golden calf’ event, 
as a result of which 3,000 people were slain. Moses’ phraseology is striking: “Today you 
[Levites] have ordained yourselves for the service of the LORD, each one at the cost of his 
son and of his brother, that he may bestow a blessing upon you this day” (Exod. 32:29). The 
point is not, of course, that the biblical texts present child-sacrifice in the cult of Molech and 
the cultic actions of the Levites as morally equivalent acts. Rather, my point is that, even 
within Israel’s priestly system, there is the idea that the killing of another human being can, 
under specified circumstances, lead to cultic status. 

Second, the idea that child sacrifice might be a way of gaining status in the Molech 
cult could explain what is otherwise a problem in v. 4. This is the situation where “the people 
of the land… hide their eyes from that man, when he gives one of his children to Molech, and 
do not put him to death.” There is something strange about a society that deliberately ‘looks 
the other way’ when a man ritually slaughters his child, and burns it as a sacrifice. However, 
if the background of Lev. 20:2-4 is an attempt to acquire powers associated with the 
underworld, then it is perfectly understandable why members of the community would not 
want to challenge, and execute, such a person. They may be afraid of the supernatural power 
he wields as a consequence of the ritual (for example, the ability to utter effective curses). 
After all, sacrificing one’s own child sends a powerful signal. The person who is willing to 
sacrifice his own child will stop at nothing. He will not think twice about inflicting a similar 
measure of harm on those who oppose him. 

Finally, this narrative sequence helps to explain why there is a close relationship 
between Molech-worship and necromancy. If the Molech-worshipper sacrifices his child as 
part of a priestly ritual, in order to gain access to the underworld, it raises the hypothesis that 
the leader sacrifices to Molech in order to acquire necromantic powers, or to heighten them. 
Such practices are not unknown, even in modern times. A recent anthropological study by 
UNICEF, in respect of witchcraft, broadly defined, describes the widespread belief in Africa 
that “power can be increased through human sacrifices. One can only become a witch by 
sacrificing a member of one’s close family” (Cimpric 2010:12).27 Anecdotally, I have it on 
good authority that there is a case in a village in Burundi where a known witch was 

 

to placate his ancestral spirits by worshipping Molech. Heider (1985:406) thinks it possible that sacrifices were 
performed in fulfilment of vows made to the deity, which might have had something to do with fertility. 
26 If it is the case that, in some circles, child-sacrifice was thought necessary or desirable to attain spiritual 
power, it is only a small step from this to the suggestion that cultic rituals might have been developed that would 
create more children for practitioners to sacrifice to the gods, and hence to acquire more power (cf. Elliger 
1966:241 who suggests that the children sacrificed were the fruit of sexual cultic rites). This may be part of the 
background to certain forms of temple prostitution. From a twenty-first century perspective, we might assume 
that the motivation for temple prostitution is to perform fertility rites, or to obtain sexual gratification; however, 
it may have been the case that, in certain circumstances, temple prostitution was partly concerned with the 
production of children that could be used in the context of temple sacrifice. 
27 Fabian (1998:223) describes various ways of acquiring witchcraft powers among Africans, noting: “Witches 
take turns providing victims and are believed to operate close to their family settings.” 



understood to have obtained his power to control the spiritual world by offering his daughter, 
when she was ready for marriage. If there is a social connection between Molech-worship 
and necromancy, then it is possible that the man who performs the ritual described in 20:2-3 
becomes the necromancer in 20:6. He is the one whom people go to for necromantic 
consultations (thereby ‘turning’ to “[the spirit of] the ancestor, the one who knows,” v. 6). In 
this sense, v. 6 may describe a further extension of the personal following portrayed in v. 5 
(“all who follow him in going astray after Molech”).28 Indeed, although he does not develop 
the point, Milgrom characterises the “mediums” of Lev. 20:27 as “idolatrous priests” 
(2000:1701). Of course, this is speculative: Heider’s lengthy study concludes that the ultimate 
question of ‘why did the parents do it?’ “remains unanswered” (1985:408). Nevertheless, my 
suggestion has, I believe, several benefits. It takes seriously the link between Molech-worship 
and necromancy; it seeks to explain why the ‘people of the land’ might intentionally close 
their eyes; and it has some basis in cross-cultural practice. We do not simply have to throw up 
our hands in horror, and say that the question of motivation is unfathomable. 

To sum up, I have suggested that Lev. 20:2-6 presents us with a narrative sequence. 
My proposal is that necromancy might ‘naturally’ follow Molech-worship because 
performing child-sacrifice to Molech may have been thought to be a way of acquiring, or 
heightening, necromantic powers. 

 
(b) Necromancy and ‘dishonouring parents’ 
We have suggested that there is a strong, social, connection between necromancy and the first 
Decalogue heading in Lev. 20, namely, idolatry. The question is whether there is any 
relationship between necromancy and the second Decalogue heading in Lev. 20, namely, 
dishonouring parents. In fact, there is a close connection between 20:6 and 20:9, which can 
be dealt with briefly. We argued, at 3 above, that the spirits of dead ancestors are part of the 
social knowledge assumed by v. 6. The prohibition on necromancy indicates that turning to 
the spirits of ancestors for knowledge – which is one expression of ‘ancestor worship’ – is not 
an appropriate way of ‘honouring’ ancestors. Instead, it is the exact opposite. There is thus a 
movement in the text from the dishonour of distant ancestors (in v. 6) to the dishonour of 
immediate ancestors (i.e. parents, in v. 9). 

Support for this line of thinking may be found in the previous chapter. Lev. 19:31 
prohibits ‘turning’ to “ghosts… and familiar spirits” in a similar manner to Lev. 20:6 (both 
use the standard verb ‘to turn,’ and both refer to hā’ōbōt and hayyidd‘ōnîm). Strikingly, Lev. 
19:31 is juxtaposed with a command to respect the aged: “You shall rise up before the hoary 
head, and honor the face of an old man…” (Lev. 19:32). In my view, this juxtaposition 
visually contrasts two different kinds of ‘arising.’ Lev. 19:31 envisages an ancestral spirit 
‘rising up’ from the ground, whereas Lev. 19:32 envisages a deferential ‘rising up’ from the 
ground, by the young.29 The contrast is between a way of relating to family ancestors that is 
dishonouring, and a way of relating to elderly members of the community (who will, of 
course, typically be members of one’s extended family) that is honouring. 

To conclude, in both Lev. 19 and 20, refraining from necromancy is presented as part 
of what it means to relate properly to previous generations. It is an aspect of proper 

 

28 Accounts of child sacrifices in the Ancient Near East suggest that the ceremony described in Lev. 20:2 would 
have been quite a complex operation, which might have involved digging a pit, heating a statue and so on. At 
any rate, it could not be performed in secret, and would require the co-operation of other family members, 
perhaps in choosing which child would be sacrificed (cf. Day 1989:86-91 for a summary of the some of the 
practical arrangements associated with Phoenician and Carthaginian human sacrifice). 
29 1 Samuel 28 uses the hifil of the verb ‘ālâ (‘to bring up’) in verses 11 and 15 and the qal of the same verb (‘to 
go up’) in v. 13, in respect of Saul’s necromantic consultation. This differs from the verb used in 19:32 (qûm). 
However, this does not affect my argument at this point, which does not depend upon semantic similarity, but 
upon the visual imagery of rising up from the ground. 



generational relating, which includes honouring parents. Lev. 19:31-32 thus sets up an 
opposition which is then repeated in Lev. 20:6, 9. 

 
(c) Necromancy and adultery 
Third, we turn to the question of whether there is a connection between necromancy and the 
third Decalogue heading in Lev. 20, namely, adultery. Clearly, there is a connection at the 
level of terminology: necromancy, like Molech-worship, is described as an act of prostitution 
(liznôt; v. 6). Its use in v. 6 is clearly metaphorical; idolatry is commonly presented in the 
Hebrew Bible as a violation of Israel’s “marriage” to YHWH (e.g. Ezek. 23:4, 36-37; Hos. 
4:12-13; Mal. 2:11). King Saul’s offence of turning towards a necromancer (1 Sam. 28:7-25) 
– which is different from the offence of actually being a necromancer – is explicitly 
characterised in 1 Chron. 10:13-14 as an example of ‘breaking faith’ with YHWH. Saul is 
said to have “died for his unfaithfulness (bema‘alô); he was unfaithful to the LORD (mā‘al 
ba-Adonai)” (v. 13) in consulting a medium, instead of guidance from YHWH. The 
Chronicler’s description reinforces the view in Lev. 20:6 that even turning to a necromancer 
was an act of prostitution that violated the Israelite’s ‘marriage’ covenant with YHWH.30 

However, I think that the connection between necromancy and adultery is stronger 
than has hitherto been recognised. As with necromancy and Molech-worship, I wish to 
suggest, in this section, that the connection is not simply thematic, or associative, but social. 
There is a social sense in which necromancy and sexual behaviour are brought together. We 
saw, in section 3 above, that the unique phrasing of v. 27, can be translated “any man or 
woman in whom (bahem) is an ’ōb or a yidd‘ōnî,” which suggests that the necromantic 
divination takes the form of spirit possession.31 I also argued that this was why it was 
meaningful to speak of stoning the ’ōb and yidd‘ōnî, in v. 27, since both mediums and spirits 
are, in a sense, conjoined. In this way, Lev. 20:27 develops the reference to prostitution in v. 
6. If the person who ‘turns’ to a necromancer in v. 6 can be said to ‘prostitute’ himself, how 
much more is this true of the person who actually practices necromancy? The use of bahem in 
v. 27 confirms that the practice of necromancy is not understood merely as a form of 
metaphorical intercourse. By contrast, the modus operandi of necromantic divination seems 
to involve actual ‘penetration’ of the dead spirit in the body of the practitioner. The fact that 
the dead spirit is also an ancestral spirit adds a further twist, and gives the ‘spiritual 
intercourse’ an almost incestuous character. Moreover, if the necromancer is male, and the 
spirit he is seeking is a masculine ancestor spirit, this adds a, further, homosexual dimension 
to the ‘spiritual intercourse.’ 

In this sense, necromantic divination has a sexual character, although how far this should 
be pressed is a matter for speculation. However, we might reason logically as follows. Sexual 
intercourse typically involves an act of physical penetration, followed by orgasm and the 
deposit of semen, which has the potential to bring forth new life. Necromancy – or ‘spiritual 
penetration’ – may well share some parallels. For example, there may be some kind of 
spiritual ‘penetration.’ The appropriation of the ancestor spirit may not simply be intellectual. 
Indeed, the ‘coming into’ the living body of the necromancer by the spirit of the dead 
ancestor may be associated with an ecstatic experience of some kind, which may even be 
orgasmic. The spirit ‘penetrates’ the necromancer and it ‘knows’ him, or her. Moreover, as 
the ‘penetrating’ partner, the spirit may ‘leave behind’ some essence of itself, some secret 
knowledge, that perhaps enables the necromancer to speak words of ‘new life.’ 

 
30 Cf. the similar juxtaposition between the prohibition on necromancy in Deut. 18:11 and the command to 
“remain completely loyal to the LORD your God” (Deut. 18:13; NRS). 
31 Grabbe (1993:51) describes contemporary beliefs in ‘ancestral spirit possession’ among the Shona tribes of 
Zimbabwe. 



Drawing such a parallel between necromancy and sexual intercourse reinforces the link 
between Molech-worship and necromancy in vv. 2-6 because the Molech-worshipper gives 
up what he is going to get. Perhaps he gives up his child in order to be, in a sense, 
impregnated and receive ‘new life’ from the spirit of the ancestor. 

It is thus plausible to suggest that necromantic divination in v. 27 has an erotic dimension. 
However, there does not seem to be any indication in v. 27 of actual necrophilia. The words 
’ōb and yidd‘ōnî, seem to refer to spirits and thus to ‘spiritual intercourse.’ This would appear 
to exclude any physical activity between the living and the remains of the dead. 

The idea that v. 27 involves ‘spiritual intercourse’ may sound a little far-fetched. 
However, we have to take seriously (1) the fact that v. 27 is a more extreme example of the 
‘prostitution’ described in v. 6; (2) that ‘spirit possession’ is widely understood 
anthropologically to be a form of necromantic divination; (3) that v. 27 uses the term bahem, 
which implies penetration; and (4) that the form of punishment does not seem to differentiate 
between the medium and the dead spirit. Putting all this together, it is understandable that 
there should be a connection between necromancy and adultery in Lev. 20. This is not 
surprising, since there is evidence of a roughly similar juxtaposition between ‘sorcery’ and 
‘sexual offences’ elsewhere in the Pentateuch. In Exod. 22:18 (MT 22:17) the capital penalty 
for being a mekassepah (“witch”; KJV, or “sorceress”; RSV) is sandwiched between the 
seduction case of Exod. 22:16-17 (MT 22:15-16), and bestiality in Exod. 22:19 (MT 22:18, 
see further below). Interestingly, the New Testament has a slightly similar grouping for what 
Paul calls “the works of the flesh”, as follows: “fornication, impurity, licentiousness, idolatry, 
[and] sorcery…” (Gal. 5:19-20). 

To sum up, we can explain the general problem of necromancy in Lev. 20 as follows. 
Necromancy is closely related to each of the Decalogue headings in the chapter. First, it is 
socially related to ‘idolatry’ and Molech-worship, because sacrificing a child to Molech may 
have been a way of acquiring, or heightening, necromantic powers. Second, necromancy is 
related to ‘honouring parents’ because the prohibition on consulting dead ancestors is an 
aspect of proper generational relating. Third, it is related to ‘adultery’ because necromancy 
involves ‘spiritual intercourse”, for a number of reasons. 

 
5. The positioning of Lev. 20:27 
Having considered the general problem of necromancy in Lev. 20 (i.e. its relationship to the 
main Decalogue headings), we now turn to the more specific problem, namely: why is the 
prohibition on practicing necromancy placed at the end of the chapter, particularly when v. 26 
appears to be its natural conclusion? We might have expected the chapter to present both 
cases together, as per the sexual offences in vv. 10-21. We noted, in section 2 above, that the 
whole of Lev. 20 is chiastically structured around who is responsible for punishing offences 
(whether humanity or YHWH). Consequently, it makes sense that the final verse involves 
punishment by humanity, in the form of stoning, because it means vv. 2 and 27 form an outer 
frame. The problem is: why should necromancy be the chosen capital offence and not, say, 
Molech-worship? There are several reasons why it makes sense to place necromancy at the 
end, in the final form of Leviticus. 

First, Lev. 20 contains a substantial amount of highly structured material relating to 
sexual offences. Putting necromancy at the end of this chapter makes sense when we consider 
the structure of the sexual offences themselves. I have argued elsewhere that the sexual 
offences of vv. 10-16, which attract the punishment of stoning, are structured according to a 
sophisticated series of binary oppositions (Burnside 2006:398-405). The oppositions are: (1) 
outside family/inside family (vv. 10-11); (2) father/son (vv. 11-12); (3) heterosexual 
intercourse/homosexual intercourse (vv. 12-13); (4) non-marriage/marriage (vv. 13-14); (5) 
sex between human beings/ bestiality (vv. 14-15) and (6) male sexual initiative/female sexual 



initiative (vv. 15-16). I argued that each opposition is placed, in order, at increasing distance 
from the norm of the covenant of heterosexual marriage. What is slightly surprising, given 
the value placed on life in the Priestly worldview,32 is that this sequence stops short of 
developing further binary oppositions. If we were to imagine this sequence continuing, we 
would logically expect subsequent oppositions to be between the physical and the spiritual 
and between the living and dead (cf. Burnside 2006:408). In fact, the end point of the 
sequence, in vv. 10-16, is interspecies intercourse (Lev. 20:16). What we see in v. 27, in 
necromancy, is exactly this further, final, play on the binary oppositions that are developed in 
vv. 10-15. Bestiality, in v. 16, concerns relations between two creatures that are alive. 
Necromancy, in v. 27, presents the ultimate confusion of categories: intercourse between a 
living man or woman and the spirit of the dead ancestor (see Table 1, below). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

32 See generally Klawans (2006). 



 
Verse 

 
Verse content 

 
# 1 

 
# 2 

 
# 3 

 
# 4 

 
# 5 

 
# 6 

 
# 7 

 
20:10 

‘If a man commits 
adultery with 
another man's 
wife, if he 
commits adultery 
with his 
neighbour's 
wife…’ 

 
 

Outside 
family 

(Non-kin) 

 
 
 

-- 

 
 
♂♀ 

 
 

No 
Marriage 

 
 
♂♀ 

 
 

♂ 
Initiates 

 
 

Live, 
physical 
creature 

 
20:11 

 
‘The man who lies 
with his father’s 
wife…’ 

 
Inside 
family 
(Kin) 

 
Father 

 
♂♀ 

 
No 

Marriage 

 
♂♀ 

 
♂ 

Initiates 

 
Live, 

physical 
creature 

20:12 ‘If a man lies with 
his daughter-in- 
law…’ 

  
Son 

♂♀ No 
Marriage 

♂♀ ♂ 
Initiates 

Live, 
physical 
creature 

20:13 ‘If a man lies with 
a male as with a 
woman…’ 

  ♂♂ No 
Marriage 

♂♂ ♂ 
Initiates 

Live, 
physical 
creature 

20:14 ‘If a man takes a 
wife and her 
mother also…’ 

    
Marriage 

♂♀♀ ♂ 
Initiates 

Live, 
physical 
creature 

20:15 ‘If a man lies with 
a beast…’ 

    ♂ ♂ 
Initiates 

Live, 
physical 
creature 

20:16 ‘If a woman 
approaches any 
beast and lies with 
it…’ 

     ♀ initiates Live, 
physical 
creature 

20:27 
[Close 

of 
chapter] 

“Any man or 
woman in whom is 
an ’ōb or a 
yidd‘ōnî…” 

       
Spirit of 
the dead 

Table 1: Binary oppositions regarding forms of intercourse in Lev. 20:10–16, 27 (extended 
version of table found in Burnside 2006:414). 

 
Key to columns #1 – 7: 
#1 Outside family/inside family 
#2 Father/son 
#3 Heterosexual intercourse/homosexual intercourse 
#4 Nonmarriage/marriage 
#5 Intercourse between human beings/intercourse between human beings and animals (bestiality) 
#6 Man initiates/woman initiates 
#7 Intercourse with live, physical creature/intercourse with spirit of the dead. 

 
Verse 27 thus constitutes the ultimate breach of boundaries, in terms of sexual relationships. 
It shows that, from the priestly point of view, there is in fact an even worse kind of sexual 
offence than bestiality, and this is the ‘spiritual intercourse’ of necromancy. We have already 
noted that Exod. 22:18 (MT 22:17) juxtaposes the similar offence of ‘sorcery’ with bestiality 
in Exod. 22:19 (MT 22:18). This suggests that the opposition found in Lev. 20 between 
bestiality and witchcraft (broadly understood) is not unique in biblical law (although the only 
other reference to bestiality in biblical law [Lev. 18:23] is presented in association with male 
homosexuality [18:22], rather than directly with Molech-worship (18:21), in Lev. 18). I have 
argued elsewhere that Lev. 20:16 envisages some difficulty in distinguishing between the 



woman and the beast, at the level of punishment, inasmuch as both woman and beast are said 
to be ‘killed’ and ‘put to death’, terms that are otherwise used, in 20:10-15, either for a 
human being or a beast (Burnside 2006:415). This confusion of categories seems to be 
further heightened in the case of necromancy: we saw, in section 2 above, that there was a 
sense in which the ‘ancestor spirit’ and the ‘conjuror’ are together thought to comprise a 
single entity. I have also suggested that, like physical sexual behaviour, necromantic 
divination may also have an erotic dimension. The literary presentation of necromancy thus 
suggests that necromancy is even more dehumanising than bestiality. To sum up, I suggest 
that necromancy is presented as the worst kind of intercourse. This is why it appears at the 
end, linking back to v. 2, forming an outer frame of idolatry. 

Seeing v. 27 as a fitting conclusion to the laws relating to sexual offences is also 
consistent with a recurring Priestly preoccupation with the early chapters of Genesis. I have 
previously noted how intercourse between a woman and a beast in Lev. 20:16 confuses, 
among other things, the separation of categories between humanity and animals envisaged in 
Gen. 1:26 (Burnside 2006:404). In the same way, the behaviour described in v. 27 confuses 
the proper relationship between the physical and the spiritual in the Creation narrative (Gen. 
2:7), where the spirit of a person is received into the body from God, and not from the 
underworld It also merges the boundaries between the living and the dead established in Gen. 
3:19. 

It might be objected that v. 27 cannot function as an additional binary opposition to the 
sequence of 20:10-16, because it is interrupted by intervening material. From a modern 
perspective, we would certainly find the contrast between 20:16 and 20:27 clearer if v. 27 
followed immediately from v. 16. But to claim it would have been unclear to a biblical 
audience risks making false assumptions about the capacities of ancient readers to follow 
complex texts. The fact that the chapter is highly structured, like other chapters of the book,33 
suggests it is safer to assume a high degree of sophistication. Indeed, 20:25 may be said to 
lead up to 20:27 by commanding the Israelites not to draw abomination upon themselves 
“through beast or bird or anything with which the ground is alive.” The opposite of this, of 
course, is ‘drawing abomination upon yourself through anything from the ground which is 
dead.’ This is exactly the practice which is envisaged in 20:27. 

Second, necromancy combines themes of sex and death that are elsewhere evident in the 
passage. For example, I have argued elsewhere that 20:11, which prohibits sexual relations 
between a man and his father’s wife, refers to sexual relations with the father’s wife after the 
father has died or divorced her34 (Burnside 2006:400-401). This is because the verb used in v. 
11 is shakhabh, which is the normal verb for sexual relations. Had sexual relations occurred 
while the father was still alive, it would be a case of adultery (na’ap). Verse 11 thus indicates 
that sexual relations with the father’s widow is a capital offence even when the father is dead 
(and a similar case can be made in respect of 20:20 concerning a man and his uncle’s wife).35 

 
33 E.g. Lev. 24:13-23; see Jackson 2006:448. 
34 Why are sexual relations with the father’s wife a capital offence even if the father is dead or divorced? There 
may be a clue in the reference to the “father’s wife” (’eset’abiw) instead of the “mother” (’em). In biblical Israel, 
“father’s wife” need not refer to the offender’s mother because polygamy was tolerated or because of female 
mortality rates. Leviticus 18 explicitly distinguishes between sexual relations with the mother (18:7) and sexual 
relations with the father’s wife (18:8). Given the many thematic associations between Lev. 18 and 20, it is likely 
that the same distinction is intended in 20:11, which would exclude the mother. The paradigm case of 20:11 thus 
appears to be another wife in a polygamous marriage or a concubine (Burnside 2006:401). 
35 The point is easily demonstrated by reference to v. 20. This concerns the man who has sexual relations 
(shakhabh (tr.acc.house style), again) with his uncle’s wife. Verse 20 follows the same formal pattern as v. 11 
(“lies with” + “uncovering the nakedness” + penalty). This indicates that v. 11 should be read in the same way 
as v. 20, which cannot be a case of adultery because the penalty in that verse is noncapital for the guilty parties 
(“they shall die childless”). It makes no sense to claim that relations with the wife of your (living) neighbour is 



The broader point being made here is that Lev. 20 contains cases which combine themes of 
sex with respect for deceased family members. Such themes are also present, in heightened 
form, in the prohibition of necromancy, and this is another reason why v. 27 is a fitting 
conclusion to the chapter. 

Finally, placing necromancy at the end of chapter 20 does not simply ‘round off’ the 
subject of sexual offences; it also draws together the theme of intergenerational relationships. 
The chapter begins with the father who sacrifices his child (vv. 2-4), which is followed by 
‘turning’ to necromancy (v. 6), which involves seeking out ancestor spirits. Next we have 
‘dishonouring parents’ (v. 9), followed by a list of sexual behaviours which break down 
intergenerational relationships in all sorts of ways.36 Finally, we come to v. 27 which, unlike 
v. 6, does not simply mean seeking ancestor-spirits, but engaging with them directly. 
Necromancy is thus presented in Lev. 20 as the ultimate expression of the perversion of 
generational relationships. Like sexual offences, necromancy radically restructures kinship. 

To sum up, we can say that v. 27 draws all the Decalogue headings together in a single 
case because necromancy: (1) involves ancestor-worship, and so is an example of idolatry; 
(2) is an example of what it means to dishonour previous family generations; and (3) 
represents the ultimate confusion of categories with regard to forms of intercourse. As a 
result, necromancy is the ideal conclusion to the entire chapter because it compresses 
spiritism, intergenerational relationships, and sexual behaviour.37 Verse 27 is not an 
appendix, or a ‘lost’ fragment; instead it is designed to be the summary everyone remembers. 
The last coat of paint is the one that sticks. 

 
6. Conclusion 
Necromancy is integral to the structure of Lev. 20, being closely tied to each of the main 
Decalogue headings in the chapter. First, there is a close connection between necromancy and 
idolatry, in the form of Molech-worship. This is not merely associative, but social, because 
vv. 2-6 seem to form a narrative sequence. Leviticus 20-21 present a structural opposition 
between the ‘Molech-priest’ and ‘YHWH-priest.’ This implies that the practitioner of vv. 2-5 
gains access to the underworld, and hence acquires an alternative form of spiritual power and 
cultic status as a necromancer (v. 6). This may be the reason why necromancy ‘naturally’ 
follows Molech-worship. Second, within the worldview of Leviticus, necromancy is seen as 
dishonouring to ancestors, and is thus connected to the dishonouring of parents (v. 9). 
Thirdly, the form of necromantic divination described in v. 27 is thought to involve actual 
‘penetration’ of the ancestor spirit in the body of the practitioner. Within the Levitical 
worldview, necromancy is thus presented as the worst form of intercourse. Finally, 
necromancy is a fitting choice of capital penalty with which to close the chapter. It is the 
ultimate breach of boundaries in terms of sexual relationships and thus combines themes of 
sex and death evident elsewhere in the chapter, as well as the theme of intergenerational 
relationships. Indeed, v. 27 can be seen as a dramatic, final, case which draws together all the 
main themes of the chapter into a single paradigm. If one wanted to come up with a single 

 

capital (20:10), but that relations with the wife of your (living) uncle is noncapital. Therefore, Lev. 20:20 must 
refer to sexual relations that take place after the uncle is dead or has divorced his wife. Verse 20 indicates that 
even if your uncle is dead or divorced, you must not engage in sexual relations with his widow or divorcée, and 
there are divine penalties for doing so (Burnside 2006:400-401). 
36 See generally Burnside (2011:381-382). 
37 Placing necromancy at the end of chapter 20 does not simply sum up this chapter as a whole, it also points 
forward to the key themes of chapter 21. Leviticus 21 begins by forbidding any ‘defiling’ of oneself “for the 
dead” (Lev. 21:1; noted by Carmichael 1979:132 and Milgrom 2000:1765), save for exceptional circumstances 
(vv. 2-3). Verse 27 also anticipates the prohibitions upon symbolic identification with the dead in v. 5. It also 
explains why themes of death and sex are closely juxtaposed in Lev. 21:2-4, and subsequently (21:11, 13-15). 



case that drew together all the ‘headings’ of the chapter – namely, spiritism, intergenerational 
relationships, and sexual behaviour – this would be it. Far from being an example of the lex 
clausulae finalis, Lev. 20:27 is, instead, its pièce de résistance – the final, striking, case 
which defines the chapter as a whole. 
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