
Acts 1 Lesson 1 Handout - Casting Lots 

Objects cast to determine an answer beyond human comprehension or to make a 
decision requiring divine guidance. The Hebrew word gôrāl originally meant 
“stone” or “pebble,” but eventually came to mean “destiny” or “fate.” Lots were 
presumably small stones or pieces of wood and are always referred to as being 
thrown, shaken, or cast down. The practice of lot casting is connected with the Urim 
and Thummin, priestly oracle devices which may have also been lots or small dice. 
(See later explanation) 

In the Bible lot-casting held several different purposes, both civil and cultic. Lots 
were cast before God in division of the land (Josh. 18:6; 19:51), distribution of 
goods (Nah. 3:10; Ps. 22:18 [MT 19]), and selection of residents of postexilic 
Jerusalem (Neh. 10:34 [35]). Lots were also cast to ascertain the identity of a guilty 
party (Josh. 7:10–26; Jonah 1:7; 1 Sam. 14:41–42), and in the selection of a king (1 
Sam. 10:20) or a cultic functionary (1 Chr. 24–26). Lots were cast on the Day of 
Atonement for choosing the sacrificial goat (Lev. 16:8–10). In the NT Zechariah 
was performing his Levitical duties after being chosen by Lot (Luke 1:9), the 
successor of Judas is selected by casting lots (Acts 1:23–26) and the Roman soldiers 
throw lots (Gk. klḗros) to divide Jesus’ clothing (John 19:24; Mark. 15:24 par.). 

The divinatory technique termed psephomancy or cleromancy refers to lot casting, a 
prevalent method of divination in the ancient world. In the Bible, however, the 
casting of lots was one of the few legitimate means of divine revelation (as were 
dreams and direct communication with the deity). Lot casting is not among the 
condemned divinatory practices such as soothsaying, magic, and necromancy (cf. 
Deut. 18:10–12). Lot casting, therefore, had divine sanction and control. Though 
the throwing of the lots was a human action, the revelation was a direct message 
from God (Prov. 16:33). 
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Religious Usage 

URIM AND THUMMIM Sacred lots worn on the breastpiece of the high priest 
(Exod 28:30; Lev 8:8). The lots, possibly marked sticks or stones, were cast in order 
to obtain guidance from God when the people were facing problems (Num 27:21; 
Deut 33:8). The etymology and meaning of the words are uncertain, and the 
references to the Urim and Thummim provide little description. The lots were seen 
as a means of consulting the Lord (1 Sam 28:6). Abiathar brought the priestly 
ephod to David (1 Sam 23:6), presumably with the Urim and Thummim, by which 
David asked direct questions and received yes or no answers (1 Sam 23:9–12). 
Consultation of the Urim and Thummim was almost never mentioned in the days of 
the Israelite monarchy, although their continued significance is noted in the period 
after the Exile (Ezra 2:63; Neh 7:65). Beyond the spare details offered in the 
passages involving the Urim and Thummim, little is known with any certainty.2 

PURIM (Hebrew, from the Assyrian puru, meaning “a pebble or small stone used 
for casting lots”) A feast celebrating the deliverance of the Jews under Esther in the 
Persian realm (Esth 9:26–31). The name means “lots,” from the fact that the wicked 
Haman had determined by lot the day of destruction for the Jews. It was later 
called “Mordecai’s Day” (2 Macc 15:36). Purim is celebrated on the fourteenth and 
fifteenth days of the month Adar, during which the book of Esther is read to recount 
the festival’s origins. (See the Book of Esther for details.)3 
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