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The Stick of JUDAH
and the
Stick of JOSEPH

PartIV
by Hugh Nibley, Ph.D.

ASSOCIATE PROFESSOR, HISTORY AND RELIGION. 
BRIGHAM YOUNG UNIVERSITY

T
he sticks around which the scrolls 
of the law were rolled were always 
regarded as holy and treated as 

scepters.106 It will be recalled that 
nearly all commentators point out 
that the sticks of Ezekiel are in some 
way or other scepters. The scrolls of 
the Law were used by the kings of 
Judah as other kings used scepters, 
being “kept near his throne and car
ried into battle.”107 “The scroll it
self,” we are told, “is girded with a 
strip of silk and robed in a Mantle 
of the Law,” while the wooden rod 
had a crown on its upper end, like 
the mace or scepter of a king. “Some 
scrolls,” says the Jewish Encyclopedia, 
“have two crowns, one for each upper 
end.”107 These honors show the 
Jewish scrolls of the Law are the same 
given to the royal herald’s-staff or 
scepter in other parts of the world. 
“At the feast of the Oschophoria,” at 
Athens, for example, “the herald’s 
staff was crowned with garlands, but 
not the herald himself.”108 As in the 
ancient North, “the staff was a wil
low bough always cut from a living 
tree, and was never allowed to wither 
or dry up”—which exactly recalls the 
blossoming rod of Aaron, which 
withered when Israel fell from 
grace.108 Among our Norse ancestors 
this rod was taken from place to 
place, and at each place to which it
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went, a roll-call was taken and a 
notch cut on the rod, which was the 
king’s own staff. “The king was 
represented by the bailiff of the Hun
dred carrying a ward-staff. It was 
the staff (not the bailiff) which repre
sented majesty and received the 
honours.”108

The peculiar honors bestowed upon 
the sticks of the Jewish Law-scrolls 
show by their nature that the sticks 
themselves were regarded originally 
as the bearers of the law. But once 
parchment had been rolled around 
these sticks (and the antiquity of this 
custom may be surmised from the 
fact that all official scrolls of the Law 
should be on the skin of wild 
beasts),109 could they still be brought 
together like tallies to make one stick? 
The accompanying illustration shows 
an actual application of this idea: 
to an edict of the Empress Wu, her 
successor, the Emperor Tai Tsung 
(763-779 A.D.) wished to add a sup
plement of his own, incorporating it 
in the original law. The two rolls, 
each with one stick in it, are here 
seen placed side by side and bound

The two rolls, each with one stick in it, 
are here seen placed side by side and bound 
together as one by a silken cloth, just as 
the roll of the Jewish Law with its two 
sticks is ’'girded with a strip of silk.”

(After J. Lechler, Vom Hakenkreuz 
[Leipzig, 1934], p. 74.) 

together as one by a silken cloth, just 
as the roll of the Jewish Law with its 
two sticks is “girded with a strip of 
silk” when it is rolled up to be put 
into the tabernacle.110 There are 
two rolls having different designs 
on them and of different colors, show
ing that originally the scrolls do not 
have two sticks to them, but only 
one apiece.110 This suggests the 
origin of the scroll in the single mes
sage-stick with the message-scroll 
wrapped around it, as well as the 
probability that in Ezekiel’s day the 
scrolls were still of the primitive one- 
shaft variety. That the scroll-sticks 
of the Greeks and Romans were de
rived from message-arrows is indi
cated by a number of things. Instead 
of having convenient handles at the 
bottom and smooth knobs at the 
top, the roll-sticks had points at both 
ends which made them resemble the 
well-known double-headed thunder
bolt, the scepter of Zeus and the best- 
known of all rods of office.111 That the 
resemblance is not accidental appears 
not only in the impractical arrange
ment of the thing and the identifica
tion of scroll-rods with scepters, but 
likewise in the name given to the 
points, koronis, Latin, cornua, usually 
explained as referring to the shape 
of the sharpened ends. But these do 
not resemble horns, and the name 
probably has the same origin as that 
of the little arrow-marks often used 
in the marking of scrolls by their 
makers, called ceraunia, “little thun
derbolts.”111

We have seen that the heroes of 
Israel identified themselves as emis
saries of the Most High by bearing 
his rod before the eyes of those to 
whom they were sent, Jew or Gen
tile. In this connection the rod is 
also interchangeable with the scroll, 
for in the Middle Ages every Jew was 
required by Jewish law 
scroll of the Law with
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symbol was regarded by the early 
Christians as a thing of great sig
nificance and secrecy), what is the 
means by which Judah is actually 
thus distinguished, i.e., what is the 
real equivalent of the rod? It is the 
Bible, of course. In figurative lan
guage the Jews will recognize the 
Messiah by examining the rod; 
“search ye the scriptures,” said the 
Lord, “for they it be that testify of 
me.”

The identity of staff and scripture 
was noted by the earliest and best 
informed of the Christian historians. 
For the great Eusebius the sticks of 
Ezekiel represent the Old Testament 
and the New Testament.115 A cen
tury and a half earlier Irenaeus speaks 
of the (hidden), meanings of the 
sticks as “hidden from us, for,” he 
says, “since by the wood we rejected 
him, by the wood his greatness shall 
be made visible to everyone, and as 
one of our predecessors has said, by 
the holy reaching out of the hands 
the two people are led to one God. 
For there are two hands and two 
nations scattered to the ends of the 
earth. . . . ”116 There is every indica
tion that the Saints of the early 
Church regarded the teaching of the 
sticks and the gathering as of great 
secrecy and great significance, the 
meaning of the whole thing being 
later lost.117 The later Fathers took 
the usual allegorical liberties in deal
ing with Ezekiel 37.

(To be continued)
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