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PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

 
 
 
 
 

This second edition of our text grows out of the gratifying response to the publication of the first
edition. We are pleased that so many colleagues have commented to us on their use of the first edition
in seminary courses, as well as in some college and university settings. We have had the opportunity
to use this text in our own teaching as well. Reviews have offered challenging and helpful
suggestions. Out of this response we believe we have some ideas for making this volume even more
useful, and accessible to introductory students, and some revisions and expansions that more
adequately cover the range of theological issues we hoped to discuss. The changes do not
dramatically alter the approach or character of the volume, but we hope the changes will make it
more adequate to the purposes for which it was written.

In an effort to enhance the use of this volume as a textbook, we have added additional maps and
charts throughout the volume. We also have expanded the endnotes in some chapters in order to give
a fuller guide to students who wish to explore further key issues and discussions in Old Testament
studies. This will make more visible our own engagement with those issues, although limited space
in a single volume will not allow a full airing of many complex ongoing scholarly discussions.
Bibliographic suggestions for further reading at the end of each chapter have been expanded and
updated to reflect the continued appearance of excellent resources.

We still believe that in teaching an introductory course this volume must be supplemented by
additional resources. We have not tried to make this volume cover all of the purposes served by
appropriate histories of ancient Israel, treatments of material culture, discussions of linguistic
evidence, or examinations of ancient Near Eastern texts. All of these matters have been influential in
our work and are touched upon but not given full treatment. We know that most introductory Old
Testament courses use a variety of resources already, and they do so with different operative
pedagogical approaches by our teaching colleagues. We simply hope to offer a volume that provides
a theological perspective on the biblical texts that has often been missing in textbooks that have given
more comprehensive treatment to other matters. We still do not believe we can take up this wider
range of issues without diluting the particular voice we believe we might add to the mix.

Some reviewers of the first edition of this book suggested that we devoted too much space to the
Pentateuch. While we thoughtfully considered this observation, on reexamination we think the
theological themes that emerge from the Pentateuch are too significant to be given shorter shrift.
Setting aside the introductory chapter, the texts of the Pentateuch occupy only four of the remaining
eleven chapters. The themes of creation, brokenness, promise, deliverance, covenant, and wilderness
simply seem too major and defining of Israel's experience of God and the church's reading of Israel's
witness to that experience for us to deal with in less than four chapters. Five of the remaining



chapters use the historical framework of Joshua through 2 Kings and take up the individual prophetic
voices of Israel at appropriate points in that framework. We have tried to give a fuller treatment to
many individual prophets rather than simply the more general discussion of the prophetic movement
in Israel. Two chapters deal with material drawn from the final segment of the Hebrew canon, the
Writings.

Although we undertook this volume because we shared a common and congenial approach in our
own teaching, we are fully aware of the importance of listening to and letting ourselves be informed
by perspectives divergent and supplemental to our own. We have tried to make our conversations and
indebtedness to these diverse voices of biblical interpretation more visible in this new edition. We
have included new material in the discussions, endnotes, and bibliographies that reflect our
awareness of the importance of gender and cultural perspectives on the texts of ancient Israel. We
take note of major critical discussions now taking place among scholars, and give students fuller
information on where they might find additional information on those discussions. We try to make our
own critical choices clear without suggesting they are the only possible choices.

Finally, we are aware that no one text can be suitable to all who might use it. Some have not found
a "theological" introduction to be a useful or pertinent genre. Some have even argued that such
"theological" approaches have passed their usefulness and should be abandoned. We respectfully
disagree with this judgment. Our own experiences with our students and the responses we have heard
from many colleagues convince us that such an approach was needed, timely, and appropriate to
those who wish to teach the texts of the Old Testament as important ongoing resources for the life of
the church in our contemporary world. We believe the richness and diversity of the witnesses to
Israel's experience of God may give important perspective to the challenging issues of our troubled
world. We know that even this second edition can do only partial justice to the challenge of claiming
Scripture anew for our day. We hope our effort may encourage others to take up the task as well.

 
September 2004
Bruce C. Birch

Walter Brueggemann
Terence E. Fretheim

David L. Petersen





PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

 
 
 
 
 

This book grew out of the conversations among friends and colleagues concerning the teaching of
introductory Old Testament courses in the context of a theological school. We all shared a deep
affection for the excitement and challenge of introducing Israel's testimony to seminary students as a
resource for their own ministry and the life of the church. However, we all shared some degree of
frustration that the textbooks available for use in introductory courses treated the Old Testament as
evidence for the religious experience and witness of ancient communities but seldom as theological
resource for contemporary confessing communities. The biblical text is used as descriptive of ancient
faith, not as scripture speaking a word to modern faith. This is understandable, since most of these
texts are also intended for university courses where a scriptural perspective would not always be
appropriate. Nevertheless, we often found it necessary to supplement chosen textbooks with
additional articles or chapters that introduced a theological perspective into our introductory
courses, or we simply tried to supply such a perspective in our own lectures.

In discussion over our common desire for a different kind of text, we resolved to author jointly a
book that introduced the Old Testament both as the witness of ancient Israel and as a witness to the
church and synagogue through the generations of those who had passed these texts on as scripture.
The result is this book, which seeks to discuss the Old Testament in theological terms at a level
appropriate to introductory seminary students. We also hope that it might be of some value in college
and university courses interested in a more theological approach.

The book we offer is organized with attention both to the history of Israel and to the shape of the
canon of the Old Testament. We begin with creation and move through the narrative course of events
in the Pentateuch because that is the way Israel has passed on its own faith story. We progress through
the story of Israel reflected in the historical books from Joshua through 2 Kings and relate the various
books of the prophets and the writings to appropriate moments in that story. We are aware that the
compositional history of this material might order things very differently, and we refer to standard
critical judgments concerning such matters. Nevertheless, we think that the narrative story of Israel
and its faith experience as now reflected in the shape of the Hebrew canon is the most appropriate
framework for a study directed to the use of the Old Testament in the life of the church.

Our intention is that this book of theological essays on segments of Israel's life and literature be
used alongside other resources in an introductory course. This volume does not offer comprehensive
coverage of all matters appropriate to the introduction of the Old Testament. Thus, the reader will not
find extensive maps or historical timelines. Although we make use of historical and archaeological
evidence, we do not attempt to give these matters thorough discussion. The debates about critical
issues of composition, sociohistorical context, or literary genre will be utilized and referenced but



not given detailed treatment. Our modest goal is to broaden understanding of the theological claims
of the text and to stimulate thinking about how such texts handed on through generations in
communities of faith can speak a pertinent theological word to the challenges of faith in our own
time.

We have each contributed initial drafts of certain chapters. However, we have all read and
commented on every chapter so that the final form of each one represents approaches and positions
that we can all generally affirm. We have tried to write in a direct style that reflects the way in which
we teach and avoids the more formal academic style. There is a minimum of endnotes, but each
chapter closes with a list of works appropriate for further reading.

It goes without saying that we owe a great debt to the generations of students we have taught in our
respective schools. They have challenged us to continue to grow as teachers. Thus, we gratefully
acknowledge our students over the years at Wesley Theological Seminary, Columbia Theological
Seminary, Luther Seminary, and Iliff School of Theology.

 
January 1999

Bruce C. Birch,
Walter Brueggemann,
Terence E. Fretheim,

David L. Petersen
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CHAPTER ONE

THE OLD TESTAMENT AS THEOLOGICAL WITNESS

 
 
 

The Old Testament can be read from many different perspectives, and each contributes to the
richness of meaning recognized in these texts by generations of readers. The Old Testament is a
collection of ancient literature. These texts reflect the history of a people called Israel. Behind and
beneath the texts lies a wide variety of social contexts that gave rise to and shaped the text. Current
biblical studies have benefited from decades of generative scholarship that has illumined the literary,
historical, and sociological dimensions of our understanding of the Old Testament. This book has
been deeply informed by such scholarship and will reflect it at many points. But this book will focus
on the Old Testament as a theological witness to the experience of ancient Israel.

What does it mean to read and interpret the text of the Old Testament theologically? At its most
fundamental level such reading and interpretation means taking seriously the claim of the text that it is
speaking about encounter and relationship with God. Claims are made by and for these ancient texts
that make them more than the literature, history, and sociology of an ancient people called Israel.
These texts were written, collected, and passed on through generations as the witness of a community
of faith shaped in relation to the character and actions of the God of Israel.

To read and interpret the Old Testament theologically is, however, a complex and multifaceted
task. For us, such work means standing within several sets of creative, interpretive tensions that we
will discuss in the remainder of this chapter. Our intention here is both to illumine what is meant by
theological perspectives on the Old Testament and to clarify the perspectives at work in this volume.

 
Ancient Testimony, Enduring Scripture

 
The Old Testament is the collected faith testimony of ancient Israel. Yet, at the same time, this

collection is regarded in Judaism and Christianity as scripture through which God's word becomes a
reality and a resource to the modern synagogue and church.

1. Whose book is this anyway? On the one hand, we can answer that this is obviously Israel's
book. The first community to which the text of the Old Testament is addressed is the community out of
which the text arose. That community was ancient Israel. Voices from different periods and social
contexts of Israel's life address the wider community of which they were a part. Since the experience
of ancient Israel stretches over many centuries, the Old Testament is a library that includes faith
testimony, moral admonition, liturgical remembrance, and religious story. The ancient communities
decided that these texts were the authoritative witness to their experience of God and their life as the
community of God's people. The texts of the Old Testament were initially words addressed to an



audience in Israel, but they have been judged by the community as worthy of preservation and reading
through subsequent generations.

2. Since ongoing communities of faith, Jewish and Christian, have claimed these texts as scripture,
there is a sense in which the Old Testament is not just ancient Israel's book but belongs to the church
and synagogue as well. To claim these texts as scripture is to acknowledge authority in these texts for
the ongoing life of the religious community and its individual members.

To read the Old Testament theologically is to recognize that when we read as people of faith
within a confessional community, we are interested in more than conveying information about an
ancient community. The events of Israel's history and the witnesses to Israel's experience of God
contained in the Old Testament are of interest because we read as a part of communities that still seek
to stand in the presence of that same God. To read the Old Testament theologically is to seek in its
texts wisdom on the ways of God that allows us to submit ourselves and our actions to that same God
in the effort to be faithful communities in the world. The Old Testament as scripture gives us
imaginative categories for discerning God's presence and will in the deeply troubling challenges of
our own time.1

Every reading of an Old Testament text involves at least two distinct audiences: the audience to
whom the text was originally addressed and the audience supplied by the reader and the context that
informs the reader. To read the Old Testament as scripture is to suggest that the ancient story
intersects our contemporary stories in ways that inform and transform lives and communities. To read
these texts as scripture is to expect such informing and transforming power. To read these texts as
scripture is to bring the multiple voices and contexts of ancient Israel into dialogue with the
complexities of our own reading communities and the world in which we read.

This book is written from the perspective of the Christian church and its reading of ancient Israel's
testimony. We write as those engaged in teaching these biblical texts to those who will draw upon
them as a scriptural resource for Christian ministry. We are deeply informed and grateful to the
ongoing reading of these texts in the Jewish community, and we are aware of the shaping influence of
Jewish tradition on the church, particularly its influence on Jesus and the earliest church.
Nevertheless, we cannot escape the particularity of our exposition of the biblical text as Christian
interpreters. We continue to use the term Old Testament, though we are aware of its problematic
character in interfaith contexts. Alternative terms seem equally problematic in other ways and have
achieved no wide use or recognition in the church.2 We reject the destructive implications of any
form of supercessionism and affirm the ongoing debt and necessary interrelationship of the Christian
church to Judaism, both ancient and modern. We have tried to be open to contemporary Jewish
interpretive voices and readings in our encounter with these texts. We are convinced that
commonalities between Christians and Jews in reading these texts are more important than
differences. But Christians and Jews alike must allow for readings that reflect the particularities of
distinct religious traditions and their communities. This is part of what it means to read these texts as
scripture for church and synagogue. The concerns we bring to our dialogue with the Old Testament
are the concerns that are provided by the Christian church and the challenges to its identity and
mission in our world at the beginning of the twenty-first century. For us this means there is a
continuity between the texts of ancient Israel, the person and work of Jesus, the formation of the early
church, and the ongoing history of the Christian churches with their diversity of tradition. We reflect
this trajectory in our discussions, but this is not the only trajectory of these texts; and our discussions
are also influenced by an ongoing conversation with Judaism, its claim on these texts as scripture,



and a trajectory in Judaism that moves from Tanak to Talmud.
 

Critical Understandings
 
The Old Testament as the literature of ancient Israel must be understood critically. Likewise, the

claims of authority for the Old Testament as scripture in the church must be critically assessed. In
both of these arenas a variety of critical approaches contributes to the discussions in this volume, and
this book is greatly informed by generations of productive critical scholarship. These critical
approaches are not without tensions and competing claims, and it is important to discuss some of our
perspectives on these issues.

 
Historical Criticism and Beyond

 
Historical criticism rose to the height of its influence in the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century

as an effort to apply Enlightenment epistemological assumptions to the biblical text and to escape the
dominance of church authority in biblical interpretation. Its various methods (e.g., source criticism,
form criticism, traditio-historical criticism, redaction criticism) collectively assumed the possibility
of objective and scientific interpretive results that would not be affected by prior dogmatic
assumptions about the biblical text. The use of these methods allowed the development of a more
detailed understanding of the complex processes through which our biblical texts developed into
their present form. The rise to dominance of historical criticism in biblical interpretation fit with the
spirit of modernity, which prevailed through the mid-twentieth century, even though significant battles
continued with those who held to more restrictive views of ecclesial authority in interpreting the
Bible. Much of the interpretive literature available and used in the church still today is deeply
influenced by historical-critical approaches.

More recently some of the assumptions and results of historical criticism have become widely
viewed as problematic.3 Some have claimed that historical criticism is bankrupt, and some have
argued that these critical methods have been superseded. We would agree that there are significant
issues to be raised about historical-critical approaches to biblical interpretation, but these are often
issues posed by the more extreme claims made for historical-criticism. Or these are sometimes
issues that arise with the inability of some to acknowledge the legitimacy of interpretive methods that
go beyond or build upon the historical critical method.

(a) Few would any longer defend the possibility of genuinely "objective" interpretive readings of
biblical texts. We agree with those who would argue that there are no disinterested readings of
biblical texts. Every reader or reading community brings a set of contextual assumptions,
perspectives, and values into the interaction with the biblical text. Thus, interpretation must critically
reflect on the context of the reader as well as the text. In this volume, we offer our theological
interpretation of the Old Testament as a reading informed by our particular contexts, but also as
aware of and in conversation with interpretive voices from other contexts dissimilar to our own.
While we do not believe there are totally disinterested "objective" readings of texts, we do not
consider this an invitation to uncritical relativism in reading the biblical text. We have attempted to
approach this theological introduction to the Old Testament with a disciplined and critical awareness
of the text, the context out of which its witnesses arose and the context out of which we read it. To do



this we necessarily continue to gratefully use historical-critical tools and methods.
(b) Historical criticism has also at times become problematic for developmental assumptions that

have regarded as valuable only what resembled, moved toward, or could be reduced to the
prevailing patterns and assumptions of twentieth-century Euro-American intellectual life. Thus, for
example, some scholars viewed the period of second-temple Judaism as a degeneration into legalism
from the high watermark of the prophets—a view that fostered disregard for the creative response of
Judaism to the challenges of the time after the return from Babylonian exile. As a further example, the
developmental assumptions of some advocates of historical criticism, fearful of supernaturalism,
relegated theological claims about the activity of God in Israel's story to a secondary level of
importance less significant than the investigation of literary and social processes at work in the
formation of the text. Many of the theological claims of the text were, accordingly, explained away or
regarded as early, more primitive religious expressions. Such a perspective is, of course, contrary to
the claim of the text itself that the activity of God—including all of God's mysterious, hidden, and
alien aspects— is at the heart of any meaning ascribed to these texts. The movement beyond
historical criticism in recent interpretation attempts to read the text with attention to all of its claims,
including those that seem odd, alien, or difficult but are nevertheless part of the text that is to be read
as scripture by the church.

(c) Positivistic philosophical assumptions, operative in the exercise of much historical-critical
work in the twentieth century, often resulted in a search for the meaning of a biblical text. This led to
a tendency to value the discovery of underlying sources, and supposed original intent, more highly
than the completed text of many biblical books. In the approach of this volume we believe that
critical understanding of the development of a text through complex processes may inform our
understanding of the text, but never to the exclusion of interest in the witness of the final form of the
text as we now have it.

Some of these criticisms of the way in which the historical-critical method dominated previous
generations of biblical scholarship are justified. New methods of interpretive encounter with the text
are demanding and receiving attention, and our approach is influenced by some of these as discussed
further in this chapter. But historicalcritical methods cannot be set aside and are still an important
part of disciplined critical study of the Old Testament, even one that stresses the theological address
of the text.

If this volume reflects interpretation that moves beyond historical criticism, it nevertheless cannot
interpret as if we stood prior to the contributions of historical criticism. We continue to use many
historical-critical tools of analysis and continue to be informed by the contributions of historical
criticism to our knowledge of the text and the world out of which it came. In particular, historical
criticism has given us a respect for the complexity of the process that produced the biblical writings
of ancient Israel. It has made us aware of the patterns and propensities of various genres of ancient
literature. It has heightened our awareness of the shaping influence of various social, economic, and
political factors that define the contexts out of which biblical texts are formed. In short, even as we
move beyond historical criticism, we remain engaged in and indebted to its contributions and
perspectives.

 
History, Language, Story, Song

 
There is increasing recognition that interpretation now takes place in a postmodern context, one in



which the previously settled assumptions of the modern world have become unsettled and must,
therefore, be reassessed.4One of those assumptions, closely allied with the claims of historical
criticism, was that history was the primary category for assessing the truth claims of the biblical text
and the reality assumed to "stand behind" the text. In our view, the search for a historical reality
behind the text sometimes did violence to the imaginative and rhetorical integrity of the text itself. In
particular the confessional speech of Israel about God was often judged to be lacking a ground in
historical reality, and much of this speech about God was placed either to the side or on the margins
of efforts to describe biblical "truths."

As a category for assessing the claim to authority for the texts of ancient Israel, history has
become a battleground. Only a generation ago, scholars were confidently writing histories of Israel
using the biblical text itself as a primary resource and supplementing that with ancient Near Eastern
and archaeological data. There was some recognition that texts, particularly those telling the story of
early Israel, were shaped by confessional tradition. Nevertheless, Israel's testimonies were
confidently believed to have a base in historical reality, and this claim was considered important to
the theological authority of the text.5

For over thirty years this claim has been under serious attack. At present there are many scholars
who regard most of the texts of the Old Testament as having no basis in historical reality. Most of
these scholars regard the bulk of the Old Testament narrative tradition as a fiction generated by the
community of post-exilic Judaism.6 For most making this argument, this lack of historical basis
undermines the authority of the theological claims of the text as well.

This is not the place to assess the poles of this debate in detail. The Old Testament was not
written and passed on primarily as historical record but exists as theological testimony. Thus, the use
of the text to reconstruct the history of ancient Israel does present serious critical problems. But the
abandonment of all historical connection behind the texts of ancient Israel is itself a position with
assumptions that are not disinterested. Already serious challenges to the extreme minimalist reading
of Israel's history have emerged to challenge the notion that historians must choose between critical
and confessional perspectives. These voices argue that a history of Israel that is more than a fiction
can be written and the biblical texts can contribute to such a critical history.7

In our view, the God of Israel and the claim that God may make on the communities that continue
to regard the Old Testament as scripture can be known only by taking seriously the full reality of the
imaginative language through which that God is presented in the biblical text. Thus, interpretation is
as much a rhetorical as a historical enterprise.8 The recent explosion of literary approaches in
biblical studies has significantly aided such interpretation. To encounter Israel's God requires not the
discovery of some hidden history behind the text but serious entry into the world of biblical
testimony about this God with its claims and counterclaims. Narrative (i.e., story) and poetry (i.e.,
song) are the central forms of this testimony about God. Even the nonstory elements of the Old
Testament characteristically assume the framework and knowledge of Israel's story about encounter
and relationship with God. We are invited, indeed required, to enter the story and to hear the song
and to respond according to the shape of the story and the transactions appropriate to the song. We
are to value the imaginative power of the narrative or poem more than its correspondence to some
external, empirical reality. We are to discover in the world of Old Testament texts tensions and
struggles that challenge settled claims about God and God's community, Israel. It is the power of
imaginative language to give rise to metaphor that allows us as modern readers to find our entry into
the settled claims and the competing witnesses of the Old Testament. In that encounter with Israel's



imaginative language we find perspectives on the claims and witnesses of our own experiences as
persons and communities. Such entry into the literary worlds of Israel and its subsequent impact on
our own lives has a power that no accumulation of historical data could ever have. The reality of
God cannot be disclosed, past or present, apart from the boldness of those who speak that reality into
the realm of their own experience. Our treatment in this volume tries to honor the boldness and
creativity of that speech.

 
Social World and Theological Dynamics

 
Even as we have come to appreciate the theological value of creative story and song, we have

also become aware of the diverse circumstances in which the people of Israel lived. Study of these
circumstances has had a profound impact upon our understanding of the theological developments
reflected in the Old Testament. The past several decades of Old Testament scholarship have seen a
remarkable number of studies devoted to the social worlds of ancient Israel. Issues such as gender,
social status, political structure, and ideology have become part of the discussion in an entirely new
way. Such analytical categories have provided new ways to reflect theologically about the Old
Testament.

At the same time, biblical scholarship has grown in its awareness of the social context of biblical
reading and interpretation. The community within which one reads and understands the meaning of a
biblical text has a profound impact. We are affected by the perspectives of gender, ethnicity, religious
tradition, and cultural setting. A theological reading of Old Testament texts must be selfconscious and
critical in its awareness of the effect of social context within the world that produced the text and
among the communities that read the text in our own time. Part of the power of these texts as scripture
affirmed by faith communities over generations lies in their ability to speak meaningfully to multiple
contexts and to be interpreted helpfully from differing perspectives. To interpret these texts
theologically is to enter a dialogue with the many voices that speak from the text and with the
generations that have read the text faithfully from their own times and places in the world.

Attention to social context, ancient and modern, has resulted in scholarship aimed at calling our
attention to perspectives that might be overlooked or undervalued.

Gender studies, as well exemplified by The Women's Bible Commentary,9 offer readings that
emphasize how differently the stories and roles of men and women have been treated in the biblical
text and in the history of interpretation. In the patriarchal world of ancient Israel, women were
seldom the central focus in the stories. Images of women in the stories and in non-narrative materials
often reflected social roles that were limited and sometimes harmful. Interpreters, until recently
almost entirely men, often overlooked the importance of women in biblical stories or failed to
consider that the genders may have perceived divine reality and the relationship of God to the world
differently. Gender-sensitive scholarship has called our attention to previously ignored or
undervalued elements of the Old Testament story. For example:

 
• Hagar, a slave to Sarah, mother of Abraham's first son, and outcast into the wilderness,

becomes the recipient of a divine theophany and promise.
• Tamar, Rahab, and Ruth, although women in marginal roles and positions in theirs societies,

become the mothers from whose line comes David, Israel's greatest king. These same women,



along with Bathsheba, become the mothers named in the genealogy of Jesus in Matt 1.
• Prophets such as Hosea and Ezekiel regularly use images of Israel as an unfaithful wife

deserving abuse and humiliation for her unfaithfulness. Although reflecting the treatment of
wives in ancient Israel, such images are not a part of the prophetic message we want to
uncritically affirm.10

• Women such as Miriam, Rahab, Deborah, Hannah, Abigail, Huldah, and Esther do play
important roles of leadership and bold initiative that affect the future of Israel and advance
God's purposes. Renewed attention to their stories often suggests alternative patterns of
influence and leadership that depart from customary styles and practices.

 
Socioeconomic status and class provide another important variable for theological reflection.

The Old Testament regularly depicts the people of Israel on the move. At one key point, early on in
the story, God liberates the people from slavery in Egypt and, after a sojourn in the wilderness, a
later generation is able to move into the promised land. There has been much theological reflection
about the importance of this paradigm through which many in subsequent generations have
encountered a God who liberates people from oppressive situations.11 In contrast, later in the story,
many of the people of Judah are forcibly removed from their land into exile in the early sixth century
BCE. Here God is depicted as acting in accord with principles of justice, righteousness, and sole
loyalty to Yahweh that were constitutive for the covenant community. The theological experiences of
the people of God at these two radically different moments in the story are, not surprisingly, quite
different. Exodus focuses on the experience of the dispossessed and the oppressed, but exile arises
from the failures of those who possessed power and failed to heed prophetic warnings. Such
differences challenge readers today to make certain that their theological understandings can
accommodate the full range of social condition and experience that God's people have known and
which is attested in the canon.

Reading with attention to ethnicity and culture can bring out elements of texts and stories that
would otherwise be missed.12 For example, Israel's attitude toward the nations reflects universal or
exclusivist viewpoints depending on Israel's own experience and the voices speaking in the text (cf.
Amos 9:7 to Nah 3:19). Contemporary reading of the Old Testament from within differing ethnic or
cultural communities calls attention to elements of Israel's story and witness that would otherwise be
missed (e.g., the simple but important insight that the stories of Joseph and Ruth are immigrant
stories). Readings attentive to ethnicity and culture can also provide a corrective to past readings that
have distorted the text in the service of racism or cultural bias (e.g., the historic and tragic use of the
story of Cain and the mark of God to justify racism and slavery).

Theological reflection on geographical/historical differences (e.g., a people in the wilderness
versus a people in the land) or on the different polities and political realities in effect (e.g.,
monarchy versus colonized province; people in cities versus people in rural areas; people in Judah
versus people in Israel) stimulates a complex portrait of God in the life of Israel. And yet, such
diverse experiences offer a template by means of which the people of God today, also in diverse
settings, can relate to the God they worship.

 
Canon and Church

 



The Old Testament would not have been handed down to the present apart from a process within
Jewish and Christian communities that settled on an authoritative collection of texts, known as a
canon. The extent and shape of the canon have varied somewhat from one tradition to another. Even
today multiple translations of the text result from differing judgments about the varying manuscript
traditions on which translations must rely.

Beyond the canon itself, church doctrine and ecclesial authority have influenced the theological
interpretation of the biblical text and the authority it exercises within the community of faith. Critical
analysis and assessment must also be directed to differing claims about the nature of biblical
authority and the modes of interpretation appropriate to the theological interpretation of the Old
Testament.

One of the first challenges to the early church was a reductionist attempt to restrict the church's
authoritative canon by leaving out the Old Testament and many parts of the New Testament
(particularly those that reflected the Jewish context of the early church). In the early second century,
Marcion and his followers argued for a biblical canon consisting of only the Gospel of Luke and a
few of Paul's Letters. He rejected the Old Testament entirely and argued that it depicted a God
completely unlike the Christian God. His views were opposed and eventually claimed heretical by
the early church. Many see his views as a stimulus for the early church in this period to determine
which books would be in an authoritative canon. For this volume, an important element of this effort
to determine the extent and shape of the canon was the decisive affirmation as scripture of those
books we now call the Old Testament, and the affirmation that the God of those scriptures was the
same God from Genesis through Revelation.

Although forms of virtual Marcionism, which ignore or downgrade the importance of the Old
Testament canon, persist until the present, the church has at many crucial points in its various
traditions affirmed the inclusion of the Old Testament as a part of the canon of authoritative scripture.
This firm commitment to the Old Testament as scripture has played no small role in maintaining a
vital interest in the preservation, transmission, and ongoing interpretation of the Old Testament in and
for the life of the church. It is in the context of this church commitment that theological interpretation
finds importance beyond the exercise of academic interest in ancient traditions. Contemporary
communities of faith have a stake in theological interpretation of these ancient texts, and this church
context influences decisively the expectations of the interpretive task. Interpretation in the context of
the church expects an ongoing transformation of lives and communities that arises from genuine
encounter with the text of the Old Testament and the God to whom the text bears witness.

Canon refers to the authoritative collection of writings affirmed and passed on by the church. All
Christian traditions agree on the canonical status of the Hebrew writings organized at first in the
Jewish tradition into Law, Prophets, and Writings. Traditional English translations since the
seventeenth century, following the lead of translations during the Protestant Reformation in Europe,
have embraced an altered ordering of these books. Roman Catholics and some Eastern Orthodox
traditions have also given canonical status to the intertestamental books commonly called the
Apocrypha (see Tables I–IV, pp. 25-28). The Hebrew canon Christians call the Old Testament arose
out of the experience of ancient Israel and reflects not only the end point of an authoritative collection
but also a record of the witness of a community reflecting at many points on its own multifaceted
journey with God.

The medieval church, and in large measure the later Reformation churches, preserved the canon of
the Old Testament but largely subsumed its theological voice to categories taken from systematic or



dogmatic theology. The result was, in considerable measure, a monochromatic view of the canonical
witness. The polyphonic voices of the Old Testament with their unsettled diversity of witness were
often pressed into artificial unity through systematic categories brought from outside the text itself.
Attempts to describe the Old Testament's theological witness often used the categories common to
systematic theology. Elements deemed inconsistent with church doctrine were ignored or treated as
marginal to the theological understanding of the Old Testament. Historical criticism, which helped
uncover the diversity of ancient Israelite religious tradition, helped free the text of the Old Testament
from this reductionist use by the church. However, it has not always been easy to integrate such
analysis with the use of the Old Testament by the church. The result has sometimes been a distancing
of biblical scholarship from the theological concerns of the church.

Recent work in Old Testament theology has emphasized the importance of the process that
produced the canon and the canonical form of the text as the tradition passed on by Jewish and
Christian communities of faith.13 The authors of this volume affirm that emphasis as welcome for its
seriousness about the entirety of the Old Testament tradition and the importance of interpreting the
text as it stands in its final form. But we are also clear that recognition of the important role of the
church in affirming and passing on the Hebrew canon does not justify interpretations of canonical
literature that limit our ability to hear the canonical polyphony of voices in order to conform to
patterns of acceptable church doctrine. Nor does the importance of the canon in its final form
eliminate the need for critical study of the processes that brought the text to its final form.

In our theological analysis of the Old Testament, we understand our task as the presentation of
interpretive readings that are honest to the religious experience given witness by ancient Israel and
accessible to encounter by contemporary Christians. It is not appropriate to attempt to make these
readings conform to any particular pattern of church doctrine. The goal is not conformity but open
and honest encounter with the church's doctrinal traditions. Some readings of the Old Testament text
will undergird and give foundation to church doctrine. But some of the honest reading of Israel's
witness will present troublesome issues to Christian faith and difficult portraits of God's character
and work. Where narrow doctrinal readings may try to present settled affirmation, honest readings of
the Old Testament (or the New) may "trouble the waters" or disturb comfortable certitude. This is
one of the ongoing functions of the Bible with its diverse voices and perspectives. What we seek is a
theological reading of the Old Testament engaged critically and honestly with church doctrine in
ways that contribute to the biblical foundation of the church's beliefs and the ongoing transformation
of the church in its relationship to God and the world.

Since for Christians the canon of scripture includes the books of the New Testament, there have
been prominent modes of interpretation that seek to find some form of overt witness to Jesus Christ in
the Old Testament. We do not believe this is ever the intent of the Hebrew text. Israel's witness to its
experience with God possesses its own integrity, which does not allow us to identify specific texts as
part of the church's Christology in their initial context. We do, however, think it is important to
recognize the ongoing traditions as they live and receive reinterpretation in later Jewish and
Christian contexts. Old Testament texts have trajectories of transmission and reinterpretation that for
Jews stretches from Hebrew canon into the Talmud and for Christians from Old Testament into the
New Testament. Such recognition of Old Testament texts and themes, used and reinterpreted by the
early church, serves to integrate the Old and New Testament witness as testimony to the reality of the
same God.

 



The Public Context of Theological Reading
 
Although it is primarily the community of faith that reads the Old Testament theologically, it does

not read in a vacuum. The church does not exist as an end in itself. It is called to discern and join in
the exercise of God's justice, righteousness, and love in the world. Thus, any adequate theological
reading of the Old Testament must critically engage the public context within which the church reads,
interprets, and proclaims these texts. To read theologically is to go beyond our legitimate and
important reading for the purposes of individual piety or for the needs of institutional ecclesiastical
interests. The theological significance of the Old Testament rests in the conviction that these texts
constitute a witness in behalf of the God of Israel that can make a difference in the public issues and
crises of our time. There are public as well as ecclesial possibilities for the message of these texts.

We unavoidably write from the perspective of twenty-first-century, North American, Protestant
Christian interpreters, representing four different religious traditions. But it is apparent to us that the
churches and the culture of which we are a part are undergoing profound challenge, struggle, and
change. We observe the end of dominant privileged positions of race, class, culture, and gender.
Traditional centers of economic and political power have eroded, and new power structures are
taking their place. We live in what some have called a postcolonial world, but corporate and
consumer economic forces and structures threaten new forms of domination. We live in an
increasingly global and multiethnic world, but we experience the wrenching violence of nationalist
extremism and ethnic intolerance. We live with a new awareness of race, class, gender, and sexual
orientation, but with growing expressions of intolerance and hatred directed at differences in the
human community. We live in a world grown smaller and more interrelated by virtue of travel and
technology, but with increased divisions of wealth and poverty and growing crises of environmental
exploitation. We live in a time of spiritual hunger but with challenges to our spiritual integrity that
arise out of self-interest and consumer values. We live in a society with vast new opportunities to
enrich the lives of families and children, but with increased pressures that sometimes break fragile
family structures or put our children at risk. At the time of this writing we live in a world plagued by
terrorism, but in a nation pursuing security through a war that much of the world condemns.

If we are to read the Bible theologically, then our reading cannot be indifferent to these public
crises. The church reads the Old Testament faithfully only if its reading is not for its own sake but for
the sake of the broken world to which it is sent—the world God loves and seeks to judge and
redeem. This volume seeks to present the Old Testament theologically out of a conviction that its
surprising stories, its diverse voices, its unflinching involvement with the moral issues of power, its
willingness to face human ambiguity, its constant testimony to a demanding and complex God, can
make a difference in the way the church engages the public crises of our time. Our hope is that a
theological engagement with the witnesses of ancient Israel in the Old Testament will provide
perspectives on our contemporary world out of the conviction that the God of Israel is the same God
active today. The Old Testament is not simply about ancient religious communities. It concerns God's
justice and redemption at work in the world of economic and political power and in the midst of the
living and dying of human communities. Thus, the Old Testament is not to be read today for the sake
of in-house religious purposes in the church. It is to be read to make the reality of God's power amid
the issues of human power clear for our time, as it was for Israel's time. Such a reading is complex
and multifaceted to be sure, but to read for any lesser purpose is to cut ourselves off from the
enduring power of God's word (cf. Isa 40:6-8).



 
Diversity and Continuity

 
Any adequate theological reading of the Old Testament must take into account the diverse

theological voices that speak through its texts. This diversity has been viewed by many as a
theological problem that undermines the possibilities of any use of the Old Testament as authoritative
scripture for the church. Some have tried to deal with this problem of diversity by imposing an
organizing theological pattern on the Old Testament. These efforts have failed to attract enduring
support because they either force material into an artificially unified schema or relegate some Old
Testament voices to a devalued margin.

 
Diversity as Gift and Danger

 
No one who has read the Old Testament can fail to notice the great diversity of voices that speak

through its texts. Narrative and poetry, peasant piety and royal archive, priestly ritual and prophetic
utterance, apocalyptic vision and wisdom saying—all of these voices, and many more, witness to the
polyphonic nature of the Old Testament as a whole. It is one of the great gifts of the Old Testament as
a theological resource to the community of faith that almost any person in any role or circumstance
can find a voice within the Old Testament witness that seems to offer the reader common ground.

This collection of polyphonic voices does indeed enrich our perspectives on the biblical
experience of God. The Old Testament does not present a narrow harmony of voices. There is,
however, a danger in this affirmation. Our affirmation of this diversity should not be understood as a
settling for pluralistic voices as an end in themselves or as a selection from which we simply make
congenial choices. The God of the Hebrew Bible is one God, although experienced in many ways
and depicted through multiple images. The presence of such diversity in the same Hebrew canon is
an invitation to consider these voices in relation to one another and as witness to diverse, even
inconsistent, experiences of the same God. Such an invitation draws us into dialogue with these
voices. We cannot settle for atomistic description of each witness in isolation but are drawn to
consider how so many diverse stories are collected into a canon that insists these stories be in
dialogue together. We are asked to consider what Walter Brueggemann has called testimony and
countertestimony as a necessary tension within which religious readers seek to discern God's word.14

 
Coherence and Continuity

 
We do believe, however, that there is a coherence and continuity in the Old Testament that

transcends the diversity of its voices. This cannot be thought of as an imposed unity that would
obscure, diminish, or deny the dialogue among the polyphonic witnesses of the Old Testament. The
dialogue within the Old Testament is not, however, without unifying elements. We would suggest that
the polyphonic voices of the Old Testament have a common focus on the character, activity, and will
of Israel's one God and a common framework in the story of Israel as the people of that one God.

Esther and the Song of Songs are the only books in the Hebrew canon that do not mention God,
and they were controversial for this reason at the time the final section of the canon (the Writings)



was being fixed. Throughout the rest of the Old Testament, every type of material gives overt
testimony to Israel's experience of God. Sometimes, as in covenant and commandments or prophetic
utterance, the emphasis is on God's will as revealed to Israel. At other times testimony is to the
actions of God as Creator of all things, as deliverer/judge/redeemer of Israel, and as sovereign over
all nations. And throughout the Old Testament there are witnesses to the experienced character of the
God to whom Israel is related—a God in whom Israel has known holiness, justice, righteousness,
compassion, wrath, love, mercy, and wisdom. Although diverse, the texts of the Old Testament
nevertheless participate in testimony about, to, and against a common God.

If God is the common focus, the story of Israel as a people related to this God is the common
framework for the diverse texts of the Old Testament. The Old Testament is not abstract,
philosophical discourse or dispassionate, historical narrative. The Old Testament is the faith story of
Israel or testimony from within the context of that faith story. Some of the Old Testament is composed
of the narrative texts that simply tell Israel's story, although sometimes from multiple perspectives
and always as faith witness rather than neutral history writing. Nonstorytelling materials, such as law
codes or collections of prophetic preaching, are to be understood in the context of particular times
and places in Israel's story. The psalms are Israel's worship materials. Even the Wisdom literature is
not presented as commonly held international literature but as a part of Israel's testimony to Yahweh,
who as Creator is the source of all wisdom. If there are divergent and sometimes clashing voices in
the Old Testament, they nevertheless remain a part of Israel's story as the people of God and judged
by Israel worthy to pass on as its testimony to its God.

Even in the diversity of voices in the Old Testament, one may discern a creative tension that is
itself an element of continuity and coherence. Voices that witness to God as the power that sustains
creation and orders the lives of the community are constantly challenged by voices that critique the
existing order of the status quo in behalf of those left in the margins and testify to God as the power
that brings revolutionary possibility for change and transformation. It is a part of the theological
character of the Old Testament that the reader is constantly forced back into this creative tension.
God who blesses and orders our lives is also God who disrupts in order to make new. We can count
on this dynamic. Our theological reading of the Old Testament as scripture of the church will both
comfort and disturb us. It will support our cherished faith visions and challenge us to give them up
for new and different ones. It will affirm our place in relationship to God in community and judge our
unwillingness to make place for others. It will provide resources for comfort in time of trouble and
trouble us when we settle into comfort.

A final word must be said about continuity. Readers tend to read the Old Testament in isolation as
if it did not stand in continuity with their own faith traditions and communities. The Old Testament
ends abruptly. There is no carefully crafted conclusion or summation. We are in the midst of a story
and it simply breaks off. As Christians we have most often resumed reading with the New Testament.
The result is a sense of discontinuity. Christians often treat the Old Testament as distant background
and the New Testament as a fresh start. We know little of the intertestamental literature that tells the
story of the continuing journey of God's people—the Jews—in various parts of the ancient world. We
know little of the story of Judaism and the rich literature that provides the context for the life and
ministry of Jesus and the emergence of the early church.

We must move beyond this sense of discontinuity in favor of a new recognition of continuity
between the Old Testament's witness and our own faith identity. We must do this with an awareness
that the continuity of Israel's witness with our own Christian tradition is but one of several continuous



traditions that grow from Israel's texts. Both Judaism and Islam are lively and creative, historical and
contemporary religious traditions that share with Christianity a foundation in the testimony of ancient
Israel.

As Christians we are still connected to the story and witness of ancient Israel. It is theologically
important to recognize several dimensions of that connectedness.

There is a continuity of God. The God of Israel is the same God made known in Jesus Christ and
the early church and given testimony in the New Testament. This is the same God with whom the
church has lived in relationship down to the present. Our God is Israel's God. Thus, all of the aspects
of God's character and activity given witness in the Old Testament are in continuity with the
experience of God reflected in the New Testament and the centuries of Christian tradition. God's
power, love, justice, redemption, judgment, compassion, and faithfulness are all known first in the
Old Testament. It is sometimes suggested that we meet a different God in the New Testament. The
caricature often suggests that the Old Testament gives us God's law, but we encounter God's grace
only in the New Testament. We want to assert unequivocally that God's grace is already manifest in
the pages of the Old Testament and does not wait to be introduced for Christians in the New
Testament. The God of Israel is the same God seen as incarnate in Jesus Christ, and it is our
recognition of God's grace in creation, promise, deliverance, covenant making, judgment, and
redemption in Israel's story that allows us to understand more fully the divine grace we see in Jesus
Christ. Recognition of this continuity of divine grace would help put an end to caricatures that
associate the Old Testament only with law and judgment and the New Testament with grace and love.

There is a continuity of God's world. The potential of God's creation is the same gift to every
generation, ancient and modern, Jew and Christian, believer and unbeliever. The ancient cosmologies
of Genesis are not the same as the Greek understandings of the cosmos in the background of the New
Testament and are certainly different from modern scientific understandings of the cosmos. But
testimony by the faith community to the gifts of God's creation and the challenge to live as stewards
in that creation are continuous in spite of changed cosmologies. To claim continuity with the
testimony of ancient Israel that the world is God's created world is to choose a way of relating to the
world that transcends changes in cosmology. We also, however, share with ancient Israel the
conviction that the world God created in wholeness has become broken. The reality of broken
creation faces the faith community, ancient and modern, with the same challenges. There are, of
course, great differences in the social contexts of ancient Israel, the early church, and our own time.
Yet, there is a continuity of human sinfulness and social brokenness that makes the issues of ancient
Israel our own. Behind the reality of changed social context is a continuity of human nature and
human interrelatedness that allows our story to be intersected by the biblical story. We experience the
common struggle we share with ancient Israel to face issues of meaning and faithfulness in the midst
of broken lives and broken social communities, to face issues of justice and redemption in the midst
of settled and sinful patterns of power.

There is a continuity of God's people. God's people do not cease to exist at the close of the Old
Testament only to resume existence for Christians at Pentecost. There is a continuing story of God's
people through the story of second-temple Judaism extending beyond the canon through the literature
we now call the Apocrypha and witnessed in other early Jewish writings. Jesus and the early church
were an inseparable part of this early Jewish tradition. To comprehend early Christians adequately
we must understand more fully the continuity of Christian tradition with its Jewish roots. The
community of God's people was not created at Pentecost but emerged as a living branch of a lively



Jewish tradition that bridges in continuity from the Old Testament to both later Judaism and the early
church.

There is a continuity of God's work. We hope that through this theological interpretation of the
Old Testament, readers will emerge with a sense that God's work, attested so richly in the writings of
ancient Israel, will be recognized as in continuity with the work of God in our own world. Thus, such
study of the witness of ancient Israel is not an end in itself, but instead enables the Old Testament as
scripture of the church to serve as a resource that empowers us as God's people for our own faithful
response to the needs of a broken world.

 
Notes

 
1. Numerous recent publications suggest a revival of interest in reading and teaching the Old

Testament (and the New) theologically—reading the biblical texts as scripture. Representative of
these resources are Ellen F. Davis and Richard B. Hays, eds., The Art of Reading Scripture (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003); and John P. Burgess, Why Scripture Matters (Louisville: Westminster
John Knox, 1998).

2. A lively recent discussion of terminology for the collection of ancient Israel's texts has not
resulted in any general consensus, and it is clear that none of the alternatives are ideologically
neutral or without interpretive pitfalls. See the helpful discussions of this issue in Jon Levenson, The
Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical Criticism (Louisville: Westminster John Knox,
1993); John J. Collins and Roger Brooks, eds., Hebrew Bible or Old Testament? Studying the Bible
in Judaism and Christianity (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 1990); and Christopher
R. Seitz, Word Without End: The Old Testament as Abiding Theological Witness (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1998), 61-74.

3. There is a lively literature available debating the merits and liabilities of the historicalcritical
method in this postmodern era. See Levenson, The Hebrew Bible, the Old Testament, and Historical
Criticism; John Barton, The Future of Old Testament Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1993); and "Historical Critical Approaches," The Cambridge Companion to Biblical Interpretation
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 9-19; Leander E. Keck, "Will the Historical
Critical Method Survive?" in R. A. Spencer, ed., Orientation by Disorientation: Studies in Literary
Criticism and Biblical Literary Criticism (Pittsburgh: Theological Monographs 35, 1980), 115-27;
Francis Watson, Text, Church, and World: Biblical Interpretation in Theological Perspective
(Edinburgh: T. & T. Clark, 1994).

4. See Walter Brueggemann, Texts Under Negotiation: The Bible and Postmodern Imagination
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).

5. The most widely used treatment of Israel's history in this vein is John Bright, A History of
Israel (4th ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2000).

6. The following quote represents this school of thought: "There is no more 'ancient Israel.'
History no longer has room for it. This we do know. And now, as one of the first conclusions of this
new knowledge, 'biblical Israel' was in its origins a Jewish concept." T. L. Thompson, "A Neo-
Albrightean School in History and Biblical Scholarship?" JBL 114 (1995): 697. See also P. R.
Davies, In Search of "Ancient Israel" (JSOTSup 148; Sheffield, JSOT, 1992); and K. W. Whitelam,
The Invention of Ancient Israel: The Silencing of Palestinian History (New York: Routledge,



1996).
7. Particularly impressive as a comprehensive response to minimalist historical approaches is

Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper Longman III, A Biblical History of Israel (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 2003). Students will find in its opening chapters a comprehensive review of
the debate over Israel's history, and a convincing challenge to the minimalist assumptions for writing
Israel's history. Another effort to affirm alternatives to the minimalist perspective can be found in
Michael D. Coogan, ed., The Oxford History of the Biblical World (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 1998). See also William G. Dever, What Did the Biblical Writers Know and When Did They
Know It? What Archaeology Can Tell Us About the Reality of Ancient Israel (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 2001); and V. P. Long, G. J. Wenham, and D. W. Baker, eds., Windows into Old Testament
History: Evidence, Argument, and the Crisis of "Biblical Israel" (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002).

8. Walter Brueggemann refers to this as "imaginative remembering" in his An Introduction to the
Old Testament: The Canon and Christian Imagination (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003).

9. Carol A. Newsom and Sharon H. Ringe, eds., The Women's Bible Commentary, rev. ed.
(Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998). Many of the articles in this volume include bibliography
for reading further in the growing volume of feminist and womanist biblical studies. See also Phyllis
Bird, Missing Persons and Mistaken Identities in Ancient Israel (OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress,
1997); and Tikva Simone Frymer-Kensky, Reading the Women of the Bible (New York: Schocken
Books, 2002).

10. See Renita J. Weems, Battered Love: Marriage, Sex, and Violence in the Hebrew Prophets
(OBT; Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995).

11. See Michael Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985); and J.
Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom, trans. by S. Attanasis (Maryknoll, N.Y.:
Orbis Books, 1981).

12. See Cain Felder, ed., Stony the Road We Trod (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1991); and R. S.
Sugirtharajah, ed., Voices from the Margin: Interpreting the Bible in the Third World, new ed.
(Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1995).

13. See Brevard S. Childs, Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1979); James A. Sanders, Canon and Community: A Guide to Canonical Criticism (GBS;
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984); and Rolf Rendtorff, Canon and Theology (OBT; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1993).

14. Walter Brueggemann, Theology of the Old Testament: Testimony, Dispute, Advocacy
(Minneapolis: Fortress, 1997).
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THE CANONS OF SCRIPTURE
 

All Christian churches accept the thirty-nine-book Jewish canon for the Old Testament (Table I). The
Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions accept additional books into the Old Testament canon.
Anglicans, Lutherans, and other Protestants call these books the Apocrypha.

 
Table I: The Jewish Canon

 
Jewish Scriptures are divided into three parts: Torah, Prophets, and Writings. First and Second



Samuel, 1–2 Kings, 1–2 Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah, and the Twelve Minor Prophets are each
considered a single book because each set of writings forms one complete scroll.

 

Torah Prophets Writings
   
Genesis Former Prophets Psalms
Exodus Joshua Proverbs
Leviticus Judges Job
Numbers 1–2 Samuel Song of Songs
Deuteronomy 1–2 Kings Ruth

Lamentations Ecclesiastes
Esther

Latter Prophets Daniel
Isaiah Ezra
Jeremiah Nehemiah
Ezekiel 1–2 Chronicles

   
The Twelve
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Hagai
Zechgariah
Malachi

 
Table II: The Protestant Old Testament Canon

 
Most Protestant denominations accept the following thirty-nine books as the canon of the Old
Testament in this traditional order.

 
Genesis
Exodus



Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Esther
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Ezekiel
Daniel
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

 



Table III: The Roman Catholic Old Testament Canon
 

The Roman Catholic Canon includes all thirty-nine books found in the Old Testament in Table II, plus
eleven additional books. These books are arranged variously in different Roman Catholic Bibles.
The order below reflects that of the New Jerusalem Bible and the New American Bible. The names
of the books in italics are those not found in the Protestant canon.

 
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
1 Kings
2 Kings
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
Ezra
Nehemiah
Tobit
Judith
Esther (with six additions)
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
Job
Psalms
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Wisdom of Solomon
Sirach
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Lamentations
Baruch (Baruch 6 = The Letter of Jeremiah)



Ezekiel
Daniel(with three additions: the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Young Men, Susanna,

and Bel and the Dragon)
Hosea
Joel
Amos
Obadiah
Jonah
Micah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi

 
[The Vulgate, or Latin, translation of the Roman Catholic Bible contains 3 Esdras, 4 Esdras, and the
Prayer of Manasseh in an appendix.]

 
Table IV: The Orthodox Old Testament Canon

 
The Orthodox tradition includes all thirty-nine books of the Old Testament found in Table III, plus
fourteen additional books. In the Greek Orthodox Church, the traditional text for the Old Testament is
the Greek Septuagint (LXX). The Slavonic translation of the Septuagint is the traditionally used Old
Testament text for the Russian Orthodox Church. The names of the books in italics are those not found
in the Protestant canon.

 
Genesis
Exodus
Leviticus
Numbers
Deuteronomy
Joshua
Judges
Ruth
1 Kingdoms (= 1 Samuel)
2 Kingdoms (= 2 Samuel)
3 Kingdoms (= 1 Kings)
4 Kingdoms (= 2 Kings)



1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
1 Esdras (= Esdras in the SRSV Apocrypha = 2 Esdras in Slavonic Bibles)
2 Esdras (= Ezra; in some Orthodox Bibles 2 Esdras also includes Nehemiah)
Nehemiah
Tobit
Judith
Esther (with six additions)
1 Maccabees
2 Maccabees
3 Maccabees
Psalms (with Psalm 151)
Job
Proverbs
Ecclesiastes
Song of Songs
Wisdom of Solomon
Wisdom of Sirach (= Ecclesiasticus)
Hosea
Amos
Micah
Joel
Obadiah
Jonah
Nahum
Habakkuk
Zephaniah
Haggai
Zechariah
Malachi
Isaiah
Jeremiah
Baruch
Lamentations
Epistle of Jeremiah
Ezekiel
Daniel (with three additions: the Prayer of Azariah and the Song of the Three Youths, Susanna,

and Bel and the Dragon)



 
[Greek Orthodox Bibles contain 4 Maccabees and the Prayer of Manasseh in an appendix. Slavonic
Bibles add 3 Esdras to this appendix.]



CHAPTER TWO

THE CREATED ORDER AND THE RE-CREATION OF
BROKEN ORDER

Gen 1–11
 
 
 

The Old Testament begins at the beginning—not of Israel, but of the cosmos. Its opening chapters
move from the morning of the universe to the ordering of families and nations to the birthing of the
fathers and mothers of Israel. God was there "in the beginning," but this is a new day for God, too.
Given the divine commitment to relationships with the creation, God will never be the same again.

Genesis 1–11 enjoys an especially high status in those communities for whom the Bible is
authoritative, especially the Christian church. Books and videos on Genesis attract a steady stream of
buyers. This popularity has not been achieved because of an interest in these chapters elsewhere in
the Old Testament, where only rare reference is made to these texts (e.g., Isa 54:9-10). Yet, this is
true of Genesis texts generally (e.g., Gen 22), so it is difficult to assess what role these chapters may
have played in Israel's reflections.

New Testament texts, especially Paul's references to Gen 3 and the "fall" (e.g., Rom 5:12-21), are
perhaps most responsible for the attention given these chapters in Christian circles. These Pauline
texts have been extended by elaborate churchly reflections about creation, sin and evil, the nature of
the human, and the relationship between God and world. Immense theological edifices have been
built squarely on interpretations of these chapters, and differences among interpreters continue to
animate many a conversation and to generate debate within the Christian community. From another
angle, the stories as stories continue to attract; the seven days of creation, the garden of Eden, Adam
and Eve, Cain and Abel, Noah and the animals in the ark, and the tower of Babel have all become
deeply rooted in Christian consciousness and culture and even beyond. These chapters no doubt will
continue to provide readers with foundational resources for their storytelling and their theological
reflection.

Modern experience has also generated much interest in these chapters: the discovery of ancient
Near Eastern creation and flood accounts; new approaches to literature and historiography; and
issues raised by scientific research, environmentalism, and feminism. These developments have
sharply complicated the interpretation of these chapters: What kind of literature is this? How old is
the earth? How and when did human life appear? Does Gen 1 commend the exploitation of the earth?
Are these texts inimical to the status of women in church and society?

In addressing such issues responsibly, we must go beyond Genesis and draw on insights from
other parts of Scripture and from our own experience—in and through which God continues to work.
We are encouraged in this endeavor in that not every concern in these chapters is collapsed into a



theological framework. For example, Gen 1–2 provides considerable evidence of what might be
called "prescientific" reflection. Israelite theologians were interested in "how" the creation came to
be, and not just questions of "who" and "why." Such "prescientific" knowledge is evident in God's
use of the earth and the waters to mediate further creations (1:11, 20, 24), the classification of plants
into certain kinds (1:11-12) and a comparable interest in animals (1:20-25), as well as the ordering
of creative acts. The authors utilized whatever data was available about the natural world from their
context to shape these chapters, integrating "secular" knowledge and theological perspectives. This
sophisticated move recognized that all spheres of knowledge must be drawn into the conversation in
any effort to understand the way the world has come into being. Readers in every age are implicitly
invited to do the same.

Difficulties arise when it becomes evident that not everything in Gen 1–11 corresponds to modern
knowledge about the world (though no field of inquiry has achieved full understanding). We have
learned truths about the origins, development, and nature of the world of which the biblical authors
never dreamed (e.g., the source of light; the age of the world). We must take whatever additional
knowledge has become available over the years (e.g., some form of evolution) and integrate it with
theological and confessional statements. We are not called to separate theological material from
"scientific" material in Gen 1–11 and rewrite the chapters from the perspective of present knowledge
(though that must be done for other theological and ethical purposes). Rather, the Genesis text
remains an important paradigm regarding the way in which to integrate theological and scientific
knowledge in a common search for truth about the world.

 
Critical Study of Gen 1–11

 
A captivating array of interests and issues enlivens current scholarly study of these chapters. This

liveliness is due at least in part to the fact that the critical study of Genesis (and the Pentateuch
generally) is in disarray. Long-standing hypotheses about the origins and development of these
chapters have been found wanting; new theories of various sorts have been proposed, but no
comprehensive alternative has yet captured the field. We sketch some of the more basic
developments pertinent to Gen 1–11.

 
Source Criticism

 
This literary-historical approach engages in study of the origins of the text, including such matters

as authorship, the oral and written sources used, and the editorial stages through which it may have
passed. This approach has long been the dominant scholarly approach to Gen 1–11. The study of
Genesis from this perspective has commonly been included in a study of the Pentateuch as a whole.

Genesis is usually seen as a composite work, drawn up from various sources and edited over the
course of many centuries. The classical consensus, emergent in Germany in the late nineteenth century
(associated especially with the name of Julius Wellhausen), spoke primarily of three interwoven
sources for Genesis—Yahwist (J), Elohist (E), and Priestly writer (P), dating from the ninth to fifth
centuries BCE. Two of these sources (J and P) were seen to be present in chapters 1–11, at times
placed side by side (chaps. 1–2) and at times interwoven (the flood story, chaps. 6–8). The
recognition of two creation stories (1:1–2:4a; 2:4b-25) has long enjoyed a special place in



demonstrations of the virtues of a source-critical approach.
Much scholarly energy has been expended in seeking to refine this "documentary hypothesis," with

frequent probes regarding the identity, unity, scope, and dating of these (and other) sources. While
much remains uncertain, and scholarly focus has moved on to other paradigms, general agreement
continues that Gen 1–11 is a composite work, consisting of a patchwork quilt of traditions from
various periods. More particularly, the Priestly tradition continues to be associated with the first
creation story, most genealogies, and portions of the flood story. These texts may have been written
either as a supplement to the rest of the material (commonly identified with J) or as a separate
account, later integrated with the older material to provide a unified story. This chapter will focus on
the present form of the text.

The primary concerns of these traditions are theological and kerygmatic, transmitted by persons of
faith in order to speak a word of God and about God to other persons of faith. As such, however,
Genesis is not socially or historically disinterested; it was written—at each stage of transmission—
with the problems and possibilities of particular audiences in view. Yet, determination of those
audiences has been notoriously elusive, though the Babylonian exile has often been suggested as the
setting for one decisive moment in the history of this material (for both J and P).

One source that lies behind these traditions needs special attention. Israel was not the only people
in the ancient Near East with creation and flood stories. Sumerian, Mesopotamian, and Egyptian
accounts have been unearthed in the last two centuries. One example, the Babylonian Epic of
Atrahasis (about 1600 BCE), presents a creation-disruption-flood sequence, a structure similar to
Gen 1–11. As a result of comparing these texts with the biblical account, it is apparent that Israel
participated in a culture with a lively interest in these questions. While some have claimed that Israel
used one or more of these accounts directly, it is now more common to speak of a widespread fund of
images and ideas upon which Israel drew for its own account. Important differences are evident in
Israel's use of them: the absence of a family tree for God (theogony) and a conflict among the gods,
the lack of interest in primeval chaos, the prevailing monotheism, and the high value given human
beings. Yet, these resources from Israel's environment must not be viewed simply in polemical terms,
as if Israel were concerned only to speak against them. The theology of these "outsiders" made
genuine contributions to Israel's reflections on creation.

 
Form Criticism

 
This approach focuses on the identification of the type(s) of literature and the settings in life

where they may have been produced and functioned. Scholars generally agree that Gen 1–11 consists
of two primary types of literature, narratives and genealogies, into which a few poetic pieces have
been integrated (2:23; 3:14-19; 4:23-24; 9:25-27).

1. Genealogies. Ten genealogies (six in chaps. 1–11) constitute major portions of seven chapters
in Genesis, providing its most basic structure: 2:4 (heaven and earth); 5:1 (Adam); 6:9 (Noah); 10:1
(Noah's sons); 11:10 (Shem); 11:27 (Terah); 25:12 (Ishmael); 25:19 (Isaac); 36:1, 9 (Esau); 37:2
(Jacob). These Priestly genealogies are supplemented by others (e.g., Cain, 4:17-22). Their
historical value is debated, but families and tribes no doubt relied upon them to track family
"pedigrees" for social or political purposes. More generally, the genealogies show that every person
—chosen and nonchosen—is kin to every other; even more, in view of 2:4, human and nonhuman are
linked together in one large extended family. Theologically, the genealogies stress God's ongoing



creational activity—bringing new lives into being and ordering them into families. While these
genealogies witness to order and stability, narrative pieces within their flow (e.g., 5:24, 29; 10:8-12;
cf. 4:17-26) introduce elements of disequilibrium and unpredictability into the story of families.

2. Narratives. The narratives are more difficult to assess. No precise designation for them has
been agreed upon; saga, legend, myth, folktale, etiology, story, and theological narrative have all
been candidates. The designation story (or story of the past) is perhaps most helpful in determining
how these materials functioned.

The stories are told in such a way that they could become the stories of each generation; people
come to recognize themselves at the juncture of past story and present reality. By and large, the world
reflected in them is ordinary and familiar, filled with the surprises and joys, the sufferings and the
troubles, the complexities and ambiguities known to every community (6:1-4 is an exception). At the
same time, they are God's story. These stories disclose a world with which God has entered into
relationship and is deeply engaged in its ongoing life. This admixture of the human story and God's
story provides much of the drama that these stories present.

While these texts often mirror human life in every age, the past and the present are not simply
collapsed into each other. These texts do purport to tell a story of the past—note their cumulative
character and chronological framework—yet, they are not historical in any modern sense ("history-
like" is a term sometimes used). This concern for the beginnings of things is evident in the atypical
aspects of some texts (e.g., the long-lived patriarchs belong to an irretrievable past, as does the
reality of one language, 11:1) and in the interest in genealogy and chronology (e.g., 8:13-14). On the
other hand, that which is typical in human life may be reflected in the use of the word 'a-da-m, which
refers to generic humankind (1:26-27), the first man (2:7), or Adam (4:25). The interweaving of the
typical and the atypical in these texts provides for a richness and depth in the story and carries
important theological implications. For example, Gen 3 speaks both of a past, subsequent to the
creation, when sin and its evil effects emerged into the life of the world, and of a typical encounter
with the reality of temptation. The tendency in recent scholarship has been to emphasize the latter.
But, if the reader does not attend to the presentation of these materials as past, and views them only
as ever-present and typical, then any distinction between God's creation and the entrance of sin into
the world is collapsed, and one is faced with a dualistic perspective. Sin would then be viewed, not
as a disruption of God's good creation, but as integral to God's intention for the world. Sin would be
a divine rather than a human problem.

The interweaving of genealogy and narrative provides the basic structure of Gen 1–11. The
narratives move in parallel panels: (a) One panel moves from beginnings (1:1–2:25) to sinful
individuals (3:1-24), through family (4:1-26), through ten generations (5:1-31), out into the larger
world (6:1–8:19), ending in catastrophe. (b) A parallel panel begins anew after the flood (8:20–
9:17), moving again through sinful individuals and family (9:18-27), out into the world (10:1–11:9),
only this time into a world that Israel clearly knows (e.g., Babel). The genealogy of Shem (11:10-26)
also provides an individual point of reference that reaches through ten generations to the family of
Abraham and out into the larger world (12:3b).

 
A Universal Frame of Reference

 
As with any effective literary work, the opening pages of the Old Testament are key to a proper



discernment of the whole. How would the reader experience this "opener"? This material is not laid
out simply to give the reader some information about the world or the beginnings of things. The story
does not begin with the chosen people or even with the human race. The strategy is to catch the
reader up into a universal frame of reference. Readers are invited to view a screen that is cosmic in
its scope and to engage in an act of the imagination that carries them beyond—far beyond—their little
corner of the world, wherever that may be.

In serving this strategy, Gen 1–11 presents a rhythmic interweaving of story and genealogy that
focuses the mind on certain recurring images, especially those of God and the world. They set the
tone and direction for reading all that follows in the Old Testament. New images and ideas will
emerge over time (e.g., divine forgiveness in Exod 34:6-7), but the reader is to work with such new
developments against the backdrop provided by these opening chapters.

 
Regarding God

 
Genesis assumes that God does not have to be introduced (1:1); even the name Yahweh is

assumed to be known (2:4; 4:26). God is the subject of more activity than any other character in Gen
1–11: God creates, blesses, gives laws, judges, grieves, saves, elects, promises, makes covenants,
provides counsel, protects, confers responsibility to human beings, and holds them accountable. And
we are not yet to Sarah and Abraham! These activities reveal God's core character and the basic
divine way of relating to the world. This language is testimony to the kind of God who is active in the
world more generally, not just in Israel. Abraham and Israel are called into a world within which
God is already deeply and pervasively engaged. Such has been the case with every calling since that
time.

Through the lens of these images, the God of the opening chapters of Genesis is portrayed as a
relational God. Most basically, God is present and active in the world, enters into a relationship of
integrity with the world, and does so in such a way that both world and God are affected by that
interaction. God has chosen not to remain aloof from the creation but to get caught up with the
creatures in moving toward the divine purposes for the world. For example: God involves the human
in responsibilities for the creation (1:28; 2:15); God walks in the garden and engages the human in
dialogue (3:8-13); God gives counsel with respect to human behavior (4:6-7); God ameliorates
judgment (4:15); God suffers a broken heart (6:6); God limits the divine options in relating to sin and
evil (8:21-22); and God paints a reminder in the sky for whenever the clouds of judgment thicken
(9:8-17). The rest of the Old Testament witnesses to this kind of God.

More particularly, Israel conceptualized God's creative activity and told creation stories in
several ways:

1. God's creation by means of the word. This is majestically presented in chapter 1. Yet, it is
important to note that God's speech does not stand isolated from divine deeds (1:6-7; see Isa 48:3;
Ezek 37:4-6). A wedge must not be driven between God's speaking and God's acting; these must be
kept together for any proper discussion of creation. It is not enough to say that the divine word goes
forth and creates what has been articulated. God's spirit and action accompany the word and
complexify the creative process; moreover, the text speaks of receptors of that word (1:11-12). The
fundamental purpose of the emphasis on divine word is to indicate that creation was not accidental or
arbitrary, but a deliberate act of the will of God. The word personalizes the will of God at work in
creating (see John 1).



2. God's use of that which has already been created as a means to bring still further creations into
being. This is present in both chapters. In 1:11-12 the earth brings forth vegetation (cf. 1:20, 24); God
forms the man out of the dust of the ground and the woman out of the side of the man (2:7, 22); and the
man joins God in naming the creatures, thereby ordering the world (2:19-20; see below for further
theological reflection).

3. Creation through conflict, a common ancient Near Eastern creation motif. Some have thought
this to be present in this text, particularly in connecting the "chaos" features of 1:2 with other
passages (e.g., Ps 74:12-15). Yet, the poetic and metaphoric character of such references suggest that
the conflict with chaos motif plays no important role here or elsewhere in the Old Testament (see
below on "chaos").

 
Regarding the World

 
God brings the cosmos into being and the result is, as they say, awesome. The reader is

immediately introduced to a world that is filled with "all things bright and beautiful." We are asked to
keep this bountiful and flourishing creation in our minds as we read on, and the Old Testament will
return to such grandeur from time to time (e.g., Deut 8:7-10; Job 38–41; Pss 19; 104; 148). The
reader of Gen 1 must not get lost in literary, historical, and scientific questions. First and foremost,
we are called to pause and wonder at the jewel of a world that God has created. This world is "very
good" indeed.

The doxological character of the opening of Genesis is fitting for such a world. At the same time,
the text does not lose itself in rapturous praise of God. Woven into the doxological strains are strong
words of command for the human creatures in particular: Be fruitful, multiply, fill the earth, have
dominion, subdue the earth (1:28). The future shape of this beautiful world is placed quite directly in
human hands. God engages humankind in a risky enterprise on behalf of the creation (as we can see
from what happens), and God will relate to these appointed stewards with integrity in the ongoing
divine commitment to the world.

The powerful images of God in this chapter must not be allowed to obscure this high place given
to the human in God's creation. Human beings are presented as good and responsible creatures.
Created in the image of God (see below), as well as from the dust of the ground, they are given work
to do in God's world; indeed, they are called to be cocreators with God. Though they sin, they remain
God's good creation, in the divine image (5:1-2; 9:6), with the same summons to responsibility
(3:22-24; 9:1-7). Faithfulness remains a human calling (5:24; 6:8-9) and how human beings respond
will make a difference—for both God and world.

Sad to say, human beings do not do so well with the charge; sin issues in a breakdown of
relationships at multiple levels, including devastating effects upon God's good world. Sin creates
disharmonies between human beings and God, among human beings (men and women; brothers;
parents and children), between human beings and the animals and the land ("thorns and thistles"), and
within the self (shame). Sin affects adversely the spheres of family and work (3:14-19; 9:20-27), of
culture and community (4:17-24), of national life (10–11), of the larger created order (the flood), and
even intrudes upon the heavenly realm (6:1-4). In fact, sin is so deep-seated that "every inclination of
the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually" (6:5); even the flood does not change that
(8:21). Yet, human beings can act against such inclinations (4:7; cf. Deut 30:11-14) and in favor of



that which is life-giving rather than death-dealing. The stories that follow will narrate this human
predicament from every angle, especially among God's chosen people.

 
The Priority of Creation

 
To begin the Old Testament with such powerful and pervasive images of Creator and creation

bespeaks several theological emphases:
1. Such a beginning reflects the actual order of God's activity in the world. God was at work in

the world and in the lives of all creatures on behalf of God's creational purposes long before Israel
existed or articulated what creation was all about. Israel does not bring God into any of the places
into which it is dispersed across the face of the earth. God is there to meet them, and God's work in
those "unchosen" places will have been rich and pervasive.

2. Such a beginning gives priority of place to God's actual engagement with the world, rather than
to human knowledge of such divine activity. Human beings—as individuals or communities—
receive life from the Creator quite apart from any knowledge of its source. Israel's later
understandings of creation only "catch up" with what God has long been about in the world.

3. Such a beginning parallels the human experience of God's activity. All human beings have
experienced God's creative work (e.g., conception and birthing) prior to (and concurrent with) God's
redemptive work. God's promissory and redemptive activity does not occur in a vacuum, but in a
context shaped by the lifegiving, life-enhancing work of the Creator. God's work in creation is
necessary for there to be a people whom God can redeem and a context within which they can live
well.

4. Such a beginning demonstrates that God's work in the world has to do with more than human
beings. Most of Gen 1 portrays the creation of that which is other than human; indeed, human beings
have to share the sixth day of creation with the animals. Moreover, God involves the nonhuman in
creative activity (1:11, 20, 22, 24). In addition, the human and nonhuman orders are deeply
integrated, so that human sin has devastating effects on the nonhuman (3:17; 6:5-7; 9:2). And so the
nonhuman creatures are caught up in God's saving work (6:19–7:3), God's remembering (8:1), and
God's promising (9:10). Readers of the rest of the Old Testament should be attuned to the important
place of the nonhuman in God's economy.

5. Such a beginning makes clear the intentions of God's redemptive work. Genesis 1–11
demonstrates that God's purposes in redemption move beyond Israel; they are universal in scope.
Israel appears on the scene only within the context of all the nations/families of the earth (Gen 10–
11); the promises given to the chosen people are grounded in God's promises to the world (8:21-22;
9:8-17); Israel's election is specifically tied back into this world family in Gen 12:1-3, "in you all
the families of the earth shall be blessed." All these families, laboring under sin and its effects, are
the ultimate concern of God. God's initially exclusive move with Abraham and his family is in the
interests of a maximally inclusive end—a new creation. God's redemption of Israel serves this divine
intention with respect to the creation in its entirety. This universal mission informs more of the Old
Testament than has been commonly recognized.

 
Two Creation Stories Become One (1:1–2:25)

 



Many students of Gen 1–2 think that these chapters consist of two creation accounts, assigning
1:1–2:4a to the Priestly writer and 2:4b-25 to the Yahwist. Differences in type of literature, structure,
vocabulary, style, and center of concern have been noted. Yet, while the two accounts have different
origins and transmission histories, they have been brought together in a theologically sophisticated
fashion to function together as the canonical picture of creation. As such, they reveal key points of
complementarity: God as sole Creator of a good and purposeful world; the key place of the human
among the creatures in a cocreative role; the social character of the human as malefemale.

In the following paragraphs these chapters are read as a unified whole in seeking to draw out
some of these emphases, and to give evidence of both creative tension and complementarity in this
complex story of creation.

Traditional and churchly understandings of creation have tended to favor the presentation of
chapter 1; this preference has been reinforced by critical decisions that have often portrayed chapter
2 as more naive and less sophisticated theologically. The result is an image in the theological
tradition of a Creator who is radically transcendent, operating in total independence from the
creation, speaking the world into being. But if the two chapters are kept in an interactive relationship
with one another, a more relational view of God emerges.

We will see in what follows that both God and creatures have an important role in the creative
enterprise, and their spheres of activity are interrelated. God is not presented as powerful and the
creatures powerless. In spite of the risks involved, God chooses the way of less than absolute
control, for the sake of a relationship of integrity in which power is shared with that which is other
than God. In the very act of creating, God gives to others a certain freedom and independence, and
catches them up in creativity (from the earth in 1:11 to the man and woman in 1:28 and to the man in
2:19). Creation is process as well as event (see especially 2:18-23); creation is creaturely as well as
divine. God has established a relationship with human beings such that their decisions about the
creation truly count—both for God and the creation.

Signaled by the shift in 2:4 from "heaven and earth" to "earth and heaven," chapter 2 focuses on
the earthly context and the human characters; it may be intended to describe in detail several days of
chapter 1, especially the sixth day. In this linkage, diversity and complexity in the imaging of creation
are valued more than strict coherence. God is characterized as one who creates (bārā') and makes
('āsāh), who speaks and separates, who forms and builds from existing material, and who engages
that which is already created in the creational process (1:11; 2:19). Analogies from human creating
are common, and the verb bārā'—God is the only subject and it carries no object of material or
means—may be used to affirm that no earthly analogy adequately portrays God's creative activity.

Although ordering (usually of material specified in 1:2) is the primary effect of this divine
activity, the diverse images, the less than perfect symmetry (e.g., eight creative acts in six days), and
the call to the human to "subdue the earth," convey a sense that this creative order is not forever
fixed. The creation is presented as basically in place, but still in the process of becoming. In view of
this reality, appeals to the "orders of creation" or natural law (on, say, ethical issues) must be
handled with considerable care.

The opening verses of chapter 1 are difficult to translate, and hence interpretations will vary more
than is usually the case. The most convincing (and common) position is to translate verse 1 as an
independent sentence (so RSV; NIV; contrast NRSV) and to interpret it as a summary of the chapter
(and so it would be parallel with the other genealogies in 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; and 11:10); verse 2
describes a state of affairs prior to God's ordering, a state that is not yet consonant with the divine



purposes in creation; verse 3 reports the first creative act.
The "chaos" of verse 2 ("a formless void") refers, not to some divine opponent (as it does in

Babylonian parallels), but to raw material that God uses to create what follows. At that point, the
"chaos" ceases to exist; it does not persist as a negative backdrop or potential threat to God's
creation. Allusions to "chaos" in later literature (always poetry), do provide deeply negative images
for the world (e.g., Jer 4:23-26); but these images are subsumed under the wrath of God in response
to creaturely wickedness, not to some independent threat to the creation. In the flood story, which
soon follows and witnesses to God's judgmental response, the fountains and windows of heaven
function intensively, but as created realities; this is no return to the chaos of 1:2. When the
floodwaters abate, the created order of chapter 1 emerges into the light of day.

The "formless void" is neither nothing nor an undifferentiated mass; the earth, the waters, the
darkness, and the wind are discrete realities—the "stuff" that God uses to bring about a new order.
The earth (which in v. 9 "appears") is so described because it is desolate and unproductive (not
unlike the portrayal of 2:4-6). The author does not deny that God created all things, but the origin of
what is specified in verse 2 is of no apparent interest, except that God was present and active there.
Any comprehensive doctrine of "creation out of nothing" must be grounded in other texts (e.g., 2
Macc 7:28; Rom 4:17; Heb 11:3) or theological perspectives.

Verse 2 does claim that, whether one translates rûah. as spirit or wind, God is present and active
with this undifferentiated mass. The "hovering" suggests an ever-changing velocity and direction, and
because God is involved this movement is purposeful. This use of the language of movement rather
than static categories, as at a key juncture in the flood story (8:1) and at the Red Sea (Exod 14:21),
suggests creative activity in this verse, a bringing of something new out of a chaotic situation.

The word beginning thus is not the absolute beginning of all things, but the beginning of the
ordered creation, including both spatial and temporal orders. The seven-day order (climaxing in the
sabbath, 2:1-3) establishes a temporal pattern to be observed by all human beings, so that human life
will be in tune with the creative order. This concern for a work-rest weekly rhythm (which grounds
the sabbath commandment in Exod 20:8-11) makes it likely that the days of creation are to be
understood as twenty-four-hour periods. Efforts to understand this temporal reference in terms of,
say, evolution, by interpreting "day" as an extensive period of time, betrays too much of an interest in
harmonization. This text reflects early "prescientific" reflection, and moderns must consider
perspectives from various scientific disciplines to discern a fuller truth about the origins of the
world.

The basic content of the eight-act, six-day structure is ordered in terms of parallels between
spaces and their inhabitants: days 1 and 4 (light/luminaries), days 2 and 5 (waters/firmament;
fish/birds), days 3 and 6 (dry land/vegetation; land animals/people/food). Among the repetitive
phrases associated with these creative acts, "God saw that it was good" is especially noteworthy.
Here God reacts to the work, making evaluations. One such evaluation occurs explicitly in 2:18 ("it
is not good") and implies that such an evaluative assessment was part of an ongoing process for God,
within which creational change is possible. The use of the verb subdue (1:28) implies that "good"
does not mean perfect or static or in no need of development, but appropriate for God's intended
purposes and for creaturely life and well-being. The divine naming (1:5-10) stops with the earth's
appearance, and human beings pick up that task in 2:19. For both God and human beings, naming
denotes a discernment of the creatures' place within the creation, not authority (so Adam's naming of
Eve does not entail subordination, demonstrated by Hagar's naming God in 16:13). Such an ordering



activity through naming is coordinate with God's naming and hence is an integral part of the creative
task, involving human beings in an ongoing cocreative responsibility.

Although the creation of humans does not require an entire day, a change in rhetoric signals the
importance of their creation. The "let us" language (1:26; see 11:7) images God as a consultant of
other divine beings (for the heavenly council, see Jer 23:18-22). The creation of humankind results
from a dialogical act, an inner-divine communication. This language reveals the richness and
complexity of the divine realm. God is not in heaven alone, but is engaged in a relationship of
mutuality and chooses to share the creative process with others. Human beings are thus created in the
image of one who creates in a way that shares power with others, which would be congruent with the
command in 1:28.

While the meaning of the image of God is open to much debate, this phrase refers basically to
those characteristics of human beings that make communication with God possible and enable them to
take up the God-given responsibilities specified in these verses (this image remains intact after the
entrance of sin, 5:1-2; 9:6). That human beings, like other creatures, are also created from the dust of
the earth, either directly or indirectly (2:7, 21-22), constitutes the other pole regarding human
identity.

As image of God, human beings function to mirror God to the world, to be as God would be to the
nonhuman, to be an extension of God's own dominion. This text democratizes an ancient Near Eastern
royal use of image language; all human beings are created in the image of God, not just kings. The
result is that all interhuman hierarchical understandings are set aside; all human beings of whatever
station in life stand together as image of God. That both male and female are so created ('ādām is
here used generically, hence the translation "humankind") means that the female images the divine as
much as the male. Likeness to God pertains not only to what male and female have in common but
also to what remains distinctive to them. This provides a basis for the use of both male and female
images for God in the Old Testament. While male images predominate, female images, especially
those of motherhood, are used, particularly in those texts and times where themes of divine closeness
and comfort seem called for (e.g., Deut 32:18; Isa 42:14; 66:13).

The command to have dominion (1:28), in which God delegates responsibility for the nonhuman
creation in a power-sharing relationship with humans, must be understood in terms of caregiving, not
exploitation (see the use of the verb rādāh in Ps 72:8-14; Ezek 34:1-4). The verb subdue, while
capable of more negative senses, here has reference to the earth and its cultivation without parallel in
the Hebrew Bible and, more generally, to the becoming of a world that is a dynamic, not a static
reality. The indispensable character of this role for the human is also lifted up in 2:5, which
remarkably claims that a precreation state remains, not only because there was yet no rain, but also
because there was as yet no human being to serve (less than adequately translated "till") and to keep
the ground (2:15; 3:23). This responsibility assigned to the human has not simply to do with
maintenance and preservation, but with intracreational development—bringing the world along
toward its fullest possible potential. God intends from the beginning that things not stay just as they
were initially created. God creates not a static state of affairs but a highly dynamic world in which
the future lies open to various possibilities, and human beings are given a key role to play in
developing them.

With this divinely ordained role, male and female, in turn, are placed in a garden in Eden
(perhaps thought to be in the Jordan valley, 13:10; ancient Near Eastern parallels are minor). Rivers
flow from Eden to give water to the world outside of Eden (2:10-14); so when the man and woman



are excluded from the garden, they do not move from a world of blessing to one devoid of blessing.
The garden has sometimes been described in overly romantic terms, but the text shows much
restraint. Indeed, one might speak of various dimensions of suffering implicit in this text—for
example, the pain associated with the limits of finitude, loneliness, temptation, and even anxiety
(which become intensified and tragic in the wake of sin). The text emphasizes the basic needs of life:
freedom, food, a home, a family, harmonious relationships, and a stable natural environment. The
contrast with the situation in 3:7-19 is clear, if at times overdrawn, and to that we turn shortly.

God is imaged as a potter (2:7), whose hands work with the stuff of the ground ('ādāmâ) in
designing and creating the first human being ('ādām; a male figure rather than an earth creature, as
some have suggested [e.g., P. Trible], for this text is the only reference to the creation of the male).
This image of a God with his hands in the dirt is remarkable; this is no naive theology, but a statement
about the depths to which God has entered into the life of the creation. God's very life is then
breathed into the man; something of God's own self becomes an integral part of human identity,
enabling life to move from God out into the larger world (the animals may also have been so
understood, see 7:22).

God is also imaged as a farmer, placing two trees in this garden; they are associated with life and
death and human choices related thereto (see Deut 30:15-20). The tree of life is a means to
continuing life, but from which God bars them after they have eaten of the tree of knowledge (3:22).
The tree of the knowledge of good and evil, a knowledge that God has (3:22), presents a use of the
law wherein certain creaturely limits are established by God as in the best interests of human well-
being. These limits are associated with a divine knowing, by which humans are to acknowledge the
decisiveness of the word of God for true human life; they anticipate the giving of the law at Sinai. To
conceive of these matters in terms of an eating metaphor, so prominent in Gen 2–3, signifies taking
something into the self that shapes one's total being ("you are what you eat"). The penalty for eating is
death—capital punishment, not an ontological change (from being immortal to being mortal), for
death as such is part of God's created order. If this were not the case, the tree of life would have been
irrelevant.

The prohibition regarding the tree in 2:16-17 joins with the positive law of 1:28 to present a
central place for law in the pre-sin created order of things. Law is given with creation, is seen to be
integral to proper human life in the world, and enables law to be understood in basically positive
terms as that which promotes life. Law is a gracious gift for the best possible life.

The phrase "it is not good" (2:18) is part of the ongoing divine evaluation of the creation,
identifies a problem with the creation to this point—human aloneness—and moves to resolve it. That
God first brings animals to the man demonstrates that the issue being addressed is companionship,
not sexuality or procreation. That "helper" does not entail subordination is likely in view of its
common use for God (e.g., Ps 121:1-2). That God gives such an important decision to the man
—"whatever," without qualification (2:19)— shows the extent to which God delegates power to the
human, engages the human in the creative process (cf. 1:11), and leaves room for human decisions
that truly count in the shaping of the future. Such a commitment on God's part involves risk, since
human beings may (and in time do) misuse the power they have been given.

God honors the first human decision and goes back to the drawing boards. God next brings to the
man a personally designed and constructed woman—made from living flesh (perhaps "side" rather
than "rib"). Being created from a part of the man does not entail subordination for the woman any
more than man's being created from the ground does for the man. The man recognizes that the woman



addresses the stated need, and his exultation counts for an evaluation that the situation has now
moved from "not good" to good. His words (v. 23) stress mutuality and equality, with a new level of
knowledge of his identity as a man in relationship to a woman. The concluding verses do not mention
children, but focus on the man-woman relationship; they are now "one flesh," which refers to
intimacy in the broadest sense of the term, not just the sexual. The man and the woman are now an
indissoluble unit of humankind.

These various images regarding creation may be especially important for an audience in need of
God's creative activity in the midst of the collapse of their ordered world. These chapters would thus
parallel the use of creational themes on the part of key exilic prophets (Isa 40–55; Jer 31–33).

 
The Intrusion of Sin and Its Social and Cosmic Effects (3:1–6:4)

 
This section is generally assigned to the J writer (except the Priestly genealogy in chap. 5).

Genesis 3 has played an extraordinary role in the history of interpretation, even if not within the Old
Testament itself (Ezek 28:11-19 has some uncertain connections). This text probably did not gain this
status until post–Old Testament times. But care must be used not to overdraw this point. The text's
placement at the head of the canon gives it a certain theological stature.

At the same time, chapter 3 does not stand isolated, and its larger context should play a more
important role than it commonly has. While the literary and thematic links with chapter 2 are often
noted, less attention has been given to the chapters that follow. For example, similarities in the
progression of chapter 3 and of 4:7-16 should keep these texts closely connected. This link should be
extended through 6:1-4, where the cosmic effects of sin are mythically conveyed, with 6:5
summarizing the situation at that juncture: "every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only
evil continually."

No such claim is made at the end of chapter 3, though that has been a common interpretation.
Rather, chapter 3 describes the "originating sin," and the chapters that follow speak of a process by
which sin became "original," that is, universal and inescapable (no genetic understandings are
conveyed). When this processive understanding is combined with the primary imagery of separation,
estrangement, alienation, progressively greater distances from Eden, and the decreasing ages of
human beings, "fall" language is reductionistic and not entirely appropriate for chapter 3. To speak of
a "fall" in the sense of falling "out" or "apart," however, would resonate well with the basic images
used in these chapters.

While no ancient Near Eastern "fall" story has been uncovered, understandings of sin in the
broader culture no doubt influenced Israel's reflections. A universal and pervasive understanding of
sin can be discerned in several texts:

A Sumerian penitential prayer reads, "Who is there who has not sinned against his god; who has
always obeyed the commandments? Every one who lives is sinful." Or a Sumerian wisdom saying:
"Never has a sinless child been born to its mother." Or, this penitential lament, "My god, though my
transgressions are many—free me of my guilt! Though my misdeeds be innumerable—let your heart
be still! Though my sins be countless—show mercy and heal me!" Or, this remarkable invocation to
the goddess Ishtar: "Forgive my sin, my iniquity, my wickedness and my offence . . . loose my fetters,
secure my deliverance . . . Let my prayers and my supplications come to you and may all your grace
be with me; then those who see me in the street will glorify your name." Or this song of thanksgiving



to the Egyptian god Amun-Re: "If it is the nature of the servant to commit sin, it is the nature of the
Lord to be gracious."1 These profound understandings of sin are nothing peculiarly biblical, let alone
Christian. We are the inheritors of a rich theology of sin from the prebiblical world, though it is
seldom acknowledged.

Some interpreters have suggested a quite different approach to this text, seeing it in terms of a
"fall upward," which the becoming like God theme might suggest. Most have interpreted this "fall"
negatively. Human beings transgress the limits of creatureliness and assume godlike powers for
themselves; yet, this assumes a more basic problem, namely, mistrust (see below). Others have taken
this theme in a positive direction (at least since Irenaeus in the second century). In this view, human
beings move out from under the parental hand of God, a necessary move for the child on the way to
true maturity. Yet, in such an interpretation, God becomes the problem in the text, setting arbitrary
limits in the first place, opposing maturity, and overreacting when humans transgress them. The text
gives few suggestions that the human lot improves, from either the divine or human perspective, as
relationships at every level fall apart. If the sin of the humans is minimized, then the effects of the sin
in verses 14-19 are minimized, including the patriarchy that now ensues.

No word for "sin" occurs in chapter 3; good storytellers don't have to name the game. The word
sin first appears in 4:7, where it is given an enticing, possessive character. This absence has made it
difficult to agree on the nature of the primal sin; what do the human beings do that is wrong? A closer
look at some details of the story will assist readers with such a question.

Chapter 3 brings readers into the middle of a conversation between a snake and two human beings
(3:6 makes clear that the man is present the whole time). Is the snake a malevolent or demonic
creature, out to seduce humans away from God? This is not likely, though the claim has been made
since intertestamental times (Wis 2:24; cf. Rev 12:9; 20:2). The text identifies the snake as an animal
of the field which God had made, as in 2:19-20 and in God's sentence (3:14). The humans seem to so
understand it; they express no fear or wonderment, perhaps because animals in the garden are given
capacities of thought and speech (cf. Job 12:7-9).

The snake is an ambivalent symbol, associated with both life and death (see Num 21:4-9), and
also with craftiness (cf. "sly fox"), perhaps because of its ability to sneak up on others. The verbal
link (in Hebrew) between the "naked" humans and the snake's "craftiness" suggests that human beings
may be exposed at times to shrewd elements in God's world—language appropriate for temptation.
So, the snake is a metaphor, representing anything in God's good creation that could present options
to human beings, the choice of which could seduce them away from God. The snake as a neutral
observer facilitates the options the tree presents. True to life, the facilitator participates in the
consequences of the choice and the metaphor of the snake is established as a negative one for future
generations of humankind (3:14-15).

The reader overhears the conversation at the point it evolves into a question about God and the
prohibition (3:1). The snake asks questions that carry the conversation along, and responds in ways
that are truthful, or at least potentially so: they do become like God, knowing good and evil (3:22),
and they do not die, at least physically; in fact, they could eat of the tree of life and continue to live
(3:22).

The key phrase that leads to the eating is "God knows" (3:5). This claim highlights the fact that
God has not told the humans the full truth. And the question is thereby raised as to whether God,
having kept something from them, indeed something that seems beneficial, could be fully trusted with
their best interests. The issue of knowledge at its deepest level is an issue of trust. Can the humans



trust God while pursuing the truth about God? Can they trust that God has their best interests at heart
even if they do not know everything? Can they trust that not all "benefits" are for their good? The
primal sin may thus best be defined as mistrust of God and God's word, which then manifests itself in
disobedience and other negative behaviors (e.g., blaming).

The snake has presented possibilities through words (only) and the humans draw their own
conclusion. Rather than speak to God about the issue, they silently consider the tree and the wisdom
it offers (without recalling the prohibition). The issue is not the gaining of wisdom in and of itself,
however, but the way it is gained ("the fear of the LORD is the beginning of wisdom"). What this
entails can be seen from the result. Only God can view the creation as a whole; the humans do not
have such a perspective or the wherewithal to handle their new knowledge very well (a recurrent
problem!). The woman takes of the fruit and—with no tempting words—gives it to her silently
observing partner (3:6). Even now, he raises no questions and considers no religious issues; he
simply and silently takes his turn. The man and the woman are in this together (the interpretation of
this text in 1 Tim 2:14 is deeply problematic and has fostered the idea that the woman is the culprit).

Their eyes are opened, that is, they see each other and the world differently—entirely through
their own eyes; left to their own resources they are indeed naked, both literally and metaphorically.
Their human resources—loincloths—prove inadequate, as they hide from God (3:10). Their clothing
reveals more than it conceals (as does God's clothing the already clothed in v. 21). In 3:8-13, the man
is the primary subject, balancing the female subject of verses 1-7. The Creator of the universe—no
aloof God this—does not leave the humans alone or walk elsewhere. God seeks a response from the
fearful and ashamed human beings, but they move to the "blame game" rather than confession. The sin
has led to dissonance in interhuman relationships, between humans and God, between human and
nonhuman, and within the self (shame).

Most would say that 3:14-19 is descriptive (of what happens in the wake of sin) rather than
prescriptive (divinely established orders for the future). Yet, the language of divine judgment is
appropriate if understood as God's announcement of what the sinful deeds (including those in vv. 8-
13) have wrought. They reap the consequences of their own deeds in terms of their primary roles in
that culture; God midwifes the connection between deed and effect. Every aspect of human life is
touched: marriage and sexuality; work and food; birth and death. It is especially remarkable that the
"rule" of the man over the woman is seen as a consequence of sin; hence it stands over against God's
creational intention. More generally, they wanted control over their own lives; they now have control
in grievously distorted and unevenly distributed forms. They wanted to transcend creaturely limits;
they have found newly intensified forms of limitation. They now have the knowledge they desired,
but not the perspective to handle it well.

But this state of affairs has not been put in place for all time to come; no new orders of creation
are established. Indeed, as with any consequences of sin, or divine judgments (witness the rebuilding
of Jerusalem), effort should be made to relieve the toil, pain, patriarchy, and negative effects on
nature ("thorns and thistles"). Such endeavors (from anesthesia in childbirth to laborsaving devices
in farming to efforts to overcome patriarchy) harmonize with God's intentions in creation, though
continuing sinfulness impedes the effort.

Even in the wake of these effects, God remains in relationship with the creatures, and hopeful
signs for the future emerge though expulsion from the garden becomes necessary. The naming of Eve
anticipates that life will go on; God acts to cover their shame with more substantial clothing (3:21);
even exclusion from the possibility of never-ending life could be interpreted as gracious given what



they had become. The humans leave the garden with integrity, and are not described in degrading
terms; they are still charged with caring for the earth. While being "like God" (in a way different
from the likeness to God in 1:26-28) severely complicates life, it also bears some potential for good
and advancement. The expulsion mirrors later Israelite banishments from the land because of
disloyalty to God (see Lev 26).

The effect of these garden events on family life now follow, initially in the story of Cain and Abel
(4:1-16). Life now takes place outside the garden, though God seems as available to Cain as to Adam
and Eve in the garden. But life outside the garden is life away from one's true home. The story of the
world's first children in chapter 4 presupposes a more densely populated world (Cain's wife,
building of a city, and concern for his life). Yet, the text may belong with those (e.g., 2:24) that
collapse the distance between the "then" of the story and the "now" of the reader. The story portrays
how the effects of sin cross generations, afflict even families (a basic order of creation), and lead to
intensified levels of violence (4:23-24; 6:11-13). The story also sets in place key themes for the rest
of Genesis: family conflict, primogeniture (God's not choosing the elder son), sibling rivalry, and
divine promises given to the non-chosen (e.g., Ishmael, Esau).

The story of Cain and Abel begins positively with responses to God's commands to be fruitful and
multiply (Eve), to have dominion over the animals (Abel), and to subdue the earth (Cain). The initial
focus on worship—represented as integral to creation—sees the brothers bringing appropriate
offerings. God, however, rejects Cain's offering, for reasons unknown; Cain's dejected response to
God's choice is not the problem so much as his interaction with God about it. God makes clear that
Cain is able to master his anger (4:7), but he kills Abel anyway. God, having been called by the
blood of one unable to seek justice, calls Cain to account for the murder. When Cain deflects the
question, God more intensively applies to Cain the earlier curse on the ground (3:17), the
banishment, and the distancing from God's presence. When Cain objects to what amounts to a death
sentence, God mercifully ameliorates the sentence by promising (!) to be Abel's brother's keeper and
sealing the promise with a mark (its nature is uncertain). Ironically, the restless wanderer proceeds to
build a city. Such an image again mirrors the experience of a dispersed people, who settle in a place
that is less than truly home.

The genealogies portray two different family lines (Cain, 4:17-24; Seth, 4:25–5:32) that flow
from this conflicted family. Both positive and negative effects are portrayed. A powerful rhythm
within life that works for good persists: intimacy, which brings new life into being; creative
advances in the arts of civilization; the invoking of the name of Yahweh (by those who were not
Israelites!); people who walk with God, such as Enoch (5:24). Yet, violence becomes more intense
(Lamech), and the diminishing age spans may depict the effects of sin (see also the ages in 11:10-27).
Long lives are also characteristic of other ancient Near Eastern lists of kings and patriarchs.
Comparatively, the ages in Gen 5 are much more modest, but sufficient to carry this point. Progress in
civilization is always accompanied by progress in sin and its effects, so that "progress" becomes an
ambiguous reality.

The effects of sin and its aftermath now are extended to the cosmic sphere, first in 6:1-4 and then
in the flood itself. The first text has never been satisfactorily explained by interpreters. Its depiction
of the crossing of boundaries between the heavenly and earthly realms may portray the cosmic effects
of sin, with new possibilities for violence. This would, then, be a natural lead into the flood story, in
which the entire cosmos is caught up in the effects of violence and is threatened with extinction.

 



The Flood: The Great Divide (6:5–8:22)
 
This text is usually recognized as an interweaving of J and P stories. That Israel would have

preserved more than one version of the flood is not surprising since flood stories circulated widely
in that world, of which the one in The Gilgamesh Epic is the most well known. The basis for these
stories is probably a severe flood in the Tigris-Euphrates valley (one occurred ca. 3000 BCE),
which in time was interpreted by Israel's theologians as a flood that covered the then known world as
a judgment of God on human sin.

The focus of the present text is signaled by the repeated conviction about human sinfulness (6:5;
8:21) and the associated disclosures regarding divine sorrow, regret, disappointment, mercy, and
promise. God appears, not as an angry judge, but as a grieving and pained parent, distressed at
developments; yet, the judgment announced is thorough and uncompromising. This inner-divine
tension is resolved on the side of mercy when God freely chooses Noah (6:8). Noah's faithful walk
with God, exemplified by his obedience (6:22; 7:5, 9, 16; 8:18), becomes a vehicle for God's new
possibilities for the creation.

The flow of the story leads up to and falls away from God's remembrance of Noah and the
animals in 8:1. The story itself gives repeated attention to the boarding of the ark, to lists of people
and animals/birds that are saved, to what God does to bring salvation rather than judgment, and to the
chronology of the event. Remarkably little notice is given to the disaster itself, to the plight of its
victims, and to the feelings of the participants; no dialogue is reported and Noah does not speak. The
flood is described in natural terms—"what goes around comes around"—with no divine act of
intervention; only with the subsiding of the waters is God's explicit activity stated.

The ecological themes in the text are significant. Humans have had a deeply adverse impact on the
creation; thorns and thistles (3:18) grow to cosmic proportions and the world's future is endangered.
God's assigning temporal limits to the flood (7:4) assures that the orders of creation will not break
down completely, and God's remembrance of the animals and birds (6:19; 8:1) belongs to the same
initiative as God's remembering Noah.

Scholars have proposed overlapping purposes for the flood:
1. God intended to purge the world of its corruption. Water would thus be understood as a

cleansing agent. The language of blotting out (6:7) suggests a wiping clean of the slate of the world
and beginning anew. Yet, 8:21 makes clear that human beings are just as sinful before the flood as
after. If the purpose was to cleanse, it was in some basic sense a failure.

2. God intended to undo the creation and begin again. Water would thus be understood as an
instrument of destruction. The references to a return of the watery chaos (7:11) and the use of rûah. in
8:1-2 issuing in the return of the dry land (8:13-14) and the blessings of 8:17 and 9:1, 7 suggest this.
Yet, the "old" creation was not destroyed; major continuities with the original creation remain
(vegetation; light; firmament; luminaries; ark occupants). There is a beginning again, but the preflood
creation remains intact, including a sinful humanity.

3. The flood story represents a typical judgment. The floodwaters symbolize a threat to ordered
life, always lurking at the edges of existence. Water is thus used as in, say, the lament psalms (see Ps
69:1-2), as an image of difficulty and suffering and catastrophe. Yet, while flood imagery may be
used to depict such moments, God's promises at the end of the flood indicate that the flood was an
event that would not be repeated. Hence, the flood should never be used as a type or illustration of



divine judgment. Rather, it functions as an illustration of the certainty of God's promises (as in Isa
54:9-10).

4. The flood story represents a polemic against other religious understandings. Hence, efforts
have been made to show the "obvious" superiority of the biblical flood against the polytheistic
stories current elsewhere. But this hegemonic agenda is often overplayed. Israel learned much from
the peoples round about, and the purpose of the flood story was certainly more than a negative point.

5. The flood story focuses on God and God's commitment to the world. This God expresses
sorrow and regret; judges, but doesn't want to; goes beyond justice and decides to save some,
including animals; commits to the future of a less than perfect world; is open to change in view of
experience with the world and doing things in new ways; promises never to do this again. What God
does here "recharacterizes" the divine relation to the world. God ameliorates the workings of divine
judgment and promises an orderly cosmos for the continuation of life. God will never do this again!
God is the one who has changed between the beginning and the end of the flood, not human beings.

God's regretful response assumes that humans have successfully resisted God's will for the
creation. To continue to interact with this creation involves God's decision to continue to live with
such resisting creatures (not your typical CEO!). In addition, God's regret assumes that God did not
know for sure that this would happen (as elsewhere—see Gen 22:12; Deut 8:2). The text provides no
support for a position that claims that God knew, let alone planned, that the creation would take this
course.

What God does recharacterizes the divine relationship to the world, but God is not simply
resigned to evil. God must find a new way of dealing with the problem of evil. Two complementary
directions are taken:

(a) For God to promise not to do something again—and God will keep promises—entails a self-
limitation regarding the exercise of divine freedom and power. God thereby limits the divine options
in dealing with evil in the life of the world. The route of world annihilation has been set aside as a
divine possibility. Divine judgment there will be, but it will be limited in scope.

(b) Genesis 6:5-7 suggests that God takes the route of suffering. Deciding to endure a wicked
world, while continuing to open up the divine heart to that world, means that God will continue to
grieve. God thus determines to take suffering into God's own self and bear it there for the sake of the
future of the world. It is precisely this kind of God with whom sinful readers have to do, and it is
primarily the divine commitment to promises made that they need most to hear.

We find an admixture of realism and promise here. On the one hand, human beings remain sinful
creatures through and through. The flood cuts them off from any Edenic paradise; access to that world
cannot be bridged by gradual improvement or sudden insight. On the other hand, human beings remain
in the image of God (9:6); they are so highly valued that commands are put in place to conserve their
lives, and they retain fundamental responsibility for the larger created order (9:1-7). But sinful
human beings do not possess sufficient resources for the task; only God can assure the creation's
future. To this end, God ameliorates the workings of divine judgment and promises an orderly
cosmos for the continuation of human and nonhuman life. Humans may, by virtue of their own
behaviors, put themselves out of business, but not because God has so determined it or because the
created order has failed.

 
A New World Order (9:1–11:26)



 
The post-flood account of the Priestly writer (9:1-17) picks up the theme struck by the narrator in

8:21-22: God now speaks directly to the flood's survivors regarding his changed relation to a still-
sinful world. This world is no new Eden, but every creature—human and nonhuman—is assured that
God is still the Creator and that the basic divine relationship to the world still holds, with its
blessings and (adjusted) commands.

The basic creational order still remains, but the dominion charge is complicated by sin and its
effects: the "fear and dread" of the animals because of human violence, the human diet's being
supplemented with meat as a concession in a famine-ridden world (a theme in chaps. 12–50), and the
proscription regarding blood (see Lev 17:11) stand as a sharp reminder that killing animals must not
be taken lightly, for God is the source of their life. Moreover, the high value of human life is
affirmed; an understanding of the human as image of God still pertains in the post-flood world. The
lifeblood of human beings is not to be shed. Indeed, murderers are directly accountable to God for
their actions. At the same time, human life is not absolutely inviolable; humans can forfeit their right
to life if they take someone else's life.

God makes a covenant with those who have endured the flood (9:8-17). Covenant in this text is
simply a promise, wherein God publicly states the divine commitment of 8:21-22. The repetition of
words and phrases in this text emphasizes its promissory character—never again!—and its
inclusiveness of its recipients through all generations. This unilateral and unconditional covenant is
an obligation that God alone assumes; it will be as good as God is, and so human beings can rest
back in its promises. The sign of the rainbow serves God's remembering, that is, action with respect
to a prior commitment (see Exod 2:24), but it becomes a secondary sign for people in which they can
take comfort and hope. This divine restraint in dealing with evil is an eternal limitation of God's
exercise of power; it sets the direction for a different approach to dealing with sin and evil and to the
redemption of the world, beginning with Abraham and Sarah.

The remaining segments in chapters 1–11 (9:18–11:27) serve several purposes in preparing for
God's choice of Abraham.

1. These sections bring the reader into a world whose peoples and places reflect known historical
realities (e.g., Babel), though not all of the names can be identified. A kind of secularity is
introduced, for God does not speak or act in 9:18–10:32.

2. These sections extend human relationships beyond the family into the world of nations, where
problems and possibilities of various sorts—both good and evil—take on a communal aspect.

3. It becomes clear that the flood has not cleansed the world of sin and the curse; the new Adam
(Noah) and his sons get caught up in their spiraling effects. The theme of dysfunctional families
continues and sets the stage for the rest of Genesis.

4. Goodness persists alongside human failure. The blessings of God's creation continue to abound
in the proliferation of families, the development of cities and nations, and the appearance of the
family of Shem. Abraham emerges from within this family and this kind of world, and it is for their
sake that he and his family are called, so that "all the families of the earth shall be blessed" (12:3).

The first text in this section (9:18-29) contains difficulties that cannot be pursued here. One key is
that Noah's sons are presented both as individuals and as ethnic units (e.g., the Canaanites), as in
chapter 10. God's post-flood blessing begins to take effect amid the world of the curse, ameliorating
its effects, for instance, the vineyard and its wine, which symbolize God's blessings of life and



fertility (see Ps 80:8-16). At the same time, human sin (drunkenness and parental disrespect of some
sort, perhaps the public disgrace of the father) and intrafamilial conflict abound, leading to communal
difficulties—including slavery—among the descendants (9:25-27). The move from individual
behaviors to systemic forms of evil is an ongoing pattern.

The second text (10:1-32), the table of nations, delineates all the known peoples of the world
eponymously, that is, in terms of their descent from Noah's three sons. Such multiplying and ordering
of the peoples into an international community is witness to God's continuing creational work.
Problems of identifying the nations in the genealogy remain, but basically the horizon of the list
extends from Crete and Libya in the West to Iran in the East, from Arabia and Ethiopia in the South to
Asia Minor and Armenia in the North (the world then known). The recurrent use of the word families
(10:5, 20, 31-32) links this chapter to 12:3.

The third text (11:1-9), centered on the city/tower of Babel, seems out of place after the table of
nations, where people are already scattered (10:18) and Babel is named (10:10). But the two
sections are not in chronological order; 11:1-9 reaches back and complements chapter 10 from a
negative perspective. Links with later Israel in Babylonian exile may be seen in the scattering of the
people from the city—note the typicality of the "whole earth" reference (11:1).

The basic human failure in this text is not easy to discern, but seems focused in the motivation,
"otherwise we shall be scattered abroad upon the face of the whole earth" (11:4). Largely because of
this, building a tower and making a name become problematic, namely, as an attempt to secure their
future isolated from the rest of the world. This constitutes a challenge to the divine command to fill
the earth (1:28; 9:1) and fulfill the charge to have dominion; human concern for self-preservation
places the rest of the creation at risk. God counters these efforts by acting in such a way—confusing
languages—that they have no choice but to scatter and establish separate linguistic communities. God
thereby promotes diversity at the expense of any kind of unity that seeks to preserve itself in isolation
from the rest of the creation and thereby places that creation at risk.

From one of these scattered families Abraham is raised up for God's mission with respect to all
such families.

The thematic direction of Gen 1–11 may now be summarized. The recurrent litany that God has
created everything good stands as a beacon regarding the nature of God's creative work and God's
intentions for the creation. The subsequent entrance of sin, while not finally effacing the God-human
relationship or the key role human beings play in the divine economy, has occasioned deep and
pervasive ill effects upon all relationships, human and nonhuman. These effects issue in a universal
disaster for the earth, and dramatically evidence the need for a reclamation of creation. On the far
side of the flood, God rejects annihilation as the means to accomplish this reformation and graciously
chooses a more vulnerable, longterm engagement, working from within the very life of the world
itself. The world continues to live and breathe, and to establish families and nations, because God
makes a gracious, unconditional commitment to stay with the world, come what may in the wake of
human sinfulness. And that commitment shortly becomes evident in a new divine strategy to work
through one family to save and bless all families.

 



 
Note

 
1. These references are to W. Beyerlin, ed., Near Eastern Religious Texts Relating to the Old

Testament (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1978). See index under "sin."
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CHAPTER THREE

PROMISES MADE, THREATENED, AND FULFILLED

Gen 12–50
 
 
 

Introduction
 

There is, perhaps, no more problematic phrase in Hebrew bible studies than the patriarchal
period. Many standard introductions to the Old Testament and histories of ancient Israel written in
the mid-twentieth century routinely equated Gen 12–50 with a historical period, the so-called Middle
Bronze Age, ca. 1800–1600 BCE. Time lines were sketched in which the phrase the patriarchs was
inked onto this several-century moment in the ancient Near East. Now, such an exercise seems
problematic for at least two reasons—historical and literary ones. First, there is little
incontrovertible evidence that these chapters were composed, either in oral or written form, during
this period. Further, figures like Sarah and Abraham or Rebekah and Isaac are impossible to root
firmly in this particular historical context. In fact, it is difficult to discern anything in the Hebrew
Bible that might stem from this time, since Israel, even what one might call pre-Israel, emerged in
Syria-Palestine only at the beginning of the Iron Age, ca. 1100–1000 BCE.

Some readers may raise questions about how one understands such literature apart from a
particular historical context. For example, it would be helpful if we knew what century lay behind
the particularities of Gen 14 or the more general features of Gen 22. Still, as with many of the
psalms, it is possible to comprehend literature even when there is much one would still like to know
about its origins.

One theological issue raised by this absence of a clear historical context is that involving the
authority of the biblical text. In the case of psalms, the primeval history, and these family stories, the
authority of the text does not derive from its role as reporter of either events or history. Instead, the
text presents poetry and prose that later religious communities have found not only useful but
essential for thinking about their own lives. The stories in Gen 12–50 became canon even though they
had no firm anchor in specific historical waters.

Second, the term patriarchal does not do justice to the nature of this literature. The stories
involve fathers and mothers, sons and daughters, aunts and uncles—simply put, families. The
genealogy may be patrilineal (see below), but the stories do far more than focus on fathers. Hence,
we prefer to term this literature "family stories."

Nonetheless, there is something palpably "patriarchal," in the contemporary sense of this word,
throughout Genesis. Sons, rather than daughters, receive most property. To this extent, these texts do
mirror a kind of society—one that favors males in the public arena—if not a particular society that



we can place at one historical moment.
After reviewing a number of methods available for the study of this literature, we will investigate

Gen 12–50 in three basic sections. Each section is introduced by a genealogical formula, "These are
the descendants/generations of," which may be found in Gen 11:27; 25:19; 37:2. These markers
provide evidence for the way in which the biblical authors and editors understood this material to be
organized. Although we usually think about Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob as particularly prominent, the
three names that appear in these formulae are Terah, Isaac, and Jacob. Attention to these particular
names will provide an important key to understanding the significance of these chapters.

 
Critical Study of Gen 12–50

 
The book of Genesis has served as an anvil upon which many of the methods of biblical study

have been wrought. We can think of no critical perspective that has not been exercised on this
material. So we offer an overview of these perspectives in order that students of the Bible may know
the options available to them. Also, those interested in a theological assessment of this literature
have often used one or another of these perspectives to make their cases. This has been particularly
true for the first method, source criticism.

 
Source Criticism

 
As we demonstrated in the previous chapter, Gen 1–11 is a composite work, reflecting the hands

of various authors, who had quite different literary styles and theological perspectives. Genesis 1:1–
2:4a has been attributed to someone known as the Priestly writer, whereas Gen 2–3 has been traced
to the so-called Yahwist. Most of Gen 1–11 can be divided between these two "sources,"1 i.e., a
Priestly source [P] and a Yahwistic source [J]. Those who advocate such an approach to
understanding the composition of Genesis have maintained that these same sources, but now with a
third, the so-called Elohistic source [E], may be discerned in Gen 12–50, especially Gen 12–36. The
case is particularly compelling in the case of "duplicate" episodes, the same basic story told from the
perspective of the two different authors. The so-called "wife-sister" stories offer the best example.
Genesis 12:10-20; Gen 20; and Gen 26:1-16 appear to present the same basic motif, a husband who
passes his wife off as his sister when they reside in a foreign land. In the first two instances, the story
is told about Abraham and Sarah; in the final case, about Isaac and Rebekah. The first two versions
are, perforce, the more interesting, since they provide the same story about the same people. The
most convincing explanation for this phenomenon is that the same basic story was related by two
different authors or storytelling traditions, and that, over time, each version achieved a measure of
distinctiveness, including that of theological perspective. The version in Gen 12 seems to focus on
the conflict between human plans and the divine purpose, whereas Gen 20 seems particularly
concerned with the "fear of God." The former concern appears in a number of J or Yahwistic texts,
whereas the latter is characteristic of E or the Elohistic tradition. One can make a similar case about
the two versions of God's covenant with Abraham, though this time the sources are different: Gen 15
is Yahwistic, Gen 17 is Priestly.

To read the family stories in this manner allows one to focus on the theological distinctiveness of
each "source." In fact, Hans Walter Wolff and Walter Brueggemann have provided insightful articles



which do precisely that.2 One may identify theological hallmarks for each source, such as the fear of
God in E, the blessing of all humanity through Abraham in J, land as blessing in P.

However, the scholarly consensus about source criticism in its classic form is no longer as strong
as it once was.3 Two other competing paradigms to explain the origins of Genesis have emerged. One
suggests that there was a primary source or story that was added to and edited over time. However,
none of the additions are of a scale or scope comparable with the primary or "original" story. The
other maintains that there are no "sources" that extend the length of Genesis. Instead, the constitutive
building blocks had independent existences and only relatively late in the book's composition were
they combined to create the version as we now have it.4 The primary blocks of tradition in Genesis
have been identified as the primeval history (Gen 1–11), the family stories (Gen 12–36), and the
Joseph short story (Gen 37–50).

This debate about the origins of Genesis has clear implications for the theological assessment of
this literature. If one adopts the former approach, then one would try to identify the theological
features of the primary story and then those of the later additions. If one adopts the latter approach,
then one would compare and contrast the theological elements of the three constituent blocks that
make up Genesis. The approach we adopt here is most like this latter one. In sum, the model one uses
for the book's formation will almost certainly influence the way one approaches the book
theologically.

 
Form Criticism

 
As with Gen 1–11, genealogy and narrative constitute the two major literary types present

throughout the remainder of Genesis. Those scholars concerned with the formal features of literature
have investigated both types. Genealogies have not received as much attention as have the stories.
Still, recent work has helped us understand that there are two basic types of genealogy: linear and
branching.5 Many genealogies in Genesis are linear, that is, they trace a family over time—through
many generations (Gen 11:10-26). In contrast, branching or segmented genealogies report relations
and statuses within a family at one time. This kind of genealogy is embedded in Gen 29:31–30:24
and is reflected in poetic form in Gen 49. This genealogy concerns the sons of Jacob and their
relationships.

These two types of genealogies are designed to do different things. The linear genealogy helps
enfranchise or simply identify a particular individual as belonging to a group, (e.g., Israel or Moab),
even to a group with special prerogatives (e.g., to a royal or to a priestly lineage). The segmented
genealogy indicates the relative power and status among people at the same time. So, genealogies can
do different things. And, as we shall see, they bear not only children but theological significance.

The relation of genealogy to story in Genesis is vexed. Some scholars have suggested that the
stories were earlier and that they were secondarily linked by using genealogies to integrate
characters in the stories. Alternatively, one could claim that the genealogies came first, and that
certain genealogical nodes, such as twins, spawned stories about them (e.g., Jacob and Esau).
Whichever model one prefers, there can be little question that most readers of Genesis are more
interested in the stories than they are in the genealogies.

Hermann Gunkel has had a remarkable influence on the ways in which the Genesis stories have
been read.6 His name is associated with the form-critical interpretation of these stories, since he



gave them a name—in German Sage (not equivalent to the English term saga; even less to the term
legend). In so doing, Gunkel defined what this type of story is in Genesis. It is not a long entity; for
Gunkel, there is no Abraham story. Instead, the Sage is a short episode with few characters, often
focusing on a particular place or problem, such as birth, death, or conflict. For the most part, the
Sage deals with family life. Gunkel thought the narratives in Genesis were the product of oral
storytelling. He also judged that many had an etiological intent, that is, they were interested in
explaining the origins of some name or practice (see, e.g., Gen 32:30-32).

The terms narrative and story have been applied to larger texts. So one hears about the Jacob and
Laban story or the Abraham story, even the story of Genesis. All such claims deserve to be heard and
tested. One good way to assess whether a story is present is to ask if there is a plot at work, and not
simply a sequence of events; not all reports are stories.

It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of Gunkel's contributions to the study of
Genesis (and biblical studies in general). Many who approached Genesis were concerned about
either historical matters—whether the events narrated had actually happened—or doctrinal issues—
whether that which was reported squared with religious understandings, such as creatio ex nihilo
(creation out of nothing). Gunkel reoriented the conversation by focusing on aesthetic matters. He
was interested in describing the special features of ancient Israelite literature, a feature of biblical
studies that came to full bloom in the late twentieth century.

 
Tradition History

 
Tradition history is a logical outgrowth of a form-critical approach to Genesis. And it is

associated in the study of Genesis with the work of Martin Noth.7 Noth was interested in knowing
how the individual stories were collected and then developed into the literary configurations in
which we currently have them. He postulated that over time they were told and collected at particular
places, for instance, those tales about Abraham were preserved at Beersheba, those about Jacob at
Bethel. And he presumed that what were originally unrelated characters—Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob
—were only later connected by means of a fictive genealogy. Noth's primary focus, however, was on
the collections of literature associated with these key individuals. In this chapter we, too, will adopt
a similar approach. However, we will focus on the family in which that individual was embedded
and not simply on an individual patriarch. The reader interested in theological issues should ask how
the concerns in the Abraham narrative are similar to and different from those in the Jacob narrative.

 
Redaction Criticism

 
Redaction criticism works out of the judgment that the book of Genesis grew out of originally

distinct parts, whether sources or stories. The redaction critic is concerned to learn what principles
or interests guided that process of forming those sources and/or stories into the book we now have.
For example, if the individual stories circulated independently, why does Gen 12 come before Gen
20?

It has generally been assumed that the so-called priestly material has been added to an earlier
version of the essential literature. Moreover, a number of formulae that include the Hebrew word
toledot, "generations" or "descendants," have been introduced into the emerging literary tradition



(e.g., Gen 5:1; 10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:19; 37:2, etc.). These formulae can also be attributed to the
Priestly tradition. Also, they typically introduce that which follows and relate it to that which has
gone before. The basic assumption at work in the use of these formulae is that all people, even the
universe, are related in an inextricable manner. To understand Israel, one must understand the way in
which Israelites are related both to those who came before them and to those who live with them.

 
History of Religions

 
As we noted earlier, it is difficult indeed to speak about a historical context for the family stories,

a social world behind the text. Nonetheless, a social and religious world is presented in that
literature. Those interested in the theological dimensions of the text have a special interest in the
religious world of these families.

The religious universe in Gen 12–50 is remarkably complex.8 To be sure, the names for the Deity
that had appeared in Gen 1–11 occur here as well (Yahweh—the LORD—and Elohim—God).
However, that vocabulary is enriched in the family stories. On the one hand, there are references to
"the god of the father," apparently an expression deriving from devotion to a clan or family god. The
text depicts this feature most clearly in the scene during which Laban and Jacob make a covenant
(Gen 31:43-54). As a part of the ceremony, each person takes an oath by his family god. Laban
swears by "the God of Nahor," and Jacob swears by "the God of Abraham." (Interestingly, in neither
case do they swear by the god of their own father.) They swear by the same kind of god, but not the
same god. Religious pluralism is a hallmark of this world.

One has a comparable sense of religious diversity when one looks in detail at the deities
venerated by Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. In each case there is a noun associated with the god of the
patriarch: Abraham—magen or "Shield" (Gen 15:1), Isaac—pahad or "Fear" (Gen 31:42), and
Jacob—'abir or "Bull" (Gen 49:24). These titles suggest that the god of each individual possessed a
distinctive identity, as one might expect with a clan deity. Deity and family were inextricably linked.

The case seems to be different with another theological vocabulary, that which includes the word
'el, the general term for god and, as well, the name of the Canaanite high God, El. In each case, the
Hebrew text includes the noun El, along with some other term or phrase. The texts include Gen
14:18-22, El Elyon, "God Most High"; Gen 16:13, El Roi, "God of seeing"; Gen 17:1, El Shaddai,
"God Almighty"; Gen 21:33, El 'Olam, "the Everlasting God"; Gen 33:20, El Elohe Israel, "El the
God of Israel"; Gen 35:7, El Bethel, "El of Bethel." If the phrase god of the fathers reflects a clan-
god type of religion, which is known in many different places and settings, then the El language fits
what we know about religious traditions native to Syria-Palestine, especially the Canaanite traditions
as exemplified in the Ugaritic texts.9 It is, therefore, not surprising that these Elnamed references
often occur with references to specific places (so Gen 32:30 and Peniel) in Syria-Palestine.

In the face of such a diverse religious world, it is interesting to note that biblical writers
themselves forged claims about the overall coherence of this system. When the biblical author writes,
"I am Yahweh, the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac," that individual is clearly
claiming that Yahweh is the God of the various fathers (Gen 28:13). Moreover, in Exodus, biblical
writers were interested in making a comparable claim, namely, that despite different names, Israel's
God has remained the same across the generations and in different geographical settings (Exod 6:2-
3).



As readers work their way through the family stories in Genesis, they should attend to the various
explicit theological vocabularies that the text presents. At the risk of oversimplification, we suggest
that clan-god language is often related to specific family issues, whereas El-god language focuses
more on place.

 
Literary Criticism

 
There is no more natural approach to the family stories than to read them as stories, as literature.10

Still, such an interpretive style has been developed only fairly recently. Attending to the issues of
theme, motif, characterization, plot, and dialogue, among others, can assist the reader in discerning
elemental features of this literature. One can compare and contrast the characters of Abraham and
Jacob and even study God as a character in these texts.

One of the greatest challenges to the literary study of Genesis is deciding what are the boundaries
of the text to be studied. Does one focus on an individual Sage, à la Gunkel? Should one focus on
cycles of stories, such as the Abraham and Sarah stories, à la Noth? Should one focus on the major
compositional building blocks, the Joseph story or the family stories as a whole, à la Rendtorff ? Or
should one view Genesis as one long story? Of course one could do any or all of these things—and
people have proceeded in all these ways.

 
Social-World Analysis

 
We have had occasion to note earlier that there is no obvious historical or social context for the

family stories. Nonetheless, there is a clear social world conveyed in the text. The text describes
means of transport, diet, housing patterns, weather, agriculture, and kinship structure, among other
things.

Such information can be studied using the perspectives developed by sociologists,
anthropologists, and economists. For example, the kinship structure that stems from Terah is one well
known to students of human culture; it is one termed patrilineal endogamy, a pattern in which both
husband and wife must be derived from an earlier family headed by a male. Similarly, the marriages
between various individuals might seem strange to contemporary eyes. However, the relationship
between Abraham, a wife, and a concubine is known elsewhere. The same is the case with the
marriage between a man and two women who are sisters. Cross-cultural study reveals that such
marriage practices occur in societies in which it is imperative to achieve a male heir to whom
property might pass. Such social-world study of texts in Genesis does not have a long history, but the
results of such study will profoundly influence future studies of Genesis.11

As should be clear, each method or perspective attends to a different set of questions or concerns.
And each one can assist the reader in exploring the manifold religious and theological issues present
in these family stories.

 
"These Are the Descendants of Terah" (Gen 11:27–25:18)

 
The boundary between the primeval history and the family stories is indistinct. Drawing a line



between Gen 11 and 12 does not do justice to the particularities in Gen 9:27 (e.g., the relationship of
Canaanites to Israelites), nor does such a line allow for the broad scope of texts like Gen 12:1-3,
which carry forward issues broached in those earlier chapters.

 
Narrative Overview

 
The plot of these chapters focuses on Abraham and Sarah securing and then preserving progeny.

The plot is not driven by any selfstated urge of that couple to propagate. Instead, God's signal speech
(Gen 12:1-3) makes one ask: will a people, much less a great nation, stem from Abraham? There is,
as well, a subplot involving Abraham's nephew, Lot, which results in the creation of space for
Abraham's primary heir to settle.

The author uses geographic movement to assist in the telling of this family's story. On occasion,
such movement is directed by the Deity (Gen 12:1), and on occasion, such movement results from
exigency (12:10-20). Moreover, one has a sense that certain motifs that will become prominent in
Israel's life are foreshadowed in this literature involving movement, for example, the move to Egypt
in time of famine (so Gen 12:10).

 
Israel Among the Nations

 
Unlike the other two primary bodies of family stories, this one commences with a genealogy, one

that situates Terah in the primeval post-flood generations. Again, the boundaries between the family
stories and primeval history are permeable. The ancient authors were interested in testifying to the
"roots" of Israel. Though relative newcomers in the ancient Near East, especially when compared
with their Mesopotamian or Egyptian neighbors, Israelites could point to a genealogical connection
with the flood survivor. As a distant descendant of Shem, Abraham was a "son" of Noah.

As a corollary to this placement among the nations, the Terah/ Abraham story also highlights the
place of Israel among its national neighbors. One might call this the international dimension of the
family story. The Terah family does not live in isolation, but is bound—in its earlier history and in its
contemporary reality—to others. Moreover, from a genealogical and theological perspective, those
others are part of the "extended" family.

One could read the Terah/Abraham story as a statement about the origins of various Syro-
Palestinian communities. Moab and Ammon come to exist in 19:30-38; Midian in 25:2; Aram in
22:21. The Ishmaelites stem from the story of Hagar and Ishmael (Gen 21). To be sure, Israel will
stand in a relationship of enmity with many of these groups, but it is always possible to view this as a
familial relationship, which may help explain the occasional intense animosity.

Genesis 14, the truly odd chapter in the Terah/Abraham story, attests to this international side to
the family stories. Abraham, viewed here as a warrior, defeats a military coalition, rescues Lot, and
is blessed for his deeds by Melchizedek, king of Salem (Jerusalem?). This episode is surely of a
piece with the theological tradition attested in Gen 12:3, "in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed." Not only is Abraham related to all the families of the earth; he and his family have a
calling, to be a source of blessing for all those to whom he is explicitly—through recent genealogy—
or implicitly—through ancient genealogy—related.

 



A Promise Offered and Ratified
 
God is the first character to speak in the Terah/Abraham story. And it is a momentous speech:
 

Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show
you. I will make of you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so
that you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I
will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed. (Gen 12:1-3)

 
Here one finds God offering promissory notes of two different sorts. On the one hand, God promises
to make a great nation out of Abraham. Such will require Abraham (and presumably Sarah) to bear
an heir. On the other hand, God promises to show—and presumably give—Abraham land in which to
live. Land and progeny constitute the two primary elements of the promise.

The language of promise may seem neutral, even banal. Anyone can make promises, so why not
God? In order to understand the real significance of these promises, one must set them in their
Genesis context. Promises had occurred earlier. For example, God had promised Noah that he would
remember the covenant that he was making with all life (Gen 9:15-16). God had "promised" to
punish humanity (Gen 3:16), and God had promised not to undertake certain kinds of punishment
(Gen 8:21). (See our discussion of these texts in chap. 2.) But Gen 12:1-3 represents the first
occasion during which the Deity promises to do something truly affirmative and for specific people.
God provides direction within the context of the dispersal created by the aftermath of the tower of
Babel episode. God offers the prospect of land to a group that had hitherto been without such a form
of property.

The promises in Gen 12:1-3 must also be understood from the perspective of that which comes
later in the Terah/Abraham story, namely, the creation of a covenant between Abraham and God (Gen
15 and 17). The vocabulary of covenant provides a powerful set of symbols throughout the Hebrew
Bible. We have already discussed the covenant that God makes with all life (Gen 9:1-17). In the
Terah/Abraham story, covenant becomes far more palpable.

Covenants are not just something the Deity says to an individual. They are virtual contracts—
rooted in the discourse of real-life economic, political, and social transactions. For example,
Abraham and Abimelech, king of Gerar, make a covenant in order to solve a problem, namely, to
determine who has rights of ownership and use of a particular well (Gen 21:25-34). This covenant
involves the taking of an oath, and the payment of fees by livestock. A legal relationship is
established by such action.

The writers of Genesis offer two versions of a covenant between Abraham and God.12 However,
one might ask why either version of this covenant is necessary, since God has already promised land
and progeny to Abraham. It may be that promise is not enough—that the legally binding explication of
such a promise through the contraction of a covenant is necessary.

Though both Gen 15 and 17 have been characterized as "the Abrahamic covenant," they are not
identical. Both these covenants articulate and refine the promises made in Gen 12:1-3. Genesis 15,
which has typically been attributed to the Yahwist, addresses both components of the covenant. As
for the promise that he will become a great nation, Abraham complains that such an entity would
need to stem from a member of his house who is not even his son, Eliezer of Damascus. God



responds by affirming that "no one but your very own issue shall be your heir" (Gen 15:4). This
covenant results from Abraham's questioning of the Deity. The original promise (Gen 12) did not
suffice as God's final word to Abraham concerning the growth of his family into a great nation.

The text goes on to treat the issue of land.13 It not only identified the boundaries of that territory
over which Israel will assume control, but it also explains that there will be a delay in the allocation
of the land. The current inhabitants, the Amorites, must live in the land for a longer time in order for
them to have committed enough iniquitous acts to justify their dislocation.

In all this, there are no requirements placed on Abraham. In fact, one has the sense that this
covenant is a response not only to his questioning of God, but also to Abraham's willingness to
"believe the LORD." However, Gen 15:6 is ambiguous. Without question the text indicates that
Abraham believed or trusted the Lord. But the subject of the next verb is unclear; it could be either
Abraham or God. One could say that Abraham reckoned it to God as righteousness or one could
claim that God reckoned it to Abraham as righteousness. In either case, both parties were prepared to
trust each other, which is a hallmark of covenants, whether between Abraham and Abimelech or
Abraham and God.

Genesis 17 bears the traits of the Priestly source. One should ask, if a covenant between God and
Abraham has already been established in Gen 15, why is Gen 17 necessary or even appropriate? An
answer emerges when one examines the specific features of this covenant.

At the very outset of this text, God challenges Abraham to "walk before me and be blameless."
"Walk before" signifies a style of life, not simply approaching an altar. One senses that this is a
condition of the covenant, which is then offered to Abraham and his offspring, whereupon reference
is made to a grant of land. Imperative language continues: every male in an Israelite household
should be circumcised. This, too, is a requirement for Abraham, but it is more since this rite allows
each new generation of those in the Israelite household to become part of this covenant community.

Finally, the covenant in Gen 17 makes specific one feature of the promise for progeny that had
hitherto been ambiguous and that had resulted in the family complications reported in Gen 16,
namely, who was to be the mother of Abraham's direct heir. Genesis 17:15 states that an individual
will be born to Sarah—she rather than Hagar will be the mother of kings.

In sum, the language of promise feeds into the language of covenant. Genesis 15 and 17 refine and
make specific the more general promises of Gen 12:1-3. Together, these texts depict an obligating
God, a God who promises certain things and who expects a style of life—walking before one's God
—in return.

 
The Fate of the Promise

 
As we have just seen, it is possible to speak about a twofold promise, which involves land and

progeny. How does such a promise, ratified by covenant, work itself out?
The promise of land does not explicitly involve land ownership, but rather a place to live. Only in

the covenant does possession of the land become an issue. In this regard, it is interesting to trace
Abraham's movement in and legal status vis-à-vis land. After hearing the promise, Abraham moves
by stages into the Negeb, and then down to Egypt, and subsequently back to Palestine, to Mamre,
where he builds an altar. Abraham remains at Mamre until he leaves for Gerar (Gen 20). We are not
told explicitly when he returns to Palestine, but he is in the southern part of Palestine again according



to Gen 21. Here we hear that he gained control of a well, but also that he "resided as an alien many
days in the land of the Philistines" (Gen 21:34). Then, Gen 23 reports that Abraham is able to
purchase a field and cave near Mamre appropriate for the burial of his wife and, finally, himself
(Gen 25:10).

Such an overview suggests Abraham was able to gain a tenuous toehold in the land. However, his
efforts to secure water and burial ground did not result in the fulfillment of God's promise. The
promise of land was not fulfilled in Abraham's lifetime, nor for that matter was it "fulfilled" at the
end of Genesis or even at the end of the Pentateuch. Israel remained, in consequential ways, a people
of promise.

The situation is different with the promise of progeny. One might even say that this promise, rather
than that of land, drives much of the Terah/Abraham story. It is helpful to review those episodes that
have an impact upon the working out of this promise.

Soon after the promise of progeny was made, Abraham and Sarah are in Egypt, with Sarah in
Pharaoh's household. Such a situation threatens the ability of that family to produce an heir. By the
end of the story, the couple is reunited. Then, soon after the first version of the covenant, Sarah
adopts the ploy of polycoity. A member of the household, Hagar, will serve as a surrogate spouse and
conceive a child with Abraham. Cross-cultural studies indicate that such a child, in this case Ishmael,
would have been a legitimate heir. This plan worked, only to be followed by another version of the
covenant, according to which Sarah herself would have a son. Then, the second wife–sister episode
jeopardizes Sarah's role as wife to Abraham and potential mother for his son. But, after they are
reunited, she bears a son, Isaac. Potential conflict with Ishmael made it necessary for him and his
mother to be removed from the scene. But with Isaac alone in place, the very survival of this heir
comes under question, when God commands Abraham to kill him. After Isaac survives and after
Sarah dies, the necessity of finding an acceptable wife for Isaac comes into play. In order to preserve
the family structure, he must marry someone from the lineage of Terah. Hence, he travels to that group
and finds Rebekah. That marriage choice sets the stage for the next story, which involves the
descendants of Isaac.

Special note must be made of the ambiguous Hagar and Ishmael and all that they represent.14

Ishmael could have borne the promise, as a son of the household. Abraham holds deep affection for
the lad, whom he had named: "The matter was very distressing to Abraham on account of his son"
(Gen 21:11). Further, God made promises to Hagar (16:10). She, in turn, offered a new name for "the
LORD who spoke to her" (16:13). This Egyptian slave girl will become the mother of a multitude.

Still, Ishmael and Hagar are tangential to the Israelite kinship structure. Though abandoned by the
household, the author notes that "God was with the boy" (Gen 21:20). The tradition attests that God is
concerned for more than just Isaac. The Deity's care for Hagar and Ishmael is consistent with the
motif struck in Gen 12:1-3, namely, that there should be blessing beyond the household of Israel. The
Old Testament recognizes this motif as in some way manifest in Israel's relations with the
Ishmaelites; they are never at war with each other, a peaceful relation symbolized when Ishmael and
Isaac bury their father (Gen 25:9).

The Terah/Abraham story unfolds as one and then another impediment to the birth and then
survival of the heir is resolved. The promise of progeny is continually threatened and yet ultimately
comes to fruition. The Israelite writers understood this to be a theological story. Though Abraham
treated his wife as his sister and though Sarah advocated the ploy of polycoity, God, in covenant,
affirmed that Sarah would be the mother of the son who would symbolize the promise.



 
Theological Reflection in the Story of Terah/Abraham

 
Claus Westermann has argued that a certain level of theological reflection is present in this

literature.15 His roster includes Gen 15:6; 16:6; 18:16-33; 22. Though we do not necessarily agree
with him that these verses are late developments in the Terah/Abraham story, we do think that
Westermann has identified an element that is distinctive in this literature and is resumed in the story
of Joseph, namely, overt theological statements.

The story of Terah/Abraham puts Abraham and the Deity in a dialogic position. They talk, and
their conversations address major theological issues. Genesis 15:6, though ambiguous, appears to
present God's judgment that, because Abraham trusted Yahweh, he would be viewed as righteous by
the Deity. This judgment is more unusual than it might appear. Righteousness (and justice) often
appear as ethical norms in ancient Israel. Certain individual actions or social modes of behavior can
be construed as righteous or just. In Gen 15:6, however, Abraham is deemed righteous because he
responds to God by "believing." Such a view expands the notion of righteousness to include
disposition or attitude, not just behavior in the social or family sphere.

Genesis 18:16-33 provides a remarkable theological dialogue between patriarch and Deity. After
God reveals to Abraham that he is going to examine Sodom and Gomorrah, Abraham poses a
question to God: "Will you indeed sweep away the righteous with the wicked?" Though one might
view this query as Abraham's use of a theological smoke screen to protect Lot and his family, the
discourse that follows indicates that the biblical author is pursuing nothing less than the issue of
theodicy, as do other biblical voices (Job, Jeremiah, Habakkuk). The dialogue, which is driven by
repeated questions from Abraham, results in God's concession that if ten righteous people are found
in the city, then it would not be destroyed. God's justice can be made specific. Moreover, that
specificity, once affirmed, will enable the Deity to act when fewer than ten righteous people were
found in the city.

Finally, if Gen 15 focuses on righteousness, and 18 on justice, Gen 22 moves on to a nexus of
issues—God's testing of humans and the fearing of God. At the outset, the reader is informed that God
tested Abraham, something that the reader knows, but Abraham presumably does not. At the end of
the story, the reader learns, along with Abraham, that God now knows Abraham fears him. The notion
of fearing God is complicated. Fear and veneration are closely linked. And the Hebrew Bible
includes language about fear with that of acquiring knowledge—the fear of the Lord is the beginning
of wisdom (Prov 1:7).

There have been so many learned and sensitive interpretations of Gen 22 that one hesitates to add
more. In the context of this introduction, it is perhaps enough to identify several features of this text. It
is a well-written text. Readers may ponder the way individual characters are drawn, the way
dialogue works, the way in which resolution is achieved, if indeed it is achieved. It is a text that
raises ethical issues. Readers may ponder whether Abraham's willingness to kill Isaac would result
in a good act.16 Is obedience to God always good if it were to result in the death of an innocent
child? Such a question is particularly difficult since the act of killing would occur within the familial
context. It is a theological text, since it raises questions about the sort of Deity who would command
a parent to do such a thing. And, more generally, it identifies Elohim (God) as a Deity who tests
individual human beings (typically in the OT, God tests Israel, not persons). After this episode,



Abraham, who has spoken to God so often, speaks to him no more.
In sum, the notion of promise drives the Terah/Abraham story. Promise develops into covenant;

promise, particularly the promise of progeny, works itself out in various discrete episodes, which
together make up the Terah/Abraham story. God works through promise into covenant and, on
occasion, in spite of human endeavor. In addition to the power of those promises ratified in covenant,
the Deity requires that Israelites work in common, whether put in general terms—walking before
God—or specific terms—the act of circumcision.

The authors of this story understand that promises work themselves out over long periods of time.
Individuals belong to family that will continue over time. The quintessential theological motifs of that
faith—promise into covenant—make sense not to the individual in isolation, but to the individual in
family. Family—particularly, in the Terah/Abraham story, the relation between the parent generation
and the next generation—symbolizes the coming to fruition of the promise of progeny, though without
the final form of the promise—nations and kings—having been fulfilled.

 
"These Are the Descendants of Isaac" (Gen 25:19–37:1)

 
The story of the descendants of Isaac is made up of short episodes, as was the previous cycle.

However, they are grouped into two primary blocks, Jacob and Esau (Gen 25–28; 32–33) and Jacob
and Laban (Gen 29–31). Further, one has a stronger sense of a story about the primary character,
Jacob, than one did about Abraham. Such literary concentration may be due to the authors' interest in
the person who achieves the status of Israel.

 
Narrative Overview

 
These chapters cover two of the "patriarchs and matriarchs," Isaac and Rebekkah; Jacob, Rachel,

and Leah. (Though Isaac has appeared earlier, he undertakes no significant independent action.)
Jacob predominates, whereas Isaac offers a shadowy presence. Rebekkah seems more clearly drawn
than her husband. The relation between father and son, Isaac and Jacob, becomes far less important
than between brother and brother, Jacob and Esau. Genesis 4:1-16, the Cain and Abel story, has
alerted the reader to the potential incendiary consequences of a fraternal relationship gone awry.

This story about Jacob commences with a birth narrative, introducing him as a younger twin to
Esau. That relationship drives the story, until Jacob must flee the land to escape Esau's anger.
Therewith begins the Jacob-Laban story, which is also the story about Jacob's search for an
appropriate spouse along with the reporting about the birth of his twelve sons. Once Jacob's family
has been established and he must leave Laban's household, the story about Jacob and Esau resumes.
The Jacob-Laban episode is, therefore, surrounded by the story of twins.

The second section of the Jacob and Esau story leads up to their meeting/confrontation (33:1-16)
and subsequent separation. The story involves both violence—the rape of Dinah and ensuing murder
of males in Shechem—and resolution—Jacob's settling in Bethel and the death of Rachel.

Place looms large in this story. Whereas Abraham was moving about in the South (Beersheba,
Hebron, and Mamre are mentioned explicitly), place-names are more prominent in the stories within
which Jacob plays a prominent role. Jacob is located in or near Bethel, Peniel, and Shechem, that is,
farther north than the Abraham stories. Together these two sets of stories spell out the breadth of



God's promise of land. And, of course, Jacob lives for a time in the land of Laban.
Bethel seems especially important; Jacob discovers it and returns to it. Bethel is not just another

city; the name means "God's house." Jacob becomes a forerunner of other Israelites who will want to
live near God—in Jerusalem—where the temple, literally, "house of God," was built.

 
The Continued Story of Promise and Covenant

 
Unlike the story of Abraham, that about Jacob begins with neither divine direction nor promise.

Isaac "prays," the Deity responds; Rebekah "inquires," God answers (Gen 25:21-22). Human
initiatives are prominent here. In fact, what God did earlier, the patriarch Isaac attempts to do now.
There is a commingling of human and divine blessing (and cursing). Whereas in 12:1-3, Yahweh said
to Abraham, "I will bless those who bless you, and the one who curses you I will curse," Isaac says
to Jacob, "Cursed be everyone who curses you, and blessed be everyone who blesses you" (27:29).
The Deity is, quite simply, less present as a character in the Jacob than in the Terah/Abraham story.
This tendency will become even more pronounced in the story of Joseph.

This narrative presumes, even builds upon, the earlier promises and covenant. Those promises
require multiple generations for their fulfillment. Jacob's family is of critical importance for that part
of the story, since it reports the birth of twelve sons and one daughter (Dinah). The family is growing
into a multitude.

The very fact that no covenant is made between Jacob and Yahweh sustains the notion that the
covenant between Yahweh and Abraham continues on in the story of his grandson. Still, the essential
elements of the divine promise—progeny and land—are rehearsed (Gen 28:13-14; 35:11-12).

 
The Theme of Conflict and Its Theological Significance

 
The first episode of the story of Isaac focuses on the pregnancy of Rebekah and the birth of her

two sons. When the writer states, "the children struggled together within her" (25:22), the reader has
been alerted to a motif that will continue through these chapters, namely, the struggle between various
parties and alliances. Moreover, such conflicts seem to be a way in which the Deity is working out
the divine purpose in this family. Among other things, this story attests to conflict as a regular element
of human existence, particularly in the familial setting. (Unlike the conflicts in the Joseph story, the
ones here seem more unavoidable.) These conflicts occur within two primary contexts: the household
and the extended family.

Struggle within the household of Isaac and Rebekah commences in the womb and continues
outside it. Two verses of crisp description and narration underline the full nature of the conflict:

 
When the boys grew up, Esau was a skillful hunter, a man of the field, while Jacob was a
quiet man, living in tents. Isaac loved Esau, because he was fond of game; but Rebekah
loved Jacob. (25:27-28)

 
Esau and Jacob are simply different sorts of people. Their parents respond to these differences by
creating alliances within the household: father and older twin, mother and younger twin. The full



implications of these alliances are not worked out by the author until chapter 27. In the meantime, the
two twins interact with dire consequences, at least for Esau. The author continues his
characterizations; Esau is portrayed as impetuous and rash, such that he despised his birthright
(25:29-34).

The place of God in this set of alliances is not spelled out. God did speak to Rebekah about the
children she would bear (Gen 25:23). And then, only after Jacob had achieved both birthright and
blessing did the Deity appear to him and repeat the promises made originally to Abraham.

The conflict between Jacob and Esau, which originates inside the household, develops into a
quite different phenomenon. After Esau sells his birthright to Jacob, but before Rebekah dupes Isaac
in the scene of blessing (chap. 27), the writer reports that Esau married two Hittite wives. This act
has a significant impact upon the way in which this story will play out. Whereas Abraham and Isaac
had sought (and Jacob will seek) wives from the lineage of Terah, Esau married outside that lineage
and hence disinherited himself in yet another way than just the sale of his birthright. Esau is lost to
the family as a potential heir and becomes a "foreign" entity, which is symbolized by the name of
Edom.

In this story, the author explores the various ways in which individuals become part of the family
of promise and leave that family of promise. Conditions for remaining part of this family/covenant
involve more than the explicit requirements of the covenant, such as circumcision. Marital choices
are part of those requirements (see Gen 27:46–28:2), as they will be again in the time of Ezra and
Nehemiah (Ezra 9–10).

The blessing of the father plays a key role in the working out of the promise. Genesis 27 conveys
a scene in which Isaac gives the blessing of the firstborn to Jacob. Rachel's plan to secure that
blessing for her favorite son worked. That blessing (27:27-29) and corresponding speech to Esau
(27:39-40) provide poetic versions of the relative status of the two nations that Israel understood to
derive from these two brothers, Israel and Edom. To this extent, Jacob and Esau, like Ishmael and Lot
before them, function as symbolic or eponymous ancestors. Israel told these stories to offer
explanations for the ways in which the peoples of Syria-Palestine (Edom, Moab, Ammon,
Ishmaelites, Israel) came to be in their various relationships. From Israel's perspective, Edom was to
live in less-prosperous territory and in a position of servitude to them.

Esau's murderous intent was thwarted when Rebekah heard about it, whereupon Jacob was
ordered by both father and mother to flee the country. His return marked the necessary encounter with
his brother, Esau. Some have described this final act of the Jacob and Esau narrative as one of
reconciliation. We do not think that the text allows that claim. Fear precedes the encounter; careful
dialogue and wary separation conclude it.

Genesis 32:3–33:16 depicts Jacob's attempt to appease Esau by the presentation of gifts. Esau,
accompanied by four hundred men, comes to meet Jacob, who has gone ahead of his family, which
had been divided into sections, some of whom might survive an attack (32:8). The two encounter
each other and embrace. Moreover, Esau accepts the gift of livestock offered by Jacob (Gen 32:14-
15). Then, Esau proposes that he accompany Jacob, a suggestion that Jacob carefully refuses. Esau
suggests that some of his men remain with Jacob, but Jacob is able to escape this as well. Hence the
two men and their respective groups separate.

Accommodation rather than reconciliation seems to have taken place. There is no covenant; there
are no oaths. Instead, based on payment in livestock and adroit negotiation, the two groups are able
to disengage and avoid violent confrontation.



The relationship between Isaac and Rebekah does not receive much overt comment. Rebekah's
plan for Jacob becomes God's plan for Israel. Moreover, it becomes a plan that Isaac accepts (28:2-
4). Ultimately, the human plans and the divine plan coalesce in the person of Jacob.

The second major conflict occurs in "the land of the people of the East." Jacob encounters the
family of Laban, another family within the lineage of Terah, which could be the only source of a
genetically proper spouse for Jacob. The narrator reports that Jacob loved Rachel, who was such an
acceptable spouse. But this time he is deceived. Laban engineers Leah into Jacob's bed, with the
result that Jacob must marry both Leah and Rachel (Gen 29). So, at the outset of this sojourn with the
extended family, there is conflict between Jacob and Laban. This conflict continues as Laban and
Jacob engage in various trickery regarding the development of their respective flocks (Gen 30).

A new "household" has been created, and here too there is conflict—between Rachel and Leah,
over their ability to produce children. As with Abraham and Hagar, substitute wives—Bilhah and
Zilpah—play roles in this intrafamilial set of tensions. Moreover, there is conflict between this new
household and the originating household of Laban. Laban's daughters, now become Jacob's wives,
claim that their father treats them like foreigners (31:15). This attitude results in Rachel's willingness
to take the "household gods" (31:19). Deceit is really a hallmark of these episodes and even occurs
in the very last one—"Jacob deceived Laban the Aramean, in that he did not tell him that he intended
to flee" (31:20). Jacob flees but Laban tracks him down. Violence is, however, avoided because the
two camps are able to achieve accommodation, here by covenant. The promise to and covenant with
Abraham still seems to be in force. Isaac and Rebekah, Jacob, and Rachel and Leah now live on the
basis of that agreement. Whatever covenants need to be made are now between humans, in this case
Jacob and Laban, and not between God and humans.

The covenant scene (Gen 31:43-55) is instructive since it depicts parties who make an agreement,
one in which both sets of gods function as witnesses to the contract (see above). Jacob and Laban
take an oath not to cross a boundary that separates the two parties. Another oath—sometimes known
as the "Mizpah benediction"— calls for God to observe both parties and requires that Jacob not
mistreat Laban's daughters. For whatever reason, the Jacob-Esau accommodation did not require
such oaths and accompanying covenant.

In sum, the story of Isaac's descendants reports numerous occasions of conflict. These conflicts do
not go away. The complicated relationships that Israel will have with people to the east are
addressed in the covenant between Jacob and Laban. The spiteful and strident relationship between
Jacob and Esau//Israel and Edom is addressed by careful watching and division, a partition of
terrain, as had been the case with Abraham and Lot//Israel and Moab and Ammon. People work to
accommodate, to arrest conflict, but the roots of the conflict remain. The promises and covenant do
not work themselves out automatically or without problems. Rather, God's purposes to this family
can come to fruition only through the conflicts inherent in families where there are multiple spouses
and multiple potential heirs.

 
Jacob and God

 
We have already observed that Jacob stands in a different relation to the Deity than had his

grandfather. Vigorous encounter, even conflict, replaces conversation.
There are two key episodes, which flank both sides of Jacob's journey to the East. It is as if Jacob



must meet his god both at the time he leaves the land and when he returns. Journey—one might even
say pilgrimage—is a precondition for divine encounter in the Jacob story. On the first occasion,
Jacob simply lies down to sleep at "a certain place." Unbeknownst to him, it is one of those liminal
places where humans can encounter the world of the gods. Hence his act of sleep and dreaming is an
unpremeditated act of incubation (incubation is the act of sleeping at a holy place, usually a temple,
with the hope of receiving information from the Deity; cf. Samuel in 1 Sam 3 and Solomon in 1 Kgs
3).

What Jacob discovers in his dream is essentially twofold. First, he hears for himself, and for the
first time, the promises that had been made to Abraham. Second, God assures him of divine
accompaniment on this journey and the assurance of return (something fairly ironic, since to return is
to face the prospect of a murderous Esau). Nonetheless, Jacob recognizes what sort of place he has
encountered, namely, the house of God (a literal rendition of the Hebrew word Beth [house] el
[God]). Moreover, he makes a conditional vow. If the Deity brings him back as the Deity has
promised, "then the LORD shall be my God" (28:21). This is classic Jacob. Whereas Abraham might
ask about the implications of the promise, Jacob puts it to the test. Jacob wants to hold God
accountable.

Jacob does return, and again, without intending to, encounters the Deity (32:22-32). At a river
ford, also a liminal spot in many religious traditions, he must wrestle with a creature of the night.
Jacob acquits himself well, so that the mysterious person must use a trick move to disable Jacob.
Though injured, Jacob becomes Israel and receives a blessing from one who must be the Deity. Jacob
becomes Israel because of his ability to stand successfully in conflict with God.

One way to compare and contrast the significance of the Terah/Abraham and Isaac stories is to ask
which character is the true eponymous ancestor of Israel. Is it Abraham or is it Jacob? Though there
is no wrong answer to such a question, a strong case can be made for Jacob, renamed Israel (this
renaming is recounted twice, in 32:22-32 and 35:9-15). Struggle and conflict are captured in the
meaning of the name Israel, which means "one who strives with God" (Gen 32:28).

Just as in the episodes of human struggle, where we saw various forms of accommodation, so too
there is no reconciliation per se in the encounter between the Deity and Jacob. God and Jacob
accommodate each other—Jacob must accommodate the one who disabled him, God must
accommodate the titanic Jacob, whom he could not defeat. Jacob's prize is his new name and the
literal birth of Israel. God's prize is the preservation of the Deity's divinity, which is here symbolized
by the necessity of appearing only at night.

Conflict and struggle are evaluated positively in this story. They are understood to be essential for
the emergence of Israel. Strife is valorized both within the human dimension and within the
humandivine relationship. Accommodation, too, is offered as a way to deal with severe strife.

 
"These Are the Descendants of Jacob" (Gen 37:2–50:26)

 
This final section of Genesis is regularly associated with the name of Joseph. So, we may again

be surprised that a major character's name does not appear in the title. Still, as we shall see, the
emphasis in that title on the multiple descendants of Jacob helps us understand one essential issue of
these chapters: once Abraham's descendants start to become numerous in one generation—twelve
sons as opposed to only two—how will they fare, particularly when they must live in a foreign land?



The answer to this question works itself out in literature utterly different from the foregoing two
sections of the ancestral texts. Instead of a series of separate stories that have been edited together
into the two "cycles" that we have just examined, Gen 37–50—particularly chapters 37–47—is one
long, carefully structured short story. (The story of Tamar and Judah is loosely related to the Joseph
story. Moreover, Gen 48–50 provides a complex ending to the story.) Although there are distinct
episodes, each of which has its own narrative structure—for instance, that involving Joseph and
Potiphar's wife (chap. 39) or Joseph as dream interpreter for Pharaoh (chap. 41)—these episodes are
carefully built into the larger story.

Because the Joseph story is so different from the foregoing chapters in Genesis, critical study of it
has proceeded along other lines. To be sure, some scholars have tried to identify the classic sources,
especially J and E. But such attempts have not generated wide agreement about the presence of
earlier and different versions of the story. Instead, the very fact of the difference between Gen 37–50
and the rest of Genesis has driven scholars to offer explanations for that difference. One such answer,
namely, that Joseph reflects the concerns of literature such as Proverbs and Job, that is, Wisdom
literature, has been particularly important.17 And this is an argument that can help us explore some of
the theological implications of the Joseph story.

The argument runs something like this. The story of Joseph is informed by a world in which
success in the royal court is important. Such is the case in the book of Proverbs (e.g., Prov 29:12,
14). Joseph, as a character, fails when he does not follow what wisdom dictates, as by boasting
about his future status to his brothers. Moreover, he succeeds when he follow typical wisdom norms,
as by rejecting the sexual advances of a woman, by serving as loyal subordinate, by planning ahead.
Joseph is not so much a wise character as an instructive character. Moreover, a belief in God's
providential care pervades both Proverbs and the Joseph story (see below). In sum, the story of
Joseph breathes different theological air than do the earlier portions of Genesis, air often found in the
book of Proverbs.

More recently, a number of literary assessments of the Joseph story have appeared. Scholars have
attended to plot, theme, characterization, and other narrative elements. As well, the Joseph story has
been compared to short stories found in the Hebrew Bible and elsewhere. In this context, it is
possible to suggest that the Joseph story is a Diasporanovelle, literally, a short story oriented to life
in exile. Two other biblical texts, Daniel and Esther, are set in a foreign land. They, too, narrate the
ways in which an Israelite or Jew can exist in and around a foreign court. This international
dimension present in these three short stories may well reflect Israel's own life in a foreign land,
particularly after the defeat of 587, a time after which some Yahwists did live outside the land.
Moreover, such an international dimension may also be related to the last portion of God's promise to
Abraham, which was also a promise to people beyond Israel, "in you all the families of the earth
shall be blessed" (Gen 12:3). According to the Joseph story, Egypt was blessed due to Joseph's
prudential saving of grain during the years of plenty.

 
Narrative Overview

 
The story of Jacob's family unfolds in a series of scenes. Even before the first scene, the prologue

(Gen 37:2-4) sets the stage. All the critical family relationships are depicted in the first verses. And
the dream scene that follows offers a picture of Joseph's elevated status, which seems impossible to



imagine at the end of chapter 36. Slowly, however, Joseph rises from the fate of the "pit," and
achieves high rank in the Egyptian government (by the end of chap. 41). Once Joseph is so
positioned, the story returns to the issue of family. Now, again at a deliberate pace, the family moves
back together through multiple journeys to Egypt. The book of Genesis concludes with reports about
the deaths of Jacob and Joseph. However, the end of the Joseph story is blurry, perhaps ending
earlier than the final chapter of Genesis.

 
Alienation and Reconciliation

 
We think the Joseph story, as befits a complex short story, involves multiple theological

dimensions. Here we identify a primary and a secondary one. The first, which we term alienation and
reconciliation, is related to certain dimensions of the Jacob story (conflict and accommodation).
However, the fractures in the Joseph story are stronger, more intense, and more fully developed by
the author. The author uses a new set of vocabulary to describe the intensity of human feelings, such
as "his anguish" (Gen 42:21) or "bears a grudge" (Gen 50:15). Attention to human emotions appears
here in Genesis for the first time.

This story, as the title indicates, is still essentially a story about family—the family of Jacob.
However, this is family quite different from the families of Abraham and Isaac. In both the previous
households, there had been two potential heirs, Ishmael and Isaac in the first, Jacob and Esau in the
second. In both these cases, the narrative removed one of the two claimants physically from the line
of succession. Though there had been conflict (and it would continue in the international arena: Israel
and the Ishmaelites, Israel and Edom), the conflict would no longer occur within Israel. Here lies the
critical point of difference between the first two families and the family of Jacob.

Jacob's family is forced to wrestle with the relative status of multiple heirs who remain together
in the household and, subsequently, in the land. (Genesis 49 offers poetic testimony to the issue of
relative status—e.g., 49:8, "Judah, your brothers shall praise you.") The story line requires the
twelve sons to remain together or at least in close relation. As a result the potential for serious
conflict is exacerbated.

One may read the story of Jacob's family as one of family alienation and reconciliation. It is a
story about a family God has chosen and to whom promises have been made and repeated, but it is
not a family whose members—in this story—interact directly with the Deity as a character. Instead,
they confront God through each other (Gen 45:7).

The unraveling of Jacob's family occurs due to multiple human dynamics. No one party is
responsible. Jacob favors one son over others. Joseph is an unwise braggart and tattletale. Jacob's
other sons are jealous of the favored son; "they hated him, and could not speak peaceably to him"
(Gen 37:4). Moreover, the brothers ultimately disagree among themselves about what should be done
with Joseph. Most think he should be killed, though Reuben suggests that he should be deserted and
then rescued, and Judah proposed that he be sold into slavery. Responsibility for this "dysfunctional
family" is multiple. Still, this radically alienated family does not engage in murder or engage in
inappropriate marital choices, though Joseph does marry Asenath, an Egyptian woman (Gen 46:20).

In addition, one should note that the household depicted in the story of Jacob stands without
benefit of the matriarch. Rachel had died to the family in the previous story. About the relative
chronology of Leah's, Bilhah's, and Zilpah's deaths we are not informed. However, none play a role



in this story.
The family moves toward reunification due to the exigency of famine. Living in the same place

does not necessarily mean reunification. That only happens as the result of multiple initiatives. The
brothers, as symbolized by Reuben (42:37), are willing to offer up their own progeny in order to
work out a solution to their plight. Moreover, as symbolized by Judah, they make a special plea to
Joseph. The father is willing both to let his remaining favored son, Benjamin, go to Egypt, and then to
go to that foreign land himself. Finally, Joseph moves beyond the role of tough interrogator and judge,
when he "could no longer control himself" (45:1). The same parties that contributed to the dissolution
of the family also help it become reintegrated.

The biblical author recognizes that the deep alienation, particularly between Joseph and his
brothers, would not magically disappear. In the final chapter of Genesis, the brothers, when reflecting
upon the implications of their father's death, said, "What if Joseph still bears a grudge against us and
pays us back in full for all the wrong that we did to him?" (50:15). Even at this point in the story,
there is some tension between these two parties, which may have been resolved when Joseph
"reassured them, speaking kindly to them" (50:21).

The story of Jacob (and Joseph) demonstrates how difficult it will be for the promise and
covenant to work itself out in the lineage of Terah, especially in this new kind of family with so many
sons in one place. The explicit language of promise and covenant virtually disappears (cf. Gen
48:15-16). Implicitly, the story deals more with progeny than with land, which is, at least
temporarily, lost to Israel by the end of this biblical book.

 
Providence

 
Early on in the story, the narrator offers a general comment at the end of the scene involving

Joseph and Potiphar's wife: "the LORD was with him [Joseph]; and whatever he did, the LORD
made it prosper" (39:23). The Deity is at work in and through Joseph's life. This claim helps us
understand the theologically understated approach throughout most of the story. The Deity can work
through humans, even though such may not always be said explicitly.

Still, the Deity was not interested simply in Joseph's prosperity. In two of Joseph's speeches to his
brothers, we learn about a larger purpose. In the first, just after he has informed his brothers about his
identity, he says: "Do not be distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God
sent me before you to preserve life" (Gen 45:5). God was with the brothers in their actions as the
Deity was with Joseph later. Moreover, the goal was to preserve "life." Given the context of the
story, such preserving of life involved far more than Israelite existence. "All the world came to
Joseph in Egypt to buy grain" (Gen 41:57). Here, again, one hears echoes of Gen 12:3. But Joseph
goes on (45:7-8): "God sent me before you to preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive
for you many survivors. So it was not you who sent me here, but God." The language of a remnant
reverberates with that of defeat and exile in 587, whereas the language of survivor may allude to a
Noah-like motif, someone who survives catastrophe. God is concerned for all life, but especially the
survival of this family. God has made a special commitment to the lineage of Terah, with whom there
is a relationship based on promise and covenant.

Near the end of Genesis, Joseph speaks again to his brothers, when they express concern about
their fate, "Even though you intended to do harm to me, God intended it for good, in order to preserve



a numerous people" (Gen 50:20). Joseph's God is a God who acts behind the scenes and through the
work of many people. This outlook, which one might term providential, is shared by the wisdom
writers. They, too, imagine a universe in which God's ways may be difficult to discern, but which is
directed toward some divine goal (cf. Prov 16:4).

In sum, the Jacob story offers new theological emphases to the earlier stories about the Israelite
family. There is a deep sense of providence, which is hardly a facile judgment about things always
working themselves out easily or happily. In addition, there is a move from alienation toward
reconciliation. At first this move appears to work simply as human endeavor. But when the story is
read from the perspective of providence, the reconciliation can be understood as part of God's larger
purpose for Israel.

 
Conclusion

 
Genesis 12–50—the story of the descendants of Terah/Abraham, the story of the descendants of

Isaac, and the story of the family of Jacob—is driven by family concerns. This family was the bearer
of God's promise and partner in a covenant with the Deity. Things will change in Israel, especially
when Israel as nation or as religious community becomes the bearer of that promise and covenant
tradition. However, the theological motifs worked out in these stories— promise into covenant,
conflict and accommodation, providence, alienation and reconciliation—remain potent in varied
social and political settings. These promises appear with remarkable prominence in literature that
postdates the fall of the monarchy. We sense that the language of promise spoke with special depth to
those who had experienced God's apparent recanting of those promises as symbolized by military
defeat and exile. The promise to Abraham and Sarah offered grounds for hope, a theological motif
the biblical roots of which have been explored in remarkable ways by Jürgen Moltmann.18 Finally,
the family, whether in tribal league, nation state, exilic settlement, or religious community, remained
a critical context for the development of Yahwism, which in turn moved into Judaism, Christianity,
and Islam.

 
Notes

 
1. For a convenient display of such divisions, see, for example, the appendix in Noth's History of

Pentateuchal Traditions (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1972) or A. Campbell and M. A.
O'Brien, Sources of the Pentateuch: Texts, Introductions, Annotations (Minneapolis: Fortress,
1993).

2. See W. Brueggemann and H. W. Wolff, The Vitality of Old Testament Traditions (Atlanta: John
Knox, 1982).

3. For a good overview of the current discussion, see J. Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch: An
Introduction to the First Five Books of the Bible (ABRL; New York: Doubleday, 1992); and D.
Carr, Reading the Fractures of Genesis: Historical and Literary Approaches (Louisville:
Westminster John Knox, 1996).

4. R. Rendtorff, The Problem of the Process of Transmission in the Pentateuch (JSOTSup 89;
Sheffield: JSOT, 1990).



5. See R. Wilson, Genealogy and History in the Biblical World (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1977).

6. Gunkel's two studies of Genesis have been translated: Genesis (Macon, Ga.: Mercer University
Press, 1997) and The Legends of Genesis (Chicago: Open Court, 1907).

7. M. Noth, History of Pentateuchal Traditions.
8. For a classic study, see F. Cross, Canaanite Myth and Hebrew Epic: Essays in the History of

the Religion of Israel (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1973).
9. The Ugaritic literature dates to c. 1400 BCE and reflects the Canaanite culture of the Late

Bronze Age as preserved in texts found at a site on the Mediterranean coast. For a convenient
translation of the major epic and mythic texts, see S. Parker, Ugaritic Narrative Poetry (WAW;
Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997).

10. We recommend R. Alter, The Art of Biblical Narrative (New York: Basic Books, 1981) as an
introduction to this way of reading biblical texts.

11. See the study of N. Steinberg, Kinship and Marriage in Genesis: A Household Economics
Approach (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1993).

12. Westermann does not think Gen 15 reflects a covenant—see Genesis 12–36 (Minneapolis:
Augsburg, 1985).

13. In fact, a number of things are promised to Abraham and his descendants, for example, that
they will become "a great nation" (12:2), that "kings of peoples shall come from her" (17:16). The
royal and national connotations are obvious and may reflect composition during the period of the
monarchy.

14. We do well to remember that many Arab Muslims trace their descent from Abraham through
Ishmael. As a result, Jews, Christians, and Muslims all read the Terah/Abraham story as their own
story, but each religious tradition accomplishes this reading in a different way.

15. Westermann, Genesis 12–36, 576.
16. S. Kierkegaard's treatment in Fear and Trembling remains unsurpassed.
17. G. von Rad (Genesis [OTL; Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972]) was apparently the first person

to argue on behalf of this connection.
18. J. Moltmann, Theology of Hope: On the Ground and Implications of a Christian

Eschatology (New York: Harper & Row, 1967).
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CHAPTER FOUR

BONDAGE, EXODUS, WILDERNESS

Exod 1–18, Selected Psalms
 
 
 

It would be hard to overstate the central importance of the Exodus experience for Israel's
understanding of itself and of its faith. In many ways the narrative of Exod 1–15 may be considered
the birth story of Israel as a people. The book of Exodus opens with Israel suffering oppressively as
slaves in Egypt, but in the climactic moment of the story (Exod 14–15), they are delivered by God's
hand through the sea to new life. The struggles of wilderness begin (Exod 16–18), but they are on the
way to Mt. Sinai where they will become God's covenant people (see chap. 5).

God's victory is seen in Exodus both as a cosmic victory over forces of chaos that threaten God's
creation and as a defeat of human oppressive power in history. The liberation of Israel is a central
event giving identity to the community of God's people throughout ongoing generations in both Jewish
and Christian traditions. Frequent references to the Exodus experience are found throughout the
literature of the Old Testament (see further discussion below), and the annual observance of Passover
serves as a reclaiming of the Exodus story by each generation of the Jewish community down to the
present.

The Exodus experience has also held central significance for the Christian community. Early
Christians were baptized with a remembrance of passing through the waters to new life. The Gospels
are permeated with Exodus themes and references, and the New Testament in general makes frequent
use of the Exodus tradition. Like Israel, Jesus is "called out of Egypt" (Matt 2:15). He teaches Israel
on the mountain like a second Moses (Matt 5–7), and is himself identified as the "Passover lamb" (1
Cor 5:7; 11:25). Christian liturgy for the Eucharist declares "Christ, our Passover, is sacrificed for
us; therefore, let us keep the feast." The victory of God at the sea is identified with the victory of God
over the powers of death in resurrection, and Exod 15 is one of the scripture readings in the
lectionary for Easter Sunday. In Christian history the Exodus story and its hope for oppressed people
have come to special prominence whenever the community found itself in desperate circumstances of
poverty and oppression, for instance, in the spirituals of black slaves in the American South or the
modern liberation theologies of Latin America.

To read the story of the Exodus experience is for both Christians and Jews to touch the origins of
community identity as God's delivered people. "Once you were not a people, but now you are God's
people" (1 Pet 2:10; see Hos 2:23).

 
Reading the Book of Exodus

 



Because of the significance of both deliverance from Egypt and covenant at Sinai for Israel's life
and the literature of the Old Testament, we will treat these themes in separate chapters. Yet, the two
experiences are interrelated thematically and structurally in the book of Exodus. Hence, some
perspectives on reading the book of Exodus in its entirety are appropriate at this point.

 
Context in the Canon

 
The book of Exodus does not stand as an independent piece but is intended to be read as a part of

the Pentateuch. From a historical perspective, it is not at all clear that the Hebrew slaves of the
Exodus story had any direct historical connection to the ancestors of the Genesis stories.1
Nevertheless, the literary and theological presentation of events in Exodus assume a continuity
between Genesis and Exodus that is defined by promise and fulfillment. God's promises in Genesis
are moved toward fulfillment in Exodus. These promises are located in two different arenas in
Genesis. On the one hand, God gives to humanity a promissory mandate in creation to "be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth" (Gen 1:28). Now, in Exodus, we read that "the Israelites were fruitful and
prolific; they multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them" (Exod
1:7). Indeed, this Israelite fulfillment of creation promise becomes the source of threat to the pharaoh
and motivates his genocidal policies (Exod 1:9-10), necessitating God's saving intervention. On the
other hand, Exodus deliverance is related to God's fidelity to the promises made to Abraham, Isaac,
and Jacob. Those promises involve land, descendants, and blessing to all the families of the earth (cf.
Gen 12:1-3), promises that were affirmed in covenant with the ancestors (Gen 15). When God
responds to the outcry of Israelite suffering, the divine response is characterized as remembrance of
that covenant (Exod 2:23-24), and God repeatedly identifies the divine self to Moses as being in
continuity with the God who made promises to the ancestors (Exod 3:6, 15-16; 6:2-3, 8).

 



 
On the other side of the book of Exodus, the legislation of Leviticus is presented as a continuation

of Moses' mediation of the law to Israel at Mt. Sinai. Even though the legal traditions of Leviticus
originated historically much later in Israel's life, they are presented as part of the authoritative
understanding of Israel as delivered and covenanted people from the time of Moses onward. Indeed,
the whole of the Torah (Genesis through Deuteronomy) is presented as Mosaic in its intention and
authority, although many of its legal and narrative materials derive from Israel's later history. Exodus
provides the center of this Mosaic authority, and it is the events of liberation and covenant making
that provide the focus for the entire Torah (Pentateuch).

The Exodus tradition, particularly God's deliverance of Israel at the sea, is of crucial importance
throughout much of the Old Testament canon, reflecting the centrality of that tradition in widely
separated times and settings in the life of Israel. The breadth of this Exodus influence can only be
sampled. It is:

 
—a part of the recital of God's saving deeds used by Joshua to summon inhabitants of the

land into the service of Yahweh (Josh 24:5-7).
—a tradition that struck fear into the hearts of Philistines who had heard what Israel's

God accomplished against the Egyptians (1 Sam 4:8).
—a source of hope in the worship materials of Israel, recited to encourage those in

distress and trouble (Ps 77:14-20).
—a testimony to God's faithfulness by prophets confronting Israel with unfaithfulness



(Mic 6:4).
—a source of hope for deliverance once again in the message of prophets during the

Babylonian exile (Isa 43:16-17; 51:10-11).
 

The Composite Character of the Book
 
For most of the past two centuries scholarship on the book of Exodus has been preoccupied with

source criticism and the complex literary history through which the text has been given its present
shape.2 There is a general consensus that the book of Exodus is a composite work brought together
over the course of several centuries. Generally this has meant the recognition of at least three sources
(J, E, and P) originating in different periods of Israel's life. Some unique materials, such as the Song
of the Sea (Exod 15) and the Covenant Code (Exod 20:22–23:33) probably existed independently of
these sources and were incorporated into the book at some stage of its development.

This "documentary hypothesis" has become increasingly controversial and less useful in recent
scholarship. Few doubt the composite character of Exodus or question the complexity of its
formation, but the details on the nature and dating of these sources or the process that brought them
together are subject to vigorous debate and disagreement. Further, the development of literary and
canonical approaches to the text have stressed the importance of the present, final shape of the text as
the significant rendering of the story, which was finally affirmed and passed on by Jewish and
Christian communities. This present form of the text is the appropriate locus of our efforts to read and
interpret the book of Exodus.

This chapter and the next will focus largely on this final form of the text, although it is important to
recognize that the complex literary process through which the text was formed is at times left visible.
The seams and tensions of an account assembled through the telling and retelling of the Exodus story
over generations are still apparent. Different views and perspectives have been allowed to stand
together in the text. The result is a book that is the accumulated testimony of a community over
generations rather than the polished product of a single authorial point of view. This, in itself, is a
testament to the vitality and importance of these Exodus experiences.

 
Historical Context and Theological Proclamation

 
The book of Exodus is not history writing; it is kerygma, that is, the book is theological

proclamation seeking to tell the community's salvation story to subsequent generations so that they too
will know and encounter the liberating God of the Exodus story. Modern interest in recovering the
originating events of this story in historiographic detail is bound to end in frustration. There can be
no doubt that the Exodus story assumes an originating series of events in the past, but the concern of
the text is with the ongoing theological meaning of those events, not with the historical details of the
originating context. The Exodus storytellers did not even bother to record the name of the pharaoh.
While a majority of scholars hold that some of Israel's ancestors lived in Egypt along with other
Semitic foreigners during the second millennium and that a general dating of the Exodus from Egypt
must be placed in the early thirteenth century BCE, these and other historical details are uncertain
and debated.3 The story as it now stands in Exodus reflects not only the originating events but the
meaning of the Exodus experience for subsequent generations of Israel over the course of centuries.



It does seem likely that the present and final form of the book of Exodus as a written text was
fixed during the time of Israel's Babylonian exile (587–539 BCE). This final, exilic shaping may
well be due to the work of priestly editors. Thus, we read of Israel's deliverance from bondage in
Egypt and of covenant partnership with God from the urgency of reclaiming these traditions in a time
when Israel was again in bondage in a foreign land and understood its desperate condition, unlike
Egyptian slavery, as related to God's judgment on Israel's disobedience to covenant demands. Issues
of bondage and deliverance, God's power versus the power of human empire, divine presence and
divine absence, covenant obedience and disobedience, judgment and forgiveness, worship of
Yahweh and accommodation to empire—all take on a new urgency in light of Babylonian exile and
the crisis that the exile experience represents for Israel as the community of God's people. This final
exilic shaping of the book of Exodus is certainly in view at times, but the appropriation of Exodus
experience for such a time of crisis suggests the vitality of this tradition for all subsequent
generations, including our own. This story refuses to be simply about ancestors in the thirteenth
century BCE. It is about the experience of bondage, liberation, covenant community, and the presence
of God's glory in our midst in every generation of God's people—that of Babylonian exiles or of
today's church and synagogue.

 
Genre, Structure, and Narrative Flow

 
In this chapter we will be largely occupied with narrative traditions, although an important piece

of ancient poetry appears in Exod 15. These storytelling traditions unfold a dramatic story with
continuity of characters and plot, and a climactic resolution (Exod 14–15). However, the book of
Exodus in its entirety has been noted for its juxtaposition of narrative and legal traditions. The
covenant and its association with the law will receive full treatment later, but at this point we should
note that even the law codes of the book of Exodus are placed in the narrative setting of covenant
making with the God who delivered Israel from bondage in Egypt (cf. Exod 19:3-6). In addition to
narrative and law, the book of Exodus shows the influence of liturgy. Parts of the narrative tradition
show the influence of use in the worship life of subsequent generations. This context has reshaped the
telling of the Exodus story to reflect the remembrance and recital of the Exodus story in the
community of faith. This liturgical background is especially evident in the Passover narratives (Exod
12:1–13:16), the Song of the Sea (Exod 15), the wilderness story of manna (Exod 16), the covenant-
making rituals (Exod 24:1-18; 34:10-35), and the plans for and building of the tabernacle (Exod 25–
31; 35–40). The larger structure of Exod 1–15, in particular, may reflect a common Israelite
liturgical pattern. The movement from bondage to liberation to praise suggests the relationship of
lament, salvation, and doxology that the Psalms show to be a common pattern in Israel's worship.

The narrative flow of the book of Exodus reflects a series of connected foci around which the
story is organized.

1. Bondage. Although God's promises at creation and to Abraham are fulfilled among Jacob's
descendants in Egypt (1:1-7), the future of God's promises and of Israel's ancestors is endangered by
the oppressive power of Pharaoh, who fears the Hebrews and seeks to enslave and control them by
policies that border on genocide (1:8-14). In this context of bondage God seems absent, but hope for
the future is preserved through the courageous action of five women who thwart Pharaoh's actions
(1:15–2:10, further discussion below) and enable the birth, preservation, and first stirrings of social
conscience in Moses, who will become God's agent to deliver Israel (2:11-22). At the end of this



section we are told that God hears Israel's outcry (2:23-25).
2. Confrontation with Pharaoh. God becomes active in the story. First, God calls and

commissions Moses, in spite of his objections, to act as God's agent in confronting Pharaoh and
demanding Israel's freedom (3:1–4:31). Moses' initial efforts bring intensification of Pharaoh's
oppressive policies (5:1–6:1). The focus, however, is not solely on Moses' role or effectiveness.
The narratives reflect a selfdisclosure of God, including a revelation of the divine name, Yahweh
(esp. in 3:1–4:31 and 6:2-30). Although Moses plays an important role as revolutionary agent, it
becomes increasingly clear that the crucial confrontation is between the liberating power of Yahweh
and the oppressive power of Pharaoh. Through a series of plagues, Yahweh's sovereignty is made
clear, and the genocidal policies of Pharaoh's tyranny are shown to have cosmic as well as historical
consequences (7:1–11:10). God's opposition to Pharaoh is not only for the sake of Israel but reflects
God's battle with chaos to preserve the integrity of God's creation. The final plague, the death of
Egypt's firstborn, is surrounded in the narrative by detailed descriptions of Passover observance that
reflect the later liturgical remembrance of this event in Israel (12:1–13:16). In grief over the death of
Egypt's sons, Pharaoh allows Israel to depart, and with jewelry and clothing given to them by the
Egyptians they go out arrayed as free people and not as slaves (12:29-36).

3. Liberation. The pharaoh's change of heart (14:5) places Israel in danger, and God must
intervene to decisively defeat Pharaoh's forces. Israel's liberation requires the defeat of oppressive
power. The account of deliverance at the sea (14:1-31) combines language of God fighting as
warrior in Israel's behalf (14:24-25), with God working through Moses (14:16, 21, 26-27) and the
elements of nature (14:21-22). The account is very dramatic in its profusion of images: the angel of
God, pillars of cloud and fire, walls of water, pathways through the sea, Egyptian chariots bogged
down and overwhelmed by waves, and dead bodies on the shore. Although the liberation of Israel is
the obvious result, Yahweh has larger purposes in mind as well. "This is why I have let you live: to
show you my power, and to make my name resound through all the earth" (9:16). "The Egyptians
shall know that I am the LORD, when I have gained glory for myself over Pharaoh, his chariots, and
his chariot drivers" (14:18). True sovereignty belongs to Yahweh and not to the oppressive power of
human empire. This public recognition of God's sovereignty is further served by Israel's first
response to deliverance in doxology, led by Miriam (15:20-21, perhaps the original song), and by
Moses (15:1-18, a long poetic piece that reflects liturgical use and development). God's victory as
warrior over Pharaoh is celebrated as both cosmic and historical triumph, ending in recognition of
Yahweh's sovereignty by the nations, the establishment of Israel in the land, and the declaration of
God's reign.

4. Wilderness. Liberation is not directly into the promised land but into the wilderness. The
hardships of a landscape without food and water and of encounters with new enemies threaten the
people's trust in Yahweh. They turn on Moses and complain bitterly about their fate, wishing for
return to Egypt (15:24; 16:2-3; 17:2-3; this theme was anticipated by the people's complaints at the
sea, 14:10-12). God responds to the people's needs in spite of their complaints and brings
miraculous provisions of water (15:22-27; 17:1-7) and food (16:1-36) while protecting them from
desert enemies (17:8-16, the Amalekites). An encounter with Moses' father-in-law, the Midianite
priest Jethro, provides Moses and Israel with good counsel that begins the institutionalization of
liberation in judicial and social structures and provides an occasion for non-Israelite recognition of
God's deliverance of Israel from the hand of Egypt (18:1-27).

This chapter deals with the Exodus story only to this point, but the narrative flow of the book of



Exodus continues on through covenant making at Sinai and the giving of the law (19:1–24:18) and
the planning and building of the tabernacle (25:1–31:11; 35:4–40:38), which provides for God's
glory to dwell in the midst of Israel. This material on the tabernacle is interrupted by a dramatic story
of Israel's apostasy with the golden calf (32:1–34:35). Israel's idolatrous action results in divine
anger and judgment. Only Moses' intervention allows for divine forgiveness and the renewal of the
covenant. These episodes of the book of Exodus will be dealt with more fully in chapter 5.

The narrative flow of the book of Exodus seems carefully structured to move the reader through an
account of events that radically alter the realities of Israel's life. In the book of Exodus we move from
the seeming absence of God in bondage to the liberating power of God in victory over oppression to
the full presence of God in Israel's midst; we move from building Pharaoh's cities to building
covenant community to building the tabernacle for God's glory; we move from oppression to
liberation to community to worship.

 
Theological Themes in the Exodus Tradition

 
Creation as Cosmic Context

 
God's redemptive activity in the Exodus experience is set in the framework of God's purposes as

Creator of the cosmos. The work of Terence Fretheim has especially emphasized the importance of
creation theology for understanding the book of Exodus.4

We have already noted above that Exod 1:7 places the prospering of Israel in Egypt as the
fulfillment of the creation mandate to "be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth" (Gen 1:28). The
pharaoh's threat to the future of Israel that immediately follows (1:6-14) is thus a threat to the
purposes of God the Creator. There are frequent references throughout the Exodus story to Israel's
God as the Lord of "all the earth" (9:14; 9:29; 19:5). Even though the focus of God's redemptive
activity is the liberation of Israel from Egyptian bondage, this activity is intended to serve God's
larger creation purposes. "I will send all my plagues . . . so that you may know that there is no one
like me in all the earth . . . to show you my power, and to make my name resound through all the
earth" (9:14, 16).

The pharaoh represents not only the historic powers of oppression but the forces of chaos that
oppose God's work in creation. The drama enacted in this story is cosmic as well as historic in
character. Thus, the plague stories represent God's sovereignty over the non-human elements of
creation directed against Pharaoh's subversion of God's creation purposes. God's deliverance of
Israel is not an end in itself. It restores God's creation by bringing new life out of victory over
Pharaoh's actions that oppose the full life God intended in creation. This cosmic dimension of the
Exodus drama is especially evident in the Song of the Sea (Exod 15:1-18). God commands the
elements of sea, wind, storm, and earth (vv. 8-12) to bring victory over Pharaoh's forces. In the end,
all the nations of the earth are witness to God's sovereignty (vv. 14-16), and God's reign is
established over all the cosmos (v. 18). God's victory is both liberation (see below) and new
creation.

 
Oppression as Historical Context

 



Israel's birth story as God's people does not begin in a chronicle of national heroism and triumph
or in testimony to cherished hope in divine providence. It is significant that the central redemption
story of the Old Testament begins in the context of oppression and suffering marked by the absence of
God from the narrative. The description of Pharaoh's use of slave labor for his own building projects
(1:11), the fear of the oppressor toward the oppressed, and the genocidal policies that grow out of
that fear (1:8-22), serve as a gripping reminder of the underside of human history. We are forced to
the recognition that human history includes exploitation so cruel that it extinguishes even the
possibility of hope: "they would not listen to Moses, because of their broken spirit and their cruel
slavery" (6:9). Theological meaning in the Exodus story grows out of this social context in
oppression. When human resources seem defeated by the oppressive and self-serving power of
empire (Pharaoh), there is yet the power of God as a source of hope and possibility for new life.

Yet, the first signs of hope and life in the story come not from God but from unexpected human
agents—through the courage and resourcefulness of five women, the antithesis, in the ancient world,
to the pharaoh's power. Even in human terms, the power of an oppressive pharaoh does not define
reality. The Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and Puah, deceive the pharaoh and thwart his genocidal
command to destroy Israel's male children (Exod 1:15-22). The infant Moses is saved by the defiant
action of his mother and sister, and he is subversively taken in by the pharaoh's own daughter to be
raised in the Egyptian court (2:1-10). The actions of these women precede and foreshadow the
saving activity of God on behalf of the Hebrews in bondage and preserve the life of God's agent,
Moses.5

The context of oppression and suffering is also emphasized by the Hebrews' own outcry, which
mobilizes the liberating activity of God. "The Israelites groaned under their slavery, and cried out.
Out of the slavery their cry for help rose up to God" (Exod 2:23b; cf. 3:7, 9; 6:5). The Hebrew verb
za'aq, "to cry out," implies not only pain but complaint (sometimes even in a legal sense). Israel's
outcry is recognition that even slaves are not resigned to things as they are and refuse to accept
oppression and suffering as the final reality of their lives. The outcry is a public expression of hurt
that directs criticism toward the dismantling of oppressive power and begins to suggest the hope of a
new reality. It is important to note that the outcry is not directed to God; it is not public prayer. It is a
human cry of pain, yet, God hears. God's direct action enters the story in response to Israel's cry of
pain.

 
The Self-disclosure of God

 
Above all else, the Exodus story is a story through which the character of Israel's God is

revealed. It is Pharaoh who poses the dramatic question at the heart of this story, "Who is Yahweh?"
(Exod 5:2). Repeatedly, the narrative states that a primary motivation for God's self-disclosure and
action in the Exodus events is to make Yahweh known—to Israel (Exod 6:3, 7; 10:2), to
Pharaoh/Egypt (7:17; 8:10, 22; 9:14, 29; 11:7; 14:4, 18), and eventually to all the peoples of the
earth (cf. 15:14-15; 18:8-12). In the Exodus story, features of God's character are revealed for the
first time in the biblical story and established as centrally important for much of the rest of the Bible
and on through centuries of the Judeo-Christian tradition. Perhaps above all else these chapters are
about the identity of God.

Crucial aspects of God's identity (and intentions) are first revealed to Moses in his encounter with
God on Mt. Horeb (an alternative name for Mt. Sinai) in 3:1–4:17, and subsequently confirmed and



elaborated in the activity of God through the dramatic events of confronting Pharaoh and liberating
Israel from slavery. We may use elements of this story to sketch a portrait of the divine character
revealed in the Exodus story.

God's self-disclosure to Moses out of the burning bush begins with a statement of identification
with the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. This expression affirms the fidelity of God; the God of
Exodus keeps promises, and the events of deliverance are tied in this narrative to the promises given
to the ancestors (cf. Gen 12:1-3). The larger story of the Pentateuch shifts from the promises of land,
descendants, and blessing to all the families of the earth into a narrative that begins the fulfillment of
those promises. Israel will move toward a land of its own (Exod 3:8; 6:4, 8), has already become a
numerous people (1:7), and will become God's covenant partner in a mission to all the earth (19:4-
6). Even though Israel's ancestors did not fully know this God and called upon God by names other
than Yahweh (6:2-3), God remembers the promises made and will keep them (2:24; 6:5). God is
faithful and trustworthy.

God continues the disclosure on Mt. Horeb: "I have seen the affliction of my people; I have heard
their cry because of their taskmasters. I know their sufferings and I have come down to deliver them
from the Egyptians" (Exod 3:7-8a, author's translation). The powerful sequence of verbs in this verse
discloses a God at the heart of Israel's salvation story who, in significant ways, is unlike the gods and
goddesses of other ancient Near Eastern cultures. In response to the oppressed condition of a group
of slaves in Egypt, God takes initiative to open a new future for them. This initiative represents the
sovereign exercise of the freedom of God. God's deliverance of Israel is an act of freely given grace;
it is not compelled or made necessary by special merit on Israel's part or by ritual coercion of divine
favor (cf. Deut 7:8). The Exodus story particularly contrasts the freedom of Israel's God to that of the
gods of Egypt. In Egypt, Pharaoh himself is considered a god, and the gods are allied with the
powerful and the wealthy. In Egypt, and also in later Mesopotamian empires, the gods are identified
with the ruling classes. By contrast, the Exodus God of Israel is free from the fates of empires—free
to take up the cause of slaves. The later stories of Joshua and Judges suggest an identification of the
gods of Canaan with oppressive social power centers as well (see the discussion in chap. 6). To tell
the story of Yahweh, who responded and acted in behalf of Hebrew slaves in Egypt, is to testify to a
sovereign divine freedom that provides a radical alternative to the state-controlled and manipulated
gods of the ancient empires. Walter Brueggemann points to the significance of this radically free God
for an alternative pattern of community in Israel: "In place of the gods of Egypt, creatures of the
imperial consciousness, Moses discloses Yahweh the sovereign one who acts in lordly freedom, is
extrapolated from no social reality, and is captive to no social perception but acts from his own
person toward his own purposes. The participants in the Exodus found themselves involved in the
intentional formation of a new social community to match the vision of God's freedom."6 It is divine
freedom that Yahweh emphasizes in the midst of covenant-making later in Exodus by proclaiming, "I
will be gracious to whom I will be gracious" (Exod 33:19). God's free choice of Israel becomes
freedom for Israel rather than freedom from Israel. The apostle Paul later cites this same divine
declaration of freedom and God's confrontation with Pharaoh to remind the early church that
salvation comes as a gift of divine freedom in grace rather than as a result of meritorious works
(Rom 9:14-18).

God's disclosure to Moses (Exod 3:7-8a) indicates that God has not only freely taken initiative
but has done so in relationship to human suffering and need. God's "seeing" and "hearing" are not
generalized expressions of omniscience, but focused divine regard for oppression and suffering.



Divine response is attuned to and mobilized by human cries of pain. Perhaps the most remarkable
selfdisclosure in this verse is in the phrase "I know their sufferings." The Hebrew verb used here
(yada' "to know") indicates something broader than cognitive knowledge. It indicates a participation
in and experiencing of that which is known. Thus, God indicates a divine choice to enter into and
experience Israel's suffering. It points to a quality of divine character that we might call the
vulnerability of God, the willingness of God to be wounded in solidarity with human woundedness.
This is a distinct contrast to the gods identified with the power centers in ancient Near Eastern
religions. It is the beginning of a biblical witness to the suffering of God in relationship to human
suffering that for Christians finds its fullest expression in the death of Jesus (God incarnate) on the
cross in full experiencing of human pain and brokenness. In between the moments of Exodus
vulnerability and cruciform suffering in the biblical story are many other witnesses to God as
vulnerable. Expressions of God's anguish, mourning, compassion, and participating presence in
human suffering can be found especially in the Psalms and the Prophets.7 In the book of Exodus we
read the contest of power and sovereignty between Yahweh and Pharaoh knowing that divine power
is tempered by divine suffering with the oppressed, but Pharaoh's power is self-serving and
genocidal. The question is not simply "Who is sovereign?" but "What purposes does that sovereignty
serve?"

Such a radical divine identification with human suffering and the plight of the dispossessed at the
heart of Israel's birth story makes understandable the constant return throughout the canon to themes
of God's special regard for the powerless, the poor, the oppressed, and the marginalized. At many
points in the remaining chapters of this book we will see the reappearance of testimony to this aspect
of the divine character.

It is important to note that God's word to Moses from the burning bush (Exod 3:7-8a) does not
treat God's identification with human suffering as an end in itself. God freely chooses to be active in
human history in behalf of those who suffer: "I have come down to deliver." God acts to make a new
future possible for those who saw only a future without hope. To Moses, God declares a divine
intention, and much of the narrative that follows is testimony to God's action in fulfillment of that
intention. We will consider the climactic drama of God's salvation/deliverance/liberation further
below.

God's character is further illuminated in the encounters with Moses by the revealing of the divine
name, Yahweh (Exod 3:13-18; 6:2-9).8 Moses objects that he cannot come to Israel and have
credibility as one sent by God if he does not know the name of that God (Exod 3:13). Although the
name Yahweh is used for God in some of the narratives of Genesis, the understanding of the Exodus
tradition is made explicit in 6:2-3, "I am the LORD [Yahweh]. I appeared to Abraham, Isaac, and
Jacob as God Almighty [El Shaddai], but by my name 'The LORD' [Yahweh] I did not make myself
known to them." In response to Moses' insistence God reveals the divine name, Yahweh, to him
(Exod 3:14-15).

The act of revealing the divine name is itself remarkable. In the ancient world, the giving of one's
name is an act of intimacy that establishes relationship. It is related to vulnerability as well, for to
know God's name is to have access, communication, and relationship by those who name the name.
To know the name of God opens the possibility of honoring God more deeply in relationship, but for
God runs the risk of abuse and dishonoring of the divine name as well. One of the commandments of
the Decalogue is devoted to the protection of the divine name from such abuse (Exod 20:7; Deut
5:11). In later Israel the developed reverence for God's name (see the formula in Exod 33:19; 34:6)



bespeaks a sense of Israel's belonging to God, and identification of themselves as people who carry
God's name (see Num 6:27). Later Jewish reverence for God's name led to the practice of never
vocalizing the name Yahweh but using the Hebrew word 'adonai, which means "lord." This continues
as a practice of Jewish piety today.

The content of God's revealing of the divine name to Moses involves a play on words that has
been extensively discussed, both linguistically and theologically. The divine name Yahweh is
somehow linked to the Hebrew verb "to be" (hayah). The traditional translation of God's word to
Moses in verse 14 is "I am who I am." This suggests a relationship of God to the state of being itself
or a God whose reality is stable at the core of the divine being. Such a view is not in keeping with
the more active view of God revealed in the Exodus story. Most scholars prefer a translation of the
phrase that suggests a more dynamic relationship to existence—either "I will be what (who) I will
be," or "I will cause to be what I will cause to be." The force of these translations is to relate the
character of God to the unfolding of existence. In the immediate context of the Exodus story, it is
Israel's salvation and birth as a people that is coming to be. God's character is at the heart of what is
emerging in human history. At the same time, the statement of God's name in terms of what is, what
will be, or what is caused to be reminds us that, in Exodus, God the deliverer is also God the
Creator. God is the God in whom both cosmos and history originate, and it is this God who reveals
the divine name to Moses and to Israel and establishes intimate relationship.

It must be noted that the English convention of translating the divine name Yahweh as "LORD" is
an impediment to fully appreciating the significance of God's name in biblical texts. The practice
originates from the post–Old Testament Jewish custom of reading 'adonai ("Lord") in the place of
Yahweh out of respect for the divine name. In the later Hebrew text, alternative vowels were written
with the consonants for Yahweh as a reminder not to pronounce the holy name. The result was the
peculiar hybrid title Jehovah. Out of respect for this ancient Jewish practice, most modern English
translations continue to translate Yahweh as "LORD" (always printed in caps), but this suggests we
are reading a title rather than a proper name and suggests masculine gender, which is not a part of the
name Yahweh. In this volume we will most often use the proper name Yahweh unless quoting a
particular translation.

Exodus 6:2-9 presents a further reflection on God's name, marked by the repeated refrain "I am
the LORD" (Yahweh).9 Most scholars think this passage comes from the Priestly tradition and
especially reflects the importance given to the name of Yahweh during the time of the Babylonian
exile. In the contrast between the theme of God's name in Exod 3 and here in Exod 6, we can see the
evidence of multiple sources that led to the documentary hypothesis. Each passage reflects a theology
of the name of God that speaks to a different generation in Israel. We have already discussed the
emphasis on God's name as connected with the emergence of Israel, a theme appropriate to the
period of Israelite monarchy when Israel was establishing its identity and place in the world (J and E
sources). Exodus 6 relates the name of Yahweh more directly to themes of God's keeping of promises
and making of covenant, themes important to an exile generation that has experienced broken
covenant but hopes for renewal born of God's fidelity to promises.

In the context of the Exodus story as it now stands, this powerful passage (Exod 6:2-9) strengthens
the connection of God's name to the covenant commitments of God—the fulfillment of promises made
to the ancestors. The outcome of that fidelity to promises will unfold in the dramatic Exodus events
that lie ahead in the story. Those events are anticipated in a series of powerful verbal phrases in
verses 5-8: "I have heard the groaning. . . . I have remembered my covenant. . . . I will free you . . .



and deliver you. . . . I will redeem you. . . . I will take you as my people. . . . I will bring you into the
land. . . . I will give it to you." Four times throughout this recital God says, "I am Yahweh" (vv. 2, 6,
7, 8). The name Yahweh is being filled with this Exodus salvation and liberation content. The phrase
"I will take you as my people and I will be your God" is a formula that is associated with the
covenant at Sinai and anticipates that unique covenant relationship beyond liberation. It is easy to see
how Israel in exile drew hope from devotion to Yahweh, whose name carried this hopeful content. It
is also easy to understand how this has been true for generations of Jews and Christians, especially
in times of distress and hopelessness.

 
God's Salvation as Liberation

 
God's salvation in Exodus does not focus on saving Israel from sin but is experienced as

liberation of Israel from the oppression of a tyrant. Thus, the Exodus story is a major biblical
corrective to a spiritualized notion of God's salvation.

The story does not proceed directly to the climactic moment of liberation (the dramatic passing
through the sea), but first engages the reader in an extended drama of God's confrontation with
oppressive power, historical evil, and cosmic chaos. This drama is a struggle to demonstrate whose
power is sovereign in creation and history, that of Yahweh or of Pharaoh. Many scholars have felt
that the episodes of confrontation between Yahweh (with Moses as active agent) and Pharaoh (5:1–
11:10) have been liturgically shaped, probably through generations of Passover remembrance. Thus,
the episodes are formally styled, with repetitive formulas and themes (e.g., "let my people go," "that
you may know that I am Yahweh," the hardening of the pharaoh's heart).

It is not accidental that the pharaoh of these stories is not named. The concern of the narrative is
less on the original historical moment of confrontation with a particular pharaoh than with Pharaoh as
representative of those forces that constantly oppose the sovereignty and purposes of Yahweh. On the
one hand, the fearful, oppressive, near genocidal policies of the pharaoh are documented as an
evidence of historical evil, using political power in self-serving and demeaning ways that crush hope
and break the spirit (cf. 1:8-22; 5:1-22; and esp. 6:9). On the other hand, the pharaoh is seen as a
personification of the forces of chaos that oppose the intended order of God's creation and the
intended well-being of God's creatures.

Yahweh opposes the oppressive power of the pharaoh in both its historical and its cosmic
dimensions. With Moses as agent (see further discussion below), Yahweh begins a dramatic reversal
of power that will culminate with the oppressed of Israel having the upper hand and the seemingly
invincible pharaoh rendered powerless. The realities of power in the world are not what pharaohs
and their admirers imagine. What we commonly call the plagues (the text refers to them as "signs and
wonders," 7:3) are evidences of disruptions in the cosmic order in response to Pharaoh's sin. These
elements of the created order are evidences of the chaos that ensues when God's created order is
threatened. Yet, even in their disturbance, these elements of creation stand under Yahweh's
sovereignty and are directed to Yahweh's purposes. Fretheim calls the plagues "ecological signs of
historical disasters."10 The outcome of this drama is that all should "know Yahweh," sovereign as
Creator and liberator.

The section on the plagues brought against Pharaoh (7:8–11:10) reflects a complex tradition
history that has undoubtedly been shaped by liturgical practices. Comparison with Pss 78 and 105
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makes clear that a seven-plague tradition was known in Israel. Those concerned with source analysis
have all found evidence of at least three interwoven strata in these chapters, although the extent of
each is debated. In some plagues God alone plays the decisive role, in some Moses and/or Aaron,
and in some God and Moses. In short, these chapters show a complex literary and tradition history
that cannot be recovered with certainty.11 The result is a narrative in its final form that interweaves
divine and human agency in opposition to oppressive power. Creation itself is disrupted and the
chaos that results is used by God, Moses, and Aaron to oppose the tyrant who disturbed God's
purposes for the world by acts of oppression. The plagues show the chaos unleashed by the pharaoh
directed against his own hold on power.

There are consequences for those who serve the purposes of evil and chaos in opposition to
Yahweh's sovereignty. Liberation of oppressed Israel and restoration of disrupted creation is not
achieved without human cost to Pharaoh and to his people, Egypt. The consequences of oppression
are not limited to the oppressors alone but extend to those the oppression was intended to benefit. It
is a harsh lesson taught by these texts to those who think avoidance of direct oppression of others is
enough to allow them to avoid culpability. The cost of oppression is seen especially in two difficult
themes: the hardening of the pharaoh's heart and the death of Egypt's firstborn.

Some readers experience difficulties with God's action in the plague stories because God hardens
the pharaoh's heart.12 Does this not make Pharaoh the victim of a fate made inevitable by God's
action? A careful reading of the references to Pharaoh's hardness of heart presents a more complex
picture. There are three verbs used to indicate the hardening of Pharaoh's heart: "to be heavy," "to be
strong," and "to be hard." They indicate varying degrees of obstinacy, single-mindedness,
stubbornness, and lack of regard. Ten times God is the subject of these verbs, but ten times Pharaoh
(or Pharaoh's heart) is the subject. Significantly, God becomes the subject only in the sixth plague
(9:12; God's hardening is anticipated as a future action in 4:21 and 7:3). Prior to the sixth plague it is
Pharaoh who hardens his own heart. Pharaoh's obstinence is due to his own predilections and willful
resistance to God's desire for Israel's freedom. God becomes the hardener of Pharaoh's heart as an
intensification of the pharaoh's own character. Pharaoh's resistance to God's word made known
through Moses accumulates through the pharaoh's own obduracy until God enters the process to give
the pharaoh up to the irreversible consequences of his own persistent sin. The last reference to
Pharaoh's hardening of his own heart occurs in the seventh plague (9:35). God does not originate
pharaonic persistence in sinful refusal of God's will, but there comes a point when God seals the fate
of the oppressor and makes his fall from power inevitable.

The story of the final plague, the death of Egypt's firstborn (12:29-39), is surrounded by liturgical
materials providing for and reflecting the celebration of Passover in Israel (12:1-28, 40-51; 13:1-
16). This tragic, final act of the struggle between Yahweh and Pharaoh is understood in Exodus as the
ironic, perhaps inevitable, rebounding of Pharaoh's own deadly intent toward Israel to take its toll on
Pharaoh's own people. Pharaoh had commanded the death of all firstborn Israelite sons as an ongoing
genocidal policy. God refers to all Israel as God's own firstborn and declares the death of Egypt's
firstborn as the appropriate penalty for Pharaoh's crime (4:23). Pharaoh has set in motion the
violence that finally takes the sons of oppressed and oppressor alike. One need look no further than
the great wars of the twentieth century to realize the terrible truth of such an equation. Oppression
exacts its cost on victims and beneficiaries alike. God's involvement is not a statement of divine lack
of compassion but of divine unwillingness to soften the consequences of oppression's inevitable
demise. To tolerate or benefit from the power of oppression is exposed as a risky course, and even



the innocent, such as children, are placed in danger by the reckless disregard for God's purposes on
the part of an oppressor. Those who rely on the brutalizing power of Pharaoh, even innocently, are at
risk.

In chapters 14 and 15 we come to the stunning climax of this liberation story. God's will for
freedom and justice for Israel becomes reality in a dramatic escape from bondage through the midst
of a divinely parted sea and through the destruction of the pursuing Egyptian force. God's salvation is
experienced as liberation.13 Israel passes through the sea to new life, and the powers that would
consign Israel to death are defeated. The story is told in a complex prose narrative (14:1-31), and the
event is celebrated in song by Moses and Miriam (15:1-21). Both narrative story and poetic
celebration represent the dramatic events at the sea as the culmination of a public struggle to
determine the source of true power in the world. It is Yahweh who emerges as victorious. The
sovereign God who suffers with the oppressed is more powerful than the brutal, seemingly invincible
oppressor.

In this climactic moment, the emphasis is firmly on Yahweh as the source of liberating power, and
the key image for Yahweh in these texts is that of divine warrior.14

"The LORD is a warrior" (15:3a). It is Yahweh who fights and wins the victory; Israel is
summoned to faith and trust in this divine power to new life: "Do not be afraid, stand firm, and see
the deliverance that the LORD will accomplish for you today; for the Egyptians whom you see today
you shall never see again. The LORD will fight for you, and you have only to keep still" (14:13-14).
The weapons available to a divine warrior include the elements of the cosmos: wind, water,
darkness, clouds. No human warrior could stand the waters of the sea up in walls to come crashing in
on the Egyptian enemy (14:22-29; 15:8-10). The warrior and battle language of these texts has
sometimes seemed harsh and offensive to modern ears. Why must the moment of salvation come in
terms of such violence? It is true that such military metaphors for God may be (and have been) used
to authorize violence in God's name, often for less than noble purposes. Nevertheless, the truth of this
text is that God is implacably opposed to the violent powers of oppression and injustice in the world.
To those victimized by oppressive power it is important to trust that there is a power capable of
meeting and defeating the brutal powers that dehumanize, exploit, enslave, and marginalize. This text
is not easily available to those who wield their own violent power in the name of God. It is directed
to those marginal, suffering people who, having no power to oppose the violence against them,
nevertheless trust in the "right hand" of the Lord to "shatter the enemy" (15:6).

The salvation wrought by Yahweh is liberation in the sociopolitical order. Israel is delivered
from the hand of a flesh-and-blood, historical tyrant. We should resist softening the importance of this
dimension of God's saving work by spiritualizing the text, making it a metaphor for God's
overcoming of spiritual enemies or even death. God is at work to bring wholeness to those who are
broken and dehumanized in the sociopolitical order, to bring hope to those broken of body and not
just of spirit. It is in recognition of this concrete liberating activity of God that the Exodus story has
functioned for generations to bring hope to those victimized by oppressive power.15 In our own time
the liberation theologies of African American, Latin American, Asian, and African voices have
drawn deeply on Exodus themes for foundational understandings of God as liberator. These
theologies, born in the experience of powerlessness and marginalization, understand what it means to
view the activity of God from the perspective of Israelite slaves liberated from bondage—from the
underside of history. The good news of this Exodus story is that God can be trusted to oppose and
defeat all power arrangements directed against the full experiencing of human well-being.
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It is important, however, that this text also identifies the liberating God as Creator. God's victory,
depicted through imagery of water and sea, alludes to God's constant creative power opposing and
pushing back the powers of chaos. Salvation in the Exodus story is liberation, but it is also re-
creation—the reordering of God's creation and the life God intended for all within it. The good news
is not only sociopolitical but ontological in character. We can trust the power of God to make
possible the reordering of our lives in the face of all powers that bring brokenness and chaos.
Pharaoh is defeated, but so also are Pharaoh's gods (12:12; 15:11; 18:11). Deliverance is a cosmic
as well as a sociopolitical victory.

 
Exodus as Formative and Paradigmatic

 
The full significance of the Exodus story cannot be understood in terms of the experience of Israel

in the originating events alone. The narrative of Exod 1–15 already reflects a process of
appropriation and reappropriation of the Exodus story by succeeding generations of the community of
faith. The canonical text does not end this process; it continues beyond the fixing of the canon through
the generations of Jewish and Christian communities down to our own. Every generation tells the
Exodus story as its own. The story is both formative—calling community into being—and
paradigmatic—reflecting and shaping each generation's experience of God's deliverance.

1. Event, Response, and Meaning. The Exodus experience does not stand as an isolated moment
in Israel's past. God's liberating action immediately demanded response, and out of that response
community was formed. Through the generations the community's Exodus witness generates new and
accumulating response. Thus, the meaning of Exodus grows beyond its originating moment and
demands response from every generation in the ongoing community of faith— from Israel to the
present. The narrative itself indicates elements of the response to Exodus deliverance that forms
community—both for Israel and the ongoing generations of God's people.

The initial response of liberated Israel is doxological. The joy of Israel in their new freedom
spontaneously bursts forth in praise. Miriam and Moses lead Israel in singing:

 
I will sing to the LORD, for he has triumphed gloriously;

horse and rider he has thrown into the sea.
The LORD is my strength and my might,

and he has become my salvation;
this is my God, and I will praise him,

my father's God, and I will exalt him.
    (Exod 15:1b-2; cf. also 15:21)

 
The initial community of liberated Israel is a community of praise. Praise remained central and
constitutive of Israel. This can be especially seen in the Psalms where praise is Israel's natural
response in celebration of God's acts of grace in their behalf. Such praise at the heart of Israel's
worship often included the praise of subsequent generations for the Exodus deliverance from
bondage.

 



Praise the LORD!
Praise the name of the LORD;
give praise, O servants of the LORD. . . .

He it was who struck down the firstborn of Egypt,
both human beings and animals;

he sent signs and wonders
into your midst, O Egypt,
against Pharaoh and all his servants.

(Ps 135:1, 8-9; cf. also 136:10-16)
 
 

Praise of God defines a central purpose for which God's people were formed, and Exodus themes
are at the heart of Israel's praise. Israel is "the people whom I formed for myself so that they might
declare my praise" (Isa 43:21). If we in the modern church would be God's liberated people in our
time, then praise of God must be placed at the heart of the church's life.

Israel's response to Exodus liberation is also kerygmatic. Praise becomes proclamation. The
Song of the Sea moves from doxology to tell the story of God's deliverance in stirring poetic detail.
Community is formed in the act of recital. Israel is formed as community in part because they have a
story to tell and a word of God's salvation to proclaim. Exodus is a central originating memory for
Israel. Although the story of God's people grows, the central role of Exodus in that story remains
clear throughout the generations. Thus, the kerygmatic recital of the Exodus events recurs throughout
the Hebrew canon, attesting to the importance of such a story for the faith identity of subsequent
generations in Israel. This may be seen in several creed-like recitals preserved in the biblical text.
Deuteronomy 26:5-10 includes Exodus in a statement of faith to be used at the offering of firstfruits
from the harvest. Joshua 24:5-7 makes Exodus a key element in recital of Israel's salvation story to
those inhabitants of the land who are challenged to "choose this day whom you will serve" (Josh
24:15). The Exodus story is part of the identity of Israel known to the Philistines who face Israel in
battle (1 Sam 4:8). It is a part of the proclamation of the prophets who call Israel back to obedience
in service of the God who has saved them: "For I brought you up from the land of Egypt, and
redeemed you from the house of slavery; and I sent before you Moses, Aaron, and Miriam" (Mic
6:4); "When Israel was a child, I loved him, and out of Egypt I called my son. The more I called
them, the more they went from me; they kept sacrificing to the Baals, and offering incense to idols"
(Hos 11:1-2). In time of exile, Exodus memory and recital becomes a source of prophetic hope for
new life:

 
Thus says the LORD,

who makes a way in the sea,
a path in the mighty waters,

who brings out chariot and horse,
army and warrior;

they lie down, they cannot rise,



they are extinguished, quenched like a wick:
Do not remember the former things,

or consider the things of old.
I am about to do a new thing;

now it springs forth, do you not perceive it?
(Isa 43:16-19a)

 
Of course Israel's recital of Exodus liberation is most centrally focused in the Passover, which is

celebrated every year in the spring. Each generation is formed anew in relation to the Exodus story as
it is retold and celebrated. Each generation becomes the Exodus generation. The narratives of Exod
12:1-28, 43-49; 13:1-16 already reflect the liturgical practice through generations of Passover
celebration. Moreover, such celebrations continue in the Jewish community until the present. In the
gospel stories, Jesus' final supper with his disciples is a Passover meal, and Jesus' own death is
understood through the metaphor of the sacrificial lamb of Israel's Passover and the tragic but
necessary death of the firstborn to enable salvation. Liturgies today often declare, "Christ, our
Passover, is sacrificed for us; therefore, let us keep the feast." Recital of the good news of God's
deliverance lies at the heart of identity for the community of the people of God in the Jewish and the
Christian communities. Passover (and its accompanying Exodus story) reminds each generation of the
community of faith that their life originates in God's gift of life when they had no life. "Remember that
you were a slave in the land of Egypt, and the LORD your God redeemed you" (Deut 15:15).

Finally, Israel's communal response to Exodus is covenantal. It is not enough to sing praise and
tell the story if there is no structure of community to carry on such doxology and recital. Thus, the
story of the book of Exodus must continue on from the shores of the sea to the encampment at Mt.
Sinai (Horeb) and the events that form the "mixed multitude" (Exod 12:38; "mixed crowd" in NRSV)
of liberated Israel into a covenant people. The identity of God's covenant people presupposes the
Exodus experience: "You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles' wings
and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be
my treasured possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for
me a priestly kingdom and a holy nation" (Exod 19:4-6). Although this portion of the book of Exodus
is the subject of chapter 5, we suggest here that Exodus tells the story of Israel's freedom from the
forced labor that built Pharaoh's treasure cities and that Sinai will call Israel to the covenantal labor
that is necessary to build the faithful community of God's people. The move from Exodus to Sinai,
from salvation to covenant, from freedom to obedience, is a necessary journey for every generation
seeking to be God's people.

2. The Pattern of Exodus Faith. Even apart from explicit references to Exodus memory, there is a
pattern of faith, a paradigm for understanding the experience of God's grace, that grows out of the
Exodus experience. There is an Exodus shape to the faith experience of God's people reflected
throughout the Old Testament, into the New Testament, and on through the subsequent history of
church and synagogue.

This pattern arises out of the climactic moment of deliverance at the sea and consists of three
elements:

 
Situation of Distress ⇒ Unexpected Deliverance ⇒ Response in Community



 
All persons and communities experience situations of distress, moments, both personal and

corporate, when, like Israel at the sea, every generation despairs of finding any way into the future. In
these moments we, like Israel, experience grief and anger (the people turned on Moses, 14:11-12).
We see no possibilities for life, believing that death has the upper hand. We are without hope.

It is the testimony of Exodus faith that into this despairing moment God has made possible
unexpected deliverance. In the Exodus story what could be more unexpected than that a path should
open through the sea itself, and that Israel would walk to freedom on dry ground? The Exodus pattern
suggests that through God there is always a way into the future and a further word of life to be spoken
in the face of death. It will often come in "unexpected" ways. Exodus faith does not mean that people
of faith always receive the future they wish for, but in God there will be a way forward into new life.
The wilderness stories of Exod 16–18 suggest that such new life in faith involves struggle (see
further discussion below). The promise of the Exodus paradigm is that death never has the final
word; God's grace will make new futures possible, often in surprising and unanticipated ways.

Community forms in response to this movement from distress to deliverance. The Exodus-initiated
community celebrates and remembers the stories of God's saving/delivering/liberating grace, and
responds to shape its life and practice differently in the world because of its experience of the
saving/delivering/liberating God. We will discuss this shaping of community in chapter 5 in relation
to the concept of covenant.

This pattern of distress, deliverance, and community is reflected in much of the literature of the
Old and New Testaments. In Israel's literature the pattern may be seen most clearly in the Psalms.
The psalms of lamentation speak movingly and candidly of distress in many forms, but, as is well
known, most laments also move toward praise in anticipation of deliverance (see Ps 77, which
includes an explicit reference to the Exodus). Psalms of thanksgiving look back on distress from the
perspective of those who have experienced deliverance and new life (see Ps 33). Other types of
psalms reflect the community—in its remembrance of the salvation story (Ps 136), in its festival
celebrations of faith (Ps 24), in the ethical demands on God's community (Ps 15), and in the
leadership expected of the king (Ps 72). For Christians, the pattern of faith reflected in the Exodus
story may also be seen in the central salvation story of the New Testament. In the relationship
between crucifixion, resurrection, and Pentecost we may see a christological reenactment of the
Exodus-shaped faith. On the cross, Jesus identifies with the deepest human distress and despair. In
resurrection God speaks an unexpected word of new life to those who thought death had spoken a
final word. And in Pentecost, a new community is birthed to witness to and live out the implications
of this new experience of God's grace. In the early church, baptism is associated both with rising
from death to life (resurrection) and with passing through the waters to new life (Exodus). The
pattern of faith experience that is reflected in the Exodus story remains a central part of the identity of
God's people through the generations down to our own. Brevard Childs concludes his treatment of
the deliverance at the sea with this theological reflection on its paradigmatic character:

 
The church lives in the memory of the redemption from the past bondage of Egypt, and she
looks for the promised inheritance. She now lives still in the desert somewhere between
the Red Sea and the Jordan. "Therefore let no one think that he stands lest he fall, but God
is faithful and will also provide for us the way of escape."16



 
Moses and the Role of Human Agency

 
God's initiative and ultimate power accomplish Israel's liberation from Egyptian bondage. But

God does not act alone in these events. The important role of human agency in partnership with the
redeeming activity of God is acknowledged in Israel's own testimony at the very moment of their
liberation: "So the people feared the LORD and believed in the LORD and in his servant Moses"
(Exod 14:31b).

God's power does not operate independent of human agency in the Exodus events. As we have
seen, the resourceful, saving activity of five women preceded even the explicit initiative of God in
behalf of Israel's future well-being (Exod 1:15–2:10). Aaron also plays an important role alongside
that of Moses: "See, I have made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron shall be your
prophet. You shall speak all that I command you, and your brother Aaron shall tell Pharaoh to let the
Israelites go out of his land" (Exod 7:1-2). Aaron becomes the ancestor of a major line of priests in
Israel (cf. Exod 28:1).

In addition, Miriam is given an important role of leadership in the wilderness period of Israel's
journey from Egypt. The prophet Micah lists her alongside Moses and Aaron, "I sent before you
Moses, Aaron, and Miriam" (Mic 6:4b). She is first to lead Israel in praise after the crossing of the
sea (Exod 15:20-21) and is central to important wilderness episodes, particularly the account of a
rebellion by Miriam and Aaron against Moses' leadership (cf. Num 12:1-15; 20:1; 26:59; Deut
24:9).17

Nevertheless, Moses most centrally represents the partnership between God and human agency in
the liberation enterprise. The influence of Moses extends beyond these deliverance events into the
experience of Israel in the wilderness and in the covenant formation at Sinai. In the Exodus drama,
God announces the divine intention to deliver Israel from bondage and, almost in the same breath,
commands Moses to go to the pharaoh to effect this desired outcome: "I have come down to deliver
them. . . . So come, I will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt" (3:8a,
10).

Moses engages in the difficult face-to-face confrontations and negotiations with Pharaoh over
Israel's fate (5–12), faces the abuse and rejection of his own people, who are too beaten down to
choose the risk of their own freedom (5:20-23; 14:10-12), and mediates God's power in the decisive
moment of victory and freedom (14:15-16). The signs and wonders in this story remind us of the
power of Yahweh, sovereign over creation and history. But the courage and faithfulness of Moses
remind us of the human and social struggles through which God is at work to effect the divine saving
purposes. Moses is the revolutionary agent of God, who defeats oppressive human power and makes
hope possible to the hopeless. Moses is the mediator of divine creative power, standing with God in
opposition to the forces of chaos and demonstrating God's sovereignty over creation itself.

The motif of Moses, being raised in the household of the very oppressor he would oppose is an
element recognized by political theorists as often present in events that lead to liberation. The
oppressed are drained of energy and without the power of initiative in oppressive circumstances. A
human agent, spared from the deadening effects of oppression and benefiting from the resources of
the privileged, identifies with the fate of the oppressed and exploited. Such a person, equipped with
resources drawn from the privileged, often becomes a catalytic agent in revolutionary situations. In



Exod 2, Moses is given a privileged upbringing and yet nourished in his own identity by contact with
his mother and sister. As an adult he is forced to choose between these identities and demonstrates a
predilection for justice (2:11-22), though one that is not yet channeled and focused for God's
purposes. When he is sent by God to confront the pharaoh, Moses stands between two communities
he has known, but neither broken in spirit by oppression nor hardened of heart by possession of
power. He can represent God's new possibility for Israel.

Attention to Moses' role in this story is the antidote to a reading that would settle for passive
human waiting for God's action alone to oppose oppression and injustice. Trust in God's liberating
power requires human participation in the processes that call and send persons like Moses to engage
the oppressive powers of every generation. The leadership required of those who attend to Moses'
role in this story will involve confrontation and struggle in the sociopolitical order, facing the
Pharaohs of every age.

Liberative leadership also may require mediation between God's purposes and the people of God.
Moses often faced the skepticism and rebellion of his own people (5:20-23; 14:10-12; 16:2-3). He
challenged them in the name of the liberating God he served, urged them forward when they would
remain in bondage, and mediated God's forgiveness in the face of their stubborn refusals of divine
purposes.

God does not liberate without also calling human agents to the task of liberation. God works with
and through the gifts and the weaknesses of those agents—in Moses' time and in our own. Passive
waiting for God's justice and deliverance does not fit the biblical model of the Exodus story. Neither
can political readings of these texts argue for human agency alone or fail to see the centrality of
God's initiative and sovereignty. It was Moses (and secondarily Aaron and Miriam), as well as
Yahweh, who brought Israel out of Egypt (see Exod 6:13, 26-27; 32:7).

 
Liberation into the Wilderness

 
God delivered Israel not immediately into the promised land but into the wilderness. Following

the Song of the Sea (15:1-21), the book of Exodus includes several chapters reflecting initial
struggles in the wilderness prior to the encampment at Mt. Sinai (Exod 19). Although some later texts
look back on the wilderness as a "honeymoon period" in Israel's life (e.g., Hos 2:14-15), this is not
the perspective of the wilderness traditions in Exodus (or the somewhat different wilderness
traditions of Leviticus, Numbers, or Deuteronomy). Although important shaping of Israel as a
community took place in this period, it was a time of trial and struggle.

The wilderness traditions immediately following the deliverance at the sea include crises over
adequate water (15:22-27 and 17:1-7) and sufficient food (16:1-36). There is also the story of an
attack by an enemy, the Amalekites (17:8-16), and a narrative on Moses' reunion with his father-in-
law, the Midianite priest Jethro, who helps him organize the governance of the people Moses now
leads (18:1-27).

Although there will be further discussion of important wilderness experiences in the following
chapter, we can briefly note several important themes that appear in these initial wilderness
encounters.

1. God's salvation does not guarantee life without hardships. The world outside of bondage is
also a world with dangers and struggles. Needs are not automatically supplied, and lack of food and



water for Israel carries the threat to the people's welfare into the most basic of human needs.
2. In the context of such struggle, even bondage can begin to look attractive. Faced with the

wilderness, some would choose the security of bondage over the struggle in freedom. "If only we had
died by the hand of the LORD in the land of Egypt, when we sat by the fleshpots and ate our fill of
bread" (16:3).

3. In the wilderness struggle, the people turn on Moses, Aaron, and God (15:24; 16:3, 9; 17:2-4).
This conflict is the beginning of a complex set of traditions concerning the people's complaint and
rebellion in the wilderness that continue on through the Pentateuch. The memory of Exodus
deliverance is not enough to engender trust in the Lord's providence. Moses increasingly must
intervene and mediate between his rebellious people and God (see 16:11-12; 17:4-7).

4. In these chapters God's response is gracious, merciful, and providential. Only later in the
wilderness traditions does the people's rebellion evoke God's anger and judgment (e.g., Exod 32). In
the midst of these wilderness trials the biblical narrative emphasizes God's ability to provide for the
people's needs. The resources to sustain life in wilderness struggle come from God and are
trustworthy. God's victory over the chaotic power of Pharaoh, who opposed God's creation, is now
reflected in God's use of creation to give life in the wilderness.

The manna story in chapter 16 is especially important. Israel returns often to reflect on this story
of the people's need and God's providence (Num 11; Deut 8; Josh 5:12; Neh 9:20; Ps 78:24). Every
day the people could trust that the manna would be available. Every day the people must gather and
eat it. Important economic insights were drawn from the manna story. Manna always miraculously
provided just enough for the people's needs: "those who gathered much had nothing over, and those
who gathered little had no shortage; they gathered as much as each of them needed" (16:18).
Resources were keyed to need and excess was not possible. Later covenant provisions for economic
life reflect some of the lessons learned from reliance on the manna from God. Even in the New
Testament, the apostle Paul appeals to this same story for the principle of providing for one another's
needs and avoiding excess when he takes up his collection for Jerusalem (2 Cor 8:13-15).

It is Yahweh who gives the resources that provide life in the deadly dangers of wilderness, but
Israel must trust in the reliability of God's provision and avoid the temptation to hoard or control the
blessings God provides. The people of God must learn to receive God's gifts; to attempt to grasp
these gifts is to lose them (16:20).

5. The odd story of Jethro's advice to Moses in organizing new leadership structures for Israel
that relieve the burden on him (18:1-27) serves two purposes. First, it allows for acknowledgment by
a non-Israelite of what Yahweh has done in defeating Egypt and bringing Israel to freedom. The
nations are indeed beginning to "know" that Yahweh is God. Second, this ordering of Israel's life
foreshadows the long and important work of shaping Israel as covenant community. The justice
initiated with Exodus deliverance begins to be institutionalized in social structures within the
community. The structuring of Israel as a new community in covenant with Yahweh begins in chapter
19 of Exodus and serves as the subject of our next chapter.

 
Notes

 
1. See the discussion of "History and Faith in the Book of Exodus" in Terence E. Fretheim,

Exodus (IBC; Louisville: John Knox Press, 1991), 7-10.



2. For those interested in scholarly judgments on the source-critical history of the text, the
commentary by B. S. Childs, The Book of Exodus: A Critical, Theological Commentary (OTL;
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974), is a magisterial commentary that gives detailed attention to
previous critical work on the text of Exodus.

3. Some scholars also defend an earlier date for the Exodus events. See the excellent discussion
of historical possibilities in the Exodus narrative in Iain Provan, V. Philips Long, and Tremper
Longman III, A Biblical History of Israel (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 2003), 125-32.

4. Cf. Fretheim, Exodus.
5. See Fretheim, Exodus, 36-41; and J. Cheryl Exum, "You Shall Let Every Daughter Live: A

Study of Ex 1:8-2:10," Semeia 28 (1983): 63-82.
6. Walter Brueggemann, The Prophetic Imagination (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1978), 16-17.
7. See T. Fretheim, The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective (OBT; Philadelphia:

Fortress, 1984); and also B. C. Birch, Let Justice Roll Down: The Old Testament, Ethics, and
Christian Life (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991).

8. For a fuller theological discussion of God's self-disclosure in Exodus, with reference to key
previous treatments, see Walter Brueggemann, "The Book of Exodus: Introduction, Commentary, and
Reflections," NIB, vol. 1 (Nashville: Abingdon, 1994), 711-22, 733-37.

9. See W. Zimmerli, I Am Yahweh (Atlanta: John Knox, 1982), 1-28.
10. Fretheim, Exodus, 107-8; and T. Fretheim, "The Plagues as Ecological Signs of Historical

Disaster," JBL 110 (1991): 385-96.
11. Childs, The Book of Exodus (pp. 121-70) gives detailed discussion and response to the

critical historical, literary, and liturgical questions raised by the plague narratives. In the end, he
insists that the address of these texts is theological, as do Brueggemann, "The Book of Exodus," 722-
23; and Fretheim, Exodus, 105-12.

12. See excurses on the hardening of the pharaoh's heart in Childs, The Book of Exodus, 170-75;
and Fretheim, Exodus, 96-103.

13. The work of George V. Pixley, On Exodus: A Liberation Perspective (Maryknoll, N.Y.:
Orbis, 1987) emphasizes the importance of the liberation theme throughout the book of Exodus. See
also J. Severino Croatto, Exodus: A Hermeneutics of Freedom (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis, 1981) in
this regard.

14. See P. D. Miller, Jr., The Divine Warrior in Early Israel (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard
University Press, 1973); and M. C. Lind, Yahweh Is a Warrior (Scottdale, Pa.: Herald Press, 1980).

15. See M. Walzer, Exodus and Revolution (New York: Basic Books, 1985).
16. Childs, The Book of Exodus, 239.
17. See Rita J. Burns, Has the Lord Spoken Only Through Moses? (SBLDS 84; Atlanta: Scholars

Press, 1987); and Phyllis Trible, "Bringing Miriam Out of the Shadows," BRev 5 (1989): 14-24, 34.
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CHAPTER FIVE

THE STRUCTURES OF COVENANT LIFE

Exod 19–40, Leviticus, Numbers, Deuteronomy
 
 
 

This segment of the Pentateuch fundamentally has to do with the law. Yet, the law is not presented
as a code, a list of laws to be obeyed. The law does not stand alone. Rather, the law is integrated
with the ongoing story of Israel's journey from slavery in Egypt to new life in the promised land. The
law functions as a dynamic reality within a living community; the law will not stand still any more
than the community will.

To speak of "the structures of covenant life" can be a helpful way to speak of the law. The
language of structure catches up the theme of creation; the ordering of community is in tune with
God's ordering of the cosmos. Just as the law and structures, more generally, were an integral part of
God's work in creation (Gen 1:28; 2:15-17), so God, in giving the law to Israel, provides structure
for society. The law is good, a gracious divine gift, and is given for the sake of a wellordered
community.

Structure is important for life; indeed, it is indispensable for life within relationship, both with
God and with all other creatures. God gives the law for the sake of the best possible life in
community, a life of stability and well-being for all, especially the most disadvantaged. God gives
the law "so that you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land
that you are to possess" (Deut 5:33). As such, the law is not understood in a static sense, as if the law
were given once and for all. In view of Israel's ever-changing experiences on its journeys, laws will
be given and revised and even taken away.

This chapter consists of two primary segments. The first reviews these texts in terms of their
placement within discrete books. The second moves through the texts thematically.

 
Exod 19–Deut 34: A Theological Overview

 
Exod 19–40

 
Israel's arrival at Mt. Sinai (19:1) issues in a lengthy stay; nearly a year and fifty-eight chapters

later Israel departs (Num 10:11). At the mountain God takes several key initiatives. God prepares the
people for the divine appearance (19), teaches them by means of the Ten Commandments (20:1-17)
and the book of the covenant (21–23), enters into covenant with them (24), and gives them
instructions for building a tabernacle for God (25–31). After Israel's apostasy and God's forgiveness



(32–34), the sanctuary is built (35–40). Key to this section of Exodus is the interweaving of law and
story (see below).

The personal terms with which this unit is introduced are important: "I did; I bore you; I brought
you to myself" (19:4-6). In its journey beyond liberation Israel is personally borne by God to the
place of God's presence. At the same time, 19:4-6 insists that life with God is more than basking in
God's presence. The personal language continues. Israel is to give heed to "my voice" and "my
covenant," to be "my own possession" and be "to me" a kingdom of priests and a holy nation. Israel's
response to God is conceived in terms of personal commitment to God, but this is not simply a
vertical relationship. Israel's commitment will immediately entail service to the neighbor, indeed the
entire creation.

After being prepared for God's appearance, Israel hears God give the Decalogue directly. Here,
and in Deut 5:6-21, it introduces the two major bodies of law in the Pentateuch, that given at Mt.
Sinai (Exodus–Leviticus) and that given on the plains of Moab (Deut 5–26). As such, the Decalogue
provides in apodictic form (that is, a declaratory word directed to "you") the core values that
undergird and inform the statutes that follow. These values promote and protect the life and well-
being of the community. The individualized address from the Lord "your" God lifts up the importance
of internal motivation within relationship rather than heteronomous imposition ("obey because God
said so") or external coercion (no sanctions are stated). Originally, every commandment was
probably brief and negative in formulation; the list has been expanded and adjusted through the years
in view of changing community needs. Clear examples include a change in motivations (cf. Exod
20:9-11 with Deut 5:13-15) and the removal of "wife" from the list of property (cf. Exod 20:17 and
Deut 5:21). These changes provide an inner-biblical warrant for ongoing change in post-biblical
times (e.g., the coveting commandment should include husbands).

The collection of laws called the book of the covenant (Exod 21–23) is diverse in form and
content. The form includes case law (21:26-27), apodictic declaration (22:28), divine exhortation
(22:21-27), and promise (23:27-28). The statutes order a wide range of daily life: sexual ethics
(22:19); care of the disadvantaged (22:21-27); worship calendars (23:14-17); loyalty to Yahweh
(20:23). Developed over time, these statutes are not a list of laws in force, but basic principles for
shaping the judicial task and the community's life. The admixture of sacred and "secular" matters
testifies that life is a seamless web and that Israel's God will not be split off to care simply for the
religious realm. All dimensions of life are included for the sake of the good order of God's creation.

Chapter 24 focuses on Israel's response to God in a covenantmaking ritual. It includes a
commitment to God's word (vv. 3, 8), various sacrifices (vv. 4-5), the reading of the word (v. 7), the
sprinkling of blood—an atoning act (v. 8)—and a meal of fellowship in the presence of God (vv. 9-
11). This God-initiated covenant stands under the umbrella of the Abrahamic covenant (see below).
It provides a closer specification of what that relationship entails in view of what Israel has become
as a people. The Sinai covenant is a matter, not of the people's status, but of their vocation. God
hereby sets this people apart for a task: to be faithful to the word of God in their daily rounds for the
sake of the creation.

In 24:12-18, Moses ascends to God's mountain abode and receives the instructions for the
tabernacle, a portable sanctuary (25–31); it provides a place for God to dwell among the people
(25:8; 29:45-46). It constitutes a change in the way God is present among them— ongoing rather than
occasional; close, not distant; on-the-move, not fixed. The reason for the detail, much of which is
repeated in chapters 35–40 during the construction, is not clear. While the dating of this material is



uncertain, it may relate to the situation of exilic readers and their need for detailed future planning for
a return to the land where the temple lies in ruins; such a plan could foster a sense of hope. At the
least, the detail demonstrates the importance of God's descent to dwell among the people and the
worship of the community now to be centered at this sanctuary. This divine move sets the stage for
Leviticus.

Between the instructions for the tabernacle and its construction stand chapters 32–34. The
Israelites take the future into their own hands and compromise their loyalty to Yahweh by
constructing an image of Yahweh (or the divine messenger) in the form of a golden calf (32:1-6). The
rest of this section works out the effects of this apostasy. It centers on a lively dialogue between God
and Moses, whose intercession is key to preserving Israel from annihilation, if not from judgment
altogether (32:9-14, 35), and to gaining assurance of God's ongoing presence in their midst (33:1-
17). Israel's future rests in God, yet God honors human prayer as a genuine contribution to the shape
of the future (32:14; 33:17). Most remarkably, God forgives this people and renews the covenant
(34:1-10). Such divine responses are grounded in the nature of Israel's God: gracious, merciful, slow
to anger, and abounding in steadfast love (34:6-7). Israel's future is possible only because God is this
kind of God.

Chapters 25–40 have a creation–fall–re-creation structure. The story of the golden calf is the story
of Israel's fall, followed by acts of divine graciousness and the renewal of covenant (Exod 34:9-10
parallels Gen 8:21-22). Emblematic of this new relationship, the tabernacle is built precisely
according to the divine command, and God descends to dwell in Israel's midst (40:34-38).

The tabernacle and God's promise to dwell among the people constitute assurances (verbal and
tangible) that God is among them, a gracious divine condescension to the need of the human for that
which is concrete and focused. When this theme is combined with Lev 1–7, with its provision for
forgiveness, these texts constitute a statement that God is both with them and for them.

This move from slavery to worship means a change in status for the people; it also entails change
for God. For God to be so intensely present with Israel is a new divine experience. This move seems
to be for God's sake as much as for the people's. God desires such a "home" among the people! No
more mountain hideaways; no more palace precincts. This enhances the intimacy of the relationship
with the people whom God loves. At the same time, it makes for greater vulnerability; God can be
more easily hurt by advantages assumed and presumptions advanced. That God does this in the wake
of the golden calf debacle indicates something of the risk God is willing to take for closeness. No
longer are the people—or their mediator—asked to come up to God; God "comes down" to them. No
more trips up the mountain for Moses! God begins a "descent" that John 1:14 claims comes to a
climax in the Incarnation.

 
The Book of Leviticus

 
The book of Exodus ends with the sanctuary in place. In Leviticus it becomes operational on

behalf of a sinful community. This focus is integrated with other statutes regarding Israel's life in
worship and world.

The book of Leviticus is the center of the Pentateuch. This placement conveys the importance of
worship for the life and well-being of the community. As God had been active in Israel's history, so
God promises to be active in worship. Through these visible and tangible means, from sacrifices to



dramatized festivals, God continues to overcome slavery and death and bestows life and salvation.
Leviticus has more of a life-giving word and world to offer than its formal character suggests.

Leviticus is part of the Priestly (P) tradition. Distinctions within this tradition are often made
(e.g., chaps. 17–26, known as the Holiness Code = H), but the whole consists of essentially
compatible materials. Scholars commonly conclude that these texts reflect an exilic or post-exilic
situation, though recent attempts at anearlier dating have been made. 1 Generally, these texts may
reflect understandings and practices built up over the time of the first temple (957–587 BCE), but
they were given a decisive shape during the exile (see 26:43-45), with subsequent redactions likely.

From early times Leviticus has been considered a priest's manual. And, certainly, chapters 1–16
focus on matters in which the priests are more directly involved, including sacrifices and offerings
(1–7), ordination (8–10), discernments regarding clean and unclean (11–15), and the Day of
Atonement (16). Yet, while some texts are words of God for the priests (6:8–7:21; 16:1-28), most
are directed to "the people of Israel" (e.g., 1:2; 26:46). Chapters 17–26, with their admixture of
moral and ritual statutes, are more lay-oriented. But, even the materials addressed to priests are here
made available for everyone to read. No secret priestly lore exists that is not shared with all; in a
democratizing move, the laity are given ownership with respect to priestly matters.

 

 
The story of Israel's stay at Mt. Sinai, begun at Exod 19:1, continues through Leviticus. Chapters



1–7, which outline Israel's sacrificial system (see below), continue God's response to Israel's
apostasy (Exod 32:1-6). These texts take the form of law, but in reality they constitute a word of good
news; a gracious and merciful God (Exod 34:6-7) thereby provides a visible and tangible means by
which the people's sins can be forgiven. This divine gift makes another dimension of God's saving
action available to Israel; whereas the Exodus provided deliverance from the sin of others (Egypt),
in the sacrifices provision is made for the forgiveness of one's own sin. Leviticus also provides
means—dramatized festivals (e.g., Passover)—by which the Exodus type of salvation continues to be
made available to Israel: God brought us out of Egyptian bondage (Lev 23:42-43).

The story line is resumed in Lev 8–10. These chapters report the ordination of members of the
family of Aaron, precisely following the instructions given in Exod 29. The fundamental task of the
priesthood in Exodus, to bring Israel "to continual remembrance before the LORD" (Exod 28:12, 29-
30), stresses their intercessory role; this role is continued in Leviticus, but in view of the apostasy,
their ministry focuses on the mediation of the word and deed of God to the people, especially
forgiveness, "making atonement on your behalf" (Lev 4:20–6:7; 8:34; 17:11; 19:22; cf. 10:10-11).2

Chapters 11–15 (and elsewhere, esp. 17–21) focus on issues of purity. Two basic distinctions are
made (10:10): holy (that which has a special relationship with God) and common (ordinary,
profane); clean (normal) and unclean (anomalous, out of place). These distinctions—and all cultures
have them—have to do with appropriate boundaries. The spheres of concern are wide-ranging:
animals and what goes into the body, for instance, blood from the carrion-eaters and carnivores (11);
bodily purity and what comes forth from the body, extended to include clothing and houses—kinds of
boundaries (12–15); sacral purity of times, places, persons, acts, and objects associated with the
tabernacle, including idolatry (21); and moral purity, including bloodshed and sexual relations (17–
18; 20).

Israel integrates these distinctions into the religious sphere. Certain matters are
pleasing/displeasing to God because they affect positively or negatively the wholeness and stability,
indeed the holiness, of the community—with implications for the creation. The priests are
responsible for making these distinctions (10:10); they discern the boundaries set by God, teach them
to the people, and preside over rituals of cleansing. These distinctions ought not be translated into
moral/immoral or dirty/clean or sinful/righteous. While all sins yield uncleanness, not all impurities
are sins. For example, some impurities are associated with that which is natural and necessary (e.g.,
sex, death), others with sin and evil (e.g., idolatry, homicide, illicit sexual relations).

These laws have occasioned various interpretations. Common suggestions are: the separation of
Israel from the (idolatrous) practices of other peoples (see 18:3, 24); hygiene; primitive taboos;
issues of life and death (see 17:11; respect for blood is respect for life, as with semen); and a
correlation of social order with cosmic order. An anthropological approach has become common
(see especially the work of Mary Douglas).3 This approach emphasizes social order, wholeness, and
community identity as factors that shape the community in life-giving ways. Purity concerns may have
been informed by several of the above-noted factors, but the texts do not make these matters clear.
Their one commonality now is that they are gathered as God's will for Israel; the language of
Deuteronomy may also apply to Leviticus: "so that you may live, and that it may go well with you"
(Deut 5:33). These statutes are put forth because they have the best interests of the community at
heart.

Christians might appropriate these concerns by connecting them with various life situations,
including such matters as clothing and food, housing and disease, sexual relationships, and the



character of worship and religious leadership. The issue: What best serves the relationship with God
and the life, health, stability, and flourishing of the community? The consideration of this question
would not commonly yield once-and-for-all responses, so the hard work of interpretation and
appropriation must be undertaken anew in every generation. Some modern examples: the Centers for
Disease Control, Habitat for Humanity, laws of sanitation, guidelines for the manipulation of blood,
the Food and Drug Administration, seminary worship classes, and ordination candidacy committees.

The ritual of the Day of Atonement in chapter 16 is focused both on the cleansing of the people as
a whole and of the tabernacle (16:16). Presupposed in this ritual is that sin is not simply to be
understood in individual terms; it is a reality that also has a corporate dimension. Thus, the ritual
provided a means by which the community as a whole could deal with sin's potential communal
destructiveness. To this end, a goat was sent into the wilderness bearing the sins of all the people.

Leviticus 17–26, known as the Holiness Code, is more hortatory and lay-oriented; it centers on
behaviors and rituals that promote communal stability in the interrelated spheres of daily life and
worship. Key to their force is 19:2, "You shall be holy, for I the LORD your God am holy." This does
not mean that holiness is something to strive for; Israel's holiness is a reality. The call to "be holy" is
a call to be true to the relationship in which the people already stand (Exod 19:6; cf. 1 John 1:7).
Basically, this entails being faithful to God in worship and in life. Israel's holiness is not simply an
internal disposition; holistically, it is to be expressed externally in all spheres of life. What this
entailed may be summed up in 19:18 (cf. v. 34), "You shall love your neighbor as yourself."

By virtue of Israel's relationship to a holy God and this calling, and by God's sanctifying action
(20:8; 21:8; 22:9), the word holy characterizes all the people of God (11:44-45; 19:2; 20:7, 26; cf.
Num 16:3; Deut 14:2; 26:19), not simply the priests. Yet, the latter seem to have a special holy status
("most holy," Exod 30:29) by virtue of their role with respect to the sanctuary and its service (Lev
21:6-8). This closeness to the tabernacling God entailed an intensification of holiness (places and
things associated with worship were also "most holy," Exod 26:33-34; Lev 21:22).

Because the people are genuinely holy, holiness must be defined basically in terms other than
unapproachability or "wholly other"; it is a relational category wherein one is drawn into
relationship with the holy God, with its benefits and responsibilities, without becoming divine. Strict
measures associated with holiness exist not to protect God from contamination by the world, nor to
protect the world from God (though violation could mean an experience of divine wrath, 10:1-2), but
to honor God's character as God and to assure a proper relationship with God in the midst of a world
of disorder and sin, a serious matter God will not take lightly. Past infidelities loom large over these
developments, especially the golden calf debacle (Exod 32:7-10). In the wake of this near disaster,
God still graciously chose to dwell among the people; but, given the people's propensity to apostasy,
safeguards were instituted so that a recurrence might be prevented.

In sum, the meaning of holiness is focused on distinctiveness and being set apart by virtue of the
relationship with the indwelling God and in the service of a mission that is God's but set deeply
within the world for the purpose of its sanctification.

At this small, ordered spot in the midst of a wilderness world, in the various rituals, God works
toward the objective of a world that once again can be called "very good." Having the priests of the
sanctuary go about their appointed courses is like having everything in creation perform its liturgical
service—the sun, the trees, human beings. The people of Israel assuming their creation-given
responsibilities in daily life are participant with God in making the creation once again
correspondent to God's intentions.



 
The Book of Numbers

 
Numbers centers on the problems and possibilities of shaping a community identity in tune with

God's intentions for the creation. Israel, as a long-oppressed community, had a deeply ingrained
identity as "slave"; it does not have the resources to move quickly to a "slaves no more" mentality.
God must be at work to enable them to "walk erect" once again (Lev 26:13). The period of
wandering is, at least in part, a necessary buffer between liberation and land for the sake of shaping
such an identity. This identity does not come easily for Israel or for God; even the most meticulous
preparations for the journey are not able to make things go right. One can take the people out of
Egypt, but it proves more difficult to take Egypt out of the people. The familiar orderliness of Egypt
seems preferable to the insecurities of life lived from one oasis to the next. In other words, the key
problem proves not to be the keeping of the law, but an inability to rest back in the arms of the God
who has brought freedom and keeps promises.

The book of Numbers, named for its census lists, is the most complex of the Pentateuchal books.
Various types of literature are represented—lists, itineraries, various statutes, ritual and priestly
prescriptions, poetic oracles, wilderness stories, and even a wellknown benediction (6:22-27).
Laws are integrated into each stage of the story; they provide for an ongoing ordering of the
community as it meets new situations. The positive opening and closing sections of the book enclose
a sharply negative picture (10:11–25:18).

Moreover, some Numbers texts border on the bizarre, with talking donkeys, curses from a non-
Israelite diviner turned into blessings that have messianic implications, the earth swallowing up
people, bronze snakes with healing powers, an almond-producing rod, an execution for picking up
sticks on the sabbath, Miriam turning leprous, repulsive instructions for discerning a wife's fidelity,
and a judgment on Moses for very obscure reasons. One is tempted to claim that these strange goings-
on were constructed to match the incredible response of the community to its salvation. To
complicate these matters, God is often depicted in ways that challenge traditional understandings; at
times it appears that God's identity is in the process of being shaped, too.

The origin of Numbers is also complex. Most scholars consider it to be a composite of sources
(oral and written) from various periods. The book itself speaks of the "Book of the Wars of the
LORD" (21:14) and ballads (21:27-30). The Priestly writing, with its interest in worship and
priesthood, is most clearly identified (in perhaps several redactions). Other sources (e.g., J and E)
are difficult to distinguish; it is best to speak of an older epic tradition. Blocks of texts with three
primary locales (Sinai [1:1–10:10], Kadesh [13–20], Moab [22–36]) could reflect a way in which
traditions were gathered over time. Beyond this, editorial activity seems unusually common.4

The movement through Numbers constitutes a journey toward the fulfillment of the land promise,
with all the problems faced along the way in spite of careful preparations. Numbers tracks this
journey in three stages, from Sinai (1:1–10:10), through the wilderness (10:11–21:35), to the plains
of Moab east of the Jordan (22–36), where the people remain through Deuteronomy.

The strategy of Numbers focuses on two census lists. The book opens with a census of the
generation that experienced the Exodus from Egypt and the giving of the law. They prove to be
unfaithful, are prohibited by God from entering the land, and die out in the wilderness. The second
census (26) records the members of the new generation; as a sign of God's faithfulness to ancestral



promises, they will enter the promised land. This new generation is the audience for the book of
Deuteronomy.

Looking more closely at the narrative flow, 1:1–10:10 brings the Sinai stage of Israel's story to a
close. It describes various preparations for moving through the wilderness to the land of promise;
every command of God regarding the organization of the traveling camp is followed to the letter,
especially regarding the sanctuary and its leadership. This is a community ordered in all ways
appropriate to God's dwelling in the center of the camp (5:3). The Aaronic blessing (6:22-27) is
pronounced over the people: "The LORD bless you and keep you; the LORD make his face to shine
upon you, and be gracious to you; the LORD lift up his countenance upon you, and give you peace."
This benediction is given by God to be spoken over the people during a wilderness journey to be led
by God himself (9:15-23). One is given to wonder how anything could go wrong.

The wilderness stories in Numbers (10:11–25:18) are similar in form and content to those in
Exod 15–18; once again we hear of manna, rocks producing water, battles with desert tribes, and
seemingly nonstop complaints. Yet, Numbers is different. The complaints in Exodus are tolerated, as
if in understanding that a long-oppressed people is entitled to grumble. Numbers expresses and
assesses them differently, perhaps because of the golden calf apostasy. When faced with the
wilderness and the dangers of entering the land, the center no longer holds: obedience to God's
command turns to rebellion; trust becomes mistrust; the holy is profaned; order becomes disorder; the
future of the people of God is threatened. God's judgment is visited upon them (14:32-33) and,
finally, in the wake of apostasy, a golden calf revisited, the old generation dies off in a plague (25:9).
Even Moses and Aaron mistrust God and are prohibited from entering the land (20:12); only the
faithful scouts, Caleb and Joshua, and the young are allowed to do so (26:63-65).

God's judgmental responses in Numbers are well illustrated in chapter 14. God voices a lament
(14:11), echoing those of the people and Moses (11:11-14). God does not remain coolly unaffected.
The word of judgment is spoken not with the icy indifference of a judge, but with the mixed sorrow
and anger of a lover who has been wounded. That God's lament is repeated in 14:27, interrupting the
announcement of judgment, reinforces this understanding.

God responds favorably to Moses and forgives Israel (14:20); but forgiveness, while it
ameliorates the effects of sin (they are not annihilated), does not cut off all consequences. Hence, the
old generation dies in the wilderness and their children suffer the results of the adults' infidelity
(14:33). This reality is true for all acts of forgiveness; the consequences of sin, which can affect the
innocent, need ongoing salvific attention (e.g., abusers may be forgiven, but the effects of the abuse
do not thereby disappear). Numbers 21:4-9 provides another illustration. Even though the people
have repented (and presumably been forgiven), the snakes are not removed nor kept from biting. In
other words, the effects of sin continue, but God works on those effects by providing a means (an
Egyptian medical technique with which the promise of God is associated) in and through which to
heal those who are bitten (cf. the combination of prayer and medicine in 2 Kgs 20:1-7).

God announces the judgment (14:21-25) and details that judgment in moral-order terms ("what
goes around comes around"). A key verse is 14:28, "I will do to you the very things I heard you say."
In effect: your will be done, not mine. Their desire for death in the wilderness (v. 2) is granted (vv.
32-33); their desire for a return to Egypt (vv. 3-4, a reversal of the Exodus!) is brought close to hand
(v. 25); the children who they claim will become booty in the land (v. 3) suffer that fate, but at their
own hands (v. 33) rather than in the land (v. 31); they want different leaders (v. 4), and they will get
them (v. 30). Judgment is understood to be intrinsic to the evil deed; God does not introduce it into



the situation. God does not act arbitrarily but facilitates a consequence that correlates with the deed.
One might speak of a wearing down of the divine patience in view of 14:22; the other side of the coin
is that persistent negative human conduct will in time take its toll, and God will see to the proper
functioning of the moral order.

Integrated with these journey reports are various statutes, focused on purification, the need for
which grows out of these experiences (15; 18; 19). They are "perpetual statutes throughout your
generations" (e.g., 15:15), so they constitute a hopeful sign. So also do the oracles of the diviner
Balaam (22–24), as God blesses the insiders through this outsider. Ironically, these oracles gather the
clearest references to the ancestral promises in Numbers (see below); it is almost as if no Israelite,
including Moses, has sufficient standing left to bring such a blessing.

In 22:1 the people of God arrive in the plains of Moab, just across the Jordan River from the
promised land. They will remain here through the rest of the Pentateuch. After the second census,
Num 26–36 presents an entirely positive picture. No deaths, no murmurings, and no rebellions
against the leadership or God are in view; it is a time of waiting for the land. Various statutes are
woven into the story, especially regarding worship, vows, land apportionment and boundaries,
levitical cities, cities of refuge, and inheritance issues. These concerns anticipate a future in the land
of promise, where God will (continue to) dwell among the people (35:34); the community is to so
order its life that this dwelling place of both God and people will not be polluted.

The issue of who speaks for God becomes an issue during the journey. Challenges to Moses'
leadership by the people are intensified in Numbers, when other leaders also take up the argument.
The issue is voiced most sharply by Miriam and Aaron: Has God spoken only through Moses? Has
he not spoken through us also? (12:2; cf. 16:3). The answer to the first question was given in 11:16-
30. God's spirit was shared with seventy elders; they proceed to prophesy, if only once. Moses
abruptly puts down those who would try to stop such speaking: "Would that all the LORD's people
were prophets!" God's spirit will also rest upon Joshua (27:18) and it even rests upon the outsider
Balaam (24:2-4, 15-16). God is not captive to a one-way street into this community; indeed, if need
be, God will go around the chosen to get a word through. But Moses does have a special relationship
with God and challenges to his role are not countenanced.

God communicates to and through Moses often in Numbers; indeed, 7:89 speaks of Moses' contact
with God in an almost routinized way. In 12:8 God himself claims for Moses a unique mouthto-mouth
or face-to-face encounter (see Exod 33:11; Deut 34:10). Moses actually "beholds the form of
Yahweh" (as in Exod 24:9-11; cf. 33:21-22; 34:5-6) and lives to tell others about the experience.
Given the integrity of God's relationship with Moses, God honors his contribution as an important
ingredient for shaping the future. Indeed, in view of such interaction God may move from
(preliminary) decisions already made (Num 14:19-20; cf. Exod 32:9-14). But such divine openness
to the future will always be in the service of God's unchanging goals for Israel and the creation.

Israel's time in the wilderness is finally shaped by God's extraordinary patience and mercy, and
the divine will to stay with Israel in this time of their adolescence as children of God. Coping with
"teenagers" is no easy task, even if the parent is God (cf. Hos 6:4). No divine flick of the wrist is
capable of straightening them out without compromising their freedom. If God wants a mature child,
the possibility of defiance must be risked. Parent and child even do a certain amount of "testing" of
one another (see Deut 8:2). But it soon becomes clear that the process of maturation will take longer
than a single generation. God will not compromise in holding Israel to high standards, for the sake of
the creation.



 
The Book of Deuteronomy

 
Deuteronomy is both an ending and a beginning. It recalls the ancestral promises and the Exodus

deliverance, retells events experienced by the people at Sinai and in the wilderness, and looks
forward to the time in the promised land (and beyond). Deuteronomy provides an interpretive lens
through which to view what precedes and what follows.

Deuteronomy ("second law") derives from the Greek translation of a Hebrew phrase in 17:18,
"copy of the law." This translation correctly conveys that Deuteronomy (a) is a law that follows upon
that given at Sinai (29:1); (b) recasts various stories regarding Sinai and the wanderings as well as
laws from Exodus, including the Decalogue; (c) understands that God's law is not a matter given once
and for all; it was integral to life before Sinai and develops after Sinai in view of the needs of new
times and places; (d) has an authoritative role in how the first law is to be interpreted. These features
help explain its association with Moses, which is more a theological claim about its status in the
community than a historical judgment (cf. the relationship between the U.S. Constitution and its
amendments).

Regarding the origin and formation of Deuteronomy there is both agreement and dispute.
Substantial agreement exists in linking (a form of) Deuteronomy with the lawbook found in the temple
during a reform in the reign of Josiah (640–609 BCE). Deeply moved by this book in view of the
disparity between its contents and Israel's religious practice, Josiah intensifies his reform efforts (see
2 Kgs 22–23). The close correspondence between these efforts and Deuteronomy supports this link
(e.g., the suppression of idolatry and the centralization of worship). Another point of agreement is
Deuteronomy's relation to the books that follow (Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings=Dtr,
the Deuteronomistic History); the similar style and theological perspective of the final editing of
these books indicate a common lineage. Scholars also speak of Deuteronomic editing in Genesis–
Numbers (=Tetrateuch), though less agreement exists as to its extent.

These various witnesses suggest that a Deuteronomic School was at work on Israel's traditions
during the eighth–sixth centuries BCE. The identity of these leaders is disputed—prophets, scribes,
Levites, and officials in Jerusalem have all been suggested. The hortatory style and the interest in
spiritual life point toward those charged with the ongoing responsibilities of preaching and teaching.
Catechetical interests are also prominent, and a prophetic edge is evident in the strong call to attend
to the needs of the disadvantaged. A theological agenda pervades the book; it is an applied theology,
concerned to move the hearts and minds of the audience. At heart, the book focuses on the proper
relationship between Israel and its God, essential if Israel is to have a future. It is likely that the book
should be associated with a group of like-minded individuals, drawn from several leadership groups,
who were steeped in Israel's religious traditions and deeply committed to its spiritual health.

Although scholars agree that Deuteronomy developed over a long period of time, less consensus
exists regarding details. One plausible scenario: a core of the material is to be tracked back to
religious centers in the northern kingdom; after its destruction in 721 BCE, dispossessed leaders fled
south with their traditions. There they joined with other sympathetic leaders, and together they were
instrumental in the (abortive) reform efforts under Hezekiah (2 Kgs 18:1-8). Forced underground
during the reign of the apostate Manasseh (687–642 BCE), they resurfaced under Josiah. But the
hopes for reform were dashed with the death of Josiah in 609 BCE and increasing military pressures
from the Babylonians, which led to the destruction of Jerusalem in 587 BCE and exile to Babylon.



Yet, these traditions continued to be nurtured over the course of these years, for the destruction and
the exile seem to be known to the framers of the book (4:25-31; 28–31). So, one might speak of a
series of expansions to a basic core of the book (chaps. 5–26?) over the course of several centuries,
being brought to completion in the wake of the events of 587 BCE. Members of this school also were
at work editing the traditions in Joshua–Kings (Dtr), perhaps producing two editions, one during the
time of Josiah and one late in exile (561 BCE is the latest date in 2 Kgs). The opening section of
Deuteronomy (1:1–4:40) may have been composed to introduce the entire corpus of Deuteronomy
through Kings.

These developments may explain the depth of the warnings of the book and the need for a faithful
response; Israel's very survival is at stake.

Until this point the Pentateuch has presented the law as the word of God to Moses (except the
Decalogue); in Deuteronomy it is presented as the word of Moses to the generation about to enter the
land of promise. Hence, it is a more public word. This elevates the status of Moses, but more
basically it lifts up the role of the human in the ongoing task of interpreting the word of God. Even
more, it presents a rhetorical strategy for bringing that word of God to public expression (see below,
"The Sense of the Ending"). Superscriptions set out the addresses, perhaps as many as six (1:1-5;
4:44-49; 6:1; 12:1; 29:1; 33:1).

The first address (1:1–4:40) remembers Israel's journey from Sinai to Transjordan; it gives a
realistic picture of a people whose loyalty to God is deeply divided. It concludes with an exhortation
on the importance of fidelity in view of both divine command and promise (4:1-40). The entire text is
personalized in such a way that every generation can identify with the "you" or the "us/we." The
second address (4:44–5:33) makes clear that the new generation stands in fundamental continuity
with the old in terms of the divine commands and commitments. The Decalogue (5:1-21) sets the
enduring values for all laws that follow (and, by implication, any other laws that might be developed
over time). As such, its redactional placement and function are exactly the same as the Decalogue in
Exod 20 (see above). The gracious reason for the law is stated clearly: "so that you may live, and
that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land" (5:33).

Chapters 6–11 are exhortations on the centrality of the first commandment. They are introduced by
the Shema ("Hear"; 6:4-5), "Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone. You shall love
the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might." Note the
various translation options in the NRSV footnotes. This positive restatement of the first
commandment (5:6-7), centers on fidelity to the one and only God. To love with heart, soul, and
might engages the entire person in a decisive, passionate, and intense fidelity to this God and to no
other. This commandment will definitively shape the telling of Israel's story that follows (Dtr), not
least because it is the root of Israel's history of failure. At the same time, it provides Jesus with
language to speak of the center of the faith (Luke 10:27).

Chapters 6–11 explore what this fidelity entails from various perspectives, including historical
retrospects; they make clear that the heart of the matter for Israel and for God lies with the first
commandment. The section climaxes in a key question, "So now, . . . what does the LORD your God
require of you?" (10:12; see the similar formulation in Mic 6:8). The rich and powerful response in
10:13-22 sets forth the integral relationship between love of God and love of "stranger" (cf. Lev
19:18, 34; a combination also used by Jesus, Mark 12:28-31), grounded in and motivated by God's
saving deeds.

The section 12:1–28:68 contains various statutes that more closely specify the core values of the



Decalogue for life in the land of promise. Without attempting to exhaust the matter, they express what
God requires regarding love of God and love of neighbor. The statutes are introduced and concluded
with matters of worship; the relationship with God is key to all other relationships. Chapter 12
stresses the centralization of Israel's worship life as a strategy for protecting Israel's faithfulness;
chapter 26 emphasizes that life in the land is to be centered in a grateful response to God's saving
deeds. These chapters bracket a series of laws that touch base with the myriad of life's details,
including the character of leadership, various religious and social institutions, the conduct of war,
food and clothing, property and animals, and marriage and family life. Woven throughout are special
concerns for the first commandment and care for those who are less fortunate (the widow, the orphan,
the resident alien, the Levite). The hortatory rhetoric is especially intense when these concerns are
touched upon (read 15:1-11). Life with God and life with the other are inextricably interconnected.

This section concludes with blessings and curses that stress the seriousness of Israel's
relationship with God and with the other (27–28). The language of the curses is strong, even
repulsive (e.g., cannibalism), but those who know something of the history of the twentieth century—
from ethnic cleansing to the ravishing of the environment—know that the consequences of human sin
can be devastating. What Israelites say and do in the various aspects of their daily lives truly count
for something; the future of Israel, indeed the future of the entire creation, is at stake.

The centerpiece of the final sections (29–34) is a second covenant (see below), established with
the new generation as a supplement to the Sinai covenant (29–30), followed by various covenant-
making provisions (31) and words and acts designed to provide for a future upon the death of Moses
(32–34).

The purpose of Deuteronomy is difficult to discern, not least because its genre is not self-evident.
Torah is the most common selfdescription, but its use shows that it means more than "law" or
"statute," or even "instruction" in its basic sense. In 1:5 and 4:44 Moses is to set forth the torah, but
what follows is mostly story (1–3) and hortatory address (6–11). Even in chapters 12–26 the word
law does not adequately express what is presented (read, e.g., 15:1-11). This book would not have
constituted a code to be used for legal decisions by Israelite judges or elders. The statutes are more
witnesses to the will of God than prescriptions with statutory force. The hortatory rhetoric in
particular suggests that these statutes constituted but one source for a more fundamental agenda.

The purpose of Deuteronomy relates to the needs of the new generation. These people not only are
to be taught the basics of the tradition, they must take it to heart and live in accordance with it, if they
are to move into the future with courage and confidence (Josh 1:7-9). Heeding "the words of this
torah" is crucial, not only in view of the infidelity of the old generation, but also because of their
own sinful propensities (Deut 31:21-29).

In view of this agenda, Deuteronomy could be called a community constitution or a religious
education tract or a reform document. Dennis Olson's designation of the book as "catechesis" is
helpful; for him it is "a foundational and ongoing teaching document necessitated by the reality of
human death and the need to pass the faith on to another generation."5 Yet, for all the focus on
teaching, the book's basic concern is more explicitly religious; the tradition is not simply to be taught
but inwardly appropriated. It is not simply a matter of the fides quae (the content of the faith), but of
the fides qua (faith itself). The very relationship with God is at stake; nothing could be more
fundamental. As 6:2 puts it, "that you and your children and your children's children, may fear the
LORD your God all the days of your life, and keep all his decrees and his commandments." Hence,
Deuteronomy is best understood as spiritual direction. Such a phrase more adequately describes a



book that is so personal in its religious expression and so rich in its spiritual depth. But this
spirituality is not simply inward-looking or God-directed; it incorporates a lively concern for a faith
that is active in love, especially toward the less advantaged. Moreover, in the face of all that is
potentially destructive of this spirituality, all of Israel's individual and institutional resources
(judges, kings, priests, prophets, 16:18–18:22) must be readied to protect it.

This purpose is cast in intergenerational terms (6:2-9; cf. 4:9-10; 11:19). Not only are the people
to keep these words in their own hearts, they are to transmit them to the next generation; they are to
recite them, talk about them in every walk of life, write them down, and display them on their very
selves and on their property so that others can see them. Even the questions of children are brought
into play (6:20-25; cf. Exod 12:26; 13:14-15): "When your children ask you in time to come, 'What is
the meaning of the decrees . . . that the LORD our God has commanded you?' then you shall say to
your children, 'We were Pharaoh's slaves in Egypt, but the LORD brought us out of Egypt with a
mighty hand . . . to fear the LORD our God.'" The book is not designed simply to transmit a fixed
tradition; it is concerned about the meaning of that tradition down through the ages.

In addition, Moses' words are to be written down and read every seventh year to the entire
community: "Assemble the people—men, women, and children, as well as the aliens residing in your
towns— so that"—and note the religious interests—"they may hear and learn to fear the LORD your
God and to observe diligently all the words of this law, and so that their children, who have not
known it, may hear and learn to fear the LORD your God" (31:12-13).

In service of this purpose, Moses employs a rhetorical strategy for impressing these materials
upon heart and mind (see below). They are presented as orally delivered addresses, not as written
documents. The book is directed to "you," to "the heart," "today." The language is relational,
personalized for everyone. Its use of vocatives and its calls to hear and heed, to watch and
remember, are designed to engage the reader at more than intellectual levels. The "you" is at times
singular and at times plural, perhaps as a device to engage readers in both their individual and
communal levels of self-understanding.

 
Leading Themes in Exod 19–Deut 34

 
1. The Ancestral Promises and Israel's Covenant

Exod 19–40
 
Israel has been identified as "my [God's] people" throughout the Exodus narrative (esp. chaps. 3–

10), even "my (firstborn) son" (4:22-23). These people God "remembers" in 2:24 and 6:4-5, in view
of the covenant established with Abraham and his descendants (Gen 17:7). The Sinai covenant
(Exod 24:1-8) does not establish the God-Israel relationship. As with other major covenants (Noah,
Abraham, David), the Sinai covenant is made with those who have already been elected and
delivered and have responded in faith and worship. Sinai is a more specific covenant within the
Abrahamic covenant; the latter remains in place throughout the narrative (32:13). The focus of the
Sinai covenant has to do with vocation (see below).

The common scholarly view that the Sinai covenant is conditional should be reconsidered. This
viewpoint is based upon texts such as Exod 19:5, "If you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you
shall be my treasured possession." But, what does it mean to "obey my voice and keep my covenant"?



The reader has encountered this language before. The formulation in 15:26, "If you will listen
carefully . . . do . . . give heed . . . keep," provides a general guideline by which Israel's relationship
with God can be tested (cf. 16:4). This text does not assume that a body of laws exists for Israel, nor
does 19:5. Rather, both texts refer to statutes that God may put forward as time goes on, those that are
given as a body (chaps. 20–23) and those that emerge in specific life situations (as in 15:25-26;
16:28-29; 18:16, 20). Hence, when laws are given at Sinai they do not exhaust what it means to do
the will of God; new laws will certainly be needed for new times and places, and older laws may
need to be revised. Sinai fits into a God-Israel relationship in which obedience is already an integral
component. This makes it clear that to obey the voice of God entails more than obeying the laws
given at Sinai. Obedience is a way of exhibiting trust in the God who speaks the word in any time or
place (for a similar NT perspective, see 1 John 2:3-6).

The phrase keep my covenant is not new to the story either; it is integral to the unconditional
Abrahamic covenant (Gen 17:9-10), as is "obey my voice" (Gen 22:18; 26:5). To keep covenant is to
obey God's voice, but with the more specific reference back to Abraham. The only references to
covenant in Exodus to this point (2:24; 6:4-5) are Abrahamic, and it is best to so understand 19:5.
Israel as a community is now to respond as Abraham did. The phrase means being faithful to the
relationship with God in which the people stand; that is a responsibility more extensive than
obedience to the laws now to be given at Sinai.

The people's response in 19:8, "Everything that the LORD has spoken we will do," ought not be
collapsed into the response in 24:3-7. The response of 19:8 is a commitment to obey any words God
may command over time; given the personal character of God's language in 19:4-6, the people
commit themselves more to God than to specific laws. When the specificity of the Sinai law does
come into view, the people respond in terms of their prior promise (24:3-7).

What does "if" mean? There are several possibilities. It could specify a means by which to
become God's people; but, as we have seen, their chosen status is already in place. The "if" could be
matter-offact in nature; that is, obeying the voice of God will have the effect of an ongoing close
relationship as a matter of course. It is implied that this closeness could be adversely affected (15:26
speaks of negative effects, but not of loss of status as God's people). This seems a likely
interpretation, but another dimension is close at hand. The condition is that an unfaithful people
would not be the kind of people God calls them to be, bearing forth God's purposes in the world. For
Israel to be vocationally faithful, it must obey God's voice and be loyal to the relationship in which it
stands. Israel is to keep covenant for the sake of the world (34:10).

Moses' intercession in 32:13 assumes that, even in the wake of apostasy, the Abrahamic covenant
still stands. That God agrees with Moses is clear from the repentance of judgment in 32:14, though it
is evident already in God's word about beginning over with Moses (v. 10). God's promise to
Abraham is not conditional; even Deuteronomic theology holds to such a perspective (Deut 4:31;
30:1-10; Judg 2:1; 1 Sam 12:22). God's promises will never be made null and void as far as God is
concerned. Though a generation that rejects God might not live to see the fulfillment, the promise
remains (Lev 26:44-45). God's promise to the community is everlasting, though participation in its
fulfillment is not guaranteed to every individual within the community. The promise is always there
for the believing to cling to, and such persons can be assured that God will ever be at work to fulfill
that promise.

 
Leviticus



 
Leviticus 26 is key to understanding what has preceded. As in Deut 28, two possible futures are

presented. Initially, the positive possibility is stated (vv. 3-12), and this in personal and relational
terms. The purpose of "walking in my statutes and . . . my commandments" is articulated: "I . . . I . . . I
will walk among you, and will be your God, and you shall be my people" (26:3-12). God will not
simply "dwell" among the people, God will "walk" among them (see Gen 3:8; 5:22-24; 6:9). This
mutuality in walking suggests a closeness, even intimacy of relationship. This language of "walking"
linked with being God to Israel recalls the ancestral promises (see Gen 17:1, 7; 48:15), as does
reference to the ancestral covenant in verses 42-45. Even the potential judgment is articulated in
terms of a walking in conflict (26:21-28, 40-41 RSV).

The negative future is outlined at greater length (vv. 14-45). This future is not as clear as it will
be in Deut 28–32, but it would be clear for an audience (such as the exiles) that could read some of
the details of their own experience on the page. They would understand that these negative
possibilities have become a reality for them, and hence the potential for it happening again needs to
be guarded against. The language is almost more matter-of-fact than threat, though it seeks to instill in
readers the seriousness of the covenant relationship. Their response in worship and life will affect
every dimension of their individual and communal lives, positively or negatively.

That the ancestral promises remain in view throughout Leviticus can be seen in the references to
the land as the context for life with God (e.g., 14:34; 18:3); chapter 26 picks up on many descendants
and the ancestral covenant (26:9, 15, 42-45), including the words "I will be your God, and you shall
be my people" (26:12, 45). These references show that the covenant is not finally conceived in
conditional terms. While the people of God can break the covenant from their side (26:15), God will
not break the covenant with them (26:42, 44). Israel is assured that God will not abandon God's
people, come what may (26:44-45). This word would assure readers who had enduring questions
about their future.

 
Numbers

 
The book of Numbers presupposes that God is committed to the ancestral promises. Generally,

God has "promised good to Israel" (10:29). Specifically, the promise of land is stressed. As Israel
leaves Sinai, the goal is the land that God is "giving" (10:29 and often). Conditions regarding
fulfillment of the promise are expressed (14:8), but they affect the future of individuals—even an
entire generation—but not finally Israel as such (14:22-24, 30-31). Beyond that, the promises are
spoken almost exclusively by Balaam: a great nation with kings (24:7-9, 17-19); blessing (22:12;
23:20; 24:9); to be God to them (15:41; 23:21-23); and many descendants (23:10). Balaam, the
outsider, expresses these promises most clearly; for him, God keeps promises (23:19).

Israel's mistrust and apostasy in chapters 11–25 complicate the movement toward fulfillment. The
scouts sent to spy out the land of Canaan (13–14) bring back a mixed report. The people, rather than
rejoice in the minority report of Caleb and Joshua of "an exceedingly good land" (14:7) and trust that
God will see to the promise (14:9), are seduced by the negative report (14:36) and plead to return to
Egypt (14:1-4); they even call Egypt the "land flowing with milk and honey" (16:13)! Again and
again, they look backward rather than forward; they trust the deceptive securities of the past more
than God's promised future (11:5; 21:5). Hence, they experience disasters that threaten progress



toward the goal, including plagues (11:33), an abortive conquest (13–14), and snake infestation
(21:6). Balaam seems to be one of the few who trust where the Exodus from Egypt is heading (23:22-
24; 24:8, 17-19).

On the other hand, Num 26–36, with the new generation in place, bespeaks confidence in the
promises with the apportionment of land not yet conquered (26:53-56; 33:51-56) and the
specification of its boundaries (34:1-15). These and other laws (15; 18; 19), put in place to handle
emerging issues, imply that a community will exist to tend to such matters (see 15:2). In spite of
Israel's infidelities, land possession is assumed and laws are given for that time. In some sense, the
ongoing promulgation of law is a witness that the promise of land will indeed be fulfilled.

Numbers had begun with preparations for battle (1:3); the land would not be Israel's without a
fight. Successful battles occur around the edges of Canaan (21:1-3, 21-32; 31:1–32:42). These initial
conquests and the settlements in the Transjordan function as a "down payment" on the fulfillment of
the promise. They provide an element of hope; this is the beginning of what shall be. At the same
time, the possibility of future loss of the land is hinted at (33:56; 35:33-34), a theme struck already in
Lev 26.

 
Deuteronomy

 
In Deuteronomy, the people of Israel are one people, chosen by God (Deut 7:6-8; 14:2). The

language of election, used for kings (17:15) and priests (18:5), is extended to refer to the people.
This election is grounded in God's choice of the ancestors and their descendants (4:37; 10:15; Gen
17:1-8). The command placed before Israel to "choose life" (30:19) presupposes Israel's status as
God's people; having been chosen, Israel can now choose. The statutes are not understood as a means
to establish, preserve, or reestablish the relationship with God.

God makes promises to those whom God chooses. For all of the references to law, Deuteronomy's
pages are full of promises. God swore these promises to the ancestors (over thirty instances); God
puts God's own life on the line for the sake of the promises. The most prominent promise in
Deuteronomy is the land. It is set from the beginning (1:8) and reaffirmed at the end (34:4).
Everything put forth in the book depends on the fulfillment of this promise; Israel's future with God
always comes back to the land.

That the land will be possessed in the near future is a certainty (e.g., 26:3), anticipating the book
of Joshua. Yet a loss of the land is just as certain; Israel will prove unfaithful and forfeit it (28:63-64;
29:28). The fall of Jerusalem in 587 BCE and Babylonian exile seem to be in view here. At the same
time, beyond judgment, God's promise is that Israel will be restored to the land (30:1-5). So, in
effect, the promise of land has a double horizon for Israel in Deuteronomy— a near future and a
distant future, with a loss in between.

Deuteronomy's land promise assumes the fulfillment of other ancestral promises—many
descendants, nationhood, divine presence, blessing, and relationship (1:10-11; 2:7; 4:20; 7:12-13;
10:22; 13:17; 15:4-6; 26:5, 15-19; 28:9-13; 29:10-13; 30:16). Some of these promises have already
been fulfilled (descendants, 1:10-11), but they also extend into the future. The fulfillments of God's
promises do not lapse.

For all the importance of the past in Deuteronomy, what is at stake is the identity and character of
the community as it moves into the future. Israel must "diligently observe" God's statutes in the land



they are about to possess (12:1). What people say and do will make a difference, not only to their
own future, but to the future of God. Israel's future will depend finally on God's promise, but that
does not relieve Israel from the responsibility of a faithful life. For what is at stake is not only the
life and health of Israel, but that of the entire creation.

Covenant in Deuteronomy needs further treatment. The book speaks of two covenants, one at Sinai
(5:2) and one in the plains of Moab (29:1), and an early form of Deuteronomy is identified as a
"book of the covenant" in 2 Kgs 23:2. The new generation has participated in the former (5:3); the
Moab covenant, which is not mentioned elsewhere in the OT, supplements the Sinai covenant.

Structural elements comparable to ancient Near Eastern treaties may be observed in chapters 1–
28: historical prologue (1–3), covenant stipulations (12–26), and blessings and curses (27–28). Also
to be noted are the provisions for witnesses, periodic reading, the transference from an oral word to
a written word, and its deposition in the ark (31).

Though these connections to ancient Near Eastern treaties are present, they have less substantive
import than is commonly suggested. In general, it must be stressed that covenant is a metaphor; as
such it does not fully describe the relationship between God and people. The covenant is much too
personally and relationally construed for treaty or agreement language to do it justice. For example,
God is not bound to respond to Israel in strictly legal or contractual terms; God is free to exercise
patience and mercy.

Relational categories are the framework within which covenant and law must be conceived.
Experience has shown that the law can become an impersonal matter, manifested in a debilitating
legalism, a "law unto itself." These texts show that law must not be dissociated from the living and
dynamic will of the lawgiver.

The Moabite covenant creates an even greater distance from the Near Eastern treaty; it is
essentially a renewal of the Abrahamic covenant (29:13; cf. 4:31), and the latter plays a role here not
unlike it does in Exod 32:13 in the wake of the golden calf debacle. Deuteronomy recognizes that
Israel will fail to keep the Sinai covenant (31:29), but also that God's "sworn oath" (29:12, 14) will
not let that failure rule the future (see Lev 26:40-45). Judgment will fall, but this covenant assures the
people that "when all these things have happened" (30:1)—judgment, exile, and repentance—God
will "transform the curse into blessing, the command into promise, and the stipulation into gift."6 The
command that the people circumcise their hearts (10:16) becomes a promise that God will do that;
God will enable the people to be obedient and the land will prosper (30:6-10). The move into the
future entails settlement in the land, removal from the land, and resettlement in the land, all
experienced by the "you" addressed by the text.

Chapter 31 provides for a written form of these covenants for the continuing community and its
leadership; chapters 32–33 sketch poetically the dynamic between old and new that is at work. The
song of Moses in chapter 32 provides a "witness against" the people's failure in the face of God's
gracious work in their midst; it is parallel to the law (31:21, 26). Chapter 33 fills out the blessings
that will follow upon God's actions announced in 30:1-10. God's people will live within the tension
provided by certain failure and judgment and certain promise and restoration.

According to Deuteronomy, every generation (29:14-15) must claim both obligation and promise
anew for themselves and hear anew the declaration that they are God's people. They cannot simply
rest back on the commitments made by any past generation. The faith cannot be transmitted by
genetics (cf. Gen 22:16-18); at the same time, in the face of human failure and beyond judgment, God
will see to a future for this people, for God keeps promises.



 
2. Law, Creation, and Redemption

 
Israel's law, as with ancient Near Eastern law generally, is most fundamentally associated with

creation. This may be observed in the symbiotic relationship between social orders (e.g., family,
tribe, nation) and cosmic order. Negatively, disobedience of law has adverse effects in both natural
and sociopolitical realms (e.g., Lev 26:19-22, 31-34); positively, obedience is a means by which the
divine ordering in creation can be actualized in these same spheres (26:4-10). As such, the law is
understood basically in vocational terms. That is, it is grounded in God's work in creation and serves
God's purposes of life, stability, and the flourishing of individuals and communities. To this vocation
Israel is called, for the sake of the creation.

God's creation has been disrupted by sin and its effects; the divine objective in both redemption
and law is the reclamation of creation. In attending to the law, Israel joins God in seeking to keep
right what God has put right in redemption, and to extend that rightness into every sphere of life. To
that end, God's redemptive work empowers Israel in its vocation and provides paradigms and
motivations for obedience (see below).

Israel at Sinai is in effect addressed as humans were on the sixth day of creation. In the law, Israel
is given tasks in the tradition of Gen 1:26-28: have dominion over the earth. Mosaic law is a fuller
specification of the law for a newly redeemed people, a law implicitly or explicitly commanded in
creation (Gen 1:28; 2:16-17; 9:1-7). Law is a God-given means by which God's ordering in creation
can be realized once again, integrating cosmic and social orders harmoniously. In Leviticus, this
view is supported by links with Gen 1: God's separating in creation and priestly obligation (Gen 1:4-
7; Lev 10:10); creation "according to its kind" (Gen 1:20-25; Lev 11:14-22); the concern for
"seasons" and Sabbath (Gen 1:14; 2:1-3; Lev 23:2-3; 26:2; even for the land, 25:2-5). Israel's
obedience thereby links up with God's ordering work in creation and takes on universal import.

The range of the law's concern in this regard includes worship and the broader life of society and
nature. Israel's words and deeds in each sphere are world-preserving and world-restoring activities.
They are means by which the people of God can (a) take on the characteristics of that new creation in
their own life and (b) participate in the divine efforts to reclaim the creation.7

 
Israel's Worship

 
The tabernacle and associated worship texts are integrated into this creational view. Jon D.

Levenson speaks of "the sanctuary as a world, that is, an ordered, supportive, and obedient
environment," corresponding to the depiction of the creation in Gen 1.8 The tabernacle is a
microcosm of creation, God's intended world order writ small in Israel, a beginning in God's mission
to bring creation to where it is perfectly reflective of the divine will. The people of God can be
assured of the continual divine presence, but it finally moves beyond them to encompass the larger
world.

In a recent study of Israel's worship at the tabernacle, Frank Gorman demonstrates its creational
import. In worship "human beings are called to become participants in the continual renewal and
maintenance of the created order."9 What happens in liturgy is for the sake of the world; it is a world-



making activity. Worship is a God-given way for the people of God to participate in the recreation of
a new world. The issue is not simply Israel as a holy community in itself, but its place among the
nations, for "the whole earth is mine" (Exod 19:5). The activity of worship may be local, but its
concerns and effects are cosmic.

Sacrifices and offerings are a key aspect of this worship (see Lev 1–7). The lack of explicit
theological statements in these texts, however, complicates any attempt to draw out their import; the
emphasis is upon implementation. Some basic observations may be made.

Offerings are not magically conceived, as if their efficacy is inherent in the performance of the
ritual. God provides the rituals in the first place and in freedom grants forgiveness in and through
them. Moreover, confession of sin is indispensable to the efficacy of the offerings (Lev 5:5-6; Num
5:7; 1 Sam 7:6); forgiveness is available to one who has faith. These factors show that the common
distinction between sacrifice and sacrament is not appropriate for these texts. The gracious role of
God throughout makes the phrase means of grace applicable to what happens in the sacrifices. These
are tangible means through which God acts in a saving way on behalf of the faithful worshiper;
sacrifices are sacramentally conceived. We are stuck with the word sacrifice, however, because it
literally describes aspects of the ritual.

The expiatory aspect of the sacrifices needs further attention. The object of the verb kipper
("expiate, make atonement") is sin; it is never God. The action effects forgiveness of sin, not divine
appeasement. Leviticus 17:11 states: "For the life of the flesh is in the blood; and I have given it to
you for making atonement for your lives on the altar; for, as life, it is the blood that makes
atonement." The blood as blood is not expiatory, but the fact that it bears life, and God himself
provides this key element in the sacrifice. Again, the God-centeredness of the rite becomes apparent.
The offerers are the bearers of a gift from God. Yet, what the offerers bring is not inconsequential
(see below).

While it is apparently preferred, it is not necessary for life to be taken for expiation to occur (see
Lev 5:11-12), nor is any import given to the act of killing. Hence, by definition, expiation does not
involve a penalty. The focus is on the rite as a saving event. Moreover, the language of substitution is
not explicitly used in these texts; the animal is not a substitute for the bringer of the offering. (The
goat in the Day of Atonement ritual in Lev 16 is not understood in substitutionary terms; it is a
symbolic vehicle for dispatching Israel's sins into the depths of the wilderness.)

The links made in Lev 5 between the offering brought and what one could afford to bring are
important. The close connection between substance ("wealth") and person suggests that the more
wealth one has (in a comprehensive sense), the more "self" there is to give (2 Sam 24:24, "I will not
offer burnt offerings to the LORD my God that cost me nothing"). Thus, in the offering the worshipers
submit themselves to God. The sacrifice is thus a tangible sign of faith, a concrete way in which one
offers the self to God; no theory of how the worshiper is related to the animal is involved.

Thus it should come as no surprise that, elsewhere in the OT, sacrifices are not considered
necessary for forgiveness (as with the Lord's Supper). Repentance and trust in God are sufficient.
This is sharply stated in Ps 51:17; a "broken and contrite heart" is the crucial human element. In 2
Sam 12:13 Nathan pronounces absolution upon David following repentance of his sin with Uriah and
Bathsheba, with no accompanying sacrifice.

If any idea captures the essence of the sacrificial ritual, it is God's saving action, which restores
the individual and community to life and health in relationship to God and to one another.

Later appropriation of these materials by the New Testament (and the church) relates to the



theological convictions that inform practice more than to the practices themselves. This would
include the understanding of atonement and the use of visible means in and through which God acts
on behalf of the faithful worshiper. Yet some specific practices do need continuing attention in the
Christian community (e.g., confession of sin).

 
The Social Order

 
Another basic creational/vocational concern for Israel is the social order. The law presupposes

that human life falls short of what God intended in creation, with deeply negative effects that fall
upon the disadvantaged in particular. The law is a means by which the divine ordering at the cosmic
level can be actualized in the social sphere.

The stability of the community and its flourishing is a key concern of the law. In Deuteronomy, for
example, provisions are made for rituals and worship (14:1–16:17), institutions with appropriate
leadership (16:18–21:14), and marriage and family life (21:15-21; 22:13-30; 24:1-5; 25:5-10).
Stability in such societal orders is key to meeting the needs of the disadvantaged. This frames the
focus evident in the recurring refrain: the resident alien, the orphan, and the widow (e.g., 24:17-22).
For Deuteronomy, the needs of these people stem from the devastation of the North (721 BCE) and
the near demise of the South when Israel's armies were decimated by the Assyrians. But in the
present text this lively concern for the poor and the needy is generalized; "there will never cease to
be some in need on the earth" (15:11). This sets an ongoing vocation for the people of God, who has
provided blessings to overcome this reality (15:4).

The laws that seek to protect and nurture the poor and the needy are considered among the oldest
in the OT. While also attested in ancient Near Eastern law, their frequency in the Old Testament and
the intensity with which they are presented evidence their unparalleled significance for both God and
Israel. They are grounded most fundamentally in God's own action on behalf of the Israelites
enslaved in Egypt (see Exod 22:21; Deut 10:17-19). Caring for the needy is a theological matter for
Israel; these commands come from God, not from "city hall," and the integrity of God's creation is at
stake in the way in which these people are cared for. One could claim that social justice issues, for
all their "liberal" associations, are thereby given a deeply "conservative" cast (cf. the appeal of the
prophets to these traditions, e.g., Isa 3:13-15).

The passion with which this concern is presented shows how far Deuteronomy moves beyond a
law code. This energy has its roots in older law; see Exod 22:21-27: "You shall not wrong or
oppress . . . [or] abuse. . . . If you do . . . I [God] will kill you." The intensity can be seen in Deut
15:1-11, with its strong hortatory language: "do not be hard-hearted or tight-fisted toward your needy
neighbor. . . . Willingly lend enough to meet the need. . . . Give liberally and be ungrudging." The law
is not simply to be obeyed; an open and generous attitude must inform obedience. This concern is to
be shown in very specific ways: food (24:19-22), daily wages (24:14-15), loans and interest (24:10-
13; 23:19-20), release from debt repayment (15:1-11), and justice in the courts (24:17-18; 16:18-
20). Even more, the needy were to be drawn into the heart of Israel's worship life (16:11-14; 26:11;
cf. 5:14). While slavery, inconsistently, remains a part of Israel's life and shows the pressure of
economic interests (15:12-18), a humanitarian concern is evident (note the advance over Exod 21:1-
11).

 



Land and Animals
 
Another basic aspect of the law's creational and vocational concern has to do with the land.

Descriptions of "the land of milk and honey" are numerous (e.g., Deut 6:10-11; 7:13-14; 8:7-10).
This bounty includes the land itself, iron and copper, water from within the earth and timely rainfall,
herds and flocks, grains and vines, and fruit trees. All this is a gift from the Creator, a sacred trust
from God. Hence, Israel cannot boast (8:17-18); the people have no "natural right" to use these gifts
as they please. Their response is to occur at various levels: confess publicly that God is giver (26:1-
11), set apart a tithe of the produce (14:22-29), and tend and nurture these gifts. This tending is to
range widely, perhaps grounded in the sabbath rest for the animals (5:14; see Exod 23:12). They are
to care for stray or hurt or hungry animals (22:1-4; 25:4; see Lev 25:7), protect mother birds for the
sake of producing further young (22:6-7), protect fruit trees when a city is under siege (20:19-20; see
Lev 19:23-25), and provide rest for the land (see Exod 23:10-11; Lev 25:2-7).

Though these gifts are in fact available apart from Israel's doing, they will not remain available if
Israel is not faithful to its relationship with God (Deut 11:16-17; 28:22-24, 38-42, 51; 29:22-27;
32:22-24; see Lev 26:19-20, 32). Moral order may adversely affect cosmic order. Indeed,
unfaithfulness not only entails Israel's removal from the land and this abundance; the land itself will
suffer. These texts make an ecological statement. For example, Deut 11:17 (see Lev 26:19) links
infidelity to the absence of rain and an unfruitful land; 28:22-23, 38-42 to drought, blight, insects, and
worms; 29:22-27 to a burned-out soil unable to support vegetation. This has been a theme since Gen
3:18, where thorns and thistles grow in the wake of human sin (cf. Hos 4:1-3).

The texts do not make explicit the nature of the connection between such effects and the anger of
God (Deut 11:17; 29:23-27; 32:22) or the divine curse (28:15-68), that is, how the divine anger is
mediated (28:49-57 speaks of other nations). Yet, the language of the curse "coming upon, pursuing,
overtaking" (28:15, 45) suggests an inexorability about sin's consequences. That is, God does not
introduce these effects; they grow out of the actions themselves (cf. the plagues in Exod 7–12, here
experienced by Israel). Yet, God is not removed from this process (e.g., Deut 28:58-68; see Lev
26:16-33). God sees to the moral order that God built into the creation (this complex reality is
conveyed by the fact that some verses speak of God as agent, while others do not). Generally, this
vision of disaster is rooted in experience, both that of Israel (Assyrian and Babylonian sieges) and
that of other peoples (the curses have parallels in Near Eastern treaty documents). Those with
ecological sensitivities will recognize modern parallels here; for example, the link between human
behavior and polluted natural resources (with rebounding effects upon human health).

The covenant at Moab and the blessing of Moses (Deut 29–33) envision a new day when the land
will again be fruitful and yield its increase (30:9; 33:13-16, 19, 28). The land will participate with
the people in the effects of God's new day of blessing and salvation (see Lev 26:34-35, 43; cf. Isa
35:1-10).

 
Other Nations

 
God's creation-wide purposes are also evident in the way the nations are drawn into the

conversation, especially in Deuteronomy. The God who created human beings (4:32), who is God of
heaven and earth (4:36, 39; 10:14), drives out nations before Israel (4:34, 38; 7:21-22). God rules



over the nations in such a way that Israel can be chosen from among them (7:6-8). But God's care for
these nonchosen ones persists. God gives them lands (2:5, 9, 19), indeed dispossesses peoples to do
so; explicit parallels to Israel are drawn (2:12). God is active in the world independent of Israel,
working deeds of care and deliverance. In fact, Israel is dependent upon such peoples for its life
(2:6) and must be alert to the fact that God can work through them against Israel (1:44; 28:48-49).

The outsiders are also given a role as observers and assessors of God's work. In Deut 4:6-8 the
nations look at Israel's response to the commandments and conclude that they are "a wise and
discerning people" (cf. 26:19). Hence, implicitly, the commandments serve as a witness to God
among other peoples. In 29:24-28 the questions and the conclusions of the nations regarding divine
judgment are given theological stature: These outsiders will know that the judgment has come
because Israel has been unfaithful to God. In 32:26-27 (9:28), God expresses concern about how
outsiders might respond to acts of divine judgment. In 4:32-34 other peoples are to be asked whether
the activity of Israel's God can be compared to any other. This seems to assume the idea, evident in
29:26 and 32:8-9 (cf. 4:19), that Israel's God in creation had allotted other gods to other nations.
Such statements retain a remarkable openness to religious expressions other than Israel's; indeed they
claim that Israel's God built such a religious pluralism into the created order of things, while
simultaneously insisting that for Israel there is no other God besides Yahweh (32:39).

At the same time, Deuteronomy contains texts such as 7:1-2 (cf. 2:34 and 3:6 with 20:13-14) that
are virtually genocidal in their ferocity toward others. While such actions are grounded in a concern
about infidelity and extreme danger to the future of Israel (7:4; 20:18), and unfaithful Israel did not
remove itself from the line of fire (28:15-68), they remain incomprehensible to most modern
religious sensibilities. Perhaps the above reflections on the nations begin already to subvert such
ideas internally.10

 
Paradigms and Motivations

 
The motivational language commonly associated with the laws, especially in Deuteronomy, has to

do with a reclamation of creation: long life, peace and stability, healthy and prosperous individuals
and communities, and a thriving natural order. Again and again, Israel is to obey "so that you may
live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land" (5:33; cf. 4:40). God
commanded the law "for our lasting good, so as to keep us alive" (6:24). The hortatory nature of the
material shows that the concern is not to "lay down the law" or "obey because God said so"; these
texts seek to persuade, to inculcate, to instill, and to impress upon both mind and heart. God gives
Israel reasons to obey that are linked to a fullness of life and the good order of God's creation. To
obey the law is eminently reasonable; any right-thinking person could hardly do otherwise. Even
outsiders recognize this (4:6). To obey the law is to trust that God knows what is best for individual
and community. Obedience is in Israel's own best interests.

Obedience is also in the best interests of the marginalized and the outsider. As Deut 10:18-19
puts it: God "loves the strangers, providing them food and clothing. You shall also love the stranger,
for you were strangers in the land of Egypt." Israel's obedience is motivated by personal experience
with the God who issues the command, and the objective is the well-being of those who have not yet
received the effects of God's reclaiming work. Israelites are to extend mercy just as God was
merciful to them when they were in such straits. This could be called an ethic of gratitude.



This motivation is important because (among other things) it makes clear that obedience of the
law is not a means to right relationship with God. As the introduction to the Decalogue shows (Exod
20:2), these statutes are given to those already redeemed. The law thus does not introduce a new
form of slavery; indeed, it is a means by which Israel mediates God's creation-reclaiming work to
those still held in one kind of bondage or another.

The language of life and well-being is not reward talk, as if obedience would be so rewarded by
God. Rather, such benefits are intrinsically related to obedience, that is, they grow out of the deed (as
with negative effects, noted above). To live like this will have such effects; God made the world to
work this way. Such effects are not inevitable, of course; life is not that consistent. But, generally
speaking, obedience will lead to a fuller life, more in tune with God's intentions in creation.

 
The Dynamic Character of Israel's Law

 
A key structural matter in Exodus–Deuteronomy is the interweaving of law and narrative.11 The

law does not stand as an external code but is integrated with Israel's ongoing story. In Exodus, for
example, the reader moves from story (19) to law (20:1-17) to story (20:18-21) to law (20:22–
23:33) to story (24) to law (25–31) to story (32–34). The following interpretive implications are
highlighted by this integration of genres:

—Law is more clearly seen as another gift of God's graciousness for the sake of life and
well-being rather than burden;

—Obedience is seen not as a response to the law as law, but as a response to the story of
all that God has done;

—The story shows that the law is given to those already redeemed, as a way of doing
justice to the relationship with God in which Israel already stands, not as a means to achieve
salvation;

—The law is more personally and relationally conceived when part of a story;
—The law is not rigidly fixed but moves with the story—new occasions teach new

duties;
—The story gives to the law a vocational character, a promoting and enhancing of the

purposes of God for the creation decisively reclaimed by God's narrative deeds;
—The shape that the law takes in Israel's life is to be measured by the shape of the

narrative action of God (be merciful, as God has been merciful);
—The basic motivation for obeying the law is drawn from Israel's narrative experience

with God rather than from abstract ethical argument or divine imperative;
—That God is subject in both law and narrative provides for a continuity of divine

purpose, grounded in the personal will of God.
 
These implications show that the law is understood not in static terms but as part of a dynamic

reality within a living community which, at the end of the Pentateuch, stands ready to move on. Law
intersects with life as it is, filled with contingency and change, complexity and ambiguity. Law takes
experience into account while remaining constant in its objective: the best life for as many as
possible. This means that new laws will be needed and older laws recast or set aside. For example,



Deuteronomy reflects later institutions such as prophecy (18:15) and kingship (17:18). Moreover, the
admixture of civil, moral, and cultic laws within the texts shows that, unlike a modern tendency, this
understanding does not separate life out into such neat categories; the will of God has to do with
every sphere of life. So, various types of law from diverse life settings have been integrated into a
single fabric. In the service of life, the law is as complex and as dynamic as the God-people-world
interrelationship.

This dynamism is also present in the area of worship. In Lev 5:7-13, for example, the wealth of
the offerer is taken into account in determining the type of offering. Individual situations affect how
the law is to be applied. Such openness to difference witnesses to a dynamic understanding of law.

Another important witness to this understanding is the way in which Deuteronomy recasts the laws
(at least nineteen cases) in Exod 21–23. For instance, the laws concerning slaves in Exod 21:1-11
are revised in Deut 15:12-18; note especially 15:17, where one is now to "do the same with regard
to your female slave." Such tensions and inconsistencies among the laws are not ironed out or
considered a threat to the law's integrity. Rather, old and new remain side by side as a canonical
witness to the process of unfolding law. Hence, development in the law is just as canonical as
individual laws or the body of law as a whole. At the same time, all remain the laws of God—older
words from God and newer words from God. Just because laws are from God does not make them
immutable, not least because God revises God's own laws; but the retention of both in the canon
means that each such word from God is to be considered carefully in moving toward any new
formulation. While the law provides a compass for Israel during its journeys, integration with the
story means that it does not claim to know absolutely God's will for every future. God will have new
words to speak in view of life's ongoing twists and turns, for the purpose of the law is the life, health,
and well-being of an ever-changing community and each individual therein. The God who personally
interacts with the people throughout their wanderings is the one who gives the law for the sake of the
best possible journey.

 
The Sense of the Ending of the Pentateuch

 
The way in which a story ends is important for the interpretation of the whole. Indeed, some

people read the end of a book first so as to read the whole with a better idea of what the work is
trying to do. The ending of the Pentateuch should be considered in terms of both Deuteronomy as a
whole and its last chapters. To this end, we seek to discern the rhetorical strategy employed and how
readers might experience the book in view of their life situation.

In Deuteronomy, a somewhat idealistic picture of Israel is presented that pushes beyond historical
specifics and becomes applicable to every generation of Israelites. As 5:3 puts it, "Not with our
ancestors did the LORD make this covenant, but with us, who are all of us here alive today." Every
generation would understand that the "with us" applies to them and that they are the addressees of
both the laws and the promises.

This actualizing tendency (making the past real in every present time) is reinforced by the use of
the second-person pronoun. The distinction between old and new generations is made (1:35; 2:14),
but at the same time it is collapsed. The "you" of the Exodus (4:20) is also the "you" of the land
settlement (4:5), and the "you" of the rebellion (1:26) is also the "you" of faithfulness (4:4). All
readers would understand themselves as participants in all phases of this story. Even more, the



"you" includes not only the Israel that lives in the land, but the "you" that is dispossessed from the
land (4:25-31) and the "you" that lives through the exile and is restored to the land (30:1)!

To this material may be linked texts associated with worship life. One example is the "place the
Lord will choose" (Deut 12:1-28). The place is commonly identified with Jerusalem; yet, the lack of
specificity makes it more likely that the identity of the place is left open-ended so that the central
sanctuary of any generation would fit. Another example is the Passover (16:1-8), in which the
"remembering" effects participation in the Exodus for the "you."

A rhetorical approach also highlights the use of hortatory language. Deuteronomy has even been
designated "preached law." This use of language makes clear that it was written to move the readers,
to touch not only their minds but their innermost selves. This hortatory character ought not be viewed
in isolation from the rest of the Pentateuch. It functions as a particular strategy for impressing upon
the reader the importance of hearing all that has preceded. Readers are led through the first four
books and brought to this point, where the parenetic language now engages them in the fundamental
import of what God has been about in their lives, with intense and urgent appeals for present
response. To this end, the historical review of chapters 1–3, as well as later retrospects (e.g., chap.
9), catch the reader up in developments that go back through Numbers to Exodus. Earlier hortatory
pieces (e.g., Lev 26) prepare for this Deuteronomic strategy. These historical retrospects, combined
with future possibilities (e.g., chap. 28) and the enclosure of the law with the promise (4:31; 30:1-5)
without relaxing the importance of faithful response, constitute a wide-ranging appeal to both heart
and mind.

The ending of Deuteronomy (and here we think of chaps. 29–34) has not often been considered a
worthy ending of either Deuteronomy or the Pentateuch.12 This ending has often been regarded as a
series of mixed genres gathered somewhat haphazardly. Indeed, the ending is not a "normal" one; it
does not tie things together into a neat package. But what might it mean that the ending contains so
many loose ends? For one thing, it creates a sense of uncertainty regarding the future, and it may
reflect the situation of readers— exiles—who are at "loose ends" regarding their situation. This kind
of ending leaves readers leaning into the future, but wondering what that future might hold.

A comparable appraisal can be made of the content of the ending. The ending defers the
fulfillment of the promise; it gives to the Pentateuch the character of an unfinished symphony. The
promise is left suspended and the people addressed seem to be dispirited and fearful (31:6, 8). The
future is not simply filled with delights; it is fraught with danger. And the danger comes not just from
the Canaanites but also from the inner recesses of their own hearts (31:20-29).

The considerable body of law in the Pentateuch, even the ending (Deut 30:11-14), implies that
obedience is possible; a community of life and well-being can be created in the land of promise.
Human responsibility with respect to such a community is recognized as basic to the shape that the
promised future takes. But the same ending subverts that confidence with repeated drumbeats
regarding Israel's inclination to infidelity and warnings of consequent disaster (28:15-68; 29:17-28;
30:17-19; 31:16-29; 32:15-35). The people are called to obey, and indeed they often can, but they
are also so deeply inclined to disloyalty that they will not finally be able to control their own future
or create the order that the law suggests they can. Both law and liturgy will be ongoing "witnesses
against" their ability to do so (31:19, 21, 26, 28). Deuteronomy leaves readers wondering what might
be in store for this inevitably disobedient people. This creates an ending of no little ambivalence.

The last chapters of Deuteronomy (28–34) have an unusually clear sense of the negative
directions Israel's future is likely to take, climaxing with destruction and exile. It is usually



concluded that these passages were written in light of the actual experience. This seems likely, but,
narratively, they give readers a lens through which they are to interpret the books that follow. These
negative futures have not been predetermined from the time of Moses; conditional language
punctuates these texts (Lev 26:3-27; Deut 28:1-44, 58-68; 29:18; 30:4, 16-17). Rather, these texts
claim that, implicit in the time of Moses, this particular future was a lively possibility.

A few texts, however, make a stronger claim; there will be apostasy and judgment (Deut 28:45-57;
31:16-29): "For I know that after my death you will surely act corruptly" (31:29). Such texts are not
predictive; rather, they testify to insight into the sinful human condition and its dire effects ("I know
well how rebellious and stubborn you are," 31:27, 21; 9:24). This scenario, however, does not go so
far as to say that even if Israel were obedient this would be its future; this future is still "because"
they did not obey (28:45, 47). One key function of Deuteronomy is stated in this connection: "as a
witness against you" (31:26); the law will reveal Israel's sin for what it is.

The death of Moses creates an added level of uncertainty. The final verses (34:10-12) recall a
glorious past, but it is focused on a person rather than the people. Indeed, Moses is made the subject
of words usually reserved for God; it is Moses who performed "all the mighty deeds and all the
terrifying displays of power" (v. 12; cf. Exod 6:6). Only he has known God "face to face" (v. 10); no
prophet holds a candle to him. Joshua is "full of the spirit of wisdom" (34:9), but Joshua is no
Moses. Given the loss of Moses, and the propensity of the people to apostasy, this eulogy is not
particularly good news. What will they do without Moses and all his mighty deeds? The future does
not look so promising. To be left with such an ending is an uneasy, even unnerving experience.

One can observe this disquietude in scholarly assessments of this ending. Scholars have often
been moved to create a different ending; they speak of a Hexateuch (or Primary History or
Deuteronomistic History). In this way, they get the fulfillment of the promise as the ending, and the
story—to their way of thinking— is appropriately rounded off. Is this a way that readers have sought
to escape from the unsettling force of the ending?

Yet, the ending does give some basis for hope (29:10-15; 31:1-8; 33:1-29). A genuine sense of
expectancy is generated. But it is qualified by the realism of the human condition, so that the people
must ground their hope, not in their strength or capacity for obedience, but in the promised presence
of God and the certainty of divine faithfulness. Only because God goes with them and keeps promises
can they be strong and courageous and be assured that the promises will be fulfilled. And so the
basic word at the end of Deuteronomy is: wait on God and hope in God. The way into the promised
future is possible only if God is at work, not only in and through this people, but also beyond them
and in spite of them.

This sense of an ending, like the word of God more generally, is a two-edged sword. It lifts up the
divine promise as basic to Israel's future; but it also makes clear that human fear in the face of
uncertainty and death, a transition in leadership, and an inclination to disobedience endangers
participation in that promise. The ending is rhetorically designed for a community faced with a
situation comparable to the original community on the eve of entry into the land of promise. As such,
Deuteronomy's ending is not rhetorically crafted to bring the story to a close; there is a decided open-
endedness to the future. But it is still an ending.

The ending of the Pentateuch has parallels with the beginning, providing an inclusio.
The situation of the first human beings standing before God on the morning of creation

corresponds to that of the newly redeemed people of God on the eve of the entry into the land. Just as
Adam and Eve are created in the image of God and commanded to have dominion in God's creation,



so also Israel as God's covenant partner is given responsibilities to further the divine purposes for
the life and well-being of the creation. In addition, the prohibition given humankind in Gen 2:16-17,
the response to which means life or death, parallels Moses' words to Israel about the commandment
(Deut 30:11-20).13

In both cases, these commands create a "leaning" toward the future; the human response will
shape that future into something different from the present. The commands to have dominion and to
"subdue the earth" imply a becoming of creation, that God intends the creation to become something
other than what it was at the moment of creation. Within this purpose, God engages the human, the
image of God, as cocreator. But, given the violation of the prohibition, God's intentions for the
world, while still focused in life and well-being, have become more complex; God now must work
within a situation profoundly affected by sin and its evil effects. Yet, God's engagement of the human
as cocreator remains in place (Gen 3:23; 9:1-7; cf. Ps 8); to that end, the law given at Sinai is a fuller
particularization of the law given in creation, and that is placed sharply before Israel by Moses (Deut
30:15-20).

The unfaithful response of Adam and Eve to the prohibition resulted in a human condition wherein
"every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil continually" (Gen 6:5; cf. 8:21), and
that "inclination" is firmly in place at the end (Deut 31:21, 27). This means that Israel makes its
choice (Deut 30:19) from within a situation different from that of their first parents and this reality
makes problematic its move into the future. The stories that follow will be deeply colored thereby.
At the same time, Deut 30:6-10 envisions a future for Israel when God will give them a new heart,
and obedience and faithfulness will follow naturally (see Jer 31:31-34). Hence, the ending of
Deuteronomy takes a significant and unparalleled step beyond Eden.

The move from the flood to the post-flood promises is parallel to the disasters of Deut 28
followed by the covenant in chapters 29–32. Despite the fact that the human heart continues to be
inclined to evil, and will result in disasters of one kind or another, God chooses to go with the world
and Israel (Gen 8:21-22; Deut 29–32). Judgment will not be God's final word for either the world or
Israel. The promises are made and, given the divine commitment (Deut 4:31; 30:1-6), will remain
intact forever.

Finally, the Mosaic era in some sense constitutes a paradigm for each successive generation of the
people of God (see Deut 5:3; 29:14-15). God has chosen Israel, delivered them from bondage,
constituted them as a people, and come to dwell in their midst. The vision of Leviticus, with the
people of God encamped around the tabernacle, shaped by their deliverance and given instruction for
their life as a community, is a pattern for subsequent generations of God's people. Lending support to
this notion are the final verses praising Moses, who surpasses all the prophets (Deut 34:10-12). The
conclusion of the Pentateuch "designates the Mosaic age as a constitutive and normative narrative."14

At the same time, the book of Numbers (especially), with its recurrent testimony to human sin and
failure (and God's response thereto), functions to introduce a sharp note of realism into this picture.
These realities will intrude again and again into Israel's life, and the books that follow constitute
ample testimony to this. While this paradigm remains in the face of such realities (and may inform
images of the reign of David, e.g., 2 Sam 7; Ps 72), it does so only as an ideal, something to work
and dream toward. The prophets, who are more pessimistic, throw this "dream" onto an
eschatological screen (e.g., Jer 31:31-34).

The ending of Deuteronomy sets in place a two-pronged approach to the history of Israel that
follows, both curse (28:15-68) and yet the continued articulation of the promises of God.



Deuteronomy 4:31 and 30:1-10 (cf. Lev 26:44-45), which have destruction and exile in view, make
the strong claim that in spite of Israel's failures God "will not fail you or destroy you or forget the
covenant with your fathers which he swore to them" (4:31 RSV), and "from there the LORD your
God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back . . . into the land that your ancestors
possessed, and you will possess it" (30:4-5).15
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2. For details regarding these issues, see R. Nelson, Raising Up a Faithful Priest: Community

and Priesthood in Biblical Theology (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1993).
3. M. Douglas, Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution and Taboo

(London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1966).
4. See J. Milgrom, The JPS Torah Commentary: Numbers (Philadelphia: JPS, 1990), xvii-xxi.
5. D. Olson, Deuteronomy and the Death of Moses: A Theological Reading (OBT; Minneapolis:

Fortress, 1994), 6.
6. Ibid., 128.
7. For details, see T. Fretheim, "The Reclamation of Creation: Redemption and Law in Exodus,"

Int 45 (1991): 354-65.
8. J. Levenson, Creation and the Persistence of Evil: The Jewish Drama of Divine Omnipotence

(San Francisco: Harper & Row, 1988), 86.
9. F. Gorman, The Ideology of Ritual: Space, Time, and Status in Priestly Theology (Sheffield:

JSOT, 1990), 230. See also S. Balentine, The Torah's Vision of Worship (OBT; Minneapolis:
Fortress, 1999).

10. See P. Miller, Deuteronomy (IBC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1990), 39-42; T.
Fretheim, Deuteronomic History (IBT; Nashville: Abingdon, 1983), 68-75.

11. See T. Fretheim, Exodus (IBC; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1991), 201-7.
12. An exception is D. Olson, Deuteronomy.
13. See T. Mann, Book of the Torah: The Narrative Integrity of the Pentateuch (Atlanta: John

Knox, 1988), 161.
14. J. Blenkinsopp, The Pentateuch: An Introduction to the First Five Books of the Bible (New

York: Doubleday, 1992), 51.
15. Several segments of this chapter have been drawn from T. Fretheim, The Pentateuch (IBT;

Nashville: Abingdon, 1996).
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CHAPTER SIX

"THE PEOPLE OF THE LAND"

Joshua, Judges
 
 
 

From its initial formation as an identifiable, self-aware community, ancient Israel has yearned for
and anticipated being settled in the land. According to its normative memory, from its primal
interaction with Yahweh, the God who makes Israel possible in the world, Israel has understood that
Yahweh's overriding promise to Israel is that Israel will dwell safely in an abundant land, guaranteed
by the faithfulness of Yahweh. Indeed, one can say at the outset that Israel in the Old Testament is a
land-intoxicated people believing that (a) land is indispensable for good communal life and (b)
Yahweh is a land-giving God. Thus Israel's faith holds land and Yahweh in intimate connection.

 
A Long Hope for Land

 
In our study thus far, we have seen that Israel's most sacred literature, Genesis through

Deuteronomy, revolves principally around four themes:
1. The world as God's creation. Before Israel comes to its more specific "historical memories,"

the entire account of Israel's faith is framed by God's governance and guarantee of the whole world:
 

In the beginning when God created the heavens and the earth, . . . God blessed them, and
God said to them, "Be fruitful and multiply, and fill the earth and subdue it." God saw
everything that he had made, and indeed, it was very good. (Gen 1:1, 28, 31)

 
God intends for the entire earth a peaceable, secure, generative existence.

As Israel develops its own faith about the land of promise, it is clear that the land is not just real
estate or Israel's private property. The land of promise is understood as the full enactment and
embodiment of God's will for the earth. Thus the earth traditions of creation continue as theological
claims for the land traditions of Israel.

2. The promise made to the ancestors in the book of Genesis. In those treasured narratives, we
have seen that Yahweh's recurrent promise to these semi-nomads is that they will receive a good
land:

 
Go from your country and your kindred and your father's house to the land that I will show
you. (Gen 12:1)



 
To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great river, the river
Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the Kadmonites, the Hittites, the
Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, the Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites.
(Gen 15:18-21)

 
I will make your offspring as numerous as the stars of heaven, and will give to your
offspring all these lands. (Gen 26:4)

 
The land on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring; and your offspring
shall be like the dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east
and to the north and to the south. (Gen 28:13-14)

 
Every generation of ancestors is endlessly assured of the birth of a son who will be an heir to carry
the promise of land and eventually to receive the land.

3. The liberation from Egypt. This is obviously concerned with Israel's departure from the land
of Pharaoh, which is a land of unbearable oppression and abuse. As formulated in Israel's
characteristic way, however, the Exodus is not only a departure from an unbearable land; it is also
an anticipated entry into a good land, so that a hoped-for land is an integral part of the Exodus:

 
I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them up out of that
land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and honey, to the country of the
Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. (Exod
3:8)

 
I declare that I will bring you up out of the misery of Egypt, to the land of the Canaanites,
the Hittites, the Amorites, the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites, a land flowing
with milk and honey. (Exod 3:17)

 
The Exodus will not be fully enacted by Yahweh or fully received by Israel until the new land is

assured. And so the concluding Song of Moses anticipates safe settlement:
 

In your steadfast love you led the people whom you redeemed; you guided them by your
strength to your holy abode. . . . You brought them in and planted them on the mountain of
your own possession, the place, O LORD, that you made your abode. (Exod 15:13, 17)

 
4. The covenant at Sinai. This binds Israel in radical obedience to Yahweh, in order that the land

to which they are going will be alternatively organized according to the purposes of Yahweh. While
land is not the principal accent at Sinai, it is unmistakable that the commandments of Sinai pertain to
the land where Israel will live according to the holy intentions of Yahweh:

 



Now . . . if you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured
possession out of all the peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me
a priestly kingdom and a holy nation. (Exod 19:5-6)

 
I am going to send an angel in front of you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the
place that I have prepared. . . . I will not drive them out from before you in one year, or
the land would become desolate and the wild animals would multiply against you. Little
by little I will drive them out from before you, until you have increased and possess the
land. . . . For I will hand over to you the inhabitants of the land, and you shall drive them
out. (Exod 23:20, 29-31)

 
The entire memory and tradition was apparently codified into a stylized recital (credo), so that all

parts of the recital constitute a hope of land, and each theme is pressed beyond itself to the goal of
the land (see, e.g., Deut 6:20-24; 26:5-9; Exod 3:17). We may at the outset observe two factors in
this completed tradition that become Israel's primal sacred canon.

First, Israel's faith insistently focused on the material, on the real, lived circumstance of life in the
world. It is this focus that distinguishes Israel's faith from many other religions that move in the
direction of "spiritual" matters removed from lived reality. It is this accent that has taught Israel to
pay attention to physical-socialhistorical existence in the world, so that this faith can never be set
apart from the urgent, ambiguous issues of economic and social power. It is, moreover, this accent on
the material as the arena of God's importance for Israel that led eventually to the Christian confession
of God embodied (incarnated) in Jesus of Nazareth. That is, the subsequent Christian affirmation is
possible only in a faith that has always understood that God's engagement with Israel (and with the
world) concerns bodily existence in concrete historical communities.

Second, it is to be observed that Israel's narrative faith statement in the Torah is situated outside
the land. Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob are briefly "sojourners" in the land of promise, but they quickly
move out of the land to Egypt. After that, the Israelites are either state slaves in Egypt or desperate
wilderness inhabitants. Either way they are not in the land. The Torah, moreover, ends in Deut 34, the
final chapter of the narrative text, just outside the land—ready now, finally, to enter the land, receive
the promise, and enjoy its wellbeing.

It is most likely that the final form of the literature of the Torah canon is the product of Israel's
sixth-century exile. Given that probability, we may conclude that the Torah canon, with its powerful
promises of land, is a faith statement formulated and authorized by exilic Israel in order to sustain the
exilic community. Indeed, we may say that exiles hoping for Yahweh's land of promise is the
characteristic condition of the children of Israel. They are historically landless people living toward
the land of promise. It is appropriate that the account of land entry in the book of Joshua and land
habitation in the book of Judges should immediately follow the close of the Torah canon just outside
the land.

It is of course true that Israel, in the period of the kings, did possess land. There was a time of
being in the land. Thus Israel's memory is always dialectical: landless hoping for land/in the land
but about to lose it. Without land, Israel hopes passionately. With land, Israel possesses precariously.

 
The Land in Disputatious Reality



 
The books of Joshua and Judges, as the Old Testament tradition is formulated, are situated in a

rather in-between way. In reading them, it is important to notice the position they occupy in the larger
narrative presentation of Israel and the transitional function that they seem to perform.

The books of Joshua and Judges are preceded by the five scrolls of the Torah (Pentateuch), as just
indicated. Excluding the preliminary materials of the book of Genesis, the Torah materials are
essentially the story of Moses and Moses' work in founding the community of Israel at the behest of
Yahweh. It is important to recognize that the materials are a founding document for Israel. The
theological claims made here by Israel and for Israel are its most elemental convictions that persist
in every circumstance of faith. These claims arise in part from lived experience but are also in part a
confession of faith to which Israel holds passionately, even in the face of experience to the contrary.

When we move beyond the Pentateuch (the first five books), we are moving into a very different
literature. Whereas the Pentateuch is organized in anticipation of the land of promise, now Israel is
prepared to cross the Jordan into the land. It is a common judgment that the books of Joshua, Judges,
Samuel, and Kings constitute something of a unified corpus, giving an account of Israel in the land. It
is a common assumption that all of this material is deeply influenced by the book of Deuteronomy,
and so it is called Deuteronomistic History. The connection to Deuteronomy means that all of this
material is concerned with the Torah and believes that Torah obedience is the primary condition for
entering and keeping the land of promise.

Thus in reading these books, we may suggest a literature of anticipation of the land (Genesis–
Deuteronomy) and a literature of possession of the land (Joshua–Kings). The two together constitute
a single presentation of Israel as the people to whom God has given the land of promise.

At the outset of Josh 1, the ideological purity of Mosaic vision is still dominant, for the Torah is
featured as the primary resource and criterion for Joshua's mandate in the land:

 
Only be strong and very courageous, being careful to act in accordance with all the law
that my servant Moses commanded you; do not turn from it to the right hand or to the left,
so that you may be successful wherever you go. This book of the law shall not depart out
of your mouth; you shall meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to act in
accordance with all that is written in it. For then you shall make your way prosperous,
and then you shall be successful. (Josh 1:7-8)

 
The mandate is pure theological ideal and is completely unbothered by economic-political-

military realities that are yet to come. These verses are presented as God's word to Joshua. After
Moses, Israel looked back to the Torah of Moses as a focal point of faith.

But actual "entry" into the land turns out not to be as clean and neat as Torah ideology might have
suggested. And the reason is that real land, unlike theologically promised land, is always contested,
disputed, and conflictual. That is, there are already other people there who do not yield easily to
Israel's theological claim. And therefore to receive the promise, Israel must either engage in military
conflict with other contestants for the land or accommodate and compromise. Either strategy turns
out to be a far remove from the simplicity of the Torah promise. Thus it may be suggested that the
burden of Joshua and Judges is to adjudicate between the simple normative claims of the Torah
promises and the lived ambiguities of life in the world. Looking back, Israel can rely completely on



the Torah promises. Looking forward to Samuel and David, Israel must know that its material setting
is endlessly a disputatious one, because the reality on the ground will never concede much to
innocent and high ideological claims.

Thus we read this literature of Joshua and Judges as the entry that faith must always make into the
complexities of life. It is a journey made by ancient Israel as it formulates its narrative account of its
life with Yahweh. It is, moreover, the primary journey that faith must always make as it moves from
simple, one-dimensional, childlike claims to the real world, where every such claim is endlessly
contested.

 
Among the Canaanites

 
Because the story of Israel in Joshua and Judges is on its way to the more secure historical footing

of Samuel and Kings, it is unavoidable that scholars should ask historical questions of the text: what
really happened? It is fair to say that scholars now are much less confident of being able to answer
such questions than they were fifty years ago, when there was among us a much greater confidence in
the methods and outcomes of positivistic history. Even with such a lessening of confidence, however,
it is useful for students of this material to know what the available alternative answers are to
historical questions. Much more scholarly attention has been given in this regard to the book of
Joshua, so we may focus there, even though the same wonderment and same sorts of answers pertain
to the book of Judges. There are conventionally three quite different answers given to the historical
questions in the book of Joshua, though the three are by no means mutually exclusive.

1. The older U.S. hypothesis is that the "conquest" of the land of Canaan by Israel under Joshua
was a wholesale military onslaught, whereby Israel invaded the land as an effective occupying force
and seized much of the land for Israel. This interpretation of the literature was more winsome in an
earlier part of the twentieth century when there was more confidence in historical reconstruction on
the basis of archaeology. That archaeology shows, so it was claimed, that there was a definite
disruption of cultural life in a number of sites that can be identified with biblical places, suggesting a
military destruction.

From the outset there have been problems with this hypothesis. Specifically, it was necessary to
argue that the city of Ai was confused in the narrative with the city of Bethel (Josh 8:18-29), and it is
deeply problematic that there is no recovered evidence to suggest that the site of Jericho was even
occupied in the apparent time of Joshua (Josh 6). Beyond these particular problems is the more
recent judgment of many scholars that archaeological evidence is mostly not of a character that it may
be so readily and specifically correlated with textual references. Very few scholars now have
confidence in the capacity of archaeology to suggest such a historical affirmation of biblical texts.

 



 
2. A second hypothesis offered in German scholarship is that there was no wholesale military

invasion, but there was a slow and gradual infiltration of Israelites into the land of Canaan, who
settled in the most accessible (least desirable) places and as they consolidated such a presence
slowly began to move into more desirable land, and so into some conflict with the inhabitants of the
land. This hypothesis has the merit of noticing that in the text Israel, newly in the land, had to contend
over time with other occupants of the land and over time reached a variety of different political
arrangements, depending upon the relative strength of Israel and the older inhabitants. That is, the
hypothesis of total conquest seems to adhere more to the simple ideological claims of Israel, whereas
the infiltration hypothesis seems more realistic about the actual circumstance of the land and the
competing communities of inhabitants.

3. The third hypothesis is that of a peasant revolt. This hypothesis (which is probably increasingly



favored by scholars) may sound strange to the ears of students, especially because it seems so at
odds with more popular interpretations of the material. But because it is taken seriously by important
and thoughtful scholars and because it utilizes methods of analysis that are currently influential, the
student will wisely take some trouble to understand the hypothesis and reflect upon a rereading of the
text in light of it.

According to this hypothesis, the conflict over the land in Joshua (and Judges) is a deep conflict
within the population already in the land. That is, there was no invasion, or perhaps only at the most
a "revolutionary cadre" of those who brought news of Yahweh from the Exodus. The conflict within
the land was concerned with "the Canaanites." This hypothesis holds, in a widely embraced
redefinition, that the term Canaanite is not ethnically specific, but is a pejorative, ideological term to
refer to those who control the economy, enjoy great concentration of wealth, and occupy the great
centers of urban power. Social power in that world is organized into "citystates," whereby an
economic-political-military urban center controls and administers the surrounding agricultural land
that is worked by peasants. As is the case in any such power arrangement, the control of "urban
elites" produces intense peasant resentment among those who work the land but are taxed by the
urban government, with the consequence that through taxation the urban elites live well off the work
and produce of the peasants. Thus Canaanite refers to a class of people who abuse the peasants, so
that the story concerns the clash of urban elites ("Canaanites") and resentful peasants ("Israelites").

It is held that peasant resentment is harnessed and mobilized by the impetus of the liberating God
of the Exodus, who energizes the peasants to attack and destroy the urban centers of economic
monopoly and exploitation and to reorganize the wealth of the community along communitarian lines,
thus to overcome the great socioeconomic inequities of the "Canaanite" system of city-states.

The movement of Israel led by Joshua, in this account, is a combination of peasant resentment
authorized and mobilized by the claims of Yahweh, who had, according to Torah teaching, already
opposed and destroyed the Egyptian oppressor. "Israel," then, consists in peasants who enact the
vision of liberation authorized by Yahweh, so that the great "conquests" of the book of Joshua are to
be understood as peasant actions of revolution against an oppressive social system.

It is our judgment that this hypothesis has much to commend it, because it situates the narrative of
Israel in the real context of contested social power. It is to be recognized at the same time, however,
that the hypothesis has not been universally accepted by scholars. It is a useful proposal, but it must
remain as an attractive but unproven hypothesis.

A more recent convergence of hypotheses may suggest a peaceable infiltration from within the
land of Canaan itself. The student will do well to consider the force of these several ways of reading
the text, to remember that, finally, it is the text that must be read and not a hypothesis, and to
remember that insofar as historical questions are asked, we cannot do better than hypothesize. But
then, that is the case with every historical interpretation. It is best to recall that no hypothesis is
neutral, and we have several that in varying degrees warrant attention.

 
Textual Memories with Ideological Force

 
The hypothesis of peasant revolt provides access for us to consider the ideological force of the

books of Joshua and Judges. By ideology I mean a forceful advocacy of an interpretive position that
is not "innocent" or "objective" but insists that the telling of the past must serve certain interests and



champion certain religious and political claims. It is important to see these texts as advocacy and not
reportage. This does not mean they are untrue, but that truth is always interpretive. We have suggested
that if the books of Joshua and Judges are read with reference to Samuel and Kings, we are moving
toward historical data. But if the books are kept close to the Pentateuch, and especially to
Deuteronomy, then we must pay attention to the ideological force of the books. As already noted, it is
widely believed by scholars that the books of Joshua and Judges, together with the books of Samuel
and Kings, constitute more or less a single theological perspective, called the Deuteronomistic
History. This literary corpus draws upon historical data, but from a distinct theological angle. And in
any case, by the end of the twentieth century, many scholarly interpreters have diminished confidence
in the ability of historical research to recover "what happened." Consequently, many scholars incline
to the view that what is offered as "history" is deeply saturated with ideological weight.

We may pause here to consider the role of ideology in a canonical text. There is no doubt of an
ideological component in all of the biblical canon, that is, an advocacy making a claim for God and a
derivative claim about social reality and social power. But it is perhaps most evident in the book of
Joshua, where scholars have paid special attention to it. In its most elemental usage, the term
ideology means a set of beliefs resulting in a deliberately shaped interpretation of data done
knowingly by an interpreting community. That is, where there is ideology, we are moving away from
"facticity," so that what "happened" is from the outset filtered through the perspective and interests of
the interpreting community. This means that in Joshua and Judges we do not have a factual report on
what happened as Israel settled in the land; instead we have an interpretive account of what that land
settlement is taken to mean by those who shaped and valued the literature. It can be said that those
who ask only historical questions of the text have failed to reckon with the ideological-interpretive
character of the text.

Beyond ideology as intentional interpretation, two other dimensions of the term may be
identified. A second aspect of ideology is that it is a large sense-making narrative account of reality
upon which a community relies and which it accepts as a normative baseline and does not question.
In this sense ideology is not a conclusion drawn from data but a premise from which facts are to be
seen and conclusions are to be drawn. It will be evident that the notion of an unquestioned sense-
making account of reality moves toward theology, that is, toward a faith statement about what the
community believes. It is clear that every community that survives through several generations
(including ancient Israel) must have such a narrative account that gives coherence to the vagaries of
lived experience.

A third aspect of ideology, especially championed by Karl Marx, is that it is an elemental
narrative account of reality that deliberately distorts reality by presenting biased vested interest as
objective, given reality. Marx, moreover, insisted that such distortion is characteristically the work
and the achievement of the dominant social class in any community that has the means of twisting the
past in order to legitimate certain present power arrangements in society.

At a minimum, we are able to say that the books of Joshua and Judges contain a large ideological
component, in that the literature is not a flat factual account of the past, if indeed, such an account is
even possible. Thus in the books of Joshua and Judges, we may identify the working of ideology:

—as deliberate interpretation,
—as sense-making narrative involving faith claim and premise,
—as intentional distortion of the past to legitimate present power arrangements.

Whatever we make of this, the recognition of ideology permits an awareness that this literature is



not innocent, but is in fact a power play for the control of the community.
We may identify the following factors in the interpretive-theologicaladvocating presentation of

Joshua and Judges:
1. Yahweh, the God of social upheaval who emancipated the slaves from Egyptian bondage, is the

key player in the settlement of the land and the claim of land for Israel. Yahweh is presented as a
powerful force in this narrative of social conflict who engages in a deep struggle with the established
social powers in the land and, by implication, with the putative gods of the inhabitants of the land.
Thus the land settlement is presented not simply as a military-political dispute, but as a quarrel
among the gods concerning who will determine the future shape of the land. Yahweh is portrayed in
these narratives as immensely powerful and determinedly partisan, so that Yahweh is the source and
advocate of the rights of Israel to the land. These rights are not otherwise established, but they are
legitimated by the holy purposes and promises of Yahweh that intend to put Israelite claims to the
land beyond challenge.

2. Yahweh, who legitimates the land settlement, is a God who has the power and the will to
bestow land. It may well be that behind this presentation of Yahweh as land giver is the well-
established land theory that all land, in any such society, belongs to the king. The king is free to
deploy and assign and reassign land to various subjects according to the will of the king. Thus since
"the whole earth is mine" (Exod 19:5), Yahweh the King is here reassigning land for the benefit of
Israel. Indeed it has been Yahweh's intention to reassign the land to Israel since the initial promise to
Abraham in Gen 12:1.

In any case, the land is a primal theme in Israel's primal narrative. Israel is on its way to the land
at the behest of Yahweh. It is exceedingly important to reflect on what land signifies to Israel in that
ancient world. If Israel is composed of either land-hungry seminomads or exploited peasants, in
either case Israel lives a precarious life, always at the whim and will of a stronger power. Indeed,
the community of Israel is likely made up of "Hebrews" (1 Sam 4:6, 9), that is, the lower social class
of economically marginal people who always live precarious lives from the grudgingly shared extras
of established society. It is no wonder that Israel, as something of a "class movement," should focus
on land, for land represents a stabilization and security in the midst of all the threats and vagaries of
contested social existence. To have a land that is both secure and legitimate is to have a place in the
world beyond threat. Much of the Old Testament, and surely Joshua and Judges, is a reflection on that
social possibility in the world. While the material goal of Israel's life is a place of safety, security,
and well-being, the ideational legitimacy for such land is the promise of Yahweh. Israel, like every
such land-seeking community, does not want to base its claim to land on the sheer act of violence but
on a respected, credible legitimacy that reaches to the intention of the gods.

3. While the land is legitimated by the high resolve of Yahweh and while the land is, according to
many of the texts, seized violently, it is crucial to Israel's self-understanding that the land is available
to Israel only as Israel obeys the Torah (specifically the teaching of the book of Deuteronomy) and
reorders life in the land according to the requirements of Deuteronomic Torah. That is, this is a land
revolution that is driven by a social vision with a particular interest.

This emphasis upon Torah is especially explicit in Josh 1:7-8, which we may take as the epitome
of the theological-ideological teaching of the whole. The rhetoric of these verses suggests that in fact
Israel needs no military equipment but only intense Torah obedience, before which all non-Torah
powers will gladly yield. The initial promise of the land settlement in Josh 1:7-8 is matched in the
purported liturgical enactment of chapter 24, whereby many non-Israelite inhabitants of the land "sign



on" to the Israelite revolution by adhering to Yahweh (24:16-18; see also the Torah accent in 23:6-7).
In a solemn treaty-making ceremony, the people swear to serve and obey only Yahweh (24:24).
Joshua "makes a covenant" (v. 25) and "wrote these words in the book of the Torah of God" (v. 26).
Thus what begins as a program of Torah obedience culminates in an act of Torah loyalty. While
"Torah obedience" certainly refers to the commandments of Sinai, it is clear that the commandments
are vehicles for a relationship of fidelity and trust. Israel's sense of obedience is always more than
commandments, but it is never less than fulfillment of commands.

In a different mode, the oft reiterated formula of the book of Judges consists in a pattern of (a)
forgetting Yahweh and worshiping other gods (disregarding the Torah), and (b) crying out to Yahweh,
thus returning to loyalty to Yahweh and to Yahweh's Torah. The clear implication of the predominant
formula of Judges is that obedience to Yahweh is a condition of land possession; conversely,
disobedience to Yahweh's Torah is a sure way to lose the land. Such a simplistic formulation (which
will later be formulated in more imaginative ways by Israel's great prophets) has an elemental
theological reference: since the land belongs to Yahweh, Yahweh must be obeyed. Along with this
rather simplistic theological claim, however, there is also an implied ethic of considerable rigor,
namely, that prosperity in the land has as a precondition the practice of a just and humane social ethic
that attentively shares well-being with all inhabitants. Keeping the land is conditioned not by keeping
rules but by organizing social power and social relationships in neighborly ways, for "neighborly
ways" constitute much of the substance of Torah obedience. Fidelity toward the neighbor in
socioeconomic matters is understood as an enactment of fidelity toward God. This social ethic is
detailed in the book of Deuteronomy and explicated in the Prophets, but only suggested here by the
general reference to Torah. The Torah reference is an insistence, elemental in Israel, that land cannot
be held simply by power that issues in violence; for a genuinely peaceable existence there is a
different kind of legitimation that appeals to an identifiable social strategy.

4. While the land is promised by Yahweh and is said to be given by Yahweh as fulfillment of
promise, the narrative makes clear that land seizure is indeed a human operation accomplished by
authorized human agents. The book of Joshua is dominated by the person of Joshua, who leads the
aggressive military campaign, who presides over the solemn rituals of land distribution, and who
leads Israel's liturgical peacemaking with other inhabitants of the land. Joshua is powerfully
legitimated as the heir and successor of Mosaic revolution (Josh 1:1-6).

The picture presented in the book of Judges is much more varied, as there is not one decisive
figure but rather a series of local heroes who responded in acute crises. It is likely that these local
heroes did not occur in a single sequence as the Judges narrative presents them; more likely this is a
collection of popular folk accounts of various local leaders in crisis times and places who acted
boldly and courageously on behalf of a portion of the nascent Yahwistic community in the face of
more formidable military power. Their function seems to have been, in varying ways, to lead raids
against oppressive authorities and, upon their victory, perhaps to exercise provisional, practical
leadership, as in the case of Gideon (see Judg 8:22-23). It is evident that such a practice of the
defiance of oppressive power fits well with the peasant revolt hypothesis, in that these leaders led
resistance movements, perhaps quite short-term, to repel exploitative power. While these "judges"
are not provided the full credentialing of Joshua, we are told that they are empowered by Yahweh's
spirit, so that they are legitimated and energized by the God of the peasants. This theological-
political claim, later on, was important for Israel as it dealt with exile, land loss, and hope for
restoration to the land of promise.



These four elements—Yahweh, land, Torah, human agents—are the positive content of the
interpretive-theological-advocating tale of reality given us in Joshua and Judges. And while one can
readily focus on each of these factors, it is clear that the four elements are intimately connected to
one another and reinforce one another, so that not any one of them—not even Yahweh—can be taken
apart from the others. Together they constitute the telling of the tale of Israel's would-be future in the
land.

These positive elements of the tale, however, inevitably carry with them negative counterpoints,
namely, the harsh, dismissive attitude toward Israel's enemies, the Canaanites, or better, "the people
of the land." Israel's story of the land, much as it is a story of Yahweh's triumphant purposes, is
realistic enough to recognize that the seizure of the land was a series of violent confrontations with
those who were already in the land, who regarded the land as legitimately their own, who did not
easily accept the Yahweh-Israel version of land legitimacy, and who therefore did not willingly cede
over their land to the new claimants.

The earlier and rival claimants to the land are a widely variegated people. Joshua 12 provides an
extended inventory of conquered peoples, notably "Hittites, Amorites, Canaanites, Perizzites,
Hivites, and Jebusites" (Josh 12:8), a list that roughly and nicely echoes Gen 15:19-21. In the book
of Judges, moreover, the contestants for the land are variously identified as Moabites, Canaanites,
Midianites, and Philistines, among others.

For the theological-ideological purposes of Israel, the identity of the peoples is not especially
important. What counts is that they are all opponents of Israel and the God of Israel. Because they did
not willingly cede over the land and recognize the superior land-claims of Israel, they are opponents
of Yahweh. They cannot withstand the force of Yahweh's people and so are deservedly destroyed.
Even though the text identifies many such resistant communities (see Judg 1:1-36), it is convenient, in
a reductionist way, to treat all of these opponents "in the land of Canaan" as "Canaanites," that is,
those who have not adhered to Yahweh and who did not organize social power in Yahwistic ways.
There is no doubt that the Canaanites are treated in a reductionist fashion in the text, condemned
along with "Canaanite gods," who are denied legitimacy not only in the text but by much subsequent
scholarship that is programmatically sympathetic to Israel. It seems clear that the "Canaanites" and
"Israelites" are of common ethnic stock, but the differences are theological (holding or not holding to
Yahwistic land claims) and derivatively socioeconomic (organizing or not organizing social power
in more or less communitarian ways).

Given the clear contrast of Israel and "Canaan," however, it is important to notice that Israel is not
said to merit the land because it is "better":

 
It is not because of your righteousness or the uprightness of your heart that you are going
in to occupy their land; but because of the wickedness of these nations the LORD your
God is dispossessing them before you, in order to fulfill the promise that the LORD made
on oath to your ancestors, to Abraham, to Isaac, and to Jacob. (Deut 9:5)

 
Israel links its reception of the land, albeit by force, to the old enduring promise of God in Genesis.
In the end, the land is a gift of God.

These theological and socioeconomic distinctions are taken in the literature to be of immense
importance, such that savage brutality in the name of the social revolution is readily legitimated, for



it is the will of the God of the revolution to destroy:
 

For it was the LORD's doing to harden their hearts so that they would come against Israel
in battle, in order that they might be utterly destroyed, and might receive no mercy, but be
exterminated, just as the LORD had commanded Moses. (Josh 11:20)

 
A Text with Theological Features

 
Our purpose in the preceding section is to indicate the way in which interpretive-theological-

ideological factors are present in the text that make impossible a flat, historical report. Although our
terms—interpretive, theological, ideological—overlap and their functions cannot be easily sorted
out, we may make some distinctions that will illuminate our reading of Joshua and Judges as sacred
scripture.

1. Theological: The notion of theological is that there is reference to God. And so it is in this
literature. Yahweh is presented as the God who makes promises and who keeps them. It is asserted at
the end of the land-taking:

 
Thus the LORD gave to Israel all the land that he swore to their ancestors that he would
give to them. . . . And the LORD gave them rest on every side just as he had sworn to their
ancestors; . . . for the LORD had given all their enemies into their hands. Not one of all
the good promises that the LORD had made to the house of Israel had failed; all came to
pass. (Josh 21:43-45)

 
This God, moreover, will keep promises in stunning ways, in circumstances that are not immediately
responsive to Yahweh's intent. More specifically, Yahweh will make and keep promises to Israel, the
people chosen to receive Yahweh's particular attentiveness. Yahweh's concrete promise, made and
kept to Israel, is a guarantee of safe, stable, prosperous blessing in a land that can be its very own.

This theological claim has been immensely important to the community of Israel through the
generations, for it has kept alive a concrete, historical hope for a people that has been
characteristically landless and displaced. The same promises have been important, derivatively, for
the church that takes these texts as Holy Scripture. For the most part, however, the faith of the church
is not land-based. (But there are important exceptions to this general principle. A most prominent
case is the way in which European Christians colonized North America as "God's New Israel,"
concretely, in an act of land seizure.) For that reason the land claims of Joshua and Judges have been
transposed and spiritualized, so that it is Jesus who is the land of promise, and communion with God,
sacramentally expressed, is the church's sure, safe place. Beyond concrete Jewish appeals to this
tradition and transposed Christian claims out of this tradition, the linkage between the land-giving
God and the landreceiving people has been generative of revolutionary theology in the contemporary
world based in the conviction that God wants none of God's people to remain landless and
precarious, certainly not in the presence of great landowners who monopolize land that must be
shared. Thus the land promises, along with the Exodus memory, have been a powerful, elemental
source of revolutionary imagination committed to the overthrow of land monopoly in the interest of
land redistribution.



2. Ideological: When we take the teaching and advocacies of the text as normative, we may term
them theological. When we recognize their function in terms of bias and distortion (to make claims
for land legitimacy in the face of other land claims), we may name them ideological. Here we may
identify three facets of ideology that deeply pervade these texts:

(a) Other inhabitants of and claimants to the land of promise ("Canaanites") are demonized in flat
and wholesale ways. The text is intentional in creating a deep and total either/or between Yahweh
and the Canaanite gods and between Israel and the Canaanite population. Indeed such demonizing of
the enemy is a characteristic maneuver of propaganda when tension and conflict are acute, for such
demonization then becomes the warrant for massive brutality without caution or embarrassment. Thus
the anti-Canaanite thrust of these texts proceeds in the claim that the Canaanites are unworthy, have
no legitimate claim on the land, and are the enemies of Yahweh whom Yahweh wants destroyed.

It is important to recognize that the ideological impact of the text continues to be effective and
generative in a variety of contemporary contexts. Specifically, there is no doubt that the claims of
land for the chosen people of Yahweh nourishes and funds the land claims of the contemporary state
of Israel; it is, moreover, seen to give warrant for a version of "Greater Israel" in some extreme
forms of Zionism that can entertain the elimination of the Palestinian population from the land. To be
sure the ancient inhabitants of the land, the Canaanites, are not connected in any historical way to the
contemporary Palestinians; in ideological reading, however, the "enemy" of Israel in the land is
readily transposed from the one to the other. It is to be recognized that such a utilization of the old
tradition is not characteristic of Jewish perspectives on "others," but the tradition lends itself to this
reading in an ideological context.

The demonization of the enemy as a stratagem of legitimacy is not unfamiliar to us as we may
ponder the ways in which Germans, Japanese, Russians, and North Vietnamese have been variously
demonized in order to support the U.S. "war effort," and the way in which, more recently, the several
communities in the Balkans have engaged in "ethnic cleansing." It is sobering to recognize, in the
Balkan states, for example, that the enemies demonized and "cleansed" are in fact communities of
people who in almost every way share a commonality with their enemy.

Closer to home in the U.S., we may also notice that the European "discovery" of North America
led to the long-term massacre of Native Americans who already occupied the land. The demonization
of Native Americans in popular lore, moreover, is evident in the stereotype of "Cowboys and
Indians" offered in endless "Westerns." The U.S. itself has built its national land claim on such
wholesale demonization. Such an awareness may help us to appreciate the strategy of demonization
in our literature, as it appears that "Canaanites" and "Hebrews" are of a common social, cultural
stock.

(b) It follows for such demonization of "the other" that this literature fosters an ideology of
violence in the name of Yahweh. The taking of the land was, on the whole, not a peaceable process of
negotiation but a violent project aimed at elimination and extremity. That violence, moreover, is
rooted, according to the texts concerning the seizure of the land from its earlier occupants, in the
violent intentionality of Yahweh, who wills the destruction of inhabitants of the land in order to claim
the land for the peasants who carry the promise.

It is difficult to overstate the importance of this ideological claim made for Yahweh. For it means
that violence, according to Israel's own text, is legitimated by Yahweh's own mandate, a legitimated
violence that has continued to give legitimacy to the violent propensities of derivative communities
of faith. It may be argued that such legitimated violence is nothing more than the sociopolitical



advocacy of Israel that it dares to assign to Yahweh. Nonetheless, in the text the violence is
intentionally and without embarrassment linked to Yahweh's own purposes. Thus the Christian West
has a long history of abuse toward those who disagree theologically, as is spectacularly evident in
the Crusades and in the Inquisition. Moreover, the several wars of the U.S. have been
characteristically conducted with religious rhetoric, so that the wars are characteristically
legitimated as actions in the service of Yahweh, whose name is praised in much of the hymnody of
the church that is saturated with images of violent militarism. (Only as a small footnote to the
Christian exploitation of violence is the same rhetoric operative in the contemporary state of Israel as
concerns Israeli claims to the land.)

(c) The demonization of enemies and the legitimation of violence are pervasive themes in these
texts. Along with them, more positively, the text also implies a vision of the land that will be
reordered according to the purposes of Yahweh as given in the book of Deuteronomy. If Joshua and
Judges are intimately linked to the book of Deuteronomy, as seems beyond doubt, and if the literature
reflects a peasant revolt, as seems plausible, then it does not surprise us that the books contend for a
reordering of the land in a communitarian way with a fuller sharing of resources with all members of
the community. The violent assignment is to resist and destroy systems of acquisitiveness that
preclude such a society. It is this ideological commitment to an alternative society that is perhaps
behind Gideon's refusal of monarchy (Judg 8:22-23).

It should be noticed that ideology as external policy (demonization and violence) is in deep
conflict with an internal vision of communitarian sensibility. Clearly an overt policy of violence and
rejection is no viable matrix for a community of sharing. It is this deep contradiction between the
brutalizing violence of Yahweh and the Torah provisions of Yahweh for justice that lie at the heart of
biblical faith. It is evident that Israel is aware of this contradiction, but it remains pervasive
throughout the text in any case.

3. The adjudication of high theological claim and pervasive ideological assumptions is a tricky
task in any case. Those who are adherents of Judaism or Christianity and who take this text as
normative will find here a God who is faithful and generous to Israel, committed to wellbeing for the
faithful, and passionate in defense of the claims of the marginated. At the same time, an alert reader
cannot fail to see that these high theological claims are shot through with and dependent upon ignoble
propensities. There is no easy resolution of this problem, though in any case the first step is to
recognize what is before us in the text. It is perhaps a usual strategy among the faithful to take "the
good stuff" and ignore or not even notice the embarrassing elements. It is our judgment, however, that
high-minded theological affirmation about the God who keeps promises in a material way cannot
ever simply disregard what comes with it, so that at best we are left with an uneasy awareness of the
compromised foundation upon which such noble claims rest.

One other aspect of this adjudication is worth noticing. It is important not to hold Joshua and
Judges to bourgeois standards of a well-ordered society that should be more benignly embraced.
Such privileged opposition to violence, that "such things must not be done," is itself an ideological
claim in the interest of maintaining the status quo. What may seem to us readers in our privilege (and
most who read this book will be profoundly privileged) as completely unacceptable violence may
not seem so objectionable to the oppressed, marginated, and economically abused who know deep in
their bones that such oppression cannot be "right," and cannot be willed by the Creator of heaven and
earth. Thus the overthrow of entrenched, abusive power, albeit by violent means, is not as ethically
objectionable to the disenfranchised as it is to the safely and prosperously ensconced. This literature



may be understood, at least at one level, as the primitive literature of desperate liberation movements
who know themselves to be allied with and vouched for by the God of all social transformation. Such
revolutionary impetus is not everywhere welcomed in the world and perhaps cannot be finally
justified. But it can be appreciated for what it is, without in naïveté insisting that it be what it is not,
what it does not intend to be, and what it can never be. There is something to be appreciated in the
pervasive affirmation of this literature that the God of the Exodus stands massively against every
system of exploitation.

4. Now that we have paid attention to the theological and ideological workings of the text, we
may return to ask more soberly about the "history" that may be reflected here, though even that
"history" surely has something of ideological force. After the text makes its loud, strident claims for
Yahweh's gift of the land, the text must also reckon with lived elements of experience that do not
readily conform to the large, loud claims of faith. Specifically, the text itself makes clear that the
taking of the land was not clean and wholesale. Indeed, we may say that if the seizure of the land had
been as complete as the ideology of Joshua had hoped, then the stories of Judges would not be
needed and could not have occurred.

Thus it is clear that on the ground, the process of the land becoming "Israelite" was complex,
gradual, and variegated according to local circumstance. In spite of the ideology of elimination of the
others, the text makes clear that there were non-Israelites who continued in the land with whom Israel
had to come to terms. Most prominent are the narratives of "faithful" Rahab (Josh 2) and of the
duping Gibeonites (Josh 9), who are footnotes of exception to the ideology. Moreover, the list of
Judg 1:21-36 with its repeated refrain "did not drive out" indicates realism that is reinforced by the
acknowledgments of Josh 13:1-7, 13; 16:10; and 17:12-13.

It is evident that the text itself is aware of the incongruity between claim and apparent reality, for
it takes steps to comment, explain, and justify the limited implementation of the land seizure. In Judg
2:3, it is asserted that the other nations remain in the land because Israel has been disobedient (see
2:20-23). (By contrast, Exod 23:29-30 offers an alternative reason for the continuation of other
peoples, namely, that an empty land would revert to wilderness conditions, so that it is better to give
the land over to Israel "little by little.")

With the judgment given in Judg 2:2-3, we begin to see the turn of theological emphasis from the
book of Joshua to the book of Judges. Whereas Joshua is almost completely about the gift of the land,
Judges begins to reflect on the unwillingness of Israel to adhere to the Torah as condition of the land.
That is, the revolution that began in such high-minded passion becomes a sorry compromise already
in the first episode in the land (Josh 7–8), a compromise that culminates in Judg 17–21 in disordered
barbarism. Having said that, it is possible to see that even the acknowledgment of historical
circumstances that do not measure up to ideological claims is put to ideological use. For by the end
of Judges, the new recipients of the land are in deep crisis precisely because they themselves fail to
live up to the Torah ideology. This turn from gift to judgment makes clear that one cannot sort out
ideological and historical elements in the narrative, because even what appears to be a historical
acknowledgment can be utilized for a second ideological accent, namely, the land given by the
promise-keeping God can be taken away by the Torah-insisting God.

5. We may now draw a conclusion about the theological-ideological force of this literature that
(a) concerns legitimacy in the land, (b) is preoccupied with the expulsion of foreigners, and (c)
worries that the land may be lost by excessive accommodation to the social system and practice of
the Canaanites. It is thought by many scholars, for a variety of complex reasons, that the ideological



intention of this literature is designed for an exilic community of Jews in the sixth century who are
deported from their own land and who yearn and hope for rehabilitation into the land. That is, the
intended canonical locus of the books is far removed from its purported preoccupation with
premonarchy, addressing a postmonarchy community. This literature then may serve such a displaced
community:

—to assert the legitimacy of claims to the land, claims jeopardized by deportation;
—to warn against "foreigners" with their foreign religious practices seen as a threat to a

pure community of faith; and
—to urge careful Torah obedience as the condition for reentry into the land.

Thus the historical specificity of these narratives is considerably removed from their theological
intention. The canonical program of the text is to summon and authorize and energize a community
about to be reconstituted in the land. In such a context, the problem is not in fact "foreigners," but
heterodox religious practice that will endanger the purity of Yahwism, a purity that is taken to be a
mark of the emerging community of Judaism.

 
Rhetoric of Entitlement and Extermination

 
With this framing of the complex interpretive issues related to these biblical texts, we may now

consider more closely the specificities of the text. The book of Joshua is conventionally divided into
three parts:

—the seizure of the land (1–12),
—the division of the land (13–19), and
—concluding narratives (20–24).

The story of the seizure of the land (1–12) is framed with the initial authorization of Joshua (chap.
1) and an inventory of conquests that suggests complete defeat (but not extermination) of every enemy
(12:7-24). The latter list makes clear the way in which the "Canaanites" had organized social power
into a series of city-states.

Chapters 1–5 narrate the preparation for entry and the entry into the land. As indicated, chapter 1
is a theological overture that asserts that (a) Joshua is authorized by Yahweh for the task, and (b) the
land enterprise is a Torah project. The other preliminary matter, along with theological justification
in chapter 1, is a practical stratagem in chapter 2, namely, reconnaissance of the land about to be
entered and the first city to be taken (Jericho). It is remarkable that the first ally for Israel in the new
land is a "prostitute" (Rahab), who not only cooperates but also knows of the revolutionary ground
from which Israel makes its move about the land:

 
As soon as we heard it, our hearts melted, and there was no courage left in any of us
because of you. The LORD your God is indeed God in heaven above and on earth below.
Now then, since I have dealt kindly with you, swear to me by the LORD that you in turn
will deal kindly with my family. Give me a sign of good faith. (Josh 2:11-12)

 
These two beginning points, theological authorization and practical military undertaking, prepare

for the actual entry over the Jordan River. It is clear that the narrative of the crossing is presented as



a liturgical act that can be replicated in subsequent liturgical activity (Josh 3–4). Moreover, the
interpretation of the act, echoing the Exodus testimony of Rahab, makes the act a replication of the
Exodus:

 
For the LORD your God dried up the waters of the Jordan for you until you crossed over,
as the LORD your God did to the Red Sea, which he dried up for us until we crossed
over, so that all the peoples of the earth may know that the hand of the LORD is mighty,
and so that you may fear the LORD your God forever. (4:23-24)

 
It is clear that the narrative is theologically self-aware; it is not mere reportage, but wants to tie

this land project to the Exodus, either as a conclusion to the Exodus or as a parallel. The Exodusland
axis of the narrative exhibits Yahweh as the God who is said to overthrow every status quo in the
interest of those excluded, who now forcibly push in to the resources of society.

The first acts in the new land are liturgical: circumcision (5:2-7) and Passover (5:10-11). We may
notice two other interpretive notes. In 5:1-2 the wholesale character of the coming conquest is
anticipated. There are here no exceptions or variations. It is Yahweh who intimidates (see Ps 114).
Second, in 5:11-12, Israel may rely no more on miracle bread. In a flash, Israel has arrived as a land-
based community with all the wonders and all the risks of that new status. The narrative marks this
moment as a genuine turn in Israel's destiny. Israel is now subject to a new set of temptations, those
of the land.

Three extended narratives are featured in chapters 6:1–10:15.The first of these in chapter 6
reports on Rahab, whom we have already encountered in chapter 2. In this narrative, she is spared
(6:25), since she had already acted faithfully toward Israel (2:12). Thus she is an important
exception at the outset to the general rule of extermination of all non-Israelites. In the second
narrative, Achan, an Israelite, brings defeat upon his people because he has coveted and withheld
from his own community (7:20-21). As a consequence, he is executed, even though he is an Israelite.
These first two narratives together are a study in contrasts: Rahab, the non-Israelite, is spared for
fidelity; Achan, the Israelite, is executed for infidelity. In seeing these two stories together, one can
see a tension in the self-understanding of Israel in the text. The surface ideology consists in life for
Israelites and death for foreigners. In the practice of these two narratives, however, a quite different
criterion is employed, whereby the faithful foreigner is spared and the exploitative Israelite is not.
Thus the issue of covenantal fidelity, whether by a foreigner or by an Israelite, preempts the first set
of criteria.

The figure of Rahab in the narrative is an especially important and interesting one. She is a
representative figure of the way in which "Canaanites" were occasionally included in the Israelite
world, even receiving steadfast love from Israel. Her role indicates that the sharp distinction
between "Canaanites" and "Israelites" was not always maintained. Indeed the difference between the
two is only one of theological loyalty, not at all linked to any ethnic or cultural identity. She is of
interest beyond that because she is a woman in a man's culture. As a woman she acts with courage
and freedom and so plays the decisive role in the narrative. It is clear in the storytelling memory of
ancient Israel that women could indeed be agents of their own history. The significance of Rahab in
the tradition is evidenced by the fact that she reappears in Christian tradition as a model for faith. In
Heb 11:31 she is cited as an example of faith and in Jas 2:25 she enacts "works" that signify faith.

The third narrative concerns the Gibeonites, yet another community of foreigners (9:1–10:15). In



this narrative the Gibeonites are fearful before the threat of Israel. By a deceptive stratagem they
trick Israel into making a treaty with them. As a consequence Joshua "makes peace" with them, even
if it is a shalom between a master and a servant (9:15; 10:1). The thrust of the narrative is that even
though the treaty is gained dishonestly, it must be honored. Joshua is therefore committed to
protecting the Gibeonites, even though they are among the foreigners otherwise scheduled for
extermination.

The narratives of Rahab and the Gibeonites are perhaps a deliberate pair in the text. Both turn out
to be exceptions to the rule of extermination of foreigners, thus making clear that the rule of
extermination is not absolute. In both cases, Joshua and Israel are bound to act in protective fidelity
toward a foreigner, and so to save them from the general policy. It is instructive that in both these
cases, the foreigner appeals to an affirmation of Yahweh, in both cases aware of Yahweh's awesome
intention for the land and seeking exception from the general policy. We have seen the affirmation of
Rahab (2:11). It is matched by a Gibeonite assertion:

 
Because it was told to your servants for a certainty that the LORD your God had
commanded his servant Moses to give you all the land, and to destroy all the inhabitants
of the land before you; so we were in great fear for our lives because of you, and did this
thing. (9:24)

 
These two cases show that non-Israelites can come to respectful terms with Yahweh, and on the

basis of such an acknowledgment inhabitants of the land are saved. The narrative indicates the extent
to which the ideological absoluteness must be handled through a process of attentive negotiation.

The narratives of the seizure of the land conclude in 10:16–12:24 with a summary report of the
conquest. One is struck in these verses by the ferocious character of the conquest, repeatedly ending
in wholesale destruction, as in the following phrases:

 
• great slaughter on them, until they were wiped out (10:20);
• put them to death (10:26);
• utterly destroyed every person (10:28);
• he left no one remaining in it (10:30);
• struck it with the edge of the sword, and every person in it (10:32);
• every person in it he utterly destroyed (10:35);
• utterly destroyed every person in it (10:39);
• utterly destroyed all that breathed (10:40).
 
The rhetoric is relentless. This summary account is a sharp, perhaps intentional contrast with the

narrative accounts of Rahab and the Gibeonites. This collection of concluding reports is interrupted
in 11:1-15 concerning the great fortress city of Hazor. But the conclusion is the same as the
preceding; none escaped (11:11, 14). After the Hazor narrative, moreover, the same harsh notes
conclude the summary of 11:16-22, with an acknowledgment of the exception: "There was not a town
that made peace with the Israelites, except the Hivites, the inhabitants of Gibeon" (11:19). The
wholesale quality of the onslaught is reinforced by chapter 12 with its concluding list of thirty-one



kings. In verses 1, 6, and 7, the NRSV uses the translation "defeat," but the Hebrew term is much
more harsh, better rendered "smite" or "strike," thus implying execution. The conquest is complete.
We are left to ponder the odd role and presence of the narratives concerning Rahab and the
Gibeonites. There are hints that Israel's relationship to outsiders is not as one-dimensional as first
glance may suggest.

The middle part of the book of Joshua concerns the division of the land (chaps. 13–19). This
material, in deliberate and symmetrical fashion, assigns to each tribe an allotment of guaranteed
territory, so that the land promise is made specific and concrete for each social unit in Israel.
Scholars have long debated the boundaries that are drawn for the several tribes. More conservative
scholars regard these boundaries as the situation of early, premonarchic Israel. But most scholars
believe that the layout is too symmetrical to reflect actual geographical reality. More plausibly the
list is a fictive presentation from the exilic community of Israel that yearns for a restoration to the
land and that imagines how it will be when all is reordered and safely assured by the promises of
Yahweh. Thus Joshua's imagined division of the land takes place within the context of Yahweh's large
and reliable land promises. An even more idealized account of land allotment, perhaps to serve a
parallel purpose, is upheld in Ezek 47:13–48:35.

We may notice three particulars in this extended portion of text. First, it is acknowledged that "the
nations" are not all expelled from the land according to the ideology of total conquest. Israel will
have to learn to live with and among the nations. Two texts are of interest in this regard. The opening
paragraph of 13:1-7 likely functions as a transition from "conquest" (1–12) to "division" (13–19).
These verses acknowledge on many fronts that other peoples still occupy the land. Most interesting is
the assertion of verses 6-7 that what is left of the conquest will be Yahweh's own work; Joshua is to
leave off the work of conquest to concentrate on land division (see also 13:13; 15:63; 16:10; 17:12-
13).

The brief note of 17:16-18 is evidence of a "class" distinction in dispute over the land. The
"Canaanites" are said to control the technology that permits high-powered militarism, a technology
Israel does not possess (see 1 Sam 13:19-22). Such a statement coheres with the notion that
"Canaanite" refers to the urban elites who monopolize power, whereas "Israelites" have no access to
such power. Thus a primary reason that other peoples still hold the land is superior military
technology. The assurance of verse 18 is that Israel—perhaps at the behest of Yahweh—will
eventually prevail.

Second, it belongs to standard Israelite formulation concerning land allotment that the tribe of
Levi, a priestly tribe, is given no land, for Yahweh is its "portion" (13:33; 14:3-4; 18:7; see also
21:1-42). This recurring notion indicates that at least the idealized form of land allotment is still
represented as a sacral act that defers to the priests. This understanding will be important when
Israel reflects upon the ritual purity of the land (see Ezek 48:8-14; Josh 22:19-20).

The third, more curious note is the special provision made for Caleb (14:6-15; 15:13-19). This
narrative account in the midst of stylized lists is worthy of notice. Caleb is featured in Num 13:30–
14:10, along with Joshua, as a man of faith and courage who trusted Yahweh in the face of
intimidating circumstances. Indeed,

 
My servant Caleb, because he has a different spirit and has followed me wholeheartedly,
I will bring into the land into which he went, and his descendants shall possess it. (Num
14:24; see Num 26:65; 32:12; Deut 1:36)



 
The reference suggests that Caleb is entitled to special land as a consequence of his profound

faith. The narrative notice is a reminder that land, in the end, requires great faith. The alternative to
such faith is anxiety that produces compromise and accommodation and eventually disobedience,
propensities already anticipated in the fearful colleagues of Caleb and Joshua in Num 13:27-28, 31-
33. In the end, so the tradition attests, the way of compromise and disobedience leads to land loss.

The final section of the book (chaps. 20–24) consists in a miscellaneous collection of materials
reporting on unfinished business, including a provision for "cities of refuge" (20:1-9), provision for
the Levites (21:1-42), and completion of the relationships among the tribes (22:1-34).

The Structure and Number of the Clans
 

 



 
We may notice three items in particular. First, in 21:43-45, the narrative ends with a sweeping

conclusion, asserting that all of Yahweh's promises to Israel have now been fulfilled: "Not one of all
the good promises that the LORD had made to the house of Israel had failed; all came to pass" (v.
45). Some scholars have suggested that these verses are designed to look back to the initial land
promise of Gen 12:1, thus completing a tale of promise and fulfillment. The reception of the land is
regarded as a gift of Yahweh, who now makes possible a safe, stable community in the land, without
threat or anxiety.

Second, the address of Joshua to Israel (23:2-16), now settled in the land, is a quite intentional
piece of land theology that is a counterpart to 1:2-9. Both speeches by Joshua to Israel focus upon the
land, and both speeches mention land in relation to the Torah. We can, however, notice that the two
speeches have quite different emphases. In 1:2-9, the speech is an invitation to courage and an
assurance that Torah obedience is the only "weapon" needed for the land. Obedience to Yahweh's



Torah makes land reception and maintenance possible. It is important to keep in mind that
"obedience" has to do with a certain quality of life that is rooted in an elemental relationship of love,
loyalty, and gratitude.

By contrast, 23:2-16 is not an assurance but a warning. It is as though the tradition has now
become aware that as Israel has settled into a safe land, it has come to think of itself as self-
sufficient, no longer in need of Yahweh, no longer dependent on Yahweh, but free to live
autonomously. The urging of Joshua is for Torah obedience:

 
Therefore be very steadfast to observe and do all that is written in the book of the law of
Moses, turning aside from it neither to the right nor to the left, so that you may not be
mixed with these nations left here among you, or make mention of the names of their gods,
or swear by them, or serve them, or bow yourselves down to them, but hold fast to the
LORD your God, as you have done to this day. (23:6-8)

 
Israel's temptation is to compromise its Yahwistic identity, to traffic ("mix") with the other

peoples and their gods. The speech concludes with a serious threat:
 

If you transgress the covenant of the LORD your God, which he enjoined on you, and go
and serve other gods and bow down to them, then the anger of the LORD will be kindled
against you, and you shall perish quickly from the good land that he has given to you. (v.
16)

 
Disobedience will cause land loss. Failure in Torah obedience will lead to the retaking of the land
by the Canaanites.

It is likely that this material, like much of the book of Joshua, is from a perspective of the sixth-
century exile. The exile is land loss, pure and simple. From the perspective of the Torah tradition,
moreover, it is Torah violation that causes exile. Reading the text intelligently requires us to keep in
view the long history of Israel that is clearly on the horizon of this text. In any case, the imperative of
verse 6 and the warning of verse 16 prepare us for what is to come next in the book of Judges,
namely, the crisis of seduction and disobedience.

Third, the meeting assembled in Josh 24 is regarded by scholars as a great summary statement of
all that has gone before in the tradition of Israel. We may identify the following elements in the text:

1. Verses 2-13 are a narrative recital that summarizes the normative lore of Israel from Abraham
forward. Israel's present identity depends upon keeping its past immediately available in the present
tense.

2. The meeting at Shechem is a negotiation whereby inhabitants of the land are invited into the
community of Israel (vv. 14-15). This negotiation requires a clear decision for Yahweh, but the mood
is quite in contrast to the ideology of extermination in the earlier part of the book. Israel will not live
in a clean, unambiguous environment, but must always find a way for faith amid seductive
alternatives.

3. The decision to be made here, and always again to be made, is to "put away the foreign gods"
(v. 23) and enter into a covenant of obedience to Yahweh's Torah (vv. 25-26). The linkage between



land and Torah is reasserted.
4. Joshua dies (vv. 29-30). The period of the great takeover and settlement is ended. Israel now

faces a dangerous time without great leadership.
The book of Joshua begins in a death (1:1). It ends in a death (24:29-30). Between these deaths

Israel begins in a buoyant assurance from Joshua. It ends in a stern warning and threat from that same
Joshua. The tradition understands that the land that is an enormous gift is also an endless seduction.

 
The Book of Judges as a Theological Vision

 
In the book of Joshua we have seen that the land-Torah vision moved from assurance to warning.

The book of Judges is preoccupied with the latter theme, namely, that departure from Yahweh
jeopardizes the land. The book of Judges, in its central part, is upon the surface a collection of
folktales about various heroes who have in clever and courageous ways enhanced the freedom and
well-being of Israel (3:7–16:31). These tales are means whereby a community of story hearers can
celebrate its own identity, can name the times and places and persons who have outthought and
outfoxed stronger, oppressive powers, and can mark the oppressor peoples who abused but who
finally proved inept and were defeated.1 It is clear, however, that these hero tales have been
formulated for a didactic purpose, to reiterate the starchy warning of Josh 23:16 that violation of
Yahweh will risk the land.

That central section of the book of Judges, comprising folktales as testimony to Torah faith, is
framed by a beginning and an ending. The beginning section provides continuity with the book of
Joshua (Judg 1:1–3:6). The preponderant theme in this section, echoing the realism of Josh 13:1-7, is
a candid acknowledgment that other peoples are still in the land, that Israel was unable to drive them
out, and that Israel must come to terms with that political-geographical reality (1:19, 21, 27, 29, 30,
31-32, 33, 34). The totalizing land ideology of early Joshua has not yet been implemented. This
acknowledgment is offered simply as a statement of political-military reality without any didactic
implication. Israel must live in the real world, whether this is the Canaanite world of the thirteenth
century or, as seems likely, the belated world of sixth-century exiles.

That predominant theme of "did not drive out" is surrounded by two other accents that reach all
the way from unembarrassed military brutality to a first presentation of the didactic theology that will
dominate the book of Judges. The unembarrassed military brutality is narrated in the opening verses
in 1:5-7. These verses reflect the deep resentment, indeed hatred, of an oppressed people toward the
oppressor, people who take drastic vengeance on the object of their hatred. The object here is
"Adonibezek." They gave him back in kind, forcing him, with toes and thumbs cut off, to pick up
crumbs from the table. The unbearably cruel picture offers a humiliated king who, without digits or
dexterity, can only pick up crumbs with his mouth, face to the ground. The conquering Israelites—
perhaps abused peasants—were so filled with hate that they implemented the violence learned from
their overlords. The faith of Israel in the Old Testament is shot through with brutalizing violence
learned through suffering.

At the other extreme, the presence of other peoples in the land, contradicting the ideology of total
conquest, provides occasion for Torah instruction. The tradition takes the opportunity to give
theological justification for the continuation of other peoples in the land. The reasons given for their
continuation in the land are these:



—Israel has not obeyed (listened), so they are continuing traps to seduce Israel (2:2-3). The
phrase "not obey" (shema') refers to Torah obedience.

—Israel has not obeyed (listened; 2:20).
—They are there to test Israel, to find out if Israel is serious about the Torah (2:22-23; 3:1-7).

All of these statements are a focus on Israel's disobedience to Yahweh's Torah.
It is asserted that Joshua's generation was faithful to Yahweh (2:6-10). But the next generation was

not (2:11-19). The rhetoric of Judges regularly speaks of "following other gods," so that Israel's
departure from Torah is a wrong choice of gods. But that religious choice is not to be understood
thinly, because the choice of gods always brings with it a decision about socioeconomic-political
practice. Allegiance to Yahweh brings with it an embrace of communitarian covenantalism, that is,
an economy that practices neighborliness between haves and have-nots. Conversely, embracing of
other gods entails "Canaanite" socioeconomic-political practices, that is, the utilization of social
power for self against neighbor. It is important to recognize that the faith in Yahweh here championed
by the text and (allegedly) rejected by the people consists in an entire way of organizing social
power and social relationships, even if the tradition voices these matters simply as religious choices.

These introductory verses focus upon Israel's disobedience, because settlement in the land brought
with it the seductions of power and autonomy (see Deut 8). It is such departure from Torah that
causes new waves of oppression and that evokes in turn a return to Yahweh, who saves.

This theological interpretation of Israel's history clearly voiced in 2:11-19 is the dominant
didactic tendency in the central part of the book, 3:7–16:31. This material consists in a series of hero
tales, seemingly in no particular order, that bespeak bravery and defiance of oppressors in the
service of Yahweh and to the enhancement of Israel. In reading this material attention should be paid
to the delicate interface between imaginative narrative freedom and stylized didactic theological
claim. The two forces in the text do not easily fit together. But the combination of the two explicates
the conviction of Israel that its lived narrative is permeated with powerful Yahwistic reality.

The brief narrative of Othniel provides a clear outline of the theology that dominates the larger
narrative in four main points (3:7-11; see Josh 15:13-19; Judg 1:11-15):

—Israel forgets Yahweh (v. 7; see Deut 8:11, 19 on the theme);
—Yahweh sells Israel into oppression (v. 8);
—Israel cries out in petition to Yahweh (v. 9a);
—Yahweh raises up a deliverer who, as a "judge," becomes the hero of the story of

rescue (vv. 9b-11).
Everything in Israel turns on its commitment to Yahweh, and by extrapolation, on the social practice
of a Yahwistic ethic. It is to be recognized, however, that the book of Judges has a quite peculiar
notion of hero not at all congruent with the conventional "hero myth." These heroes are odd, so that
their achievements are all to be seen as miracles of God. Thus Ehud is a left-handed "misfit,"
Deborah is a woman, Gideon is a cowardly weakling, and Samson is a blind prisoner—an odd lot
through which God acts for Israel!

The accounts of Ehud (3:12-30), Deborah and Barak (4:1-24), Gideon (6:1–8:35), Jephthah
(11:1-40), and Samson (13:1–16:31) each feature an entertaining and subtle narrative that is made
into a carrier of the determined Torah theology of this tradition. As one reads in these narratives, the
interface of the two accents should be noticed in their great, imaginative variation.



Here we shall consider only the great poem of Judg 5, commonly called the Song of Deborah. In
chapter 4, Deborah and Barak are the subjects of a hero tale that is closely parallel to the other hero
tales that constitute the core of the book of Judges. It is remarkable that in the case of these two
heroes, as for no other, the narrative account is paralleled by an extended poem. This poem, a victory
song, is commonly regarded as one of the oldest, most powerful, and most artistic in the poetry of
ancient Israel. It is the sort of poem that an oppressed people might delight to recite, as it tells about
the defeat of a despised, oppressive power.

After the introductory verses, 2-3, identifying Yahweh as the celebrated subject of the poem, the
poem characterizes the dramatic, overpowering entry of Yahweh as a vigorous warrior who comes
from Sinai in the midst of a huge rainstorm (vv. 4-5). Verses 6-11 tell of the wondrous prosperity of
the peasantry that becomes dominant in the land, which intimidates and disrupts common commerce
(vv. 6-7a). This newly found dominance happened because of the leadership of Deborah, "mother in
Israel," and because there was the embrace of a "new God" who gave power and energy to the
peasants.

Of the two central characters in this combination of narrative and poem, there is no doubt that
Deborah is the key actor, the one who looms large in Israel's memory. This poem in Judg 5 is
conventionally designated as "The Song of Deborah." The victory poem shows the way in which this
remarkable woman acted with bravery and energetic military leadership to accomplish a victory
attributed to Yahweh. Alongside Deborah, it is worth noting that Jael, wife of Heber, is also a key
actor in the victory of Yahweh (Judg 5:24-27). The two women together, Deborah and Jael, evidence
the openness of Israelite memory and Israelite society in its early stages to the decisive role played
by women in the most public affairs of the community.

The victory song tells, of course, of battle. The battle is presented as a great confrontation with
the Canaanites of such scope that it might have concerned all the tribes of Israel. The great
confrontation was apparently in the area of Megiddo, a prominent place for classic showdowns. We
might imagine that the telling of the story of the great battle is for that culture not unlike the movie
Gettysburg, which makes ancient defining memory available in the present tense. The poem proceeds
in four scenes:

1. The poem speaks of the mustering and mobilizing of the tribes for battle (vv. 12-18, 22-23).
The song first characterizes the summons of Deborah and Barak into the crisis, and then the
mobilization of the several tribes. The poem is attentive to the different political positions of the
several tribes, for this was a quite loose confederation that did not act in easy concert. Each tribe
responded to the crisis according to its sense of its own interest, not unlike the way in which the
powers of Europe responded differently to the recent Bosnian crisis. The rhetoric communicates
vigor and passion and momentum for an army on the move. Verse 22 treats us to the sounds of the
horses charging into battle.

2. The lead warrior, Yahweh, is the vigorous partisan of Israel (v. 23). This is none other than the
Creator of heaven and earth. The one who comes in a rainstorm (vv. 4-5) is the one who will
mobilize large players in the creation stories, including rain, on behalf of Israel (see Josh 10:12-13).
Israel has the sense of all of creation being mobilized on its behalf, so that in verse 21b, the warriors
of Israel draw courage and energy from their cosmic allies.

3. In verses 24-27, the cosmic battle is focused, as a camera might zoom in, on a quite special
scene. The action is in the tent of Jael, wife of Heber, a member of Israel now renowned for her
courage. The poem tells how she duped the Canaanite general, Sisera, by a fake offer of hospitality.



And when he had fallen asleep in her falsely reassuring tent, she beat him to death. The death scene
in verse 27 is brief, but artistically exaggerated, so that the series of verbs makes the staggering work
of dying as dramatic and drawn out as any elongated, violent death on television. Jael for this one
great act is celebrated forever in Israel, a modest "tent-dwelling woman" overpowering a great
Canaanite general—the stuff of self-congratulations in a peasant community.

4. The final scene of the poem (vv. 28-30) stands in stark contrast to the preceding. Here we
witness a cadre of the wives of Canaanite military leaders. They are watching and waiting anxiously
for the return of their men from battle. They wonder why they delay in coming home. They imagine
that the generals dally over gambling and women, as military men might. These women are about to
learn of the devastating defeat at Israelite hands. These grief-stricken women are contrasted with the
buoyant, daring Jael. The poet knows, and all Israel knows, that the Canaanites are not coming home
from battle. Because Israel has prevailed!

Indeed, in characteristic war rhetoric, verse 31 imagines that the enemies of Israel are the enemies
of God. The victory is the large, sweeping claim that Yahweh's intention for Israel is bound to
succeed. The land will be "ours" and the enemy will fail. This poetry, which is likely earlier than any
of the prose narratives, is unchecked by Torah theology. It is the voice of emancipated Israel, utterly
sure of Yahweh. This confidence in Yahweh is feebly echoed at the end of the Samson narrative, the
last of the great "judges": "Lord GOD, remember me and strengthen me only this once, O God, so that
with this one act of revenge I may pay back the Philistines for my two eyes" (16:28). Samson
performs his show of strength. It is, however, a sorry business, for he dies with his enemies. The
arrangement of the narrative, culminating with Samson and then going on to the sordidness of
chapters 17–21, suggests that zeal for Yahweh has, by this time, been so compromised and
accommodated that the capacity of the judges to cope with the threats posed to Israel is feeble and
ineffective. Disobedience, cumulatively narrated through these stories, has taken its heavy toll.

The conclusion of the book of Judges narrates the failure of the era of the Judges (17–21). Two
stories are told, one an account of the practice of idolatry (17–18), the other a narrative about
barbaric social relations (19–21). These odd stories are framed by the repeated refrain:

 
In those days there was no king in Israel; all the people did what was right in their own
eyes. (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25)

 
The stories tell about a land now in the grip of chaotic social relationships. The formula "no king"

apparently refers to civil government and is an anticipation of the rise of monarchy to follow, an
emergence narrated in 1 Samuel. It could also be that the "no king" formula is subtly understood as
the failure of Torah governance and the disregard of the God of the Torah as the true King in Israel. In
any case, the grand vision that propelled the entry into the land in the book of Joshua has come to a
sorry end. It is evident that in tension with the claims of Torah faith, these stories imply a powerful
advocacy for the coming monarchy as Israel's only hope. Without a reliable, stable institution of
monarchy, Israel is destined to social chaos. The claim is not primarily descriptive, but an assertion
made in the dispute over the "true" character of Israel.

In Judg 18:9-10, five men from the tribe of Dan in an odd tale of land assert:
 

"Come, let us go up against them; for we have seen the land, and it is very good. Will you



do nothing? Do not be slow to go, but enter in and possess the land. When you go, you
will come to an unsuspecting people. The land is broad—God has indeed given it into
your hands—a place where there is no lack of anything on earth."

 
This rhetoric is reminiscent of the urging of Caleb and Joshua:

 
"The land that we went through as spies is an exceedingly good land. If the LORD is
pleased with us, he will bring us into this land and give it to us, a land that flows with
milk and honey." (Num 14:7-8; see Num 13:17; 14:9)

 
Except that the great anticipation of land in Numbers and Joshua is now chastened and weakened

by idolatry. The great assurance at the beginning has now become a sorry condemnation. The Torah
requirement is more than the new inhabitants of the land can sustain. The land of promise has become
the land of an enormous problem, a problem in Israel writ large in exile (see 2 Kgs 23:26-27).

 
Conclusion

 
At the core of the Old Testament is a pondering of the land. Indeed Israel can never move far from

the land, precisely because the God of promise is a God who cares about material existence and
social well-being:

 
There is an inseparable link between God's People, Law and Land. Without this
"materialism" Judaism could not have made its fundamental contribution to Christianity,
nor could it continue to bear its full witness to the world. How far from understanding the
human texture of God's working are all these mysticisms and spiritualisms which attract
so many today!2

 
—The land is gift, for Yahweh intends those without land to receive a safe place in

which to live;
—The land is summons, for those who live in the land must respond to the gift of the

land;
—The land is seduction, for the safety of land is an invitation to trust the land as property

and not as gift.
It is clear that the books of Joshua and Judges celebrate the capacity of Yahweh to work a

revolutionary newness in the life of the world. It is equally clear in these texts that Israel's memory
and hope of land are saturated with violence in which even Yahweh is implicated.

A study of this literature may help us consider the strange measure of violence that continues to
haunt Israel and, derivatively, Christian culture. The ideology of the land of promise shows up in all
kinds of imperialisms, never more compellingly than in U.S. political history, which from the outset
took North America to be a land of promise for Europeans, willing to displace Native Americans by
violence, even as the Canaanites were routed. Belatedly and in a much lesser way, the same ideology
feeds the militarism of contemporary Israel. And beyond the large history of violence in the U.S. and



the recent ideology of Israel, we may observe that the great quarrels of our time, as in every time, are
about land: the Basques in Spain, the Balkans, Northern Ireland, Israel and the Palestinians.

In its ancient time Israel all too readily and uncritically embraced that totalizing ideology. There
is, now as then, the counterinsistence of Torah obedience as a way to organize the land alternatively.
But the requirements of Torah are in practice a lean insistence in the face of an ideology of land
possession. The end of such a perspective, so Israel learned, is displacement and dislocation exile:

 
O land, land, land,

hear the word of the LORD! (Jer 22:29)
 
Israel hopes, against exile, in the God of all land promises, a hope beyond the exile that is itself

the fruit of not listening:
 

For surely I know the plans I have for you, says the LORD, plans for your welfare and not
for harm, to give you a future with hope. Then when you call upon me and come and pray
to me, I will hear you. When you search for me, you will find me; if you seek me with all
your heart, I will let you find me, says the LORD, and I will restore your fortunes and
gather you from all the nations and all the places where I have driven you, says the
LORD, and I will bring you back to the place from which I sent you into exile. (Jer 29:11-
14)

 
Notes

 
1. See J. C. Scott, Weapons of the Weak (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987).
2. Amos Wilder, quoted in W. D. Davies, The Territorial Dimension of Judaism (Quantum Books

23; Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 138.
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CHAPTER SEVEN

THE RISE OF THE MONARCHY

1 Samuel, 2 Samuel, 1 Kgs 1–11, Selected Psalms
 
 
 

The opening chapters of the book of 1 Samuel introduce a period of social transformation in Israel.
The time of the judges has ended and the period of kingship begins. In an ongoing narrative
dominated by its central characters (Samuel, Saul, David, and Solomon), Israel moves through a
period of crisis that ends with the reluctant participation of the prophet Samuel in the establishment
of an Israelite kingship around 1000 BCE. The shaky transitional rule of Saul is displaced by the
unifying leadership of David, who establishes a secure kingdom and passes the throne to his son
Solomon. Solomon's reign takes on the trappings of many of the surrounding kingdoms and achieves
considerable influence, but his rule also sows the seeds of dissension that lead to the division of the
kingdom in 922 BCE. Although the books of 1 and 2 Samuel and 1 Kgs 1–11 give us information on
the historical and sociopolitical realities that led to this reshaping moment in Israel's history, they are
most concerned to provide a theological perspective on these transition events. How is the covenant
community of the people of God to understand itself when it must accommodate to a kingship that
borrows much of its trappings from surrounding Canaanite culture? How is the reign of earthly kings
to be understood in light of the sovereignty of God? How is the activity of God seen in these
transforming events? Why was Saul rejected, David affirmed, and Solomon judged? We will first set
this period in geopolitical perspective but then turn our attention to the theological perspectives of
the texts and traditions of these books in an effort to understand what this reshaping period came to
mean for Israel's understanding of its life in relation to God.

 
The Crisis of Israel and the Transition to Kingship

 
The opening chapters of 1 Samuel gradually reveal an Israel in crisis. The crisis is both internal

and external and will provide the final push toward the formation of a centralized form of governance
and leadership in Israel. The biblical traditions as we now have them understand this new institution
as a kingship, although its beginnings under Saul may have been little more than a chiefdom.1

The internal pressures toward kingship reach a crisis point in the biblical story with the
corruption of the sons of Eli, the priest at Shiloh, where the Ark of the Covenant was kept and the
religious traditions of Israel were preserved (1 Sam 2:11-17). Eli seems powerless to change their
behavior (1 Sam 2:22-25). Further, we are told that the "word of the LORD was rare in those days"
(1 Sam 3:1). In the period prior to this time (the book of Judges) the ongoing institutions of
leadership that crossed tribal lines in Israel had been largely religious in character, involved in ritual



observance (priesthood) and interpreting of the covenant law (judges, perhaps seers or interpreter's
of God's word). Periodic military threats allowed for the raising up of charismatic military leaders to
bring deliverance from the threat, but this office did not become institutionalized beyond the crisis,
and never involved all of Israel's tribal groups.

Recent sociological and anthropological methods, applied to the data of the biblical text and of
archaeological materials, suggest that there were growing pressures on the tribal groups of early
Israel toward centralization even before the events of 1 Samuel.2 These probably included increased
population, incorporation of diverse cultural groups, and the agricultural limitations of the hill
country. Recent studies of economic factors in this period suggest that there was a growing
accumulation of wealth that needed to be defended. This would have produced pressure toward
cooperative patterns of centralized governance and defense. Certainly there are indications of
support in tribal Israel for kingship at an earlier stage. Gideon is invited to accept kingship after his
victory over Midian: "Rule over us, you and your son and your grandson" (Judg 8:22). He refuses by
affirming that "the LORD will rule over you" (8:23), but his son Abimelech tries to establish a
kingship based at Shechem (Judg 9), which meets a disastrous end. The final chapters of Judges (17–
21) reflect violent conflicts between tribal groups and suggest there is no authority to give unity,
governance, and moral guidance in such times. "In those days there was no king in Israel; all the
people did what was right in their own eyes" (Judg 17:6; 21:25).

The crisis of Israel and the transition to kingship is also the result of external pressure. This came
in the form of the Philistines. In the tribal period reflected in the book of Judges, Israel had faced
military threats from enemies before, and leadership had been raised up to lead coalitions of tribes to
victory and relief from the threat. A single battle or campaign was sufficient to end the threat from an
aggressive and ambitious neighbor or a hostile group preying on the weak. The Philistines
represented a threat of a different order.

The Philistines established themselves on the Mediterranean coastal plain at the beginning of the
twelfth century BCE as part of a general migration out of the Aegean of Sea Peoples attempting to
settle coastal territories throughout the eastern Mediterranean. These Sea Peoples had tried to enter
Egypt and were turned back, as wall paintings and inscriptions at Medinet Habu record. Pharaoh
Rameses III allowed them to settle on the coastal plain to the southwest of Israelite tribal territory,
where they formed a coalition of five chief cities: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and Gath. The
Philistines, as this group of Sea Peoples were called, generally replaced the ruling class of
Canaanite populations already in that region. They were well organized militarily, utilizing both
professional standing armies and the hiring of mercenary troops. They had a strong economic base on
the coastal plain and possessed iron weapons.

Toward the end of the eleventh century BCE, conflicts broke out between the Philistines and the
southern tribes of Judah and Dan. The Philistines wished to expand their territory and sphere of
influence. These conflicts are reflected in the stories of Samson (Judg 13–16). Eventually the tribe of
Dan is forced to relocate in the far north of Israelite territory (Judg 17–18), and Judah seems, at least
for a time, to have regarded the Philistines as their rulers (Judg 15:11).

This threat becomes more serious in the opening chapters of 1 Samuel. The Philistines appear to
have embarked on military campaigns aimed at establishing their sovereignty over all of the Israelite
central hill country. As we shall see, 1 Sam 4–6 records a major defeat of Israel at the hands of the
Philistines. The Ark of the Covenant was captured, the city of Shiloh and its sanctuary destroyed, the
hill country occupied by Philistine garrisons, and iron working monopolized so Israel could not make



weapons (1 Sam 13:19-22). The attempt of tribal levies to meet the threat was swept away. Israel
could submit to absorption into a Philistine empire or they could develop new forms of military and
social leadership capable of meeting the more sustained threat represented by the Philistines.

At the opening of 1 Samuel we are in a time of growing pressure and support for new institutions
of centralized governance and military leadership, and the primary model of the surrounding peoples
is kingship. "We are determined to have a king over us, so that we also may be like other nations, and
that our king may govern us and go out before us and fight our battles" (1 Sam 8:19b-20). Further, the
institutions of religious leadership associated with Israel's identity as God's covenant people have
become corrupt and self-serving (1 Sam 2:11-17, 22-25). By the end of the books of Samuel we have
two new offices in Israel to meet this leadership crisis: the mediators of God's word, the prophets,
and God's anointed ones, the kings.

 
Theological Perspectives on Kingship

 
The internal and external crises of Israel sketched above can be described in historical and

socioeconomic terms, but 1 Samuel sees these crises primarily in theological perspective. God will
not tolerate the faithlessness of the house of Eli (1 Sam 2:25b, 27-36). God will not tolerate the
victory of the Philistines over God's own people (1 Sam 5:1–7:1). God will not tolerate the absence
of the word of the Lord in Israel (1 Sam 3:19–4:1a). If there is to be a new future for Israel then God
will raise up kings and prophets. But this affirmation is not made without some evidence of
theological tension and ambiguity in Israel.

 
The Sovereignty of God

 
To understand the establishment of monarchy in Israel as not only a sociopolitical transformation

but a theological transformation as well, we must give brief attention to the concept of the
sovereignty of God. The notion of Yahweh as divine ruler appears much earlier in the biblical story.
For example, it is God as sovereign Creator whose image we bear in our humanity and whose
dominion we exercise as representatives of divine rule (Gen 1:26-29). The victory of Yahweh as
divine warrior over an oppressive Pharaoh to bring Israel out of bondage in Egypt is celebrated by
the proclamation of divine rule in Exod 15:18, "[Yahweh] will reign forever and ever." The imagery
of Yahweh's rule as divine sovereign continues to be important in the ongoing story of Israel, as
references from the Prophets and the enthronement psalms make clear. There are two distinct foci to
the claim that Yahweh reigns as sovereign: God is sovereign over the cosmos, and God is sovereign
over God's own people, Israel.

The clearest affirmations of Yahweh as sovereign over all creation are found in the enthronement
psalms. These liturgies proclaim that Yahweh is King. Yahweh's sovereignty is manifest in
ascendancy over all other gods, and rooted in divine rule over all creation as its originator. To create
the cosmos and become its ruler Yahweh overcame the forces of chaos (appearing as "the flood,"
"Rahab," "waters"), a common motif in other ancient Near Eastern creation traditions.

 
For the LORD is a great God,

and a great King above all gods.



In his hand are the depths of the earth;
the heights of the mountains are his also.

The sea is his, for he made it,
and the dry land, which his hands have formed. (Ps 95:3-5)

 
Let the heavens praise your wonders, O LORD,

your faithfulness in the assembly of the holy ones.
For who in the skies can be compared to the LORD?

Who among the heavenly beings is like the LORD,
a God feared in the council of the holy ones. . . .
You rule the raging of the sea;

when its waves rise, you still them.
 
You crushed Rahab like a carcass;

you scattered your enemies with your mighty arm.
The heavens are yours, the earth also is yours;

the world and all that is in it—you have founded them. . . .
For the LORD is yet our shield;

the Holy One of Israel is yet our king.
(Ps 89:5-7a, 9-11, 18 [author's translation of v. 18])
 
The LORD is king, he is robed in majesty;

the LORD is robed, he is girded with strength.
He has established the world; it shall never be moved;

your throne is established from of old;
you are from everlasting.

The floods have lifted up, O LORD,
the floods have lifted up their voice;
the floods lift up their roaring.

More majestic than the thunders of mighty waters,
more majestic than the waves of the sea,
majestic on high is the LORD! (Ps 93:1-4)

 
God's reign over all creation has moral implications for relationships among the nations. God's
sovereignty is not morally and theologically neutral.

 
Righteousness and justice are the foundation of your [God's] throne;

steadfast love and faithfulness go before you. (Ps 89:14; cf. Ps 97:2)



 
Say among the nations, "The LORD is king!

The world is firmly established; it shall never be moved.
He will judge the peoples with equity." . . .

He will judge the world with righteousness,
and the peoples with his truth. (Ps 96:10, 13b)

 
This portrait of God as sovereign Creator is foundational to the opening affirmation of God in the
Bible in Gen 1. God in power and majesty imposes the order of creation on the chaotic waters and
gives "dominion" to human beings created in God's own image as representatives of divine
sovereignty over creation. The royal term "dominion" is not a reference to inherent human privilege
to do with the earth what we wish. It is a commission to represent the sovereignty of the Creator as
those in the "image of God."

God is also affirmed in the biblical tradition as sovereign over Israel; God is Ruler of a
particular people in history. This understanding of God as King develops early in Israelite tradition
in connection with the Exodus-Sinai traditions. The Song of the Sea celebrates Yahweh's victory over
Pharaoh and deliverance of Israel with an affirmation of God's reign and God's royal abode (Exod
15:17-18). The sovereignty of the Creator God over all the nations is now related to kingship over
Israel, and the victory over chaos is related to deliverance from oppression in history.

 
The LORD their God is with them,

acclaimed as a king among them.
God, who brings them out of Egypt,

is like the horns of a wild ox for them. (Num 23:21b-22)
 

God's rule and its moral bias to justice and righteousness will now be experienced in particular as a
part of Israel's history.

 
The LORD is king; let the peoples tremble!

He sits enthroned upon the cherubim. . . .
Mighty King, lover of justice,

you have established equity;
you have executed justice

and righteousness in Jacob. . . .
Moses and Aaron were among his priests,

Samuel also was among those who called on his name.
(Ps 99:1, 4, 6)

 
In light of these traditions it is understandable that Gideon would respond to the notion that he and

his sons should be kings in Israel by saying, in effect, "We already have a king!" (Judg 8:22-23).



Until the time of Samuel the view that earthly kingship would be in conflict with the idea of Yahweh's
kingship seems to have held sway. The crises in Samuel's time, described above, began to tip the
balance, but not without serious theological implications and accommodations.

 
The Literary Traditions of the Books of Samuel

 
The story of the establishment of kingship, from the tentative beginnings with Saul through the

establishment of a secure state under David and a brief period of empire under Solomon, appears in
the books of Samuel and the first eleven chapters of 1 Kings. But these narratives are not themselves
neutral and disinterested tellings of the story. Neither do these narratives represent a single telling of
the story. Almost all scholars agree that the present shape of these narratives reflects both the
ambiguities and tensions of the time when these transitions to kingship first occurred in Israel and the
reassessment of these events theologically at later crucial points in Israel's life. Thus, some brief
comments on the theological viewpoints of the literary traditions are necessary.3

Especially in the narratives on the beginning of Saul's kingship there are differing theological
assessments of the monarchy. Some materials clearly disapprove and find kingship sinful (e.g., 1 Sam
8 and 12). Other episodes are decidedly positive about Saul and his kingship, and see the saving
work of God in these events (e.g., 9:1–10:16; 11:1-15). In earlier scholarship it was customary to
find here a pro-kingship source and an anti-kingship source (the former judged as early and the latter
as late). This effort has largely been abandoned. It seems likely that these traditions to some degree
reflect the ambiguity and tension over kingship at the time it was established. There was no doubt
support and opposition for this development. Collections of narratives for particular segments of the
story of this period seem to have developed. Most scholars agree on finding a History of the Rise of
David in 1 Sam 16:1–2 Sam 5:10, a Court History of David (sometimes called the Succession
Narrative) in 2 Sam 9–20 and 1 Kgs 1–2, and a narrative on the Reign of Solomon in 1 Kgs 3–11.
But these stories and collections with differing evaluations of kingship have been artistically woven
into larger ongoing narratives by later persons or groups who also reflect their experience of kings at
later points in Israel's history. Some scholars would see evidence of a Prophetic Edition of this story
emphasizing the role of the prophets in anointing kings, holding them accountable to God's will, and
ultimately rejecting them (Saul) or confirming them (David). Almost all scholars would see the
Deuteronomistic Historian giving 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 Kgs 1–11 its final artistic shape as part of a
great history work stretching from Joshua through 2 Kings and reflecting the experience of
Babylonian exile and the final failure of kingship. This Deuteronomistic telling of the story of Israel's
kings in the context of exile gives final shape to the text of the books of Samuel and Kings. The exile
experience of the failure of kingship sometimes gives an urgency and poignancy to the
Deuteronomistic retelling of the story of Israel's early kings.

Each of these retellings of the story of kingship and unified kingdom in Israel has its own
perspective on these events and attempts to find meaning in these stories for their own experience as
God's people. When we move through the narratives as they are now shaped, we will be interested
from time to time in the vested interests of these various retellings as they become evident in the text.
We must be aware that the voice of the storyteller is almost never a disinterested and neutral voice,
but in the end we must encounter the story as it is now shaped and handed on through generations of
the community of faith to make claim on our interests. Each segment of the story is dominated in turn
by one of four figures: Samuel, Saul, David, and Solomon.



 
Samuel: Crisis and Transition (1 Sam 1–7)

 
We have already discussed the internal and external crises pressuring Israel toward the reshaping

of its life in this period. These come to light in the opening chapters of 1 Samuel, but significantly the
story of this time in Israel's life does not begin with a grand sketching of great issues. It begins with
the desperation of a childless woman named Hannah. In 1 Sam 1, Hannah is one of two wives of
Elkanah. Although she has the love of Elkanah, she is taunted by his other wife, Peninnah, and
burdened by the stigma attached to childlessness for women of her time. On a pilgrimage to the
sanctuary at Shiloh she boldly prays to God for a child and vows the dedication of such a child to the
service of Yahweh. She is observed by the priest Eli, who thinks her drunk but ends by blessing her
petition. "[Yahweh] remembered her" (1:19); she conceives and bears a child whom she names
Samuel. When the child is weaned he is brought to the priest Eli to be raised in the service of
Yahweh at Shiloh.

At key points in the final portion of Hannah's story the gift of the child is described in relation to
the Hebrew verb sha'al "asked, lent" (vv. 20, 27-28), and this is the root of the name Saul. Samuel,
of course, is to become God's prophet, and his life will be inextricably intertwined with that of Saul,
Israel's first king.

Hannah's story is no doubt intended as representative of Israel's story in the chapters ahead. As
we shall see, Israel, too, is facing an uncertain future. God's remembering of the plight of a childless
woman like Hannah gives hope that God will remember and provide for Israel's future. We are
placed on notice that in the coming stories of prophets and kings, battles and politics, the real story is
of God's grace. Israel's future will be the gift of God and not simply of its own making. The
movement of God's grace toward Israel's future with kings will begin with Hannah and her son,
Samuel. Indeed, Hannah's name itself means "grace" in Hebrew.

Hannah's song in 2:1-10 is a hymn of thanksgiving, perhaps drawn from wider doxological
traditions in Israel (see Ps 113), but placed here in the mouth of Hannah as not simply mother of
Samuel but as mother of Israel. It moves from the lifting high of the horn ("strength") of Hannah
(2:1a) to the lifting up of the horn ("power") of God's anointed one, the king (2:10b). Samuel's birth,
an act of God's grace, is tied to the birth of kingship in Israel as an act of God's grace. The fortunes of
Israel will look bleak in the chapters immediately ahead, but Hannah's song celebrates the reversals
of power that God makes possible: weakness made strength; the lowly made exalted; the hungry
filled; the poor made rich; the barren given children (2:4-8a). Indeed, these reversals made possible
in God's power are a major theme of the books of Samuel. In 2 Sam 22 (almost identical to Ps 18),
David sings a song of thanksgiving that touches on many of the same themes as Hannah's song. The
books of Samuel are bracketed by the singing of Hannah and David, in anticipation and grateful
acknowledgment of the power of God to overcome the obstacles to Israel's future. Hannah's singing
becomes the pattern for Mary's singing in the Magnificat (Luke 1:46-55). Once again a woman sings
in celebration of a birth enabled by the power of God's grace. Once again the song looks to a coming
anointed one (Messiah, from the Hebrew for "anoint"). Both songs see the power of God as
transforming power in behalf of the weak and powerless. Both sing of new power arrangements and
potentialities that God can make possible for Israel and for the church. For Israel this will eventually
be embodied in David; for the church this will be embodied in the son of David, Jesus.

Only after learning of God's grace through the distress of Hannah are we introduced to the distress



of Israel. The sons of Eli have become corrupt, taking from the sacrifices for their own gain and
engaging in immoral practices; Eli is powerless to stop them (2:12-17, 22-25). God cannot tolerate
such faithlessness, and God's judgment on the house of Eli is pronounced in 2:27-36 (probably from
the Deuteronomistic Historian, who can see the fulfillment of this fate). Eli's sons, Hophni and
Phinehas, will die on the same day as a sign of this judgment. The house of Eli will die by the sword
(Saul kills them all at Nob in 1 Sam 22:6-23). Only one will escape (Abiathar), and he will end in
grief (he is banished by Solomon in 1 Kgs 2:26-27). God will raise up a new faithful priest (Zadok,
made the priestly family of Solomon's temple, 1 Kgs 2:35).

Throughout the narration of the corruption and fate of the house of Eli runs a constant thread
affirming the boy Samuel as the harbinger of God's new future for Israel. "The boy Samuel continued
to grow both in stature and in favor with the LORD and with the people" (2:26; see also 2:11, 18,
21b; 3:1a; compare Luke 2:52). First Samuel 3 begins by noting that "the word of the LORD was rare
in those days" (3:1b), and then tells a story of the divine word coming to Samuel while yet a boy. It is
a word of judgment that Samuel must bring to his own mentor, Eli. It is a story of poignant contrasts.
Eli, who is pious but compromised, cannot be a part of Israel's future, but it is he who recognizes
Yahweh in Samuel's experience. Samuel, inexperienced and naive as just a boy, is the beginning of
Israel's future. The chapter ends with priesthood discredited, but with Samuel raised to leadership as
"trustworthy prophet of Yahweh" and a channel of God's word to all Israel (3:19–4:1a).

Our introduction to Israel's internal crisis gives way to an account of external threat, the
Philistines. For the moment, Samuel recedes into the background while we are forced to face the
seriousness of Israel's circumstances. It is nothing less than the survival of Israel that is at stake. The
perspective of the narratives that tell this story in 1 Sam 4–6 is that nothing less than the power of
God can save Israel, so human agency plays little role in the drama that unfolds here. The chapters
are usually called the Ark Narrative and are thought by some to belong with 2 Sam 6, where the ark
is brought to Jerusalem (this is by no means certain).4 It is the Ark of the Covenant that stands at the
center of these episodes. The ark was the sacred symbol of God's presence in the midst of Israel,
kept at the sanctuary in Shiloh. It was a gilded box containing treasures from Israel's past, but most
significantly topped by winged cherubim above whom God was said to be invisibly enthroned. The
ark was a kind of throne pedestal for God, the King. The making of the ark is described in Exod
37:1-9.

 



 
First Samuel 4 tells the disastrous story of a Philistine campaign to occupy the central hill country

of Israel. In two battles Israel is decisively defeated, in spite of trying to summon a wider tribal levy
to meet the threat. Most tragically the Ark of the Covenant is brought into the field to ensure God's
presence in the second battle, and it is captured and carried off to Philistine territory. The sons of Eli,
who carried the ark to battle, are killed in fulfillment of the earlier prophecy, and on hearing news of
this Eli himself falls over dead. It is the beginning of the end for the house of Eli. We know from
other references that the Philistines went on to occupy the land by the placement of garrisons
throughout the country and the monopolizing of iron working to prevent the making of weapons (see 1
Sam 13–14). References by Jeremiah suggest that Shiloh was destroyed at this time as well (Jer
7:12; 26:6, 9). Political autonomy and religious identity for Israel are in danger of being swallowed
up permanently by this enemy.

The central theological questions of the Ark Narrative are "Why has God let this happen?" and
"What future can Israel possibly have in such circumstances?" These are not only important questions



arising out of the events of Philistine conquest in the time of Samuel but important questions for later
Babylonian exiles who have again lost the ark and its sanctuary, and for whom the Deuteronomistic
historian is now retelling this story. This connection may be made explicit in the naming of the child
Ichabod in 4:21: "The glory has gone into exile from Israel" (author's translation).

In its present placement after 1 Sam 1–3, the answer to the first question is that God has let this
happen as judgment on the faithless leadership of Israel. The Ark Narrative itself says nothing about
the sin of Eli's house but simply narrates the deaths of Eli and his sons, and the reader makes the
connection with the corruption of the Elides. It takes chapters 5 and 6 to answer the second question.

In 1 Sam 5 and 6 the message is clear that God is the source of hope in seemingly hopeless
circumstances. In chapter 5 the tables are turned. The ark is placed in the temple of Dagon, the
Philistine god, as a sign of subjection. In the morning the statue of Dagon lies on its face; on the
second morning Dagon lies with head and hands cut off. It only seemed that Yahweh was defeated,
but now the "hand of the LORD" is "heavy" against the Philistines (5:6, 7, 9, 11), who are struck with
a plague, and Dagon lies without hands, powerless to do anything. In the face of this plague, the
Philistines decide to send the ark home on a cart drawn by milk cows with offerings to appease the
wrath of Israel's God (1 Sam 6). The power of God manifest in the ark is dangerous even to those
Israelites who greet its return, and it is lodged at Kiriath-jearim where it will remain forgotten until
the time of David (6:19–7:2).

It is significant that at the beginning of the books of Samuel is placed a story where human
leadership plays no role at all in the course of events, for most of the books of Samuel and Kings are
dominated by powerful and charismatic personalities. We are reminded by the Ark Narrative that
salvation ultimately comes as the gift of God. When the drama of royal power gets under way, it will
be well to remember this reminder that Yahweh is the real power behind these events and stories.

In 1 Sam 7 the internal and external crises of Israel come together. To meet the internal need for
faithful and authentic leadership, God has raised up the prophet Samuel as the agent of God's word.
To meet the external need to demonstrate where true power lies, Yahweh humiliated the Philistines
and their god Dagon through the power of God's hand. Now, both Samuel and the Philistines appear
in chapter 7. Samuel leads the people of Israel in turning away from idolatry (7:3-4) and in praying
before Yahweh (7:5-6). When the Philistines attack at the time of this assembly, Samuel cries to the
Lord and the Philistines are thrown into confusion by the thunder of Yahweh and routed by the
Israelites (7:7-11).

The pattern here is much like what we have seen earlier in the book of Judges. In fact, three times
in this chapter Samuel is said to have "judged" Israel (vv. 6, 15, 16). The pattern shows Israel turning
from idolatry, God raising up a faithful leader, victory being won by the power of God to panic the
enemy, and a period of peace lasting the lifetime of Samuel. The notice of peace from the Philistine
threat (vv. 13-14) states that they did not again enter the territory of Israel for the lifetime of Samuel.
This, of course, does not accord with many further references to conflict with the Philistines during
the time of Saul and David.

The picture of Samuel here is an idealized one. He has already appeared as the prophet of God's
word. Now he is charismatic deliverer like the judges of earlier times. Further, he is pictured in
7:15-17 as traveling a judicial circuit to administer the covenant law, and as building an altar (a
priestly role). In a time of threat and dissolution Samuel is seen as standing in the breach, exerting
leadership on several fronts, and almost single-handedly maintaining existence and identity for Israel.
The suggestion of the narrative at this point is that God has raised up faithful leadership capable of
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meeting both the internal and the external crises of Israel. What need does Israel have for a king? The
request for a king from the elders of Israel in chapter 8 is really unnecessary. Whereas Samuel cried
to Yahweh and Yahweh answered (7:9), Samuel's warning in chapter 8 suggests that those who have
chosen a king may someday cry to Yahweh and Yahweh will not answer (8:18). This may, in
particular, be a portion of the storytelling addressed to exiles who have trusted kings instead of
Yahweh. The episode in 1 Sam 7 may suggest to such exiles that they can still cry out and Yahweh
will answer if their trust is in God (and God's prophets?) and not in the institutions of human power.
As we shall see, even kings might be redeemed if their trust is in Yahweh rather than in their own
power. As we head into a time of kingship in Israel, 1 Sam 7 is a final reminder that true security is
always with Yahweh.

 
Chronology for the United Monarchy*
 

Beginning of Saul's reign
Death of Saul; David king at

Hebron
David king of all Israel
David's death; Solomon

becomes king
Death of Solomon; division

of kingdom
 
*Chronology is uncertain; dates are

approximate
 

Saul: The Threat, the Promise, and the Tragedy of Kingship (1 Sam 8–15)
 
In 1 Sam 8 the elders of Israel approach the prophet Samuel with a request to give them a king.

Saul is not yet on the scene. Our first encounter with kingship in Israel is with the problems it poses
and the dangers it represents as these are voiced in Samuel's response to the people's request.

Except for an allusion to the corruption of Samuel's sons, his successors as judge in Israel (8:1-3,
5), there is no mention of crisis in Israel as a justification for raising the issue of kingship. The
Philistines are not mentioned, and the request of the elders has little to do with the problem of
Samuel's sons. The focus is on kingship as a challenge to Israel's religious tradition as God's
covenant people, and we are not yet allowed to consider pragmatic justifications for turning to
kingship.

The threat of kingship is seen first in the people's request for a king "like other nations" (8:5, 20).
Israel's life as God's covenant people set them apart from the nations. The patterns of covenant
loyalty and obedience represented a model of alternative community in the world. It is the
distinctiveness of Israel's covenant calling and the danger of accommodation to the cultural patterns
of the surrounding nations that is at stake in this transition moment. The issues of distinctiveness and
accommodation will appear over again in many forms throughout the story of Israel's kings. Even



after Samuel's warning of the dangers (8:11-18), the people insist, "No! but we are determined to
have a king over us, so that we also may be like other nations, and that our king may govern us and go
out before us and fight our battles" (8:19-20).

The theological threat of kingship is also presented as a challenge to the sovereignty of God.
Samuel, who is displeased and rather petulant throughout this encounter, prays to Yahweh, and
Yahweh responds, "They have not rejected you, but they have rejected me from being king over them"
(8:7b). Yahweh suggests that the people's behavior is part of a pattern of idolatry since they left
Egypt. Kingship, as the abandonment of God's rule, is equated with apostasy. Loyalty to an earthly
king would displace loyalty owed to God alone. Yet, surprisingly, Yahweh tells Samuel to listen to
the people's voice, but he is to warn them of the "ways of the king" (8:9).

The speech of Samuel describing the practices of kings is dominated by the verb take (8:11-18).
Kings operate by the grasping that comes from power. Covenant community operates by the gift of
relationship to God, from which loyalty and obedience flow. Royal power takes for its own needs.
Many think the practices reflected in Samuel's warning show knowledge of the actual practices under
Solomon when much of Samuel's picture becomes reality. The most devastating warning comes at the
end: "And you shall be his slaves. And in that day you will cry out because of your king, whom you
have chosen for yourselves; but the LORD will not answer you in that day" (8:17b-18). It will be a
reversal of the Exodus, when the people cried out and God delivered them (Exod 2:23-24). This
slavery will be of the people's own choosing. The choice of a king runs the risk of negating the
covenant community for which God delivered them.

God goes further in instruction to Samuel, "Listen to their voice and make for them a king" (8:22,
author's translation and emphasis). If there is to be a king, it will come through the designation of
God's prophet. But this first experiment is on the people's terms. God will not abandon them in this
experiment, but eventually, when the kingship of Saul has failed, God will insist on kingship on
divine terms. In later sending Samuel to anoint David, God says, "I have provided for myself a king
among his [Jesse's] sons" (16:1). Indeed, Samuel first rejects Saul by looking forward to David as "a
man after his [God's] own heart" (13:14).

Perhaps reflecting the divided mind of Israel over the matter of kingship, Samuel's warning is
followed in 1 Sam 9:1–10:16 by a story filled with the promise of kingship. Saul enters the story as
a young man sent to seek the lost donkeys of his father. In a story of considerable charm and rich
detail, the reader listens as God reveals to Samuel that God has sent this inexperienced young man as
the one who will "save my people from the hand of the Philistines; for I have seen the suffering of my
people, because their outcry has come to me" (9:16). The role to be given Saul could hardly be more
positive. It is to be God's deliverer in language reminiscent of the Exodus deliverance.

Samuel is to anoint him as nagid, a term translated as "ruler" or "prince." Some believe this term
indicates a role as military commander rather than as king, but this seems unlikely since the whole
episode is referred to in 10:16 as "the matter of the kingship." The term may indicate a royal-
designate who has not yet acceded to the throne. Saul and his young companion naively seek out
Samuel as a seer to help find the lost donkeys, only to become part of the large drama God has set in
motion. Saul is made honored guest at a banquet, and in the morning Samuel anoints him and
commissions him to "reign over the people of the LORD and . . . save them from the hand of their
enemies all around" (10:1). Samuel promises confirming signs, the most important of which is
narrated in detail. As Saul encounters a band of ecstatic prophets God gives him "another heart" and
he is seized by the "spirit of God" and prophesies with them (10:9-13). Saul is transformed by God's



spirit for the sake of the task given to him.
Saul is now God's anointed one and the recipient of God's spirit. In 10:17-27, although there is a

brief reference to the theme of the rejection of God (v. 19), Saul is designated by lot, and presented
by Samuel to the people as "the one whom the LORD has chosen" (v. 24a). The people acclaim Saul
as king (v. 24b). It now remains for Saul to demonstrate the power of God's spirit and vindicate the
acclamation of the people. The episode in 1 Sam 11 serves this purpose as word reaches Saul that
the people of Jabesh-gilead are besieged by the Ammonites. In the style of the stories of Judges, the
spirit comes mightily upon Saul (11:6), and he leads the tribal levies to the relief of Jabesh-gilead.
Again the people acclaim him king (11:14-15) in what may have been a parallel account of Saul's
kingship but is now styled a renewal (v. 14) of kingship. Some had earlier expressed doubts about
Saul, perhaps about kingship in general, by asking "How can this man save us?" (10:27). Now the
question of whether Saul can save has been answered in the affirmative.

In the present form of the story, 1 Sam 9–11 represents a positive response to the questions raised
about kingship in 1 Sam 8, but it is a conditional response. What appears in these positive chapters is
an emergent theology of God's anointed one (Hebrew mašiah or Messiah). Kings are to be allowed
in Israel, but they must be designated by God and anointed by God's prophet. They will be
empowered by God's spirit and affirmed by the people. They will demonstrate the power of the spirit
in mighty deeds. What remains ahead, for Saul or any of God's anointed kings, is a career that must
be measured by obedience to God's covenant and monitored by God's prophet. In such a theology of
God's anointed it is clear that kings in Israel will not be self-justifying centers of authority, rivaling
God's ultimate sovereignty. They rule subject to God's designation and accountability. In the books of
Samuel, this theology of kingship is used to answer the question of why Saul failed but David
succeeded. Saul will be called to account by the prophet Samuel for disobedience and rejected.
David, like Saul, will be anointed by a prophet, receive God's spirit, be publicly presented in the
service of Saul, perform a mighty deed in the killing of Goliath, and ultimately pursue a career that is
judged faithful. Instead of rejection, David and his dynasty will be confirmed in kingship by the
prophet Nathan. Because of the prominent role of the prophet in this pattern, many believe that 1
Samuel reflects a prophetic editor shaping and combining diverse traditions into the present pattern.
This pattern now makes clear that kings in Israel reign through the empowerment of God's spirit and
their ultimate authority rests in God, who can withdraw that spirit, as Saul will learn to his grief.

The great speech of Samuel in 1 Sam 12 occupies a key position between the stories of Saul's
accession to kingship and his career as king. Such great speeches at key points in Israel's story are a
mark of the Deuteronomistic History and divide it into epochs (e.g., Josh 24; 2 Sam 7). This one
bridges the tension between threat and promise that kingship introduced into Israel's story. Following
a vindication of his own leadership (vv. 1-5), and a recitation of God's faithfulness to Israel (vv. 6-
11), Samuel declares that the kingship arose in disobedience and rejection of God's rule (v. 12). He
speaks of the king both as the one "you have chosen" and as the one "the LORD has set . . . over you"
(v. 13). The people acknowledge and confess their sin: "We have added to all our sins the evil of
demanding a king for ourselves" (v. 19). But despite its origins in disobedience, kingship can serve
God's purposes and the people's well-being: "If both you and the king who reigns over you will
follow the LORD your God, it will be well" (v. 14). However, there is still danger. "If you still do
wickedly, you shall be swept away, both you and your king" (v. 25). The danger for Saul becomes
reality in the immediate context when he is rejected for disobedience to God's word (cf. esp. 1 Sam
15). In the longer flow of Israel's story this warning may already reflect the Deuteronomist's



experience of Babylonian exile.
It is not a coincidence that kings and prophets appear at the same point in Israel's story. Samuel

makes clear that alongside Israel's kings there will be a role for Israel's prophets. "Moreover as for
me, far be it from me that I should sin against the LORD by ceasing to pray for you; and I will instruct
you in the good and the right way" (12:23). The intercession and guidance of the prophets will help
ensure covenant faithfulness in this new age of Israel's kings. What unfolds from this point forward in
the books of Samuel and Kings is Israel's experience of life under this model. What had been largely
a story of God and people becomes a more complex story of God, king, prophet, and people. (The
role of priest was a defined leadership office in respect to cultic matters prior to this time, but even
its character will be redefined by the building of Solomon's temple.)

In 1 Sam 13–15, three episodes chronicle the failure of Saul's kingship as rapidly as the three
episodes in chapters 9–11 celebrated Saul's rise to the throne. In these chapters and on through the
stories of David's rise until Saul's own tragic suicide (1 Sam 31), Saul's story models the tragedy of
kingship—the unhappy consequences that flow from failure to conduct the affairs of the kingdom in
harmony with God's covenant.

In 1 Sam 13:7-15 Saul becomes impatient at a deteriorating military situation with the Philistines
and conducts a prebattle sacrifice that was to wait for Samuel's arrival. When Samuel arrives he
condemns Saul's action and rejects him from the possibility of dynasty in Israel. In 1 Sam 14:1-46
Saul's son Jonathan heroically initiates an action against the Philistines that becomes the occasion for
a great Israelite victory. Saul is slow to take advantage of the opportunity. He seeks ritual assurance
before taking action. He makes an ill-advised oath trying to guarantee victory, and he is willing to
take the life of his own son for inadvertently violating this oath, but he is prevented by the people.
Saul's leadership seems uncertain and hesitant. He is outwardly pious but is unable to act in trust that
God's purposes will go forward. In 1 Sam 15 Saul is commanded by the prophet Samuel to conduct a
campaign against the Amalekites and put them to the ban (the ritual destruction of an enemy and their
possessions). Saul returns with the Amalekite king as a prisoner and the best of the cattle as booty.
For this disobedience Samuel declares that God has rejected Saul as king and the kingdom is torn
from his grasp.

In 15:11 God regrets making Saul king. The experiment with Saul is over. Kingship on the
people's terms has failed in the disobedience of Saul. A cycle of rejection has been completed. The
people had "rejected" God as king over them (8:7); Saul had "rejected" God's word and God had
"rejected" Saul as king (15:23b).

We are torn over the fate of Saul. Particularly at this point, his story is told as that of a tragic man
who meant well for Israel. It is easy to be sympathetic to Saul, especially when Samuel seems so
petulant, and we are not sympathetic to the ordinances of holy war that Saul has violated. Samuel is
not a disinterested, innocent theological voice here. He represents an ideological commitment to the
older tribal system in Israel, and therefore stands in opposition to the new future God may bring. The
clash between Samuel and Saul is a conflict of older and emerging views on how God is at work in
Israel. Nevertheless, Saul is not simply a victim. What is also at stake here is the danger of
autonomous political authority extending its influence into the realm of religious institutions and
violating covenant commands for its own political purposes. God's focus in 1 Samuel is Israel's
future and not Saul's. The episodes of 1 Sam 13–15 expose Saul's weaknesses. He is the people's
king, and the course of kingship is not going well. There is a danger that Israel's future is to be
"swept away" with its king (12:25). God's regret signals a divine decision that Saul cannot be the



direction of Israel's future. Already in the two rejection stories David begins to appear as Israel's
future. It is David who is the "man after God's own heart" sought out to rule after Saul in 13:14, and it
is David who is the "neighbor of yours, who is better than you" and will receive the kingdom torn
from Saul's grasp (15:28). God will establish the kingship on a new footing with David. Saul was the
people's king (8:22) and that experiment of kingship depended on obedience (12:14-15, 25). David
would be God's king (16:1), and Davidic kingship would rest on God's unconditional commitment
and God's faithfulness to that commitment. David, too, will be a sinner, and he will suffer
consequences for his sin; but God's faithfulness will allow the dynasty of David to endure (see later
discussion of 2 Sam 7). Indeed, David and his dynasty become a symbol of hope in God's
faithfulness, even when earthly kingdoms seem to have perished and only the eschatological hope of
a coming anointed one (a Messiah) endures. David is the true heart of the story of Israelite kingdom
and it is to his story that we must turn.

 
David: The Man After God's Own Heart (1 Sam 16–2 Sam 24)

 
The biblical tradition is endlessly fascinated with David. Clues to his arrival on the scene are

scattered throughout 1 Samuel long before he appears. Subsequent kings are measured against his
story. He is linked with the poetry of the Psalter, and his story is idealized and told again by the
Chronicler (1 Chron 11–29).

It is clear in 1 Samuel that as soon as David appears, even though Saul still physically occupies
the throne, the story is David's story. Scholars have long recognized a collection of materials on the
Rise of David that stretches from 1 Sam 16:1 to 2 Sam 5:10. At the beginning of this long collection
we can recognize a pattern of episodes similar to Saul's story. David is also anointed by the prophet
Samuel (16:1-13) and "the spirit of the LORD came mightily upon David from that day forward" (v.
13). Saul's possession by God's spirit seemed to be more episodic. David makes a public
appearance in the court of Saul (16:14-23), but he cannot yet be publicly acclaimed king since Saul
still occupies the throne. David does a mighty deed in killing Goliath and bringing deliverance to
Israel (17). What follows then are detailed narratives on David's rise to the kingship and his actions
as king. Instead of rejection David is eventually confirmed in the kingship by the prophet Nathan and
given a dynastic promise (2 Sam 7). David becomes the model of success as God's anointed one.

Sadly, David's reception of God's spirit is followed immediately by a notice of the departure of
the spirit of Yahweh from Saul, and further, "an evil spirit from the LORD tormented him" (16:14).
Just as Yahweh's spirit marked the presence of God with Saul, so too the evil spirit marked the
alienation of Saul from God. The concept here is not a divine determination of Saul's behavior. Some
think the word translated as "evil" here would be better translated as "troubling." The coming of this
"troubling" spirit was an occasional matter, seeming to signal times of depression, panic, and loss of
control by Saul. Ironically, David's music could dispel these moments (16:23). There is no
suggestion that this spirit is the determiner of Saul's actions in general. The story of David's rise is
unfortunately a story of Saul's decline. Saul could not be Israel's future as king, but he still had the
freedom to be a man of integrity. Unfortunately, this is not the path Saul chose. David's early
successes as a military commander anger rather than please Saul. He is consumed with insane
jealousy and plots to have David killed (1 Sam 18–19). When David is forced to become a fugitive,
Saul pursues him, wasting the energies of the kingdom, which should have been used against the
Philistines. Saul turns on his son (20:30) and his own men (22:7-8). In a moment of insanity he



orders the massacre of the priests at Nob for imagined support of David (22:6-23). A pathetic,
broken man, Saul finally takes his own life on Mt. Gilboa after witnessing the defeat of his army and
the deaths of his sons at the hands of the Philistines (1 Sam 31).

David is the rising counterpoint to Saul's fall. Over and again we are told that "the LORD was
with David" (17:37; 18:12, 14, 28; 20:13; 2 Sam 5:10). It is clear that David represents God's future
for Israel. The stories of these chapters on the rise of David (1 Sam 16:1–2 Sam 5:10) are a unique
mixture of theological assurance and sociopolitical honesty about the actions and events that took
David to the throne. David appears as genuinely pious, praying to God for guidance and recognizing
his own subordination to divine will, yet trusting in God's acceptance of his own freedom to claim
the future. The collection of traditions on David's rise are probably intended to exonerate him from
claims that he came to power by illegitimate means. The stories carefully show him as respectful of
Saul, even sparing his life (chaps. 24 and 26). Even though he served the Philistines, he used his
position to aid the people of Judah and did not take arms against Israel (chaps. 27, 29). He mourned
the deaths of Saul and Jonathan and was guiltless in the deaths of Ishbosheth and Abner (2 Sam 1–4).
He was a capable military commander and an astute politician and acted accordingly, but he was
also the "man after God's own heart" and acknowledged the role of divine providence in his life (see,
e.g., 1 Sam 23).

An element of David's story is his identification with the marginal and dispossessed. God's choice
for Israel's future is an eighth son of a little-known Bethlehemite (Saul seemed to be from a
prosperous and well-known family). He cannot afford a dowry for the king's daughter (18:23). As a
fugitive he attracts to himself the economic and political outcasts of Israel, who become his
entourage (22:1-2). In these early stories David is celebrated, but not idealized. He is courageous,
resourceful, loyal to friends, ambitious, and a bit roughhewn. He does what he must to survive. Not a
bad choice for the future of a people who were once slaves in Egypt.

In 2 Sam 5–8 we move from David's rise to David as king. These are texts that tell us something
of the Davidic kingdom and the development of a royal theology. In these chapters David becomes
king over South and North, consolidates and expands the kingdom, and establishes a true royal state
for the first time in Israel. There are indications in the Saul stories that he aspired to full kingship. He
had a small capital at Gibeah. He appointed some permanent royal officers, such as Abner, who
commanded his army. He hoped for dynasty through the succession of his son Jonathan to the throne
(1 Sam 20:31). Nevertheless, many historians of this period believe that Saul achieved little more
than a chiefdom with influence largely limited to his own tribe of Benjamin and some of the
immediately surrounding Israelite territory. It remained for David to establish true kingship in Israel.

The final chapters of the rise of David material (2 Sam 2:1–5:10) detail the complex series of
events following the death of Saul that brought David at last to the throne. Of greatest significance in
this narrative sequence is the fact that David becomes king first over the tribe of Judah at Hebron (2
Sam 2:1-4a), which is his own tribe and the place where he has built a base of influence while
seeming to serve the Philistines. In the North, Saul's general, Abner, tries to maintain Saul's son
Ishbosheth as king, but finally abandons this effort in order to support David, only to be murdered in
a personal vendetta by David's general, Joab (2 Sam 3:6-39). Subsequently, Ishbosheth is
assassinated and his head brought to David (4:1-12). David publicly mourns Abner and has
Ishbosheth's assassins executed to avoid personal responsibility for these deaths, and his efforts are
apparently successful. The elders of Israel, the remnants of Saul's northern kingdom, come to David
and make him their king as well (5:1-5). David in effect now occupies two thrones and possesses a



much broader base in united Israel than Saul ever did. Significant victories over the Philistines
(5:17-25) establish secure borders for the development of a true kingdom—a nation. David extends
the borders of this small kingdom (8:1-14) and establishes economic ties with the Phoenician city of
Tyre (5:11). If Saul was little more than a tribal chief, David certainly moves toward true kingship.
The picture of his activities and accomplishments is one of kingdom building, and David is shown as
politically astute and militarily formidable in establishing his kingdom. Yet, throughout the narrative
we are reminded of Yahweh's ultimate role in David's successes. The story of his rise ends in 5:10:
"David became greater and greater, for the LORD, the God of hosts, was with him." His military
success is marked by the notice in 8:14b that "the LORD gave victory to David wherever he went."
The role of divine providence is not simply one shared by the narrator with the reader; David is also
aware that he has been gifted by God's grace: "David then perceived that the LORD had established
him king over Israel, and that he had exalted his kingdom for the sake of his people Israel" (5:12).

Two of David's actions are of special significance, both theologically and politically. David was
faced with the problem of locating his capital. He could not afford to show favoritism to either the
Judean or the Israelite groups that had made him king. In 2 Sam 5:6-10 we are told that David
captured the Jebusite city of Jerusalem by stealth and made it his capital. Jerusalem was located on
the boundary between Judah and Benjamin and was now the literal city of David, belonging to none
of the Israelite tribal groups. It has been suggested by many scholars that with Jerusalem David
gained not only a politically neutral capital but an urban Canaanite (Jebusite) center with many of the
scribes, tradesmen, architects, and managers necessary to establishing a full-scale monarchy and its
attendant bureaucracy.5 Village-based and tribal Israel did not possess populations with these skills
in any abundance. David found a nucleus for his needs in Jerusalem, but eventually incorporated all
of the other Canaanite cities within his borders into the kingdom.

With no other existing models David, and Solomon after him, largely models the institutional
structures of kingship after existing monarchies in the Canaanite city-states and small kingdoms of the
region. These cultural borrowings, however, come with their own ideologies. The danger is that this
adoption of institutions and practices alien to Israel would drive out those things distinctive to Israel
and its Yahwistic faith. This was no doubt the danger feared by those who opposed monarchy in any
form for Israel. It was this clash of new ways and older traditions that had also led to the conflicts
between Samuel and Saul that resulted in Saul's rejection.

David took a second dramatic action at the beginning of his kingship to resolve this tension and
preserve a role for Yahwistic faith in this newly emergent Israelite monarchy. In 2 Sam 6 David
launched a successful search for the Ark of the Covenant, which had been lodged in obscurity at
Kiriath-jearim since the great Philistine defeat of Israel recorded in 1 Sam 4–6. David brought the
ark to Jerusalem in a celebratory procession and danced before the ark himself. He lodged it in a
shrine in Jerusalem, now making his capital also the central sanctuary of Yahwistic covenant faith.
Instead of the antagonism that brought Saul to grief, David was now the patron of the older covenant
traditions. David raises the possibility that kingship can serve this covenant faith rather than displace
it.

 



 
This connection with the ark signals the development of a Davidic or royal theology in Israel, an

effort to understand the development of Davidic dynasty as a further expression of Israel's Yahwistic
covenant faith.

Psalm 132 may show this emergent Davidic theology at an early stage. This psalm remembers and
celebrates David's search for the ark and his concern that it find an appropriate resting place (vv. 1-
7). It then goes on to celebrate the "sure oath" that Yahweh swore to David. This oath involves the
promise of ongoing dynasty to David and the choice of Zion as God's dwelling place. Davidic
dynasty and the temple on Mt. Zion (which Solomon builds) are to be new signs of God's grace
toward Israel. In Ps 132:11-12 there is, however, a conditional element:

 



"One of the sons of your body
I will set on your throne.

If your sons keep my covenant
and my decrees that I shall teach them,

their sons also, forevermore,
shall sit on your throne."

 
The kings of the Davidic dynasty are to be the servants of the covenant and its instruction.

This Davidic theology is more fully presented in the dynastic oracle given by the prophet Nathan
to David in 2 Sam 7. This complex but centrally important text shows evidence of development long
after the time of David, so it reflects both emergent and fully developed royal ideology in Israel. The
central feature of this is the understanding that God has made an unconditional promise (some use the
term covenant) of eternal dynasty to David. The conditional "if" of Ps 132:12 is gone. The tension
between conditional and unconditional promise is a struggle at the heart of Israel's life. We will see
this issue reflected again in the preaching of judgment to later Israel and in the theological crisis
represented by exile. Is God's promise ended with disobedience or does it endure in spite of
disobedience? Psalm 132 and 2 Samuel 7 represent differing poles in this theological tension within
Israel's experience of Davidic dynasty.

David desires to build a house for Yahweh (7:1-2) since he himself has a fine house of cedar and
the ark is lodged in a tent. This chapter plays on the multiple meanings of the word house. Here
house can mean "temple" or "palace." Through the prophet Nathan, God responds that David will not
be the one to build such a house for Yahweh. Further, God has never needed such a house but has
been content with a tent sanctuary, a tabernacle (7:5-7). The text here reflects the tension in Israel
between the freedom of God expressed in the mobility of ark and tent, and the fixity (even the
possession) of God represented in a temple. Temples were associated with Canaanite religion, and
this text may reflect opposition to the adoption of such Canaanite practices.

The prophet Nathan announces that God does not desire a house, but instead promises to build a
house for David (7:11). Here house is used to mean "dynasty." The son who reigns after David will
build a "house/temple" for the Lord (7:13). This is obviously a reference to Solomon. His sons,
David's descendants, will reign forever. There are no conditions expressed. If disobedient the
descendants of David may be chastised, but God will not take steadfast love away from them as with
Saul (7:14-15). "Your house and your kingdom shall be made sure forever before me; your throne
shall be established forever" (7:16). Unlike Ps 132, 2 Sam 7 holds that kingship is an eternal,
unconditional promise, and the chapter probably represents a later stage of development in the royal
theology.

Those who see only self-serving political interest here may see in 2 Sam 7 the attempt of earthly
power to justify itself by appeal to divine authority. This remarkable text cannot, however, be so
easily caricatured. In the notion of divine unconditional promise lies an understanding of divine
providence that refuses to be deterred by the sins of individual kings or their potentially self-serving
royal ideologies. God's promise implies a divine future for kingdom in Israel that will not be limited
by human sin. Sin will have its consequences, but the promise will not be revoked. This makes the
Davidic theology a powerful new witness to God's grace in behalf of Israel. In fact, this promise will
outlast the Judean political throne, which ends with exile, and will find expression in Jewish



messianism. Trust in the promise given by this text kindles hope that one is always coming in the line
of David who can bring hope in the midst of hopelessness and the kingdom of life among the
kingdoms of death. The early Christian church saw in Jesus Christ one who came in the line of David
to demonstrate God's faithfulness to this promise that the kingdom will always come.

The narratives of 2 Sam 9–20 have long been recognized by scholars as a separate source
document.6 Some have included 1 Kgs 1–2 and labeled this chronicle the Succession Narrative for
its major emphasis on who will succeed to the throne of David. It is Solomon who finally is chosen
in 1 Kgs 1–2. Others would see succession as only one concern and call this material the Court
History of David with its emphasis on happenings in the royal court and the royal family. Many of
these scholars would leave 1 Kgs 1–2 separate as the start of Solomon's story. The miscellaneous
materials in 2 Sam 21–24 are often called "appendices to the books of Samuel," but they may be
more than simply afterthoughts, and we will want to look at these chapters more closely after we
have considered the stories of the Succession Narrative/Court History. In these stories we see a more
personal side of David and gain a fuller understanding of his human weaknesses. The picture is not of
royal power but of human vulnerability. This picture is painted with uncommon literary artistry and
psychological insight in these chapters. In the judgment of many, this portion of 2 Samuel represents a
considerable cultural achievement as it moves beyond reportage and narration to literature of
uncommon sensitivity to human possibilities and vulnerabilities.

Both 2 Sam 9 and 10 show David as king acting with loyalty (hesed), a quality of steadfast
commitment often associated with covenant. In chapter 9 he shows this loyalty to Mephibosheth, the
son of Jonathan, who is brought to court and given an honored place there to fulfill the vow of loyalty
David made to his friend Jonathan, Saul's son, whom he loved (1 Sam 20; 2 Sam 1). In chapter 10 he
acts with loyalty toward the Ammonites only to have his envoys humiliated. This leads to war with
Ammon and with the Aramaeans who come to Ammon's aid, but the outcome is a victory for David
and Israel. Both of these episodes seem to set the stage for the story of David, Bathsheba, and Uriah
in 2 Sam 11, an episode where it is not David but Uriah who acts loyally, and we see a darker side of
David's character.

 



 
In 2 Sam 11 David uses royal power first to "take" Bathsheba, another man's wife, and then to

murder her husband, Uriah, to cover up his misdeed. Bathsheba was pregnant; and it was Uriah,
summoned from David's own army on the battlefront, who loyally refused to break his battle vows
and sleep with his wife. He is sent back to the battle and to his death. This violent use of royal power
to defend royal privilege reflects the "taking" by kings of which the prophet Samuel warned (1 Sam
8:11-18). This time the prophet is Nathan, and he comes to David with a tale of a rich man who took
and slaughtered a poor man's only lamb. When David judges that such a man deserves to die, Nathan
responds, "You are the man!" (2 Sam 12:1-7). David receives this indictment as just and responds in
repentance. Nevertheless, Nathan's oracle of judgment is the announcement of violence in David's
family even as he has done violence in the family of Uriah and of Israel.

The stories of 2 Sam 13–20 are tales of family tragedy. David's son Amnon rapes his half sister
Tamar and is killed for it in revenge by Tamar's brother Absalom. Absalom is banished for this act



but later restored through the intervention of a wise woman from Tekoa. Seeds of bitterness have
been planted, however, and Absalom leads a rebellion against David, even forcing David into a
humiliating retreat from Jerusalem. The rebellion is put down, and David's general, Joab, kills
Absalom. David is grief-stricken over his son in spite of the rebellion and withdraws into his grief,
neglecting the affairs of the kingdom until he is forced back to his duties by Joab. Even after this
victory David is forced to put down a revolt by a man named Sheba.

In our final view of David, he is on his deathbed (1 Kgs 1–2). He is old and ineffectual. Parties
within the court lobby for his decision on a successor, and through the persuasion of Nathan and
Bathsheba, Solomon (the son of Bathsheba) is designated.

When David finally dies it is not a heroic moment. We have seen too much of the man behind the
heroic images of his rise and the royal ideology of the kingdom. But the final episode of this man's
life is oddly powerful in part because we have seen the vulnerability of David the man. He was not
so different from us after all. If we had only the hero of the people and the monarch of the state, the
portrait would be strangely unfinished. It is remarkable that the community has preserved this human
side of the David portrait. Later generations find it uncomfortable and idealize it (the Chronicler).
But the humanness of David brings home what has been said at various quiet moments throughout the
books of Samuel.

David did not of his own accord bring a new future to Israel. David was God's new future for
Israel. Further, God's providence worked in and through David in spite of his weaknesses. David
Gunn has traced a pattern of gift and grasp throughout the David story. When David was most attuned
to the giving and receiving of gift all went well. When he attempted to grasp through his own power
(as with Bathsheba), disaster followed. The kingdom, as God's gift, can be a source of God's grace
for Israel. The kingdom, as power to be grasped, can lead Israel and its king to be "swept away" as
Samuel warned and exile eventually demonstrates.7 Walter Brueggemann has found an emphasis
throughout the David stories on God's willingness to risk human freedom and responsibility while yet
pursuing the divine purposes through these "trusted creatures." He even finds purposeful echoes of
this aspect of the David story in the stories of human freedom, responsibility, and sin in the episodes
of the primeval history in Genesis, which may have received shape shortly after the time of David.8
A heroic David demonstrates such freedom and giftedness at its best, but the David of the Succession
Narrative/Court History shows all too well the temptation of every human to sinful grasping and its
painful consequences. David's portrait is a full human portrait in these stories.

Although the story of Solomon and his brief period of Israelite empire is yet ahead of us, his story
is, as we will see, fatally flawed. It is David's story that captures the imagination of the ongoing
tradition and reverberates with new meaning for each generation. It is from David's story that a royal
ideal emerges, against which the conduct of earthly rulers is measured and, when earthly rulers fail,
from which the hope for the return of God's anointed one (messiah) arises.

Already in the books of Samuel the attachment of the appendices in 2 Sam 21–24 seems to be an
attempt to conclude David's story with narratives, lists, and songs that both review David's career
and look beyond it. The narratives and lists touch on themes of political intrigue and Davidic
cunning, warrior exploits and Davidic leadership. But at the heart of these familiar themes of the
David story lie two songs that cast David as the prototype of God's righteous king (22:1-51; 23:1-7).
Together with the Song of Hannah in 1 Sam 2, these songs bracket the books of Samuel and make
clear God's working through these events to raise up the poor and oppressed and to bring down the
proud and the powerful—to establish a reign of justice and righteousness. David is the seed of God's



planting to bring this hope to flower in Israel.
 
The God of Israel has spoken,

the Rock of Israel has said to me:
One who rules over people justly,

ruling in the fear of God,
is like the light of morning,

like the sun rising on a cloudless morning,
gleaming from the rain on the grassy land. (2 Sam 23:3-4)

 
This royal ideal is seen in the royal psalms, where not only is God's kingship celebrated but

earthly kings are called to embody the reign of God.
 
Give the king your justice, O God,

and your righteousness to a king's son.
May he judge your people with righteousness,

and your poor with justice. . . .
May he defend the cause of the poor of the people,

give deliverance to the needy,
and crush the oppressor. (Ps 72:1-2, 4; see also Ps 101:1-8)

 
This royal ideal remained alive and influential in Israel even when the royal reality of sinful

Israelite and Judean kings sought to subvert the covenant tradition of Yahwistic faith. It can be seen in
the prophets' hope for an anointed one (a messiah) who would truly return righteous rule to the
people (see, e.g., Isa 11:1-9, where this ideal royal figure comes from the "stump of Jesse" and
ushers in an age of peace). When exile seems to end the line of earthly Davidic kings this becomes an
eschatological hope for God's ultimate return of a righteous and just kingdom under messianic rule. In
an age of diverse messianic expectations, the early church saw Jesus Christ as the fulfillment of this
hope for messianic kingdom, although his was not an earthly throne. It was an important aspect of the
tradition that Jesus was said to be born in the line of David.

David's own story is idealized in its retelling by the historian of 1 Chronicles. The rough edges of
David's story are smoothed, and his role in the religious life of Israel is enhanced. The model of
leadership in the community is that of representative of God in political and liturgical realms.

But the story of Israel's united kingdom is not complete. Solomon takes the stage, but his is not to
be a piece of the witness to emergent royal ideal in Israel and beyond. His story, for all its glitter, is
the first episode in the chronicles of a royal reality that failed to live up to the royal ideal. The royal
reality of Solomon's reign is one marked by growing distance from the people, little discernible
prophetic influence, and the growing influence of Canaan and Egypt on Israelite political and
religious life.

 
Solomon: Empire and Fracture (1 Kgs 1–11)



 
Solomon is something of a Jekyll/Hyde figure in biblical literature. It is the ruthless, violent side

of Solomon that emerges first in the story (1 Kgs 1–2). When David names Solomon as his successor
and dies, Solomon consolidates his power with a ruthless purge of his opposition. He has his half
brother and rival Adonijah killed, along with his influential supporters, including David's general,
Joab. David's priest Abiathar is banished.

Abruptly, in 1 Kgs 3:3-15, we hear that "Solomon loved the LORD, walking in the statutes of his
father David" (v. 3a), and we see a pious Solomon praying to the Lord at Gibeon. In a vision God
offers Solomon his choice of a divine gift. Solomon chooses "an understanding mind to govern your
people, able to discern between good and evil; for who can govern this your great people?" (v. 9).
God is pleased by this request and grants Solomon the gift of wisdom and additionally grants him
wealth and honor. This encounter is immediately followed by the episode of the two women claiming
the same child, a case Solomon settles in a manner that demonstrates his practical wisdom (3:16-28).

By the end of Solomon's story the image has changed again— back to the dark side of the
Solomonic tradition. Chapter 11 details Solomon's complicity in idolatry and attributes the division
of the kingdom to his sin. Solomon had seven hundred wives and three hundred concubines, a
measure of his influence in the ancient world since these were largely marriages used to seal treaties
or agreements. A measure of Solomon's stature was that his first recorded marriage was to a
pharaoh's daughter (3:1-2), a notice that also accounts for the evidence of many Egyptian influences
during Solomon's reign. These wives and concubines were allowed to bring their foreign gods with
them, and Solomon not only built shrines for these gods but himself became a worshiper at many of
them (see esp. 11:4-8). For this apostasy God angrily reveals to Solomon that the kingdom will be
"torn" from the hand of his son (vv. 9-13). The language is similar to Samuel's pronouncement of
God's rejection to Saul (1 Sam 15:28). Judah will remain, but the rest of Israel will never be under
the rule of the Davidic line again. Solomon has journeyed from pious humility to rejected idolater.

 



 
In the intervening chapters (4–10) we find detailed descriptions of Solomonic policies, building

projects, administrative details, and Solomon's growing reputation for international wisdom. Here
again the tradition can be read with two minds. On the one hand, the traditions on Solomon's reign
have often been taken as evidence of a kind of golden age in Israel—a time of magnificence and
influence among the nations. On the other hand, careful attention to the details of Solomonic policy
and activity shows a dismantling of covenantal practices rooted in the Yahwistic Sinai tradition in
favor of institutions and practices largely modeled on Canaanite/ Phoenician or Egyptian practices.

Solomon's court does indeed take on magnificent trappings of royal power. First Kings 4:22-23
says that "Solomon's provision for one day was thirty cors of choice flour, and sixty cors of meal, ten
fat oxen, and twenty pasture-fed cattle, one hundred sheep, besides deer, gazelles, roebucks and
fatted fowl." This is not the diet of the average Israelite. A further major witness to the trappings of



royal power is the building projects of Solomon. Archaeological evidence tends to confirm the
extensive military and public building projects of Solomon. He builds fortresses, chariot cities, and
garrisons for his defense forces throughout the land. Notices in 4:26 and 10:26 attribute to Solomon
1,400 chariots, 12,000 horsemen, 40,000 stalls of horses. He builds shrines and houses for his many
wives as well as public buildings of a variety of types (e.g., governor's residences; see 7:1-12; 9:15-
19).

All of this requires funding, and a good deal of Solomon's administrative policies have to do with
generating economic resources. For his more modest needs, David acquired resources by expanding
the borders of his kingdom. This is no longer possible for Solomon. In fact, during his lifetime
territories revolt or withdraw from the Israelite kingdom and Solomon is apparently powerless to do
anything about it: Edom (11:14-22); Syria (11:23-25). Solomon institutes heavy taxation on the
territories of the kingdom. In order to develop an efficient tax system he creates twelve royal districts
responsible for the provisions of the court one month out of each year (4:7-27). Each is given an
appointed royal governor, and its boundaries are drawn without regard to tribal territories, thus
undermining traditional tribal patterns of authority and governance in favor of a strictly hierarchical
royal system. The tribe of Judah, Solomon's own, is exempt from this twelve-district system.
Solomon also institutes a forced-labor policy (sometimes called the corvée) that is a tax in the form
of free labor for the state. Able-bodied men are taken on a three-month rotation from the tribes to
work on Solomon's various building projects (5:13-14). When Rehoboam sends the administrator of
the forced-labor details as his representative to meet with the northern tribes, he is so hated that they
stone him to death (12:18).

What happens under Solomon's administrative policies is that the concern for equitable
distribution of economic resources reflected in the covenant law codes is displaced by an economics
of privilege that begins to create sharp class divisions of wealthy and poor within Israel. The
redivision of tribal territories signals the beginning of forced shifts in land tenure and inheritance that
move land out of the realm of continuous family inheritance and initiate the accumulation of land by
royal retainers and wealthy elite classes associated with royal power structures. The eventual
outcome of these economic shifts that begin under Solomon can be seen particularly in the economic
practices condemned by the prophets at a later point in Israel's story.

Political power has displaced the emphasis on justice in the covenant law codes. The weak and
the poor no longer have real access to the precincts of royal decision making. Significantly the
people play no role in the elevation of Solomon to kingship as they did for Saul and David. Solomon
comes to power completely as a product of politics inside the royal court. His policies clearly weigh
heavily on the common people because rebellions break out toward the end of Solomon's reign
(11:14-40). One of these is led by Jeroboam, who escapes Solomon's hand to return after his death
and lead the northern tribes in a demand to Solomon's son for justice and lightening of Solomon's
burdensome policies. When this is refused Jeroboam leads the northern tribes to form a new northern
kingdom. Israel is permanently divided by the Solomonic politics of oppression (1 Kgs 12).

In the materials on Solomon, the building of the temple in Jerusalem is given considerable
attention (5:1–6:37; 7:13–8:66). This is a measure of the importance of the temple in ongoing
Israelite tradition. But the temple is an ambiguous achievement on the part of Solomon. In many ways
it represents the danger of the domestication of the radically free God of Israel's covenant tradition.
The temple is built with forced labor (9:15), and it adjoins the royal palace. Although the building of
the palace is given only twelve verses (7:1-12), it took thirteen years to build, while the temple took



only seven. The palace was much larger than the temple—2,700 square feet for the temple (6:2),
compared to 11,250 square feet for the palace (7:2). The temple seems almost an attachment to the
royal palace. The models for the temple are generally agreed to be Canaanite/Phoenician since
similar floor plans have been found at numerous locations. The very notion of a permanent dwelling
place is in tension with the notion of Israel's tent tabernacle. Solomon's temple introduces the
temptation to think of a God domesticated in behalf of the royal interests. This notion is not helped by
Solomon's appointment of Zadok and his descendants as the permanent priesthood of the temple in
Jerusalem. Zadok is rewarded for his support of Solomon at the time of his accession, while
Abiathar, David's other priest, is banished (interestingly to Anathoth, the hometown of Jeremiah, who
preached his most famous sermon against reliance on the temple, Jer 7; 26).

God's dwelling place on Zion does eventually find a positive place in Israel's royal theology (as
we saw in Ps 132). The psalms as liturgical material reflect a role for the temple as a place where
the traditions of God's saving grace in Israel are remembered and celebrated, both in the common,
daily, liturgical practices and on special festival occasions. The temple is thought of as God's
dwelling place, and the presence of God is mediated there through priest and sacrifice. The prophets
Jeremiah and Ezekiel both warn Israel later that this cannot be construed to mean that God has
become a possession of Israel. We will see in later chapters that exile and the destruction of the
temple lead, after the return to rebuild Jerusalem, to a restored role for the temple in the midst of
Israel's life apart from the ambiguities of its connection to kingship.

 



 
Solomon led Israel to a place of prominence among the nations, both in terms of wealth and

political influence. First Kings 10, with its account of the visit from the queen of Sheba and its
detailing of royal expeditions and the resulting wealth, shows Solomon at the height of his secular
power. But it is clear that Solomon's policies have laid the foundation for the kingdom's collapse and
have undermined concerns for equity and justice central to the Yahwistic covenant tradition. Further,
his idolatry and the entanglements of the temple with royal power suggest ongoing areas of struggle
between the realities of royal practice, which are in conflict with the covenant faith of Israel, and the
royal ideal, which begins with and develops from David. It is the prophets who will champion these
perspectives of covenant faith and faithful kingship over against this praxis of royal power, privilege,
and nationalized (domesticated) religion.

What happened to Solomon's wisdom? Didn't he ask for and receive the gift of wisdom for the
governance of the people? One answer to this question is to note that the giving of a gift does not
mean that the gift cannot be squandered. In 1 Kgs 9:1-9 Solomon has a second vision. God does not
seem pleased with Solomon this time. The vision is a stern warning on the consequences of straying



from the path of covenant obedience. The restatement of the promise to David seems closer to the
conditional statement of Ps 132 than the unconditional statement of 2 Sam 7. Israel and her kings can
be cut off, and the house (temple) that Solomon has built can be left a heap of rubble. In the context of
Solomon's story it is a warning, followed in short order by the texts on Solomon's idolatry and its
consequences. In the longer view of the Deuteronomistic Historian, writing to and for Babylonian
exiles, it is a grim explanation of the very fate they have experienced (cf. 2 Kgs 17:7-8; 21:11-15).

But the question concerning Solomon's wisdom can also be answered by pointing to the manner in
which Solomon used his gift of wisdom. By and large he does not seem to have used it for matters of
practical governance. He does, however, become renowned for his encyclopedic knowledge, his
telling of proverbs, and his trading of observations with wise teachers (4:29-34; the queen of Sheba
also comes to experience and test his reputation for such wisdom, 10:1-10). These texts reflect the
beginning under Solomon of Israelite participation in an international tradition of wise teaching and
proverbial wisdom that is known and associated with royal courts in both Mesopotamia and Egypt.
Solomon is perhaps more concerned to build an international reputation for mastery of such wisdom
than to rule wisely. Solomon's reputation for wisdom is such that Israel's own later-developing
wisdom traditions are attributed to Solomon. He is said to be the author of both Proverbs and
Ecclesiastes, although both books bear the marks of much later composition. He is also said to have
authored even the apocryphal book of the Wisdom of Solomon, which was written in Greek in the
first century BCE. Solomon should probably be considered the patron and founder of the Israelite
tradition rather than the author of it all, much as David's name is associated with so many of the
psalms. In a strange way Solomon's fostering of such wisdom traditions in Israel is more enduring
than any of the power or magnificence he garnered for himself as a ruler.

The period of a unified Israelite kingdom is at an end. In Saul kingship experienced an abortive
birth. Under David we glimpsed the promise of kingship. With Solomon the promise of kingship was
broken. All of the themes of royal ideal and royal reality, covenant faithfulness and covenant
disobedience in a time of Israelite kingdom, are introduced in the stories of these three kings. In a
time of shattered Israelite unity we must now watch these themes played in many variations as kings,
prophets, and people move down a road that tragically will lead to oblivion for the northern kingdom
and exile for the southern kingdom. It may be that the searching questions of exile gave the impetus
for a Deuteronomistic retelling of the stories of Israel's first kings, thereby preserving these traditions
for future generations.
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CHAPTER EIGHT

KINGS AND PROPHETS IN THE DIVIDED KINGDOM

1 Kgs 12–2 Kgs 13, Selected Psalms
 
 
 

Unfortunately, Israel did not have an Abraham Lincoln. If such a person had lived at the time Israel
became a divided country, its history might have been different. When the American South seceded
from the Union over the issue of slavery, the personality and policies of Lincoln were instrumental in
keeping the country intact. In Israel's history, the North seceded from the South, but slavery (in a
different form) was still involved. No Lincolnesque personalities emerged, however, who could
resolve the dilemma of division, either politically or militarily. Divided, Israel fell. First there were
two (in 922 BCE), then there was one (721 BCE), and finally there were none (587 BCE).

Amid all the military and political maneuvering of this period of time, the texts claim that the most
acute issue for Israel was a spiritual sickness that slowly but surely consumed the heart of its people.
And so, in 1 Kgs 12–2 Kgs 13, the texts sketch a coherent history of the divided kingdoms, but they
are interested most fundamentally in religious and theological matters. To this end, major portions of
the narrative focus on the word and work of God through the prophets, especially Elijah and Elisha.

Because of this overarching religious concern, in this chapter we consider, first of all, a key
theological issue that informs and undergirds the narrative and in view of which this tumultuous
segment of the history of Israel is interpreted by the books of Kings (and other books in the
Deuteronomistic History). We will then turn to a sketch of the history of this period.

 
Apostasy Shapes Israel's History

 
What is the apostasy of which the books of Kings and Israel's prophets speak so sharply and so

often? Or, to use the question of 1 Kgs 9:8-9 (written in light of the destruction of Jerusalem; cf. Deut
29:24), "Why has the LORD done such a thing to this land and to this house?" The reply gets to the
point quickly: "Because they have forsaken the LORD their God . . . and embraced other gods,
worshiping them and serving them."

The influence of Canaanite religion played a significant role in these developments. Our
knowledge of this religion has been much advanced by archaeological discoveries of documents,
especially from Ugarit (Ras Shamra) on the Syrian coast, dating from the middle of the second
millennium BCE. This religion had a powerful impact on the Israelites, particularly during the period
of the divided kingdoms. According to the books of Kings, this religion gained entry into Israel's life
especially under the program and policies of Jeroboam, the first king of the northern kingdom
(Israel). But it was under Ahab and Jezebel that a virulent form of Canaanite religion was practiced



that threatened the very future of Yahwism in both North and South (see below).
Canaanite religion was polytheistic. Chief among the deities was El, the high god of the Canaanite

pantheon, whose consort was Asherah (she is also associated with Baal, 1 Kgs 16:32-33; 18:19) and
who presided over the council of the gods. Most well known to Old Testament readers among these
deities is Baal, whose consorts included Anat (and Astarte). Their mating was believed responsible
for overcoming the powers of death and enabling a renewal of life, especially evidenced in the rains
and the fertility of the soil (an important reality for those living in Canaan). Every year this drama
was reenacted and the people participated in the associated rituals, which were often of a sexual
nature.

Canaanite religion influenced Israel's religion in both negative and positive ways. Positively,
names and metaphors for Yahweh were appropriated (e.g., the various El names; storm imagery such
as "rider of the clouds"). Important rituals and festivals were also adapted, as well as theological
themes (e.g., Yahweh as one who defeats chaos, is the source of fertility, and has power over death
and life, including resurrection). Negatively, these considerable similarities may have been a key
factor that led to a blending of Baal and Yahweh themes and practices. The reasoning may well have
gone like this: Why not revere Yahweh, while at the same time honoring the god responsible for the
fertility of the land and the life cycles? Such a syncretistic theology and associated idolatrous
worship practices became increasingly common and deeply compromised Israel's commitment to
Yahweh.

Early prophets, especially Elijah, enter into this crisis for Israel's faith and life, reject the
syncretistic tendencies, and insist that Israel is called to worship Yahweh alone. First Kings 18,
which describes the struggle of Elijah with the prophets of Baal (see below), is a key source for
understanding the negative impact of Baalism on Israelite life and the prophetic program relating
thereto. Various narratives in Kings, as we shall see, rhetorically engage this struggle for the
allegiance of the people of God to Yahweh in the face of a virile opposition. The prophet Elijah
states the issue squarely: "How long will you go limping with two different opinions? If the LORD is
God, follow him; but if Baal, then follow him" (1 Kgs 18:21).

The focus of Israel's apostasy is unfaithfulness to God, manifested fundamentally in the worship of
other gods. The issue is the first commandment (Deut 5:7-10; 6:5). The problem at its heart is thus a
matter of faith and unfaith, and not (dis)obedience of an external code. The failure to keep the
commandments is understood to be symptomatic of a more pervasive problem, namely, Israel's
disloyalty to God and its refusal to heed the prophetic call for repentance. In 2 Kgs 17:7-18, a
theological statement that explains the factors at work in Israel's fall to Assyria, all the specific sins
cited as contributing to this debacle have to do with the service of other gods (see also 1 Kgs 11:4-
11; 2 Kgs 23:4-25). The first commandment is also the focus of what it means to "forsake" the
covenant (Deut 29:25-26; 1 Kgs 11:9-11; 2 Kgs 17:15, 35-38). Moreover, idolatry is the force of the
repeated assertion in the Deuteronomistic History regarding "the sin of Jeroboam" (see below). This
recurrent evaluation of Israel's kings focuses on the idolatrous practices that drew the people away
from Yahweh (e.g., 1 Kgs 15:30-34; 16:19-31; 2 Kgs 17:21-22).

 



 
A Kingdom Divided

 
The division between the North (Israel) and the South (Judah) upon the death of Solomon had its

roots deep within Israel's premonarchical history. The ten northern tribes (dominated by Ephraim)
and the two southern tribes (dominated by Judah) had somewhat different histories and religious
commitments. When King Saul died, those divisions broke out into the open, and it took David seven
years to unify the country. Solomon managed to maintain this fragile unity, but his oppressive policies
and syncretistic encouragements alienated many people, particularly in the North. The luxurious life
of the court and extensive building programs placed a heavy tax burden on the people, and many
were forced into labor gangs to carry out Solomon's projects.



This oppressive situation deteriorated to such an extent that the prophet Ahijah encouraged a
northern leader (Jeroboam) to revolt (1 Kgs 11). Although Jeroboam's revolt failed initially, he
renewed his efforts on behalf of northern tribes with Solomon's son Rehoboam. Though Rehoboam
rejected Jeroboam's appeal for reform, the northern tribes successfully seceded from Judah and
crowned Jeroboam king (1 Kgs 12). Jeroboam established his political capital at Shechem, later
moving it to Tirzah. Somewhat later, in 870 BCE, King Omri built a permanent capital at Samaria.

 
Jeroboam: Theological Issues

 
Jeroboam established two religious capitals, at Bethel and Dan (in the far South and far North),

seeking to break any continuing allegiance to Jerusalem. At each shrine, he set up golden calves
(actually bulls). These objects were apparently not intended to be idolatrous, but rather pedestals on
which the invisible Yahweh was thought to stand (and hence parallel to the Ark of the Covenant in the
Jerusalem temple). This was, however, a dangerous move, given the connections of the bull (a
symbol of fertility) to the Canaanite god Baal. That danger was soon realized as Baalized worship
practices had an increasing impact on Israel's life (already in 14:15). In view of this later
development, the narrative in 1 Kgs 12–14 is critical of Jeroboam's action in uncompromising terms,
sharply stated by the prophet Ahijah (1 Kgs 14:6-16). Jeroboam's action was idolatrous and stood in
the tradition of the golden calf of Exod 32 (cf. 1 Kgs 12:28 with Exod 32:4; see also Hos 8:5-6;
10:5-6). As noted above, the books of Kings pass a theological judgment on subsequent kings in
terms of how they related to Jeroboam's religious program (over twenty times; first in 1 Kgs 15:26;
finally in 2 Kgs 17:22-23). The assumption is that Jeroboam's successors could have reversed this
state of affairs, but none of them did, and it no doubt became more difficult to do as time passed.

These negative developments in Jeroboam's reign may make the reader wonder about the
prophetic word spoken to him in 1 Kgs 11:26-39. Did God's word set him up for a fall? Two factors
should be taken into account in considering this question.

One, what Jeroboam does counts with God. Though God's powerful word to Jeroboam through the
prophet Ahijah fills this scene, the word rebel stands at the beginning (11:27) and has important
content. God's word is spoken to one who has already rebelled against Solomon's policies; God
works in and through what Jeroboam is doing. This divine way of working was just made clear
regarding Solomon's adversaries, Hadad and Rezon, who are rebellious figures before God raises
them up (see 11:14-25). What Jeroboam has done and will do counts in charting a future course, not
simply what God does or what God's prophet says. Both Jeroboam and God/God's word are
effective agents. Specifically, Jeroboam's faithfulness or lack thereof is seen to be crucial for the
course that future takes (11:38).

Two, the future that God's word gives to Jeroboam in verse 38 is a genuine possibility. God holds
out high hopes for Jeroboam and his reign, comparing him to David. God uses important theological
language for this word to Jeroboam (11:35-38). God will "give" him the kingdom and he shall reign;
God "will be with" Jeroboam and "build" him an enduring dynasty. God sees his potential, that he has
the strength to resist the oppressive forces at work under Solomon and Rehoboam. God raises him up
as, in effect, a savior figure (see 2 Kgs 13:5).

The realization of God's desires for Jeroboam has not been divinely predetermined or foreknown
in any absolute sense. The text gives us no reason to believe that God is being deceptive here, as if



God knows for sure that this future will not come to pass but lays it out anyway. God's stated desire
for his kingship is genuine, and the conditions stated are actual conditions (11:38; see also God's "if"
and "if not" in 9:1-9).1 In fact, 1 Kgs 12:15, 24 indicates that God is at work to fulfill the prophet's
word. God no doubt knows that a negative future is a real possibility, but this positive word to
Jeroboam is also a genuine possibility, for both Jeroboam and God. God here treats Jeroboam with
integrity in the outline of possible futures. God's will for him is clear; at the same time, Jeroboam's
(dis)loyalty will make a difference regarding the shape of his future and that of Israel.

More generally, God cares about the future of the North as much as the South. God's chosen
people extend across both kingdoms, as will be evident in the narratives that follow. And, notably, no
indication is given that the northern tribes should not continue to regard the Mosaic covenant and its
obligations, as well as the Jerusalem temple, as central to their faith. As it turns out, the "sin of
Jeroboam" flies in the face of these divine concerns and a sharply negative future becomes a reality.
God's will for Jeroboam is not realized, not because God has failed, but because Jeroboam has.
Jeroboam's sins are of such a magnitude that they successfully resist the will of God for him and his
dynasty. The only other interpretive option for understanding Jeroboam is to view the litany of his
sins in 12:28-32 as the will of God. But, the will of God is evident in the narrator's condemnation of
his actions as idolatrous. Jeroboam, who started out as a savior, ends up as such a sinner that the last
state of affairs for Israel is worse than the first. God's hopes for him are dashed and God's will for
Israel is frustrated.

All of Jeroboam's sins are connected to worship in some way. There are no signs that he violated
the principles of justice for the oppressed, upon which his rebellion was grounded (with God's
approval). From both political and ethical perspectives, Jeroboam's work is commended. Jeroboam's
religious violations, however, which are used to serve personal and political ends (a universal way
of using religion), subvert the positive political agenda. Political liberation cannot stand by itself if
the worship of God is not in order. This issue is the opposite of the problem often addressed by later
prophets, where the worship is appropriate but justice is absent (Amos 5:21-24; Isa 1:10-15).
Neither worship nor justice can go it alone; both are necessary for Israel's life and well-being.

 



 
The Divided Kingdoms: A Narrative Rhythm

 
From Jeroboam (and Rehoboam) on, the narrator works through the history of the two kingdoms in

synchronistic fashion, first one and then the other, with overlaps and resumptions as necessary.2 This
reveals an understanding that North and South, while divided, are both part of the story of the one
people of God. Major "interruptions" (e.g., the Elijah stories) and transitional materials are
interwoven in this rhythmic retelling.

Introductory and concluding résumés for each reign, typically structured (e.g., 14:21-24, 29-31;
15:1-8, 25-32), punctuate the narrative. The repeated evaluation of the royal regimes is cast in
religious terms regardless of political and military success. Apostasy becomes a dominant theme;
faithfulness to God is what counts over the long haul. The repeated drumming of this cadence
interprets this history, but it also provides readers with a word of warning and a call for reform. The
narrator is not fundamentally concerned with historiographical matters, reconstructing the past for the
sake of writing history. The concern is to bring a word of God to the readers and to learn from the
past in such a way as to chart a course for the community's future. When the prophets become
involved, the story is expanded and theological interpretation is more in play. Finally, what God is
about in this story drives the narrative and determines what is important to consider.

The variation in the regnal summaries and in related comments about specific kings evidences a
less rigid analysis and a more subtle theology at work in these texts than might at first appear.
Despite the appearance of reducing these kings to a formula, defeat is not always linked to sin, nor is



prosperity necessarily linked to faithfulness to God. For example, God acts on behalf of faithless
Israel in 2 Kgs 13–14. Jeroboam II is "evil," but recovers Solomon's empire (2 Kgs 14:23-27);
Jehoahaz is "evil," but his prayers are answered (13:4-5). God's compassion and promises continue
to shape Israel's life in the midst of its evil ways (see 2 Kgs 13:23). In Judah, Azariah/Uzziah is
judged by God for his sins (15:5)—though he reigns for fifty-two years. Amaziah is a good king who
scrupulously obeys the law (14:6), but he is bested in battle by an evil king of Israel and is
assassinated.

These promissory and "inconsistent" texts are often considered intrusive or surprising. But in such
theological comment the narrator qualifies his own somewhat mechanical royal summaries. The
summaries give the basic direction of a reign and its more longrange impact, but the narrator has no
precise retributive sense of the relationship between good and bad kings and what happens to them
individually. Both divine and human activity upset any mechanistic understandings of these
summaries. God is at work, pursuing the divine designs, making people accountable, and pursuing
wellbeing for all, but no dogma of retribution is evident.

One claim of these summaries seems incontestable. Because God is at work in all aspects of life
—social, economic, political, and military—issues of moral accountability will regularly surface.
Leaders will be held accountable by God, often through other human beings, for all aspects of their
work within the community. To pass such theological judgments is to be true to the way in which God
evaluates life in the world. God will not be evicted from the public arena, for God's purposes for life
are at stake in those precincts far removed from churchly buildings and confessions.

The narrator often cites a source for further reading (and perhaps for checking accuracy)—the
book of the annals of the kings of Israel/Judah (e.g., 1 Kgs 14:19, 29). The title suggests a more
"historical" source than Kings, with its overriding theological interests, proves to be. Some
additional details are provided in 2 Chr 10–36, but the Chronicler passes over the northern
apostates. The chronological framework of the two hundred years of the divided monarchy presents
problems that have not yet been resolved.

 
The Divided Kingdoms: A Downward Spiral

 
A comparison of the two kingdoms is helpful in understanding the history that follows. The

kingdom of the ten northern tribes had a total of nine dynasties (and nineteen kings) in its two-
hundred-year history. Internal political instability was nurtured by ongoing differences among
northerners regarding the issue of dynastic versus prophetically designated kings. During this period,
the southern tribes (Judah, with Benjamin) had only one dynasty (and twelve kings), that of David.
This dynasty had been prophetically designated as divinely chosen and grounded in everlasting
promises (2 Sam 7).

The reader should not underestimate the power and symbolic value of this perduring Davidic
dynasty and the associated covenant, even with all of the royal failures. One can observe to some
extent how these images functioned for the Davidic monarchy in the socalled royal psalms, which
were used in kingly rituals over the course of the Davidic monarchy. They include coronation hymns
and liturgies (2; 72; 101; 110; 132), petitions and prayers of thanksgiving (18; 20–21; 89; 144), and a
royal wedding song (45). Later messianic hopes would draw much of their imagery and energy from
this royal tradition, especially the divine promises. The Davidic kings failed again and again, and



their reigns betrayed the ideal of these psalms. But the prophets would pick up on these themes and
project them into the future: someday a king would arise who would truly mediate the rule of God
(e.g., Isa 7; 9; 11). The prophetic claim is that royal failure could not undo the promises of God. The
Christian claim is that those promises are fully and finally realized in Jesus the Christ. But this
fulfillment represents a shift in the divine strategy for the realization of the promises, for the crown
Jesus would wear was made of thorns. The King of the Jews would reign from a tree.

Undergirded by these perpetually reiterated royal themes, Judah was more stable politically than
Israel. In other ways, Israel appeared to have the advantage, but it was illusory. Geographically,
Israel was three times larger than Judah, but with more extensive and less-wellprotected boundaries.
Israel also had more fertile land and natural resources, but its wealth in time led to a more stratified
society, with increasing gaps between rich and poor. With twice the population of Judah, Israel was a
less homogeneous people, including many Canaanites, and this made for a mixed religious allegiance
among its populace. Given these realities, Israel's initial religious conservatism proved to be
precarious over time, and Israel succumbed more quickly to the spell of outside religious influences
than did Judah. A victor-to-victim pattern often characterizes the North, as a relentless spiral
downward consumes king after king, with only occasional respites on the way to doom. An apostasy-
reform rhythm is common in the South, as the Jerusalem temple and the Davidic dynasty provide
greater stability over time. But Judah is finally judged to be just as guilty as Israel in violating the
relationship with God (cf. Jer 3:6-11). And its fall was just as great.

This division also meant periodic civil war between North and South for several decades, a
conflict from which no clear winner emerged. This strife weakened both states, a situation that
allowed Egypt to wreak havoc for a time, crippling Judah in particular (1 Kgs 14:25-26). Intermittent
conflict with Aram (Syria) and Moab troubled later generations, especially in Israel (1 Kgs 20; 22; 2
Kgs 3; 5–16), and the rise of Assyria in the eighth century would eventually lead to the destruction of
the North (721 BCE) and the near fall of the South (701 BCE).

During much of their divided history, the two kingdoms were second-rate powers in the ancient
Near East, as the Solomonic empire lost much of its extent and luster under mostly inept and corrupt
rulers. There were some periods of relative peace and prosperity, especially under Jeroboam II in
the North (786–746 BCE) and Azariah/Uzziah in the South (783–742 BCE), but such stable
conditions were fleeting. In the paragraphs that follow we trace briefly the history of each kingdom
up to these more prosperous times for both North and South. The books of Kings focus on the history
of the North (1 Kgs 12–2 Kgs 17). Some attention is given to the South, but not much detail (2 Chr
10–36, which speaks only of the South, provides further information).

In the North, after a period of civil war and instability, King Omri (876–869 BCE) was able to
steady the relationship with Judah and entered into alliances with surrounding nations, putting Israel
on the commercial map. One such alliance, with serious repercussions for Israel, was sealed by the
marriage of Ahab, son of Omri, and Jezebel, daughter of the king of Sidon. While the reign of Ahab
(869–850 BCE) was externally successful, the narrator's interest is focused in a sustained way on
pernicious religious developments associated with this royal family (1 Kgs 16:29–22:40). Ahab and
Jezebel authorized the worship of Baal in Israel and encouraged associated religious practices, often
with zeal. Their conflict with prophetic figures over idolatry and syncretistic religious practice
shows the extent to which Yahwism's future was threatened.

King Jehu (842–815 BCE), with the help of the prophet Elisha, purged the country of this dynasty
and many of the Baal worshipers. His dynasty would remain in place for about a century (see his



mixed review in 2 Kgs 10:28-31). The prophets who backed Jehu's purge probably reasoned that
Israel's existence was at stake, but the misplaced zeal and graphic violence (later condemned in Hos
1:4) finally did not resolve the issues of the heart. Jehu's efforts were not sustained by his successors,
and Baal worship emerged later in even more vigorous forms. Moreover, Jehu weakened the country
in its ability to resist foreign incursions. When he paid tribute to hold off an expansive Assyria, Syria
(under Hazael) was so offended that it reduced Israel to a shadow of its former self. Yet, later,
Assyria's defeat of Syria enabled Israel to enjoy several decades of prosperity under Jeroboam II.

In the South, idolatrous practices begin to make inroads as well. Reforming activities under kings
Asa and Jehoshaphat are reported (1 Kgs 15; 22; cf. 2 Chr 14–15; 17–20), but they have only
temporary effects, not least because Jehoshaphat married his son (Jehoram) to Athaliah, the daughter
of Ahab. Athaliah introduces pagan elements into Judah's worship life and seeks to make the religion
of Baal official in Judah. Upon the death of Jehoram she seizes the throne and puts to death all
members of the Davidic line, save one— Jehoram's grandson Je(ho)ash. Her six-year reign (842–837
BCE) was brought to an end by a coalition of religious and political leaders; they put her to death
and reestablished the Davidic monarchy in the person of Jehoash (2 Kgs 11; 2 Chr 22–23). The
narrator draws a brief but vivid picture of the end of an era: "So all the people of the land rejoiced;
and the city [Jerusalem] was quiet" (2 Kgs 11:20). Jehoash (837–800 BCE) instituted important
religious reforms (2 Kgs 12:1-16) and helped prepare the way for a somewhat sustained time of
peace and prosperity under Azariah/Uzziah.

 
The Beginnings of Prophecy in Israel

 
In contemporary speech the word prophet is often misunderstood. For many people, a prophet is

one who foretells the future and/or who speaks out on issues of social justice. While these elements
may indeed often be found in prophetic speech, prophecy is a complex phenomenon that evolved
over the centuries; a single definition of prophet will not serve the Bible reader well. Later
discussions of prophecy in this volume will fill out the picture.

The origins of prophecy in Israel are not altogether clear. Prophets were not unique to Israel in the
ancient world; prophets are attested among Israel's neighbors, including the Canaanites (see 1 Kgs
18). The people of Israel would thus have been familiar with such individuals in the larger culture.
Israelite prophecy developed in interaction with already existing rhetorical strategies and roles of
non-Israelite prophets. At the same time, individual Israelite prophets had a self-understanding that
they were specially called spokespersons for Israel's God in a way that no others were. They
believed this to be the case whether the source of their speech was ascribed to the Spirit (more
characteristic of early prophets, e.g., 1 Kgs 22:24) or visions (Amos 1:1) or the word of God (e.g.,
Jer 1:2).

Prophecy in Israel takes root in the period of the judges. Persons such as Abraham, Moses, and
Miriam are occasionally called prophets, but that naming is a theological judgment made by later
generations that detected significant continuity between these figures and the later prophets. One may
also discern links between the prophets and the judges of early Israel, who assumed religious,
political, and military responsibilities (e.g., Gideon, Deborah). The Spirit of the Lord came upon
such individuals to empower them for word and action in crisis situations in Israel's life. One could,
in fact, define a prophet in remarkably similar ways, though their actions were usually quite different.



In the eleventh century, under the Philistine threat to Israel's life, Israel's leadership proved
inadequate. The people demanded a king to solve the crisis. Perhaps because of significant
opposition to kingship, a division of the responsibilities of the judges was developed under Samuel
and Saul. The military/political tasks would be taken up by a nāgîd ("prince"; Saul was the first),
while the responsibility for discerning and announcing the word of the Lord would be given to a
prophetic figure (nābî'; other words for these individuals are used at times, with little or no
distinction in meaning, such as seer, visionary, and man of God). The prophet's role would be to
legitimate the king's appointment and to function in an ongoing way as the king's counsel and
conscience, an important counterbalancing function.

The degree to which prophecy was an "office," and the prophets a professional class, remains
uncertain. The phrase sons of the prophets (1 Kgs 20:35) and the relationship between Elijah and his
successor, Elisha (apparently a unique relationship), suggest something on the order of prophetic
schools or communities. The prophets were not the isolated eccentrics or radicals that popular
tradition has often made them out to be. Generally speaking, earlier prophets worked more with
individual leaders (usually kings), while later prophets, though they also often interacted with kings,
addressed the entire people of Israel. This shift in prophecy from a predominantly individual to a
community orientation appears to coincide with the beginning of written prophecy (Amos, in the
mideighth century). Only after this shift does the word regarding the future judgment or salvation of
the entire people of God come clearly into view. When their words were fulfilled, it was a key factor
in the preservation of the prophets' words.

Samuel became Israel's first prophet, though he functions in other capacities as well. Samuel's
links to priestly circles are one indication that prophets were (usually?) associated with Israel's life
of worship (cf. Ezekiel in a later period). From the beginning of the monarchy, prophets were also
regularly associated with the royal court, in both North and South, functioning in both critical and
affirming ways. This is most clearly seen in Nathan's relationship to David; Nathan both announces
the covenant with the Davidic line (2 Sam 7) and denounces David in the Uriah-Bathsheba affair (2
Sam 12). One can also see this dual role in Ahijah; as noted, he became a key figure at the point of
the division of the kingdom (1 Kgs 11–14).

Israel's kings, however, began to act as kings are wont to do. They became increasingly reluctant
to listen to criticism and sought to assume absolute power for themselves. In response, the prophet's
relationship to the king became more complex and tension-filled. Some prophets were unqualifiedly
supportive of the king; others were sharply critical. The prophet Micaiah plays the latter role in 1
Kgs 22, and increasingly this more critical stance becomes the primary prophetic role in relationship
to the royal office. Conflict among the prophets would intensify in the centuries to follow and led to a
sharp distinction between true prophets and false. Criteria for distinguishing between true and false
were never able to be precisely developed, however (see Deut 13:1-5; 18:9-22; Jer 23; 28); only
later generations were able to discern the identity of the true prophets and collected their stories and
words. As has been noted, an especially serious conflict between prophet and king emerged in the
North in the relationship between the prophet Elijah and Ahab and Jezebel.

 
Elijah and Elisha

 
Much of 1 Kgs 17–2 Kgs 10 focuses on the ministry of Elijah and on that of his successor, Elisha.

Most scholars agree that these narratives circulated independent from their present context in an



earlier form (perhaps both oral and written). They were drawn into this larger story by Deuteronomic
editors—with minimal revision, sufficient to fit them into their larger story of Israel's apostate kings.

 
Elijah and His Time

 
Elijah was called to be a prophet during the reigns of the northern king Ahab (869–850 BCE) and

his son Ahaziah (850–849 BCE). This royal house generated a time of deep crisis for Israel, though
this was not externally apparent. Under Omri, Ahab's father, Israel had once again been put on the
map of the world of nations, and for several decades was successful in its military and commercial
undertakings. Ahab ruled during a time of relative peace and prosperity. But, as often proved to be
the case in the course of Israel's history, external success masked an internal rottenness. Israel had
succumbed to the idolatries associated with Baal worship, became engaged in the violent persecution
of the worshipers of Yahweh, and promoted oppressive policies toward the less fortunate (see 1 Kgs
21). In the tradition of several of his predecessors, Elijah criticizes the regime on these various
fronts with a sharp and specific word from God. He serves as royal critic and general "troubler of
Israel" (1 Kgs 18:17).

The stylized notices of the kings in 1 Kgs 15–16 are "interrupted" at 17:1 by a return to narratives.
The change in style signals a change in content; Elijah is an interruption. Elijah is a towering figure, a
new Moses, who bursts upon the scene from outside normal channels (Gilead is east of the Jordan,
away from the centers of power) and confronts the power structures in uncompromising terms. The
spirited stories about Elijah focus on his confrontation with Baal and his advocates; they follow the
report of Ahab's introduction of idolatrous practices (1 Kgs 16:31-33). Elijah's zeal for Yahweh
more than matches the zeal for Baal on the parts of Ahab and Jezebel. These stories claim that no
compromise on this issue is possible; Yahweh and Baal cannot coexist in an easy syncretism.

But Elijah's journey is not depicted simply in heroic terms; a deep questioning of self, of vocation,
and of God also characterizes his journey. No doubt because of this complexity, Elijah lives deeply
embedded in Israel's memory, so much so that the last words of the Old Testament (Mal 4:5-6) are
expectant of his return to usher in the day of the Lord. At the same time, these chapters in Kings are
not simply a story about a prophet's life; they are also a story about the divine life and the interaction
between prophet and God. God's future with this people is on the line, and neither God nor prophet
remains unaffected by that struggle.

 
Elisha and His Time

 
Elisha is active during the reigns of Jehoram, Jehu, Jehoahaz, and Jehoash (849–786 BCE). Elisha

is Elijah's appointed successor, but he serves a somewhat different role. Several elements in the
Elisha story mirror those of his predecessor, particularly his miracle-working activities. The latter
seem designed to enhance the prophet's reputation as a mediator of divine word and deed (cf. 2 Kgs
4:1-7 with 1 Kgs 17:8-16). But Elisha is even more engaged in activities associated with political
and military crises. These include affairs of state, such as entering into intrigue regarding the threats
to Israel's well-being posed by the Moabites (2 Kgs 3) and Aramaeans (2 Kgs 6–8), even intruding
into the affairs of Syrian rule (see 8:7-15). Elisha also engaged issues internal to Israel's political
life, promoting the activities of Jehu in bringing down the rule of Ahab's dynasty and assassinating



Jehoram, Jezebel, and associated Baal worshipers (2 Kgs 9–10).
Elisha represents the word and work of a God who is active in every sphere of life, not just the

religious. Despite appearances to the contrary, God works through the prophet in giving shape to
Israel's history amid the swirl of these events. The reader might wonder about God's connections
with such intrigue and violence. But God chooses to work through means such as these and with what
is available. God does not perfect people before God decides to work in and through them. Hence,
violence will be associated with the work of God in the world.

Generally, these narratives in 1–2 Kings are designed to serve several purposes: to condemn the
policies and practices of the evil rulers of Israel; to oppose the idolatrous worship of Baal; to
enhance the role of the prophets in charting Israel through these dangerous times; and to magnify the
God of Israel. Implicit throughout is the recognition that this sorrowful tale of idolatry and judgment
is not simply past history. The narratives stand as a strong word to all subsequent generations
regarding the central importance of the first commandment in Israel's life and worship and the
dangers of syncretism and apostasy.

We take a closer look at several of the stories about Elijah and Elisha that speak narratively to
these purposes. The most fundamental witness of these stories is that Israel's God makes true life
possible in every sphere.

 
1 Kgs 17—Miracles of Life in the Midst of Death

 
The opposition to Baal is sharply pronounced in these stories, especially the notion that Baal

controlled life and death, whether in the human or natural order. The witness of these stories is that
life and death are in the hands of Israel's God, not Baal. At the same time, in each story, God, through
the word (17:4, 9, 16, 24), mediates life through various creatures: nonhumans; a poor widow; the
prophet himself. Regardless of their place in God's good creation, God's effective word is at work
through them to serve life.

In the first story (17:1-7), Israel's God is acclaimed as the Creator, who sees to the cycle of the
dry/rainy seasons and who works through nonhuman creatures (ravens) to provide food and water to
the faithful. This theme continues in chapter 18, where the conflict between Yahweh and Baal comes
to a head. In the second story (17:8-16), Elijah is commanded to go to Zarephath, near the capital of
Baal worship (Sidon; see 16:31), to demonstrate in the very center of the opposition that true life
depends upon the God of Israel. God acts on behalf of the poor (those neglected by the political
power structures) to provide food and works through even such lowly persons to care for the faithful.
Here the prophet is dependent upon such a lowly one for his basic needs.

The third story (17:17-24; cf. the similar story of Elisha in 2 Kgs 4:18-37) continues with the
same characters in the same oppositionfilled setting. This time the issue of life and death is more
sharply raised. Israel's God is the God of life, not simply in the world of nature or in the provision of
life-giving food and water, but even at the point where physical death has intruded upon human life.
Here the prophet himself, like the ravens and the poor widow, is portrayed as the one who mediates
the power of God for life by raising the widow's son from the dead. He uses an existing healing
ritual, which combines stretching his body over the boy (to communicate some of his own life to the
boy) and a further prayer to God to restore his life (this time with an imperative). Note that prayer
alone is not considered sufficient (for a comparable combination, see 2 Kgs 20:1-7). God responds



to the prophet; in fact, God "listened" to Elijah.
The climactic note in the story lies not in the restoration as such but in the testimony of the woman

(17:24; see also 18:39). In the movement from the woman's accusation to her affirmation, a public
witness is made to this God and God's prophet by a resident within Baal's own land. God and his
effective witness have entered into enemy territory and have begun to conquer the powers of death
from within—no military, political, or ecclesiastical activity here— through seemingly small
gestures, feeble words, and the witness of a lowly woman. One small healing act here and there, and
more testifying women like her, and the word about this life-giving God will get around. This witness
sets the stage for the major confrontations of Elijah with the powers that be in chapter 18.

These miracle stories (the similar stories of Elisha in 2 Kgs 4–5 are also in view here) shift the
readers' focus away from larger societal issues to the needs of individuals—both rich and poor.
Royal persons and policies are hardly in view; they do not finally define reality. Apostasy and its
effects have not taken over God's world. These stories speak most fundamentally about God's will
for life that continues amid all that makes for wrath and death in Israel. Needs are being met; life is
being given and restored; God the Creator is still at work for good.

Note that the needs met are not narrowly religious or spiritual— true also of the miracles of Jesus,
which these stories anticipate and help interpret. They are concerned with quite mundane matters that
have to do with enough food, safe food, freedom from debt that can break up families, sickness, and
death. They recognize that suffering is real, that pain is an everyday experience for wealthy and poor,
even for the faithful. The people of God are not exempted from the pains and sorrows of life. As Ps
23:5 puts it, "You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies." These are not escapist
stories, designed to take readers out of the world; rather, they put life back into place according to
God's creational design.

Remarkably, these prophetic deeds are not presented in terms of a divine disruption of God's
creation. Indeed, they are seen in more matter-of-fact terms; as such, the stories testify that God's
good creation is properly at work in the midst of those who would disrupt it. The stories are
remarkably unconcerned to explain how these deeds take place, except to make clear that God works
through already existing means in each case. The Creator has placed within this world human beings
with compassion and remarkable gifts who can bring life and well-being to those in need. Each of
these stories involves human activity; a prophet enters into the lives of others and seeks to ameliorate
their life situations. Moreover, the prophet uses a variety of creational resources. His work is not a
creation out of nothing, but the expansion and development of already existing gifts of God's creation.
The links to contemporary life entail discerning the gifts the Creator has already given that can enable
such lifegiving surprises in our own time—for example, medical research and the skills of surgeons
and counselors. While the texts are not interested in promoting methods by which miracles might be
brought about, they invite the reader to imagine creational resources not yet tapped.

The witness of these texts, finally, is that God's will for life working through human beings and
other created realities is living and real even in the worst of times. They make clear that there are
possibilities for life and healing in God's world that go beyond our present calculations and
understandings, and they give us hope that God's working in this world through people like ourselves
may indeed make miracles happen.

Such stories do not necessarily stand over against modern views of reality. Modern physics
(quantum mechanics, chaos theory) has helped us see that this world is not a closed system of cause
and effect; the loose, if complex, causal weave allows for "play" within God's design that makes



novelty, freshness, surprise, and serendipity possible (see Job 38–41). Even more, such a world
makes it possible for God to be at work within the interplay of natural law and the loose weave.
God's creation is not fixed and static, but full of surprises and new possibilities. Historians still have
their work to do in sorting out issues of probability as to whether these particular miracles occurred,
but they cannot with integrity begin by saying they could not happen.

 
1 Kgs 18—Yahweh Alone Is God

 
This chapter is set during a time of severe drought throughout the land of Israel; it provides the

occasion for a confrontation between Yahweh and Baal: who would be able to break the drought and
provide the rains needed for fields and flocks? Baal was supposedly the "expert" in such areas; but
Elijah enters into the heart of Baal's very domain, and goes for the jugular. Elijah's strategy is to set
up a challenge between himself (and Yahweh) and four hundred fifty prophets of Baal to resolve the
matter. The prophets of Baal resort to a variety of ecstatic behaviors and rituals, hoping thereby to
prompt action on the part of Baal. But nothing happens. Elijah's response (vv. 27-29) is filled with
satire, mocking such efforts as futile: Baal must be asleep or meditating or on a journey; or perhaps
he is going to the bathroom.

Elijah proceeds with his own strategy. He builds an altar and prepares a sacrifice. He pours
water (symbolizing the end of the drought) over the altar, and calls upon Yahweh to demonstrate who
is truly God. The "fire of the LORD" falls from heaven and consumes the burnt offering and the entire
sacrificial structure. The people respond with a confession that Yahweh is God, seize the prophets of
Baal at Elijah's command, and Elijah single-handedly kills them all. The drought is broken,
demonstrating that Yahweh, not Baal, is the God of life and fertility.

The violence in evidence here should not be explained away, but neither should it be considered
necessarily just. Once again, God does not act alone; but God works in and through that which is
available, with human beings as they are, with all of their flaws and foibles. Again, God does not
perfect people before deciding to work through them. Moreover, this divine action does not
necessarily confer a positive value on the specific human means through which God chooses to work,
nor does that divine involvement allow one to say that the end necessarily justifies the means. In any
case, God's actions in the event ought not be reduced to human proportions.

The reader might be tempted to suggest that this story is most basically concerned to demonstrate
God's transcendent power. But such language can be misleading. The problem with Baal (as with
idols generally, see Ps 115:3-8; Jer 10:5) is not that he is distant and removed (though he does that
well), but that he does not speak or feel or act or care: "There was no voice, no answer, and no
response" (18:26, 29). The concern here is more to protect Yahweh's immanence than divine
transcendence. Yahweh listens to Elijah's prayers and responds to them.

One might also be tempted to think that this story, in contrasting Yahweh with idols, emphasizes
Yahweh's freedom. But more to the point here is the concern for God's commitment, which by
definition entails a self-limitation of freedom. God has promised to send rain (18:1); God honors the
relationship with the prophet; God remembers commitments made to Abraham, Isaac, and Israel
(18:36) by responding to that particular formulation in the prophetic prayer. God has named this
people Israel (18:31; all twelve tribes), has called them God's own, and acts in faithfulness to that
relationship.



The concern of the text is not simply to show that Yahweh alone is God, as important as that is.
The concern is also to reveal something about the basic character of this God. Yahweh is one who is
active in human affairs, who listens, speaks, and acts, and who honors commitments made to chosen
representatives and to the people with whom a special relationship has been established. It is
precisely this kind of God who is the only God for Israel. Even more, it is this kind of God who is
the only God, period. Yahweh is the only God for Israel, and divided allegiances are as unfaithful as
abandonment of Yahweh altogether.

This story ought not be used to suggest that God cannot lose in any contest. To be consistent, such
a perspective would have to claim that there was no loss for God in the apostasies of Jeroboam or
Ahab or anyone else in this spiraling downfall of Israel. The alternative is for apostasy to be
considered the will of God. And, if that is so, God has no business being angry at what happens. The
apostasy we encounter in these texts means that the will of God is resistible. And if resisted, that is a
loss for God and the occasion for divine grief (see Ps 78:40; Eph 4:30).

We should speak in a more qualified way and say that in this particular contest God does not lose.
But the divine action is not unrelated to prior human activity, and that human action is not irrelevant
to God's action. The list is considerable: Elijah's boldness in standing before Ahab and all the false
prophets; his conviction that Baal is nothing and Yahweh is God and his speaking and acting on that
conviction; the care and confidence with which he sets the scene in terms of a perfectly executed
sacrificial act; his prayer with its fine historical sense and proper communal motivations, to which
God listens (cf. 17:22); and his ritual actions to prepare for the coming of the rain. These human
activities count; they make a difference to the situation and to God. The possibilities for God in this
contested moment are sharply enhanced by the prophet's words and deeds.

 
1 Kgs 19—A Personal Crisis for the Prophet

 
This chapter centers on the prophetic commission that issues from an encounter with God (vv. 15-

18) and Elijah's fulfillment of the succession of Elisha (vv. 19-21). Second Kings 2 continues the
issue of Elisha's succession, at which point Elisha actually picks up the mantle of Elijah and becomes
his successor.

In 18:22 Elijah had complained to God that he was the only prophet left who had not bowed the
knee to Baal. He was the only true "man of God" left in town. This complaint of Elijah is evident in
19:16 as God promises him that Elisha will be his successor, and that he is not as alone as he may
think; some seven thousand Israelites remain faithful to God (19:18).

Threatened by Ahab and Jezebel, Elijah flees for his life, heading south toward Mt. Horeb, the
traditional site of divine revelation. On the way he relives some of Israel's experiences in the
wilderness; he complains because of his failures and expresses a wish for death (ironic, given his
flight from death at royal hands). But God again (cf. 17:1-16) provides for life in the midst of death.
Having arrived at Horeb, God repeatedly (vv. 9, 13) rebukes Elijah as to what he is doing in this
place. Elijah, perhaps expecting divine commiseration and focusing on himself, has the same reply
(vv. 10, 14, author's translation): "I've been working my head off to no effect; all Israelites have
proved unfaithful, and now my life is in danger." It is as if he had heard nothing between the
questions. And in fact, while there had been a lot of noise (earthquake, wind, and fire—signs of the
storm god Baal but not realities "in" which the God of Israel is to be found), no real communication



had taken place. After the noise there was only the "sound of silence."
When Elijah simply repeats his reply, God responds (vv. 15-18, author's translation): "Get out of

the doldrums, quit the pity party, much work remains to be done, and here are a few starters; besides,
you are not alone" (see also 18:3-4). No new word was available to Elijah from Mt. Horeb (Elijah
was no Moses); it was essentially the same old word. Nor is Elijah given special protection; he is
given only some new tasks and the promise of help to carry out his responsibilities. Hazael and Jehu
will be instruments of God's purposes, and a successor prophet will be raised up to continue his
work. And remember the seven thousand.

God's commands to anoint two kings are not actually carried out by Elijah, but by Elisha and one
of Elisha's followers (2 Kgs 8:7-15; 9:1-13). The purpose for making Hazael king of Aram (2 Kgs
10:32-33) is to cut back Israel's territory and mediate God's judgment on Israel for its idolatry (as
God will later use the Assyrians and the Babylonians). The second case (2 Kgs 9:1-13) also relates
to divine judgment as Jehu puts an end to Ahab's dynasty and initiates reforms that begin to turn back
the inroads of Baal on Israel's life. In both cases, once again, God becomes involved in violent
human activities, whereby judgment is mediated through a foreign people upon Israel for its
unfaithfulness. The one command that Elijah does carry out provides for prophetic continuity in the
person of Elisha (1 Kgs 19:19-21). Such a concern for succession is not the usual way in which
prophets are raised up in Israel. Succession is the means God uses in this instance because of the
concerns expressed by Elijah and the severity of the crisis for Yahwism in Israel at this time. This
crisis calls for continuity in having a "man of God" on the scene who can address the issues
forthrightly. This stress on continuity shows that the calling of the prophet as spokesperson of God is
the central concern of this narrative.

Elisha (a very rich man) is not eager to pick up Elijah's mantle and begs for a delay to say his
good-byes. Whether Elijah rebukes him is unclear; he appears to tell Elisha to return to what he was
doing as if the call had not occurred. Elisha is too indecisive to serve the calling Elijah has in mind.
But when Elisha returns home he slaughters the oxen with which he had been working the fields
(rather than, say, selling them) and provides a feast for the community; he is given a second chance
(unlike in Luke 9:61-62). Elisha's act is a sign that he has made the decision, and that it is
irrevocable; he no longer has a vocation to which he can return. Having burned all his bridges, he
leaves the farm and follows Elijah, becoming his servant.

Elisha actually becomes fully his successor in 2 Kgs 2. The basic concern of that story is not
Elijah's "ascent" into heaven. Rather, the story establishes Elisha's faithfulness and authority for the
narratives that follow. This point is achieved not simply through links to Elijah but also through
elaborate intertextual references to the stories of Moses and Joshua. Some assessment of these stories
in terms of symbolic narrative may help us see how the narrator accomplishes this here and
elsewhere in the Elijah and Elisha cycle.

 
On Symbolic Narrative

 
The modern reader should not interpret these texts in a narrowly historical way, as if they were

fundamentally concerned to reconstruct the history of Israel. They do tell a story about the past, and
they frame that telling with a chronological schematic. But to consider them straightforward
historical accounts is as reductionistic as to dismiss them or diminish them to fantasy, fairy tale, or



morality play.
One helpful way in which to think about many of these texts is in terms of symbolic narrative. This

designation moves in two primary directions. One, the characters are presented as types of certain
persons, roles, or behaviors. For example, while Ahaziah plays a minor historical role in 2 Kgs 1, he
also portrays a typical apostate, embodies the sickness of Israel, and typifies the struggle between the
adherents of Yahweh and Baal for the soul of God's elect. He is portrayed in larger-than-life terms.
Something similar could be said about Elijah and Elisha. They emerge at a time when the future of
Yahwism in Israel is deeply threatened. That the word of God was able to be heard and
accomplished through them in such a time could, finally, be described only in less than ordinary
terms. That Elijah was taken by God by means other than death expresses not only divine approval of
his extraordinary ministry and the power of Israel's God to overcome death, but the continuity in the
ministries of these two prophets. In some inexplicable way Elijah lives on in the ministry of Elisha;
Elisha is Elijah one more time, larger than life.

Two, significant levels of intertextuality are present in the narrative, that is, direct and indirect
allusions to other texts and traditions (especially those of Moses and Joshua). By such linkages, the
reader is invited to move imaginatively into other worlds that the tradition presents and connect them
with the text at hand. Such intertextual work by the narrator implies a significant level of
interpretation regarding the meaning of the matter under discussion. This means that the reader should
not interpret in an overly literal way the wondrous events that occur, mediated by the word or deed
of these prophets or other human and nonhuman realities. The wonders enhance the authority of the
prophetic word and are emblematic of God's commitments to the ministry of these prophets and of
God's own remarkable actions in and through them.

A mysterious, elusive quality pervades these narratives. The narrator does not "explain" what
occurs, or spell out the details, or even connect God closely with the wondrous events. In 2 Kgs 2,
for example, only in verse 1 does the narrator explicitly make God the subject of what occurs.
Virtually every word and action is given symbolic value. The import of these twists and turns can be
discerned only by considerable intertextual work, and even then full interpretations do not become
available.

It is important to note that the narrator does not linger on the "miraculous," but presents each
occasion in almost matter-of-fact terms. "The wonders themselves seem only little more than
ordinary in this understated world."3 The narrator does not pause to savor the marvel of it all or
express awe or wonder at what happens (even in 2 Kgs 2:12). The reader is thereby pushed away
from focusing on the spectacular in itself and asked to discern the theological and religious import of
what is being stated. The center of that concern could be summarized in this way: In the face of
numerous and powerful adversaries, God has not left himself without a mediator of the word of God
and a faithful witness to God's purposes in Israel and the world. This, finally, is the real "miracle."

 
The Word of God Shapes Israel's History

 
One of the commonly noted perspectives of the Deuteronomistic History is that God's word

spoken by prophets shapes Israel's history.4 This word takes the form of both promise and judgment;
instructional and hortatory language is used to convey both (e.g., 1 Kgs 8; 2 Kgs 17). The use of this
kind of language (by an author who lived after the fall of Jerusalem) entails a claim that Israel has a



future beyond any experienced disaster—because of the kind of God to whom they are related.
1. With respect to God's word of judgment, many texts can be cited wherein the prophetic word

spoken is fulfilled later in the history (cf. Josh 6:26 with 1 Kgs 16:34; 1 Sam 2:31 with 1 Kgs 2:27).
Such words of judgment are understood to have had a powerful effect on the course of Israel's
history. Generally speaking, the prophets claim that Israel's apostasy constitutes the most basic
reason for that judgment: the country's division and, finally, the destruction of both kingdoms by
foreign armies (first the Assyrians, then the Babylonians). Earlier in this chapter we explored the
nature of this apostasy.

Yet, to speak of fulfillment is not to tell the only story about prophetic words of judgment. Now
and again, the judgment word of God spoken through the prophets is not (literally) fulfilled.

Isaiah, for example, announces to Hezekiah that he will die and not recover. Yet, in response to
Hezekiah's prayer the prophetic word is reversed through a direct word from God (2 Kgs 20:1-6).
Similarly, when Ahab repentantly responds to God's word through Elijah, God delays the fulfillment
of the word (1 Kgs 21:27-29; cf. 2 Chr 12:1-12). Or, God's word to Elijah in 1 Kgs 19:15-18 is only
partially fulfilled in the ministry of Elijah; aspects of this word remain for others to accomplish (2
Kgs 9–10). In addition, God's ongoing merciful interaction with the people affects the course of
Israel's history, even in the face of contrary prophetic words (cf. 2 Kgs 13:23).

The fact that some prophetic words are not (literally) fulfilled means that, in every such case, the
future is understood to remain open until fulfillment actually occurs. Israel's future is not absolutely
determined by the prophet's word. In other words, prophetic words of judgment do not function
mechanistically, as if the word were some autonomous power beyond the reach of God's continuing
attention. Even more, this "play" that exists during the time between the word and its (potential)
fulfillment gives room for the promise to be at work, even in the midst of judgment. Indeed, finally,
God uses judgment, not as an end in itself, but as a refining fire for salvific purposes—in the service
of the word of promise. Unlike love, wrath is not a divine attribute (if there were no sin, there would
be no wrath) but a contingent response to Israel's sin. God's wrath is always "provoked" by sinful
activity (1 Kgs 14:9, 15, and often).

2. The Deuteronomistic History specifies the word of promise as an unconditional word, either to
David or to the people of Israel (Deut 4:31; Judg 2:1; 1 Sam 12:22; 2 Sam 7:16; 2 Kgs 13:23). The
ongoing fulfillment of that promise in Israel's history is noted (1 Kgs 8:20, 56), and that word has
been fulfilled by God's own hand (1 Kgs 8:15, 24; cf. 2 Sam 7:25), not by some power that the word
itself possesses. But even when fulfillment occurs, a literal interpretation may not be in view. For
example, the strong words of Josh 23:14 (cf. 11:23; 21:43-45; 1 Kgs 8:56) that every word of God
regarding the land has been fulfilled stands in tension with other notices that territory remains to be
taken (cf. Josh 15:63; 23:4-13; Judg 1). The word of promise did come to pass, but not with the
literal precision one might expect from the word as originally spoken.

A comparable perspective on the fulfillment of words of divine promise is present in the Davidic
texts. The promise of 2 Sam 7:16 appears to be conditioned in the word to Solomon in 1 Kgs 9:5-7
(cf. 2:3-4). It becomes clear in the subsequent narrative, however, that this condition is limited in its
scope. The fundamental Davidic promise is reiterated by the prophet Ahijah, albeit in more
restrictive terms (1 Kgs 11:11-13, 32-38). This promise continues to be articulated, in times of both
apostasy (1 Kgs 15:4-6; 2 Kgs 8:19) and faithfulness (2 Kgs 18:3-7).

At the end of the history, however, the word of judgment on Judah is expressed in unequivocal
terms (2 Kgs 23:26-27), and the fulfillment of the promise is stated in more ambiguous language in



the reference to the release of the Davidic king Jehoiachin (2 Kgs 25:27-30). Yet, the promise to
David articulated in earlier texts is never set aside and hence must have been thought to remain in
force. The ambiguity in the narrative portrayal corresponds to Israel's experience, wherein the
promise is clouded by the disastrous events. But the promise remains for the believing to cling to,
even through the most devastating fires of judgment, and divine forgiveness remains available to a
repentant people (1 Kgs 8:46-53). This repentance, however, is not generated by the people, but is a
reality that God works within them (1 Kgs 8:57-58).

This tension carries forward the ambiguities present at the end of Deuteronomy, wherein the
promise is articulated clearly (30:1-10), but only within the context of certain apostasy and judgment
(28:45-57; 31:16-29). Yet, even for Deuteronomy, the promise takes priority in its thinking about
Israel's future (Deut 30:4-5; cf. 4:31; Lev 26:40-45). Indeed, God's promise includes a unilateral
circumcising action on Israel's heart so that the people will unfailingly obey the first commandment
(30:6; note that the command to circumcise the heart in Deut 10:16 here becomes promise). The
priority of the promise is such that, in effect, God himself will see to the obedience to God's own
law. These themes of judgment and promise are both poetically represented in Deut 32–33, but
promise retains the climactic position with its strong concluding word in 33:26-29. Deuteronomy and
the Deuteronomistic History seem finally to value Davidic promise over obedience to Sinaitic law.
In the end, it is God who will see to both, but only on the far side of a devastating judgment.

Generally, it may be said that God's word of promise through the prophets will not fail; as far as
God is concerned, the promise will never be made null and void. The promise is finally dependent
only on the faithfulness of God. This promise can be relied on, though a rebellious generation may
not live to see the fulfillment, and those who remain alive can claim the promises only through a
refining fire. The prophetic word of disaster and death does not become a word of eternal death or
annihilation. No word of final rejection is pronounced or announced.

Israel's history is lived out within a tension of judgment and promise, but it is important to state
clearly that no inherent theological contradiction exists between God's death-dealing judgment and
the divine promise. God's move through death to life is a prominent biblical theme. The word of
promise finally proves decisive for the continuing existence of Israel beyond the apostasy and
consequent judgments.

The book of Lamentations, written in the wake of the fall of Jerusalem in 587 BCE, is not unlike
the books of Kings in this regard. Trust in a God of love and faithfulness is sharply attested in the
midst of an experience of uncompromising devastation (3:22-33). Trust in this kind of God resounds
clearly, even though it stands together with the ambiguity of the Kings-like ending of Lam 5:20-22.
Hope for the future depends solely on this God.

Another source for such a tension-filled understanding is Book III of the Psalter (Pss 73–89).
Several of these psalms clearly reflect the uncertainties associated with the destruction of Jerusalem
(74; 77; 79; 89) and interweave community lament with signs of hope and trust in the God of the
promise. Additional laments and prayers for restoration from oppression by enemies (73; 80; 83; 85–
86; 88), as well as claims regarding Israel's own stubbornness and God's judgment (78; 81–82), are
interwoven with confident psalms of Zion (76; 84; 87). Finally, Ps 89 ends this book of the Psalter
with a deep and questioning lament, with the future of the people of God stated in ambiguous terms.
At the same time, Ps 89 continues to affirm the unconditional promises to David. These promises are
finally inviolable and everlasting, grounded in the very Godness of God, who will not lie. Despite
every appearance to the contrary, Israel continues to lay claim to these promises before the throne of



the very God who seems to have broken them (vv. 3-4, 18-37; cf. 2 Sam 7:13-16).5

 
Notes

 
1. For the argument that these texts do not claim absolute foreknowledge for God, see T. Fretheim,

The Suffering of God: An Old Testament Perspective (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1984), 45-59.
2. For detail and ancient Near Eastern parallels, see B. Long, 1 Kings, with an Introduction to

Historical Literature (FOTL 9; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984), 159-64.
3. B. Long, 2 Kings (FOTL 10; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1991), 34.
4. Cf. G. von Rad, "The Deuteronomic Theology of History in I and II Kings," in The Problem of

the Hexateuch and Other Essays (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1966), 205-21.
5. Several paragraphs in this chapter have been drawn from T. Fretheim, First and Second Kings

(Louisville: Westminister John Knox, 1999). Used by permission of Westminster John Knox Press.
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CHAPTER NINE

PROPHECY AND REFORM: FROM JEROBOAM TO JOSIAH

2 Kgs 14–25, Amos, Hosea, Micah, Isa 1–39, Deuteronomy, Zephaniah
 
 
 

The eighth and seventh centuries BCE saw the destruction of the northern kingdom and the
subjugation of the southern kingdom by the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Moreover, these two centuries
witnessed a major change in the ancient Near Eastern power structure, the defeat of the Assyrians by
the Babylonians, though the Assyrian Empire was ascendant during most of this time.

The Old Testament attests these events in two basic kinds of literature, both of which are
theologically charged. On the one hand, the major histories, 2 Kings and 2 Chronicles, cover the span
in systematic fashion—king by king in annalistic style. On the other hand, books attributed to various
prophets offer a focused gaze at one or another moment during which the prophet was active.
Although prophets per se are mentioned in summary fashion in Kings (e.g., "Yet the LORD warned
Israel and Judah by every prophet and every seer" [2 Kgs 17:13]), only Isaiah (and Jonah—see 2
Kgs 14:25) are mentioned by name, at least of those prophets for whom we have books. Others like
Micaiah ben Imlah (1 Kgs 22) are known to us only in the Deuteronomistic History. Important though
Amos, Hosea, and Micah might seem to us, we find no evidence of them in either Kings or
Chronicles. This fact suggests that the biblical witness offers diverse angles of vision on these
events: those of two different historians and those from various prophets. As we will see, each
literature displays intense, though not identical, theological preoccupations.

 
The Eighth and Seventh Centuries

 
The eighth and seventh centuries might be called the ascent and descent of the Neo-Assyrian

Empire. (Scholars often speak of Old, Middle, and Neo-Assyrian periods.) Whereas in the ninth
century, biblical narratives refer primarily to the relatively small cities and states of Syria-Palestine
(e.g., Moab, 2 Kgs 3; Aram, 2 Kgs 5), the map broadens in the eighth century. In the early part of that
century, both Judah (under Amaziah and Uzziah) and Israel (under Jeroboam) were able to secure
their territories against earlier foes. But by the middle part of that century, the biblical text reports
that Tiglath-Pileser III (also known in the Bible as "Pul") had attacked Israel (2 Kgs 15). Such
incursions by the Neo-Assyrian Empire were consistent with their imperial strategies, and they
would continue until the Neo-Assyrian Empire expired. However, as we will see, Israel's historians
(and prophets) understood such actions to be part of God's intentions regarding Israel (so, e.g., 2 Kgs
17:7). What the Neo-Assyrians might deem to be a campaign designed to punish a disobedient vassal
or to secure certain economic goods was judged by the biblical historians to be God's punishment on



Israel for worshiping other gods.
Both biblical histories talk about this period by referring to those who were on the throne and by

offering an evaluation of their reigns. The formulaic evaluations were uniformly based on the
religious behavior of the king, not on his political, military, or economic prowess. For most kings,
the historian adjudges, "He did what was evil in the sight of the LORD" (e.g., 2 Kgs 21:2). All
northern kings receive these negative judgments, even though some, such as Jeroboam II, must have
been capable rulers (see 2 Kgs 14:25). A few of the southern kings received relatively good press
—"He did what was right in the sight of the LORD"—a judgment offered about both Amaziah (14:3)
and his son, Azariah (15:3). But even these individuals are condemned for permitting certain ritual
activities, e.g., the offerings and sacrifices on high places (2 Kgs 15:4).

From the perspective of political and/or military history, there were some epochal moments
during these two centuries: the socalled Syro-Ephraimitic crisis (735–732 BCE), the destruction of
Samaria (721 BCE), the assault on Jerusalem by Sennacherib (701 BCE), Manasseh's long reign
(687–642 BCE), the defeat of Nineveh (612 BCE), and the death of Josiah on the battlefield (609
BCE). Each period receives intense scrutiny from biblical historians and/or prophets and, hence,
requires some comment in this volume.

 



 
1. The Syro-Ephraimitic crisis pitted Israel in league with Damascus against Judah. The southern

state responded by asking for Assyrian assistance against the coalition at their northern borders. Such
swirling loyalties offered the opportunity for interesting geopolitical analysis. However, Isaiah
understood the situation as a theological test for Israel—whether those in Judah would trust Yahweh
or trust in political alliances. His angle of vision was different from that of the biblical historian,
who provided a more neutral assessment of Ahaz's solicitation of Assyrian aid (2 Kgs 16).

2. The destruction of Samaria and the defeat of the northern kingdom in 721 may be viewed as due
to both radical internal instability—six kings in twenty-five years—and Assyrian imperial goals.
However, whether in the eyes of Hosea or in the eyes of the Deuteronomistic Historian, the real
cause was religious impropriety, worshiping a god (Baal) other than Yahweh (see 2 Kgs 17:7-18 for
a straightforward explanation by the Deuteronomistic Historian). Moreover, both these literatures
affirm that Yahweh, and not Assyria (or Assyrian gods), was responsible for Israel's destruction.

3. During Hezekiah's reign (715–687 BCE), Judah suffered assault by the Neo-Assyrians under



Sennacherib's leadership. These events are chronicled in Neo-Assyrian sources and presented in two
very similar versions in the Bible (Isa 36–39 and 2 Kgs 18–20). As with the Syro-Ephraimitic crisis,
Judah sought assistance from another major power, now Egypt (2 Kgs 18:21). But this time, at least
according to the biblical historian, the Neo-Assyrians explicitly claimed that Israel's God was on
their side (2 Kgs 18:25). When confronted by such a remarkable claim, Hezekiah sought counsel
from the prophet Isaiah. Isaiah responded (2 Kgs 19:6-7) by stating that Judah should wait for
Yahweh to act on Israel's behalf, which in due course happens. According to 2 Kgs 19:35-37, "the
messenger of the LORD" attacked the Neo-Assyrian forces, decimating the army and hence causing
the siege to be lifted. Such a remarkable lifting of the siege may be reflected in certain psalms that
attest to the ways in which God protects Jerusalem (e.g., Ps 48). What for Isaiah was a specific
moment of relief from military assault appears to have become part of a far more extensive belief in
this divinely protected city.

4. Manasseh ruled from 687 to 642 BCE. This reign is, in itself, a major event. Manasseh was on
the Judahite throne longer than any other member of the Davidic line, including David himself. One
can only imagine the challenges he faced in trying to maintain Judah's identity in the face of vigorous
internal and external challenges. This son of Hezekiah and Hephzibah, however, receives no good
word from the biblical historians (2 Chr 33:11-13 presents a scene favorable to Manasseh; this scene
does not exist in Kings). Dynastic stability apparently meant nothing to the Deuteronomist, who
focused instead on what he deemed to be errant religious practices (2 Kgs 21:3-7). Manasseh's
improprieties—rebuilding shrines that Hezekiah had destroyed and support of Canaanite religious
practices—were so offensive that the Deuteronomist offers them as the reason Jerusalem will be
destroyed and Judah defeated. The biblical historian's judgments about religion far outweighed any
sentiments he might have had about political longevity as a value.

5. Near the end of the seventh century BCE, major changes were occurring in Mesopotamia. The
dominant force, Neo-Assyria, was facing challenges it would be unable to meet successfully. There
were the Neo-Babylonians to the south, but the Neo-Assyrians confronted others as well, that is,
Arameans, Lydians, and Medes. This transition in power from one to another empire did not happen
immediately. One pivotal date is the defeat of Nineveh, a capital of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, which
fell in 612 BCE. One searches Kings and Chronicles in vain for comment about this momentous
transition. In contrast, however, prophetic literature does provide perspective on the downfall of
Nineveh. Even as early as the book of Isaiah, Assyria stood under critique (10:13-19). But it is the
little book of Nahum that offers a remarkable focus on the Neo-Assyrian capital, Nineveh. After an
opening acrostic psalm, Nahum provides a graphic picture of Nineveh being destroyed. To be sure,
Yahweh had used Nineveh to punish Israel (Isa 10). But Assyria had overstepped its bounds and
acted with radical violence and without acknowledging that it was an instrument of Yahweh. Hence,
Nineveh, symbolizing the Neo-Assyrian Empire, was to be destroyed. Judah no doubt delighted in
this news. However, such applause might be viewed with some irony, since the Neo-Babylonians,
who would decimate Nineveh, would also be the agent of God's punishment against Jerusalem.

6. The death of King Josiah is bound up in the imperial changes just mentioned, but it symbolized
more for Israel than mere ancient Near Eastern politics. As we will see momentarily, Josiah was
deemed to be an unusually righteous king. A prophetess, Huldah, when responding to a query from the
king, reported to Josiah the following oracle: "Therefore, I will gather you to your ancestors, and you
shall be gathered to your grave in peace" (2 Kgs 22:20). This peaceful fate would be "just," meaning
that Josiah had acted in accord with the norms honored by the Deuteronomistic Historian and would



have expected blessings rather than curses, to use covenant vocabulary. However, such was not to be
the case. Instead, the biblical historian reports that Josiah was killed by Egyptian forces. The
Egyptians and the Assyrians planned to attack the Babylonians, and Josiah had apparently intercepted
the Egyptians on their way to that battle. His death in that encounter runs counter to the promise
uttered by Huldah.

It would be easy to talk about this eventuality as a false prophecy. However, given some of the
theological perspectives we have already discerned, it may be better to say that by engaging the
Egyptian troops, Josiah made a fateful mistake, one which ran counter to God's intentions for both the
Neo-Assyrians and the Neo-Babylonians. The time of the former was past, the time of the latter just
arriving. Hence, Josiah's fate, apparently unjust on personal terms, might be understood in a wider
theological context. The death of the righteous Josiah and some of the issues it raises also
foreshadow the destruction of Jerusalem, which will be razed in less than twenty-five years from the
date of Josiah's death.

 
Hezekiah and Josiah

 
Two Judahite kings receive special notice in the biblical histories: Hezekiah and Josiah. About

the former, we are told: "He trusted in the LORD the God of Israel; so that there was no one like him
among all the kings of Judah after him, or among those who were before him" (2 Kgs 18:5).
(Interestingly, the Chronicler has an even more positive view of Hezekiah than does the author of
Kings.) The Deuteronomistic Historian offers a similar judgment about Josiah: "Before him there
was no king like him, who turned to the LORD with all his heart, with all his soul, and with all his
might, according to all the law of Moses; nor did any like him arise after him" (2 Kgs 23:25). (The
alert reader will note that these descriptions stand in tension, which suggests that one version of this
history may have been completed before Josiah acceded to the throne.)

The biblical historians offer some reasons for these glowing appraisals. Both kings are
remembered as having acted on behalf of the true worship of Israel's God. Those who study the
history and religion of ancient Israel often refer to the "reforms" of Hezekiah and Josiah. By so doing,
they focus attention on what might be described as religious activities attributed to Hezekiah and
Josiah. Hezekiah, we are told, "removed the high places, broke down the pillars, and cut down the
[asherah]. . . . He kept the commandments that the LORD commanded Moses. . . . He rebelled against
the king of Assyria and would not serve him. . . . He attacked the Philistines as far as Gaza" (2 Kgs
18:4-8). The first two sets of actions apparently involve the destruction of religious shrines outside
Jerusalem. Whether they were devoted to Yahweh or to other gods is not made clear.

Since the historian links such actions to adherence to "Mosaic" admonitions, we should
understand Hezekiah's work as reform rather than revolution, the more so since the book of
Deuteronomy identifies precisely those things that Hezekiah challenged:

high places––––Deut 7:5; 12:2
pillars––––––––Deut 7:5; 12:3
asherah–––––––Deut 7:5; 12:3

Such actions may, therefore, be construed as religiously conservative, affirming a "good, old-time"
religion.

This religious reform instigated by Hezekiah was consistent with the other two kinds of activity



attributed to him, rebellion and assault. According to the book of Kings, Hezekiah rebelled against
his vassal status, in effect declaring his independence from the Assyrians. Moreover, he went on the
attack, moving against Israel's traditional enemies to the west, the Philistines, who were also vassals
of the Assyrians. The picture of Hezekiah's activities in Chronicles is painted on a larger canvas.
There is more said about ritual matters, such as the cleansing of the temple and the celebration of
Passover on a massive scale. This Passover included worshipers not only from Judah, but from
Israel as well—from as far north as Dan (2 Chr 30:1-5). This note is striking, as is the claim that high
places in Ephraim and Manasseh were destroyed (31:1). According to Chronicles, Hezekiah appears
to be incorporating elements of the northern or Israelite population, soon after the defeat of that
nation in 721 BCE.

About Hezekiah's reforms at least two things must be said. First, they appear linked to political
agendas. It would have made sense for Judah to expand its sphere of influence soon after the demise
of the northern kingdom. The destruction of regional shrines was one way Hezekiah could justify his
move into the area previously ruled by Israel, now nominally a district of the Neo-Assyrian Empire.
(There is also some warrant for thinking that Hezekiah's actions occurred about the time that Sargon
died and that Sennacherib acceded to the throne, i.e., his religious and political reforms responded to
events in the Neo-Assyrian Empire.) Second, though Isaiah appears in the stories about Hezekiah
(see 2 Kgs 19), the reforms of Hezekiah were not instigated by prophets. One might even go so far as
to say that the kings, not the prophets active at this time, were the reformers. Such a claim recognizes
that reforms require power, usually political power, which prophets did not routinely possess.

Josiah, too, is remembered as a good king because of reform activities. Unlike the situation with
Hezekiah, we are told about the putative reason for these reforms. Repair work was being undertaken
on the temple in Jerusalem. During the course of this work, a "book of the law" was found inside the
temple and was brought to Josiah. After Josiah had the book read out loud, he consulted with the
prophetess Huldah, who affirmed the import of the book. As a result, Josiah undertook a series of
reforms. First Kings 23 provides a lengthy list of all the acts he undertook, for instance, tearing down
regional shrines, cleansing the Jerusalem temple, deposing idolatrous priests, removing idols from
shrines. Josiah even sponsors a centralized Passover, as had Hezekiah according to the Chronicler.
And as with Hezekiah, there is a "northern" dynamic. First Kings 23:19 reports that Josiah destroyed
shrines in the towns of Samaria, far beyond the normal range of Judahite control.

In Chronicles, Josiah's reforms are described differently from the version in Kings. Perhaps the
major difference is the beginning point. Whereas the book of Kings reports activity commencing in
621, Chronicles starts the story in 627, with religious reforms even in the North (in the towns of
Manasseh, Ephraim, Simeon, and Naphtali). Then the Chronicler recounts the story of the book and a
second stage of the reform commences.

In both reforms, the kings seem to be responding to events beyond Israel's borders; their religious
reforms are part of larger national strategies. Their stories are essentially hopeful, suggesting that
with proper political and religious leadership, the people of God could reform their behavior and act
in conformity with the covenant. Such sanguinity was, however, tempered even in the biblical
narratives. First, the story of good King Hezekiah concludes with an unpleasant episode in which he
inappropriately reveals information about Judah's financial and military condition to Mesopotamian
officials. Moreover, Hezekiah is, finally, depicted as primarily interested in his own welfare (2 Kgs
20:19). And, as we have seen, the situation with Josiah was even more dire. He died ignominiously
on the battlefield, a fate different from that one would have expected, based on his reforms, and



different from that predicted by Huldah. In sum, reform was possible, but not regular, and even one of
the two great reformers died not long after his reform efforts. Royal reformers there were, but the
effects of these reforms were limited and not long-lasting.

 
Deuteronomy

 
In both Hezekiah's and Josiah's reforms, the acts of religious purification seem to be linked with

the book of Deuteronomy. That book of Torah prescribes a way of life for the community to which
kings could appeal. But how does this book work theologically and why is it the source of these
reforms?

Deuteronomy is a complicated book. At its heart is a law code (chaps. 12–26); some would call it
a constitution. Just as Moses delivers the law, or torah (which might better be translated as
"instruction"), so, too, he delivers lengthy speeches to the people about that law. Before the so-called
Deuteronomic law code, there are two major introductions, 1:1–4:43 and 4:44–11:32. The second
introduction is particularly important, since it offers a version of the Ten Commandments (Deut 5:6-
21; cf. Exod 20:2-17), the Shema, "Hear, O Israel: The LORD is our God, the LORD alone" (Deut
6:4), and a number of speeches—one might even call them sermons—in which Moses admonishes
the people about the importance and meaning of this Torah. Then, after Moses has promulgated the
laws, the book reports the making of a covenant (chaps. 27–30) in Moab before Moses dies and
Israel prepares to enter the land.

The Deuteronomic law code could have served as the basis of the reform under King Josiah. Most
scholars agree that the book discovered in the temple ("the book of the torah"—2 Kgs 22:8) was
probably some form of the book of Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy does insist on the veneration of
Yahweh alone at one central place, in Josiah's time of course Jerusalem, and polemicizes much of
that which Josiah destroyed: idolatrous priests, the asherah, male cult prostitutes, the high places,
among them. One could, however, say that Josiah focuses only on the ritual aspects of that which is
stipulated and/or prohibited in Deuteronomy. That book deals with far more than ritual matters. In
fact, one theological hallmark of Deuteronomy is its comprehensive quality. To be God's people,
Yahwists were called to a style of life that involved economic, political, social, even military as
well as religious prescriptions.

Israel remembered the book of Deuteronomy in a number of ways. The name itself belongs to the
Septuagint and means "Second Law," the first law presumably being that revealed to Moses at Sinai
and preserved in Exodus and Leviticus (so Deut 29:1). Even more apt is the description given in 2
Kgs 23:21, "this book of the covenant." Deuteronomy is the covenant book par excellence.
Deuteronomy 26:16–30:20 is replete with rituals and affirmations that belonged to the ratification of
covenants in Israel and throughout the ancient Near East. The blessings (28:1-14) and curses (28:15-
46) graphically articulate the two ways that God lays before Israel. Quite simply, the people can
choose life or death.

The prominence of stipulations—the Deuteronomic law code— might give the impression that the
Deuteronomist represents a religion of overly refined and arid legalism. Such could not be further
from the case, as the following text makes clear:

 
You shall love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with



all your might. Keep these words that I am commanding you today in your heart. Recite
them to your children and talk about them when you are at home and when you are away,
when you lie down and when you rise. (Deut 6:5-7)

 
The covenant relationship represents a religion of the heart and family, quite simply, a person's entire
being. Further, those who wrote Deuteronomy understood Israelites to be capable of living in a
covenant relationship: "Surely, this commandment that I am commanding you today is not too hard for
you" (Deut 30:11). The book of Deuteronomy depicts Yahweh as a God who has chosen Israel to be a
special people (Deut 26:18-19). And within the covenant context, that relationship involves specific
responsibilities for Israel. As we shall see, many of the prophets will offer judgments about whether
or not Israel had lived up to those expectations.

The word today occurs with extraordinary prominence in Deuteronomy (see, e.g., 8:1; 11:2;
26:17, 18; 30:15). This word signifies what we would call a contemporizing motif in the book.
Whenever Israelites in later times heard or read this book, they were put, rhetorically and
theologically, in the position of thinking about these "words" (see Deut 1:1) as directly relevant to
them "today." Such a contemporizing strategy is also attested in Deut 6:20-25: "When your children
ask you in time to come, 'What is the meaning of the decrees and the statutes and the ordinances that
the LORD our God has commanded you?' then you shall say to your children . . ." The book is
designed both to elicit precisely such questions and to offer the raw theological material out of which
ensuing generations can create answers. Such a contemporizing dynamic helps explain why
Deuteronomy—and neither Exodus nor Leviticus—would serve as the basis for reforms, whether
under Hezekiah or Josiah. It was a book designed to challenge later generations, not simply to
function as an archive of earlier laws.

 
Eighth- and Seventh-century Prophetic Literature

 
Soon after the beginning of the eighth century BCE (800–700), a small number of individuals

arose whose words have been preserved in biblical books labeled by the names of those individuals.
We know them as prophets, a word that derives from a Greek verb meaning "to foresee or
prognosticate." As we shall see, although Israel's prophets talked about the future, they did far more
than that.

Several of these prophets were active prior to the reforms of Hezekiah: Amos, Hosea, Micah, and
Isaiah. Zephaniah may predate Josiah's reforms, but not by much. Nahum would have come soon
thereafter, followed in a matter of decades by Habakkuk, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel—the last two of
which witnessed the destruction of Jerusalem and the exile of many Judahites. The rest of the
prophetic books date to the exilic or post-exilic periods.

Biblical scholars have invested considerable effort in attempting to understand these individuals
and the books attributed to them. Hence, before addressing the books individually, some comments
about prophets and prophetic literature are in order.

 
Prophets

 
We have had occasion earlier in this volume to refer to individuals known as prophets. Nathan



and Gad were active during the reign of David, and Elijah and Elisha were noteworthy figures in
Israel during the ninth century. One might describe the first two as court prophets, since they were
apparently located at and presumably supported by the royal court. To term an individual as a court
prophet is not a pejorative act. Though active at the court, both Nathan and Gad offered remarkably
critical words to the king. Elijah and Elisha seem quite different from their prophetic forebears.
Elisha is often labeled a "man of God," a phrase also applied to Elijah (2 Kgs 1:9). Both men acted
in decidedly powerful, even magical ways; for example, Elijah by providing an unending source of
olive oil for a Phoenician widow (1 Kgs 17:8-16), Elisha by making an ax head float (2 Kgs 6:1-7).

Such variation among what these individuals generally conceived as prophets did makes one
draw back and ask: What is a prophet? One way to answer this question is to use a general term
drawn from the study of religion, namely, an intermediary. Such a term is more neutral than is the
word prophet, with its implications of foreseeing. Intermediaries stand between the worlds of the
gods and humans, the worlds of the sacred and the profane. And they do this in diverse ways. They
can personify the sacred power of the Deity (Elijah in 2 Kgs 1), they can utter words on behalf of the
Deity to humans (Hos 4:1), they can utter words on behalf of humans to the Deity (Amos 7:2), they
can see things in the world of the sacred that other humans cannot see (Zech 3), or they can
participate in deliberations of the divine council (Isa 6). They can even offer their own words as
prophets (Jer 28:7-9). Moreover, they are remembered as communicating—whether speaking,
writing, or acting—that which they had received from the world of the Deity. In some ways, they are
like priests, another kind of religious specialist who mediated between the worlds of the sacred and
the profane. (A few prophets belonged to priestly families: Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah for
certain.) However, unlike priests, prophets did not have to be born into a special lineage nor did they
have to meet special purity requirements in order to do their job. (Isaiah may be an exception to the
latter criterion.)

Prophets are not attested at all times in all cultures. Put another way, certain social and political
conditions were necessary as prerequisites to prophetic behavior. In Israel, prophets were
particularly prominent during what we call the monarchic period, though, of course, there were
exceptions.

Times of crisis or radical social change seemed to elicit prophetic responses. One could say that
much of the prophetic literature in the Old Testament reflects the pressures of either the Neo-Assyrian
or Neo-Babylonian Empires on Syria-Palestine. Israel attests that God is responding to these crises
through the prophets. Although God was remembered as providing no new Torah (cf. the noteworthy
exception in Ezek 43:12), the prophets proclaimed and interpreted their understandings of Torah
requirements for different generations of Israelites, especially at critical moments in its history.

In the world of the ancient Near East, other cultures knew prophets. Archaeologists have
discovered an archive attesting prophetic activity long before Israel existed. In the city of Mari, on
the upper Euphrates River, prophets of various types were active in the eighteenth century BCE. As
did those in Israel, they spoke to the royal house and nation about political and military matters.
Another archaeological find, this one in Jordan (at Deir 'Alla), has produced a fragmentary text that
describes the work of a Balaam son of Beor, almost certainly the same individual (not an Israelite)
attested in Num 22–24. This person was remembered both biblically and extrabiblically as a "seer,"
someone who had visions that explored the fate of the people whom he addressed.

Variety, then, seems to have been a hallmark of prophets as intermediaries, both inside and outside
of Israel. However, beginning with Amos, in the eighth century, many of these intermediaries in Israel



are known as nebî'îm. Nabi' is a word regularly translated as "prophet" in English, but it probably
means "one called." These individuals are attested by books that share some important literary
similarities, which we shall examine shortly.

The prophet as nabi' offers an important hint about the way in which ancient Israelites understood
the religious authority of these individuals. One does not have the sense that an individual
volunteered to be a prophet. Rather there is a report of vocation, of a call or commission to be a
prophet. Amos claims that he was told by God to leave his job as a shepherd and to "go, prophesy to
my people Israel" (Amos 7:14). Jeremiah 1 attests that the Deity designated Jeremiah as a prophet to
the nations, even prior to his birth. Ezekiel 2 states that the Deity said to this prophet, "Mortal, I am
sending you to the people of Israel." Prophets are rather like royal heralds, sent by the Deity and
commissioned to do particular tasks.

As agents of the Deity, the prophets had remarkable rhetorical authority. When the prophet spoke,
it was as if God were speaking. On occasion, we encounter so-called prophetic speech, namely, a
text in which the prophet talks about God, such as Amos 1:2: "The LORD roars from Zion, and utters
his voice from Jerusalem." However, even more prominent in prophetic literature is divine speech,
those instances in which the prophet speaks directly on behalf of the Deity, for example, Amos 1:3-4:
"I will not revoke the punishment . . . I will send a fire on the house of Hazael." The "I" is Yahweh,
not Amos. Here the prophet is, quite literally, the mouthpiece of Yahweh. It is no accident, therefore,
that some of the prophetic books begin with the phrase "The word of the LORD" (Hos 1:1; Joel 1:1;
Mic 1:1).

 
Prophetic Literature

 
Some discussions of prophetic literature distinguish so-called classical from preclassical

prophets. This distinction has less to do with notions of classical literature than with the simple fact
that, beginning with prophets active in the eighth century BCE, the Old Testament includes individual
books attesting their activities. There is no book of Elisha, though there was clearly a collection of
compelling stories told about him (2 Kgs 8:4), and there is a book of Amos. This difference in
character of literature from or about prophets, however, calls for an explanation. Why did
individually attributed books emerge, beginning in this period? There is no standard answer. Perhaps
the most straightforward is that the literature was preserved in order to see if what prophets from
Amos's time on had said would stand the test of time, particularly those who had predicted the
downfall of the northern kingdom, most notably Hosea and Amos. Such a test by time was consistent
with the test of true prophecy provided in the book of Deuteronomy ("If a prophet speaks in the name
of the LORD but the thing does not take place or prove true, it is a word that the LORD has not
spoken" [Deut 18:22]). Moreover, once these prophets had been vindicated by the events of 721
BCE, even more Judahites may have paid attention when Jeremiah and Ezekiel and others
pronounced doom on Jerusalem. Such paying of attention probably resulted in the collection of and
reflection upon the words and deeds of these prophets, in sum, the formation of prophetic literature
into books.

Prophetic literature was formed. When reading the book of Amos, one is struck by the various
smaller collections that make up the larger whole: oracles against foreign nations, vision reports,
little doxologies, oracles against Israel. Or in Isaiah, some of the woe oracles have been placed
together (chap. 5) just as have the oracles against the nations (chaps. 13–23).



Within these books and the small collections that make them up, it is possible to identify two
different rhetorical modes: the prophet speaking on behalf of God and the prophet speaking as God.
In the latter, God speaks in the first person, just as the Deity has elsewhere in the Old Testament, for
instance, Exod 20:2. Amos 5:21-24 provides a classic example:

 
I hate, I despise your festivals,

and I take no delight in your solemn assemblies.
Even though you offer me your burnt offerings and grain offerings,

I will not accept them;
and the offerings of well-being of your fatted animals

I will not look upon.
Take away from me the noise of your songs;

I will not listen to the melody of your harps.
But let justice roll down like waters,

and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.
 

The prophetic text presents discourse directly from God. Just as the Pentateuch attests that God spoke
to Moses, prophetic texts such as these affirm that God speaks directly to Israel during the monarchic
period. We may term this sort of discourse as divine speech.

Amos 5:6-7 presents another form of discourse, one in which the Deity is spoken about by the
prophet:

 
Seek the LORD and live,

or he will break out against the house of Joseph like fire,
and it will devour Bethel, with no one to quench it.

Ah, you that turn justice to wormwood,
and bring righteousness to the ground!

 
Here, in what we may call prophetic speech, the voice of the prophet is more overtly present. The
message may be similar—both justice and righteousness are present in these two texts—but one
might imagine that the words of the prophet as prophet were easier to challenge than was a divine
oracle. And challenged they were. Amos's words "Jeroboam shall die by the sword" (7:11) were
viewed by those in the northern kingdom as treason. Despite whatever authority he might have had as
a prophet, he was forbidden from offering such judgments in that nation. One should, therefore,
always be alert to the rhetorical force of the speeches attributed to the prophets.

Throughout much of the twentieth century, people who read prophetic literature focused on the
individual speeches or narratives that make up the prophetic books. They discovered that such
speeches often share a number of formal features. Amos 1–2 offers an instructive set of examples.
Each of the speeches is introduced by the phrase "Thus says the LORD," which is followed by a
formulaic statement about three or four transgressions, which are then specified in some way. Then
there is language about punishment. The same basic pattern is repeated throughout these chapters, and



occurs not only elsewhere in Amos but in other prophetic books as well.
Such highly structured forms of literature make it appear that prophets were appropriating forms

of speaking from the larger society. Their choice of such forms was no doubt informed by theological
perspectives. Some forms of discourse were more appropriate than others. For example, what we
might call legal language is remarkably prominent in prophetic literature. There are legal challenges,
such as Mic 6:1-2, which eventuate in lawsuits. There are lists of indictments, as in Amos 2:6-8.
There is language of legal punishment. This sort of language is so prominent that some have called
prophets God's prosecuting attorneys.

From a theological perspective, this legal language derives from the "legal" agreement between
God and the people, namely, the covenant(s) attested in the Pentateuch, especially the so-called
Mosaic or Sinai covenant. Israel's story affirms that God chose Israel for a special relationship, one
that involved Israel's accepting certain obligations, what some have described as covenant
stipulations. It is possible to read the prophetic literature as a testimony to that covenant relationship
and as a hardheaded reminder that if the stipulations are ignored, then the covenant curses (see, e.g.,
Deut 28) will ensue.

From this covenant perspective, the prophets are theologically conservative, even radical, in the
strict sense of that term. They challenge Israel to reflect upon their covenantal roots and to
acknowledge the dire consequences of Israelite life lived apart from that theological grounding.

All such attempts to speak in general terms about prophets and prophetic literature run into at least
two problems, the first of which we have already mentioned, namely, there are different kinds of
prophets. Different kinds of prophets, active in different historical periods and social contexts,
proclaimed quite different messages— from words of judgment to words of comfort, from words for
Israel to words for Judah. So, it is difficult, if not impossible, to distill a general prophetic theology
from the prophetic literature.

Second, much of what the prophets were about is attested in remarkable poetry. Poetry is not
discursive literature, which presents a self-evident theme or meaning. Rather, Hebrew poetry, with
its various forms of parallelism as a constitutive hallmark, includes, as does poetry in many
languages, a remarkable number of figures of speech. It is dense language. Hosea 13:3 provides a
good example. In this verse, Hosea is commenting about the fate of those who venerate silver idols.
Based on the visceral destruction described elsewhere in the book (e.g., 13:7-8), one might think that
the prophet will identify a terrible fate for those idolaters. The text reads:

 
Therefore they shall be like the morning mist

or like the dew that goes away early,
like chaff that swirls from the threshing floor

or like smoke from a window.
 

At the outset, we are not certain to whom or what the "they" refers. The previous clause, literally,
"calves they kiss," would allow either the calf idols or the people who kiss them to be the subject of
these similes. Since the pronoun referring to the people appears last in that clause, one could argue
that the people are the more likely subject. And then, similes, not the "real-world" language of
politics and military action, dominate these lines. Two related sets of similes are present. The first
involves water in the atmosphere, the second dust particles in the air. If the people are the subject of



the similes, the first set suggests that they will simply vanish quickly, as does mist or dew. The
second set of similes has more to do with vanishing as such, like pieces of grain husk that are lifted
away by the wind. Fragments of grain, like smoke, will never return; they are gone forever.

Graphic though these four lines of poetry may be, they do not allow the reader easily to abstract a
"doctrine" of punishment, or even know what the punishment will be. We are not even sure who or
what is being punished. Although the prophet clearly thinks something will happen either to the idols
or to the people, it would be difficult to determine exactly what it is that will happen. Something will
vanish, more cannot be said. In sum, prophetic poetry provides some inherent limitations to what we
can discover about an individual prophet's "message."

Before turning to the individual prophetic books that we will discuss in this chapter, it seems
appropriate to identify some of the primary theological issues present in that literature. As we will
have occasion to mention, particularly with regard to Isaiah ben Amoz, the theological traditions
present in prophetic literature are attested elsewhere in the Old Testament. In particular, the notion
that God lives in a covenant relationship is evident in many prophetic books. The affirmation that
Yahweh has ordained kingship as the polity for Israel is also a given in virtually all books.

Still, one may abstract a scenario that is characteristic of much theological reflection in the
prophetic literature. First, most prophets identify specific ways in which God's people have violated
the covenant relationship, whether by worshiping other gods or by engaging in unethical behavior.
Typical also is the next step, namely, proclaiming that such violations will lead to destruction,
whether at God's hand or by enemy troops. That much—indictment and sentence—one might expect
from someone articulating the logic of covenant stipulation and curse as found in the book of Exodus
or Deuteronomy. However, most prophetic books take a further step, namely, reflecting about a time
after punishment.1 One must admit at the outset that such texts have been viewed by some scholars as
stemming from hands later than the prophet's to which they have been attributed. However, among
both prophets and those who created prophetic literature, there was a conviction that out of the
divinely ordained past there would come a future in which some of God's people would continue to
exist.

We now turn to books attributed to prophets who were active during the eighth and seventh
centuries. We pursue them in "rough" historical order. The particular angle of vision is afforded by
the critical theological issues at work in each book.

 
Amos

 
The book of Amos provides some tantalizing hints about the prophet's biography. He must have

been a fairly well-to-do sheepherder in Judah before he worked as a prophet in Israel, though his
agricultural background is probably less significant than his regional affiliation. As a Judahite, he
would have been heir to the important traditions concerning Yahweh's "house" or temple in
Jerusalem. Moreover, there is another "house," the Davidic lineage, that was constitutive for
religious and political thinking in this small country (cf. 1 Sam 7 for an elegant reflection on these
two notions of house). At the end of the book of Amos, we find mention of the Davidic house (Amos
9:11). Moreover, the first poetic lines of Amos (1:2) depict Yahweh as a God who speaks from
Jerusalem. Such affirmations would, perforce, play well in Judah, but far less so in Israel. And
therein lies one of the critical theological issues posed by the book of Amos. What transnational



religious traditions undergird this "missionary" to the northern kingdom?
Amos responds to this question in various ways.2 The most impressive treatment occurs at the

very beginning of the book, where we find no less than six oracles addressing nations other than
Judah and Israel. When reading these six oracles, one does well to focus on the indictments—namely,
1:3, 6, 9, 11, 13; 2:1—for it is in these places that Amos identifies what wrongs these nations have
performed. There is a common denominator—violating basic norms of human community,
particularly in the context of warfare. One could say that verses 3 and 13 of chapter 1 reflect
violence against noncombatants in warfare. Verses 6 and 9, with their use of entire, betray attempts at
genocide. Verse 11 depicts fratricide and 2:1 the violation of basic rights for proper burial of the
dead. Genocide, fratricide, noncombatant immunity, and appropriate burial involve norms far beyond
ancient Israel's covenant with God, in fact they are rarely, if at all, mentioned in Old Testament
covenant texts. These indictments attest to "universal" or natural moral norms that this prophet of
Yahweh can use to call nations to account. And, in answer to the question at the end of the last
paragraph, if God can indict other Syro-Palestinian states, God can, through this Judahite prophet,
indict Israel as well.

These so-called oracles against the nations are not the only place in which God's international
range of activity is attested. Amos 9:7 draws a direct analogy between Israel's Exodus from Egypt
and other migrations, namely, those of the Philistines and Arameans. Or, the final doxology, Amos 9:9
(on which see below), places God's action toward Israel as occurring "among all the nations." Such a
note makes sense, especially when those who rule from Samaria are understood as "the notables of
the first of the nations" (6:1). After being so labeled, these people are asked, "Are you better than
these kingdoms?" that is, Calneh, Hamath, and Gath (6:2). Amos even calls nations—Ashdod and
Egypt—as witnesses to the "oppressions" that are being practiced in Samaria (3:9). In sum, even
though Jeremiah is explicitly commissioned as "a prophet to the nations," a revised form of that title
would be appropriate for Amos: "a prophet with an international perspective and task."

Even though Amos could speak a prophetic word to any nation, he was commissioned to address
primarily Israel (7:15). The book offers a clear theological warrant for that task. When addressing
Israel, the Deity comments, "You only have I known of all the families of the earth" (3:2). Despite the
many exoduses that Yahweh has enabled (9:7), God has had a special relation with only one people,
which probably means the forebears of what are now two nations, Israel and Judah. The verb to
know bears many connotations in the Old Testament. However, both in the larger ancient Near
Eastern context and in the Old Testament, that verb can mean to be in a covenant relationship with
someone else. So, this poetry probably alludes to the covenant relationship that God established with
Israel at Sinai. Covenant, not exodus, is of singular importance here.

As we saw earlier (chap. 5), God's covenant with Israel created obligations. Israel was expected
to behave in certain ways, as those were articulated in the so-called covenant stipulations. These
stipulations involved concrete action in legal, economic, and religious life. Moreover, such
obligations could be described in summary form. Amos addresses both issues.

The book of Amos includes several classic references to the covenant norms of justice and
righteousness. If righteousness represents the principle of benevolence, the will to act beneficently
toward another person, then justice involves the norm of distributing such good intentions toward
many in the society, not just a few. Justice and righteousness figure prominently in Amos poetry:

 
Let justice roll down like waters,



and righteousness like an everflowing stream. (5:24)
 
You that turn justice to wormwood,

and bring righteousness to the ground! (5:7)
 

Further, if the covenant stipulations involve specific behaviors, the book of Amos attests to particular
misdeeds. These occur in the religious sphere (2:8; 4:4; 5:21-24), economic sphere (2:6; 5:11; 8:5),
and legal sphere (5:15, by implication). (In his indictment of religious perfidy, Amos may be
advocating the notion that Yahweh could be worshiped only in Jerusalem.) If the covenant involves
concern for specific classes of disadvantaged individuals (in Deuteronomy, the widow and orphan),
that is expressed in Amos as a regard for the poor or the needy (2:6; 4:1; 5:12; 8:4). Finally, there is
a minor topic in the book of Amos (5:25-27; 8:13-14) that foreshadows much in later prophetic
books: the veneration of deities other than Yahweh. In sum, Amos indicts the northern kingdom for
violating God's covenant, but with special attention to social justice issues.

The book of Amos presents several different ways in which Israel might think about or respond to
this indictment. First, Amos apparently challenges the people to abandon such behavior. Several
admonitions begin with the imperative verb Seek! "Seek me and live" (5:4); "Seek the LORD and
live" (5:6); "Seek good and not evil" (5:14). Such rhetoric clearly implies that the final die has not
been cast. And yet, any easy optimism needs to be tempered by another imperative verb: "Prepare to
meet your God, O Israel!" (4:12). The actual encounter with the Deity, if and when Israel seeks and
finds Yahweh, may be a dire event.

Amos encounters the world of the Deity in five visions, which graphically convey the looming
disaster. On two occasions, he envisions destruction to which he can react (7:1-6). When he sees a
locust plague and a cosmic fire, he intercedes, saying, "O Lord GOD, cease, I beg you! How can
Jacob stand? He is so small!" However, in the ensuing visions, no such intercession occurs. Two
wordplay visions (7:7-9; 8:1-3) trick Amos into uttering something banal: "a plumb line," "a basket
of summer fruit," whereupon the Deity explains that what Amos has seen really signifies death and
destruction. Then, in a final and macabre vision (9:1-4), Amos "sees" the Deity standing on an altar,
directing the destruction of the temple and summarily announcing that he will kill the remnant. No one
will be able to escape.

Admonitory language—"seek the Lord"—pales when compared with the number of occasions on
which Amos proclaims Yahweh's coming judgment on Israel. One may say at least two things about
such punishment. First, God will act directly. Amos 3:14-15 emphasizes that "I" will punish by
cutting off, tearing down. Similarly 5:17 states that "I" will pass through the midst. Or in 2:13, "I"
will press down. Second, there is an irony in the punishment because the people themselves are
seeking a day of Yahweh (5:18). But this hopedfor day will be a day of darkness, not light. This motif
or tradition about a day of Yahweh (see also 3:14) will appear as a significant feature of other
prophetic books (cf. Zeph 1:14-16; Zech 14).

The book of Amos offers at least two perspectives beyond God's indictment and judgment of
Israel. First, there are three hymnic fragments embedded in the book: 4:13; 5:8-9; 9:5-6. Each section
describes God using language typical of hymns in the Psalms. As described in these five verses, God
is a Creator, responsible for the cosmic order and still able to affect it, as well as a warrior. In
addition, God "reveals his thoughts to mortals" (4:13). One might say that this is precisely what a



prophet like Amos has done throughout the book, namely, offered vision reports and sayings that
convey an understanding of the world from the Deity's perspective. And instead of being a
lamentable situation—this hymnic language is not typical of lament psalms—these verses praise the
God of justice and power who has revealed his will to humans. The God of justice is a God to be
worshiped.

The concluding poem in the book offers a hope beyond the crisis, an expectation undergirded by
royal traditions. The book of Amos conceives the Davidic house as a building that can be repaired
and that will allow Judah to reexercise its imperial rule over other states in that region. And then the
poetry turns to the imagery of fertility, which was often associated throughout the ancient Near East
with the successful reign of a king. Amos 9:11-15 emphasizes that this future will eventuate only as a
result of God's direct action—"I will raise up, I will restore, I will plant"—just as only God could
destroy.

 
Hosea

 
According to the book's superscription, Hosea was active in roughly the same period as Amos,

the middle part of the eighth century. But Hosea is as different from Amos as was Israel from Judah.
This judgment holds whether one is talking about literary style or theological perspective. Even the
language is different, as one might expect since Hosea is the only clear Old Testament example of
Hebrew that would represent the northern dialect spoken in Israel.

One may read the book of Hosea as comprising two distinct but related parts: chapters 1–3 and 4–
14. Both offer comparable themes, but they reach them in utterly different ways. Hosea 1–3 makes up
an envelope. The two outside portions report prophetic symbolic actions, biographic and
autobiographic respectively. By contrast, the interior portion comprises poetry that explores, in both
positive and negative terms, the issues raised in these symbolic action reports.

The very first verse of the initial symbolic action report makes clear that the relationship between
Hosea and Gomer is, in some sense, to be understood as a symbol for God's relationship to Israel.
However, the more explicit meaning of the report stems from the names of the children born to
Gomer and Hosea: Jezreel, Loruhamah ("Not pitied"), and Lo-ammi ("Not my people"). Together,
these names signify both indictment and sentence upon Israel. Jezreel represents the violent behavior
of the northern ruling house. As a result, Yahweh will reverse one standard way of affirming the
covenant relationship, "You are my people, I am your God." Israel will no longer receive God's
"pity."

The second symbolic action account also details a relationship between Hosea and a woman,
though this time she has no name. Moreover, there are no children. The significance of this report
focuses on the relationship between Hosea and the woman. Again, the initial thrust seems to be
negative, namely, the woman is to live without a sexual relationship (3:3), a situation that symbolizes
the fate of Israel, which is to be without essential political and religious structures (3:4).

That the prophet might convey such judgments is not surprising. After all, Amos had uttered
comparable perspectives. However, both symbolic action reports conclude with a view beyond
judgment to a better future. Hosea 1:10-11 envisions a time when Israel will be restored, when the
judgments symbolized by the names of the children will be reversed. Similarly, Hos 3:5 anticipates a
return from exile. These concluding sections to the symbolic action reports have often been viewed



as additions, reflecting experiences of later times. But, in the book of Hosea, there may be another
theological dynamic at work, one attested in chapter 2 as well.

Hosea 2 begins with the imagery present in chapter 1, discourse with and about the children of
Hosea and Gomer. However, by verse 5, primary attention has shifted to the woman, who symbolizes
Israel. From verse 6 to verse 13, the poetry presents various punitive acts that the Deity will
undertake, for instance, "I will hedge up her way with thorns" (Hos 2:6). This metaphor of the Deity
as a husband who shames and punishes his wife, Israel, occurs in later prophetic literature, where it
had become even more violent (e.g., Ezek 23). Unfortunately, this metaphor, both in ancient and
modern times, has been used as a warrant for spousal abuse.

Unlike Hos 1, chapter 2 gives one the sense that, underlying the negativity, there is a hope that the
relationship might be restored: "Then she shall say, 'I will go and return to my first husband'" (Hos
2:7). Later in the chapter, the Deity states expressly, "I will now allure her. . . . There she shall
respond as in the days of her youth" (v. 15) and "I will take you for my wife forever" (v. 19).

The language of human courtship and marriage dominates here, not of children as in chapter 1, not
of sexuality as in chapter 3. And this system of metaphors for exploring the relationship of God to
Israel seems to disallow the notion of an absolute end to the relationship. These chapters permit the
possibility of divorce, but do not see this as the necessary conclusion. Why?

One answer involves the theological controversy reflected in the book of Hosea, the conflict
between Yahweh and Baal. That Israelites venerated this powerful Canaanite deity is clear; see, for
instance, Hos 2:8, 13, 17. Hosea charges that what Israel thought Baal had provided—wine, grain,
oil—had in fact been created by Yahweh (2:8). Yahweh, not Baal, was the author of agricultural and
human fertility.

But here is where Hosea enters challenging theological terrain. Canaanite religion celebrated the
regular agricultural cycle; one could count on the return of the spring rains, one could count on the
grape and grain harvests. Hence, if Yahweh is to be as reliable as Baal, something Hosea advocated,
then Yahweh too must undergird the natural and reliable cycles. Just as Baal was the husband of the
land, so too must be Yahweh. And if so, what sense does it make for Yahweh to say, "I will take back
the wine or grain"? Similarly, Baal was worshiped as the lord of the people, the guarantor of human
fertility. And so too must be Yahweh. Hence, the idea that Yahweh would or must court Israel, even
after his indictment and sentence of the people, may in some sense be necessary, given the god with
whom Yahweh was competing. Just as the annual agricultural cycle is permanent and unending, so too
is the connection between the Deity and the people. Hence, language about divorce always stands in
a charged dynamic with the hope, even necessity, for reconciliation. Only the death of one of the
spouses might preclude such hope.

Hosea 4–14 explore these same issues—indictment, sentence, and hope—in various poems. Many
indictments remain the same, such as worship of gods other than Yahweh. However, political
intrigue, improper foreign alliances, and unethical behavior by priests and other leaders are added to
the mix. The very first oracle of this section strikes a note, part of which could have been uttered by
Amos:

 
Swearing, lying, and murder,

and stealing and adultery break out;
bloodshed follows bloodshed. (4:2)



 
It is as if one is listening to a recitation of the Ten Commandments. Hosea, like Amos, critiqued
Israel for not living up to the covenant stipulations, of which these commandments serve as an
exemplary summary. But Hosea's take on the issue is distinctive in the following verse:

 
Therefore the entire earth shrivels

all who live in it wither;
the wild animals together with the birds of the air,

even the fish of the sea are perishing. (4:3, author's translation)
 

Whereas Amos tended to focus on specific nations within the international order, Hosea is concerned
about the fertility of the land and the impact of human error on the ecological order. If Baal was lord
of all life, Yahweh was even more so. If Baal was lord of the rain, then Yahweh could pose a
devastating challenge by proclaiming that the earth—land and sea—would suffer radical dessication.

Unlike Hos 1–3, the book's latter chapters offer explicit language of exile and death. Those earlier
chapters had talked about isolation, the end of a relationship. The rhetoric in the latter chapters is far
more vivid. One finds here the language of real-world politics, as in 9:3. The prophet clearly
foresees the reality of exile for Israel. His audience could have anticipated such a fate since the
exiling of population groups was a standard practice of the Neo-Assyrian Empire. More radical is
the prominent language in which Yahweh speaks, in the first person, about the devastation he will
wreak (e.g., 9:16; 10:10; 13:9).

Hosea's most powerful language appears in figures of speech:
 

I will become like a lion to them,
like a leopard I will lurk beside the way.

I will fall upon them like a bear robbed of her cubs,
and will tear open the covering of their heart;

there I will devour them like a lion,
as a wild animal would mangle them. (13:7-8)

 
This is a far cry from the language of isolation in chapters 2–3. Hosea here proclaims that Israel will
suffer a violent death. And yet, even in these chapters, one hears the voice of the Deity asking if he
can indeed act in such a violent way toward the people.

Hosea 11:8-9 presents one of the most poignant speeches:
 

How can I give you up, Ephraim?
How can I hand you over, O Israel?

How can I make you like Admah?
How can I treat you like Zeboiim?

My heart recoils within me;



my compassion grows warm and tender.
I will not execute my fierce anger;

I will not again destroy Ephraim;
for I am God and no mortal,

the Holy One in your midst,
and I will not come in wrath.

 
There is a certain irony in this speech, because Hosea's God expresses powerful human emotions that
seem to affect the decisions that the Deity makes. Hosea presents us with a Deity torn by indecision
—in love, but capable of violence toward the beloved.

Finally, the acts of destruction and exile won out. Israel was defeated by the Neo-Assyrians in
721 BCE. A major portion of the population was taken into exile. We never hear about them again.
Some remained in the land hitherto known as Israel, which would now become a province in the
Neo-Assyrian Empire. Still others moved to Judah. It is this group that preserved the words of Hosea
and created an early form of the prophetic book, which, as we shall see, influenced later prophetic
theological perspectives, particularly those of Jeremiah.

 
Micah

 
Of the four books normally attributed to the eighth century BCE, Micah has the least clearly

defined theological identity. The reasons for this situation are several: (1) at many points Micah
sounds like an Amos who is now addressing Judah instead of Israel; (2) some of the issues raised by
Micah were also broached by Isaiah (they even share one oracle of salvation—Mic 4:1-3/Isa 2:2-4);
and (3) much of the book, especially in chapters 4–7, has been attributed to later authors and editors.
Most scholars who wrestle with this book emphasize Micah's place of origin, rural Judah, not his
theological distinctiveness. But the two are related. As we will see with Isaiah, it was possible for a
prophet in Judah to be heavily influenced, if not dominated, by major national religious-political
traditions, namely, the importance of Yahweh's residence on Zion, and the significance of the Davidic
lineage. But what about those in Judah who lived at some distance from the capital? (Amos's Tekoa
was closer to Jerusalem than was Micah's Moresheth-gath, which probably lay some twenty-five
miles southwest of Jerusalem, on the edge of the coastal plain.)

Micah's message is derivative, and therein lies part of the theological dynamic in this book.
Micah claims explicitly that what can happen one place can happen in another; what happened in
Israel can happen in Judah. He uses this principle as both a theological strategy and a rhetorical ploy.
Micah 1:5 exemplifies the theological strategy:

 
All this is for the transgression of Jacob

and for the sins of the house of Israel.
What is the transgression of Jacob?

Is it not Samaria?
And what is the high place of Judah?



Is it not Jerusalem?
 

If one may presume that Micah is speaking to a Judah in the period after 721 BCE, there is a
prophetic track record about the fate of Israel, namely, what Amos (and Hosea) had proclaimed had
been verified by historical events. Amos had offered indictments and a sentence of destruction.
Micah seems to know about Amos's work— his book even commences, as did Amos's, with a God
emerging from the temple in Jerusalem and with an ensuing theophany, in which the natural order
reacts violently to the presence of the Deity. For Amos, Samaria could symbolize all that was wrong
with the northern kingdom (3:9; 4:1). Micah took this image and transferred it to Jerusalem (as had
Amos on one occasion, Amos 6:1). In principle, then, what the prophets had said about the northern
kingdom could be said about the southern kingdom as well. Earlier prophetic words could be
rethought and redirected to new audiences.

Micah presents an example of how such rhetoric might work:
 
Hear this, you rulers of the house of Jacob

and chiefs of the house of Israel,
who abhor justice

and pervert all equity,
who build Zion with blood

and Jerusalem with wrong! (Mic 3:9-10)
 

Earlier, Jacob and Israel were ways in which Amos could refer to the northern kingdom (e.g., Amos
6:8; 7:10). Perhaps those who heard Micah's words had access to what Amos had said. Were this the
case, those who encountered the first two lines would have thought Micah was referring to the
northern kingdom. Such is not the case, however, as the rest of the poem makes clear. Language about
the house of Jacob could refer to Zion/Jerusalem as well. Prophetic words and traditions can be
oriented in new ways as the occasion demands. What happened to the North will now happen in the
South. Micah refined such discourse to the South by using at several places the imperative verbs of
the lawsuit, as in Mic 1:2; 6:1. In the first instance, all people are summoned; in the latter, only
Israel, which, according to Micah, means all the people of Yahweh.

The indictments present in Micah do sound like those in Amos— misappropriation of land and
other inherited goods rank high on the list (2:2). Moreover, he focuses on the leading groups:
"heads," "rulers," "prophets," "chiefs," "priests," "seers," "diviners" (all in chap. 3; cf. 7:1-7). The
sentence will be drastic, involving military destruction and deportation.

 
Zion shall be plowed as a field;
Jerusalem shall become a heap of ruins. (3:12)
 

Proportionately, there is more language about a time beyond disaster than there is in Amos or Hosea.
Micah 2:12-13; 4:1–5:15; and 7:8-20 offer various perspectives on a future that involves a move
back to the land from exile, focus on Zion and Davidic leadership, the notion of a remnant (5:7-8),
and the destruction of Israel's enemies.



In sum, the book of Micah redirects prophetic words from Israel to Judah. Despite its relatively
small size, it encompasses notions ranging from God's radical destruction (3:12) to restoration (2:12-
13). Most important, it demonstrates that one's location—geographic and social—affects profoundly
what one says theologically.

 
Isaiah

 
The book of Isaiah presents special problems since it is clear that the book reflects literature

written long after the time of Isaiah ben Amoz. (Chapters 40–55—called Second Isaiah or Deutero-
Isaiah— are routinely dated to the mid-sixth century; chaps. 56–66—called Third Isaiah or Trito-
Isaiah—to the late sixth or early fifth century; chaps. 24–27 to sometime in the Persian period.) As a
result, scholars have offered numerous theories by means of which to explain the formation of the
book. Though no consensus has been achieved, many would argue that the book of Isaiah, that is, the
book in its canonical form, dates to the Persian period, and was of special importance to the
Yahwistic community attempting to understand its place and the place of Jerusalem at this time. Still,
there are sections that predate the disaster of Judah's defeat and exile (chaps. 2–11 and 28–32 contain
most of this material). Moreover, later sections in the book represent strong continuities with what
might be dated to the pre-exilic period. Hence we now turn to focus on those earlier materials, which
grew into such a powerful prophetic expression.

For much of the latter half of the twentieth century, the work of Gerhard von Rad influenced
significantly the ways in which people thought about theological issues in the book of Isaiah. Von Rad
maintained that Isaiah was influenced by two primary traditions important in Judah: the tradition
about Zion as the impregnable residence of Yahweh and the tradition about the Davidic king as
emblem of righteous and everlasting rule.3 Von Rad was surely correct in his judgments, and yet they
need to be placed within a larger theological context.

Isaiah offers an imperial vision, one in which Yahweh, "the LORD of Hosts," is the sovereign of
the universe (see, e.g., Isa 3:1; 10:16, 33). This prophet is convinced that God has a plan, which,
when properly perceived, allows humans to understand both domestic affairs and international
politics.

 
This is the plan that is planned

concerning the whole earth;
and this is the hand that is stretched out

over all the nations.
For the LORD of Hosts has planned,

and who will annul it?
His hand is stretched out,

and who will turn it back?
(14:26-27; see also 30:1)

 
Earlier prophets to be sure, for example, Amos, had understood that Yahweh affected the fates of
various nations. And Micah even spoke about "the thoughts of the LORD" (Mic 4:12). But Isaiah is



the first to suggest that there is a comprehensive and comprehendible plan that involves all creation.
Such a claim surely grows, at least theologically, out of the call narrative of Isaiah (Isa 6). Here,

in an autobiographical chronicle, Isaiah, after experiencing the presence of the Deity as one of
radical holiness, participates in the deliberations of the divine council. It was in precisely such a
place that the fates of peoples and nations, including Israel, were decided (cf. 1 Kgs 22:19-23). As a
prophet, Isaiah was privy to divinely ordained plans for all humanity. Moreover, he was charged
with proclaiming what he knew.

In programmatic terms, Isaiah offered indictments, as had other prophets. One hears echoes of
Amos and Micah when Isaiah charges the leaders of Judah with "grinding the face of the poor" or
"crushing my people" (Isa 3:15; cf. 5:8-23). And it is indeed those in power against whom Isaiah
proclaims such invective:

 
Ah, you who make iniquitous decrees,

who write oppressive statutes,
to turn aside the needy from justice

and to rob the poor of my people of their right,
that widows may be your spoil,

and that you may make the orphans your prey! (10:1-2)
 
Then, too, Isaiah speaks words of judgment; Judah will be punished for such injustices. Often, this

response focuses on those who have perpetrated such evil: "the nobility of Jerusalem and her
multitude go down," but all will suffer; "people are bowed down, everyone is brought low" (5:14-
15). When a national cataclysm occurs, no one is safe.

Isaiah did understand Judah to be experiencing a divinely wrought cataclysm in the form of attack
by Neo-Assyrian forces. The following words probably reflect the destruction caused by a campaign
of Sennacherib:

 
Your country lies desolate,

your cities are burned with fire;
in your very presence

aliens devour your land;
it is desolate, as overthrown by foreigners. (1:7)

 
However, despite such destruction, there is reason to think Isaiah thought Jerusalem would be saved
from Assyrian destruction. The so-called Zion tradition, as exemplified in Isa 29:5-6, expresses the
expectation that, in spite of an awesome military attack, God will save the city of divine residence,
something Judah apparently experienced with the lifting of Sennacherib's siege ca. 701 BCE (see Isa
36–37). In some measure, the punishment is more that of chastening (cf. the language of "more
beatings," Isa 1:5) than of cosmic destruction. Such punishment may exceed God's original intent
because of the terrible violence wrought by the Assyrians, but then they too will be subject to radical
punishment (Isa 10:5-19; 31:8-9). Nonetheless, Judah had suffered military disaster, and Isaiah



understood it to have been a divine response to social injustice throughout the land—part of the
divine plan.

The so-called Syro-Ephraimitic crisis was another and earlier defining moment for Isaiah, another
time when he had affirmed the notion of a divine plan. Chapters 7–8 zero in on this critical moment
ca. 735 BCE. Ahaz was on the throne in Judah. Nations to the north and east—Israel and Aram—
were set to attack Judah, in part because Ahaz had refused to join with them in a military coalition
against the Neo-Assyrians. Ahaz, probably under assault from other armies as well, was desperate.
He thought his only hope lay in securing aid from the Neo-Assyrians. Isaiah confronted him and
offered a divine oracle, assuring him that the threat from Israel and Aram would end soon (Isa 7:7-9).
Such was the divine plan. However, if Ahaz acted counter to that plan by making an alliance with the
Neo-Assyrians, then Judah would ultimately suffer attack by those very forces.

Isaiah's words were corroborated. Ahaz made such a treaty (see 2 Kgs 16:7-9), which resulted in
the decimation of both Israel and Aram by Tiglath-Pileser. However, within a matter of decades,
Sennacherib was conducting military campaigns against Judah. Isaiah explained such attacks as
punishment both for unethical behavior and for disregard of God's international plan.

Isaiah understood Yahweh to have formulated a domestic plan as well. Here again, Isaiah moves
in a direction different from that of his prophetic forebears. Isaiah speaks about a specific political
order, one in which there are a king and princes. It is an order that existed in his own time and it is an
order for which he had high hopes. To be sure, Isaiah had experienced leaders who did not act
according to God's plan, most notably Ahaz and the princes (and others) who had acted with
disregard for the people's welfare. Still, there are a number of texts that express a profound hope for
effective leadership from the king.

Isaiah 32:1-8 talks about the splendid rule that both king and princes will effect. Its hallmarks are
justice and righteousness (v. 1), vocabulary and values important to other prophets. Their rule will
be a boon to all in their land. They will have plans that result in "noble things" (v. 8). Isaiah believed
that such a king would come from the line of David (11:1), would be empowered by God's spirit—
as had been both judges and David in prior times—and would administer justice and provide for
peace in the created order. And Isaiah thought such a king would rule in the near future. "For a child
has been born for us, a son given to us" (Isa 9:6) is poetry sung by those in the divine council. They
were aware that a human king had been adopted as God's son (see Ps 2) on the day of that king's
coronation. (Most probably, Isaiah thought Hezekiah would be this king.) These three texts (32:1-8;
11:1-9; 9:2-7) create a powerfully hopeful picture of a righteous king on the Judahite throne—and all
three texts use the vocabulary of justice and righteousness.

Isaiah, however, never experienced the reign of such a king. Hezekiah, as Isa 36–39 reports, was
a far better ruler than Ahaz had been. But the peace, fertility, and security that Isaiah had foreseen
remained a hope rather than a reality. Further, Isaiah's theological affirmations about place and
person—Zion and David—stood in some tension with his conviction about the judgment that would
come upon Judah and Jerusalem. One could use the vocabulary of ideology and theology to express
this dialectic. Without the hopedfor king, according to Isaiah's logic, God's judgment was virtually
inevitable, especially if God's holiness was continually offended.

 
Zephaniah

 



After a relatively long period of prophetic quiet (Isaiah of Jerusalem's last oracle probably dates
from early in the seventh century), we hear next from Zephaniah. The book's superscription places
him during the reign of King Josiah (640–609 BCE). Scholars have routinely noted that many of the
charges that Zephaniah levels at Judah and Jerusalem are addressed in the reforms of Josiah. Hence,
to place Zephaniah's literature in the period immediately preceding those reforms seems reasonable.

If it is licit to speak about a prophetic literary tradition in ancient Israel, the connections between
Zephaniah and Amos can provide exemplary evidence. Although the book of Zephaniah is only about
half the size of Amos, it includes many of the basic features in Amos: oracles against foreign nations
(2:4-15), oracles of indictment and judgment against God's people (1:2-18), admonitions (2:1-3),
and language of promise (3:9-20). And there is more; Zephaniah expands upon a motif struck by
Amos, the day of the Lord as a cataclysm.

The ways in which Zephaniah articulates his understanding of the day of the Lord should strike
one, at first reading, as problematic. The first two verses (1:2-3) of the initial poem depict the
undoing of the created order. The prophet proclaims an ecological catastrophe, a vision of
extermination. To be sure, the language of violence against humans regularly appears in prophetic
rhetoric. However, these verses step up the intensity of destruction such that all life will be
extinguished. (One often finds the term apocalyptic used to describe such a notion.)

How can Israel's God admit to such a holocaust for all that lives? There may be no easy answer to
such a question, though the facile response would be that the prophet speaks in hyperbole, and does
not really mean literally that God will kill everything that breathes. A reading that more readily
struggles with the text must recognize that these two verses are rooted in the language of Gen 1–2,
Israel's stories of creation. The logic seems to be: what God has created, God can remove—all life
(Zeph 1:2-3) and even the earth itself (1:18). The created order was established for certain reasons,
and if they are being violated, then the world no longer deserves to exist.

The book of Zephaniah, which here resonates with other traditions in the Hebrew Bible, does not
think life, as such, is sacred. God is sacred. And if humans, especially those who are supposed to
worship this God, venerate another deity, then their disregard for Yahweh's exclusive status in Israel
creates such a level of impurity in the world that all life has become contaminated and hence stands
under a sentence of death. Still, the predominant judgment in Zephaniah falls particularly upon those
who may be judged for having acted improperly—officials, kings' sons, idolatrous priests.

In the book of Zephaniah, people and place loom large. God will bring home those who have been
removed from the land (3:20). The general language of restored fortunes, used by Amos (9:14),
reappears in Zeph 3:20. However, whereas Amos spoke of the house of David, Zephaniah focuses on
the city that David conquered, Zion—the holy mountain (3:11). But there is no explicit reference to a
rebuilt temple. Instead of a special building there will be a special people, "humble and lowly . . .
the remnant of Israel" and without "a deceitful tongue" (3:12-13). It almost sounds as if Zephaniah is
referring to a special group of those who venerate Yahweh, a sect. Moreover, beyond the borders of
Israel there shall be many peoples of "pure speech" (3:9), presumably a reference to some sort of
religious conversion (cf. Isa 56:6 or Zech 14:16-18). (The presence of oral/verbal imagery is
particularly interesting in Zephaniah.)

With Zephaniah, we reach the end of those prophetic books, beginning with Amos, that have
addressed Israel under threat from the Neo-Assyrian Empire. Major international changes were at
work that would lead to a new force, the Neo-Babylonians, who would be viewed both as God's
avenger upon Assyria and as God's agents of final punishment against Judah.



 
Conclusion

 
So, one may read the books of the prophets and the reforms associated with Hezekiah and Josiah

as part of a story in which a few kings are reported to have undertaken important religious reforms.
And yet, the economic, social, and political issues broached by the prophets, particularly those
involving violations of Israel's covenant ethos, seem not to have been addressed by these imperial
initiatives.4 The kings, not the prophets, were the reformers, and only in discrete ritual and political
areas. As a result, during the period under discussion, Israel as a nation was annihilated and Judah
became a vassal to the Neo-Assyrian Empire. The magnificence of monarchy in Israel had been lost.
Radical questions were being posed about the nature of the relationship between Yahweh and the
communities that venerated this Deity. Were covenant curses inevitable? What theological traditions
would help explain the demise of Judah? What were the religious grounds for hope? Moreover, the
prophetic books that derive from the eighth- and seventh-century prophets contained important
theological affirmations, such as the importance of a righteous king, that enabled later Israelites to
formulate responses to these critical questions.

 
Notes

 
1. See C. Westermann, Prophetic Oracles of Salvation in the Old Testament (Louisville:

Westminster John Knox, 1991).
2. Scholars debate vigorously the formation of the book attributed to Amos. Some (e.g., Jeremias)

argue that very little may be assigned to Amos. Others claim virtually all the book stems from Amos.
Mays provides a mediating position.

3. G. von Rad, Old Testament Theology, vol. 2 (New York: Harper & Row, 1965), 155-75.
4. Cf. Blenkinsopp's argument that Micah may have influenced the book of Deuteronomy, A

History of Prophecy in Israel, rev. ed. (Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1996), 120.
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CHAPTER TEN

COLLAPSE/EXILE/HOPE

Jeremiah, Lamentations, Nahum, Habakkuk, Ezekiel, Isa 40–55
 
 
 

In the sixth century BCE, there occurred a deep and irreversible disruption in the life of ancient
Israel. This fissure became decisive for the faith of Israel as it is voiced in the Old Testament. The
disruption is indeed a concrete, describable sociopolitical event, and it cannot be understood without
attention to the specificities of political history. That event, however, became decisive and definitive
for Israel's faith, not simply because of its inescapable concreteness but also because Israel found in
this event the workings of the inscrutable sovereign God upon whom it had staked its life. Thus, in
understanding this awesome and definitive moment in Israel's faith, it is imperative that we give
attention at the same time to the identifiable concreteness of political occurrences and to theological,
interpretive dimensions of this happening that are seen by Israel to be intrinsic to the events
themselves.

 
The Geopolitical World of Judah

 
It is of course the case that the lived, public experience through which the Old Testament

articulates the faith of Israel is never the lived, public experience of Israel in a geographical or
political vacuum. At every moment of its life, Israel had to reckon with its social environment, which
was richly peopled with other communities that were at various times allies and positive resources
or threats and challenges to Israel. Given that general reality, however, it is in the moment of Israel's
history that now concerns us that the peopled environment of Israel becomes crucially important for
our understanding of the Old Testament. It is in this period in particular that the horizon of Israel's
faith, of necessity, becomes boldly international, as it had not been before.

 



 
The geopolitical situation of the ancient kingdom of Judah (like the geopolitical situation of the

contemporary state of Israel) dictates that Judah shall be endlessly at risk between the strong and
durable powers of the South (always Egypt), and of the North (for our period of study, in sequence
Assyria, Babylon, and Persia; and for contemporary Israel, Syria, Iraq, and Iran). Indeed, Judah, for
all its extravagant Davidic rhetoric, is most of the time a client state, whereby Judah lives under the
influence and at the behest of one major power or another. For the most part, Judah did not have the
resources or the capabilities to chart an independent political or military course. In any case, even
when it sought to do so, it was with extreme vulnerability.

The period of our consideration in this chapter focuses almost completely upon the fate of Judah
during the time of the Babylonian Empire (605–540 BCE). In order to situate the Judean crisis
properly in the time of Babylonian hegemony, however, we must pay some attention to the Assyrian
Empire as the predecessor power to Babylon in the North and to Persia as the successor power in the
North. (We may notice that during all of our period of consideration, Egypt, as a counterweight to
Mesopotamian power, went through a series of reassertions of power, but none that were decisive for
Judah. Egypt is always there, providing an alternative scenario for Judah. In the main, however, it is



the powers of the North that must dominate our attention.)
The most important geopolitical fact for our subject is that during the seventh and sixth centuries,

the Near East, the environment of Judah, witnessed an extraordinary political upheaval with the rise
and fall of superpowers. While a student of the Old Testament does not need to know this material in
great detail, the broad outline of events is indispensable for an informed reading of these books.

1. The disappearance of the Assyrian Empire was a defining fact for Judah in the seventh century.
The Assyrian Empire, with its capital city of Nineveh, had dominated the politics and economics of
the ancient Near East since 745 and the rise of Tiglath-Pileser III. It had preoccupied the attention of
the fragile kingdoms of Israel and Judah and had caused the final termination of the northern kingdom
of Israel in 722. Assyria was viewed by these endlessly threatened peoples as a force capable of
enormous brutality. We know, already in the book of Isaiah, that Assyria under Sennacherib had over
time threatened the city of Jerusalem and had come twice in assault against it.

The Assyrians, however, in the seventh century came upon evil days. In 663 BCE Assyria, in its
aggressive military expansionism, had extended its military control across the Fertile Crescent into
Egypt, as far as Thebes. For a moment, it enjoyed complete domination of its entire geopolitical
horizon. Within a fifty-year period, however, the Assyrian capital of Nineveh had been destroyed,
and the empire of Assyria was no more. The fall of the capital city and of the empire was a
remarkable turn of affairs, one that surely captured the imagination of Judah, a turn that provided
breathing space for the kingdom of Judah from constant jeopardy.

2. The demise of Assyrian power created a brief power vacuum in the Near East, during which
time Judah's King Josiah (639–609) asserted some Judean independence, seeking to recover some
lost territories of the old Kingdom of David in the North. Judean reassertion and renaissance,
however, were short-lived. The power vacuum created by the fall of Assyria did not last long. After
626, Nabopollassar began to assert Babylonian independence from Assyria and to establish the city
and the kingdom of Babylon as the coming force in international politics. By 605, Assyrian power
had completely vanished. It remained only for Nebuchadnezzar, son of Nabopollassar, to complete
the establishment of Babylonian dominance by the decisive defeat of Egypt, which he did at the battle
of Carchemesh in 605. This battle may thus be taken as the point from which to reckon the beginning
of the hegemony of Babylon, under the determined and effective leadership of Nebuchadnezzar.

Having defeated Egypt, it does not surprise us that Nebuchadnezzar took pains to secure his flank
exposed toward Egypt, thus requiring that Judah come firmly into the sphere of Babylonian policy
and influence. The leadership of the Davidic dynasty in Jerusalem was able to practice no sustained
policy in this dangerous, volatile situation, for at times it submitted to Babylonian demands (which of
course included taxation), and at times, with appeals to Egypt, it resisted Babylonian requirements.

As a consequence of such uncertain compliance, Nebuchadnezzar and his general, Nebuzaradan,
forcibly intruded into Judah and Jerusalem three times, in 598, 587, and 581. These incursions were
part of a larger Babylonian policy of defusing and precluding rebellion in conquered territories by
the systematic deportation of leading citizens from their home territory to alien territory. The result
was that the departed leadership could thus constitute no threat, and the home territories, without such
leadership, could not mount any serious rebellion. Thus Babylonian policy was to form docile,
compliant colonies.

From the perspective of Judah, however, these deportations constituted a theological reality.
Because the ones deported were characteristically leaders and opinion makers in the community of
Judah, it was inevitable that those who were deported came to be thought of—at least in their own



rhetoric, which became the dominant rhetoric of Judah—as the whole community, and so the
deportation came to be termed "the exile" of Judah, even though it did not include, by any means, all
Judeans.

The small group of Judeans deported to Babylon proved to be an assertive, imaginative,
generative community that seized the initiative in constructing the image and self-understanding of all
Israel. They did so, moreover, to cast themselves—the "exiles"—as heroes and as the legitimate
heirs to and carriers of the old memories of Israel. It is for this reason that many contemporary
scholars view the notion of "exile" as an ideological construct of this minority community in the
service of its own legitimacy. One can of course see the matter of vested interest in such an
imaginative enterprise without denying the historicity of the deported community. One of the
outcomes of such a generative construction is that the population of Judeans who remained in the land
and avoided deportation is largely "written out" of Israel's normative history. The deportation, which
decisively marked Israel's faith in this period, was, in the first instance, simply an instrument of the
Babylonian policy of "pacification" of restless, occupied territories.

The dominating power of Babylon lasted only a few years beyond the reign of Nebuchadnezzar,
which ended in 562, so that in a certain sense the Babylonian Empire is quite personally the empire
of Nebuchadnezzar. The Babylonian Empire, which had decisively impinged upon Judah's life, ended
in 540, only two decades after the death of Nebuchadnezzar. The empire was not so much defeated or
destroyed as it ran out of steam. Its exhaustion is marked by a series of weak leaders and an
irreversible loss of moral authority and religious legitimacy among its own people. It faded in 540 as
rapidly as it had appeared in 615–605.

3. The power of Babylon was dislodged and displaced by the rise of Persia, a non-Semitic power
from the East, led by Cyrus. The Persians, in what was a prudent administrative decision, reversed
the Babylonian policy of deportation and permitted the deportees to return home, thus gambling that
such generosity produced more cooperative subjects. In the case of the Jews (as the returnees to
Jerusalem were now called), the gamble worked, for the Jews came to regard the Persians as a
benign power. Persian power, with its enormous expanse, endured with great effectiveness until its
powerending conflict with the Greeks under Alexander.

This brief recital of
—the disappearance of Assyrian power,
—the abrupt rise and equally abrupt fall of Babylonian power, and
—the rise of Persian power

constitutes the backdrop of our study of the Old Testament in the midst and in response to this
unparalleled disruption. Judah was required to understand and live its life and its faith in relation to,
in the presence of, and at the behest of these greater powers. But it is the disruption (deportation,
exile) itself that is the focus of our study. The Old Testament is preoccupied with the question "What
does it mean for the faith of Israel that this community, which takes itself to be the beloved partner of
Yahweh, is so vulnerable to the vagaries of international politics and so helpless in the face of
brutalizing power?"

 
A Biblical Rendering of Geopolitics

 
Knowledge of geopolitics, however, is only an access point to our study, for the biblical literature



produced in this period of crisis is not interested in geopolitics per se or in historical reportage on
the rise and fall of the great powers. The biblical literature purposes, rather, to offer a peculiar and
intense interpretation of these events that in part arises from the events themselves and in part is
imposed upon the events, but which faithful Israel regards as intrinsic to the events themselves.

It would be possible to understand this dramatic scenario of geopolitics as a case of Realpolitik,
wherein it is self-evident that "might makes right." Perhaps in our own intensely secularized context,
moreover, that is our first interpretive inclination. However, biblical texts emerging from and
reflective of this geopolitical scenario have no such view of events. Rather the texts insist upon a
quite different interpretive angle arising from a normative account of history that has Yahweh, the
God of ancient Israel, as the key character and decisive agent in the public processes of history.
Yahweh, in such a view, is not a theological "add-on" to Realpolitik, but is the initiator and definer
of what happens in the visible world of public power. This claim, moreover, pertains not only to the
Israelite community, which names the name of Yahweh; it applies with equal decisiveness to all the
other powers of the world, who do not know the name of Yahweh.

This ground assumption of the cruciality of Yahweh has two important derivative implications for
the Old Testament literature situated in this crisis. First, the cruciality of Yahweh means that Israel,
the peculiar people of Yahweh, is understood as a central participant in all that happens in Near
Eastern politics. This is a claim that is as remarkable as it is uncompromising in the literature,
because in any account of Realpolitik, Israel would be at most a bit player, if mentioned at all.
Second, the cruciality of Yahweh for understanding geopolitics requires the affirmation of Yahweh's
righteous, sovereign will as crucial in the public process. The operation of this righteous, sovereign
will not only includes the insistence of coherence (i.e., that it all makes sense as a single pattern and
purpose). It also asserts an ethical dimension, monitored by Yahweh, so that issues of justice and
righteousness are seen to be operative in the public process. It is evident that insistence upon (a)
Yahweh as the key agent in the public process, (b) coherence of the entire process, (c) Israel as a key
actor, and (d) ethics as an effective dimension of public activity produces a very different sense of
what is happening and what it means when it happens. As students of these venturesome texts, we are
permitted to marvel at this courageous and highly imaginative angle of vision, a vision that flies in
the face of what must have been "common sense," that is, Realpolitik, to the major imperial players
of that time. Our study of a series of biblical texts will note how this peculiar vision of public history
reshapes all of reality—historical, political, military, economic, and theological.

 
The Collapse of Judah

 
In 587, in the second incursion of Nebuchadnezzar's armies into Judah (the first being in 598),

everything valued by the citizens of Jerusalem was terminated in a harsh way:
—the Davidic dynasty was nullified and the king ignobly taken away,
—the city of Jerusalem, locus of Yahweh's promise to Israel, was razed, and
—the temple, place of Yahweh's assured presence, was devastated.
All that was visible and institutional, all that seemed theologically guaranteed by Yahweh's

faithfulness, all that gave symbolic certitude and coherence, all that was linked to significance,
identity, and security, was gone. Judah as an identifiable state was swept away, victim of imperial
ruthlessness. As an inevitable consequence, Judah's most trusted theological convictions were placed



in acute jeopardy. And all of this at the devastating hands of the Babylonians.
The destruction of 587 is the pivot point in our study of "collapse and hope." In order to

understand this moment of profound loss and displacement, however, we may go back a bit into the
events preceding this moment. We have seen that Assyria reached its zenith of power in 663 and
disappeared in 612, all in the short span of fifty years. The demise of the Assyrian Empire was
indeed welcome to the Judeans, for the crushing brutality of that empire was too long on the horizon
of Judah. The collapse of Assyria is duly celebrated in one of the oddest books of the Old Testament,
the book of the prophet Nahum. This short, poetic collection, dated somewhere in the wake of the
demise of Nineveh, expresses unrestrained glee at the failure of the hated city of Nineveh. The poetry
has no concern for or sympathy with those now savaged in Nineveh, for they only get their rightful
punishment for their long practice of uncaring brutality. The poem belongs to a long tradition of "war
piety," which readily assumes "God is on our side" and vividly describes (anticipates?) invasion and
devastation of a hated enemy. Thus the poem is a tightly disciplined, eloquent piece of rhetoric that
celebrates victory over a despised oppressor. It is to be noted that the name "Nahum" is the Hebrew
term nhm, which often means "comfort." This defeat of Assyria was indeed a "comfort" to Judah.

This lyric of hate, retaliation, and vengeance, completely devoid of compassion, might strike one
at first as awkward and embarrassing in the Bible. But that is the case only if we have a romantic
view of imperial aggression and a correspondingly unreal notion of faith, a view that does not notice
the enduring and erosive effects of brutality and its evocation of hostility. Thus we may judge the
poem of Nahum in two positive ways.

First, the book of Nahum is the poetry of profound resentment voiced in a community so long
threatened and endangered that when release from the threat comes, there is no limit to the relief that
permits all of the stored-up hostility to be expressed. The poetry is not unlike the venom poured out
on the Marcos government in Manila, when the peasant masses stormed the opulent palace, or when
the mobs in Bucharest moved to terminate the bloody ways of the entourage of Ceausescu. The Bible
is realistic about the way hurt will produce a literature that must be voiced, and none too soon.

Second, this celebrative hate is, however, not merely an expression of human vengeance. It is
most important that the poetry of Nahum is profoundly Yahwistic. It is Yahweh who is "slow to anger
but great in power" (1:3). It is Yahweh who has "commanded concerning you" (1:14). Thus the fall of
Nineveh is a theological event, taking place in the history of Yahweh in the world. The fall of
Nineveh not only gives release to Judah but reasserts and reestablishes the rule of Yahweh over the
nations, a rule that will punish the oppressor and protect Yahweh's own people:

 
The LORD is good,

a stronghold in a day of trouble;
he protects those who take refuge in him,

even in a rushing flood.
He will make a full end of his adversaries,

and will pursue his enemies into darkness. (1:7-8)
 

Thus the fall of Nineveh at the same time signifies Yahweh's sure rule over the nations and Judah's
chance for well-being and safety.



This astonishing turn in history, causing the end of a great and brutal power that seemed assured to
perpetuity, must have been for Judah a great vindication and a confirmation of its sense of
specialness in a history governed by Yahweh. That is, relief from the Assyrian threat created space
for Judean reassertion and affirmation, space taken up by the reform of Josiah (2 Kgs 22–23) and the
modest expansionist efforts of the Jerusalem government. (On the reform of Josiah, see chap. 9.) The
fall of Assyria seemed evidence of Judah's guarantee by Yahweh in the historical process.

If, however, some in Judah counted too heavily upon the Assyrian fall as affirmation, it was a
gross miscalculation, because the real threat of the movement was not in fact the Assyrians, but the
emerging Babylonians, who finally did in Jerusalem what the Assyrians were never able to do. The
Babylonian threat against Jerusalem, constant from 605 onward, must have created a deep and
endless anxiety in Jerusalem. That anxiety is reflected in the vacillating royal policies under the sons
and successors of King Josiah. The crown could not decide whether to resist Babylon with Egyptian
support or to submit to Babylon. In the end, Babylon, exhausted with the vacillation and soft loyalty
of its client state, lost patience. In 598, the armies of Babylon carried away the boy-king Jehoiachin
(grandson of Josiah) into exile (2 Kgs 24:12). In 587, moreover, they took away yet another king,
Zedekiah, son of Josiah and uncle of Jehoiachin (2 Kgs 25:1-7).

Our concern, however, is not with royal history or with imperial policy. So far as the Bible is
concerned, this period is dominated by two figures who are far away from the circles of royal power
and influence. Jeremiah and Ezekiel, around each of whom gathered literature that became a biblical
book, tell us the most about how Judah responded in faith and anguish to the events of 587, which
irreversibly reshaped Israel's life, faith, and memory. In very rough outline, each of these prophets-
poets-pastors worked in the period of collapse and then continued as a powerful presence in the
exile after the collapse. In both cases, moreover, it is clear that the prophetic person continued to be
a generative force in the exilic community into the next generation, even after their deaths, as their
remembered words were reused, expanded, and interpreted in a variety of ways. We will deal with
the literature of Jeremiah and Ezekiel in two quite distinct sections, first concerning the pre-587
judgment of Jerusalem, and second, concerning the post-587 offer of hope to exiles.

The book of Jeremiah, as we have it, represents the culmination of a long editorial, interpretive
process. That process began in the work of a remarkably sensitive, imaginative, eloquent prophetic
personality and culminated in a convinced theological vision that is informed by the tradition of the
book of Deuteronomy and is deeply derivative of the prophetic traditions of Hosea (see chap. 9).
While there are important differences between the eloquent personal testimony at the outset and the
framing theological vision of the completed book, there is a coherence to it all. We may treat the
whole by reference to "Jeremiah," which we take to include the entire interpretive process that
produced the canonical book of Jeremiah.

The tradition of Jeremiah is deeply rooted in the old memories of Moses, as they are mediated in
the teaching of Deuteronomy (see the discussion of Deuteronomy in chaps. 5 and 9). That old Mosaic
memory understood that Israel, as theological community, was in covenant with Yahweh since Sinai
and was subject to the commands of Yahweh there, and that therefore Judah's destiny in the world
depended upon obedience to Yahweh's covenant commandments. When Israel obeyed Yahweh's
commands, it prospered. When Israel disobeyed, it suffered. To be sure, the rhetoric of Deuteronomy
presents a tight connection of deed and outcome. It becomes clear, however, that Israel's theological
traditions handled this matter with great interpretive flexibility. In the end, the covenant concerns a
deep, demanding, and intimate relationship that is more open and complicated than any flat formula.



The lyrical, poetic texts of Jeremiah, commonly assigned to the prophetic personality, are not at
all didactic. They do not scold or coerce, or ask Israel to do anything. They are, rather, the utterances
of a poet who was acutely sensitive to the pain and failure of his community, and who saw in
penetrating ways the failed core of Judah's life, which could not be covered over by the facade of
royal selfdeception. This poetry, with enormously inventive imagery, seeks to help the community of
Jerusalem to see what it refuses to see, but what it must see if it is to reposition and revision its life
in terms of its commitment to and reliance upon Yahweh.

The book of Jeremiah, in its now thematized form, begins with what purports to be the "call of
Jeremiah" by Yahweh to be a prophet, to speak Yahweh's word in the midst of Israel, to utter the truth
of Yahweh in a social setting that refuses to see the truth of its own self-destructiveness (1:4-10). Put
succinctly, the negative thrust of the word entrusted to the prophet is "to pluck up and to pull down, to
destroy and to overthrow" (1:10). (The two positive verbs, "plant and build," become enormously
important in the subsequent hope of exilic Judaism. They refer to the restoration of Jerusalem; see p.
360.) That is, the word to be uttered by the prophet is to assert that Yahweh has already begun to
terminate Judah, because Judah has proved to be an unreliable, unresponsive, disobedient covenant
partner to Yahweh, and Yahweh will not finally tolerate such a partner. We should not miss the
radicality of this assertion. There is nothing here of Realpolitik or of Babylonian expansionism. The
root cause of destruction, in this tradition, is Yahweh's sovereign decision to abandon Judah to its
own chosen destruction.

This theme, expressed in the four verbs of destruction (1:10), becomes a recurring motif across
the book of Jeremiah (18:7-9; 24:6; 31:28; 45:4). The book of Jeremiah is offered as an assertion
that Yahweh is the agent of Judah's termination. Judah's history has a powerful theological dimension.
At the center of its life is this sovereign who will tolerate no such depth of infidelity, and who can
decree even the nullification of Yahweh's own beloved people.

The poetry of the book of Jeremiah enunciates this theme of coming devastation under a variety of
imaginative and inventive images. It is as though a master of eloquence utilizes all of his gifts to
communicate what the populace and the royal leadership are completely unwilling and unable to
recognize. A student of Jeremiah will do well to read aloud and to notice the daring and powerful
images in the service of this decree of devastation. Here we may mention only two such images,
though there are many more.

In 2:2-3 and 3:1-5, the poet presents Yahweh as the affronted husband and Israel as the faithless
wife. (It is to be recognized, given our contemporary sensitivities, that this imagery is powerfully
patriarchal and sexist, featuring, characteristically, the "woman" as the offender, and not noticing the
abusive conduct of the "man." Such an awareness, however, does not vitiate the power of the
imagery, in terms of communicating the message of Israel's fickleness and consequent jeopardy.) The
poetry in this scenario remembers a "honeymoon period" of well-being, when Israel was deeply
responsive to husband Yahweh (2:2-3). But then there was fickleness, refusal to follow (2:5), and
"forsaking" (2:13, 17, 19). In that ancient world of patriarchy, moreover, a fickle wife who goes after
"other lovers" (3:1) makes restoration of the relationship impossible. The poet is not speaking of
sexual offenses as such, but employs such imagery as a metaphor for unfaithfulness, in order to show
why the relationship must be terminated. One can detect, in the development of the imagery,
wistfulness and yearning upon the part of "the husband," but the affront is so great as to prevent
reconciliation.

The presentation of Yahweh and Israel under the rubric of husband-wife is an especially poignant



one, for it gives access to emotional interactions of commitment and betrayal that are far more
elemental, far more powerful, and far more wondrous than any contractual, legal relationships. At the
same time, however, the imagery that casts Yahweh as the male partner in the relationship reflects a
patriarchal assumption that permeates much of the Old Testament. That same usage, moreover, feeds
patriarchal assumptions even in contemporary church usage, and consequently, invites abusive power
relations between men and women, the male partner characteristically cast in God-like dominance.
Thus the imagery is at the same time poignant and illuminating, but also a carrier of toxic power.

A second image taken up to communicate the hopelessness of Israel is sickness. Israel is said to
be terminally ill. Yahweh may seek to heal, but this illness is beyond healing:

 
For the hurt of my poor people I am hurt,

I mourn, and dismay has taken hold of me.
Is there no balm in Gilead?

Is there no physician there?
Why then has the health of my poor people

not been restored?
   (8:21-22; cf. 30:12-13)

 
In this imagery, Israel is beyond hope or recall.

 
These images remove the issue of Judah's future from the world of Realpolitik, and indeed away

from commandments and juridical categories, to the most elemental crisis of betrayed relationship
and the failure of the human body. The poet seeks to go "underneath" everything that is visible in
society, to take his listeners inside the vexed life of Yahweh, to show that for Yahweh, who is
inordinately sensitive and caring, the conduct and attitude of Judah have made life for Yahweh
completely unbearable.

But of course, the poet does not completely avoid public reality. Along with intimate bodily and
familial imagery, the writer also uses remarkable poetic daring to imagine the immediacy of military
danger from an invasion that is yet to come. Thus the poetry describes the coming invasion "out of the
north" (1:14) of people with great horses and chariots (4:13-18) who will come and devour all that
Judah is and has (5:17), until the enemy penetrates even into the tent where one is sleeping (4:19-22).
This rhetoric of invasion is escalated to make the threat and danger into a cosmic threat, the ending of
all of creation (4:23-26). It is as though the poet, with uncommon sensitivity, can see the outcome of
the foolish, phony, self-deceiving choices of Judah. Judah, however, is numbed into selfdeception
and self-assurance. And so the poet must use extreme and extravagant rhetorical measures to
penetrate the numbness about the nullification. Judah is in a permanent state of denial about its true
condition. That, however, will not stop the deep trouble to come.

The poet draws closer to the jugular. In his well-known "temple sermon," the poet imagines the
destruction of the temple in Jerusalem, which had become an engine of corruption and selfindulgence
(7:8-15), so that disregard of Yahweh's commands is not even on the horizon of the community. The
temple sermon is one of the most important texts in articulating the deep prophetic critique of the
temple establishment. The text asserts that the temple is no guarantee for the security of Jerusalem, as



was widely believed, and anticipates the destruction of the temple. It is this public assault on the
temple establishment that provoked the trial of Jeremiah (26:7-19). That text leaves the impression
that Jeremiah could have been executed as a traitor had it not been for the precedent of the prophet
Micah, who had a century earlier also anticipated the failure and destruction of Jerusalem (Jer
26:17-19; Mic 3:12). The entire passage evidences the deep tensions in Israel's faith and the high
public stakes in theological advocacy. In like fashion, the poet pronounces a devastating and
humiliating judgment upon the king, Jehoiakim, who has not practiced justice (22:13-19). And he
anticipates a devastating and pathos-shaped rejection of the boy-king Jehoiachin (22:29-30). In
parallel fashion he denounces the prophets who have become phony endorsers of the status quo
(23:9-22), and in the end issues a wholesale condemnation of narcoticized leadership, which serves
only the numbing of the community:

 
From the least to the greatest of them,

everyone is greedy for unjust gain;
and from prophet to priest,

everyone deals falsely.
They have treated the wound of my people carelessly,

saying, "Peace, peace,"
when there is no peace.

They acted shamefully, they committed abomination;
yet they were not ashamed,
they did not know how to blush.

Therefore they shall fall among those who fall;
at the time that I punish them, they shall be overthrown,

    says the LORD. (6:13-15)
 
Along with the utterance of Jeremiah, the book of Jeremiah also gives reports on what apparently

happened to him as a result of his abrasive utterance. We may mention only three matters. First, it is
reported that he was on trial for his life, because he had publicly criticized the civil religion of the
ruling establishment (26:10-19). He escaped harsh punishment only by the remarkable intervention of
those with long memories and keen theological sensitivity. Second, uncredentialed as he was, he was
sought out as a counselor to kings in their distress, when all the proper channels of "intelligence" had
been found inadequate (37:17-21). His counsel to the king, against the nationalistic Yahwism of the
ruling establishment, was to urge submission to Babylon as the will of Yahweh. And third, because of
his pro-Babylonian posture, he was regarded as a traitor and ended in considerable abuse, because
his verdicts on the public process collided with the prevailing official views (38:4).

It is clear that the legacy of the person of Jeremiah was a powerful and treasured one and that it
became the disputed property of an ongoing political interest group that emerged after the collapse of
Jerusalem. Formally that group, which took care of, shaped, and developed the book of Jeremiah, is
informed by the theology of Deuteronomy. Practically, that group is especially identified with the
family of Shaphan, apparently a very influential and prominent family in the politics of Jerusalem
(see 26:24; 36:11-19). That family moved easily in royal circles but stood some distance from the



royal policies, which it regarded as foolish and destructive. In addition to Shaphan and his offspring,
Jeremiah's tradition is connected to two sons of Neriah, Baruch (36:4-32) and Seraiah (51:59-64),
apparently a second scribal family of some importance.

It was apparently the work of this continuing political group to take up the remembered words of
Jeremiah and to fashion them into a political-theological opinion that would prove durable into the
exile that Jeremiah had anticipated. The study of this process of reinterpretation of prophetic words
is important, not only because it suggests how prophetic utterance became prophetic book but
because it may also illuminate the way prophetic words have a continuing and powerful "afterlife"
among those who keep listening. In this interpretive process, we may identify, among others, three
motifs that proved important to Judah's self-understanding in exile.

1. While the poetry had anticipated a foe from the North (1:14) and had described a coming,
invading army, that foe is not anywhere identified in the poetry. Given geopolitical realities, perhaps
Babylon is intended in the poetic utterance, but that is not made explicit. The subsequent interpretive
community makes what is hinted at explicit. The invading army is indeed the Babylonian army of
Nebuchadnezzar, so that Yahwistic claim and geopolitical reality are fully equated. Indeed, this
tradition has Yahweh say, "Nebuchadnezzar . . . my servant" (25:9; 27:6). The feared and hated ruler
of Babylon, who is about to dismantle Jerusalem, is understood as an instrument of Yahweh's
purpose, so that the Babylonian destruction of Jerusalem is taken as Yahweh's own work of
terminating Judah. This is an incredible affirmation about the public political process. Thus Yahweh
wills the end of Judah, the termination of its public life and identity, and initiates that action in
history.

2. This subsequent interpretive community takes up Jeremiah's remarkable poetry and fashions it
into instruction. Now it is urged and hoped that Israel might repent (18:8; 23:22; 25:3; 26:3; 36:3),
reengage Torah obedience, and so avert disaster. This urging to repent might appear to be an
invitation to avert the coming catastrophe of 587 by serious obedience. If, however, this interpretive
extrapolation is later, as seems likely, then the repentance ostensibly aimed at the Jerusalem populace
is in fact a later appeal to the community in exile. In either case, this interpretation moves beyond the
words of the poet to help shape emerging Judaism as a community of serious and intentional
obedience.

3. This subsequent interpretive community is active in its own interest in the midst of exile. With
the deportation of 598 (52:28; 2 Kgs 24:8-17) and the later one in 587 (52:29, 2 Kgs 25:1-21), there
were competing communities of Jews in exile. With the loss of the dynasty, moreover, there was
immense energy given, in the rival communities, to establish one community as the "true community"
that could give "correct" interpretation of the past and assure authority for the future. (The maneuver
is not unlike Charles de Gaulle's claiming during World War II to be "true France.") The community
active in the tradition of Jeremiah insisted that it was the wave of exiles from 598 who were "true
Judah" (i.e., the "good figs" of 24:4-7), in contrast to the alternative communities in exile or in the
land (the "bad figs" of 24:8-10). Thus the book of Jeremiah begins, in its editorial development, to
look beyond the deportation and to struggle with issues of truth and power as concern the shape of the
future. Indeed, that it pondered the future at all is itself remarkable, and runs beyond the horizon of
the poet Jeremiah, who anticipated no future for Israel.

There is one other factor in the "collapse tradition" of Jeremiah to which particular attention
should be paid. In a series of prayers addressed to Yahweh (commonly called "confessions"; see Jer
11:18-23; 12:1-6; 15:10-21; 17:14-18; 18:18-23; 20:7-18), the poet prays to Yahweh out of hurt,



grief, anger, and a sense of acute danger. The poet bids for help from Yahweh and petitions Yahweh
to act in vengeance against those who have threatened the prophet. This series, if indeed it is a series,
ends in a shrill cry of despair (20:14-18).

It is not at all clear what to make of these prayers. Even as their wording and form are relatively
clear, the intent, purpose, and function of them in the book of Jeremiah is not obvious. It may be, as
has been commonly assumed, that they are the cries of a faithful servant of Yahweh who enjoys
intense access to Yahweh, daring to speak intimately to Yahweh about the risks and costs of
faithfulness. It has been alternatively suggested that these prayers, though presented as personal
prayers, in their present form and location are the voice of jeopardized Israel, now seeking the
support and advocacy of Yahweh in a circumstance of acute danger. Interpretation is not easy. It may
be enough, provisionally, to see that these prayers introduce into the tradition of Jeremiah a
dimension of pathos, hurt, anger, and need. That is, the force of Jeremiah cannot be reduced to a
conventional theology of blessing and curse. The human reality vis-à-vis Yahweh, in a dangerous
world of Realpolitik, is much more ragged and unsettled than that. And so these prayers refuse any
reductionist view of history. As we shall see, this voice of pathos becomes crucial as the tradition of
Jeremiah moves beyond collapse to hope.

The tradition of Jeremiah is disordered and not smoothly edited. For that reason, it is exceedingly
difficult to read. But for the same reason, it is endlessly suggestive. What does emerge, even when
the details are unclear and unsettled, is testimony to an awesome ending in the midst of history, an
ending of everything trusted in Jerusalem, and everything that had been promised by Yahweh. This
tradition, moreover, will not allow that the sheer force of "history" has overwhelmed Yahweh's
intention. On the contrary, the powers of ending are precisely at the behest of Yahweh (and not
Nebuchadnezzar), who in sovereignty finally will cast off beloved Israel as a hopeless project. It is
no wonder, given such an unutterable reality, that the tradition of Jeremiah can speak such reality only
in fits and starts, disjointed but fully unflinching. Deportation as death comes next, because Yahweh
will not be mocked.

The last years of the kingdom of Judah, before the deportation of 598 and the decisive termination
of 587, were a time of profound historical upheaval and of theological instability and uncertainty,
which evoked the daring, disjunctive rhetoric of the tradition of Jeremiah. In a world seemingly out
of control, questions about the rule of Yahweh in the historical process and about the justice of
Yahweh's governance were difficult and inescapable. Such questions were bound to occur to serious
folk. The quandaries faced by serious people of faith in the midst of upheaval are reflected in the
small corpus of the book of Habakkuk, who in the canon of biblical literature is a lesser figure than
is Jeremiah. The book of Habakkuk is dated somewhere in this period (with its reference to the
Babylonians in 1:6), but scholars are not agreed on the dating with any precision.

The rhetoric of this little book concerns the wild, destructive power of evil in the world of Judah,
perhaps wickedness within the community of Judah or perhaps the massive evil perpetrated by the
Assyrians (1:2-4). In either case, the Babylonians are dispatched by Yahweh in response to the evil,
Babylonians who come with massive and ruthless power (1:5-11). But of course, the Babylonians
are indeed penultimate, for this literature does not suggest that Babylonian power, even if dispatched
by Yahweh, is the permanent resolution of the historical process. For this superpower, like every
superpower before and after, becomes arrogant and destructive. Particular attention should be paid to
Hab 2:4:

 



Look at the proud!
Their spirit is not right in them,
but the righteous live by their faith.

 
This text powerfully contrasts the "proud" enemy and the faithful in Israel, who will be safe because
they trust Yahweh. This verse later became important in Paul's understanding of the Christian gospel
(Rom 1:17; Gal 3:11; see also Heb 10:38) and subsequently became an important marker in Martin
Luther's theology of grace. In its original and derivative uses, it affirms that trust in God is the source
of true well-being and security. Thus after affirming the Yahwistic function of Babylon, the series of
woe-oracles in 2:6-19 apparently are threats against Babylon, for its arrogance, violence, and
selfaggrandizement.

The odd verse concluding chapter 2 marks a turn in the book of Habakkuk:
 

But the LORD is in his holy temple;
let all the earth keep silence before him! (2:20)

 
This verse seems to suggest that until this point in the poetry of Habakkuk, nothing has been gained in
regard to justice. Israel can only silently wait for the vigorous intervention of Yahweh that will
happen in chapter 3. Now attention is no longer on Babylon or on any other historical agent or event.
The following chapter is a vision and anticipation of Yahweh's own powerful coming to work
devastation upon the exploitative powers. The voice of this text does not doubt that, in the end, soon
or late, Yahweh will right the historical process in the face of every discomfort. The concluding
phrasing of the chapter (vv. 16-19) articulates a resolution of all trouble in confident waiting and
hoping for Yahweh. Thus:

 
I wait quietly for the day of calamity

to come upon the people who attack us.
Though the fig tree does not blossom,

and no fruit is on the vines;
though the produce of the olive fails

and the fields yield no food;
though the flock is cut off from the fold

and there is no herd in the stalls,
yet I will rejoice in the LORD;

I will exult in the God of my salvation.
GOD, the Lord, is my strength;

he makes my feet like the feet of a deer,
and makes me tread upon the heights.

 
The poet fully acknowledges the threat to all creation caused by violence (v. 17) but then utters a



profound "yet" of faith (v. 18), the faith formerly bespoken in 2:4. Thus the prophetic voice fully
acknowledges the vexations of lived experience, but places in the very midst of them a confident
affirmation that Yahweh can work through and beyond all such troubles to well-being.

These verses provide us the basic outline of faith that governs the more influential literatures of
both Jeremiah and Ezekiel. While the historical specificities of Habakkuk are obscure, we cannot fail
to notice the play upon themes that become characteristic of Judah's faith in its precariousness:

—There is a full and candid acknowledgment of disruption and the terrible consequences
it produces.

—There is a confident affirmation that Yahweh is now and will be in the end fully
competent to govern in the midst of the disruption.

—The way of holding together the deep disruption and the deeper affirmation is in a
"two-stage" notion of governance: (a) Babylon is Yahweh's instrument and (b) Babylon is
Yahweh's enemy who will be destroyed. Babylon as instrument of Yahweh constitutes
Judah's punishment. Babylon as destroyed enemy of Yahweh constitutes grounds for Judah's
hope and deliverance. Thus Babylon, the penultimate reference here, is a cipher for speech
about Yahweh's sovereign judgment and coming sovereign rescue.

Given the drama of judgment and rescue that can be neither evaded nor hurried, the faithful wait,
honestly and confidently, while Yahweh's rule is enacted, in and through geopolitics. Habakkuk urges
the faithful to wait, because in the long run, Yahweh will prevail and the arrogance of the empire will
fail (2:3).

In this little corpus of Habakkuk, congruent with Jeremiah and Ezekiel, we have a succinct, albeit
elusive, articulation of a theology of exile and hope. Everything for Judah depends upon the earth
keeping awed silence before the Holy One.

Alongside the book of Jeremiah, the book of Ezekiel is the second great document of "the
collapse" in the face of Yahweh's judgment effected through the invasive power of Babylon. The
book of Ezekiel, unlike the book of Jeremiah, is carefully and symmetrically edited. As the book of
Jeremiah concerns the twin themes of "pluck up and tear down, plant and build," so the book of
Ezekiel has the comparable themes of "scatter and gather" (Ezek 11:17; cf. Jer 10). That is, both
Jeremiah and Ezekiel articulate a "two-stage" notion of Judah's history in the sixth century: first,
collapse into exile; and second, restoration into the land after exile. The book of Ezekiel speaks of
"the scattering" into exile in chapters 1–24 (which we will deal with in the present section) and, in
chapters 25–48, of the restoration. In taking up the first phase of this "two-stage" thesis, it is
important not to permit the theme of restoration to seep into our consideration of the "scattering" in
order to soften its impact, because the text itself allows for no such softening of the historical cost
nor the theological gravity of the collapse. That is, in the voicing of the scattering, the text proceeds
as though this is the end of the matter, that exile is the endpoint of Judah's life with Yahweh in the
world. Thus,

 
Now the end is upon you,

I will let loose my anger upon you;
I will judge you according to your ways,

I will punish you for all your abominations.
My eye will not spare you, I will have no pity.



I will punish you for your ways,
while your abominations are among you. (7:3-4)

 
The person Ezekiel is commonly thought to have lived and worked in Babylon among the exiles

from 593 until 571, that is, like Jeremiah, both before and after the debacle of 587. The person of
Ezekiel is pedigreed among the priests of Jerusalem, and there is no doubt that the book of Ezekiel
reflects priestly concerns and perceptions and has an intimate connection with the Priestly tradition
of the Pentateuch, which is commonly dated to this same period. This priestly mode of perception
and articulation is particularly interesting to us, because it is very different from the tradition of
Jeremiah, which is driven by Mosaic memories mediated through the Deuteronomists. Both Jeremiah
and Ezekiel were priests, but they are informed by very different theological memories and
perspectives. Thus together, the traditions of Jeremiah and Ezekiel are twin efforts to imagine the
deep crisis of Judah through very different lenses, one through a Mosaic-covenantal accent upon
obedience and covenantal sanctions, the other through a priestly-sacerdotal accent upon holiness and
purity. The comparison and contrast of the two traditions makes evident the richness of Judah's
resources in tradition. It makes equally clear that the "limit" experience of collapse and exile
required exceedingly venturesome interpretation and commentary in order to make Yahwistic sense
out of the events around the destruction of Jerusalem.

The "scattering" of Judah—the judgment against Jerusalem that culminates in deportation of more
Jews to Babylon and the destruction of Jerusalem—occupies Ezek 1–24. In these chapters, with
enormous variety and venturesomeness, this unwavering account of devastating judgment from
Yahweh is pursued relentlessly. In reading this material one may pay attention to the rich variety that
serves to voice this single, unqualified verdict that Judah—along with Yahweh—must vacate
beloved Jerusalem.

1. The problem in Jerusalem, as Ezekiel voiced it in chapters 8–11, is that the temple, which is
wholly and singularly devoted to Yahweh, has been hopelessly compromised by the worship of "vile
abominations," "creeping things and loathsome animals," and finally even Tammuz, an alien goddess
(8:7-15). Whether this is in fact a description of what happened in the temple or heated hyperbole in
order to make a point, Jerusalem and its temple have so violated the holiness of Yahweh that Yahweh
can no longer remain in residence. Two responses are made to the obscene defilement of the temple.
First, a death sentence is asserted upon all those who have participated in the affront to Yahweh (9:5-
10). Second, Yahweh cannot tolerate the affront and will bodily, physically fly away into exile
(10:18-22). The vision of "wheels" in chapter 1 attests to Yahweh's mobility. This remarkable
theological innovation breaks with any notion of Yahweh's permanence in the Jerusalem temple. The
extreme case of exile is that even Yahweh is now exiled, far away from the temple, subject to the
conditions and circumstances of deportation. In this remarkable imagery, Ezekiel has articulated the
characteristic prophetic accents of judgment and sentence, but has done so with poignant reference to
the temple, to Yahweh's uncompromising holiness and Yahweh's inestimable glory. The outcome is
that Jerusalem now faces the abrupt absence of Yahweh, and when Yahweh is absent from Jerusalem,
it is clear that the city and its people have no hope and no future.

2. In a second, very different set of texts (chaps. 4–6), the prophet tries to express in compelling
imagery the coming, inescapable exile of Jerusalem, a city under judgment. These narrative accounts
suggest that for the prophet, the fate of the city is a foregone conclusion, so offensive to Yahweh was
its conduct. The city and its opinion makers, however, refused to see the threat. As a result, the



prophet must resort to extreme measures in order to make that ominous, unexpected future clear.
The prophet does not rely merely upon speech but makes the point of impending exile and

deportation by dramatic actions. His attention-getting actions include the construction of a small
model of Jerusalem, shown to be under siege (4:1-3), his own lying down for a stated period in
public, bound, in order to make clear the length of deportation and the hopelessness of the exiles
(4:4-8), the preparation of food in an "unclean" way to anticipate the "unclean," defiled life of Israel
in exile (4:9-15), and the use of hair from his head, blown in the wind to bespeak the scattering of
Judah (5:1-4). In 12:1-16, the prophet stands by his baggage to signify that he himself is prepared for
the exile that is sure to come soon.

These several enactments intend to assault the imagination of his contemporaries (and subsequent
readers) with the hard reality of Yahweh's uncompromising holiness. Ezekiel, like Jeremiah, faced a
Jerusalem ideology that assumed Yahweh was irrevocably committed to Judah, Jerusalem, its temple,
and its king. In violent and daring ways, Ezekiel makes clear that all to which Yahweh has been
committed is revocable and is now being revoked. It is not possible for Judah or its religious
establishment to hold Yahweh in thrall to its own interests. Yahweh in freedom is now to act against
Judah with profound severity.

3. In chapter 13, in a critique not unlike that of Jer 23, the prophet attacks his contemporary
prophets who out of their imagination invent reassuring falsehoods in the name of Yahweh. The
prophets themselves "whitewash" reality, making social reality look better than it is, by saying
"peace" when there is no peace (v. 10; cf. Jer 6:14; 8:11). Such prophets, however, only give voice
to the endless self-deception of the community, which imagines that somehow Yahweh's holiness and
glory can be kept integrally connected to Israel's well-being. Such self-deception has placed Judah in
an illusionary world, where it has no accurate sense of itself, and cannot see that Yahweh will
terminate such a recalcitrant people.

4. The rhetoric of Ezekiel is noticeably stylized. Nowhere is this more evident than in the recital
of classic curses against Yahweh's enemies—sword, famine, and pestilence (6:11-12; 14:12-20; cf.
Jer 15:2; 24:10). In this triad of curses, the prophet may indeed be recalling an older curse recital.
Or the triad may reflect realism about military invasion, for in the wake of a devastating army (here
Babylon), the "sword" brings regularly in its wake famine, as food supplies are either confiscated or
destroyed, the infrastructure of society breaks down, and disease breaks out. Thus the curses suggest
a termination of Judah that is violent and wrought by human agency. In the end, Judah will be helpless
and exposed—all at the hand of Yahweh, who dispatches the human agents to effect Judah's end.

5. In chapter 18, the prophet speaks a familiar invitation to "turn and live." This teaching may be a
wistful hope that Judah can, before it is too late, change its life enough to stave off the destruction.
(Or it may be that this appeal is addressed later to those already in exile.) In either case, the urging of
this chapter reflects the uncompromising conviction of this tradition that survival for Judah in the
future depends upon responsible action in worship, economics, and sexual matters (Ezek 18:5-9).
The prerequisite to "life" is to "turn." The offer and ominous invitation of this chapter strike one as
provisional. While Yahweh has "no pleasure in the death of anyone" (v. 32), life is not freely given.
Life is secured only by living in ways congruent with demanding Yahweh. Thus the offer of life, in
the context of the book of Ezekiel, only points up the destiny sure to come from Judah's way of living,
namely, death. Judah missed every chance for "turning," and so it forfeited every chance for life and
for a future with Yahweh.

6. It is evident from the temple vision of 8–11, the enacted assertion of 4–6, the critique of



deceiving prophets in 13, the recital of curses in 6 and 14, and the last chance to turn in 18, that this
literature is unmitigated in its conviction that the end of Jerusalem, the end of Yahweh's presence in
Jerusalem, and the end of Yahweh's commitment to Judah are now very near.

As though to relate this single conviction, rooted in Yahweh's holiness, in a most comprehensive
way, the prophet offers three extended prose accounts of the entire history of Israel (chaps. 16, 20,
23). It had been standard practice in Israel, perhaps since early times, to retell its past as recital of
Yahweh's acts of graciousness to Israel (as in Deut 6:10-14; 26:5-9; Josh 24:2-13; Ps 105). That
graciousness is still acknowledged in Ezekiel (16:1-14; 20:6, 10-12). But now the main force of the
retelling of "life together" is not an account of Yahweh's enduring graciousness.

Now the emphasis is upon Israel's lack of gratitude and responsiveness that issues in self-
indulgent autonomy and a consequently profound affront against Yahweh. Thus in 16:15-34; 20:8, 13,
16, 21; and from the very outset in 23:3-49, the tables are turned. Attention is diverted from
Yahweh's good initiatives to Israel's unseemly responses. While there are a variety of offenses that
are identified, it is remarkable that the dominant images of affront are for sexual infidelities of a most
"kinky" kind. This imagery is often noted to suggest that the prophet has unhealthy views of sexuality
and of women and that his words reflect an uncritical patriarchal view of relational reality. While
that seems to be beyond dispute, it is also likely that this imagery is utilized in order to express the
most gross, obscene, unthinkable betrayal of Yahweh. That is, the poet here is required to use
affrontive imagery because the point to be made is itself deeply affrontive. Thus we are able to see,
yet again, the use of sexual imagery with incommensurate gender relationships utilized by the
prophet. Again, we may note that the imagery is one that powerfully discloses, but also carries with it
potentially destructive modeling of power relations. Any lesser imagery would have failed to match
the point to be made.

It does not surprise us, given what we now know about Ezekiel's rhetoric, that Yahweh's heavy-
handed response to the sexual affront of Judah is not simply punishment but the wild, irrational
reaction of a wounded, shamed, humiliated lover who in rage will destroy the fickle partner on
whom everything has been staked:

 
So I will satisfy my fury on you, and my jealousy shall turn away from you; I will be
calm, and will be angry no longer. (16:42, cf. vv. 35-43)

 
Moreover I swore to them in the wilderness that I would scatter them among the nations
and disperse them through the countries. . . . Moreover I gave them statutes that were not
good and ordinances by which they could not live. I defiled them through their very gifts,
in their offering up all their firstborn, in order that I might horrify them, so that they might
know that I am the LORD. (20:23, 25-26; cf. 23:22-45)

 
The extremity of the rhetoric may indeed reflect a personal inclination of the prophet, as

commentators suggest. The intent of the rhetoric, however, is to present to Israel an awesome God
who will respond with devastation to an unspeakable, unbearable affront. This is not simply the
breaking of a command or a rule but a profound emotional assault upon the very self of Yahweh. In
Ezekiel'stelling of the matter, Yahweh is right to be angry and affronted. The force of punishment,
however, is driven by a deep and irrational fury, before which Judah is utterly hopeless. The



punishment will come "from the north" (23:24), that is, from Babylon. Thus in the end, even this
statement of intimate, personal outrage returns to the realities of geopolitics. Geopolitics, however,
are only belatedly a tool for a relationship gone completely sour.

These poetic prophets—Habakkuk, but especially Jeremiah and Ezekiel—in a variety of themes
and images, provide theological grounding for the harsh events wrought by Babylon. The experience
of Judah, on the ground, did indeed match up with the rhetorical daring of these poets.
Nebuchadnezzar and his armies did come. They came in 598 and took away 3,023 Judeans; in 587
they took away 832 Judeans; and in 581, subsequently, as a mop-up action, they took away another
745 persons. All told, they took away 4,600 persons, a harsh act of imperial policy (Jer 52:28-30).

That number, in itself, does not seem like very many. But of course to focus upon the number and
the dates is to miss the point of these poets. An "outsider," one not committed to Yahwistic readings
of events, could consider this crisis simply as an imperial act of misfortune. But "insiders" to the
prophetic rhetoric of Israel know more and know better. They know that what seems like an imperial
act is in truth an act of Yahweh. What seemed like a limited, disciplined deportation is in truth the
displacement of all of Israel. What seemed like a "reason of state" is in truth an act of divine passion
— rage, shame, hurt, indignation, righteousness. In that act, moreover, everything that seemed certain
in Judah is terminated. The end was not of Nebuchadnezzar. It was of Yahweh.

And so ends Yahweh's scandalous experiment in history. Jeremiah voices the ending with pathos
over the pitiful deported boy-king whose status signifies the failure of the experiment that is Israel:

 
O land, land, land,

hear the word of the LORD! . . .
Record this man as childless,

a man who shall not succeed in his days;
for none of his offspring shall succeed

in sitting on the throne of David,
and ruling again in Judah. (Jer 22:29-30)

 
Ezekiel hears the news from a messenger:

 
The city has fallen. (Ezek 33:21)
 

The tradition of Jeremiah had anticipated just this outcome:
 

Thus says the LORD of hosts: So will I break this people and this city,
as one breaks a potter's vessel, so that it can never be mended.

(Jer 19:11)
 

Ezekiel had known well ahead of time (7:3-4). What had been uttered in this daring rhetoric is now
enacted. It is finished!

 



Exile
 
The extremist rhetoric of the traditions of Jeremiah and Ezekiel is enough to make one conclude

that Israel, as Yahweh's people in the world, was to be terminated and nullified. And no doubt that is
what these traditions intended to communicate. No doubt, moreover, that is what was experienced by
those who were seriously committed to covenant life (as in the circles of Jeremiah and the
Deuteronomists) and to temple life (as in the circles of Ezekiel and the Priestly traditions), for both
covenant and temple have been radically jeopardized in the lived experience of Judah and in the
poignant rhetoric of the prophets.

But life goes on. In the years of devastation after 587, we have the odd situation of a rhetoric of
nullification and a lived reality of continued existence as an ongoing community of faith with the
marks of sociopolitical identity. To say that life goes on is to recognize that life, for the displaced
community of Jews, went on in many places under many circumstances. There was, it is clear, a
continuing community of Jews in the environs of Jerusalem, for the deportation by the Babylonians
did not empty the land of those who understood themselves to be the people of Yahweh. There were,
it is equally evident, scattered communities of displaced persons in various parts of that ancient
world. The most prominent of these was Babylon, where Ezekiel was; but there was also an exilic
community in Egypt, where Jeremiah was taken. The Bible, however, gives only incidental attention
to these several communities, which must have continued their worshiping and their hoping along
with their suffering.

The Bible devotes almost all of its energies to the community of Jews deported to Babylon. This
community, a subset of the larger community of Jews now living in many places, was likely an
assembly of the most skilled, competent, and imaginative Jews, and it is these who became the
central carriers and proponents of the traditions that were shaped into emerging Judaism. Indeed,
such a focus in the textual traditions that became the Old Testament is not a disinterested enterprise,
for we may believe that the texts were generated and preserved by the community of Babylonian
Jews themselves, as a means of claiming for themselves the authority to be the normative interpreters
and definers of Jewish faith, and therefore the central figures in the sociopolitical life of restored
Judaism.

It is clear that for all of their rhetoric of nullification, the traditions of both Jeremiah and Ezekiel
give attention to the plight and needs of the deported communities and seek to give resources to them
for theological, that is, self-conscious, intentional survival. Thus in Jer 29:1-9, the prophet is said to
write a letter to the exiles, urging them to accept exile in Babylon as the place where they must live
their faith and develop sustainable modes of communal existence apart from Jerusalem. In a very
different mode, moreover, Ezekiel offers his remarkable vision of a mobile God (Ezek 1:1-21), a
God not rooted in Jerusalem, but quite capable of ranging the earth, with even a chance to be in exile
and therefore present to the exiles. In both of these great prophetic works, provision is made that life
in faith can be continued apart from the old institutional, now lost supports, though of course in quite
altered forms.

The most remarkable theological aspect of the exile is that the profound losses of 587 did not lead
to despair and a loss of faith. Rather, the exile became a remarkable moment in the life of the Jewish
community for inventive and generative faith, which experimented with new articulations of that faith
and which produced much of the more eloquent and more determined literature of the Old Testament.

The experience of loss and displacement evoked in exilic Israel profound questions of faith:



 
—Is Yahweh not powerful?
—Is Yahweh not faithful?
—How do we hope in exile?
—How do we move beyond exile?
—Is there life after exile?

 
These questions required clear and imaginative thinking. The process of rethinking and reformulating
faith, however, was not simply an intellectual enterprise. The needs of faith were deep, immediate,
and elemental, so that daring rhetorical and inventive theological formulations were responses to the
most fundamental emotional sense of displacement, both as persons and as community, a sense of
failure and disorder that impinged decisively upon every aspect of life. In speaking of a later Jewish
crisis (the Holocaust), Alan Mintz speaks of the power of catastrophe

 
to shatter the existing paradigms of meaning, especially as regards the bonds between
God and the people of Israel. Crucial to creative survival was the reconstruction of these
paradigms through interpretation, and in this enterprise the literary imagination was
paramount.1

 
In the reconstruction of paradigms for faith through literary imagination, the first work for the

deportees was to express the rage, sadness, grief, and deep sense of loss that permeated life. They
had lost everything they valued and everything that gave life coherence. That is, the first ingredient in
survival is an act of candor about the reality of the new situation. In voicing the truth of their lives,
the community of exiles appealed to the old liturgic practice of lamentation, whereby all that is amiss
in life is voiced out loud, directly to God. The voicing is, on the one hand, an indispensable
catharsis. But on the other hand, it is a prayer addressed to Yahweh, drawing God into the trouble,
protesting against God's neglect or ineffectiveness, and appealing to God for help. We should not,
however, reduce the protest to excessively cognitive theology, because the protests are too raw and
elemental to be flattened in a cerebral way. Here Israel tells its miserable truth, with artistry, but
without emotional or theological restraint.

The most important such articulation is in the book of Lamentations, composed in response to the
destruction and disruption of the temple in Jerusalem. This collection of poems consists of five
poems, four of which are acrostic; that is, each line begins with a subsequent letter of the Hebrew
alphabet. The purpose seems to express all of Israel's grief, from A to Z. The poetry is a
sophisticated balance of acknowledgment of guilt and articulation of sadness that lives close to
despair. In 3:21-33, there is a brief expression of hope and confidence in Yahweh, indicating that
such hope is still available to and operative among exiles. But that voicing of hope is
uncharacteristic of this poetry. Much more recurrent is the deep sense of loss and a lack of recourse.
The final poem ends with a vigorous doxological affirmation (5:19) and an expectant petition (5:21).
These positive statements, however, are in the midst of bewilderment and uncertainty (5:20, 22).
Israel knows how to hope. But it will not keep silent about its present reality, unmitigated by positive
theological conviction.



In addition to the book of Lamentations, we may mention several psalms that are congruent with
the larger liturgical pattern of protest and complaint but that reflect the particular crisis of the exile.
Best known of these is Ps 137, explicitly located in the exile, "by the rivers of Babylon" (v. 1). This
psalm characterizes, perhaps in great hyperbole, the intolerable situation of the exiles (vv. 1-3). It
voices the deep and nonnegotiable focus of exile on Jerusalem, in memory and in yearning (vv. 4-6),
and it articulates, with merciless passion, resentment against Babylonian overlords (vv. 7-9). These
last verses are often taken to be ignoble and unworthy of this community of faith. We may value them,
however, both for the candor of this desperate community and for its readiness to submit its candor to
the rule of Yahweh. That is, these resentful exiles do not propose, themselves, to "kill Babylonian
babies." They only submit to Yahweh their depth of hostility, which is then left in Yahweh's capable
hands. Such poetry evidences the way in which the biblical tradition lives in a world of violence.
One can conclude that such violence in Israel is rhetorical rather than materially enacted, but the tone
of violence is nonetheless prominent and powerful.

The same note of deep resentment and loss is evident in Pss 74 and 79. In both of these psalms we
note recurring themes. The exiles dwell at length and in detail upon the affront of the destruction of
the temple, thus voicing loss (74:4-8; 79:1-4). While the psalms focus upon the temple, they are
prayers addressed to Yahweh. The involvement of Yahweh in the destruction of the temple is
variously assessed. Sometimes Yahweh has indeed been the one who punished Judah by destruction
(74:1; 79:5). At other times, however, the destruction seems to have happened by Yahweh's
inattentiveness and by default (74:9-11). In either case, the very God who is credited with the
destruction is the God to whom Israel must turn for hope. Thus in 74:2, 18, 22, Yahweh is urged to
"remember," for if Yahweh pays attention, Yahweh will surely act to right the unbearable situation.
This hope in Yahweh issues in a lyrical doxology directed toward Yahweh (vv. 12-17), counting on
Yahweh's power to correct every dysfunction. Psalm 79, in like fashion, culminates with a series of
petitions, for Israel in exile does not doubt that Yahweh is powerful enough to restore and return
(79:9-13).

The most extraordinary of these is Ps 44.2 This psalm reviews the past, when Yahweh performed
deeds of rescue, victory, and transformation (vv. 1-8). After such an affirmation, however, in verse 9
the psalm abruptly changes tone. Now Yahweh is roundly accused and charged with damage to Israel
(vv. 9-16). Moreover,

 
All this has come upon us,

yet we have not forgotten you,
or been false to your covenant.

Our heart has not turned back,
nor have our steps departed from your way,

yet you have broken us in the haunt of jackals,
and covered us with deep darkness. (vv. 17-19)

 
In this assertion, Israel is innocent and does not deserve the brutality of the exile. In many places,
exile is understood as Yahweh's just punishment of Israel. This is surely the case in the traditions of
Jeremiah and Ezekiel. But not here. Here the exile is Yahweh's failure. And therefore, Israel issues to
Yahweh a series of imperatives, urging that Yahweh has been neglectful, and must now act



responsibly, as in the past of verses 1-8:
 

Rouse yourself! Why do you sleep, O Lord?
Awake, do not cast us off forever! . . .

Rise up, come to our help.
Redeem us for the sake of your steadfast love. (vv. 23, 26)

 
These verses evidence both the desperate need of Israel and its daring faith. Israel has found voice in
exile and will, with great courage, expect and insist that Yahweh now act in a way appropriate to the
needs of Israel.

What strikes one about these psalms is the fact that the prophetic assertion of nullification and
termination has been completely overcome. Resignation has given way to insistence. Confession has
yielded to expectation. Indeed, this is likely the characteristic route of Israel's faith, brilliantly
enacted in exile. With its powerful tradition of protest and complaint, Israel is able to move toward a
new hope. Long ago, in its liturgical activity, Israel practiced what psychotherapy has rediscovered
in scientific formulation, that there is an inescapable requirement of candor that makes serious hope
possible. These psalms are evidence that Israel moved through the entire sequence from accepted
termination to anticipated restoration. It did so, moreover, fully aware that in each of its postures of
defeat and expectation, it addressed Yahweh, who finally held the future of Israel in God's own hand.
This is not to deny that in Israel's awareness the exile was punishment. But for the most part, Israel
would not leave it at that. There arose in exilic Israel a buoyant insistence that is derived from and
referred back to Yahweh. Yahweh is the one who caused exile; and yet it is clear that the exile has
proximate causes that arise in the concrete realities of geopolitical interaction. In important ways,
Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians are crucial in evoking exile. In the end, in any case, it is
Yahweh who can and will end exile and permit homecoming to the land and full restoration. (As we
shall see, as exile has a proximate human agent in Nebuchadnezzar, so homecoming has a proximate
human agent in Cyrus the Persian.)

 
The Arena of Hope

 
One of the most remarkable features of the faith of the Old Testament is that the exile, the

experience of historical disruption, displacement, and failure, produced not despair, but hope. That
is, the texts generated in the exile (which became part of the Old Testament) are characteristically
assertions of new historical possibility that are rooted in Yahweh's own good intention. These texts
take the reality of exile, its defeat and dislocation, with great seriousness. They do not, however,
accept that reality as the final outcome of Israel's historical destiny.

In the case of the two prophets to whom we have given primary attention, Jeremiah and Ezekiel,
we may identify rhetorical moves that both embrace the exile as a serious theological datum about
Yahweh and Israel and then promptly move beyond exile to make a very different affirmation about
Yahweh and consequently about Israel. Thus Jeremiah understands exile as Yahweh's resolve to
"pluck up and tear down," which happened in the exile. But these verbs are immediately followed up
and overcome by two verbs of restoration and rehabilitation:



 
See, today I appoint you over nations and over kingdoms,

to pluck up and to pull down,
to destroy and to overthrow,
to build and to plant. (Jer 1:10)

 
And just as I have watched over them to pluck up and break down, to overthrow, destroy,
and bring evil, so I will watch over them to build and to plant, says the LORD. (Jer
31:28)

 
Ezekiel, moreover, uses great energy to explicate the scattering of the exile, but then he promptly
reverses the scattering with the verb gather, indicating homecoming:

 
I will gather you from the peoples, and assemble you out of the countries where you have
been scattered, and I will give you the land of Israel. (Ezek 11:17)

 
Thus our theme is the powerful and resilient assertion in Israel's faith that the terrible rupture in
Israel's life caused by Yahweh is to be overcome by a new gift of well-being, also rooted in the
resolve of Yahweh.

The ground for this determined conviction beyond exile is, to be sure, proximately located in the
fall of the empire of Babylon. As noted above, the terrible power of Babylon withered away soon
after the death of Nebuchadnezzar in 562. The residue of power in the empire lasted another two
decades beyond the great king. By 540, however, Cyrus the Persian, the rising power to the east of
Babylon, was able to enter the city of Babylon and incorporate the resources and territory of Babylon
in his new and growing empire without meeting any resistance at all.

Surely the Jewish deportees could observe this profound change in geopolitics. They must have
understood well that a prerequisite for return to their beloved homeland was the nullification of the
power and policy of deportation practiced by Babylon. Thus the new possibility for restored Judaism
in the region around Jerusalem is a function and outcome of geopolitical development. Persian policy
toward subjected colonies was to permit local leadership great latitude and initiative, though of
course in broad conformity with imperial needs and policy. That is, the Persians did not intend to do
the Jewish deportees any special favor. The Persians did, however, make the strategic guess that
recognized local leadership would better serve the empire than did the repression undertaken by
Babylon. The effect of such policy was enormously positive for the Israelites, with the first returnees
in 537, with the vigorous rebuilding of the Jerusalem temple in 520–516, and with the subsequent
restoration of Ezra and Nehemiah. The later part of the Old Testament regards Persian policy as
generally benign and generous, made more so by the inevitable contrast with its exploitative
antecedent of Babylonian policy.

The theological interpreters of Israel's history in this period, however, did not find it adequate to
offer geopolitical explanations for this remarkably positive turn in Israel's life. Thus it was no more
adequate to speak of hope in terms of new Persian imperial policy than it had been to explain the fall
of Jerusalem in terms of Babylonian expansionism. Israel insisted upon understanding its life and



history in theological categories, in terms of Yahweh's intention and resolve enacted within the
historical process. Thus Nebuchadnezzar (negatively) and Cyrus (positively) may be accepted as
proximate agents of what happened to Israel. They may be regarded only as unwitting agents of
Yahweh; and yet they are decisive agents, for Israel knows that what Yahweh does occurs in the
nexus of human processes. Thus in his destructiveness, Nebuchadnezzar can be termed by Yahweh
"my servant" (Jer 25:9; 27:6), and Cyrus can be termed by Yahweh "my messiah" (Isa 45:1).

In this regard, we may refer to two sets of texts that pertain, respectively, to the failure of Babylon
and to the success of Persia, both understood Yahwistically. It is characteristic of the prophetic
literature to include bodies of texts that are "Oracles Against the Nations." In these texts (cf. Amos 1–
2; Isa 13–23; Jer 46–51; and Ezek 25–32), various states are dealt with by name and
characteristically condemned for having acted in arrogance, for having practiced brutality, or for
having defied Yahweh. In every case, the poetic oracle is an assertion that such resistance or
opposition to Yahweh cannot stand, and so the named state will surely be severely punished or even
nullified. These oracles are a daring, sweeping act of theological rhetoric, whereby it is asserted that
Yahweh governs the nations.

Specifically, Jer 50–51 offers an extended, relentless condemnation of Babylon, much hated and
regarded now as an enemy of Yahweh. (The tone here is not unlike the view of Assyria in the poem
of Nahum.) It is important to remember that Babylon, that is, Nebuchadnezzar, was earlier regarded
in the Jeremiah tradition as an agent and servant of Yahweh. Now, however, the erstwhile instrument
of Yahweh has overstepped his mandate, and must be punished, that is, terminated, as Babylon was in
540. Notice that the Yahwistic assertion and the geopolitical experience converge. In a parallel poem
from perhaps the same period, Isa 13:1–14:23 exults in the Yahwistic destruction of Babylon:

 
I will punish the world for its evil,

and the wicked for their iniquity;
I will put an end to the pride of the arrogant,

and lay low the insolence of tyrants. . . .
And Babylon, the glory of kingdoms,

the splendor and pride of the Chaldeans,
will be like Sodom and Gomorrah

when God overthrew them. . . .
Its time is close at hand,

and its days will not be prolonged. (Isa 13:11, 19, 22b)
 

The poetry is an act of daring imagination that does not trade in historical, political, or military
explanation but invites recipients of the poetry to notice that there is a purpose in the historical
process to which even Babylon must yield.

It is of course a difficult question whether the anticipated destruction of Babylon is "after the
fact"—simply reflective of what was observed "on the ground"—or if it is genuine anticipation.
Since we cannot know the precise dating of this material, we cannot be sure. However, if we are to
think theologically about this material, then it is completely credible to imagine that those in Israel
who pondered Yahweh and Yahweh's intolerance of exploitative arrogance would conclude that such



an empire cannot long stand in the face of Yahweh's governance. It is, however, the convergence of
theological claim and lived reality that is celebrated in the Bible.

The disappearance of Babylon from history and the end of its threatening power, understood
Yahwistically, is matched by a remarkable Yahwistic affirmation of Cyrus and the Persians. In the
larger developed tradition of the book of Isaiah (to which we will come shortly), in a passage no
doubt linked to the poem we have cited in chapters 13–14, Cyrus is named as the chosen agent of
Yahweh:

 
Thus says the LORD, your Redeemer, . . .
who says of Cyrus, "He is my shepherd,

and he shall carry out all my purpose";
and who says of Jerusalem, "It shall be rebuilt,"

and of the temple, "Your foundation shall be laid."
Thus says the LORD to his anointed, to Cyrus,

whose right hand I have grasped
to subdue nations before him

and strip kings of their robes,
to open doors before him—

and the gates shall not be closed. . . .
For the sake of my servant Jacob,

and Israel my chosen,
I call you by name,

I surname you, though you do not know me.
(Isa 44:24, 28; 45:1, 4)

 
Cyrus is designated to do Yahweh's will (which is the rescue of Israel), even though "You do not

know me." That is, it is not required that Cyrus the Persian should know or acknowledge Yahweh, the
God of Israel. Indeed, Cyrus surely did not know of such a God. But it does not matter for these
hope-driven Jews. Yahweh uses agents without their intentional cooperation. Moreover, Cyrus is
designated "his anointed," his "messiah," the one entrusted with royal power. This extraordinary
identification of Cyrus is a model way in which historical reality and theological affirmation are held
to converge.

Full appreciation of the biblical text requires that the two be held together, as two aspects of a
single phenomenon, namely, the reality of Yahweh-governed public history. History does not happen
without Yahweh. But Israel and Yahweh do not live in a theological cocoon, they live in the real
world. Thus everything depends upon this convergence. As a consequence, the "collapse of
Jerusalem" is effected, according to this faith, by the Yahweh-willed policies that converge with
Nebuchadnezzar's Babylonian "reasons of state." Conversely, the hope of exiles is effected,
according to this faith, by the Yahweh-initiated role of Cyrus and the Persians, who will accept the
homecoming of deported Jews as an aspect of imperial policy. The judgment of Israel wrought by
Yahweh in indignation and the future of Israel wrought by Yahweh in determined fidelity are



accomplished in the public processes of history, so that judgment and hope become organizing themes
for the way in which public history works. Both judgment and hope are fully credited to Yahweh.
And yet in each case, Israel knows very well about decisive human agency, first Nebuchadnezzar and
then Cyrus.

The texts themselves do not linger long over the geopolitical features of this new possibility for
Jews in exile. Rather the texts, from the remembered utterances of these great prophets—poets who
were deeply immersed in the reality of exile—offer exultant, daring, hyperbolic imagination of the
newness Yahweh is about to work as the world is reordered into a "new world order" sanctioned by
Yahweh. We may consider in turn the three major textual traditions in this matter.

 
Voices of Hope

 
First, the hope for Israel in and beyond exile is articulated in the Jeremiah tradition, especially

in chapters 29–33. (These chapters constitute the specifically Israelite possibility that matches the
negative dismissal of Babylon and the other nations in chaps. 46–51.) It appears that the materials in
29–33 have been edited, so as to group statements of hope together.

We have already seen that Jeremiah (and the derivative tradition) were deeply rooted in the
memory of Moses. Consequently, Judah was seen to be under threat from the God of the covenant,
who would punish blatant violations of the Sinai covenant. There can be little doubt that as the
prophet uttered those threats, an end was announced. The tradition of Jeremiah, however, was alive
and kept developing in the exile from the words of the prophet, no doubt after the prophet himself had
died. As a result, it could be asserted that the God who had first loved Israel (cf. Deut 7:6-11)
continued to love Israel in and through and beyond exile. Thus this tradition, which moves
determinedly from "pluck up and tear down" to "plant and build," does so because it is able to
discern that at the bottom of Yahweh's inclination for Israel is a reservoir of deep love that compels
Yahweh to pathos, pity, concern, and finally to new action on behalf of Judah:

 
The people who survived the sword

found grace in the wilderness;
when Israel sought for rest,

the LORD appeared to him from far away.
I have loved you with an everlasting love;

therefore I have continued my faithfulness to you. (Jer 31:2-3)
 

The betrayed lover continues to love. The one who had anguished over Israel's terminal illness now
decides to heal. In daring imagery, Yahweh has become the husband, father, doctor, lover, the one
whose life is so committed to Israel that Yahweh will give this exiledeserving community a new life.
Here and elsewhere in the rhetoric of hope, gender imagery is used in constructive and generative
ways, without the dimension of violence noted in earlier usage:

 
Is Ephraim my dear son?

Is he the child I delight in?



As often as I speak against him,
I still remember him.

Therefore I am deeply moved for him;
I will surely have mercy on him,

    says the LORD. (31:20)
 
In chapters 30–33, in a rich variety of images, the tradition of Jeremiah portrays Yahweh as

resolved to give Judah a viable life beyond exile. And because this tradition is rooted in the memory
of Moses, the hoped-for future is especially imagined to be a new covenant not unlike the covenant of
Sinai, and a new land of wellbeing like the land of Joshua.

1. The best-known promise for the future in the book of Jeremiah is the anticipation of a new
covenant rooted in forgiveness (31:31-34). The new covenant, which will be a practice of willing,
glad obedience, is in that regard quite unlike the old covenant. The wellknown phrase "write it on
their hearts" (v. 33) likely refers to a new disposition of Israel whereby Yahweh's Torah
requirements will no longer be imposed and extrinsic, evoking resistance, but now willingly
embraced and enacted as Israel's own true character and disposition. It is important to note that
already in Deut 30:14, Torah is made a matter of the heart. The covenant can be lived. It is, however,
in continuity with the old covenant in that it focuses upon obedience to Torah. This anticipation is
known and celebrated by Christians because the phrase "new covenant" has been taken to refer to
God's new gift in Jesus Christ (Heb 8:8-12; 10:16-17). Such an interpretation of the text, however, is
a quite secondary matter. What is in fact promised is a renewed relation of fidelity between Yahweh
and Yahweh's people Israel, a relation now in good faith and trusting obedience.

2. That relationship, however, is not thinly "spiritual," as it could never be in Israel. And
therefore, along with the new covenant, there is an assurance that the "landless," that is, the exiles,
now would resettle securely in the land of promise. The narrative presentation of 32:1-15,
concerning the securing of a regularized title to a specific piece of patrimonial land, is emblematic of
the material promise made to the exiles. The concluding statement of verse 15 (cf. vv. 42-44) makes
unmistakably clear that the specific piece of land in the story is a sign and token of the land of
promise now secured for the exiles.

Along with the land—or, perhaps better, at the center of the land—it is anticipated that the
devastated city of Jerusalem, the one left in shambles by Nebuchadnezzar and mourned in the book of
Lamentations, will be restored to new splendor. This hope is articulated both with geographical
precision (31:38-40) and with lyrical extravagance (30:18-22).

3. The restored covenant and the rehabilitated land signify the renewal of viable community life,
expressed in a variety of images and formulations. Thus it is promised that there will be a full
resumption of covenantal intimacy:

 
You shall be my people,

and I will be your God.
(30:22; cf. Jer 11:4; 24:7; 31:33; 32:38; Ezek 11:20; 14:11; 36:28; 37:23, 27)

 
It is asserted that "the fortunes will be restored," signifying all the blessings of a safe, prosperous,



productive material existence as a result of a healthy relationship with Yahweh the Creator and
blesser (30:18; 31:23; 33:11, 26). There will be a restoration of joy, as it is expressed in weddings,
a measure of the confidence and buoyancy of the new community (33:10-11).

The culminating effect of this lyrical anticipation is to assert that all of life shall be restored to
complete shalom:

 
There is hope for your future,

says the LORD;
your children shall come back to their own country. (31:17)

 
A hearer of these glorious texts can wonder if this is the same speaker—and the same God and the

same people—who spoke so savagely of "plucking up and tearing down." The answer given in the
text as we have it is that "yes, this is the same cast of characters." What has emerged now is the depth
of love and the powerful resolve in Yahweh's life, as given us by the prophetic tradition, that creates
new life for this bereft people. The tradition of Jeremiah understands both the deeply affronted love
of Yahweh and the deeply resolved love of Yahweh, which in turn produce exile and then
homecoming. While affronted, Yahweh enacts the ancient system of covenantal curses and sanctions
that produce exile. Then, newly resolved, Yahweh moves powerfully beyond such a system of threat
to a new possibility of life.

Second, in a parallel way, the tradition of Ezekiel moves through the exile from "scatter" to
"gather," yet another vision of homecoming and restoration. The terms of articulation of Israel's new
possibility, however, are very different in Ezekiel. As we have seen, Ezekiel's tradition is grounded
in priestly holiness, and so the great threat is the absence of God brought about by the scandalizing of
God's holiness. In priestly categories, the absence of God means that God's power for life is
withdrawn, so that life becomes impossible. And therefore, if there is to be restoration, there will
need first of all to be a restoration of Yahweh's presence to the city of Jerusalem, and so to the life of
Judah. Yahweh, however, has been so deeply affronted that we may indeed wonder what would make
restored presence possible.

Not for Ezekiel is there an appeal to the love of Yahweh for Israel, as in Jeremiah. Indeed,
Ezekiel has nothing to say about Yahweh's love for Israel or even about Yahweh's relationship to
Israel. Particular attention, however, should be given to chapter 18. In this chapter, the prophet
provides that the new generation can "turn and live" and is not fated by the past. The chapter has a
remarkably pastoral tone: "I have no pleasure in the death of anyone" (v. 32). But the new
possibilities for Israel beyond exile are grounded in Yahweh's self-regard, that is, Yahweh's concern
for Yahweh's own name, or reputation. Thus in Ezek 36:23, Yahweh is resolved to "sanctify my great
name," that is, to restore it to its full holiness. In Ezek 39:25, Yahweh is "jealous for my holy name."
In both texts, newness comes for Israel only as Yahweh acts for the enhancement of Yahweh's
reputation. The "catch" for Yahweh, however, is that Yahweh can only exhibit holiness to the nations
by doing something decisively positive for Israel that will impress the watching nations and the
watching gods. Thus rehabilitation for Israel is a vehicle for the establishment of Yahweh's
incomparable holiness in the eyes of the world. Yahweh will act for Yahweh's own sake, but to the
great benefit of Israel.

Yahweh exhibits Yahweh's tremendous authority, sovereignty, and power by acting decisively



against the other nations who have been arrogant, mocking, and autonomous (Ezek 25–32). These
Oracles Against the Nations are not unlike the ones we have seen in Jer 46–51. Yet it strikes one that
in this exilic document, there is not an oracle against Babylon. Perhaps it was too dangerous to utter.
Or perhaps the community of Ezekiel knew itself privileged by the Babylonians. We notice, however,
that Egypt receives special and extended attention in 29–32. We may wonder, because Ezekiel is in
many ways odd and surrealistic, whether Egypt here is to be "decoded" as Babylon or if Egypt might
be a cipher for all of the offending nations, including Babylon. In any case, these Oracles make clear
the powerful intention of Yahweh to restore a fully Yahwehoriented world.

It is on the basis of the resolve of Yahweh's holiness that there are articulated in 34–37, 38–39,
and 40–48 rich anticipations of newness that Yahweh guarantees to Judah.

1. Among the most lovely of these is the promise of Yahweh to act as "the good shepherd" toward
the lost, the strayed, the injured, and the weak (34:11-16). This vision of Yahweh's resolve to act in
the place of failed kings is an anticipation of Yahweh's genuine pastoral concern for the exiles. This
articulation is apparently taken up in the New Testament notion of "The Good Shepherd" (John
10:11-18), and is likely reflected in the ethical articulation of Matt 25:31-46. Restored Israel is now
on a new basis with Yahweh, who is completely attentive at the point of Israel's need.

2. The familiar vision of "the valley of the dry bones" anticipates the restoration of Israel, who
has been lost, dead, hopeless, and without possibility (37:1-14). While the text may be taken up in
Christian tradition with reference to resurrection, it is most important to recognize that resurrection
here bespeaks return of Judah from exile to the land:

 
"Thus says the Lord GOD: I am going to open your graves, and bring you up from your
graves, O my people; and I will bring you back to the land of Israel. And you shall know
that I am the LORD, when I open your graves, and bring you up from your graves, O my
people. I will put my spirit within you, and you shall live, and I will place you on your
own soil; then you shall know that I, the LORD, have spoken and will act," says the
LORD. (37:12-14)

 
The return from exile to full life in the land is indeed a resurrection to new life from the death and
hopelessness of displacement. (It is this image that belatedly has caused some Jews to regard the
recent founding of the state of Israel as a salvific act.)

3. In the same chapter (37), the vision of the "dry bones" (vv. 1-14) is followed by two other
remarkable articulations about the future of Judah. In verses 15-23, we are offered a vision of the
restoration into "one people" of the tribes of Judah and Israel, divided since the death of Solomon.
While the earlier specific political realities are not here important to us, the vision is crucial because
it proposes the full restoration of the full, one people Israel. And in verses 24-28, the themes of hope
are richly gathered together so that the future is fully Davidic, with Yahweh fully in the sanctuary of
Jerusalem, with an assurance of a "covenant of peace" that will endure to all generations. This
assurance, moreover, is supported by the reiteration of the covenant formula "I will be their God, and
they shall be my people" (vv. 23, 27). This collage of promises anticipates a coming time when all of
life will be securely established in the best, most life-giving categories that Israel has known in all
its past.

4. The book of Ezekiel concludes with a quite extended provision for a full restoration of Israel in



the land from which it had been deported. In general this is a priestly vision of the future in which the
center of restoration is the fully rebuilt, reconstituted temple of Jerusalem, which will be an adequate
place for the presence of Yahweh. That is, the substance of this elaborate and detailed vision is that it
is now possible for Yahweh to be fully present, once again, in Jerusalem after an absence required by
Israel's moral and cultic failure.

The Priestly tradition reflected in Ezekiel has a quite concrete notion of Yahweh's presence. As
Yahweh's "glory" flew away to exile in chapters 8–11, so here the glory "flies" back into the temple,
making a "sound . . . like the sound of mighty waters" (43:2). The coming community of Jerusalem
now is assured, in this rendering, of the full powerful, attentive, life-giving presence of Yahweh. This
tradition goes to some length to assign all of the accountability of the cult to the several priestly
orders, which will make the new temple adequate and conducive for Yahweh. For when Yahweh
again takes up residence, then all of God's power for life is available to Israel. This anticipatory
statement is that Yahweh will again dwell in the temple and will not ever again leave this people:

 
This gate shall remain shut; it shall not be opened, and no one shall enter by it; for the
LORD, the God of Israel, has entered by it; therefore it shall remain shut. (44:2)

 
In addition to securing the proper priesthood that can implement the presence of Yahweh in the

temple, we may identify three other features of this temple vision that pertain to the restoration of
exiled Judah:

—There will be a prince (nasî') who will govern in Jerusalem, a regent for Yahweh the
King (44:3; cf. 34:23-24). Thus some form of the restored Davidic monarchy is promised.

—As anticipated by the Ezekiel tradition, the envisioned future includes a renewal of all
of creation. The prophetic tradition here has close parallels to the vision of creation in Gen
2:10-14, as it speaks of a stream of living water that flows out from below the threshold of
the temple (47:1) to give living water to all the earth (47:7-12).

—The Ezekiel tradition gives major expression to the redistribution of the whole land,
thus appealing to the Joshua account of the allotment of the land of promise (Josh 13–19). In
the Ezekiel utilization of this tradition, land is allotted for the temple (45:1-5) for the city
(45:6), and for the prince (45:7-8). More extensively, the land is to be reassigned to the
several tribes within the borders of "Greater Israel" (47:13–48:29). It is commonly thought
that this picture of the land is a highly schematic, artificial presentation, all of which is
pointed to the final statement of 48:30-35, namely, the enhancement of the city of Jerusalem,
which is Yahweh's true home. This remarkable declaration of new possibility culminates
with a new name for Jerusalem, "The LORD is There" (48:35). This sure promise of
presence is offered as a sharp alternative to the palpable experience of absence. Thus the
fissure of the exile, during which time Yahweh abandoned both city and people, is
completely overcome. It is remarkable that while the traditions of Jeremiah and Ezekiel
have in common their conviction about the wondrous homecoming of the exiles that Yahweh
now intends, they do so in very different imagery and on very different grounds. Between
them the covenantal traditions of Deuteronomy and the sacerdotal traditions of the priests
provide a rich variety of images, all of which are required in order to express the buoyant
faith of Israel that emerged and found bold expression while still in exile.



The third major tradition of prophetic exilic hope is in Isa 40–55, a development of the Isaiah
tradition that is rooted in the Jerusalem themes of king and temple, much older than the traditions of
Jeremiah or Ezekiel. It is the common view of scholars that Isa 40–55 constitutes a major literary and
theological effort that is informed and propelled by the earlier portions of the book of Isaiah but is
situated in 540 near the end of the exile, when the force of Babylonian authority was ended and the
coming of the Persians was well visible upon the horizon. As we have seen, at the center of this
eloquent poetry is reference to Cyrus the Persian (Isa 44:28; 45:1), so that this poetry is located just
at the moment when Persian power, with its more hospitable colonial policy, displaces Babylon as
the superpower with which to reckon. In this poetry the advent of the Persians is regarded as the
vehicle of the rescue of the exilic Jews by Yahweh.

With chapter 39 of the present form of the book of Isaiah, commonly taken to be the end of "First
Isaiah," we arrive at an anticipation of the Babylonian exile (39:5-7). This chapter only looks over
into the exile, which will come long after King Hezekiah. According to scholarly opinion, there is a
long hiatus in the book of Isaiah between chapter 39 and chapter 40, corresponding to the long hiatus
between the time of Isaiah and Hezekiah in the eighth century and the exile of the sixth century. The
book of Isaiah is arranged so that there is, speaking dramatically, a long, somber waiting on exile
after chapter 39.

And then, abruptly, the tradition of Isaiah begins again in 40:1. It begins with a staggeringly new
assertion, said to originate in the government of God, whence come the sovereign decrees that are to
be implemented in the history of the world. The decree that governs the poetry of Second Isaiah and
is to govern the life of Judah at the end of the exile is that Jerusalem is to be comforted (40:1-2). The
long night of anguish is near an end. The basis for this "gospel tiding" of good news to Judah in exile
is that Yahweh, the God of Israel, is about to come in new power and new resolve, to rescue needy
Israel in exile (40:9-11). The magnificent articulation of poetry in Isa 40–55 is dominated by the
claim that Yahweh is at the threshold of a new, decisive intervention in the life of the world. Yahweh
will do "a new thing" in the world on behalf of Jerusalem (43:19). It becomes clear that the radically
new thing is not completely discontinuous from Israel's old faith memories, for the old and the new
are delicately and dialectically related. That intervention will effect the nullification of Babylonian
power and, consequently, the liberation of Israel from exile. There will be permitted a joyous,
exuberant, exultant homecoming of Jews to Jerusalem. As one reads this assertion, one must see it
intimately linked to the geopolitical reality of the end of Babylonian power and the rise of Persian
hegemony.

In this rich and elegant poetic articulation, there is a variety of images and themes that merit close
attention. We will focus only upon four of them.

1. Yahweh now is to govern as the powerful sovereign of all creation, who in great power will
bring all recalcitrant forces to conformity to Yahweh's own will. The poetry of Second Isaiah utilizes
sweeping doxological articulations in order to assert this sovereignty. Thus the celebration of the
power of the Creator evokes the wondrous assertion of Yahweh, before whom all other powers, all
other gods, all political powers, are "like a drop from a bucket" (Isa 40:15). The articulation of
Yahweh as the dominant world power has two particular faces in this poetry. On the one hand, it is
claimed that Yahweh is stronger than all other gods. Thus in 41:21-29, the other gods are invited to a
contest of strength and authority. But of course they are mute and ineffective, because they are in fact
no gods and can do nothing to counter the resolve of Yahweh. Indeed the poet delights to mock and
dismiss other gods who are in truth powerless, phony pretenders (44:9-20). The mocking dismissal



of other gods is marvelously asserted in 46:1-7, where the other gods are human products, not
generative powers, and therefore they are burdens that must be carried around (46:1). They are
utterly unlike Yahweh, who is a lively, active agent who will carry and does not need to be carried
(46:3-4).

But note well, while this is a generic attack on other gods, in 46:1 the gods ridiculed are named.
They are Babylonian gods—Bel and Nebo. That is, they are the ostensive legitimators of Babylonian
imperial power. Thus we are able to see that this dispute with other gods is not an intellectual parlor
game for theologians, but has as its purpose the criticism of phony pretenders to world power. The
practical aim of criticism of the gods is the criticism of political power that these gods are said to
legitimate.

For that reason it does not surprise us that in 47:1, on the other hand, the poetry turns from
criticism of the gods to a criticism of earthly power, specifically a criticism of the "virgin daughter
Babylon." The claims of Babylon to legitimacy are now nullified. Moreover, Babylon is indicted for
practicing arrogant autonomy that culminated in brutality, in their showing "no mercy" (47:6).
Babylon is a world power that did not conduct its power according to Yahweh's criterion of mercy in
public affairs. And so its power is voided. There is in this poetry a poignant philosophy of history
that asserts that legitimate public power does not arise through economic or military might, but
through the practice of mercy. The doxological assertion of Yahweh's authority and sovereign power
serves the purpose of nullifying Babylonian power, which to the exiles must have appeared to be
absolute.

2. This nullification of Babylonian power is in the service of good news to the Jewish exiles.
While Yahweh's sovereign power is voiced in large, boisterous, defiant doxology, the poetry utilizes
a very different tone in addressing the exiles, a tone of pastoral attentiveness and gentleness that is a
perfect counterpoint to the loud doxology.

Alongside self-asserting doxology, Israel in exile is given attentive assurance. For example, in
41:8-13 Israel in exile is addressed by the lord of the exile. The address of verses 8-9 includes a
collage of treasuring names for Israel, looking back all the way to Jacob and Abraham, reminding the
exiles that they are the chosen and beloved of Yahweh. The actual message to this cherished creature
and subject of Yahweh is succinct: "Do not fear, for I am with you" (v. 10).

The utterance of Yahweh intends to counter and defeat all the negativities of exile—the fear,
danger, loss of memory and rootage, and sense of hopelessness. Now it is asserted, in the face of the
longterm circumstance of abandonment, that the Jews are not abandoned by Yahweh. They are in fact
the very center of God's concern and activity. Indeed, Israel in exile has been like a wife long
abandoned and shamed by a husband who forsook her (54:4-8). It is not denied that husband-Yahweh
has abandoned Israel to exile—but only "for a brief moment" (v. 7), only in a moment of wrath (v. 8).
Now the reassuring news is that into that very exile of abandonment, Yahweh comes to forlorn Israel
with "great compassion" (v. 7), with "everlasting love" (v. 8).

The outcome of this new attentiveness on the part of Yahweh is that Israel is now wrested from the
power of Babylon and is free to go home. The ground for the emancipation is that Yahweh's "plan" is
not like the despairing plan of Judah nor like the abusive plan of Babylon (55:8-9). For Yahweh, it is
all homecoming. The exiles are now authorized to be on their way rejoicing, going out in joy, being
led back in shalom (55:12-13), as their life begins again.

It is important to recognize that this poetry is not presented as a commentary on world events. It is,
rather, the sovereign utterance of Yahweh, who is not a prisoner of circumstance. Judaism, which



made this poetry into canonical scripture, took this poetry as the true and decisive utterance of
Yahweh, whose purposes guided the outcome of human history. On its own, the contest between
pitiful Judah and mighty Babylon was no contest. Babylon would of course dominate. And then, in
this poetry, Yahweh the heavyweight enters the contest on the side of Judah, and history takes a most
unexpected turn. This poetry insists that public history is not reduced to economic, political, and
military power. In the end, there is another purpose, rooted in God's fidelity and holiness, that turns
history in inscrutable ways.

3. It is important to notice the remarkable convergence of theological claim and geopolitical
reality. What Yahweh says here is what happens. The contact point between theological claim and
geopolitical specificity here is said to be Cyrus the Persian. This new world power was of course
engaged in raw imperial aggression. Cyrus certainly had never heard of Yahweh nor thought at all
about the Jews. And yet, according to Israel's best poetry Cyrus works out the intention of Yahweh:

 
Who has roused a victor from the east,

summoned him to his service?
He delivers up nations to him,

and tramples kings under foot;
he makes them like dust with his sword,

like driven stubble with his bow.
He pursues them and passes on safely,

scarcely touching the path with his feet.
Who has performed and done this,

calling the generations from the beginning?
I, the LORD, am first,

and will be with the last. (Isa 41:2-4)
 

That is, Yahweh's work is in the world. Israel's faith is not a spiritual wish-world. Yahweh's resolve
is seen to be effective in the real world of public affairs, so that the word of Yahweh "becomes
flesh," that is, God's purpose takes public, historical form.

By identifying Cyrus as the convergence point of theological claim and geopolitical specificity,
the odd coherence of faith and life that is characteristic of Israelite faith becomes evident. It is this
coherence that produced the categories out of which Christians could later make the venturesome
claim that God's purposes came to be "embodied" in Jesus of Nazareth. That "embodiment" may be
taken by Christians to be more intense in Jesus, but it is not the first such "embodiment," of which
Cyrus is such a prize example.

4. Finally we may notice one enigmatic element in this poetry that warrants our attention. Scholars
have long noticed that in several of the poems of Second Isaiah, there is reference to "Yahweh's
servant," who becomes a decisive agent in Yahweh's work (42:1-4; 49:1-6; 50:4-9; 52:13–53:12).
This peculiar human figure is taken to be an agent whereby Yahweh's large purposes for history take
effect. It is by no means clear who this "servant" is. A long-standing conviction of Jewish interpreters
sees the community of Israel as the servant, which does Yahweh's purpose in the world. We pay
attention to the question because, in the history of Christian interpretation the servant, especially in



the familiar poetry of 52:13–53:12, is commonly taken as an allusion to and anticipation of Jesus.
There is no clear way to identify the servant. Clearly it must be recognized that the poetry and the text
per se do not have Jesus in purview, so that such Christian reading is surely a belated extrapolation.

More important is the awareness, shared by Jews and Christians, that this much discussed chapter
probes a fresh and radical way whereby healing, perhaps healing among exiles, may be
accomplished. It is asserted that in the historical process:

 
Surely he has borne our infirmities

and carried our diseases;
yet we accounted him stricken,

struck down by God, and afflicted.
But he was wounded for our transgressions,

crushed for our iniquities;
upon him was the punishment that made us whole,

and by his bruises we are healed. (53:4-5)
 

As David Clines has observed, none of the pronouns in this poem have clear antecedents. What is
clear is that the way to newness in the historical process is through suffering taken on by some for
others, whether the Jewish community or Jesus. This poet has seen that such embraced suffering does
indeed break the vicious cycles of alienation and permits well-being. In the end, what counts here is
not the identification of the servant, but the affirmation that the vicious cycles of displacement can be
broken and healing made possible—but not without cost.

The poetry of Second Isaiah takes exilic Israel, in its liturgy and in its imagination, to the
threshold of homecoming. It is anticipated that returning exiles shall soon be under way in joy, en
route to Jerusalem:

 
Break forth together into singing,

you ruins of Jerusalem;
for the LORD has comforted his people,

he has redeemed Jerusalem. . . .
Depart, depart, go out from there!

Touch no unclean thing;
go out from the midst of it, purify yourselves,

you who carry the vessels of the LORD.
For you shall not go out in haste,

and you shall not go in flight;
for the LORD will go before you,

and the God of Israel will be your rear guard. (52:9, 11-12)
 
The poet goes no further. Beyond the lyric the expectant Jews now await the sober Haggai and



Zechariah to rebuild, the insistent Malachi to correct, and the quarrelsome Nehemiah and Ezra to
reform. These more visible actions will count enormously in emerging Judaism. They are all made
possible, however, by these poetic figures who in their imaginative faith and eloquent tongues
liberate Judaism from a closed world of defeat in order to permit the new world of Yahweh's gift.

 
The Continuing Testimony of Suffering and Hope

 
It is a very long sweep from the hate of Nahum through the hurt of Jeremiah to the hope of Second

Isaiah. All of these traditions, plus many others, are drawn into and shaped by the matrix of exile and
homecoming. That is because the exile is the overwhelming experience of Old Testament Israel and
the defining reference point for ongoing Jewish imagination. In these texts, we are not dealing with
literary reflections upon a historical moment that is over and past. The crisis of the exile has
remained powerfully contemporary in the life of faith, and therefore continued grappling with this
theological literature is urgent.

Israel discerned in this crisis and through this literature the truth that Israel shares life with a God
who could not be presumed upon, but who in freedom would abandon those who presumed too much.
This disclosure of God came to Israel through a profound moment of loss. Further, Israel discerned in
this crisis that it is precisely in loss where this God may be astonishingly generative of new
historical possibility, a willingness of God to create "a way out of no way." This disclosure of God
came to Israel through a buoyant possibility of homecoming. The truth of abandonment by God and
generative possibility from God emerge as the defining characteristics of a Jewish spirituality of
candor in suffering and buoyancy of hope. Here we may suggest that this thematization evokes at least
four lines for continued reflection.

1. The exilic themes of loss and possibility reference Jewish piety and spirituality as expressed in
the book of Psalms. The Psalter is dominated by songs of lamentation and complaint and hymns of
praise and thanks. Lament and praise are the most characteristic modes of transaction with this God,
and they voice the extremities of faith and of life. Lament brings to speech the sense of loss that is
focused in exile. Praise makes utterance available about the possibilities that are formed in
homecoming.

2. The themes of loss and possibility are key reference points for Christian faith, which focuses
upon the Friday death of Jesus and the Sunday of Jesus' new life. It seems plausible that the Friday-
Sunday matrix of Christian faith is possible because in those deep days, Christian faith reiterates,
albeit with its own intensity, the most profound loss imaginable and the most wondrous possibility
that is thinkable. Indeed the Friday-Sunday paradigm is a Christian way of reengaging this demanding
Jewish narrative.3

3. The thematics of loss and possibility provide perhaps the most helpful categories for thinking
theologically about the Jewish Holocaust. To be sure, that scandalous happening finally defies all
explanatory categories, as Richard Rubenstein has said so well. Nonetheless, faithful people must
think as they can in their traditions. It is this tradition of exile and homecoming that affirms that at the
depth of the most ignoble loss, the Holy One of Israel may generate new life in the world. One must
not trivialize the density, complexity, or quality of evil in the Holocaust. It is possible, nonetheless, to
see in the Holocaust a recurrence of the God-crisis Israel has known for so long.

4. The modern world, with its technological commitment to consumer-militarism, is a mode of life



that systemically produces exiles. In our time we witness the production of an endless parade of
displaced persons—unwelcome immigrants, fugitives, refugees, and a permanent underclass. These
social rejects are not the accidents of a commodity-driven society but an inevitable outcome. This
"modern" account of reality concerns a conviction that there are no deep, God-caused losses that
cannot be avoided. The parallel conviction is that there are no new possibilities beyond human,
technical competence. That is, this is a tale of reality that has no place for suffering or for hope, both
of which are programmatically excluded from the horizon of the modern world. And where suffering
and hope are denied, exiles abound.

Contemporary readers of the Bible, at the edge of failed modernity, may notice that this biblical
account of suffering and hope, which happens in concrete history but which pivots around a holy
God, is an alternative to the suffering-denying, hope-excluding tale of modernity. Situated as we are,
between these two compelling, irreconcilable accounts of reality, we may notice that given lived
reality, Israel's account can make a claim as being "a more excellent way." Notice in the tension
between these two accounts what a different social reality is possible in the biblical account, a
different social reality that accepts at its center the God

 
who comes with might,
who gathers the lambs in his bosom.

(Isa 40:10-11, author's paraphrase)
 

Notes
 
1. A. Mintz, Hurban: Responses to Catastrophe in Hebrew Literature (Columbia University
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CHAPTER ELEVEN

WISDOM, ORDER, PROTEST

Proverbs, Job, Ecclesiastes, Selected Psalms
 
 
 

A careful reader of this book thus far will have noticed that our discussion has been roughly
organized in a chronological way. That is, we have moved from the earliest memories of ancient
Israel through the course of its history with all of its vagaries and crises. Indeed, chronology is one of
the easiest, most accessible ways to acquire an overview of the Old Testament, even if that
chronology is loaded with uncertainties.

Israel's self-understanding as a people engaged in the historical process operates on two very
large assumptions. First, it is assumed that what happens socially, politically, economically, and
militarily is the real stuff of life and the real agenda of faith. Israel knows that it lives in the real
world. A student of the Old Testament, for that reason, must know about these worldly matters in
some detail. This includes the course of Israel's own history as it is traced and interpreted in Israel's
"historical books." It also includes knowledge about and reference to the larger history of the Fertile
Crescent, with special attention to a series of formidable imperial superpowers.

Second, it is assumed in Israel that Yahweh, the God of Israel, is decisively at work in the
historical processes of the world. God is deeply involved in the "rise and fall" of great powers. By
its use of prophetic oracle and doxological celebration, Israel held together the realities of public
life and public power and the reality of God in its midst. Israel refused to understand its political,
historical existence apart from God and it refused, with equal passion, to imagine God apart from
the experience of its own public existence.

 
The Horizon of Wisdom Teaching

 
In this chapter, however, our purpose is to consider literature in the Old Testament that is not a

part of the nexus of "history and God." It now seems clear that along with faith as a "story line," there
is another mode of faith in ancient Israel that operated in quite different interpretive categories and
that proceeded with its own modes of discourse and reflection. This alternative mode of faith and
discourse is referred to by the large, inexact term wisdom and eventuated in three "wisdom books" in
the Old Testament: Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes. (In the larger Greek canon, also included as
wisdom books are Ecclesiasticus and Wisdom of Solomon.) The work of this chapter is to consider
how this alternative form of faith operates and to recognize that its presence in the literature of the
Bible attests to the theological pluralism of the Bible.

The category of wisdom is broad and imprecise, and in general refers in Old Testament studies to



that literature that stands outside the primary flow of both historical narrative and law. We may
identify five facets of this literature that are recurring and characteristic.

1. Wisdom literature is a reflection upon lived experience of quite mundane kinds. Whereas
"historical faith" tended to focus on great public crises and transformations (like the Exodus, the
entry into the land, and the exile), wisdom focuses on the daily routines of human interaction, and
asks about the meaning and social significance of such matters as speech, money, friendship, work,
sexuality, and land. It takes such matters with great seriousness and recognizes that the right use and
enjoyment of these daily realities is the real stuff of human life.

2. Wisdom literature insists that each of these mundane matters is shot through with ethical
significance and ethical outcomes, so that wise living consists in respecting the "givens" of daily
life in making responsible choices about daily existence and in anticipating the consequences of those
choices. The wisdom teachers recognize that life is a delicately balanced network of givens, choices,
and consequences and that one cannot outflank or escape the requirements, disciplines, and demands
of that dailiness of life. This simple calculus is succinctly expressed, "What you sow, you shall
surely reap" (cf. Gal 6:7). One cannot move outside these systemic moral categories. Nobody is
exempt from lived reality, and so the wisdom teachers think long about being "wicked or righteous,"
being "wise or foolish."

3. Wisdom activity is the activity of speech. The wisdom books of the Old Testament are not
simply inventories of experience but are reflections and interpretations of experience that are
crafted in artistic speech that intends to be compelling and persuasive. That is, the wisdom teachers
want to communicate to the young—those still to be inducted into the lore of the community—its
distinctive sense of how life is to be lived well. In the interest of such persuasive communication,
this artistic, carefully crafted speech engages in many rhetorical strategies that negotiate what is
hidden and what is voiced. It is a way of speech that teases and invites playfulness, that utilizes
images, metaphors, and figures of speech to suggest the large significance of daily options. This
artistic speech seeks to communicate about experience what is not flatly and obviously available but
is given only to the discerning who are patient enough to reflect, to notice recurring patterns, to pay
attention to odd exceptions. Speech serves to discern lived experience shrewdly, knowingly,
responsibly, faithfully.

4. Wisdom reflection is indeed an intellectual enterprise. Those who undertake it have a deep,
trusting curiosity about how things work and a patience to observe that matches their curiosity. While
their methods and modes of knowing do not correspond to modern science, it is fair to say that the
wisdom teachers approximate a scientific understanding of reality. That is, they observe the orderly
patterns of reality on the assumption of the constancy and reliability of reality. On the basis of their
observations over time, they are able to make predictions about social integration. Thus, for example,
people who act foolishly will lose their money. People who forgive make friends, but those who hold
grudges do not. The teachers have seen the patterns over a long period of observation.

The intellectual activity of wisdom consists in a venturesome capacity to hold together observed
experience, acknowledged ethical claims, and persuasive, winsome speech. It is no wonder that
some scholars believe that the wisdom teachers were a recognizable social force marked by some
qualities of elitism. Wisdom teaching is not simply common sense but is studied reflective judgment
about reality that provides reliable lore transmitted to the next generation about how to live well,
safely, responsibly, and happily. It has been suggested that in our time, folk like Ann Landers and Dr.
Laura provide something like wisdom instruction, a reliable body of counsel to guide and assist



present decision-making.
5. Wisdom teaching is theological literature, that is, it witnesses to Yahweh and Yahweh's large

purposes for the world. It has been suggested that "early wisdom" in Israel was "secular," that is, not
linked to God. In that ancient world, however, such "secular" thinking was surely not possible. What
the wisdom teachers observe and reflect upon is a world order that is willed, governed, and
sustained by Yahweh.

More specifically, it is widely recognized that wisdom theology is a "theology of creation," that
is, a reflection of faith upon the world intended by the Creator. It is clear that the Creator God intends
that the world should be whole, safe, prosperous, peaceable, just, fruitful, and productive, that is, that
the world should be marked in every part by shalom. To that end, the Creator has given rich gifts of
well-being. In the same way, the Creator God has set limits and built into creation rewards and
punishments that are evoked and set in motion by wise or foolish actions. But these limits are not
self-evident. They must be discerned over a long period of time by the study of many "cases," in
order to notice what actions produce well-being and what actions produce trouble. The premise of
all such observations and generalizations is that the large matrix of life and well-being is the creation
of God. The Creator God has willed that all parts of creation are delicately related to one another,
and therefore every decision, every act matters to the shape and well-being of the whole.

It is for that reason that Prov 1:7 may be taken as a motto for wisdom instruction:
 
The fear of the LORD is the beginning of knowledge;

fools despise wisdom and instruction.
 

Serious recognition of Yahweh the Creator is the focal point for all true understanding of reality.
Disregard of the will and purpose of the Creator will surely invite foolish behavior that contains
within itself the seeds of destructiveness given as consequence.

As the student works through this chapter, we hope he or she will be dazzled and astonished at the
intellectual-moral-rhetorical-theological achievement of wisdom. Note well that this theological
perspective contains almost none of the "code words" commonly associated with biblical faith—
nothing here of covenant or commandment, of cult or history, of miracle or exile, and certainly
nothing that conventional, clichéd Christianity regards as biblical. We are here at a form of faith that
is open to the world, that eschews authoritarianism, that has no interest in guilt, but that believes life
in God's world is a way of faith to be celebrated. It is not surprising that for some who have been
wounded by conventional forms of authoritarian faith, the teaching of wisdom is found to be an
adequate alternative way to responsible life and joyous communion with God.

 
Common Sense Permeated by God's Holy Will

 
The book of Proverbs is the quintessential wisdom teaching in the Old Testament. The book of

Proverbs, in its final form, is a rich, complex collection of wisdom sayings that range from very
practical commonsense advice to lyrical, speculative, doxological assertions about mystery at the
core of life. Obviously, commonsense advice and celebration of mystery are at a considerable
distance from each other. It seems clear, nonetheless, that the entire spectrum of wisdom teaching in
the book of Proverbs has a shared agenda, namely, to think, speak, and live in the world according to



the given, demanding mystery of God the Creator.
The core unit of the book of Proverbs is the proverbial saying that is characteristically one or two

lines long. Such proverbial sayings, when we are overly familiar with them, seem rather flat and
obvious. Upon reflection, however, we will notice that the proverbial sayings often contain a shrewd
presentation of something poignant but hidden that is true across many different experiences.

It is most likely that the proverbial sayings arise in the context of a family, clan, or tribe in which
older members are constantly occupied with socializing the young into a set of assumptions, attitudes,
and behaviors to assert, "This is how it is; this is how we do it." It is conventional in scholarship to
say that proverbs, at the most elemental level, are expressed in two forms. One form is the more
didactic mode of instruction, usually negative, that says to the young, "Thou shalt not." Every family
or primary community has a consensus about attitudes and behaviors that are prohibited to all
members and certainly to the young. Characteristically the prohibition in wisdom modes is simply
asserted. No reason is given and no explicit punishment is stated for cases of violation, because the
tone entertains no possibility of violation. The prohibition is a trusted truth of the community. It is
widely accepted as necessary to the safety and well-being of the community, and the young are
expected to comply. We may consider only one example. In Prov 22:28, it is asserted:

 
Do not remove the ancient landmark

that your ancestors set up.
 

That is all. No explanation, no sanction, no threat for violation. Presumably the community had
learned (the hard way?) that moving land boundaries, either by stealth or by force or by shrewd
legal, cunning maneuver, is destructive to the community. For that reason, the young are taught early
to respect property arrangements. In 23:10-11, the same concern is presented more elaborately with a
distinct emphasis:

 
Do not remove an ancient landmark

or encroach on the fields of orphans,
for their redeemer is strong;

he will plead their cause against you.
 

In this version of the instruction, the basic prohibition in the first line is made specific in the second
line. Now it is clear that it is the property of the socially vulnerable orphan that is protected. The last
two lines, moreover, suggest a sanction. "Their redeemer" likely does not refer to God but to a
powerful kinsman who will go to court on behalf of the orphan. That is, there are heavy social risks
to upsetting property arrangements. And the young are taught early not to do it. Notice that the "do
not" is spoken with considerable authority, but that authority is not identified. The actual speaker may
be a respected elder in the community. In substance, however, it is the community that speaks,
enforcing its socioethical norm upon the listener in order to maintain equilibrium in the community.

The second form of proverb, called by scholars simply a saying or a sentence, is much more
artistically voiced. And there are many more of them in the book of Proverbs that seem to arise from
folk art. These are apparently the trusted, time-tested aphorisms of a community, designed to shape



and govern social transactions. We ourselves are familiar with such sayings artistically wrought:
 

A bird in the hand is worth two in the bush.
Don't look a gift horse in the mouth.
Still water runs deep.
A stitch in time saves nine.
A penny saved is a penny earned.
 

In these utterances the community provides for the (young) listener an entire social code for
acceptable attitude and behavior. Any reader of this book can multiply such sayings out of his or her
own experience in a family community. We may identify several rhetorical strategies in the book of
Proverbs for such sayings. One such accustomed pattern of speech is "better sayings," in which the
teacher asserts that one option is "better" than another:

 
Better is a dinner of vegetables where love is

than a fatted ox and hatred with it. (15:17)
 

Better is a dry morsel with quiet
than a house full of feasting with strife. (17:1)

 
Better the poor walking in integrity

than one perverse of speech who is a fool. (19:1)
 

Do not put yourself forward in the king's presence
or stand in the place of the great;

for it is better to be told, "Come up here,"
than to be put lower in the presence of a noble. (25:6-7)

 
Notice that the sayings do not tell why something is better than something else, or in what way better.
But one can notice, with some reflection, that in a group of such sayings a certain code of behavior
and a certain theory of social relationships are fostered that are on the side of modesty, tranquillity,
and conformity. In sum, it is better not to rock the boat or call excessive attention to oneself.

A second rhetorical strategy is to make comparisons, so that "this" is like "that":
 

A word fitly spoken
is like apples of gold in a setting of silver.

Like a gold ring or an ornament of gold
is a wise rebuke to a listening ear.

Like the cold of snow in the time of harvest



are faithful messengers to those who send them;
they refresh the spirit of their masters.

Like clouds and wind without rain
is one who boasts of a gift never given....

Like a war club, a sword, or a sharp arrow
is one who bears false witness against a neighbor.

Like a bad tooth or a lame foot
is trust in a faithless person in time of trouble.

Like vinegar on a wound
is one who sings songs to a heavy heart. (25:11-14, 18-20)

 
The teaching does not tell in what way "this" is like "that," but invites the hearer to complete the
connection. Notice the pedagogic awareness that it is preferable to let the hearer reason out
something that is implied. That is, these sentences are offered without any heavy, authoritarian
insistence. It is as though the proverbs are invitations to reflection, in which the listener is expected
to make connections toward which only hints are supplied. The strategy of comparison is
subsequently employed by Jesus in his "kingdom" teachings, wherein "The kingdom of heaven is like
. . ." (see, e.g., Matt 13:24, 31, 33, 44, 45, 47). One notices in these "like statements" the close
attention to detail. These teachers clearly believed that the delicacy of creation brought the Creator's
large vision to bear upon the most intimate dailiness of life.

A third pedagogic strategy consists in making lists and numbering them. This apparently is what
happens in such texts as 30:15b-16, 18-19, 21-23:

 
Three things are never satisfied;

four never say, "Enough":
Sheol, the barren womb,

the earth ever thirsty for water,
and the fire that never says, "Enough." . . .

Three things are too wonderful for me;
four I do not understand:

the way of an eagle in the sky,
the way of a snake on a rock,

the way of a ship on the high seas,
and the way of a man with a girl. . . .

Under three things the earth trembles;
under four it cannot bear up:

a slave when he becomes king,
and a fool when glutted with food;

an unloved woman when she gets a husband,
and a maid when she succeeds her mistress.



 
In each of these sequences, the teacher names four things that are quite unlike, except in the one
aspect noticed. Thus in verses 15b-16, the thing never satisfied is fire. In verses 18-19, the thing most
puzzling is how a man (in love) acts with a girl, more puzzling indeed than how an eagle flies or a
snake moves. These rather remarkable inventories serve the purpose of inviting wonder about
experience right at hand, of turning familiar experience by setting it in a new context and thereby
causing it to be seen afresh in ways never seen before. The wisdom teachers are clearly alive to
reality immediately available, insisting that even the ordinary needs to be pondered, because when
noticed afresh it is indeed quite extraordinary.

In the fully developed wisdom discourse, perhaps the latest and the most self-conscious, there are
also longer speeches or discourses that sustain a theme well beyond the simple true love proverb.
These longer poems permit a more fully developed theological exposition that characteristically
links Israel's faith to its lived experience.

The artistry of such articulation carries with it an authority all its own. It is evident that wisdom
teachers never say, like prophets, "Thus saith the LORD." The sentences, moreover, do not even
carry the tone of authority evident in the didactic prohibitions. The authority of these sayings is of
another sort. To be sure, it is the gravitas of the community speaking that could not be taken lightly in
a traditional society. But beyond that, the authority of the sayings depends upon the utterance ringing
true to the experience of the listener. The authority of such wisdom teaching relies upon the authority
of the utterance, an authority finally measured by the hearer.

This is not to suggest, however, that the wisdom teacher is democratic or intends the saying to be
voted upon. It is an agency of socialization that asserts, before the listener is old enough or nervy
enough to question, "This is how things work. This is how we do things. This is how things are." This
process of socialization has been well described by Peter Berger and Thomas Luckmann.1 They
nicely characterize the process by which the "social world" of a community is externalized in
teaching and then internalized by the young as a given that is to be appropriated and assumed and
never questioned. The wisdom teachers, appropriately, "construct reality" not in large doses but one
item at a time.

The accumulation of such interpretations of experience over time adds up to a reliable context for
understanding and situating one's life. The "world" given in these teachings is a safe, settled world,
perhaps agrarian, except that there is, in some sayings, the horizon of "the king" (Prov 16:10, 12-15;
20:2; 25:2). The world thus constructed and uttered is one of social equilibrium into which the young
are expected to fit. The offer of such stability, moreover, spills over into social control, requiring that
the young share this world if they are to share in its benefits.

While we can identify efforts at social equilibrium and social control, however, we remain
mindful that creation theology is operative in these teachings, so that at its best, the world thus
advocated is the world willed and intended by Yahweh. At times, there can hardly be any doubt that
the world willed by Yahweh is equated with the world in which we have advantage, so that creation
theology is confiscated and reshaped as self-serving ideology. No doubt this is a temptation for every
socializing community. At the same time, however, we notice that creation theology acts as a check
upon ideological advantage. Thus for example:

 
It is better to be of a lowly spirit among the poor



than to divide the spoil with the proud. (16:19)
One who is slow to anger is better than the mighty,

and one whose temper is controlled than one
who captures a city. (16:32)

Better is a dry morsel with quiet
than a house full of feasting with strife. (17:1)

 
The "better" in each of these cases is consummately countercultural, suggesting that there are
enduring human values, guaranteed by the Creator, that need to be valued more than self-advancement
and quick personal advantage.

The collage of many proverbs in the book of Proverbs produces a theodicy for the community.
The term theodicy refers to the insistence that God is just and good even when there are suffering and
injustice in the world. The community in these sayings reaches a consensus about the distribution of
pain and pleasure, need and comfort. That is, the book of Proverbs slowly sorts out who is entitled to
what. The wise and the righteous are entitled to security and happiness; the wicked and the foolish
are entitled to poverty and misery. The community works as long as this calculus of what each may
expect and each must bear is generally accepted by all.

It is the socializing work of Proverbs to promote, sustain, and ensure such a general consensus
and to ensure that the young of the community subscribe to this theodicy in positive ways. Something
like this same theodicy is voiced in our own time by upwardly mobile middle-class people who tell
our children, "Study hard so you get into a good college. Study hard in college so you can get a good
job. Work hard at your good job to get a better job, to ensure a good retirement with a good health
plan." Such instruction is a theodicy that assures that it is just and right and good (= willed by the
Creator) that social goods rightly are merited and justified by the hardworking, deserving middle
class. Such a theodicy is not far removed from the social perspective of Proverbs, though there the
matter is stated more artistically and with more theological intentionality. The proverbs are not
entertainment, even if cleverly put, nor are they idle, incidental chatter. They are serious, sustained
advocacy, rooted in faith but with a pragmatic eye on the concrete future.

 
The Royal, Scribal Function

 
It is likely that many proverbs of the sort we have cited originated in familial communities.

Scholars regard this point of origin as a "folk" setting, that is, relatively unreflective people
commenting in discerning ways about the patterns of conduct and life that they are able to observe. It
is likely that such sayings originated ad hoc and that they circulated in communities on a free-floating
basis.

What we have in the book of Proverbs, however, is not a set of freefloating, ad hoc sayings. It is
clear that these proverbs, from whatever sources, have now been collected and grouped into stable,
intentional collections in order to create a durable body of interpretation and reflection. It is clear,
moreover, that the process of collecting and editing is not the work of "relatively unreflective folk,"
but more likely is the achievement of a quite intentional intellectual community. Thus the initial
utterance of proverbs and the collection of proverbs into intentional bodies of material are likely



quite separate projects, undertaken by distinct groups of people in different contexts for different
purposes.

It is conventional to identify in the book of Proverbs collections introduced and formed as distinct
entities, as outlined in the following list. The student may want to notice especially the introductory
formula for each collection:

—Proverbs 1–9, commonly thought to be the most sophisticated theological material in
the book, perhaps closely connected to Egyptian modes of instruction and perhaps the latest
among the collections;

—Proverbs 10:1–22:16, a collection of proverbial sayings ascribed to Solomon (see also
1:1 for a Solomonic assignation);

—Proverbs 22:17–24:22, ascribed only to "the wise," but with exceedingly close
parallels to an earlier Egyptian collection, evidencing that Israelite wisdom teaching was
situated in an international enterprise of such instruction and that this text may have been
appropriated wholesale from Egyptian antecedents;

—Proverbs 25–29, a collection ascribed to Solomon but copied by officials of the regime
of King Hezekiah;

—Proverbs 30:1-9, a collection credited to Agur;
—Proverbs 30:10-33, a collection without ascription;
—Proverbs 31:1-9, a collection ascribed to Lemuel;
—Proverbs 31:10-31, a collection without ascription, devoted to a model woman.

What becomes clear in such a review is that Proverbs is a collection of collections, not at all one
piece, but instead made up of quite distinct elements. Several observations arise from this review.
First, wisdom in the biblical book of Proverbs is part of an international project. The links to Egypt
are transparent. We know both that Egypt had a considerable wisdom enterprise and that Egypt was
heavily influential in royal Judah. Specifically it is often noted that Prov 22:17–24:22 is intimately
linked to and likely derived from the Egyptian Instruction of Amenemope. The names of Agur and
Lemuel clearly allude to non-Israelites in a larger wisdom tradition. This internationalism and its
evident appeal to creation theology show a way of biblical faith that is removed from conventional
Israelite categories. This material thus stands at a distance from the redemption-election traditions
featured, for example, in the book of Deuteronomy. But for all of that, it is no less biblical.

Second, the process of collection is apparently under royal patronage. Both 10:1 and 25:1 make
connections to Solomon, who is the quintessential wise person in the Old Testament. (Thus we are
told of Solomon's patronage of wisdom learning in 1 Kgs 4:29-34.) The books of Ecclesiastes and
Song of Solomon, moreover, are canonically credited to him. On the whole, critical scholars do not
take the Solomonic connection to wisdom with historical seriousness but do regard Solomon as an
important interpretive cipher used to situate this material in royal, internationalist, accommodationist
Israel. By contrast, the connection of wisdom to Hezekiah in the eighth century in 25:1 is taken by
scholars to be more reliable historically. Hezekiah's reign at the end of the eighth century was
remarkably generative in the reform and revival of the Judean state. Thus it is not implausible that a
codification of wisdom instruction took place under Hezekiah as a means of recovering what was
allegedly remembered as the splendor of Solomon. In appealing to Hezekiah, we are of course a long
remove from "folk art" and now deal with the work of paid, professional intellectuals.

Third, it is clear that Hezekiah and other kings like him—including Solomon if that connection is



historical—were essentially patrons of the wisdom enterprise and not themselves practitioners. That
is, the wisdom teaching attached to royalty was something like a professional responsibility that
required learning and leisure, not likely the forte of kings. Thus we may propose that the collection of
wisdom teaching was done by functionaries of the king whom we may describe as scribes, though
other scholars sometimes use the word sage. The scribes are learned men (likely all men) who
specialized in writing—a rare talent in ancient times—who gathered and consolidated the learning
and the lore of the realm.

If we ask about the motivation and interest of such scribal activity, we may perhaps suggest three
possible motivations that resulted in the collections. First, if we assume that these scribes had in their
number genuine intellectuals driven by a profound curiosity about the world, we may imagine that
there was an intrinsic interest in such collections, much as scholars in the contemporary world carry
on research for the sake of research, for the love of learning, and the joy of amassing fresh data.
Second and more obviously, we may imagine such scribes to be on the payroll in order to enhance
the king and to add to the prestige of the regime. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries the several
universities in Germany were sponsored by princes who delighted in their prestigious scholars and
who took great pride in new learning. Given the international scope of such wisdom activity, it is
entirely plausible that Israelite kings, when their energies were not drained off in war, put energy and
resources into the wisdom enterprise as a way of self-aggrandizement.

Third, it is likely that such collection, consolidation, and organization also had practical
functions. It was necessary for the royal enterprise to inculcate its own members into a manner and
style befitting high office. For that reason, the scribes may have been managers of the socialization
process whereby persons are nurtured in the arts of governance, in the management of resources, in
the honoring of protocols that maintain privilege, in all those social arts appropriate to class. It is not
at all clear that there were schools sponsored by the throne. If there were, the purpose of such
schools would be socialization into the virtues of power and the scribes would be the teachers. If
there were not such formal arrangements as schools, it is reasonable to assume such nurture and
socialization on an informal basis. In any case, we may anticipate that the scribes, as the learned
attendants of the king, exercised great influence.

That influence was further enhanced by the destruction of public institutions in Jerusalem in 587.
When the king was deposed, the leadership gap required others to act in the place of the king. Among
those who did so were scribes. Indeed, it may be suggested that by the fifth century, Judean society
had become largely a scribal society. In parallel fashion, with the destruction of the temple, it
appears that some liturgic functions were transformed into instructional functions, so that the scribes
specialized in Torah instruction.

This scribal development in the public life of Judah placed a great value on scribal activity and
upon the wisdom materials in which they specialized. For that reason, it is plausible to conclude, as
much scholarship has done, that the actual work of the collection and the development of collections
of proverbs into the book of Proverbs is a late, post-exilic achievement, perhaps as late as the fourth
century. Such a dating, however, reflects only the culmination of a long process. It is likely that
wisdom material, as a mode of interpretation and as a practice of theology, reaches back into family
lore but culminates in the completed canonical book. Over all that time, Israel participated in the
international interpretive act of wisdom, without appealing to Israel's distinctive theological
categories. In Israel as in other wisdom communities, life in Yahweh's world is due cause for
celebration. But such celebration is marked by attentiveness of a quite pragmatic kind, paying



attention to the requirements of wisdom and the witness of "wise behavior."
Wisdom reflection, an alternative mode of theology in the Old Testament, tends to develop in two

distinct directions that we will term pragmatic and doxological, both of which issue in proposals for
theodicy.

The pragmatic development of wisdom reflection is to offer a model of ethical behavior that
produces good for the community (and for the individual as a member of the community) because
conduct resonates with the givens, gifts, and limits set by the Creator. Characteristically, Israel's
wisdom is practical and not theoretical. We may cite two psalms (which could as easily be chapters
in the book of Proverbs) that are clearly wisdom models. Both psalms, as it happens, are acrostic.
That is, the first line begins with A ('aleph), the second with B (beth), and so on, suggesting
symmetry, coherence, and completeness.

In Ps 37, the speaker "wanders through the alphabet" to teach behavior that will produce well-
being, tranquillity, and prosperity. The listener is enjoined to eschew worry and envy (v. 1), anger (v.
8), violence and exploitation of the poor (v. 14), debt (v. 21), and oppression (v. 35). Positively the
listener is urged to trust and delight in Yahweh (vv. 3-4), meekness (v. 11), blamelessness (v. 18),
generosity (vv. 21, 26), justice (v. 28), righteousness (vv. 28-29), and just speech (v. 30). The
consequence of a just, wise, righteous life is prosperity in the land (vv. 9, 11, 22, 29, 34), that is, a
stable, prosperous, comfortable life in a settled community of well-being. The psalm witnesses both
to the prudential concern of wisdom, that is, how to succeed, and to a deep sense of the ethical
requirements of community that must be taken seriously because they are rooted in the purposes of
Yahweh. What emerges is the model of a contributing member of the community who cares about the
neighborhood in generous, active, intentional ways. It is the enhancement of the neighborhood that
is the substance of righteousness and wisdom, which bring stability and prosperity. Conversely it is
selfish, unthinking exploitation, and enhancement of self that constitute foolishness and wickedness,
which bring misery and disorder to one and all.

The same model of contributing humanness is urged in the wisdom teaching of Ps 112. The
responsible member of the community, the one sketched out here, is one who fears Yahweh (see Prov
1:7) and obeys the commandments (v. 1), who acts in ways gracious, merciful, and righteous (v. 4),
practices generosity and justice (v. 5), and cares actively about the poor (v. 9). Such persons are
richly blessed. They become influential, wealthy landowners (vv. 2-3), live in confidence and well-
being without fear or anxiety (vv. 6-8), and are honored in the community (v. 9). As in Ps 37, so here
also they invest generously and intentionally in the community; their effort produces a community of
ordered existence from which they benefit greatly. The work of wisdom is to discern the kinds of
action that will produce positive consequences of well-being. In a quite practical way, this tradition
has concluded that contributing neighborliness, willed by the Creator, produces societal well-being.
Conversely, the wicked neglect the community and therefore inevitably produce a conflictual society
in which none are safe or finally prosperous.

The wisdom teachers do indeed engage in practical ethics. That is the primary work of the book
of Proverbs. And they believe that one needs no "special revelation" or disclosure from Mt. Sinai to
have adequate guidance. One can see what needs to be seen in the ongoing life of the community if
one is attentive and discerning. But because the wisdom tradition is not merely pragmatic but wants
to discern to the bottom of reality, the reflections of the tradition are not only practical but also seek
to probe into the inscrutability of God's creation. We have termed this intellectual activity
doxological, because the further this "science" of reality ventures, the more it ends in awe, wonder,



and praise of the Creator.
In this regard Prov 8:22-31 may be taken to be the most awesome and venturesome theological

articulation in the wisdom teaching. These verses are commonly regarded as a peculiarly important
theological assertion, and special attention must be paid to them. In these verses it is clear that
wisdom is not simply pragmatic discernment, but wisdom is a principle, a force, and an agent in the
operation of creation. Here "wisdom" speaks as a dramatic voice, most probably a feminine voice.

The feminine figure of Wisdom is important in the book of Proverbs itself, and exceedingly
important in contemporary interpretation. Because Wisdom as a feminine figure is said to be most
intimately allied with God the Creator, the image has provided grounds for a feminist hermeneutic
concerning a feminist dimension of God.

In a more critical vein, two important interpretations have been made of "the wise woman" and
the counterpoint of "the woman of folly." Claudia Camp has explored the way in which the woman of
folly —the strange woman—is perceived as a threat in Israel and so is condemned and excluded. The
woman of foolishness becomes a metaphor for Israelite life that departs from the good order of the
normative community of Torah. Conversely, the wise woman becomes a cipher for the maintenance of
what is normative, a notion that is both theological and pragmatic. Thus the two women function as
signals for social power and the management of social interpretation.

Christine Yoder alternatively has focused on the prudent woman in Prov 31:10-31 and has shown
that the matter of concern for this woman is an economic one. The wise woman is one who manages
public affairs well and so assures that her male partner can be comfortably sustained in a good
economic situation. Yoder moves from 31:10-31 to the "wise woman" in Prov 1–9 to show how this
concern for a good life makes a connection between wisdom and economics (Prov 4:7-9; 5:1-14;
7:10-27; 9:13-18).

It is evident in both Camp and Yoder that the image of the wise woman is enmeshed in issues of
social power and does not yield an innocent feminist possibility for interpretation.

In Prov 8:22-31, wisdom asserts that creation is not raw power or the work of a rugged sovereign
God, for along with power, there is sense, coherence, order, and beauty to God's creation. The claim
of this "voice of wisdom" is that wisdom—sensible, life-producing coherence—is intrinsic to
reality. Thus "before the beginning of the earth" (v. 23), before creation, wisdom was allied with the
power of God. Wisdom was there before the depths, before the mountains, before the hills, before the
earth and the fields, before the heavens, before the skies, before the sea (vv. 23-29). Wisdom is
God's first ally, first assistant, first friend, and accomplice in the grand work of creation.

This lyrical statement, which must be left as lyric and not "decoded" into practical explanation,
makes an important assertion about God; God is aesthetically sensitive and intends creation to be a
place of lovely order. It also makes an important statement about the world, that the world is
intrinsically, in its deepest fabric, designed and ordered to produce life. If one has life in created
reality, one cannot escape or move outside this defining character that is both aesthetic and ethical.

This lyrical statement, in the end, turns to ethical import (vv. 32-36). One is happy, prosperous,
and safe if attuned to the wisdom structures of creation, that is, attuned to the fabric of creation (vv.
34-35). To live life against the fabric of creation is to injure self and bring death (v. 36). Thus the
choice of righteous/wicked, wise/foolish, life/death, is not an imposition of demanding duties. It is a
given in the very functioning of reality. And even if one does not like the insistence of wisdom
teachers, one must pay attention because the requirements are elemental and inescapable. One cannot
by wealth, power, or knowledge outflank the requirements that are built in from day one. This is a



lesson powerful people in the ancient world characteristically learned the hard way; and in our own
technically advanced world, it is endlessly seductive to imagine one can move outside these old-
fashioned requirements. This text is a quintessential reminder to the contrary. Public ethics is not a
cranky human proposal. It is an insistence ordained from the outset. It will not yield to or be
overcome by any human inventiveness. This is an ancient insistence, as ancient as creation itself,
always again to be learned. Creation is ordered in uncompromising ways. To imagine that it is play-
dough to be shaped as one wishes is a most destructive foolishness.

The wisdom teachers believe that (a) experience teaches us about reality, (b) reality is ethically
ordered, and (c) ethical order is rooted in the purposes of God. The sum of this teaching is the
articulation of a theodicy, whereby the rewards and punishments of reality are seen as appropriate
and uncompromising consequences of actions taken and choices made. That is, the world has a good
order guaranteed by God, and that order of responsible conduct must be taken seriously. In the end,
the wisdom teachers reject moral relativism, even as they recognize that the precise discernment of
that good order is an elusive and ongoing task. In the end, they teach that the world is a given—given
by God the Creator—with which we must come to terms.

Theodicy as justification of a social system is a tricky matter, because the proponents of theodicy
are never neutral, disinterested voices, but are characteristically those who have a decided view of
the matter based on vested interest. Thus theodicy always runs the risk of becoming ideology, that is,
of stating interest as objective reality. Thus the theodicy of the wisdom teachers tends to be partisan
advocacy. The teachers of wisdom are perhaps established elders in the familial community who
want to maintain equilibrium and privilege. Or in the royal environment they are privileged
intelligentsia who value a social system that maintains and justifies their privilege. Thus theodicy
tends to be a form of social control, urging the young to act in certain ways that sustain the advantages
of the status quo, both for the teacher and for those whom they instruct. Proverbs is characteristically
on the side of the status quo and tends to suggest that the present arrangement of social power and
social privilege coheres with the will of the Creator. Any "boat-rocking" attitude or action that
subverts power arrangements is not only unwelcome but is readily seen as a threat to creation.

Perhaps the most obvious statement of ideology in the guise of innocence is in Ps 37:25-28:
 

I have been young, and now am old,
yet I have not seen the righteous forsaken
or their children begging bread.

They are ever giving liberally and lending,
and their children become a blessing.

Depart from evil, and do good;
so you shall abide forever.

For the LORD loves justice;
he will not forsake his faithful ones.

 
It is asserted that the righteous are liberal and generous and are for that reason given prosperity.
Moreover, those who live this way do good and promote justice and are never left begging.
Conversely, those who do not live righteously will surely be reduced to poverty. Of course there is



truth in this claim; but the statement comes very close to self-congratulation: live like us and become
privileged like us. The statement sounds like a celebration of "our way" in the world, and a defense
of "our system." Notice how ethics is intimately connected to economic advantage.

But of course the wisdom teachers are better than that, and in the end are capable of self-critical
awareness. They know, in their best moments, that theodicy refers to God and is not to be reduced to
any system of consequences. Gerhard von Rad has identified six proverbs in the book of Proverbs
that deabsolutize the system of deeds-consequences that appears in much of Proverbs (16:2, 9; 19:21;
21:2; 20:24; 21:30-31). We may consider as representative only one of these sayings:

 
The human mind plans the way,

but the LORD directs the steps. (Prov 16:9)
 

This proverb, like the other five mentioned, asserts that while human persons may intentionally and
judiciously choose their futures by their "way," in the end there is something inscrutable about the
future that is not automatically produced by our actions but belongs to the elusive ways of God. Thus
it happens, as they know, that one may be a disciplined nonsmoker and get lung cancer; one may be a
caring, responsible, wise parent and have a child who turns out "rotten." The ethical system
advocated here explains a great deal. But not everything. And therefore at its best, the wisdom
tradition is an awed, attentive reflection on God's governance, but it is not in the end an explanation.
Explanation for much can be given, and it is the work of wisdom; but beyond explanation that is
valued lies mystery that is to be treasured. Thus theodicy, like every explanatory theory, tends to be a
mixture of practical observation, vested interest, and inscrutability. The prescriptive teaching of
wisdom is on most days adequate and must be honored. In special times, however, pragmatics must
yield to awe and finally to the relinquishment of control. The makers of Proverbs knew both the value
of pragmatics and its limits, even if they sometimes failed to remember the second point.

 
Protest Against Conventional Settlements

 
We have spent so much time on the book of Proverbs because the theodic settlement voiced in

Proverbs constitutes a baseline for all that we shall say about other Wisdom literature. That is, the
other wisdom books we consider are either trying to come to terms with the theodicy of Proverbs or
are seeking to get free of it.

The theodic settlement of Proverbs had insisted, in an endless recital of close, didactic
observations, that the world works so that deeds have consequences guaranteed by the Creator in the
very fabric of creation. Sowing leads to reaping. Righteousness and wisdom lead to life; wickedness
and foolishness lead to death. And we, say the wisdom teachers, are living examples that it does
work. "We" (either as established elders in the familial community or as privileged intelligentsia in
the royal entourage) have done wisely and righteously and have been privileged. It works. And it
will work for you. Every community, including the community of Yahweh, advocates a theodic
settlement to order the daily affairs of society. The settlement works, moreover, as long as there is a
general consensus affirming that a life of virtue is a recipe for prosperity and acknowledging guilt
and failure in receiving negative consequences. Such a settlement makes communal life viable and
relatively free of conflict.



The only problem is that the rawness and raggedness of lived experience do not uniformly adhere
to theodic explanations. There is something slippery and unprogrammed about lived reality. It
happens, more than rarely, that irresponsible people turn out happy and wealthy, and "good people"
end up in suffering and misery. For a time such incongruities can be justified. But eventually, here and
there, people notice. They challenge the theodic settlement that in any case is in part an ideology
aimed at social control. They may become shrill in their protest and rejection, insisting that the social
system of rewards and punishments is unfair and unacceptable. The social system, it may be loudly
insisted, is not a gift from God but only a human contrivance to protect advantage. When this shrill
awareness is voiced, there arises a theodic crisis that questions the distribution of social power and
social goods.

The book of Proverbs is the elaboration of Israel's principle of theodic settlement. The book of
Job may be regarded as the principal theodic protest in the Old Testament that challenges the serene
justifications of social reality given in the book of Proverbs. And therefore one must be clear about
the book of Proverbs in order to understand the book of Job as a dramatic and intense challenge to
that explanatory literature. "Job" enters into dispute toward God, toward his "friends," and toward
the entire theodic system that had become conventional.

The book of Job is dramatic fiction. That is, it does not purport to be history; it is theater designed
to voice an alternative reality and to invite listening Israel to reimagine its explanation of reality,
which had mostly gone uncriticized. Like all good theater, it is aimed at self-awareness that invites us
to see our lives afresh from a new and different perspective. As dramatic fiction, the playwright
takes two framing liberties. First, the drama is set in "the land of Uz" (1:1). The phrase may refer to a
place in Arabia. What counts for us, however, is the fact that it is "not here," not Israelite. Uz is "no
place," that is, out beyond the known world of Israel. The strategy is to create an alternative scenario
of reality that has no point of contact with the familiar world of Israel. Further, the argument and
formulation of the book of Job have nothing in common with Israel's characteristic expressions of
faith. In this drama, it is intended that Israel should be transported out beyond itself and every
common assumption. It is the work of such drama to hold us for a time suspended from the familiar,
perhaps to be changed by the assault of fresh perception.

Second, the playwright takes the liberty of introducing the odd character "satan" in chapters 1–2
as a mysterious way to frame the ensuing crisis of Job. The figure of satan is scarcely known
elsewhere in the Old Testament (only in 1 Chr 21:1 and Zech 3:1-2), and is not to be taken here with
anything more than dramatic force. That is, the character satan is a dramatic device to pose in a most
poignant tone the way in which lived experience disputes against settled religious conviction. It is
enough to recognize that God or gods have a life of their own, hidden from human awareness and
access, that need not conform to the restrictive theodicy of the book of Proverbs.

Thus the drama of the book of Job is a vigorous, artistic invitation in Israel to rethink in radical
ways the theodic explanations that over time were undoubtedly reduced to moralistic clichés. Over
time Israel had become too familiar with God, too much able to predict and control, so that ethics
was programmed into a series of prepackaged consequences. The massive artistic, intellectual effect
of Job is to undermine such certitudes and to reopen life with God to slippage and wonder and risk.
In the end the truth of God is amazingly large, mysterious, stubborn, and elusive and cannot be
reduced to a safe set of moralisms that are calculating and controlling. The student thus is invited to
reflect upon theodic settlements in Proverbs and theodic crisis in Job as a format from which to
consider the moral certitudes (religious and secular) in our own time and place, and the ways in



which lived reality continually erodes the authority of such absolutisms.
The mounting of the dramatic crisis of Job takes place in chapters 1–2. Job is the key character.

He is said to be "blameless and upright" (1:1, 8; 2:3). He is, as a dramatic figure, a pure product of
the ethical program of the book of Proverbs. Thus compare:

 
Do not be wise in your own eyes;

fear the LORD, and turn away from evil. (Prov 3:7)
 
That man was blameless and upright, one who feared God and turned away from evil. (Job 1:1)
 

Indeed, the same terms, blameless and upright, are used in Ps 37:37 to summarize wisdom ethics:
 
Mark the blameless, and behold the upright,

for there is posterity for the peaceable.
    (See Ps 25:21 for the same terms.)

 
The "blameless and upright" are scheduled for "peace and prosperity." That is how it works. "Job" is
the quintessential candidate for peace and prosperity. And indeed his tale begins so (Job 1:2-5). The
drama begins with a reiteration of conventional theodicy. Job is a living example that it works.

That living example, however, is about to be disrupted. There is another drama under way in
heaven, to which Job has no access (1:6-12; 2:1-7). The dramatic function of this counternarrative is
to assert that there is something "on the loose" in reality about which Job knows nothing, but which is
to undo Job's deserved "peace and prosperity."

Thus the issue of the book of Job is joined: a "happy" life, properly lived, and then an
inexplicable assault on that happy, well-deserved life that is about to discredit all conventional
ethical explanations. Job's wife is a dramatic voice who spots first the failure of the old explanatory
system (2:9). Job, however, is firm in his moral position that is not only flawless but marked by a
tenacious trust in God (1:21; 2:10). He is not only an ethically good man; he is also a theologically
serious man. His confidence is not only in his own virtue (as popularly recognized) but in the
reliability of God.

So the drama is set. The supporting cast consists of satan, an agent who will question
conventional morality; Job's wife, who rejects the old scheme; and, belatedly, Job's friends, who
defend the old system (2:11-13). In truth, however, the drama is a dispute between Job's old ethical
commitments and Job's present lived experience, which simply does not conform to those old
commitments. Wisdom teaching in general is the process of negotiating between old certitudes and
present realities. This book, then, is a quintessential wisdom tract that takes the listener deep inside
the tension that belongs, inescapably, to serious moral reflection. Wisdom teachers are endlessly
preoccupied with making ethical sense out of a lived world that is endlessly underestimated and
recalcitrant.

The long middle body of the drama of Job consists in a dispute between Job and his three friends
that takes the form of three rounds of speeches in which Job and the three friends defend the old
theodicy of Proverbs and critique it (3–27). The three friends, Eliphaz, Bildad, and Zophar, are



agreed in the moral calculus that the righteous prosper and the wicked suffer. Some interpreters
believe it is possible to distinguish between the arguments and positions of the three friends; some
believe, moreover, that it is possible to trace a substantive development in the argument they make
through the three cycles of exchange. These distinctions may perhaps be possible. But for our
introductory purposes, such close differentiations are not necessary or important. What is more to be
noticed is that the three friends adamantly hold to the thesis voiced by wisdom:

 
For whoever finds me finds life

and obtains favor from the LORD;
but those who miss me injure themselves;

all who hate me love death. (Prov 8:35-36)
 

That is, those who live a "wise life" obtain favor (peace and prosperity), and those who "miss and
hate" a "wise life" will suffer. This is the established premise of conventional wisdom by the time of
Job. This is the orthodoxy of the moral, privileged establishment. And who can say it is not true,
because the world is indeed ethically reliable.

But the friends go one step further. They invert the calculus of:
 
righteousness ⇒ prosperity,
 
wickedness ⇒ misery.
 

Now, with reference to Job, it is:
 
misery ⇒ wickedness.
 

Job suffers, so he must have sinned. And because he has sinned, he must repent.
The friends are convinced enough about this theodic equation that they become rather hard-nosed

about it with Job:
 

Eliphaz: Think now, who that was innocent ever perished?
Or where were the upright cut off?

As I have seen, those who plow iniquity
and sow trouble reap the same. (4:7-8)

 
Bildad:   Does God pervert justice?

Or does the Almighty pervert the right?
If your children sinned against him,

he delivered them into the power of their transgression.
If you will seek God



and make supplication to the Almighty,
if you are pure and upright,

surely then he will rouse himself for you
and restore to you your rightful place. (8:3-6)

 
Zophar:  If you direct your heart rightly,

you will stretch out your hands toward him.
If iniquity is in your hand, put it far away,

and do not let wickedness reside in your tents.
Surely then you will lift up your face without blemish;

you will be secure, and will not fear. (11:13-15)
 

The friends assume "the system." Consequently they assume Job's guilt. They must assume Job's guilt
in order to sustain the system and in order to affirm that God is indeed a fair, reliable arbiter. Their
"pastoral care" insists on the truth of the book of Proverbs.

It is important to recognize that Job does not reject the system of Proverbs any more than do his
friends. He only wants the evidence against him. The argument is cast as a trial. He wants evidence.
He wants to know what charges there are. He is prepared to submit, but he will not blindly submit.
His defiance of the friends is a yearning to be answered with moral seriousness:

 
Teach me, and I will be silent;

make me understand how I have gone wrong. (6:24)
 

The artist plumbs the depths of emotional exhaustion. The moral question is about to drive Job crazy.
He does not ever ask for vindication. He asks only for evidence. He is exhausted by relentless moral
assault that seems to lead nowhere:

 
I loathe my life; I would not live forever.

Let me alone, for my days are a breath.
What are human beings, that you make so much of them,

that you set your mind on them,
visit them every morning,

test them every moment?
Will you not look away from me for a while,

let me alone until I swallow my spittle? . . .
Why do you not pardon my transgression

and take away my iniquity?
For now I shall lie in the earth;

you will seek me, but I shall not be. (7:16-21)



 
As the argument progresses, Job gains courage. He realizes that in the end his argument is not with

his friends, who are very little help or very little trouble. It is God whom he must meet, who is his
real adversary. God is absent and silent, so that Job is left without an adversary with whom he can
engage in disputation.

While the friends continue their defense of God, Job's own argument grows more intense and
extreme. We may cite two remarkable utterances of Job.

First, in 9:1-24, Job launches yet another attack upon God, who in absence and silence is said to
be grossly unfair. Job begins with a great doxology celebrating God's massive power (vv. 2-10).
Nobody questions God's power. God is the strongest: "If it is a contest of strength, he is the strong
one!" (9:19a). But the issue for Job is not power; it is justice. And on justice, the key subject of the
wisdom tradition, God is not so hot. Indeed, Job dares to utter, in some of the most remarkable
material in the Bible, that God is unjust:

 
If it is a matter of justice, who can summon him?
Though I am innocent, my own mouth would condemn me;

though I am blameless, he would prove me perverse.
I am blameless; I do not know myself;

I loathe my life.
It is all one; therefore I say,

he destroys both the blameless and the wicked. (9:19b-22)
 

Job goes so far as to say that God is a perverter of justice, a dishonest judge who condemns the
blameless. Or God is an indifferent judge who destroys indiscriminately. And if God is dishonest or
indifferent, then the entire moral fabric of Proverbs is undermined. The way is left open to insist that
if God is unjust and indifferent, then human persons are condemned to a moral anarchy in which there
is no court of appeal.

The verdict of Job, however, is provisional. Job is too much schooled in conventional theology to
leave it at that. So he must continue to insist upon judicial engagement with God. Job wishes for a
mediator between the two of them:

 
There is no umpire between us,

who might lay his hand on us both. (9:33)
 

And eventually, Job insists on a direct confrontation in court:
 
Oh, that I had one to hear me!

(Here is my signature! let the Almighty answer me!)
Oh, that I had the indictment written by my adversary!

Surely I would carry it on my shoulder;



I would bind it on me like a crown;
I would give him an account of all my steps;

like a prince I would approach him. (31:35-37)
 

Most astonishingly, in 19:25-26 Job issues a defiant warning to God:
 
For I know that my Redeemer lives,

and that at the last he will stand upon the earth;
and after my skin has been thus destroyed,

then in my flesh I shall see God.
 

In verses 23-24, Job wants his words permanently recorded as a testimony and challenge against
God, so that later on it will be remembered that it was Job who did not flinch but told the truth. And
now in verse 25, Job pushes the challenge to yet one more extremity. Conventional reading of this
verse, reinforced by Handel's familiar expression in Messiah, takes Job's words to be a final
reliance upon God. An alternative reading (here favored) is that "the redeemer" is not God but an
advocate Job imagines who will take up his cause in court against God. The notion of redeemer used
here is not of a "theological" word. Rather it refers to a member of one's family who will act
vigorously to defend the honor of a kinsperson. Thus Job imagines someone who is connected to him
who will act on his behalf toward God. On this reading, the statement about the redeemer is not an
act of trust in God but a warning that Job will be back with a powerful ally who will more
vigorously struggle against God and so vindicate Job.

This long series of exchanges comes to no settlement. The final word of the friends dismisses
Job's claim and asserts that he is hopeless, his case without merit:

 
If even the moon is not bright

and the stars are not pure in his sight,
how much less a mortal, who is a maggot,

and a human being, who is a worm! (25:5-6)
 

Job's final address to his friends, in turn, is equally uncompromising:
 
Far be it from me to say that you are right;

until I die I will not put away my integrity from me.
I hold fast my righteousness, and will not let it go;

my heart does not reproach me for any of my days. (27:5-6)
 

In his sense of his own self, Job will accept no easy compromise and no conventional cover over his
own innocence and his acute suffering. Job and his friends have laid out the issues but are incapable
of adjudicating the issues between "orthodoxy" and the truth Job knows in his own bones.



The argument is escalated beyond the friends with a transitional chapter, 28. The chapter stands
by itself and is a rumination upon the inscrutability of wisdom. It asks rhetorically, "Where shall
wisdom be found?" (vv. 12, 20). The chapter ponders the amazing technical capacity of humankind to
probe the earth, but concludes that all human investigations are bound to fail. The reason for human
failure is that wisdom is not accessible to human discovery. Because

 
God understands the way to it,

and he knows its place. (v. 23)
 

Only God. This is a staggering assertion among those who seek to voice wisdom, a quick way to
undermine the confidence of Job's friends and the proverbial tradition to which they appeal. The
friends think they know more than they know, because they trust the simple moral judgments of
Proverbs. This poem is a large dismissal of human certitude. Except that in verse 28, after the
exploration of all creation, we are brought back to the simplicity of Proverbs, for this verse seems to
echo Prov 3:7:

 
Truly, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom;

and to depart from evil is understanding. (Job 28:28)
 

Wisdom consists in a life aimed toward Yahweh and responsibly lived.
But this is the very life Job has lived. And for that reason, the dispute is resumed after the

interlude of chapter 28. Only now, it is different. Job no longer addresses his friends, who are not up
to the argument. The dispute has moved beyond their clichéd responses. Now perhaps Job addresses
God. Or perhaps he addresses no one in particular. Perhaps Job now speaks only because he must
speak. His enigmatic suffering coupled with his undiminished faith refuses silence. Job, as a
character in the drama, seems to know that it is precisely utterance that keeps him from being
swallowed up by explanations too shallow.

Chapters 29–31 constitute the moral and rhetorical center of the drama of Job. Chapter 29
portrays "the good old days" when reality worked according to conventional explanations. Job was
moral and honored. Chapter 30 characterizes the "bad present days." Now Job, still innocent
according to his best understanding, is discredited and disregarded, humiliated and dismissed. He is
a living embodiment of the failure of the system of Proverbs. His circumstance has changed
massively. It should not change, because Job himself has been constant. He is the same
wise/righteous, blameless, upright man he always was.

Chapters 29–30, however, are only prelude to chapter 31, the magnificent recital in which Job
states his innocence, an innocence that is proactive for his community, an innocence not anywhere in
the drama exposed as a hoax. So far as we know, he is indeed innocent. Here he makes his case in
detail. The chapter is an important one, because it is the fullest, clearest articulation of ethics in the
entire Old Testament. In this inventory, Job touches every phase of life and asserts his well-lived life.
He has been responsible about sexuality (vv. 1, 9), in his treatment of his workers (vv. 13-14), in his
concern for the poor, widows, and orphans (vv. 16-21), and in economic transactions (vv. 24-25);
magnanimous toward his enemies (vv. 29-31); and generous toward strangers (v. 32)—and even in
his care for the land (vv. 38-40). He has been not only pious but concerned for his community, taking



care to contribute to the neighborhood. He is indeed a practitioner of the model of Ps 112.
His own assertion of innocence, however, is not enough. Because his life is focused in "fear of the

Lord," he must be vindicated by the Lord who has smitten him. But he cannot be vindicated unless he
knows the charges in order to refute them. And so he cries out for information about his case:

 
Oh, that I had one to hear me!

(Here is my signature! let the Almighty answer me!)
Oh, that I had the indictment written by my adversary! (31:35)

 
Job is not humble or deferential. He refuses to crawl or to beg. He wants a hearing, because if he

is heard, he will receive the vindication to which he is entitled by the tradition of Proverbs. Clearly
the argument has moved beyond his friends.

Job is never indicted in the entire drama, never convicted, never shown to be guilty. Indeed, he is
never seriously answered. He could dispute with specific charges. But now he is in an empty
courtroom. God lives in a silent sky. Job's moral claims are not refuted but only disregarded. In this
offering of theater, Israel is imagined outside the safe morality of Proverbs. This is indeed adult
theater. Adults of serious faith are not readily answered. So much of life is moral silence, absence of
explanation, only problematic cases out of which no sense can be made. Notice how inadequate
Proverbs is to a morally serious person and how inadequate the God of Proverbs is to the moral
insistence of Job.

So Job waits. He waits through the bombastic refutation of a fourth friend, Elihu (chaps. 32–37).
And then he waits some more. Israel is accustomed to waiting for an answer from God, for God
cannot be rushed or produced on demand. He waits because he is the lesser party in the exchange for
which he hopes, an exchange that will happen only when God chooses.

And then, finally, God answers (38:1). It is an utterance of awesome power intertwined in the
forceful destructiveness of the whirlwind. But it is an answer. Yahweh characteristically answers the
needy petitions of Israel. And now Yahweh answers the passionate plea of Job. But what an answer
(38:1–41:34)! Job has asserted his own innocence in chapter 31. Yahweh does not dispute the point.
By disregard of the question, the innocence of Job is conceded. But the assertion of Yahweh is that
questions of guilt or innocence are not the defining questions of creation. Thus granted innocence, Job
must still come to terms with God's greatness, which transcends the small moral categories of
Proverbs.

This is the Creator who speaks. It is the Creator who in sovereign power created the earth (38:4-
7), contained the sea (vv. 8-11), governed the light (vv. 12-15) and the deep places of darkness (vv.
25-30), the stars and the clouds (vv. 31-38).

It is the Creator who has wrought the animals—mountain goats, deer, wild asses, wild oxen,
ostriches, horses, hawks (39:1-30). But all of these claims are preliminary. The self-celebration of
Yahweh finally comes down to Behemoth (40:15-24) and Leviathan (41:1-34), creatures awesome in
strength and splendor, so awesome that Yahweh must allow time to admire and dazzle and boast. The
catalog is enough to cause the hearer to break out in praise: How great thou art!

But there has never been a debate about Yahweh's greatness, splendor, or sovereign power in the
drama. Eliphaz has voiced that power in doxology (5:9-16), and Job had conceded as much in 9:4-
12. The crisis is not about God's power. It is about God's justice. What strikes one about God's



massive response to Job is not what is said but what is left unsaid. The most remarkable factor in the
drama of Job is the complete mismatch between Job's demand and Yahweh's response. It is as though
God has had no interest in Job— no interest in justice, no interest in the orthodoxy of Proverbs, no
interest in theodicy. Astonishing: God is not interested in the primal human question that drives the
wisdom tradition, that haunts the human heart, and that has preoccupied Job. All such moral
calculations are here treated as irrelevant and uninteresting. Attention is given only to God's
sovereign power, before which Job is reduced to silence. The question that so engaged Job and his
friends has evaporated.

Thus God in the whirlwind does not seem to respond to Job at all; and yet it is a response. The
answer is incommensurate to Job's protest. But perhaps it is precisely that incommensurability that is
decisive for this theological statement.

Job yields to Yahweh (42:1-6). Job withdraws his argument. But what a yielding and what a
withdrawal! Scholars take 42:6 to be the pivotal point of the entire drama. This final utterance of
Job, however, is deeply enigmatic. It may be a yielding to power without conceding the point of
justice. Or it may be an ironic statement, wherein God misses the irony that the listener is intended to
perceive. Most likely it is a submission of Job as a man of faith to the reality of God, because he now
is able to look beyond his own moral credentials to the words of God. Thus Job does not concede his
claim of innocence, but he retracts his abrasive challenge to God. One cogent translation of the lines
is that of Habel:

 
Therefore I retract
and repent of dust and ashes.
 

The theodic crisis receives no clear or satisfactory resolve, but questions of justice and injustice are
overcome in a vision of the grandeur of God. Some scholars believe, moreover, that the lack of a
good, clear settlement is intentional on the part of the dramatist— because the issue of justice cannot
be settled, and Israel is the people that must live without any settlement. But without a settlement of
the question of justice, Israel is left with a clear vision of the governance of God that is sure and
reliable, a sure context in which such issues of justice can be lived with. The restlessness of Job is
not resolved. But it is contained in an affirmation of massive faith in God.

Now it is time to leave the theater. The book of Job ends in something like a debriefing (42:7-17).
Job is celebrated for speaking "what is right," as though the drama hints that Job's protest is not only
correct, but welcomed by God, who appreciates a serious partner (42:7-8). In the end, God "restored
the fortunes" of Job (42:10). Job receives back and dies "old and full of days" (42:17). We have
come full circle. Job continues to be, as he has been all the way through, "blameless and upright."
The drama seems to end by a return to the book of Proverbs and to the conventional conviction that
good people get "twice as much" as before. It is as though the theodic crisis of Job is finally
enveloped by the ancient theodic settlement of Proverbs. That may be enough, because on most days
Israel lives conventionally in the world of Proverbs.

Except for two things. First, Israel has now been to the theater. Israel thought, as it entered the
theater, that it would witness a neat, satisfying morality play in which both blameless Job and faithful
Yahweh would be vindicated. But this theater is one of surprise if not of absurdity. The play does not
quite work. There is a stupefying mismatch between Job's question and Yahweh's response. It is the



mismatch that keeps thinking, caring people finally in crisis, because the world, even God's world, is
not easily reduced to morality. This theater experience has caused Israel (and us) to look beyond
conventionality into the abyss of life beyond explanatory morality. In the abyss there is the mismatch.
There is Leviathan, monster of chaos, in whom Yahweh takes inordinate pride. And there is the
unsettled "satan," who discomforts Yahweh and doubts Job's faith. In this hour of drama, Israel has
lost its theological innocence. It has thought unthinkable thoughts. It may return to Proverbs, but it
will not return innocently. It will return "for the sake of the children," to keep up appearances, and to
get through the day. But from now on, it will always know that the question of justice has been asked
and has been left unanswered. Perhaps not unanswerable, but as of yet unanswered. Departure from
the theater is in a new sobriety. Israel can never again pretend, can never again imagine the world
through unbothered proverbs.

There is a second "except." Emil Fackenheim2 observes that while Job receives back from the
Lord the same number of children—seven sons and three daughters—they are new children. They are
not the same children. He has lost his children and they are not given back:

 
This fact haunts, or ought to haunt, the religious consciousness of Jews and Christians
alike. To Job sons and daughters are restored; but they are not the same sons and
daughters. Children of Rachel have returned from exile; but they are not the same
children.3

 
Israel leaves the theater, having watched and listened while the lost children of the divine enigma
remain lost—forever. The playwright does not lie or deceive. Losses in the theater are real losses.
One cannot undo what happens there. Israel cannot undo the loss, surely not by repeating proverbs of
assurance.

 
The Enduring Question of Theodicy

 
An interlude:

The student may pause here after sitting through Job and after the undoing of all conventional
moral and theological certitudes. Job requires receptive pondering. This is not simply great literature
by biblical standards. This is great literature by any standards. Here we are in the presence of
greatness, an inexhaustible classic that holds together daring art and unthinkable human hurt.

Ponder especially that this is not only ancient literature dealing with ancient problems evoked by
ancient conviction. The critical issue of theodic settlement and theodic crisis is as urgent today as
the first utterance of Job. Serious biblical faith requires an engagement with the mismatch of God-Job
and a continuing haunting by the issue. It will be important to think through how the question of
theodicy is immediate for us. Consider three lines of reflection:

—The question of theodicy is a daily struggle for many people who live responsible
lives and are surprised by grief and loss—cancer, unemployment, death, betrayal, violence
—and the question of satan comes back: Is faith "for nothing" or is it prudential?

—The question of theodicy now haunts the West. The theodic settlement we have
accepted for a long time is that the imperial West is "entitled" to the benefits of colonialism,



colonialism now sustained by the economic structures and systems that "manage the debt"
against "the underdeveloped." Or more closely that same justified privilege has guaranteed a
theodicy of white advantage and male privilege, and now the shrill Joban voice of those
long shut out of the Proverbs theodicy tends to undo all the privilege on which many have
counted for so long.

—The question of theodicy haunts us with the barbarism of the twentieth century, with
the regimes of Stalin and Hitler, the devastations of Hiroshima and Vietnam in which U.S.
folk are implicated, the dramatic suffering of Biafra and Burundi, and finally—for
theological thought, finally—the Jewish Holocaust in Germany. There is more undeserved
suffering in the world than faith can contain. Job models the requirement that the suffering
must be voiced boldly, even if the response of God is only a feeble, reneging mismatch.

Wisdom theology is not "theology lite." It puts us before questions that more conventional
theologies of the establishment—ecclesial and secular—do not address. And once put there, we may
never fully depart. It is the question that keeps us human. It is the Goduttered answer that gives us
both the adequacy and inadequacy of our usual faith.

 
Hiddenness at the Brink of Futility

 
The third book commonly placed with Proverbs and Job as sapiential is Ecclesiastes. After the

intense theological crisis of Job, the book of Ecclesiastes strikes a mood of resigned ease, in the
awareness that the acute questions of Job are beyond resolution. One may as well return to a more
conventional, less ambitious way of living. The book claims as its author "The son of David" (1:1),
that is, Solomon, but that citation seems only to appeal to the tradition of Solomon as a wise man. It
is not easy to date the book, though it is most plausibly to be located in the Persian period, when
Israel faced a deep challenge to its old assumptions of power and meaning. It perhaps reflects a
social situation when the economy had collapsed and all seemed lost to an erstwhile prosperous
speaker. And if that socioeconomic judgment is too speculative, it seems clear that the book reflects a
context wherein Hellenistic thought is available, and the speaker no longer expects a direct
intervention of God, the expectation so characteristic of more robust Israelite faith. There is rather a
mood of resignation that may reflect the malaise of a Jewish community in a Hellenistic environment
that entertained no thought of possible new work by God.

The form of the book of Ecclesiastes is not unlike that of Proverbs, that is, a collection of wisdom
sayings that comment on life, but with no obvious form or structure. While the form of the book is not
unlike that of Proverbs, the mood and theological horizon are quite contrasted. Whereas Proverbs
affirmed that human choice and human conduct would decisively influence one's own future and the
future of the community, the voice of Ecclesiastes asserts that human conduct is meaningless and is a
matter of indifference in relation to the future, which is blindly governed. Whereas Proverbs affirmed
that God benignly ordered and guaranteed a viable life-world structured as a reliable sequence of
deeds and consequences, Ecclesiastes can just barely affirm the reality of God. Indeed, the God who
governs is remote, hidden, indifferent, and unmoved by human conduct. That is, the world is
governed in inscrutable ways to which human reason has no access.

While the book has no obvious structure or order, we may suggest a series of teachings that
evidence the general perspective of this literature.



1. God's governance is hidden, and there are no differentiations according to human conduct:
 

Yet I perceived that the same fate befalls all of them. Then I said to myself, "What
happens to the fool will happen to me also; why then have I been so very wise?" (2:14b-
15)

 
In my vain life I have seen everything; there are righteous people who perish in their
righteousness, and there are wicked people who prolong their life in their evil-doing.
(7:15; see also 3:14-15, 19-21; 7:16-18; 8:12-13)

 
God's decree about the world is all settled, even though we have no access to it. There is no
interaction, no engagement, no impingement upon the divine will. The rhetoric is not unlike Job 9:22,
cited above:

 
It is all one; therefore I say,

he destroys both the blameless and the wicked.
 

The difference is that Job is in dispute, makes the statement in anger, and is prepared to reprimand
God for the truth of the matter. By contrast, there is no fight left in Ecclesiastes. Everything is beyond
reach though, to be sure, 8:12-13 seems a grudging acknowledgment that he may have overstated
things. God has become profoundly remote and for all practical purposes irrelevant.

2. The inescapable consequence of this conclusion about God is a congruent conclusion about
human possibility. Human possibility is an illusion:

 
Vanity of vanities! All is vanity. (1:2)
 

These most famous lines of the book of Ecclesiastes are explicated in what follows: Everything is
vanity, vapor, nothingness. Indeed, the speaker reviews the probes and efforts already undertaken,
each ending in disillusionment. He has found in turn that: (a) wisdom (even wisdom!) is vanity, "a
chasing after wind" (1:12-18); (b) pleasure is a vanity—he pursued the desires of the heart and found
no happiness (2:1-11); (c) labor is vanity (2:18-23); (d) self-indulgence is no better (2:24-26); and
(e) money is a like emptiness (4:4-8; 5:10). The list is representative and intends to refer to every
human possibility. Everything human persons can do is futile. None of these have ultimate
significance. None of them are ultimately satisfying.

This conclusion, a remarkable one in Judaism, which characteristically believes that human life is
invested with ultimate significance, is taken seriously even by God. Such world-weariness as given
here may reflect either a specific context of disappointment or a general cultural malaise or both. In
any case, Israel in these utterances has arrived completely emptied of passion.

The note of futility about human prospects is reflected in Ps 49, commonly taken to be a wisdom
psalm. The psalm is a reflection upon the futility of wealth, asserting that in the end "you can't take it
with you":

 



Hear this, all you peoples;
give ear, all inhabitants of the world,

both low and high,
rich and poor together. . . .

Do not be afraid when some become rich,
when the wealth of their houses increases.

For when they die they will carry nothing away;
their wealth will not go down after them. . . .

Mortals cannot abide in their pomp;
they are like the animals that perish. (Ps 49:1-2, 16-17, 20)

 
The tone and the argument are not unlike Eccl 3:18-20.

3. Inside the context of resignation, however, the speaker does not decide upon suicide, which
would seem to be the inescapable conclusion of such wholesale resignation. Rather the speaker urges
making the best of it by investing life with modest joys and penultimate significance. We may identity
three aspects of this penultimate embrace of life. First, in what is perhaps the best-known utterance of
this material, the text offers a reflection upon time and the sense of appropriateness (3:1-8). The
speaker does not, with the psalmist (Ps 31:15), assert that "my times are in your hand." Indeed there
is no reference to God in this reflection, only a sense that different occasions require and permit
different sensibilities. If this saying is in the context of resignation, then it is clear that this is not an
undifferentiated disavowal of life. Some things are more appropriate than others, though we are not
here told why.

Second, the teacher offers a good bit of incidental practical advice, indicating that even in the
context of blind fate, some things matter more than others. Thus he comments upon listening in
preference to speaking (5:1-2), and on the keeping of vows (5:4-6). And as suggested above, 8:12-13
seems to signal a proximate valuing of one life over another.

Third, and most important, given the blindness of fate, one must still "seize the day" for the sake of
well-being and enjoyment:

 
Go, eat your bread with enjoyment, and drink your wine with a merry heart; for God has
long ago approved what you do. Let your garments always be white; do not let oil be
lacking on your head. Enjoy life with the wife whom you love, all the days of your vain
life that are given you under the sun, because that is your portion in life and in your toil at
which you toil under the sun. Whatever your hand finds to do, do with your might; for
there is no work or thought or knowledge or wisdom in Sheol, to which you are going.
(9:7-10)

 
Some parts of the text of Ecclesiastes sound like deep depression. But not here. For a time, the
speaker is able to bracket out what is hidden and problematic and unresponsive, and proceed to live
life in terms of what is given. In its own way, this also is creation theology, for there is the
affirmation and reception of the abundant life given by the Creator. (See also 12:1 with reference to
life with the Creator.)



4. It is commonly noticed that the final ending of the book, likely an editorial addition, is in
contrast to much of the book, nearer to the main accents of Israelite faith:

 
The end of the matter; all has been heard. Fear God, and keep his commandments; for that
is the whole duty of everyone. For God will bring every deed into judgment, including
every secret thing, whether good or evil. (12:13-14)

 
Indeed, the addition may be intended to correct a book that is for the most part "outside the pale."

These final verses sound more like an echo of Proverbs and say nothing about blind fate or
resignation or vanity. In the end, Israel is here admonished, even in its belated material, to keep to the
course of what it knows best. Early on, wisdom had asserted that "the fear of the LORD is the
beginning of knowledge" (Prov 1:7), and now, at the end of the canonical process, the same
admonition is reiterated. For all its heaviness about God as it developed in Job and Ecclesiastes, in
the end the wisdom tradition resists autonomy and insists upon referring life finally to God.

The book of Ecclesiastes is not a primary resource for Old Testament faith. Indeed it may reflect a
time when the remoteness of God from lived reality placed in doubt the large claims made by
conventional faith. The most that is claimed here is modest indeed, primarily a resolve to keep on
living and to take life as best one can, a day at a time. In some situations, however, to keep on
keeping on is no small resolve and may be reckoned, in its modest way, as an act of faithful
resistance to a faith-denying culture.

We may make three observations about the crucial role of the book of Ecclesiastes for biblical
faith.

First, that the book is in the Bible is an important testimony to the candor of Israel's faith. Because
of loud and strident believers who prefer to cite only carefully selected references, one might
conclude that biblical faith is always militant, upbeat, successful, and triumphant. That of course is
not so. Here is a modesty of faith that lives close to depression. It is a measure of the honesty of the
Bible that it does not cover over, deny, or exclude such a reality from the horizon of faith. There are
many seasons in the life of faith, including downtime when God is remote and life is lacking in the
characteristic passions of faith.

Second, Ecclesiastes is perhaps a document of the absurd, suitable for times of absurdity. Indeed
technological modernity, if one notices, can almost eliminate the cadences of faith. In our current
cultural setting we are witnessing much loud, bold, strident faith. But surely part of that boldness is
an appeal against the cold emptiness that is so close at hand in our time. And while we may imagine
a recovery of serious public faith, we are not so immune as not to notice that cold technology, in the
name of scientific progress, may produce a silent world without communication, a lonely world
without community, and an empty world without communion. Those who live in such a silent, lonely,
emptied world may recall with wistfulness a former buoyancy rooted in faith. For many people there
is now only a residue of that erstwhile faith. And when there seems no more access to what is
ultimate, one may have determined recourse to what is penultimate. That is not much. But it is
something, the very something given here in this text.

Third, it is important to recognize that Ecclesiastes, for all of its negativity, is engaged in the
characteristic sapiential process of negotiating between settled truth and new experience. Roland
Murphy4 views the quarrel Ecclesiastes has with older proverbial wisdom as a "Yes, but" approach.



That is, Ecclesiastes knows the old teachings well, but then counters them on the basis of current
experience. The old claims are here much contradicted. But that is the way of wisdom theology.
Ecclesiastes, like Job, will refuse to lie for the sake of old truth, will resist denying current
experience in the protection of old conviction. And in any case, even with its minimalist approach,
Ecclesiastes lives with the horizon of God.

This text is at the very margin of the Old Testament. At the margin, however, it performs an
important theological function. It continually reminds established tradition that everything must be
rethought and reformulated. One may not, in rethinking, end in resignation. But one is also not likely
to end in a naïve buoyancy. Either way, it seems clear that what Ecclesiastes would most value is not
a conclusion in resignation or buoyancy but the very process of rethinking. Faith of the kind the
wisdom teachers practice is never settled but is endlessly rethought, because lived experience finally
is the grist of faith.

 
Lived Experience as the Data of Faith

 
The valuing of experience as the material out of which faith is formed is a pervasive insistence of

the wisdom teachers. The experience to be valued is human experience that causes the wisdom
teachers to operate on a large human horizon of international reflection, with very little privilege
given to Israelite tradition. It is likely that the Bible characteristically gives privilege to its own core
of traditions. And that is necessary to the maintenance of a community that must be able to teach its
young its precise memory.

At the same time, however, the Bible at its best knows that it must guard against producing an
insular community that imagines it has a monopoly on God. One of the most important contributions
of wisdom theology is to keep reminding the "internal traditions" that the world God governs is out
there (among the peoples) as well as in here (with the Israelites). After all, the lived experience of
Israel is not so peculiar. Like everyone else, Israel births, lives, and dies. Like everyone else, Israel
worries about food, pays taxes, fights wars, and makes love. Like everyone else, Israel justifies its
own existence and fends off threatening alternatives. The wisdom traditions are a reminder that
Israel's lived experience is like the lived experience of its neighbors. And as the God of Israel judges
and saves, so that same God, beyond Israel, gives life and presides over death.

There is in the ancient world a tension between faith turned inward and faith turned outward. And
the tension must be preserved. So in our time, there is a deep urging to turn the faith of the church in,
in order to exclude, even as there is a comparable exclusionary habit in our nationalism and in the
history of the West. Such exceptionalism is understandable, but it is also continually undermined by
an awareness that what we prize as peculiar is universally, humanly peculiar. And the wisdom
teachers know that.

At the outset we opined that there was no such thing in the ancient world as "secular wisdom." In
that ancient world, life begins in faith, even if the faith is inchoate and ill articulated. All across the
spectrum of Proverbs, Job, and Ecclesiastes, these teachers began with a God premise. Wisdom
theology is indeed "faith seeking understanding," trying to determine what it is about God's power
and purpose that limits and permits, that authorizes and engages human meaningfulness in day-to-day
interactions. The wisdom teachers want to make this guarantee of meaningfulness available. But they
have a deep respect for what is and will remain hidden (as in Job 28).



It is possible that the same large enterprise of "faith seeking understanding" is what keeps this
literature current. If searching questions are asked that are serious, they are rooted in something like
faith, though I would not insist on "faith" being very precise. Such serious questions are minimally
committed to the significance of lived experience, and the term significance pushes toward the realm
of faith. In the context of wisdom teachers, this deep pulsing of significance seeks always to be
understood, to see how it is, to discern interactions, interactions that will produce well-being or end
in death.

It is not possible to make the wisdom teachers too "churchy," for they are not. But it is important
to recognize that what they did, without any inclination to sectarianism, is still being carried on as a
human enterprise in the modern, secular world. We want to know in order to trust; but we are able to
know precisely because we trust. These ancient teachers knew that, and it did not lead them to easy
confidences. But it did lead them to uncompromising honesty, a truth that is a form of faith. They
resisted easy rejections in the form of self-indulgence. They also resisted easy acceptances in the
form of certitudes. They refused to settle, because they knew that after the lived experience of today,
there would be tomorrow with its own insistent questions and its undertow of affirmation. They
stayed ready.
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CHAPTER TWELVE

NEW LIFE, RENEWED COMMUNITY, NEW CRISES

1–2 Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Remaining Minor Prophets, Isa 56–66, Song of Songs,
Daniel, Ruth, Esther, Selected Psalms

 
Introduction

 

In this final chapter, we return to the history of those who worship Yahweh. The era about which we
will comment is often called the post-exilic period, a phrase that is both useful and problematic. The
phrase is useful because it points to a time in the mid-sixth century when some Yahwists were able to
return from those places to which they had been forcibly removed earlier in the century. However,
the phrase is problematic because the "post-exilic period" has no end. From the time of the
Babylonian exile, there were Jewish communities outside the land. One could say that the post-exilic
period continues down to our own time. Hence, some scholars have found it preferable to speak
about "the Persian period," which commences with the imperium forged by Cyrus and concludes with
the next empire to include Syria-Palestine, that created by Alexander the Great. (That next era may be
called the Greco-Roman period.)

In this chapter, we will, as well, address the ways in which that history affected religious and
theological developments in the literature of those people. We left our review of that history with
mention of Deutero-Isaiah's view of Cyrus of Babylon. This king signaled a radical change in the
ancient Near East. Hitherto, Semitic cultures (Assyria and Babylonia), had ruled Mesopotamia and
exercised imperial influence on Syria-Palestine. Now Persia, a nation to the east of Mesopotamia,
took that imperial mantle. (The contemporary nation of Iran includes much of the ancient heart of the
Persian homeland.) Those Israelites in exile, as symbolized by Deutero-Isaiah, apparently believed
that Cyrus would usher in a new age, enabling them to return to their homeland—a major group had
returned by 520 BCE—and inaugurating a time of peace. In some measure, they were correct. This
"Messiah" (Isa 45:1) is remembered by Israel as having promulgated an edict, authorizing the
rebuilding of the temple in Jerusalem:

 
A record. In the first year of his reign, King Cyrus issued a decree: Concerning the house
of God at Jerusalem, let the house be rebuilt. (Ezra 6:2-3)

 
Thereafter, one faltering, unsuccessful attempt was made to rebuild the temple (Ezra 1:5–2:70). Then,
under the leadership of Zerubbabel, the temple was finally rebuilt—supported by funds supplied
from the regional Persian treasury. The dedication occurred in 515 BCE, the date that inaugurates
what many call the second temple period.

To understand the second temple and its significance, one must refer to the first temple. That



structure, conceived by David and built by Solomon, was an imperial expression of the united
monarchy and, subsequently, the nation of Judah. It was physically joined to the royal residence and
could be understood as a royal chapel with the king as the high priest. The first temple testified
architecturally that God was present in Israel's midst.

With the destruction of that temple and with the theological work of Ezekiel on behalf of a people
who worshiped Yahweh in Babylon, it would have been impossible to think about the second temple
in the same way as had been the case with the first temple. To be sure, the second temple period saw
the renaissance of sacrificial worship in Jerusalem. To that extent one could talk about a restoration.
However, the old political order of monarchy had expired. There was to be no restoration of
kingship (hints like Hag 2:20-23 to the contrary). So, the temple no longer symbolized a nation-state
or the Davidic dynasty as it had in the past. As a result, it is no accident that new ways of talking
about the temple, as a house of prayer (Isa 56:7), begin to emerge.

Those Yahwists who lived in Judah (also called Yehud during this period) experienced a political
existence in which they had provincial status in the Persian Empire. There were governors, such as
Nehemiah, but they hardly bore the glory of the former Davidic kings. As a result, the promise of a
king to sit on the throne forever (e.g., Ps 72) is cast into the future. What should be happening in the
present works itself out in a time when a messiah ("anointed one") will appear as a part of a truly
glorious manifestation of a new Jerusalem (Dan 9:25).

Messiah is, of course, a powerful and complex term. It refers, literally, to someone who has been
anointed with oil. We know that kings in Israel were anointed, as were priests. We have already
noted that a Persian king, Cyrus, was viewed as God's anointed (Isa 45:1). Texts from the Greco-
Roman period attest diverse Jewish expectations for a messiah. Some literature (Psalms of Solomon)
talks about one messiah whereas the texts from ancient Qumran attest an expectation of two messiahs,
one royal and another priestly. Such ambiguity about a messiah is consistent with the various models
for political organization that we will note later in this chapter. The reader of this volume will
recognize that ambiguity about messianic claims continues. Christians confess that Jesus was and is
the Messiah, whereas Jews continue to expect the appearance of the messiah.

During the Persian period, the promises associated with David were understood in different
ways. One tantalizing text suggests that the lyric prophet of the exile thought all Israel would stand as
the beneficiary of God's promise:

 
I will make with you [plural] an everlasting covenant,

my steadfast, sure love for David. (Isa 55:3)
 

Though we are not clear about what that transfer of the promise from David to the people might
mean, the people as such become a prominent theological issue—and problem, particularly regarding
the issue of who constitutes that group.

During the monarchic period, God's people were assumed to be those who lived within the
territory of Israel, or more specifically Israel and Judah. And before the inception of monarchy, the
people were understood to be those with whom God had covenanted—at Sinai and then with their
descendants. Who composes God's people when Yahwists live in diverse settings creates a problem.
The Old Testament literature indicates that those living early in the second temple period were
acutely aware of this issue. Moreover, this literature includes more than one answer to the question



"Who are the true Israelites?" The issue really involves a question of historical experience. Some
Israelites had been taken into exile, others had remained in the land. Which of these experiences was
to be normative?

 

 
We should note that such questions and their multiple answers reflect the vigor of Judaism as it

emerged in the Persian period. Jews lived in diverse areas, including Egypt, Syria-Palestine, and
Mesopotamia. They preserved the testimonies of their forebears and yet confronted conditions
different from those described in that literature. As a result, it would be fundamentally inappropriate
to think about Judaism as some sort of monolithic entity. There were multiple voices.



One should probably speak of a majority and a minority opinion, thereby suggesting that the
theological issue of religious identity was at one and the same time a political one. The majority
opinion is represented in the books of Ezra, Haggai, and Zechariah. These books attest to the
prominent role played by those who returned from exile. The reconstruction of the temple is
attributed primarily to the work of two political leaders, Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel, both of whom
came back to Judah from Babylon. Zechariah makes clear that major fund-raising efforts targeted
donors either in Babylon or who had just returned (Zech 6:9-15).

However, the key phrase is "the congregation of the exiles" (e.g., Ezra 10:8). The books of Ezra
and Nehemiah make clear that the leadership of the community in Yehud was undertaken by those
who had returned from Babylon. Only those who could trace their genealogy to that experience were
understood to be part of "the congregation of the exiles." Only those who had endured removal from
the land could be enfranchised within the "ancestral houses" (Neh 7:70). In sum, the true Israel, from
this perspective, was the group that lived in Mesopotamian exile. Ezekiel, who participated in that
exile, rather than Jeremiah, who was forcibly taken to Egypt, or any of those who remained in the
land (it is difficult to name any of that group) symbolize the origins of "the congregation of the
exiles." The experience of the Babylonian exile became theologically and politically normative.
According to this perspective, to be part of God's people involved having lived through the exilic
experience. Such was the majority report.

We have only hints from others. There are no texts that give explicit voice to those who remained
in the land. That should not surprise us because it was the politically powerful and religiously
influential people who went to Babylon. Those who remained—possibly known as "the people of the
land" (e.g., Hag 2:4)—were not part of that elite. The book of Lamentations does seem to reflect the
plight of the destroyed Zion. Zion, which is another name for Jerusalem, is personified in this poetry
and even speaks:

 
Is it nothing to you, all you who pass by?

Look and see
if there is any sorrow like my sorrow,

which was brought upon me,
which the LORD inflicted

on the day of his fierce anger. (Lam 1:12)
 

Moreover, this book also describes the fate of those who were left alive after the temple had been
destroyed.

 
The elders of daughter Zion

sit on the ground in silence;
they have thrown dust on their heads

and put on sackcloth;
the young girls of Jerusalem

have bowed their heads to the ground. (Lam 2:10)
 



Even more marginal than those who remained in the land were those who had not been part of the
Yahwistic community at all—foreigners. At certain times in Israelite life, there had been positive
concern for the so-called resident alien, as seen in Lev 19:34; Deut 10:18. Such concern was less
pronounced in the exilic and post-exilic periods. Hence, Isa 56 presents what is truly a remarkable
alternative answer to the question of who belongs to God's people. The author, who probably lived
soon after the temple was rebuilt, addressed explicitly the situation of "foreigners" and "eunuchs,"
two classes of people who had not been permitted a full role in Israelite worship:

 
And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD,

to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD,
and to be his servants,

all who keep the sabbath, and do not profane it,
and hold fast my covenant—

these I will bring to my holy mountain,
and make them joyful in my house of prayer;

their burnt offerings and their sacrifices
will be accepted on my altar;

for my house shall be called a house of prayer
for all peoples. (Isa 56:6-7)

 
Obviously, the doors to the temple are open wider here than they were according to Ezra and
Nehemiah. Similar sentiments surface in Zech 14:16. What we see working itself out here is one way
of understanding the promise to Abraham according to Gen 12:3: "In you all the families of the earth
shall be blessed."

 
Visions of the Future

 
Israelites differed among themselves about what kind of community they should rebuild in the

land. The Hebrew Bible presents evidence of diverse ways in which Yahwists envisioned their
future. Haggai, Ezek 40–48, and Zech 1–8 present the most concrete options. But they were not the
first to anticipate a future beyond destruction. Jeremiah's language about a new covenant (Jer 31:31),
Ezekiel's anticipation of a new heart and spirit (Ezek 36:26), and Deutero-Isaiah's poetry about new
things (Isa 43:18-19) demonstrate that Israelites were contemplating the future soon after the demise
of Judah as a nation. However, the hard thinking about what it would mean for the people of Yahweh
to live in radically changed circumstances came later.

The theological issue was nothing more or less than how Israel must organize itself, particularly
in political and religious terms, in order to be Israel. The issue was particularly complicated since
Israel had understood the previous polity—monarchy—as given by God. Must Israel remain a
political entity, if only a subprovince of the Persian Empire? Must the civil authority be a Yahwist?
What role should priests have in a new polity? What import did the promises for an everlasting
covenant with David as king offer in such circumstances? What was the relationship of those



Yahwists living outside the land to those who resided in or around Jerusalem? All these questions
were at one and the same time political and religious, since in earlier moments answers to such
questions were offered with theological authority.

We will look briefly at the "theoretical" answers before turning our attention to what actually
transpired. The restoration vision of Ezekiel offers the first alternative. Ezekiel 40–48 presents a
dense but provocative description of life after the temple has been rebuilt. The vision is dated to 573
BCE. In it the prophet envisions a rebuilt temple as well as God's return to it. The vision also offers
a description of the land and of priestly responsibilities and prerogatives. There is no place for a
king, only for a prince or leader. As a result, this vision puts pride of place on the temple and its
personnel. Ezekiel's restoration vision represents a judgment that Israel should be a hierocracy, a
nation ruled by priests.

The other two concrete proposals are linked with the rebuilding of the temple; but they are more
than a vision of its reconstruction. In fact, Haggai is as much a political strategist as he is an advocate
for the rebuilding of the temple. For Haggai, the reconstruction of the temple is integral to life in the
land. But Haggai also seems to believe in the importance of the restoration of the Davidic monarchy
(Hag 2:20-23). He speaks to Zerubbabel, a member of the Davidic house, with language redolent of
royal prerogative, for example, making Zerubbabel like a signet ring that David would wear (Hag
2:23). Haggai seems to think that for Israel to be Israel, they must have not only a temple but also a
king of the Davidic line.

Zechariah's visions offer a third option, somewhere between the hierocracy of Ezekiel and the
restored monarchy of Haggai. In an admittedly complex combination of vision and oracle (Zech 4),
the prophet sees a golden lampstand with an olive tree on each side. Verse 14 identifies these two
trees as "the two anointed ones," whom most commentators identify with Zerubbabel, the governor,
and Joshua, the high priest. Zechariah apparently is advocating a dyarchic model of leadership in
which responsibilities are shared by a political and a religious leader.

All three of these models—a temple community with a prince (Ezek 40–48), a reborn monarchy
(Haggai), and a dyarchy of high priest and king (Zechariah)—are presented with the authority of a
prophet. This theologically authorized diversity is indicative of the conflicted situation that Yahwists
in the land were confronting near the end of the sixth century BCE. Ensuing decades saw none of
these options develop in pure form. The challenging conditions of life as a subprovince of the
Persian Empire required accommodation. In addition, the power exerted by one element of Israel—
those who had returned from exile—influenced significantly all subsequent political developments.

 
Realities of the Present

 
Near the end of the sixth century BCE, there was a small community of Yahwists in Jerusalem.

That community and its descendants were responsible for a consequential portion of the OT,
including Chronicles, Ezra, Nehemiah, Jonah, Isa 56–66, Joel, Zech 9–14, and Malachi at a
minimum.

Israel, or Yehud, was now a subprovince of the Persian Empire. But it was not the only place that
Yahwists lived. Heretofore, those who worshiped Yahweh had lived in the land of Israel. Yahwism
had been a state religion, with the king as its high priest. With the defeat of Judah in the early part of
the sixth century, Yahwism was transformed due to the various places in which Yahwists lived—



Mesopotamia, Egypt, Israel, even Crete. Aramaic documents dating to this era attest the existence of
a community of Jewish mercenaries living at Elephantine, on the upper Nile. They worshiped not
only Yahweh, but also Anath, a female consort. Moreover, the Septuagint, the Greek translation of the
Hebrew Bible produced in Alexandria ca. 300 BCE, reflects a different ordering of the biblical
books as well as different forms of several biblical books, most prominently Jeremiah. So, this
dispersal of Yahwists allowed for the development of various forms of their religion.

In the midst of such pluralism there was, however, a countervailing force, one generated by
concern for the core identity of Yahwism, which is related directly to the question we have just
addressed: Who belongs to the people of God? Must they live in the land of Judah? Must they
worship only Yahweh alone? Must they be born into that religion or could they convert to it? Were
alternate religious calendars permissible? These and other questions were of such moment that, as
they were addressed and answers were formulated, a new form of Yahwism emerged that allowed
for worship in diverse geographical and social settings but insisted on a worship of Yahweh alone.
Such a development is symbolized by the term Judaism.

 
Ezra and Nehemiah

 
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah offer a jumble of narratives and genealogies that depict the

history of Yahwists, now called Jews (e.g. Neh 1:2), living in Judah in the sixth and fifth centuries.
The early chapters of Ezra recount the rebuilding of the temple as a response to the edicts of Cyrus
and Darius, a series of events we have already discussed. Ezra 7 offers a parallel event, another
royal decree, this time from the Persian emperor Artaxerxes. This document authorizes Ezra to travel
to Jerusalem and to institute a religious and a civil order based on "the [torah] of the God of heaven"
(7:21). Later, Artaxerxes also permits Nehemiah to go to Jerusalem (though no decree is cited) in
order to address security issues in Jerusalem (Neh 2).

There are severe historical problems related to the precise times that Ezra and Nehemiah were
active. The date for Nehemiah's activity (Neh 2:1) is fairly certain: the twentieth year of Artaxerxes I
is 445 BCE. The date when Ezra's work commenced is less clear. Ezra 7:7 refers to that date as the
seventh year of king Artaxerxes. If the king was Artaxerxes I, the year was 458 BCE; if it was
Artaxerxes II, the year was 398 BCE. The former date would place Ezra before Nehemiah; the latter
date would place him after Nehemiah.

Even without resolving these chronological issues, it is possible to focus on central features of
their activities, and in so doing to achieve clarity about critical issues facing Jews during the late
sixth and fifth centuries. Preeminent was the matter of religious identity. If Yahwists no longer
identified themselves by dint of national affiliation to the monarchic territorial state of Israel, Ezra
personified a claim that to be a Jew involved adherence to Torah, which was present in the
Pentateuch (so Neh 8:1). (The Pentateuch itself later came to be known as the Torah.) The norms and
stipulations contained therein would, if lived out, create a religious community unlike any other. Of
particular importance during this period, Torah-based living could occur anywhere (though to be sure
temple ritual could be practiced only in Jerusalem). So, consistent with sentiments already appearing
in Ezekiel, veneration of Yahweh was possible beyond the borders of the promised land. In fact, the
very end of the Pentateuchal Torah describes an Israel outside the land, strongly suggesting that this
"law" provided for religious activity anywhere Yahwists happened to live.

The literature associated with Ezra depicts him as highlighting one issue as of singular importance



for a communal life based on Torah:
 

The people of Israel, the priests, and the Levites have not separated themselves from the
peoples of the lands. . . . They have taken some of their daughters as wives for themselves
and for their sons. (Ezra 9:1-2)

 
Intermarriage, that is, marrying beyond certain stipulated lineages, was deemed to be a violation of
Torah in and of itself, since it would lead to the mixing of "the holy seed . . . with the peoples of the
lands" (Ezra 9:2). One should compare Deut 7:3-4, which prohibits marrying the inhabitants of the
land since it would lead to veneration of gods other than Yahweh. Ezra, however, is less concerned
with idolatry than he is with identity.

Nehemiah came to Jerusalem because he had heard about the plight of the city—it was now a
"shamed" (Neh 1:3) place, a city without honor. When he arrived, he determined that the walls and
gates needed to be rebuilt, explicitly to deal with the "disgrace" (Neh 2:17) of Jerusalem's condition.
The issue was not so much one of defense against potential enemies but involved the need to address
the matter of honor for God and God's people, secured through these highly symbolic walls. Once
rebuilt, the walls resulted in shame for Israel's neighbors: "So the wall was finished. . . . And when
all our enemies heard of it, all the nations around us were afraid and fell greatly in their own esteem"
(Neh 6:15-16). When God's people rebuilt the walls, they created honor for the city and for
themselves. Moreover, when the walls and gates were rebuilt, the city could be sealed off. Nehemiah
13 presents a picture in which foreigners were expelled from Jerusalem prior to the beginning of the
sabbath and were kept outside until the sabbath ended (vv. 19-22). In so doing, Nehemiah created a
way in which the sabbath could be kept as holy, since violations of the sabbath were associated with
those who did not belong to the Jewish lineage.

 



 
Ezra, with his focus on intermarriage, and Nehemiah, with his concern for the rebuilding of walls,

are both concerned with boundaries, ways in which the identity of Jews could be maintained. Crucial
issues of identity (ethnicity) and status (honor and shame) were being addressed in these areas—
family, community, and city structure. Such concern for establishing boundaries, putting in limits, may
sound strange to modern ears, which are accustomed to hearing about the virtues of openness and
inclusivity. And yet, with the earlier territorial boundaries gone, those Yahwists living in Yehud and
elsewhere in the Persian Empire needed some identifiable way to stand in the great religious
traditions of their forebears and to avoid religious and cultural assimilation.

The activities of Ezra and Nehemiah, along with what Ezra–Nehemiah tells us about the internal
organization of the Jewish community, reflect a polity that might be described as a theocracy, a rule
by God through the Deity's priests, but one that included a "populist" component. Decisions about key



issues, such as intermarriage, are made or endorsed by an assembly. And there were various types of
assemblies. On occasion, we are told about an assembly in which the entire community gathered
(Neh 8:1). On other occasions, we are told about representative assemblies (Ezra 10:14), even with
reports about votes on particular issues (10:15). Such behavior offers a quite different model for
political activity than we have seen elsewhere in the OT. The people of Yahweh found it necessary to
adopt various forms of political organization (chiefdom, monarchy, theocracy) at different points in
their lives.

We should point to two other dynamics evident in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah. The first
involves the prominence of community as such.1 To be sure there are two leaders, Ezra and
Nehemiah, but they are far less heroic than earlier judges and monarchs. Instead, they develop ways
to help the Jews help themselves. Nehemiah does not build the walls, the people do. Ezra does not
execute orders about foreign marriages, the people do. Second, the piety of prayer is prominent in the
books. Ezra 7 and Nehemiah 1 and 9 offer examples of petitions to the God of heaven. These prose
prayers stand outside the poetic petitionary discourse of the Psalms. The vocabulary often seems to
derive from the Pentateuch, and the form is much less crisp than that of many psalms. One senses that
new worship contexts, perhaps the household or an early form of the synagogue—in exile or in the
land—were producing a new form of prayer, with its roots in the canonical Torah.

In sum, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah provide powerful testimony to the reconfiguration of
religious traditions taking place in the early Persian period. The theological task was nothing less
than whether Yahwism as a religion would survive the demise of the Yahwistic nation-state. The
work of Ezra and Nehemiah attests to the means by which the move from Yahwism to Judaism
occurred, with the pivotal pieces involving Torah piety and a closed lineage.

 
Chronicles

 
The literature leading up to Ezra and Nehemiah, Chronicles, is often viewed as a poor second to

the books of Samuel and Kings. Spicy stories, such as the one involving David and Bathsheba, are
present in Samuel but not in Chronicles. Such omissions in Chronicles might be viewed as pietistic
censorship. However, we do well to remember that Chronicles was a history designed to meet the
needs and concerns of the time in which it was written, which is true of virtually all good history
writing. The Deuteronomistic History was composed, soon after 587 BCE, in considerable measure
to explain how it was that the people to whom God had granted a promised land could be defeated
and removed from that land. In contrast, the Chronicler's history focuses on the authorization of the
temple. In this history, both David and Solomon are depicted as responsible for the planning of the
temple and its maintenance. And the status of the temple was a key issue in the Chronicler's time.
Monarchy was a thing of the past when Chronicles was composed, but the temple, especially for
those in the land, was the focal point for religious and communal life. Hence, the Chronicler
organizes his history around the importance of the temple for Yahwistic life. On a fairly mundane
level such a concern works itself out on behalf of the Levites, who have a much more prominent role
in Chronicles than they do in Samuel and Kings. These priests had tasks that included overseeing
admission to the temple and performing in the temple choir. The temple and its priests, not changes in
dynasty or battle reports, are the bellwether for the Chronicler.

On an even larger plain, the Chronicler shares a theological conviction with Ezekiel. Both authors
were concerned to help Israelites understand that each generation stood afresh before its God. There



were new possibilities before them, even as they lived in exile or in a backwater of the Persian
Empire. The Chronicler's theology focuses on the ways in which God acts with regard to individuals
or an individual in one generation and less on the effects of sin over many generations. The
Chronicler conveys this theological perspective through his rehearsal of Israelite history.

It is instructive to compare and contrast the portrayal of Manasseh's reign in Kings and
Chronicles. According to 2 Kgs 21, Manasseh acted in so impious a manner that his behavior served
as the reason for the destruction of Israel in 587, some fifty-five years after his death, which was not
a violent one. The Chronicler (2 Chr 33) presents a much different picture. Although Manasseh "did
what was evil in the sight of the LORD" (2 Chr 33:2), he later "entreated the favor of the LORD . . .
the God of his ancestors" (33:12). In no way is the future destruction of Jerusalem imputed to him.
For the Chronicler, the key moment in Manasseh's life is his repentance, of which there is no mention
in Kings. And, for the Chronicler, the destruction of Jerusalem is attributed not to someone who lived
long before that event but to the circumstances of that period. For Kings, Manasseh is a distant cause
of exile; for Chronicles, Manasseh is an example of repentance.

So, not only were the realities of the Persian period markedly different from those of the exilic
and monarchic eras, but Ezra– Nehemiah and Chronicles—the "source material" for this period—
offer a different theological vantage point than does the Deuteronomistic History or much of pre-
exilic prophetic literature. The motif of repentance—a turning away from evil and a turning to God—
looms large in the second temple period.

 
Psalms

 
Although it is terribly difficult to date individual psalms, most probably derive from the period of

the monarchy, as is suggested by all the references to the king. However, we know that some psalms
were composed in exile, for instance, "By the rivers of Babylon—there we sat down" (Ps 137).
Moreover, some no doubt derive from the second temple period. For example, Pss 12, 37, and 49
appear to reflect specific concerns from the time of Nehemiah.2 Moreover, Ps 151, so numbered in a
Greek manuscript, reflects the tradition of psalmic composition as it continued into the Greco-Roman
period. (Psalm 151 is printed in the Apocrypha section of many study Bibles. It is part of the canon
of the Eastern Orthodox Church.)

The magisterial center of the Old Testament, the Psalter, also reached its final form in the second
temple period. Although the principles that lie behind that process of formation are only partially
understood, the very fact that it is now configured into five books (1–41; 42–72; 73–89; 90–106;
107–150) surely reflects an attempt to have it mirror the structure of the Torah, a literary entity
composed of five books. This arrangement of psalms betrays an interest in having diverse sections of
the canon speak with confirming voices, a Pentateuch of five parts that resonates with a Psalter of
five parts.

Another element of the Psalter provides further evidence of canonical integration. The first two
psalms function as a prologue to the Psalter. That they work as a pair is suggested by the "Happy are .
. ." sentences that enclose them, 1:1 and 2:11. The absence of a superscription for the second psalm
points in a similar direction. Psalm 1 paints two contrasting pictures—the ways of the wicked and
the righteous. The righteous person is securely rooted in "the [torah] of the LORD" (Ps 1:2). Such
persons "meditate" continually on God's Torah. Torah piety has here the flavor of Wisdom literature:



the righteous person not only acts out Torah but studies it as well. And since the psalms are structured
in five books like Torah, we have the sense that psalms, too, have become the object of devout
reflection. Such a sense is corroborated by the end of the second psalm, with its admonition to
foreign kings, "Be wise" (2:10). In sum, in the second temple period, the Psalter is becoming a
manifold theological resource, not only for worship but also for theological study and reflection.
During this period, these words spoken by humans become—almost in dialectical fashion—words
addressed back to humans.

Still, the psalms probably bore primary theological importance as individual poems—whether by
one worshiper or by the entire community. We offer the following perspectives about the ways in
which individual psalms provided a theological resource for Yahwistic communities. In offering this
vantage point, we build on but move beyond standard form-critical analysis of psalms, which has
identified psalm types such as the lament, thanksgiving, hymn, wisdom hymn, and psalm of trust.

The psalms, when used by individuals, reinforce each other and provide a context in which the
individual can understand both the good and the difficult times of their lives. Let us postulate an
individual who is suffering serious illness. That person could use the resources of individual laments
to give voice to the crisis. In that lament, the person would employ powerful poetic imagery to
describe her or his situation. Psalm 6:6-7 offers a typical example (cf. 22:12-18):

 
I am weary with my moaning;

every night I flood my bed with tears;
I drench my couch with my weeping.

My eyes waste away because of grief;
they grow weak because of all my foes.

 
After asking God for help, the person would routinely offer to pay a vow or sing God's praise when
healing occurred (56:12; 7:17). Hence, the lament not only involved a cry for assistance but a
promise to God.

The psalm of thanksgiving constituted the fulfillment of that statement of promise. In it, the
individual looks back to the past crisis and gives thanks for being delivered from it:

 
O LORD my God, I cried to you for help,

and you have healed me. (Ps 30:2)
 

Then the individual looks around and speaks to the community,
 

Sing praises to the LORD, O you his faithful ones,
and give thanks to his holy name. (Ps 30:4)

 
What began as an expression of thanksgiving for help for a particular problem moves on to more
general praise.

Such general praise is the hallmark of the hymn, which typically commences with the call for the



community to sing God's praises.
 

Make a joyful noise to the LORD, all the earth.
Worship the LORD with gladness;
come into his presence with singing. (100:1-2)

 
The calls for such collective behavior in the hymn are not grounded in a specific event such as we
have described in the thanksgiving. Rather they are based on the nature of God, who has acted in
many ways and times.

 
For the LORD is good;

his steadfast love endures forever,
and his faithfulness to all generations. (100:5)

 
These hymns offer general language about the nature of God more often than does any other kind of
literature in the Old Testament.

With the resource of many hymns, it is possible for the individual to engage not only in praise but
also in reflection about life as seen through the lens of the faith reflected in those psalms. So-called
wisdom psalms offer advice about how to live that sounds very much like that which we read in
Proverbs:

 
The wicked borrow, and do not pay back,

but the righteous are generous and keep giving. (37:21)
 

Or,
 

Better is a little that the righteous person has
than the abundance of many wicked. (37:16)

 
Moreover, such wisdom psalms attest to God's intimate relationship with the righteous,

 
The eyes of the LORD are on the righteous,

and his ears are open to their cry. (34:15)
 

and more generally, as with hymns, speak about the nature of God:
 

The LORD exists forever;
your word is firmly fixed in heaven.

Your faithfulness endures to all generations;



you have established the earth, and it stands fast. (119:89-90)
 
Such reflection and experiences lead to the final type of psalm we will mention, the psalm of trust.

Thanksgivings, hymns, and wisdom psalms, when sung and studied, move the individual to certain
dispositions and attitudes, primary among them the notion that God can be trusted—that the Deity
will be there to respond to the plight of the Israelite and his or her community.

 
In the LORD I take refuge. (11:1)
 

The LORD is my light and my salvation;
whom shall I fear?

The LORD is the stronghold of my life;
of whom shall I be afraid? (27:1)

 
It is just such attitudes of trust that provide the Israelite with the theological resources to deal with
illness, personal attack, and the like. Put another way, the song of trust sets the stage for the psalm of
lament, since it is fitting that the one who believes God will deliver him or her is the one who will
ask God for such deliverance.

In sum, the Psalter functions in many ways as a theological resource for the individual and the
community. The Psalter gives graphic evidence of its ability to provide a theological context for the
full range of human experiences—sorrow to joy, joy to sorrow. Moreover, during the second temple
period, that resource was integrated both with the Pentateuch, in its Torah-like five-book structure
(and cf. 19:7-10), and with the Wisdom literature, when the Psalter is viewed as a resource for
reflection and meditation (so especially Pss 1 and 119).

 
Second Temple Prophetic Literature

 
For many readers of the OT, prophetic literature is associated with the named prophets who lived

during the tenth through sixth centuries, roughly the span represented by Nathan (2 Sam 12) to
Ezekiel. Prophecy did seem to be uniquely relevant to Israel when it was a monarchic state.
Nonetheless, things prophetic continued in the Persian period. As we have seen, Haggai and
Zechariah not only were instrumental in the rebuilding of the temple but also offered programs for the
restoration of Judah. Haggai and Zechariah were, however, among the last of the named prophets; the
Hebrew word Malachi really means "my messenger." In this section devoted to prophetic literature
from the second temple period, we wish to offer two perspectives on the theological interpretation of
this material.

First, the prophetic literature deriving from earlier prophetic figures was being interpreted in a
new context. Israel perceived those words to have significance for ensuing generations. The
identification of such reinterpretations is often a matter of scholarly debate. Nonetheless, it seems
clear that many of the prophetic books have been edited and updated. We will note this process at
work in Hosea, Amos, and Isaiah.

The books of Hosea and Amos offer some fairly clear examples. One indication that a text dates



to a later period is the presence of the phrase "on that day," a phrase that is often used to introduce
later material into earlier prophetic literature. In Hos 2:21-23, it introduces a brief poem, which
recalls the names of the children identified in Hos 1 ("Jezreel," "Lo-ruhamah," and "Lo-ammi").
These three names were originally understood to involve a message of judgment. However, at the end
of Hos 2, the negative significance is revised, so that pity and a restored relationship between God
and people can occur. It is most likely that this redeployment of the children's names transpired after
the destruction foreseen by Hosea. However, the imagery originally provided by Hosea, as well as
theological perspectives present in the book, enabled a later writer to "update" the book to
accommodate a time after destruction.

A similar phenomenon appears in the book of Amos. Amos 9:11 begins with that same phrase, "on
that day." In Amos 9:11-15, the tone of the book shifts decisively—from the visions and oracles of
judgment to reflection about a time after punishment. This oracle presumes a defeated Jerusalem, an
exiled population, and a defunct Davidic dynasty—all of which may be associated with the time after
the defeat of Jerusalem in 587 BCE, almost two and a half centuries after Amos had been active in
Israel. Some later writer, probably during the mid-sixth century BCE, thought it appropriate for the
book of Amos to conclude with this move beyond judgment. Moreover, this section returns to a theme
struck in the first two chapters of Amos, namely, the place of Israel and Judah within the context of
other nations. So, too, the imagery of the theophany with which the book of Amos begins (Amos 1:2)
is reversed. In that first chapter, we read about desiccation on Carmel; at the end of the book, the
poetry speaks of fertility on the mountains, which will "drip sweet wine" (9:13). The literary and
theological imagery of the originating prophet are taken seriously as the book is reconfigured for a
new generation of readers. Both Hosea and Amos were perceived as addressing Israel with new
voices when the time of judgment had passed.

The book of Isaiah provides the most famous example of the way in which a prophet's words can
exercise generative power over the years. Instead of several verses having been added, as was the
case with Amos and Hosea, massive amounts of poetry have been integrated with the earlier words
of Isaiah ben Amoz, who was active in the late eighth century BCE. We have already (chap. 10)
commented on Isa 40–55, so-called Second or Deutero-Isaiah, which is one example of such
updating. However, the book of Isaiah includes another eleven chapters, Isa 56–66, which are
regularly attributed to the period soon after the second temple was completed.

The words of Isaiah ben Amoz offered a vigorous critique of Judah for not trusting in the God
who was worshiped in its capital. Isaiah anticipated a severe response from Yahweh. After the
destruction of that capital, a prophet familiar with those earlier words formulated rhetoric of
promise, encouraging those taken into exile to return home (Isa 40–55). However, after some
Israelites returned and rebuilt the temple, a new epoch commenced. And the book of Isaiah, which
now included chapters 40–55, was reinterpreted again. For example, Isa 57:14 clearly builds on Isa
40:3-4.

Isaiah 56–66 addresses various topics, including the question of who is to be part of the
community, as we have seen earlier in this chapter. As one might expect, a key issue throughout Isa
1–55 receives attention again in these latter chapters: Zion. Zion will be restored and vindicated (Isa
60–62). In these chapters, the secondtemple prophet carried on the Isaianic legacy regarding concern
for Jerusalem. Elsewhere, there are new emphases, which either pick up elements relatively
unimportant in Isa 1–39, such as theological reflection on the temple and worship (Isa 66:1-5), or
develop motifs prominent only in Isa 40–55, such as idolatry (Isa 57).



In sum, during the second temple period, earlier prophetic literature was being recast by a number
of anonymous scribes. For the most part, they used motifs and traditions present in the earlier
literature to address circumstances in the Persian period. Such scribes apparently believed that the
earlier oracles and visions provided theological resources to address generations later than their
original audience. Those who discern words of Amos as relevant to social and economic issues
today stand in a long tradition of those who heard prophetic words speak afresh to their own time. In
that regard, it is interesting to discover Hosea, Amos, and the other "minor" prophets were
remembered in the Greco-Roman period as offering words of hope, which are often found in
additions to the prophet's original sayings:

 
May the bones of the Twelve Prophets

send forth new life from where they lie,
for they comforted the people of Jacob

and delivered them with confident hope. (Sir 49:10)
 
Second, the very notion of prophecy itself—even from a theological perspective—was

undergoing a transformation during the second temple period. The fact that we no longer hear about
named prophets in the Persian period is itself significant. One primary venue for their activity, affairs
of state, had disappeared. Put quite simply, there was no longer a king to address. Though priests
would continue during the Persian and Greco-Roman periods in ways not dissimilar from those of
their monarchic forebears, prophets and prophecy would not continue to model the pre-exilic pattern.

As we have seen, much of the critical and identity-bearing behavior of Yahwists focused on the
temple. And so various forms of things prophetic began to appear in that venue. This process was, in
a way, a natural transition, since prophets regularly were embedded in or had access to centers of
power. Moreover, a number of the earlier prophets had themselves been priests, most notably
Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah. Still, the second temple period saw even more of this junction
between prophecy and the realm of ritual affairs. For example, a group of minor priests, the Levitical
singers, are, according to the book of Chronicles, to be viewed as prophets (1 Chr 25:1; 2 Chr
20:13-17). Also, prophetic elements appear in some psalms, for instance, Ps 81. However, the book
of Joel offers the most compelling evidence of this tendency. (Many scholars think the book of Joel
was written during the Persian period.)

In the book of Joel, we learn about a crisis confronting Israel. It is either a locust plague
described as a war or a war described as a locust plague. In either case, the land was being
devastated. Joel admonishes those in authority—elders, priests—along with the general populace—
farmers, vinedressers—to undertake a full range of lamentation:

 
Sanctify a fast,

call a solemn assembly.
Gather the elders

and all the inhabitants of the land
to the house of the LORD your God,

and cry out to the LORD. (1:14)



 
This summons extends until 2:18, at which point we are told that

 
the LORD became jealous for his land,

and had pity on his people.
 

One may infer that Joel, like Haggai and Zechariah in their advocacy for the reconstruction of the
temple, was a successful prophet. His admonitions apparently paved the way for a successful plea to
God so that the people and land could survive.

 
You shall eat in plenty and be satisfied,

and praise the name of the LORD your God,
who has dealt wondrously with you. (2:26)

 
Joel was not the first prophet to admonish the people to engage in proper behavior regarding

ritual and religious matters. That was heard from the eighth-century prophets as well. That such
should be the entire focus of this book, however, constitutes a turning point in the history of prophecy.
God's direct words to the people were now appearing primarily in the world of ritual affairs.

If Joel's words appear within the ritual world, the book of Malachi (literally, "my messenger")
regularly focuses on that world. The priests suffer severe indictment for dishonoring Yahweh in
manifold ways, for example, offering "polluted food" on the altar (1:7), robbing God (3:8). The very
tone of the book is strident, with the author quoting opponents and then refuting them abruptly. The
book does anticipate that some, "those who revered the LORD" (3:16), will survive the coming
catastrophe (see Mal 3:1-5), though probably with the help of an Elijah figure (4:5). A prophet will
be necessary to enable some Yahwists to survive "the great and terrible day of the LORD." This
tradition about a prophet who will come appears prominently in both Jewish and Christian
expectations related to the appearance of a Messiah (see, e.g., Mark 8:28; 9:12).

Finally, we confront the oddest of prophetic books, Jonah, which poses a challenge to other
prophetic books even as it sits among them. We ask two primary questions: what kind of literature is
this book, and what sort of character is this Jonah? One powerful answer to the former question is
that Jonah should be understood as a narrative parable, a story that throws the reader's world into
turmoil. This book, almost certainly written in the Persian period, challenged the ancient Yahwistic
reader to contemplate the ways in which God might relate to non-Jews. The reader encounters a
world in which Phoenician mariners sacrifice and make vows to Yahweh (1:16) and in which
Ninevites put on sackcloth, fast, and "believe God" (3:5). Moreover, the reader encounters a prophet
who, in spite of his terse oracle (3:4), was stunningly successful. The people of Nineveh repent.
However, this prophet, despite his success, is angry enough to die because this God showed concern
about Nineveh, concern that made Jonah's words appear false. Jonah is a person of great theological
integrity and filled with righteous anger.

All these elements create an ironic version of a prophetic book. Jonah (the name means "dove")
was really a hawk. And the book calls into question theological hawklike sentiments. Such
sentiments had appeared in other prophetic books, like the oracles against the nations in the major



prophets or the book of Nahum, which is "an oracle concerning Nineveh" (Nah 1:1). In so doing, the
book of Jonah conveys the idea of a Deity who responds to the plight of non-Israelite and Israelite
alike. Just as the Deity responded to the Phoenicians and Ninevites, God shows concern for a hesitant
prophet by rescuing him from the seas and by providing him with shade. The book of Jonah appears
to be a cautionary challenge to standard theological formulations (4:2). The book asks Israelites to
reflect on God's concluding question:

 
And should I not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than
a hundred and twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left,
and also many animals? (Jonah 4:11)

 
In sum, the great authority of the prophetic voices was manifesting itself in various ways, even as it
was under attack from Jonah. Older theological traditions were being updated by those who
preserved the words and visions of the earlier prophets. Moreover, intermediaries active in the
Persian period, few though they might be, were related in diverse ways to the world of worship.

 
The Scrolls (Megillot)

 
Just as there are five books of Torah and five books of the Psalter, so, too, there are five books

known as the megillot, or scrolls. This is a heterogeneous collection, two members of which—
Ecclesiastes and Lamentations—we have already discussed. The remaining three books are Song of
Songs, Ruth, and Esther. The alert reader will immediately ask: What do these books have in
common? Lamentations and Song of Songs are composed entirely in poetry. Most of Ecclesiastes is
poetry. Both Esther and Ruth are short stories. The five books derive from vastly different historical
contexts. And, as we shall see, their theological impulses are quite different. However, they share at
least two features: relative brevity and an association with a specific Jewish festival.

Song of Songs—Passover
Ruth—Pentecost
Lamentations—the 9th of Ab (the date on which the temple was destroyed)
Ecclesiastes—Tabernacles/Sukkot
Esther—Purim

In some cases, the connections between text and festival are selfevident. Esther mentions Purim
explicitly (Esth 9:26). However, Ecclesiastes' association with Tabernacles/Sukkot and Song of
Songs' association with Passover is less clear. However, such linkages reflect an interest in
integrating scripture with the religious behavior of the people. This interconnectedness attests that all
life, as attested in these diverse texts, was to be included within the ritual practice and calendar of
ancient Israel.

 
Song of Songs

 
The Song of Songs is even more historicized than its association with Passover suggests. The first

verse reads, "The Song of Songs, which is Solomon's." However, linguistic and other evidence



suggests that these poems were actually composed in the second temple period, though they are
similar to love poetry attested in earlier ancient Near Eastern cultures.

At first reading, the Song appears overtly untheological. There is reference neither to God nor to
the religious traditions of ancient Israel. However, the very presence of such love poetry within the
canon brings this realm of human experience into dialogue with other texts dealing with critical
issues in human life. The language of human love is not particularly prominent in the Old Testament
(cf. Gen 29:18). So the Song plays a special role in giving voice to this universal element.

In fact, several voices appear in the Song. One of the challenges the book presents is determining
who is speaking at any given moment (such multivocality is also at issue in Lamentations). The book
presents three speakers: a man (4:1-7), a woman (2:8-17), and a chorus (6:1). The man and the
woman express their love for each other in various ways. Their speeches often appear in dialogue,
with one following up on the expression of another (e.g., 2:1-2). There is a strong sense of mutuality
—either one can take the lead. Each describes the beauty of the other. The Song is a subtle and
wonderful presentation of human love expressed in a multitude of images (e.g., geography, fauna,
flora) and settings (e.g., garden, city, countryside).

Though it is dangerous to identify one primary theme in a poem, the notion expressed in Song
8:6b-7a does seem to have pride of place.

 
For love is strong as death,

passion fierce as the grave.
Its flashes are flashes of fire,

a raging flame.
Many waters cannot quench love,

neither can floods drown it.
 

The Hebrew text that is translated here as "a raging flame" could be translated "the flame of
Yahweh," which hints at the divine origins for this powerful impulse. In any case, the poet offers
three images— grave, fire, and flood—with which to understand the power of human love.

The canonical context for the Song provides one way in which to understand the language of love
in the OT. That language is used by other authors (e.g., Hos 2; 11:8-9) to describe Yahweh's affection
for Israel. Though there are dangers in such discourse, Israel came to believe that this powerful way
to describe a human relationship was also apt for describing the way in which God related to the
people of Israel (cf. Isa 5:1-7; Hos 2). The rich vocabulary of love complemented the quite different
imagery that the language of covenant/ contract provided.

The Song operates at several levels: as human love poetry, but also as poetry that participates in
the language of divine love, which was also present in the traditions of ancient Israel. For example,
the book of Deuteronomy uses the vocabulary of love to describe God's covenantal relationship with
Israel (Deut 6:5; 10:12-19). As a result, it should not surprise readers to learn that later interpreters
understood the poetry in quite diverse ways. In Jewish traditions, the book was often viewed as
poetry expressing God's relation to the Jewish community, whereas in Christian traditions, the book
was thought to express Christ's love for the church. Nonetheless, in the first instance, the Song offers
primary expressions of a loving human relationship, which can itself stand in dialogue with biblical



stories and prescriptions concerning humans in loving relationships.
 

Ruth
 
The book of Ruth, too, is built out of the stuff of human love and affection, though with a different

diction than that of the Song. The language of love that involves the erotic and desire are prominent in
the Song (dod, 'ahabah). In contrast, another term, hesed, which can be translated as "love" but also
as "loyalty" or "kindness," is more prominent in Ruth. The book makes clear that both God and
humans can be agents of such love. Naomi asks that God act in such a fashion toward her daughters-
in-law (1:8). Similarly, Boaz asks God to deal in love toward Naomi. However, humans can act that
way as well, as Boaz makes clear when he responds to Ruth (3:10) and Ruth demonstrates in her
loyalty to Naomi (1:16-17).

Multiple agendas—theological, social, and political—work themselves out in the narrative. The
following implicit questions lie behind the surface of this remarkable short story: Can a non-Israelite
become part of Yahweh's people? How do women survive in a patrilineal culture? What is the
lineage of David?

The plot focuses on the plight of two women: Ruth and Naomi, both widows, one an Israelite and
one a Moabite, mother-in-law and daughter-in-law. Near the outset of the book, Naomi makes a
declaration about her deep feelings of affection for Ruth:

 
Where you go, I will go;

Where you lodge, I will lodge;
your people shall be my people,

and your God my God. (Ruth 1:16)
 

Here the language about God, unlike that in the Song, is overt. However, it is human action rather
than divine intervention that results in well-being for both Ruth and Naomi. The narrator has
carefully noted that all the primary actors take initiatives within the story. Ruth decides to go out to
the field and glean. Naomi offers Ruth a plan by means of which to attract Boaz. And Boaz takes the
initiative in dealing with a kinsman in order to set the stage for his marriage to Ruth. And yet, such
actions are complemented by apparent chance—as marked, for instance, by the phrase "as it
happened" (Ruth 2:3)—which could also be interpreted as God's providential provision of care for
Ruth and Naomi. It is almost as if the deity is a fourth major character—along with Ruth, Naomi, and
Boaz—whose unspecified actions help move the story along.

By the end of the story, the questions mentioned above receive their answers: a non-Israelite can
become part of Israel through marriage; women can survive by taking initiative, working together,
and utilizing those structures (minimal though they might be) that can provide them with advantage;
and David derives from Moabite as well as Israelite blood. Furthermore, all three human characters
have achieved considerable blessing: Naomi has "a son" (4:17), Ruth has a husband and a son, and
Boaz has a wife and an heir.

 
Esther



 
If the book of Ruth addresses the fate of a foreigner in Israel, Esther addresses the fate of

Israelites in a foreign land, a topic of concern that became increasingly prominent during the second
temple period. Like the stories of Daniel and Joseph, the tale of Esther sets this concern at a foreign
court. And, as in Ruth, women figure as prominent characters in this short story.

The theological dimensions of Esther are not explicit. Although the book serves as an authorizing
story for the Jewish festival of Purim, there is no overt reference to the Jewish God in the story. Jews
are threatened but are understood to have the responsibility for working out their fates. When Haman,
a Persian courtier, manages to have a decree promulgated according to which "all Jews" will be
destroyed, Mordecai contacts Esther, recently become queen, to ask her to intercede with King
Ahasuerus. Esther initially responds that such intercession would endanger her life, whereupon
Mordecai responds:

 
If you keep silence at such a time as this, relief and deliverance will rise for the Jews
from another quarter, but you and your father's family will perish. Who knows? Perhaps
you have come to royal dignity for just such a time as this. (Esth 4:14)

 
Such a judgment resonates with the comments in Ruth, which point to God's providence. The author
of Esther, in effect, puts it this way: "as it happened, Esther was queen of the Persians and the
Medes." However, the book of Esther makes more even explicit than does the book of Ruth the
importance of responding to the potentialities built into such providential positioning. Had Ruth not
continued to glean in the fields, had Esther not interceded with Ahasuerus, the potential for blessing
would have been lost.

These two short stories may be understood as comedies to the extent that, as narratives, they
describe an initial situation, an ensuing problem, and its resolution. There are heroines and heroes
who act to secure their destiny. And, in both cases, those "personal" destinies directly affect the fate
of the people of Yahweh. Similarly, the Song offers a lyrical assessment of human love. Indeed, all
three "books" stand in dialogue with the sober acrostic expression of grief in Lamentations and with
the resigned reflections of Ecclesiastes. All five of the scrolls attest to the potentialities built into
human existence, possibilities known to far more than just those in ancient Israel. If the Song attests
the joys and complexities of human love, Lamentations the devastation of and yet power to address
grief, and Ecclesiastes the wisdom of age, then Ruth and Esther offer stories in which Israelites and
then Jews live, love, and grow wise, particularly within a setting of the extended family.

 
Judaism in the Greco-Roman Period

 
Issues of identity that had been of critical importance for Judaism during the Persian period were

raised again as the cultural force of Hellenism impinged upon Jews, both in diaspora, particularly
Alexandria, and in the homeland. The books of Maccabees, reflecting conditions of the second
century BCE, overtly attest to the struggle between enforced Hellenization and Jews in the land. The
book of Daniel also reflects this crisis. However, the historical references in Daniel are less overt, a
feature that enables the book to address a broader range of issues.

Daniel is made up of two types of literature, short tales in chapters 1–6 and apocalyptic visions in



chapters 7–12. Each form of literature offers a religious perspective on the crisis faced by those who
are challenged to remain loyal to their faith. The short stories, which predate the visions, set a
Jewish hero, Daniel, or other pious characters in situations of cultural conflict. These individuals are
faced with stark choices. Will they adhere to Jewish practice or will they succumb to that which is
foreign? On occasion, the choice is one of life or death. The general tone of the stories is optimistic.
According to Dan 1, for example, adherence to Jewish dietary practice enables Daniel and his
colleagues to flourish at the royal court. However, in another tale (Dan 3), the heroes realize that
their decision not to worship a golden image could cost them their lives.

 

 
If our God whom we serve is able to deliver us from the furnace of blazing fire and out of
your hand, O king, let him deliver us. But if not, be it known to you, O king, that we will
not serve your gods and we will not worship the golden statue that you have set up. (Dan
3:17-18)



 
Such language clearly recognizes the possibility of martyrdom, which is quite another response to the
challenge of being forced to worship other gods than was that offered by the Maccabees, who
engaged in military activity in the first part of the second century BCE.

The visions, which make up the second part of the book, place these stories in a broader, even
cosmic, perspective. Whereas the stories focus on human conflict, the visions, especially Dan 7,
reveal that such conflict is part of larger historical processes (the several beasts represent different
ancient Near Eastern empires). Moreover, conflict occurs in the heavens (vv. 21-25). Finally,
however, justice is served through the actions of the heavenly court. Such concern for theodicy or
divine justice on a cosmic scale fits well with the final chapter of Daniel, according to which after "a
time of anguish. . . . Many of those who sleep in the dust of the earth shall awake, some to everlasting
life, and some to shame and everlasting contempt" (Dan 12:1-2). Heavenly justice could have an
impact upon humans, even after they have died. In this afterlife, some are accorded a favorable status
based on past behavior, others are condemned.

Apocalyptic literature offers a new breadth of theological vision in Judaism. Whereas Job had
been interested in theodicy, the ability to work out that problem in a future life was unavailable to the
author of that book. Now, in the Greco-Roman period, life beyond death becomes part of the
theological conversation.

The adjective apocalyptic can refer to both a specific type of literature and a theological
perspective. First, an apocalypse is a narrative "describing the disclosure of otherwise inaccessible
secrets to a human seer by a heavenly being."3 According to a strict application of this definition,
there are two apocalypses in the Bible, Daniel and Revelation. Fourth Ezra, which appears in the
Apocrypha, and 1 Enoch and 2 Baruch, which are placed in the Pseudepigrapha, also exemplify
apocalyptic literature.

Second, though apocalypses offer considerable diversity, they share some theological
perspectives. They present a cosmic pespective on the entire world. God, though in control, often
stands in conflict with destructive forces, whether human or divine. To this extent, one may speak of a
kind of dualism that also manifests itself in the human realm, as with sons of light versus sons of
darkness. Conflict of these various sorts will culminate in an eschatological cataclysm ("the end,"
Dan 12:1-4), after which a new age will dawn. Many apocalypses anticipate that this momentous end
is imminent. The nature of this coming conflict and its outcome are revealed by a seer to righteous
individuals. Such knowledge is, however, to remain guarded (Dan 12:9), available only to the elect.
In the new age beyond death, those who have suffered will be rewarded, whereas those who have
been oppressors will suffer.

This "apocalyptic imagination," to use a phrase coined by John Collins, has had a powerful
influence up to our own time. It provides a template by means of which people in many periods can
understand what is going on around them. It allows individuals, particularly if they are part of a
group that suffers, or thinks they have been marginalized, to comprehend the source of their plight.
Moreover, they understand that God is in control of their fates and that, ultimately, they will be
victorious. The dualistic elements enable them to distinguish their own situation from that of others,
whom they may perceive as their oppressors, creating an "us/them" mentality.

Important though this apocalyptic literature was, the Greco-Roman period saw the production of
other kinds of Jewish literature. Although many study Bibles include the Apocrypha, which includes



both nonapocalyptic and apocalyptic literature, this apocryphal literature is far less well known than
are the books of the Old Testament as it exists in the canon of Judaism and Protestant Christianity.
However, the Apocrypha remains a key resource for studying Judaism in the late second temple
period, particularly the period after Hellenization swept over the eastern Mediterranean basin.
Various traditions that invigorated the Hebrew Bible, for instance, the Wisdom literature, continued
to generate literature in this new context. Several examples—Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and Job—have
already appeared in the Hebrew Bible. However, two other powerful examples of biblical Wisdom
literature, Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon, appear in the Apocrypha. Moreover, the short story,
exemplified in the Bible by Ruth and Jonah, continues to appear in Tobit and Bel and the Dragon.
These various forms of literature attest well to the theological diversity wrought out of the junction of
Judaism emerging from the Persian period and the forces of Hellenism.

 
Conclusion

 
In this chapter, we have examined diverse literatures from the Persian and Greco-Roman periods.

Diversity really is the hallmark of this era, since it was one in which the Old Testament was being
created and used in varied settings. However, despite such tendencies, the theological beacon of
Torah remained primary. Torah piety was necessary to accommodate the needs of Jews living both in
and outside the land. Yet, the very notion of Torah was a flexible one, since it involved far more than
the Pentateuch.
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TOPICAL INDEX

 
 
 
 
 
Aaron
Abel
Abiathar
Abimelech
Abner
Abraham See also Covenant, between God and Abraham
Absalom
Achan
Adam and Eve See also fall, the
Adonibezek
Adonijah
Agur
Ahab
Ahasuerus
Ahaz
Ahaziah
Ahijah
Alexander the Great
Amalekites
Amaziah
Ammonites
Amnon
Amorites
Amos
Amos edited and revised
Amun-Re
Anat
Anath
Anathoth
anger



divine
animals
in the ark
creation of
in garden of Eden
killing of
laws regarding
purity issues concerning
sin's effects on
Apocrypha
apostasy See also idolatry
Aramaeans
archaeology
ark of the covenant
Artaxerxes
Asa
Asenath
Ashdod
Asherah
Ashkelon
Assyria
destruction of
empire of
as God's instrument
Astarte
Athaliah
Azariah
 
Baal
in confrontation with Yahweh
and destruction of Samaria
signs of
in stories of Elijah and Elisha
worship of in divided kingdoms
Babel
Babylon
as God's enemy
as God's instrument



empire of
exilic community of
Babylonian Exile
Balaam
Balkans
baptism
Barak
Baruch
2 Baruch
Bathsheba
Beersheba
behavior, See also conduct
Behemoth
Bel
Bel and the Dragon
Benjamin
tribe of
Berger, Peter
Bethel
Bildad
Bilhah
blessings
blood
Boaz
book of the annals of the kings of Israel/Judah
Book of the Covenant
Book of the Wars of the Lord
burial
burning bush
 
Cain
Caleb
Calneh
Canaanites
cities of
conquest of
demonization of
gods of



prophets among
religion of
cannibalism
canon
catastrophe, power of
censuses
chaos
forces of
Pharaoh as personification of
raw material as
childbirth
children
Childs, Brevard
1 Chronicles
2 Chronicles
church
circumcision
cities
identity and status issues and
levitical
of refuge
Clines, David
clothing
clouds
Collins, John
community
Christian
covenant
of God' people
identity of
Jewish
of praise
See also society
conduct, also behavior
conflict
family
corveé, See also labor, forced
covenant



between God and Abraham
kings as servants of
as metaphor
Moabite
of peace
rainbow
second
Sinai
Covenant Code
creation
through conflict
days of
and law
mandate
Near Eastern accounts of
theology of
two stories of
wisdom in
criticism
form
historical
literary
redaction
source
crucifixion
Crusades
curses
Cyrus as agent of Yahweh
 
Dagon
Dan
Daniel
Darius
darkness
David
Day of Atonement
Deborah
debt



Decalogue
Deuteronomy
as ending of Pentateuch
and reforms of Hezekiah and Josiah
wilderness traditions of
Diasporanovelle
Dinah
disease, See illness
divorce
Douglas, Mary
doxology
in Genesis
in Job
in Proverbs
in Psalms
in response to exile
in response to the Exodus
in wisdom theology
See also praise
 
earthquake
Easter
Eastern Orthodox Church
Ecclesiastes
Ecclesiasticus
ecology
Eden
Edom
Egypt
exilic communities of
proverbial links to
See also Exodus, the; Pharaoh
Ehud
Ekron
Elephantine
Eli
Eliezer
Elihu



Elijah
encounter with God
struggle with prophets of Baal
symbolism and
Eliphaz
Elisha
symbolism and
Elkanah
El names
Elohim
Elohist (E) source
in Exodus
in Genesis
and Joseph story
Enoch
1 Enoch
Ephraim
Epic of Atrahasis
Esau
Esther
ethics
in daily life
and economic advantage
sexual
social
Ethiopia
ethnic cleansing
Eucharist
evil
historical
in Holocaust
tree of knowledge of good and
evolution
Exodus, book of
composite character of
context of in canon
historical context of
narrative flow or



Exodus, the
dating of
and faith identity
geographic setting of
Ezekiel
tradition of
vision of future
Ezra
4 Ezra
 
Fackenheim
faithfulness of God
human calling of
of Israel
family, laws regarding
famine
feminism
festivals
flood
food
as imagery
laws concerning
need for
purity issues concerning
freedom
of God
struggles of
 
garden of Eden
Gaulle, Charles de
genealogies
Genesis, book of
critical study of
opening chapters of
theological statements in
Gibeonites
Gideon
Gilboa, Mount



Gilgamesh Epic
goat, sin-bearing
God
character of
277-78
continuity of
fear of
fidelity of
freedom of
grace of
greatness of
image of
imagery for
names of
order of activity of
people of
plan of
power of vs. human
407-8
promises of
relationship with
as sole creator
sovereignty of
suffering of
ways of
will of
work of
See also LORD; Yahweh
gods
of clan/family
of ruling classes
See also idolatry
golden calf
Goliath
Gomer
Gorman, Frank
grief
guilt



Gunkel, Hermann
Gunn, David
 
Habakkuk
Habel, Norman
Hagar
Haggai
Haman
Hannah
Hazael
healing
among exiles
miracle of
psalms of praise for
ritual of
heaven
Hellenism
Hephzibah
Hexateuch
Hezekiah
connection of wisdom to
history
Deuteronomistic
of Israel
political
primeval
Hittites
Hivites
Holiness Code
Holocaust
hope
motif of
for the oppressed
produced by exile
prophetic word of
psalms of
Hophni
Horeb



Hosea
book of
Huldah
 
Ichabod
ideology
idolatry
Jeroboam's sin of
Solomon' complicity in
story of
suppression of
See also Baal; gods
Incarnation, the,
incubation
Inquisition, the
Instruction of Amenemope
interpretation
critical
theological
Irenaeus
Isaac
Isaiah
Isaiah, book of
Second/Deutero-
Third/Trito-
Ishbosheth
Ishmael
Ishtar
Islam
Israel
birth story of
bondage of
crisis of
derived from Jacob
division of
holiness of
intercession of Moses for
lived experience of



restoration of
transition to kingship in
See also community; land
 
Jacob
descendants of
encounter of with God
and Esau
genealogy of
and Laban
Jael
Jebusites
Jehoahaz
Jehoash
Jehoiachin
Jehoiakim
Jehoram
Jehoshaphat
Jehu
Jephthah
Jeremiah, book of
on exile
as of priestly lineage
temple sermon of
tradition of
Jeremiah
Jeroboam
Jeroboam II
Jerusalem
Babylonian threat to
as city of David
collection for
destruction of
new name for
rebuilding of
See also temple
Jesse
Jesus



as fulfillment of promise
as God incarnate
as Messiah
miracles of
as Passover lamb
teachings of
Jethro
Jezebel
Jezreel
Joab
Job, book of
theodic protest of
Joel
Jonah
Jonathan
Joseph
Joshua (high priest)
Joshua, book of
historical questions about
theological factors in
three parts of
Josiah
Judah
exile of (see Babylonian exile)
geopolitical world of
"two-stage" history of
Judaism
Judges, book of
historical questions about
pattern of
theological factors in
judges, period of
judgment
correlation of to deeds
divine
through kings
prophetic word of
justice



covenant norm of
of God
in prophetic speech
psalms about
social
and worship
 
kenosis
kerygma
kings
Canaanite
Davidic
of northern and southern kingdoms
period of
as reformers
and wisdom teaching
1 Kings
2 Kings
kingship
laws concerning
theological perspectives on
transition to
Kiriath-jearim
 
Laban
labor
covenantal
forced
Lamech
lament
in creation myths
of God
penitential
in psalms
Lamentations, book of
leadership
accountability of to God
deportation of



See also kings; kingship
Leah
legalism
Lemuel
Levenson
Leviathan
Levites
Leviticus
as continuation of law
festivals and
Holiness Code and
tabernacle and
wilderness tradition in
light
literature
apocalyptic
new approaches to
pattern of distress, deliverance, community in
prophetic
wisdom
LORD
day of
name of
Lord' Supper, See Eucharist
Lot
Luckmann, Thomas
Luther, Martin
 
Maccabees
Magnificat
Malachi
Mamre
Manasseh
manna
marriage
laws concerning
as metaphor
and original sin



practices of
of Solomon
Marx, Karl
Mary
medicine
Megiddo
megillot
Melchizedek
Messiah
408
metaphor
of covenant
of eating
of marriage
military
of sacrificial lamb
of snake
and wisdom
Micah
Micaiah
Mintz, Alan
Miriam
140
Mizpah benediction
Moab
Moltmann, Jürgen
money See also wealth
Mordecai
Moses
death of
as God's agent
intercession of
leadership of
memory of
and mistrust of God
as prophet
saving of as infant
song of



Torah of
word of as law
murder
Murphy
 
Nabopollassar
Nahum
Naomi
Nathan
nations
oracles against
table of
Nebo
Nebuchadnezzar
Nebuzaradan
Negeb
Nehemiah
Neo-Assyrian Empire. See Assyria
Neriah
Noah
Noth, Martin
Numbers, book of
 
Old Testament
canon of
chronology of
continuity of with New
sources of
use of as term
Olson, Dennis
Omri
oppression
consequences of
as historical context
psalm about
by Solomon
orphans
Othniel



 
Palestinians
Passover
and Song of Songs
patriarchy
Paul the Apostle
peasants, revolt of
Peniel
Peninnah
Pentateuch also Torah
Pentecost
and Ruth
Perizzites
Persia
Pharaoh
lack of name of
Moses' confrontation with
oppressive power of
plagues against
Philistines
migration of
Phinehas
plagues
on Israel
on Pharaoh
tradition of seven
pluralism, religious
poetry
about chaos
of lament
about love
in prophetic literature
of resentment
similes in
as testimony
and "war piety,"
politics
geo-



history of
Potiphar
power
economic
of God vs. human
issues of
military
oppressive
praise See also doxology
prayer
of confession
as contribution to future
and healing
Sumerian penitential
Priestly (P) source
in Exodus
and flood story
in Genesis
in Leviticus
post-flood account of
Priestly tradition
priests
446
progeny
prophecy
beginnings of
in second temple period
test of
prophets
classical vs. preclassical
emergence of
succession of
true vs. false
proverbs
authority of
"better" sayings as
distinct collections of
forms of



numbered lists in
social perspective of
and theory of deeds-consequences
Proverbs, book of
dating of
psalms
acrostic
deliverance pattern in
of enthronement
of lamentation
of praise
of second temple period
temple in
of thanksgiving
types of
Psalter
Pseudepigrapha
Puah
Pul. See Tiglath-Pileser
purity
 
Qumran
 
Rachel
Rad
Rahab
rainbow
Rameses III
rape
Rebekah
Rehoboam
relationships
basic need for
family
with God
legal
man-woman
of nations



sexual
sin issues in
social
religions
Rendtorff, Rolf
rest
resurrection
Reuben
Revelation
revenge
righteousness
through believing
covenant norm of
as exemplified by Job
in prophetic speech
psalms about
rituals
cleansing
covenant-making
prophetic words about
sexual
Rubenstein, Richard
Ruth and Pentecost
 
sabbath
sacrifices
sage
Sage
salvation
by God as liberation
Samaria
Samson
Samuel
as Israel's first prophet
kingship and
1 Samuel
2 Samuel
Sarah



satan
Saul
science
scribes
Sea Peoples
Sennacherib
Septuagint
Seraiah
Seth
sexuality
shalom
Shaphan
Shechem
Shem
Shema
Sheshbazzar
Shiloh
Shiphrah
Sidon
sin
churchly reflections about
confession of
consequences of
emergence of
forgiveness of
impurity vs.
in post-flood world
universal understanding of
Sinai, Mount
covenant making at
Elijah at
Israel's arrival and stay at
as Numbers locale
Transjordanian journey from
Sisera
slavery
forced
slaves



snake
socialization
society
breakdown of
classes of
environment of
in Genesis
order of
rejection by
See also community
Sodom and Gomorrah
Solomon
incubation of
influences of
kingship of
palace of
proverbs ascribed to
temple of
wisdom of
wives of
song
of David
of Deborah
of Hannah
of lamentation
of Miriam
of Moses
of thanksgiving
wedding
See also poetry
Song of Songs
Song of the Sea
speech
divine
prophetic
and wisdom literature
stars
stories



diversity of
of family
law interweaved with
as Sage
short
wife-sister
See also narrative
suffering
of God
of God's people
in historical process
testimony of
and theodicy
undeserved
violence learned through
Sukkot
Syro-Ephraimitic crisis
 
tabernacle
as microcosm of creation
planning and building of
sacral purity and
Tamar
Tammuz
taxation
technology
ancient
modern
temple
cleansing of
compromise of
destruction of
as house of prayer
importance of
rebuilding of
Solomon's
temptation
Ten Commandments



Decalogue
Terah
testimony
Tetrateuch
theodicy See also Job
theology
creation
dogmatic
of grace
liberation
royal
of sin
systematic
wisdom
Tiglath-Pileser III
Tirzah
Tobit
Torah
Deuteronomic
Mosaic
obedience to
and piety
See also Pentateuch
tree of the knowledge of good and evil
trust
truth
 
Uriah
Uzziah
 
vegetation
violence
in family of David
in Jacob-Esau story
in Jacob-Laban story
learned through suffering
legitimation of
against noncombatants in war



against Pharaoh
of Pharaoh
in prophets
psalm about
sin and
toward women
and work of God
vows
 
war
demonization of enemy in
religious rhetoric of
waters
of baptism
of chaos
creation of
of flood
in lament psalms
provision of
walls of
wealth
defense of
futility of
and sacrifice and offerings
in Solomon's reign
weapons
Wellhausen, Julius
Westermann, Clausn
widows
wilderness
stories of
struggles in
wind
wisdom
as alternative form of faith
concerns of in Joseph story
ethics of
fear of the Lord as



intellectual activity of
literature
proverbial
of Solomon
as vanity
voice of
Wisdom of Solomon, book of
wives
Wolff
women
creation of
in Esther
Ezekiel's view of
perspective of
proverbs about
in Ruth
See also widows; wives
word of God
work
world
age of
as creation
God's relationship with
post-flood
of today
worship
calendars of
centralization of
Israel's move from slavery to
and justice
and offerings and sacrifices
responsible action in
statutes of
 
Yahweh
in confrontation with Baal
graciousness of
holiness of



as king
and land
loyalty to
mobility of
name of
opponents of
presence of
violence in name of
See also God
Yahwism
Yahwist (J) source
and creation story
in Exodus
and flood story
in Genesis
and Joseph story
in Numbers
 
Zadok
Zarephath
Zechariah
Zedekiah
Zephaniah
Zerubbabel
Zilpah
Zion
Zophar
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