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EX 33 ON GODíS FACE:
A LESSON FROM THE ENOCHIC TRADITION
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The internal logic of the passage about the Divine face is also problema-
tic. The whole narrative about God’s ���� in Ex 33 is quite perplexing. Ex
33:11 informs a reader that God would speak to Moses face to face (����
�������) as a man speaks with his friend. A few verses later, in 33:14–15,
God promises Moses that His face will go (	
������) with him. In the con-
text of these promises and early testimonies about «face-to-face» relation-
ships, it comes as a surprise that in 33:20 the Lord suddenly rejects Moses’
request to see His face (������������
	����).
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1 M. NOTH, History of Pentateuchal Traditions (Englewood Cliffs, 1972) 31, n. 114.
2 B. S. CHILDS, The Book of Exodus. A Critical, Theological Commentary (Phila-

delphia, 1974) 595.
3 A. F. Campbell and M. A. O’Brien placed Ex 33 within the nonsource texts. Cf.

A. F. CAMPBELL, M. A. O’BRIEN, Sources of the Pentateuch: Texts, Introductions,
Annotations (Minneapolis, 1993) 263.

4 The Old Testament materials reveal complicated polemics for and against anthro-
pomorphic understanding of God. Scholars agree that the anthropomorphic imagery
of the Hebrew Bible was «crystallized» in the tradition, known to us as the Priest-
ly source. Moshe WEINFELD, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford,

5 NOTH, History of Pentateuchal Traditions… 31, n. 114.
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The Face of the Lord
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1972) 191. Theological developments of the Priestly tradition demonstrate that the
anthropomorphism of the Priestly source is intimately connected with the place of
the Divine habitation. In this tradition, «in which the Divinity is personalized and
depicted in the most tangible corporeal similitudes», God, who possesses a human
form, has a need for a house or tabernacle. (WEINFELD, Deuteronomy and the Deuter-
onomic School… 191). Weinfeld rightly observes that this anthropomorphic position
was not entirely an invention of the Priestly source, but derives from early sacral
conceptions found in the early sourses. In these traditions the Deity was sitting in his
house ensconced between the two cherubim, and at his feet rests the ark, his foot-
stool. In spite of the active promulgation of anthropomorphic concepts in some Old
Testament materials, like J, P, and Ezekelian sources, the Hebrew Bible also contains
polemics against God’s corporeality. Scholars note the sharp opposition of the book
of Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic school to the anthropomorphism of the Priestly
source and early anthropomorphic traditions. In their opinion, Deuteronomic school
«first initiated the polemic against the anthropomorphic and corporeal conceptions
of the Deity and that it was afterwards taken up by the prophets Jeremiah and Deute-
ro-Isaiah». (WEINFELD, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School… 198). In con-
trast to the anthropomorphic imagery of J and P, the Deuteronomic school promul-
gates anticorporeal theology of the divine name with its conception of sanctuary
(tabernacle) as the place where only God’s name dwells. On Deuteronomic antian-
thropomorphism, see T. N. D. METTINGER, The Dethronement of Sabaoth. Studies in
the Shem and Kabod Theologies (Lund, 1982) (ConBOT, 18); WEINFELD, Deuterono-
my and the Deuteronomic School… 191–209.
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6 F. I. ANDERSEN, 2 (Slavonic Apocalypse of) Enoch // OTP. Vol. 1. 136. The
shorter recension of the Slavonic text gives a less elaborated description of the Lord’s
appearance: «I saw the Lord. His face was strong and very glorious and terrible. Who
(is) to give an account of the dimensions of the being of the face of the Lord, strong
and very terrible? Or his many-eyed ones and many-voiced ones, and the supremely
great throne of the Lord, not made by hands, or those who are in attendance all around
him, the cherubim and the seraphim armies, or how unvarying and indescribable and
never-silent and glorious is his service. and I fell down flat and did obeisance to the
Lord». Cf. ibid. 137. Andersen observes that the absence of the comparison with hot
iron in the MSS of the shorter recension shows the embarrassment of scribes over
this attempt to describe the Lord’s appearance (ibid.).

7 Slav. �������	
����
8 The important detail of this description is the solar symbolism, which plays an

important role in 2 Enoch. The text often uses solar metaphors in various descrip-
tions of angelic beings; e.g., in chapter 1 where Enoch meets two angels with «faces
like the shining sun». Later, during his heavenly journey, Enoch sees «a group of
seven angels, brilliant and very glorious with faces more radiant than the radiance of
the sun». The images of fire and light are often involved in these solar descriptions of
angelic hosts. The text pictures «...glorious and shining and many-eyed stations of
the Lord’s servants... and of the ranks of powerful fireborn heavenly armies». An-
dersen rightly observes that «fire and light are fundamental elements in the physics of
2 Enoch». ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 104.
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9 Slav. ����������	
����.
10 MSS of the longer recension do not demonstrate substantial differences with

this description.
11 April De Conick’s pioneering research shows that in Enochic traditions God’s

form remains hidden behind his light. A. DE CONICK, Seek to See Him: Ascent and
Vision Mysticism in the Gospel of Thomas (Leiden, 1996) (SVC, 33) 104–105.

12 Gershom Scholem’s research on the presence of the ��	��	��� traditions in
2 Enoch 39 helps to clarify the «anthropomorphic» character of the Lord’s «extent»
in 2 Enoch. See G. SCHOLEM, The Age of Shiur Komah Speculation and a Passage in
Origen // IDEM, Jewish Gnosticism, Merkabah Mysticism, and Talmudic Tradition
(New York, 1965) 36–42; IDEM, Origins of the Kabbalah (Princeton, 1990) 20.
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13 The term �	�
 can be translated as «substance», «body», «mass», «power»,
«might», «honor», «glory», «splendor». In its meaning as «glory» �	�
 usually re-
fers to God, his sanctuary, his city, or sacred paraphernalia. The Priestly tradition
uses the term in connection with God’s appearances in the tabernacle. P and Ezekiel
describe �	�
 as a blazing fire surrounded by radiance and a great cloud. M. WEIN-
FELD, �	�
 // TDOT. Vol. 7. 22–38.

14 On the Face of God in Psalms see: S. BALENTINE, The Hidden God: The Hiding
Face of God in the Old Testament (Oxford, 1983) 49–65; W. EICHRODT, Theology of
the Old Testament. 2 vols (Philadelphia, 1967) Vol. 2. 35–39; M. FISHBANE, Form and
Reformulation of the Biblical Priestly Blessing // JAOS 103 (1983) 115–121; J. REINDL,
Das Angesicht Gottes im Sprachgebrauch des Alten Testaments (Leipzig, 1970) (ETS,
25)  236–237; M. SMITH, Seeing God in the Psalms: The Background to the Beatific
Vision in the Hebrew Bible // CBQ 50 (1988) 171–183.

15 Note also that poetic rhyme ����/���	�� further reinforces the correspon-
dence between the face and the form of God in this passage.

16 Although the passage uses a different terminology, namely, the term ��	��,
the identification still has a strong anthropomorphic flavor. The term ��	�� can be
translated as form, likeness, semblance, or representation.
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There is another early Mosaic account which correlates the Sinai encoun-
ter with Kavod. This important tradition, found in the fragments of the drama
«Exodus» written by Ezekiel the Dramatist, depicts Moses’ experience at
Sinai as the vision of God’s anthropomorphic Kavod:18

I dreamt there was on the summit of mount Sinai
�������������������� !"#$#%&'(#��	���
���)������*��+���,�-
On which there sat a certain noble man
Wearing a crown and holding a great scepter in his left hand.19

W. Meeks observes that this passage may be safely taken as a witness to
traditions of the second century BCE, since it was quoted by Alexander Poly-
histor who lived around 80–40 BCE.20  It means that by the second century
BCE Moses’ association with Kavod, hinted at in Ex 33, was already surround-
ed by an elaborate imagery, in which the Throne of Glory played a crucial role.

2 Enoch 22 further strengthens this theophanic pattern in which the en-
counter with the Divine Face is understood as the vision of God’s throne. The
text gives a number of evidences which prove that the anthropomorphic «ex-
tent», identified with the divine face, indeed represents His Kavod. The the-
ophany of the divine countenance in the Slavonic apocalypse is surrounded
by a peculiar Kavod imagery, which plays a prominent role in the Ezekelian
account. The following parallels are noteworthy:

1. The theophany of the divine face took place in the highest of the heav-
en.21  The highest of the heaven is a traditional place of God’s Throne, the

17 Contra W. Eichrodt who insists that the panim had no connection with the
Kavod. He argues that the two concepts derive from different roots, and were never
combined with one another. Cf. EICHRODT, Theology of the Old Testament… Vol. 2. 38.

18 P. W. van der Horst observes that Ezekiel the Dramatist’s vision of God in
human shape seated on the throne is based on the first chapter of the biblical Ezekiel.
Cf. P. W. VAN DER HORST, Moses’ Throne Vision in Ezekiel the Dramatist // JJS 34
(1983) 24.

19 C. R. HOLLADAY, Fragments From Hellenistic Jewish Authors. 4 vols. (Atlanta,
1989) (Texts and Translations, 30; Pseudepigrapha Series, 12) Vol. 2. 363.

20 W. MEEKS, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Christology
(Leiden, 1967) (SNT, 14) 149. Cf. also HOLLADAY, Fragments From Hellenistic Jew-
ish Authors… Vol. 2. 308–312.

21 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 136–37.
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abode of His Glory. A later account found in 3 Enoch tells us that «In cArabot
there are 660 thousands of myriads of glorious angels, hewn out of flaming
fire, standing opposite the throne of glory. The glorious King covers his face,
otherwise the heaven of  cArabot would burst open in the middle, because of
the glorious brilliance…».22

2. The theophanic description in 2 Enoch 22 refers to «His many-eyed
ones»,23  alluding to ����	��, the Wheels, the special class of the Angels of
the Throne who in Ezekiel 1:18 are described as the angelic beings «full of
eyes (����������)».

3. A reference to the «many-voiced ones» probably alludes to choirs of
angelic hosts surrounding the Throne.

4. Finally, in 2 Enoch 22 there is a direct reference to the throne of the
Lord, which occupies a central place in the theophanic description, and is
pictured as «supremely great and not made by hands».24  The Throne of Glory
is surrounded by the armies of the angelic hosts, the cherubim and the sera-
phim, with «their never-silent singing».25

Mosesí Face
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22 P. S. ALEXANDER, 3 Enoch // OTP. Vol. 1. 305.
23 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 137.
24 Ibid.
25 Ibid.
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26 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 164.
27 WEINFELD, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School… 207.
28 Another «Mosaic» account attributed to J, openly articulates this possibility:

«With him (Moses) I speak mouth to mouth (���������), clearly and not in riddles;
he sees the form (����	) of the Lord». (Num 12:8).

29 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 139.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid. 138. Jarl Fossum provides a number of allusions to the theme of «shining

oil» in 2 Enoch. Cf. J. FOSSUM, The Image of the Invisible God: Essays on the Influ-
ence of Jewish Mysticism on early Christology (Göttingen, 1995) (NTOA, 30) 84.
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32 Andersen observes that «this motif (Enoch’s transformation into the glorious
angel) seems to have been influenced by the legend of Moses, whose shining face
was a reflection of God’s magnificent glory». ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 139.

33 Ibid.
34 Ibid. 160.
35 Ibid.
36 About possible Mesopotamian provenance of this motif cf.: M. HARAN, The

Shining of Moses’s Face: A Case Study in Biblical and Ancient Near Eastern Iconog-
raphy [Ex 34:29–35; Ps 69:32; Hab 3:4] // In the Shelter of Elyon (Sheffield, 1984)
(JSOT, 31) 159–173; W. PROPP, The Skin of Moses’ Face — Transfigured or Disfig-
ured? // CBQ 49 (1987) 375–386.

37 On Moses’ traditions see: R. BLOCH, Die Gestalt des Moses in der rabbinischen
Tradition // Moses in Schrift und Überlieferung (Düsseldorf, 1963) 95–171; G. W. COATS,
Moses: Heroic Man, Man of God (Sheffield, 1988) (JSOTSup, 57); S. HAFEMANN,
Moses in the Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha: A Survey // JSP 7 (1990) 79–104;
W. A. MEEKS, The Prophet-King: Moses Traditions and the Johannine Christology
(Leiden, 1967) (NovTSup, 14); R. POLZIN, Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary
Study of the Deuteronomic History (New York, 1980).

38 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 163.
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39 HOLLADAY, Fragments From Hellenistic Jewish Authors… Vol. 2. 312.
40 MEEKS, The Prophet-King… 147.
41 VAN DER HORST, Moses’ Throne Vision… 21–29.
42 The crowning of Enoch-Metatron became a prominent leitmotif in later Eno-

chic tradition, especially, in 3 Enoch. W. Meeks observes that the enthronement of
Enoch-Metatron in 3 Enoch «betrays interesting similarities to Moses’ traditions».
MEEKS, The Prophet-King… 207. See also van der Horst who observes that «like
Moses, Enoch is assigned a cosmic and divine function that involves the wearing of
regalia». VAN DER HORST, Moses’ Throne Vision… 25.

43 HOLLADAY, Fragments From Hellenistic Jewish Authors… Vol. 2. 367.
44 Ibid. 365.
45 R. H. Charles argued that this transition of Enoch’s function to Moses first was

made in 2 Apoc. Bar., where God shows Moses «the measures of the fire, also the
depths of the abyss, and the weight of the winds, and the number of the drops of
rain». APOT. Vol. 2. 514.
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46 In 1 Enoch 74:2 Enoch writes the instructions of the angel Uriel regarding the
secrets of heavenly bodies and their movements. M. KNIBB, The Ethiopic Book of
Enoch: A New Edition in the Light of the Aramaic Dead Sea Fragments. 2 vols (Ox-
ford, 1978) Vol. 2. 173. Qumran Enochic fragments (4QEnGiants 14; 4QEn 92:1)
picture Enoch as «the scribe of distinction» ������. Cf. J. T. MILIK, The Books
of Enoch: Aramaic Fragments of Qumran Cave 4 (Oxford, 1976) 261–262 and 305.
In the Book of Jubilees Enoch is attested as «the first of mankind... who learned (the
art of) writing, instruction, and wisdom and who wrote down in a book the signs of
the sky...». J. C. VANDERKAM, The Book of Jubilees. 2 vols (Leuven, 1989) (CSCO,
510–511; Scriptores Aethiopici, 87–88) Vol. 2. 25–26.

47 P. W. van der Horst also stresses unique features of Moses’ enthronement in
Ezekiel the Dramatist, which depart from Enochic and Merkabah imagery. He ob-
serves that «in Moses’ vision, there is only one throne, God’s. And Moses is request-
ed to be seated on it, not at God’s side but all alone. God leaves his throne. This scene
is unique in early Jewish literature and certainly implies a deification of Moses». VAN

DER HORST, Moses’ Throne Vision… 25.
48 Slav. 	���
49 ANDERSEN, 2 Enoch… 141.
50 3 Enoch 15:1 depicts this radiant metamorphosis of Enoch-Metatron: «When

the Holy One, blessed be he, took me to serve the throne of glory, the wheels of the
chariot and all the needs of the Schekinah, at once my flesh turned to flame, my
sinews to blazing fire, my bones to juniper coals, my eyelashes to lightning flashes,
my eyeballs to fiery torches, the hairs of my head to hot flames, all my limbs to
wings of burning fire, and the substance of my body to blazing fire». ALEXANDER,
3 Enoch… 267.

51 Scholars observe that in Merkabah tradition Metatron is explicitly identified
with the Face of God. Cf.: A. DE CONICK, Heavenly Temple Traditions and Valentini-
an Worship: A Case for First-Century Christology in the Second Century // The Jew-
ish Roots of Christological Monotheism / Ed. C. C. NEWMAN, J. R. DAVILA, G. S. LE-
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52 3 Enoch 15B:5. Cf. ALEXANDER, 3 Enoch… 304.
53 On the issue of Old Testament’s anthropomorphism see: J. BARR, Theophany
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(1939) 75–85; F. MICHAELI, Dieu à l’image de l’homme: Étude de la notion anthropo-
morphique de Dieu dans l’Ancien Testament (Neuchâtel, 1950); E. JACOB, Théologie
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(Washington, 1984) (CBQMS, 16) 23–51; H. S. KVANVIG, Roots of Apocalyptic: the
Mesopotamian Background of the Enoch Figure and of the Son of Man (Neukirchen-
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57 On the Mesopotamian traditions behind the Enoch’s figure, see H. ZIMMERN,

Urkönige und Uroffenbarung // E. SCHRADER, Die Keilinschriften und das Alte Testa-
ment. 2 vols (Berlin, 1902–1903) Vol. 2. 530–543; H. L. JANSEN, Die Henochgestalt:
Eine vergleichende religionsgeschichtliche Untersuchung (Oslo, 1939) (Norske Vi-
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181–210; VANDERKAM, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition…; KVAN-
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J. VanderKam notes that «in the literature on Genesis 5 there is a well established
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59 In another text about Enmeduranki the same motif of the divine presence can be
found: «...he may approach the presence (mah�ar) of Shamash and Adad...». W. G. LAM-
BERT, Enmeduranki and Related Matters // JCS 21 (1967) 132.

60 Ibid. 128 and 130.
61 On Mesopotamian solar symbolism and its influence on biblical concepts, in-
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tique // Syria 36 (1959) 90–101; B. JANOWSKI, Rettungsgewissheit und Epiphanie des
Heils (Neukirchen-Vluyn, 1989) (WMANT, 59) Vol. 1. 105ff.; B. LANGER, Gott als
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62 Some scholars argue that the biblical concept of the divine face also has Meso-
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M. FISHBANE, Form and Reformulation of the Biblical Priestly Blessing // JAOS 103
(1983) 115–21; M. SMITH, «Seeing God» in the Psalms: The Background to the Bea-
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63 VANDERKAM, Enoch and the Growth of an Apocalyptic Tradition… 50.
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