The Paternity of the God Yahweh

Note: this essay explores the historical development of monotheism to deepen, not
diminish, the meaning people draw from their traditions.”

For many believers, the figure of God—Yahweh, or the Christian Father—is a singular,
timeless, and unchanging entity. From this theological perspective, the faith was established
by divine revelation, distinct from the surrounding pagan world.

However, to an intellectual reading history and archaeology, the story of monotheism
appears far more complex. Modern academic consensus holds that Judaism and,
subsequently, Christianity are the result of a long, multi-party process of syncretization—
the blending and transformation of multiple older religious traditions across the ancient Near
East. This perspective is not intended to diminish faith, but to ground it in its historical reality.

The Early Pluralism of the Divine

The journey to monotheism did not begin with the worship of a single, solitary God. Evidence
strongly suggests that the early Israelites were originally polytheistic or, at least, monolatrous
(worshiping one God while acknowledging the existence of others).

1. Yahweh as a Subordinate Deity

In the Canaanite worldview, which permeated the region of ancient Israel, the supreme deity
was El, the wise, benevolent Father of the Gods. This is evidenced by the very name "Israel,"
which means "He who strives with EL."

Crucially, some of the oldest biblical fragments and key archaeological finds show Yahweh
was originally considered one of El's divine sons. A prime example is an early version of
Deuteronomy 32:8-9, which describes the supreme god, El Elyon, dividing the nations
among his divine sons, and assigning Israel specifically to Yahweh. This places Yahweh on a
subordinate tier—a national god rather than a universal one.

Furthermore, inscriptions found at archaeological sites like Kuntillet Ajrud (dating to the 8th
century BCE) include blessings written to "Yahweh and his Asherah." Asherah was the chief
goddess and consort of El in the Canaanite pantheon. Her explicit pairing with Yahweh
demonstrates that in popular Israelite religion, Yahweh was worshipped within a polytheistic
structure.
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2. The Great Canaanite Merger

The most significant step in syncretization was the merger of divine attributes, particularly
between the Canaanite gods and the burgeoning cult of Yahweh.

Canaanite Deity

Canaanite Role

Attribute Adopted by
Yahweh

Clouds," brings rain and
fertility.

El High God, Creator, Father Yahweh absorbed El's
of the Gods. universal sovereignty, titles
(El/Elohim), and role as the
ultimate Creator.
Ba'al Storm God, "Rider of the Yahweh adopted the

imagery of a powerful,
atmospheric war-god,
often described in poetic
biblical texts as controlling
thunder and rain, similar to
Ba'al's traditional portfolio.

To create a singular, all-powerful deity, the religious reformers and editors of the biblical text
did not erase these rival gods; they absorbed their characteristics while simultaneously
condemning their independent worship. This intellectual operation was necessary to
elevate Yahweh to his unique, supreme status.

From Local Deity to Universal God

The transformation was accelerated by two major geopolitical events:

1. The Rise of the Monarchy: As the Kingdoms of Israel and Judah established
themselves, the need for a singular, powerful national patron god (Yahweh) grew,
eclipsing the older, more pluralistic nature of the Canaanite pantheon.

2. The Babylonian Exile (6th Century BCE): The exile was the ultimate crisis. To explain
why their national God, Yahweh, had allowed their defeat by Babylon, the religious
leaders had to drastically reimagine him. They concluded that Yahweh wasn't just a god
but the Only God—the ruler of all nations, including Babylon. This theological leap from
a national god to a universal, monotheistic God solidified the canonical text we have

today.

Kevin Cann / Public Domain

Updated: 11/29/2025

Page 2




Why the Disconnect Persists

The reason this historical and academic perspective often clashes with popular religious
understanding is the difference between historical methodology and faith.

For the believer, the Bible is a finished product of divine origin. The syncretic origins are
smoothed over by centuries of theological interpretation that maintains the doctrine of one,
unchangeable God.

For the intellectual, the Bible is a dynamic library of texts that clearly records its own
evolution, showing the raw materials—from Sumerian flood myths to Canaanite divine family
trees—that were expertly synthesized into the world’s first major monotheistic tradition.
Understanding this process does not negate the power of the finished faith, but it certainly
complicates the concept of a single, "original" deity who existed in a historical vacuum.

Ultimately, Christianity and Judaism are not only faiths but historical artifacts. When read
through a historical lens, they reveal themselves to be magnificent syntheses, built not in a
void, but from the rich, complex religious legacy of the Ancient Near East.
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