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The Constellations 

This digression is concerned with the relationship between the constellations, the layout of the 

camp of Israel around the Tabernacle and the four-faces of the Cherubim.1 For thousands of 

years, before the era of mass entertainment and artificial light people told stories about the stars, 

developed myths about the constellations and worshiped them as “gods”. The stars were used 

for navigation and for determining the agricultural calendar. The importance of the 

constellations to ancient civilizations was cross-cultural and a certain amount of syncretism 

occurred with many of the constellations depicting the same figures and stories under different 

names in different languages. Some of the constellations suggested themselves because they have 

a distinct shape, others bear no resemblance to the figures they portray and their origins are lost 

in time.  

 

Did these ideas influence Hebrew religion and if so how do we interpret the symbology? The 

Jews were prohibited from worshipping the stars but that does not mean that they held no 

significance for them;   “Then God said, “Let there be lights in the firmament of the heavens to 

divide the day from the night; and let them be for signs and seasons, and for days and years” 

(Gen 1.14).  The word for “lights” is the same word used for the lamps in the tabernacle and 

“signs and seasons” relates to the festal calendar (appointed times); the seasonal celebrations for 

the worshiping community which were also closely related with the agricultural season in the 

lunar calendar. The stars, sun and moon are completely functional they have been 

demythologised and are no longer deities in Israelite religion.  

 

The prophet Isaiah warns against using the “stars” for prediction; “Thou art wearied in the 

multitude of thy counsels. Let now the astrologers, the stargazers, the monthly prognosticators, 

stand up, and save thee from these things that shall come upon thee” (Isaiah 47.13).  The universe 

is not deterministic it is only God who “knows” the future;  “Declaring the end from the 

beginning, and from ancient times the things that are not yet done, saying, My counsel shall stand, 

and I will do all my pleasure” (Isa.46.10). That said, Yahweh is able to use the “lights” in his 

heavenly temple to signify important events (star at the birth of Christ) or the constellations to 

symbolise important eternal truths – they have been created for his pleasure and for man’s 

edification but not as objects of worship.  The destiny of Abraham’s seed is to be as 

multitudinous as the stars and in Daniel the righteous will “shine like the stars” and it is only 

then that the “host of the heavens” will be finished (Gen 2.1). 

                                                           
1 This Digression should be read in conjunction with Digression 3 on the Tribal Blessings 
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Jacob and the Stars 

 

The twelve constellations of the Zodiac2 obviously form the backdrop to Joseph’s dream, Jacob’s 

blessing and the tribal layout round the temple. Joseph had a dream where he saw the 

constellations bowing down to him (Gen.37.9-10).  In Genesis 49 many of the tribes are 

associated with animal symbology found in the Zodiac constellations and the layout of the camp 

of Israel also follows a layout that indicates awareness of the constellations. We can imagine 

Jacob pointing out the constellations as he delivers his blessing; “You, Judah are like the 

constellation Leo in the sky….crouching like a lion” (Gen 49.9), etc. Similar imagery is carried 

over into the NT where we find the “Lion of the tribe of Judah” (Rev 5.5) and John sees a 

woman in heaven with a “crown of twelve stars” (Rev 12.1) pursued by a dragon – reminiscent 

of the constellations Virgo (the virgin) and Draco (the dragon). 

 

Forbidden to worship images 

 
You shall not make for yourself a graven image or any likeness of what 
is in the heavens above or on the earth below or in the waters under the 
earth. You shall not bow down to them or serve them” (Exodus 20:4–5) 
 
 

The Jews were forbidden to produce images and reacted adversely to the standards born by the 

Roman legions that often depicted animals. Torrey writes; “Every tribe had its particular 

standard, probably with the name of the tribe embroidered with large letters. It seems highly 

improbable that the figures of animals should have been painted on them, as the Jewish writers 

assert; for even in after ages, when Vitellius wished to march through Judea, their great men 

besought him to march another way, as the law of the land did not permit images (such as were 

on the Roman standard) to be brought into it.” 3 Similarly Potok; “It is not clear that the Jews 

would have allowed images on their standards: In the time of Augustus, Roman legionaries 

would leave their standards in the Judean port city of Caesarea, so that the images drawn upon 

them would not offend the sensitive Jews”.4 

 

                                                           
2 
The Latin term zōdiacus was derived from the Greek, and the Greek term comes from the word ζῴδιον (zōdion), 

which is the diminutive of ζῷον (zōon), or animal, living creature. 
3  Jos. Antiq., 18.5.3., See; R. Torrey, The Treasury of Scripture Knowledge (Oak Harbor, WA: Logos Research 
Systems, 1995), Num. 2:2. 
4 Chaim Potok, Wanderings (New York, NY: Ballantine Books, 1978), 268. 
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However, the images may have been offensive because they represented “gods” not because they 

were images per se. Josephus relates, “for that the laws of their country would not permit them to 

overlook those images which were brought into it, of which there were a great many in their 

ensigns.” 5 After all, the tabernacle and temple were decorated with images including lions, oxen, 

and cherubim (Ex. 26.1; 36.8, 35; 1Kgs. 6.32; 7.29; 2Kgs. 16.17; 2Chr. 4.3-4, 15). Moreover, 

recent archaeological findings (although late c. 520 CE) show that synagogues actually used the 

Zodiac as a mosaic decoration. 

 

In the square panel of the Beth Alpha mosaic was a zodiac wheel with all 12 symbols and names 

of the zodiac surrounded by four female figures at the corners, identifying the seasons of the 

year (Credit Art Resource, NY). Zanger, (citing Shanks et al)6 says; 

 

“It is true that one who goes through Jewish literature with a fine-tooth comb can 

find a citation here and there that seems to recognize the phenomenon of mosaic 

decoration, presumably zodiac, in synagogues. “In the days of Rabbi Abun they 

began depicting figures in mosaic and he did not protest against it.”7 More to the 

point, we find a line in Aramaic translation, “… you may place a mosaic pavement 

impressed with figures and images in the floors of synagogue; but not for bowing 

down to it.” 8 There is even a Midrash that attempts to justify the zodiac 

phenomenon: “The Holy One, Blessed be He, said to him [Abraham]: just as the 

zodiac [mazalot] surrounds me, and my glory is in the centre, so shall your 

descendants multiply and camp under many flags, with my shekhina in the centre.” 9 
 

                                                           
5 Flavius Josephus, The Complete Works of Josephus (Grand Rapids, MI: Kregel Publications, 1981), Antiq. 18.3 
6 Ad. Loc., Hershel Shanks et al, Christianity & Rabbinic Judaism, 2nd edition cited by Walter Zanger, Jewish 
Worship, Pagan Symbols: Zodiac mosaics in ancient synagogues, Bible History Daily,(2014), [retrieved June 2017].  
See also; http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/ancient-israel/jewish-worship-pagan-symbols/ 
see also; Walter Zanger, Zodiac mosaics, in ancient synagogues, Fehmida, (2016), [retrieved June 2017] 
@ http://www.lessonfromthepast.com/?p=1032 
7 From a Geniza manuscript of JT Avoda Zarah 
8 In the Pseudo-Jonathan Targum to Lev. 26:1 
9 From a Geniza fragment of Midrash Deut. Rabba) These quotations are cited by Michael Klein, “Palestinian 
Targum and Synagogue Mosaics,” Jerusalem, Immanuel 11 (1980) 

http://www.biblicalarchaeology.org/daily/ancient-cultures/ancient-israel/jewish-worship-pagan-symbols/
http://www.lessonfromthepast.com/?p=1032
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How this imagery should be understood is still debated in scholarship. It is not likely that it 

should be understood as “astrology” but rather as “astronomy” in the scientific sense. With the 

twelve Zodiac signs representing the twelve tribes. The earliest mosaics are dated to 200 CE but 

they obviously portray the outworking of oral tradition that existed in a stream of Judaism from 

a much earlier period. The Zodiac has ancient origins going back to Egypt, Sumer, Babylon and 

Greece. The Sumerians called the twelve major zodiacal constellations the “Shiny herd”.  

 

Sumerian Translation Modern Name 

 

GU.AN.NA 
MASH.TAB.BA 

DUB    
UR.GULA   

AB.SIN 
ZI.BA.AN.NA 

GIR.TAB 
PA.BIL (Archer) 
SUHUR.MASH 

GU 
SIM.MAH 
KU.MAL 

Heavenly Bull 
Twins  

Pincers, Tongs  
Lion  

Her father was Sin 
Heavenly Fate 

Which claws and cuts 
Defender 

Goat-Fish 
Lord of the waters 

Fishes 
Field dweller 

Taurus 
Gemini 
Cancer 

Leo 
Virgo 
Libra 

Scorpio 
Sagittarius 
Capricorn 
Aquarius 

Pisces 
Aries 

(Right: Sumerian astrology tablet, dating from c. 2,300 BCE) Note the presence of a lion and a scorpion in the central band.  

 

The Zodiac is probably very ancient as the 17,000 year old Lascaux cave painting (France) 

corresponds to stars in the main constellations as they appeared in the Palaeolithic era and is 

thought to depict Taurus the bull and the Pleiades (seven stars). 
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The Dendera Zodiac from Egypt dated to 50 BCE through an examination of the configuration 

as it shows of the five planets known to the Egyptians, a configuration that occurs once every 

thousand years, and the identification of two eclipses. Reconstructed with original colours: 

 

 

 

 

 

Knowledge of the stars and the Zodiac was therefore prolific and cross-cultural in ancient times. 
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The Camp of Israel and the Zodiac 

 

The order of the camp of Israel is described in Numbers 2 and each tribe was represented by an 

emblem or flag. 

 

 

The arrangement of the tribes into “four camps” around the Tabernacle is thought to be 

connected with the four-faces of the cherubim and the four “fixed signs” of the Zodiac. Each 

group was to “camp by his own standard, beside the emblems of his father’s house” (Num. 2.2). 

The word for his own standard is ִּדְגלֹו [dig  lô] , means “to put up the flag” and is used of “a troop 

with banners.” 10 It is derived from the word ָּדַגל [dāg  al] meaning look, behold.11 The standards 

provided a visual rallying symbol for each camp when stationary and on the move (Num. 2.2-3, 

10, 17-18, 25, 31, 34; 10.14, 18, 22, 25). Ensign is אֹות [ʾôt  ] “This is the general word for ‘sign,’ 

and it covers the entire range of the English term and the Greek word sēmeion. On the 

pedestrian end of the scale it includes what amounts to a ‘signboard’ or ‘standard’ (Num 2.2). It 

also includes such important concepts as the rainbow ‘sign’ to Noah (Gen. 9:12-13, 17).” 12  

                                                           
10 Ludwig Koehler, Walter Baumgartner, M. Richardson, and Johann Stamm, The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of 
the Old Testament (New York, NY: E. J. Brill, 1999, c1994-1996) 
11 Robert Laird Harris, Gleason Leonard Archer, and Bruce K. Waltke, Theological Wordbook of the Old 
Testament (Chicago, IL: Moody Press, 1999, c1980). 
12 Ibid. 
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Neither the Mosaic Law, nor the Old Testament generally, gives us any intimation as to the form 

or character of the standard (degel). According to rabbinical tradition, the standard of Judah bore 

the figure of a lion, that of Reuben the likeness of a man or of a man’s head, that of Ephraim the 

figure of an ox, and that of Dan the figure of an eagle; so that the four living creatures united in 

the cherubic forms described by Ezekiel were represented upon these four standards.13 The 

Jewish writers tell us, that the standard of each tribe of Israel took the colour of the stone which 

represented it in the high priest’s breastplate, and that there was wrought upon each a particular 

figure—a lion for Judah, a young ox for Ephraim, a man for Reuben, and an eagle for Dan.14 In 

the Targums15 of Numbers 2, the tribes are listed in the direction of motion of the sun, starting 

with the tribes under Judah on the East, and proceeding through the Reuben tribes on the South, 

then the Ephraim tribes on the West and finally the Dan tribes on the North. 

 

Tribal layout and the blessings of Genesis 49 

 

The underlying Zodiac layout of the camp of Israel can be reconstructed by comparing the camp 

layout with the blessings of Gen 49 (and Deut 33).16  Confusion exists in many of the proposed 

schemas and this is caused by a failure to correctly interpret the blessings or/and by a failure to 

recognise subsequent substitutions. By that we mean that the zodiac order (reflected in the camp 

layout) is the original order and this is sometimes disrupted in the blessings when a different 

“sign” (constellation) is given which is more pertinent to the prophetically revealed character of 

the tribe.  In other words the Zodiac is the ideal and the blessings sometimes show deviation 

from the norm.  The problem is that the camp layout was revealed to Moses long after the 

blessing bestowed by Jacob in Gen 49. However, the original identification of the tribes with the 

twelve constellations must have preceded Jacob’s blessings as indicated by Joseph’s dream – the 

blessings were therefore an innovation necessitated by the revealed characters of the brothers.  

 

                                                           
13 Keil, Commentary on the Old Testament, 1:660. 
14 J. A. Seiss, The Apocalypse: Lectures on the Book of Revelation (Grand Rapids, MI: Zondervan Publishing 
House, 1966), 106 
15 J. W. Etheridge, The Targums of Onkelos and Jonathan Ben Uzziel on the Pentateuch, (1862, 1865). Online @ 
http://juchre.org/targums/targums.htm [Retrieved June 2017]. Talmudic tradition attributes its authorship to 
Jonathan ben Uzziel, a pupil of Hillel, a doctor of the Law at Jerusalem in the time of King Herod. Its overall style is 
very similar to that of Targum Onkelos, though at times it seems to be a looser paraphrase. Although Targum 
Jonathan was composed in antiquity (probably in the 2nd Century CE) it is now known only from medieval 
manuscripts, which contain many textual variants. Even later tradition (Sefer ha-Zikhronot of Elazar ben Levi, ca. 
1325 CE) has the tribes in camp order, with breastplate stones and star-signs. 
16  See the digression on the Tribal Blessings. 

http://juchre.org/targums/targums.htm
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The four faces of the cherubim reflect the four “fixed signs” of the Zodiac. These are the most 

reliable and the easiest to reconstruct. Even so, misunderstanding reigns by confusing the sign of 

Reuben with that of Ephraim.  

 

Reuben is often identified with Aquarius (the water sign), as Reuben is “unstable as water” (Gen 

49.4) and Ephraim is identified with Taurus (the bull), “horns like horns of wild bulls” (Deut 

33.17). However, the theme behind the blessing of Reuben is power and strength with Reuben 

being the firstborn. The metaphor of a young bull usurping the mating rights of the dominant 

bull (Jacob) indicates that Reuben is “Taurus”.  Furthermore, although Ephraim would be like 

“the firstling of his bullock” (Deut 33.17), the overriding theme of the Joseph blessing is 

“fruitfulness” --- euphemistically depicted as a man pouring out water (seed) depicted by 

Aquarius.  The blessing of Balaam is enlightening in this context:   

 

Numbers 24:5-7 How goodly are thy tents, O Jacob, and thy 
tabernacles, O Israel!  6 As the valleys are they spread forth, as gardens 
by the river's side, as the trees of lign aloes which the LORD hath 
planted, and as cedar trees beside the waters.  7 He shall pour the water 
out of his buckets, and his seed shall be in many waters, and his king shall 
be higher than Agag, and his kingdom shall be exalted. 

 

 

We are not informed which tribe is depicted but there is a clear analogy between pouring water 

out of a vessel (Aquarius) and seed.  The tribes are depicted here as camping on either side of a 

river and this is the “celestial river” or the “milky way” which dissects the twelve constellations 

(twelve trees). Similar imagery is picked up in Rev 22:2   “…on either side of the river, was there 

the tree of life, which bare twelve manner of fruits…”   As Joseph receives the superlative 

double blessing of fruitfulness that is directly associated with the divine title El Shadday, it can 

confidently be stated that the tribe is Ephraim (whose name means fruitful). The Jewish Targums 

have therefore confused the issue – Ephraim is represented by the man pouring water (Aquarius) 

and Reuben by a bull (Taurus). The blessing of Balaam continues;  

 

NKJ Numbers 24:8 God brings him out of Egypt; He has strength like a 
wild ox; He shall consume the nations, his enemies; He shall break their 
bones And pierce them with his arrows. 
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This is the tribe of Reuben, where strength and power are emphasised – he is “Taurus” the “wild 

ox” (not Ephraim) who challenged the authority of the dominant bull (Jacob) in the same way 

that the nation did at the golden calf incident.  Finally Balaam alludes to the tribe of Judah; 

 

KJV Numbers 24:9 He couched, he lay down as a lion, and as a great 
lion: who shall stir him up? Blessed is he that blesseth thee, and cursed is 
he that curseth thee. 

 

In Jacob’s blessing Judah is called “a lion’s whelp” (Gen 49.9) the Zodiac constellation is “Leo”.   

In the same blessing the tribe of Dan is called a “serpent” a constellation found in Scorpio (Gen 

49.7) because in its subsequent history the tribe would be the first to commit idolatry in the land 

and for that reason it is not found amongst the sealed tribes of Rev 7. However, the “serpent” 

can hardly have been the original ensign associated in the wilderness with the tribe of Dan and 

coincidently (sic) we discover that the eagle is adjacent to the serpent in the constellation.17   The 

heavenly throne is depicted as situated at the centre of the “four faces” (with Scorpio substituted 

by the eagle). Thus the four faces of the cherubim are reflected in the four fixed signs of the 

Zodiac constellation and this is confirmed by the ascendancy of the house constellation. 

 

The ascendant house constellation 

This is concerned with which “house” the sun resides in.  It seems that for thousands of years 

the ancients were aware of the different equinoxes18 delineating the seasons and they would note 

what star sign (at night) was present at the time of the equinox.  Therefore the sun was in a 

certain “house” (sign) and observation over time showed that the sun “moved” into another 

house.  Of course, we know that the sun does not move; the phenomenon is caused because the 

earth “wobbles” like a spinning top around its axis and this “wobble” (precession) has a period 

of 25,925 years which means that every 2, 160 years (25,925/12) the sun “moves” into a different 

sign.   

                                                           
17 Serpens (“the Serpent”, Greek Ὄφις) is a constellation of the northern hemisphere. Serpent, is a northern 
constellation sitting above constellation Scorpio. One of the 48 constellations listed by the 2nd-century astronomer 
Ptolemy; part of the Milky Way's galactic plane passes through Serpens Cauda, which is therefore rich in galactic 
deep-sky objects, such as the Eagle Nebula. The head is marked by the noticeable group iota, kappa, gamma, phi, 
nu, rho, and the eight little stars all lettered tau, and consecutively numbered, 10° south from the Crown and 20° 
due east from Arcturus; the figure line thence winding southwards 15° to Libra, and turning to the southeast and 
northeast along the western edge of the Milky Way, terminating at its star theta, 8° south of the tail of the Eagle 
(Aquila) and west of that constellation's delta. Therefore the first decan of the constellation Scorpio introduces the 
most ancient symbol of wickedness — the serpent. 
18 Wikipedia contributors. “Astrological age.” Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia. Wikipedia, The Free Encyclopedia, 27 

May. 2017. Web. 12 Jun. 2017 
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So every two thousand years or so the sun enters a different “sign” because a different part of 

the night sky is seen at the equinox; this is obviously not precise as the constellations are not 

evenly spaced and sometimes the sun is caught between two signs for a period as it “transitions” 

(so much for “astrology”).   However, the ancients saw this as heralding different “eras”.  

 

 

 

Over the last 26,000 years the night sky would have seen the following signs at the equinoxes: 

 

In approx 2,000 BCE the Ascendant House Constellation was Taurus, and Reuben is therefore 

assigned the sign of Taurus. The following is a list of constellations and their rulers beginning 

with Taurus as the Ascendant House Ruler suggest by Dobbin19  --: 

 

                                                           
19 Rabbi Joel C. Dobin, Kabbalistic Astrology: The Sacred Tradition of tile Hebrew Sages (Inner Traditions 
International, Canada,1999),34 
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It is interesting to note that the sun was in the “house” of the bull (Taurus) from about 4,000 to 

2,000 BCE – the period traditionally assigned to the patriarchs and Moses. This approach has 

correctly identified Reuben, Judah and Dan but Naphtali in the above schema is not Aquarius. 

The schema is wrong because Joseph is not a tribe but is substituted by Ephraim and Manasseh. 

Moreover, the tribal order should rely on the camp layout not on the blessing sequence. 

Nevertheless, it is interesting to note that three of the fixed signs still identify correctly. 

 

Completing the sequence 

With the four fixed signs correctly identified it is possible to reconstruct the remaining sequence 

although a measure of uncertainty remains. This is achieved by a process of elimination and by 

using the blessings as a guide while keeping with the original camp layout system. The blessings 

have been identified with the following constellations -- Reuben is the celestial bull Taurus, 

powerful and strong –the firstborn who will not excel; and he is adjacent to Aquarius, his ensign 

being a man  – the “ten thousands of Ephraim” the fruitful one pouring out his seed in 

abundance. The Lion (Leo) is the sign of Judah, the king of beasts, the sign of royalty. Dan, (the 

serpent) in place of the venomous serpent (Serpens) in Scorpio substituted with the adjacent sign 

of the Eagle --- the sign of renewal and resurrection.20 The tribe of Dan (God judges/vindicates) 

had the weakest and strongest judge in the person of Samson typifying the worst and best 

characteristics (serpent/eagle) of the tribe. 

 

The Ram (Aires), house of Mars, chief of the Celestial Troop and of the twelve Signs, is the 

house of Gad, whom Jacob characterizes as a warrior, chief of his army. Cancer, in which are the 

stars termed Aselli, or little asses, is the sign of the flag of Issachar, whom Jacob compares to an 

ass. Asher (Libra) for its bounty and “fatness” and Naphtali is Sagittarius the gazelle set free 

from his wrestling, whose eloquence and agility Jacob magnifies. And the Gemini “twins” for the 

brothers Simeon and Levi united in purpose and destiny (often for the worse).  

                                                           
20 Isaiah 40:31 But they that wait upon the LORD shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as 
eagles; they shall run, and not be weary; and they shall walk, and not faint.  
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Benjamin is Pisces – symbolised by two fish denoting Benjamin’s duality – at the same time a 

son of sorrow and a son of the right hand. Yet in the “blessing” of Jacob, Benjamin is associated 

with the “wolf” anticipating the incident at Gibeah and represented by Lupus (Latin for wolf) 

which does not lie in Pisces21 demonstrating that the natural order of the zodiac was sometimes 

modified to accommodate the prophetic blessing. Zebulun is identified by a process of 

elimination with Virgo and Manasseh with Capricorn. The constellation of Virgo houses a star 

with the meaning “child of the waters”22 and this reflects Zebulun dwelling by the shore of the 

sea.  Manasseh’s association with Capricorn is enigmatic as it is one of the oldest constellations 

depicted as a hybrid goat with a fish tail. There seems to be no connection with Manasseh, 

however the stars that form the tail of the fish are named Al Muhanaim in Arabic (the two 

bending stars)23 and this resembles the Hebrew “Mahanaim” (two camps) of Gen 32.2 24 and may 

reflect Manasseh being the only tribe with two allotments of land on the east and west banks of 

the Jordan. 

 

Sign Tribal arrangement Blessings Gen 49/Deut 33 

Aries: Gad Troop (army) 

Taurus: Reuben Bull=strength/Excellency 

Gemini: Simeon Twined=joined 25 

Cancer: Issachar Ass=beast of burden 

Leo: Judah Lion=royalty 

Virgo: Zebulun Zebulun=Child of the waters? 

Libra: Asher Bounty/abundance 

Scorpio: Dan Serpent substituted by Eagle 

Sagittarius: Naphtali Gazelle or running stag 

Capricorn: Manasseh Two camps? 

Aquarius: Ephraim Seed pouring out/fruitful 

Pisces: Benjamin Duality/symmetry 

 

                                                           
21 Lupus is bordered by six different constellations, although one of them (Hydra) merely touches at the corner. The 
other five are Scorpius (the scorpion), Norma (the right angle), Circinus (the compass), Libra (the balance scale), and 
Centaurus (the centaur). 
22 Moderns have no name for it, but in the Sūrya Siddhānta (ancient India) it was Apami-Atsa, the Child of the 
Waters and perhaps this was derived from the A.N.E.  
23 Ideler said that these stars were Al Muḥibbain, the Two Friends, an Arabic allegorical title for any two closely 
associated objects; but Beigel differed with him as to this, and wrote it Al Muhanaim, the Two Bending Stars, — in 
the flexure of the tail, — for "moral beings are foreign to the nomad sky." 
24 In Gen 32 the two camps are either Jacob/angels or the split of Jacob’s family into two divisions or perhaps the 
camp of Jacob and of Esau – the text is deliberately ambiguous and may refer to all the mentioned options. 
25 Levi was spread all around the tabernacle 
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Although Joseph is not a tribe (represented by Ephraim and Manasseh); the blessing of Joseph 

refers to arrows (Sagitta),26 branches (Spica),27 and a crown (Corona Borealis),28 cf. “who shall 

bless thee with blessings of heaven above” (Gen 49.25).  

 

Jewish folklore describes the encampment of the tribes in the desert as forming a Star of David, 

twelve focal points being connected one to another, and all of these arranged around a central, 

thirteenth, focus--the Tabernacle and the tribe of Levi ministering the sacred service.29 

 

 

 

                                                           
26 Sagitta in Capricorn is a dim but distinctive constellation in the northern sky. Its name is Latin for “arrow” or it 
might be represented by Orion a gigantic, supernaturally strong hunter of ancient times (Nimrod). In the centre of 
Orion lie the three stars of Orion’s Belt—Alnitak, Alnilam and Mintaka cf. Job 38.31 (“Can you loosen Orion’s 
belt?”) 
27 The binary star Spica is the brightest star in the constellation of Virgo. Spica derives from Latin spīca virginis “the 
virgin’s ear” of [wheat] grain often referred to as the virgins “branch”. 
28 It was the only stellar crown known to Eratosthenes and the early Greeks they called it Stephanos. The Arabs 
called the constellation Alphecca (a name later given to Alpha Coronae Borealis), which means “separated” or 
“broken up” a reference to the resemblance of the stars of Corona Borealis to a loose string of jewels, cf. Genesis 
49:26- “and on the crown of the head of him that was separate from his brethren”. 
29 

T. Nussblat, Der Mogen Dovid Ufstamm, Yalkut ha-Moadim - Unsere Yomim Tovim (ed., Z. Y. Rabinowitz), Buenos 
Aires, 1942, 1131-1140. 
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Conclusion 

 

Some of the reconstructions are perhaps speculative but it is nevertheless obvious that the twelve 

tribes and the four faces of the cherubim are related. The prophet Isaiah (66.1) says that heaven 

is Yahweh’s throne and the earth is his footstool which is used in 1 Chron. 28.2 as a synonym for 

the Ark of the Covenant.  Therefore, the twelve constellations (Zodiac) look towards the 

“footstool” (earth).  In similar fashion the twelve tribes surround the Ark of the Covenant – it is 

a cosmological image of heaven descending to earth such as depicted at the end of the 

Apocalypse with the descent of the heavenly New Jerusalem and the “river” with twelve trees on 

either side. It represents the realization of the divine will being performed on earth “as it is in 

heaven” ---where God dwells in the midst of his people.  The twelve tribes of Israel typified this 

principle in their camp arrangement and in their blessings. The cherubim faces typify the “living 

creatures” looking towards the glory residing on the mercy seat. The constellations are not 

objects of worship but the purpose of God is writ large in the “book of nature” and the lore of 

the stars has been demythologized to teach Israel an object lesson about their destiny. No matter 

what stories or superstitions man has attached to the stars it is Yahweh who “counts the number 

of the stars and calls them all by name” (Ps 147.4). 

   


