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PREFACE

The

OT’s historical books are at one and the same time inviting and
forbidding. They are inviting because they contain many familiar
characters, such as Samson and Delilah, David and Goliath, David and
Bathsheba, Solomon and his wives, Queen Esther, and many others. They
also are inviting because they contain many delightful and moving stories.
Who does not delight at the miraculous provision of a son to Hannah, the
warm friendship between David and Jonathan, or Elijah’s triumph over the
prophets of Baal? Who is not moved by Ruth’s loyalty to Naomi, David’s
largesse toward Mephibosheth, or Nehemiah’s deep faith?
But these books are also forbidding to many people because they contain
many obscure characters and tangled plots. Who can easily remember the
names of the many judges, let alone follow the details of their lives? Who
can easily trace the intrigues involved in the succession to David’s throne?
Who can remember the names of the kings of Israel and Judah? They also
repel people because they contain many strange and even repulsive events.
Who does not shudder at the complete annihilation of the Canaanites in
Joshua’s day or at the slaughter of the Persians in Esther’s day? Who is not
repulsed at the graphic description of Ehud’s killing of Eglon in Judges 3?
Who does not puzzle about the long day in Joshua 10, the appearance of
Samuel from beyond the grave in 1 Samuel 28, or Mesha’s strange sacrifice
of his son in 2 Kings 3?
The OT’s historical books contain much more than delightful or strange
stories, however. They are an important repository of God’s revelation of
Himself. In the details of the stories, as well as (or perhaps especially) at the
higher levels of groups of stories, we see great themes unfolded—themes
that tell us about God and His love for His people and the world, His
holiness, His worthiness, and His unfolding plans for His people and the
world. In the end, these things are much more important than the fortunes
or foibles of individual characters. These larger themes bring the OT

historical books into a proper focus and into harmony with the other books
of the Bible.
As noted in chapter 1, this book is an invitation to read the OT historical
books. For readers with little experience in reading these historical books,
this book is intended to serve as a guide, elucidating their contents and
messages. It also is intended to teach readers how to read the Bible, paying
attention equally to microscopic details and to macroscopic structures. It is
in the details, as well as in the large-scale sweeps, that we learn about the
messages of the biblical books and, ultimately, about God. Such readers
will probably serve their own interests best by reading the text and ignoring
the footnotes.
This book also is intended to serve readers with some experience in
reading these OT books. Such readers will find familiar themes elucidated
in these pages and familiar historical, critical, and theological questions
addressed. The hope is that new light will be shed on many questions for
them and that the footnotes and bibliographies will serve to point them into
both classic and recent literature, representative of the best of evangelical
and nonevangelical scholarship alike.
We also note in chapter 1 that this book is not intended to serve as a
substitute for reading the biblical books themselves. If readers of this book
believe that it will neatly summarize for them the biblical books so that they
won’t have to read them themselves, then they will be disappointed and will
have cheated themselves. This book pales alongside the grandeur and
importance of the biblical books under consideration. They are the proper
focus of study. The present book merely intends to whet the appetite for,
and to point the way into, the biblical books.
How should someone read this book? First, the reader should have a
Bible at hand. Then I suggest reading the first chapter of this book before
launching into chapters on specific books. Each chapter thereafter is
relatively self-contained, and they may be read in any order, although a
reading from start to finish will yield the most coherent picture of the
biblical books. At first, I would suggest reading the relevant chapter from
this book before reading the biblical book itself, to provide a “map” of
sorts. As readers see what questions and themes are important, and how to
approach a biblical book, they will begin to anticipate these same questions
themselves.
After some practice in reading and asking the right questions is obtained,
I recommend reading the biblical book first, and then the relevant chapter in
this book. There is no substitute for reading the Bible itself. If readers can

become practiced at what kinds of questions to ask while reading a biblical
book, and at what kinds of things to notice, then their reading will be all
that much richer, and they will have the joy of self-discovery rather than
depending on this or any other work to tell them what is in a biblical book.
Since this book does not provide chapter-by-chapter summaries of the
biblical books (except for the book of Ruth), readers will be forced into
reading the biblical texts themselves. I strongly recommend reading each
biblical book in one sitting. Experienced and new readers of the OT alike
constantly find that this opens up the messages of the books in ways that
have never before been done for them. The biblical books are intended to be
read as wholes. Students of the Bible have too often dissected, atomized,
and analyzed biblical narratives until what is left is a dismembered corpse,
not a living organism. When we read these books as coherent wholes, we
will capture much of their vitality and their meaning. We will be able to see
the contours of the forest, as well as the details of the trees.
As we read the OT historical books, we discover their revelation of God
to us. We see the outworkings of His gracious plan of redemption, and we
learn how to live. We cannot do so fully, however, without learning how to
read. This book is an invitation to read the greatest Book ever written. It is
intended to point to that Book and to whet readers’ appetites for it and for
the God revealed in its pages.
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INTRODUCTION
TO HISTORICAL
NARRATIVE

As for the events of King David’s reign, from beginning to end, they are
written in the records of Samuel the seer, the records of Nathan the prophet
and the records of Gad the seer. (1 Chron. 29:29)
The Levites … instructed the people in the Law while the people were
standing there. They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear
and giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being
read. (Neh. 8:7–8)
All Scripture is God-breathed and is useful for teaching, rebuking,
correcting and training in righteousness, so that the man [or woman] of God
may be thoroughly equipped for every good work. (2 Tim. 3:16–17)

A fabulously rich world of discovery awaits the readers of the OT’s historical
narratives. It is here that many of the Bible’s most famous characters reside:
Moses, Joshua, Deborah, Gideon, Samson, Ruth, Samuel, David, Esther. It is
here that many of the Bible’s most famous events are found: the arrival in the
“Promised Land,” the sun standing still, Samson killing the Philistines or David
killing Goliath. It is here that God’s gracious promises to His people are given,
affirmed, and reaffirmed: God’s covenant with Abraham, His promises to David,
His faithfulness to His loyal remnants in Israel.
Readers with historical interests will naturally gravitate to the OT historical
narratives for information about life in ancient Israel and the ancient Near East.
Readers who delight in well-told tales will also enjoy these historical narratives,
since they are richly endowed with complex and appealing literary
characteristics.

This book is an invitation to read the OT historical narratives. It is intended to
kindle an interest in the OT’s historical books for those who have never read
them seriously and to serve as a guide to their contents and messages. It also is
intended to serve as a teacher of a method of reading and studying. As the
contents and messages of the individual books are elucidated in the following
chapters, the hope is that readers with little experience in close and careful
reading of the Bible will learn to pay equal attention to microscopic details and
macroscopic structures. It is in the details, as well as in the large-scale sweeps,
that we learn about the messages of the biblical books and, ultimately, about
God.
This book is most emphatically not intended to serve as a substitute for
reading the historical narrative books themselves. If readers of this book believe
that it will neatly summarize for them the biblical books so that they won’t have
to read for themselves—with a sort of “Masterplots” or “Cliffs Notes” mentality
—they will be disappointed and will have cheated themselves. This book pales
into nothingness alongside the grandeur and importance of the biblical books
under consideration. They are the proper focus of study. The present book
merely intends to whet the appetite for, and point the way into, the biblical
books.
The biblical quotations at the beginning of this chapter point to the importance
of reading, writing, and interpreting. The OT’s historical books came together in
many and various ways, and they stand ready for our serious scrutiny—our
serious reading—as history and literature of the utmost importance. They stand
ready to be read, ultimately, as life-giving and sacred Scriptures.
This chapter introduces the literary and historical genre of “historical
narrative.” It begins at the most general level, considering it as prose, then
moves on to consider it first as history and then as literature.

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE AS PROSE:
CONTRAST WITH POETRY

Definitions
A glance at any page of Psalms or Proverbs, followed by a perusal of almost
any page in any of the historical books, will immediately reveal some
differences in form: most modern English Bibles print Psalms and Proverbs as
poetry, with relatively short, parallel lines whose text leaves wide margins; the
historical books are printed as prose narratives, with full paragraphs whose text
extends from margin to margin.
What is prose? In its broadest sense, it is any expression that is not poetry,
which is defined as having a regular rhythmic pattern.1 Historical narrative is a
type of literature written in prose, not poetry. Not all writings in prose are
historical narrative, but all historical narratives are in prose form.2
Among prose forms the distinctive of historical narrative is that it attempts to
give an account of past events.3 In its broadest sense, historical narrative may
have any number of purposes,4 but in the Bible, it tells its story for the purposes
of edification and instruction (see 2 Tim. 3:16–17).
A more careful perusal of the historical books will reveal that they are not
composed entirely of historical narrative written in prose form. One finds many
other literary types embedded in them, such as poems, lists of various kinds—
genealogies, census lists, materials lists, and so forth—proverbs, songs, and
many others. Yet, the overall structure found in the historical books reveals their
intent to be historical narratives, that is, accounts of past events with the
purpose of edification and instruction.5 A helpful way to begin a study of
historical narrative is to study it as prose in contrast to poetry. This can be done
both in terms of form and of content.

Form

Many formal features help us distinguish between poetry and prose.
Line length. Fundamental to poetry is a constriction of the length of the lines:
they cannot be infinitely long, nor, in most poetry, can the line length vary
radically from line to line. That is the most basic distinction between prose and
poetry. Many theorists speak of the presence or absence of meter, although that
is not as prominent in Hebrew poetry as it is in poetry of other languages.
In Hebrew poetry, the average line length is three to four words, each having
one beat (in a metrical system), consisting of eight to nine syllables. Thus, Psalm
1:1 reads as follows (author’s translation):

Happy (is) the-man who
does-not-walk in-the-counsel of-wicked-ones,
and-in-the-way of-sinners does-not-stand,
and-in-the-seat of-scoffers does-not-sit.
The units connected by the dashes represent one metrical unit in Hebrew (in
most cases, one word); thus, each line after the introductory phrase consists of
three metrical units. The syllable count for these three lines in the MT is 9, 10,
9.6
Contrast this with the following verse from a prose text:
At once the royal secretaries were summoned—on the twenty-third day of
the third month, the month of Sivan. They wrote out all Mordecai’s orders
to the Jews, and to the satraps, governors and nobles of the 127 provinces
stretching from India to Cush. These orders were written in the script of
each province and the language of each people and also to the Jews in their
own script and language. (Est. 8:9)
This verse—the longest in the Bible—is one long, extended sentence in Hebrew,
which has been broken up in the NIV into three English sentences. The
immediate point here is that the length of the sense units are in no way restricted
in this prose passage.
Parallelism of members. A second feature of poetry—one that has long been
considered the defining characteristic of Hebrew poetry—is called “parallelism
of members” (i.e., equivalencies of parallel words, thoughts, or sense units). This
can be seen easily in Psalm 1:1, where the second, third, and fourth lines of the
verse all have a verb of bodily motion (walking, standing, sitting), a

prepositional phrase with “in,” and a word for God’s enemies (wicked ones,
sinners, scoffers). By contrast, the prose passage in Esther 8:9 has nothing like
this.
To be sure, Hebrew prose often is characterized by repetition, such as we see
in Joshua 3:6: “And Joshua said unto the priests, ‘Lift up the ark of the covenant
and pass before the people.’ So they lifted up the ark of the covenant and walked
before the people.”7 However, in such cases—which are legion in the OT
historical books—repetition is not parallelism; it is usually exact repetition of
words, not the parallels of near-synonyms found in poetry. Furthermore, none of
the other features of poetry is found in such prose narrative texts.
Literary devices. A third feature of Hebrew poetry is that it tends to use more
literary devices than does prose. Poetry makes frequent use of such devices as
alphabetic acrostics, alliteration, assonance, onomatopoeia, paranomasia,
chiasms, and more.8
Psalm 1:1 features alliteration/assonance in the first three words: ‘a hrê ha’î
‘ă her. We also see a chiastic arrangement in the parallel elements in the second
through fourth lines:

Again, no such patterns are discernible in the prose text of Esther 8:9. Hebrew
prose does make rich use of literary and rhetorical devices, but they are of
different types, and they are not usually packed as “densely” into prose
narratives as they are into poetic texts.

Content
Selectivity. Because of the constrictions associated with short line lengths,
poets tend to be more highly selective with their words than writers of prose
narratives. A glance at two parallel passages, Exodus 14 and 15, confirms this.
Exodus 14 is the prose account of the Israelites’ coming to and crossing the Red
Sea, whereas Exodus 15 contains a hymnic reflection on the same events.
Exodus 14 goes to some lengths to emphasize the fact that the Israelites crossed
on dry ground (see vv. 16, 21, 22, 29). However, upon close inspection, we find
that dry ground is never once mentioned in the poetic text that tells of this event.
The poem in 15:1–18 is much more selective in its details—it is almost

“impressionistic” in terms of the way it retells the story. The reason for this, of
course, is that the poem is not concerned at all to give a coherent account of how
Israel crossed the Red Sea; the details of the story are only incidental to the
purpose of the poetic text, which is to glorify God for His great deliverance.9
Figurative language. As a generalization, figurative language finds a home
more readily in poetic expression than in prose. Poetry—in any language—is
more often the conveyor of deep emotions, and it breaks more easily into
figurative expression. Compare the following two texts that describe situations
of great distress:
David pleaded with God for the child. He fasted and went into his house
and spent the nights lying on the ground. (2 Sam. 12:16)

Save me, O God,
for the waters have come up to my neck.
I sink in the miry depths,
where there is no foothold.
I have come into deep waters;
the floods engulf me.
Psalm 69:1–2 [MT 2–3]
The prose passage is straightforward, telling of David’s activity of mourning.
The poetic text is emotive and impressionistic, conveying the psalmist’s great
emotion. However, we do not literally imagine the psalmist standing—or worse,
treading water!—in floodwaters up to his neck, pen and parchment in hand,
composing this psalm. Because of the nature of poetry, we instinctively
understand the language in the psalm to be figurative.
The stage. The stage on which events unfold in prose is usually limited to
earthly events on an earthly stage.10 Poetry reaches into the heavenlies more
often. Compare the following two texts:
On that day God subdued Jabin, the Canaanite king, before the Israelites.
And the hand of the Israelites grew stronger and stronger against Jabin, the
Canaanite king, until they destroyed him. (Judg. 4:23–24)

O Lord, when you went out from Seir,
when you marched from the land of Edom,
the earth shook, the heavens poured,
the clouds poured down water.
The mountains quaked before the Lord, the One of Sinai,
before the Lord, the God of Israel….
From the heavens the stars fought,
from their courses they fought against Sisera.
Judges 5:4–5, 20
The prose text is more “prosaic,” i.e., more straightforward, and it tells of the
Israelites’ victory in a matter-of-fact manner. The poetic text reflects upon that
victory and speaks of God’s involvement from the heavenly perspective.
Time frame. Prose narrative is usually written from a past time perspective.
Indeed, as we have noted, that is its nature: it attempts to give an account of the
past for the purposes of instruction. Poetry is not so limited. It ranges from past
to present to future time frames. In the books of the prophets, for example, the
large majority of prophetic texts that tell of God’s future intentions and activities
are written in poetic, not prose, form.

Conclusion
Poetry differs from prose narrative in both form and content.11 That does not
mean that poetry and prose cannot be found together, however. A number of
major poems are found in the historical books: in Judges 5; 1 Samuel 2; 2
Samuel 1; 2 Samuel 22; 2 Samuel 23; 2 Kings 19; and 1 Chronicles 16. Norman
Gottwald has observed that only seven OT books contain no poetry: Leviticus,
Ruth, Ezra, Nehemiah, Esther, Haggai, and Malachi.12 Conversely, only nine OT
books contain no prose: Psalms,13 Proverbs, Song of Songs, Lamentations,
Obadiah, Micah, Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah. Thus, at least twenty-three
OT books combine the two. Actually, one-half to two-thirds of the OT is prose,
but not all prose is historical narrative. (For example, outside the historical
books, we find large bodies of laws that are prose.) Nevertheless, the historical
narrative component of the OT is a large and important part of that portion of
Scripture.

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE AS HISTORY
The term history has at least three general uses in English. First, it can refer to
the “facts,” i.e., the events, the happenings of history. Second, it can refer to the
record or account of the facts. Third, it can refer to the study of the facts or,
more precisely, the study of the accounts of the facts. In the discussion below,
we will consider all three categories, but we will focus primarily on the second
category (the record of the facts), and we will consider how the Bible’s historical
books fit into general discussions of “history” in this sense.

Definitions
Historians have offered many and various definitions of history as they have
reflected upon the historian’s task. Indeed, many do not even attempt a
definition, or do so with only minimal precision or clarity.14 Following are four
representative definitions that define the second meaning of history:
[History is] the science which first investigates and then records, in their
causal relations and development, such past human activities as are (a)
definite in time and space, (b) social in nature, and (c) socially significant.15
[History is] the story of experiences of men living in civilized societies.16
History is the intellectual form in which a civilization renders account to
itself of the past.17
History is the undertaking of rendering an account of a particular,
significant, and coherent sequence of past human events.18
Almost every definition here speaks of history as a societal endeavor—one
that records (mainly or only) those events that are socially significant. In this

sense not every event that ever occurred anywhere belongs in a “history” (even
though they certainly did happen). A “history” records events that are significant
to the author and to the group for or about which he or she is writing.
The fourth definition limits the genre significantly as well, since any account
of the past is not “history” (such as an accounts book or a list). Rather, only that
account is “history” that attempts to impose some coherence on the past. This
limitation, though not expressed in the same way, is assumed in the first three
definitions as well.
An important element in understanding “history” in the sense here is its intent.
Written histories intend to be accurate, true accounts of the past, as well as
coherent ones. As Baruch Halpern states, “Histories purport to be true, or
probable, representations of events and relationships in the past.”19 Meir
Sternberg makes the point even more strongly. In distinguishing between history
and fiction, he argues that the truth claims of the two are different.20 Both indeed
have truth “value,” but only history “claims” to be historically accurate. This
does not mean that, if a single historical error is found in a work, it is then
automatically relegated to “fiction” as a literary category. Many historians are
proven wrong in one or more of their facts, but their works are still “histories.”
Rather, it means that we must treat histories on their own terms, in terms of what
they claim to do, what their intent is.
At the same time, histories are selective: “Historiography cannot—and should
not—be infinitely detailed. All history is at best an abridgement—better or
worse—of an originally fuller reality…. History is always the study of one thing,
or several things, and the exclusion of many others.”21

History as “The Facts”
The first use of “history” refers to the events, the happenings of history. This
is “what people have done and suffered,” i.e., the “historical process”22 or “past
actuality.”23
We should remember several things about such happenings of history. First,
events are always out of reach, except at the moment of occurrence. Our access
to such events is through records or accounts of them. Second, evidence for such
events is always limited, i.e., it is not unlimited. Absence of evidence does not
prove that the event did not happen; it merely means that no record or evidence
of the event is available at hand. Third, such evidence as does exist must be

interpreted in order to understand it.

History as the Record of the Facts
The second use of “history” refers to the writing of history, or
“historiography.”24 This is sometimes called by the Greek term historia, which
has to do with inquiry; its original use simply meant “inquiry, investigation,
research,” but it later came to refer to the record or narration of the results of
such an inquiry.25 Herodotus, who is called “the father of history” by the Roman
statesman Cicero (and modern historians would agree), introduced his own work
by this term: as an “inquiry” (historia).
That history writing is a record or representation of the events, not the events
themselves, can be illustrated by a picture of an apple. Regardless of how
realistically a picture presents the apple, it is not an apple; it cannot be eaten.
Rather, it is a representation of an apple. So it is with historical events and
history writing. What we study are the records of the events. In speaking of this
type of history, we should remember that any record of the past is not “history.”
Checkbooks contain records of the past, but they are not the consciously written,
coherent accounts of past, societally significant events.
We have evidence that several biblical writers wrote with a degree of
historical self-consciousness. In the NT, we see this in the cases of the gospels of
Luke (and the book of Acts) and John. Luke stated that many have undertaken to
draw up an account of the things that have been fulfilled among us, just as they
were handed down to us by those who from the first were eyewitnesses and
servants of the word. Therefore, since I myself have carefully investigated
everything from the beginning, it seemed good to me to write an orderly account
for you, most excellent Theophilus, so that you may know the certainty of the
things you have been taught. (Luke 1:1–4)
John acknowledged that his own record of Jesus’ life was incomplete:
Jesus did many other miraculous signs in the presence of his disciples,
which are not recorded in this book. But these are written that you may
believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God, and that by believing you
may have life in his name. (John 20:30–31)
Jesus did many other things as well. If every one of them were written

down, I suppose that even the whole world would not have room for the
books that would be written. (John 21:25)
In the OT, the numerous references in the books of Kings and Chronicles to
extrabiblical sources used by the authors to compose their works attest to this.
Those were sources to which the public had some sort of access, since the
writers asked a rhetorical question such as, “And the deeds of [king’s name], are
they not written in the Books of the Chronicles of the Kings of Israel?”26 In the
book of Ezra, numerous official letters and decrees are recorded in the language
in which they were written (Aramaic), presumably verbatim.
Much history writing is separated by “a great gulf fixed”27 from the people
about whom it is concerned because of the historical distance between the
historian and the events he writes about. That is certainly true with much of the
OT’s historical materials. The presumption is often that such materials will
necessarily be less accurate than those produced close to the time of the events
they describe. Because of this, many evangelicals have been concerned to
narrow the gap between their estimates of the dates of the events in particular
books and the date of composition of those books.28
However, we should note that historical distance between events and writing
does not, in and of itself, necessitate the conclusion that the writing will be less
than accurate. On the one hand, records or traditions could easily have preserved
earlier events for access in later times. On the other hand, the divine author of
Scripture could have directly revealed to the human authors the necessary
information—otherwise unknown and unrecorded—for certain portions of their
works. Many who affirm Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch have little
problem with the historical distance between Moses and all the events in
Genesis. By the same reasoning, there is no necessary compulsion to argue for
early authorship of the (anonymous) works found in the historical corpus.

MODERN HISTORICAL STUDY
OF BIBLICAL HISTORY

Rationales for Historical Study
Apologia. Strictly speaking, the modern study of biblical history is not a
concern in this book, for it is not a “history” of Israel. Rather, it is an
introduction to the biblical books that record that history. The focus is upon the
books themselves, not upon the history (i.e., the events or happenings) behind
the books. However, we devote a section here to studying the way modern
historians approach biblical history for several reasons:
1. Many books called “histories” of Israel are written today, and we should
be aware of how they do this and what their aims are.
2. The “historicity” of the Bible, as far as it can be ascertained by modern
historians, is an important concern.
3. To some degree, understanding the way modern historians approach their
task can give some insight into the way the biblical writers—especially
writers of the historical narratives—executed their task. The discussions
below attempt to keep separate a consideration of the work of modern
historians and that of the biblical writers.
Modern historical study of the Bible. Many modern scholars consider
themselves “biblical historians,” or historians of Israel’s history. For them, the
events of Israel’s history are indeed their focus. Representative works by
nonevangelical scholars include the following: Martin Noth, The History of
Israel; John Bright, A History of Israel; John Hayes and Maxwell Miller,
Israelite and Judaean History; Miller and Hayes, A History of Israel and Judah;
and Alberto Soggin, A History of Ancient Israel. Evangelical histories include
Leon Wood’s Survey of Israel’s History and Eugene Merrill’s Kingdom of
Priests. All these works, to a greater or lesser degree, use the Bible as one source
among several by which to reconstruct Israel’s history. Some works (such as
Gösta Ahlström’s History of Ancient Palestine) view reconstructing Israel’s

history as only one component of a much larger endeavor—that of
understanding the history of Palestine or the ancient Near East in a
comprehensive way. In none of these is the Bible itself—in the last analysis—
the focus of study; the focus is the events of Israel’s history.
That is an entirely legitimate pursuit for at least two reasons. First, humans
have a natural curiosity to pursue knowledge in all fields, and this is one
legitimate field. The history of Israel is as legitimate a focus of study as the
history of Imperial Rome or Victorian England. Second, since the study of
Israel’s history does indeed bring us much closer to the Scriptures than does the
study of, say, Victorian England, it is legitimate to study Israel’s history in order
to arrive at conclusions concerning the Bible’s reliability. More often than not,
the study of Israel’s history from this perspective points to the reliability of the
Bible’s accounts. Though we must admit that, in many cases, it does not do this,
we must also acknowledge that the historical method does not deal with absolute
certainties, only with probabilities (see below).
Many scholars would add a third reason for the study of Israel’s history:
namely, that it is essential to understanding the Bible itself. That is, without
knowledge of extrabiblical materials that illuminate Israel’s history, we cannot
fully—or, in some cases, at all—understand many texts in Scripture. A certain
modern arrogance sometimes creeps in here, however. It can be seen in
approaches that would claim, for instance, that the writer of Genesis
intentionally wrote his work against the backdrop of such extrabiblical works as
the Gilgamesh Epic (which tells of a great flood, in many ways reminiscent of
Noah’s flood) or the various ancient creation epics. This would suggest that the
secrets to Genesis lay unavailable to students of the Bible for centuries, only to
be revealed in the modern day, when these epics were discovered.
Certainly extrabiblical discoveries have shed light on biblical texts and
concepts. However, it is one thing to say this and another to say that they have
uncovered secrets in the Bible previously unknown. What more properly should
be said is that extrabiblical discoveries may highlight in bolder relief truths,
assumptions, or patterns that already reside in the biblical texts. An example of
this would be the modern discovery that portions of biblical covenants—mainly
in the Pentateuch—resemble the structures of Hittite covenant treaties of the late
second millennium B.C.29 The study of biblical covenants far antedated this
modern discovery, and the relationships described within the biblical covenants
already were known (i.e., covenants between equals, covenants between
overlords and vassals). However, the Hittite discoveries have helped to highlight
aspects of biblical covenants already present in the biblical texts.
These discoveries have also served the purpose of shedding light on matters of

the Bible’s reliability. That the Hittite treaties date to the late second millennium
B.C. and the Pentateuchal covenants resemble them so closely suggests that the
Pentateuch was written during the same time period. It would be one piece of
evidence pointing to—though certainly not by itself proving—Mosaic authorship
of the Pentateuch. However, knowledge of these covenants is not essential to
understanding the meaning of the Pentateuch.

The Importance of Historicity
The modern focus on the events, or happenings, of history is important in the
Bible’s case because the Bible makes numerous claims—explicitly and
implicitly—concerning the factuality of the events it records. At the most
fundamental level, at the central core of Christian beliefs, is the fact that Christ
did indeed die for the sins of humanity and then rose from the grave in a great
victory over death. This forms the ground and basis of our faith. Paul makes that
point forcefully in 1 Corinthians 15 as he discusses the resurrection (see esp. vv.
12–19).
Beyond this, in portions such as the Gospels and the historical books, most of
what is recorded purports to be true.30 That is illustrated by the explicit claims
from Luke and John (noted above), as well as the way in which the authors of
Kings, Chronicles, and Ezra-Nehemiah used their sources. It is also illustrated by
the implicit claims of the historical materials in the Bible: they present
themselves as historical, and they are treated as historical elsewhere in the
Scriptures.
If, in the last analysis, God is the “author” of Scripture, then He who knows
all things would have “written” an accurate record of those things. Thus, what
the Scriptures claim to be true is indeed true.31 We can often discover
information that will confirm to us this reliability through the study of the events
of history. Our trust in the Bible’s reliability can be supported via this type of
study.
The Bible’s message is given, to a large extent, through historical writings,
and not, say, abstract philosophical treatises. It is through historical writings
about historical events that we learn much about God and His purposes for
humans. As noted, the intent of these historical writings is to provide an accurate
account of the history of God’s people, and their message is undermined if their
historical accuracy is compromised. Citing Will Herberg, Walter Kaiser makes
this point well:

Will Herberg says that Biblical faith is also historical, not because it has
history, or deals with historical events (there’s nothing particularly novel in
that), but it is historical in a much more profound sense because it is itself
history. The message that Biblical faith proclaims, the judgments it
pronounces, the salvation it promises, the teaching it communicates; these
are all defined historically and are understood as historical realities. This
does not make it offensive to us, since it helps to humanize it, to bring it
down to our level where we can understand it and where we can (as we say
today) “identify” with it. To de-historicize history or to de-historicize
Biblical faith is like trying to paraphrase poetry. You ruin it. You just take
all that is good and meaningful out of it. It is no longer poetry.32
The questions of whether the Bible accurately records the events of history, on
the one hand, and whether and how God revealed Himself directly through the
events of history, on the other, are two separate questions. We have just argued
that the answer to the first question is that the Bible does indeed accurately
record the events it portrays.
The answer to the second question is that God did reveal Himself directly
through events of history but that this mode of revelation was somewhat limited,
even to those living through or observing these events. The introduction of the
book of Hebrews may provide an insight into this: “In the past God spoke to our
forefathers through the prophets at many times and in various ways, but in these
last days he has spoken to us by his Son” (1:1–2). This seems to suggest that
God’s modes of revelation were not limited only to writings. However, it also
suggests that the prophets and God’s Son were necessary mediators of nonwritten revelatory modes. (The NIV’s rendering [“through the prophets” and “by his
Son”] somewhat obscures the parallels between the revelation via the prophets
and God’s Son, since the prepositions in both cases are the same: en [“by,
through”].)
Many have argued that God’s revelation was primarily through historical
events.33 However, this overstates the case, and it does not properly account for
the need for interpretation of such events (not to mention its deemphasis of the
Bible’s claims to be the Word of God). God’s revelation in historical events may
be compared to His revelation in nature: both communicate something of God,
but both are incomplete without written revelation. When Psalm 19:1 states,
“The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his
hands,” we understand that these natural elements reveal something about God
to us. In an analogous way, historical events also can reveal something about
God. However, in both cases, the revelatory information is limited.

With reference to historical events, we can take an example such as Exodus
19, where the thunder and lightning, as well as the earth’s shaking and the thick
cloud that the people experienced at the foot of Mount Sinai, were clearly a
communication of God’s presence and power. However, these events needed to
be interpreted by Moses to the people in order for them to have any clear
comprehension of this revelation. Or, to take another example, the stopping up
of the waters of the Jordan River in Joshua 3 was also an example of God’s
“speaking” through a historical event. However, it was interpreted by Joshua to
the people so that its meaning was very clear, and they were to interpret it to
their children in years to come (Joshua 4).
The Scriptures that record and interpret the God-directed events are not
merely testimonies to God’s revelatory activities. They themselves are
revelation. When Paul states that “all Scripture is God-breathed” (2 Tim. 3:16),
he uses the words pasa graphe (“all that is written [is God-breathed]”). He is
stating that the written words themselves are God’s revelation, not merely
witnesses to some “true” (or “truer”) revelation in the events of history. This is
contrary to the assertions of many (e.g., G. Ernest Wright), who assert that the
“Word of God” is present in Scripture but that the Scripture itself is not the
“Word.”
We must emphasize here that, even given that God’s workings in history were
revelatory in some limited way, we today only have access to these workings
through the mediation of the written Scriptures.34 This was true even in biblical
times among those who experienced them firsthand: even then, these events
were always interpreted. How much more is this true today. We only know of
most of the events in Scripture through the Scriptures themselves. Even when we
can gain independent knowledge of them, the vehicles of that knowledge are not
“God-breathed”; only the Scriptures that interpret these events are God’s
revelation to us. Thus, the Scriptures themselves are the proper focus of our
study, not the hypothetical recreations of the events behind these Scriptures. The
events themselves were never sufficient—in any time—to communicate God’s
revelation fully, and today they are accessible only through the written
interpretations, the Scriptures.

Modern Historians of Biblical History
and the Problem of Evidence

The fact that modern historians may have very little to work with involves the
problem of evidence.35 As we have noted with reference to the events of biblical
history, the past is always mediated to us.36 We cannot recover or repeat it in the
same way mathematicians can recalculate an equation or scientists can rerun an
experiment. It is mediated to us via the evidence. Often the evidence is spotty,
and there are large gaps in our knowledge of the past.37
In reconstructing Israel’s history (using the Bible along with non-biblical
sources, both written and nonwritten), the evidence must be evaluated. Mute
evidence, recovered via archaeological methods, must be interpreted and
evaluated. So too with written records: they can be so tendentious as to be
useless, or they may even be forgeries. For example, almost no historian uses the
apocryphal Additions to Esther (which were written much later than the events in
Esther and which have different purposes from the canonical book) to
reconstruct history in Esther’s day or employ the Psalms of Joshua (which come
from the late intertestamental period) to reconstruct history in Joshua’s day.
Because of this, the attitude of “inquiry” in reconstructing history is
important.38 A curiosity for sources and facts, and for explicating these, is
essential for a modern historian. The great historians—especially the outstanding
ones in early periods, or in periods when the prevailing mood of their day was
not conducive to such inquiry—are almost universally praised for having had an
insatiable curiosity (e.g., Herodotus and Thucydides among the Greeks, or
Augustine and Eu-sebius among the early Christians), despite whatever flaws
modern historians might otherwise point out in their methods.
In the last analysis, modern historians deal with probabilities, not absolute
certainties. They must of necessity rely on sources and assume that these possess
a certain reliability. Otherwise, they must sift and sort and come to their own
conclusions nevertheless.
This dependence upon probabilities is important, since history cannot be
repeated and even its patterns are not capable of repetition. Indeed, the historian
is interested precisely in unique events, not just repetitive patterns. R. J. Shafer
notes that “both historians and social scientists are interested in regularities,
tendencies, or repetitive elements in social behavior, but the former are also
concerned with the unique event and person for their own sakes, and the latter
are more uniformly dedicated to identifying ‘laws’ of human conduct.”39
Because historians do deal with the unique so often, the extreme skepticism
about the possibility of any historical knowledge that has been found among so
many historians should be tempered somewhat.40 Paul Schubert, a Yale
historian, notes that early in the twentieth century W. Dilthey insisted that,

despite the limitations on knowledge, “one thing is still possible and necessary:
true and adequate understanding of past history.”41

Modern Historians of Biblical History
and the Problem of the Historian
In modern historical study, the problems are not only of historical distance
(chronologically) between events and the writing about them, nor of spotty or
suspect evidence. Another problem is the modern historian him- or herself42
because all history writing is of necessity “perspectival,” even “subjective,” in
the sense that it owes its shape to its author’s activity in selecting and
communicating material. There is the inevitable picking and choosing among
sources of information and a selectivity in what is reported.
That is true even when there is no historical distance between the historian
and the events or people he or she is writing about or when the source material is
abundant. That is certainly true today. Each of the recent presidents of the U.S.
has his own presidential library, with millions of documents. Yet, those who
write about Richard Nixon or Jimmy Carter, for example, are inevitably
selective as to what they will write, and they will inevitably take a certain slant.
Historians in the past two or three centuries have been proud to speak of
history as a “science” (especially in the last century). There are established rules
of evidence, research, documentation, and so on.43 However, all historians are
products of their own time and inclinations, and to pretend otherwise is merely
to deny or hide one’s “biases.” As David Bebbington states, “Value-neutrality is
impossible. The unconscious assumptions of the historian’s own age are
inescapable. The historian himself is part of the historical process, powerfully
influenced by his time and place.”44 This is not necessarily bad, however:
If a historian’s personal attitudes do not necessarily harm his history, it is
equally true that they can enhance it. Great history is commonly a
consequence of a historian’s pursuit of evidence to vindicate his previously
formed beliefs. [Edmund] Gibbon, for instance, wrote his masterpiece,
[History of] The Decline and Fall [of the Roman Empire (1776–88)],
because he conceived himself to be a champion of civilization and
rationalism who could point out that Rome succumbed to “the triumph of
barbarism and religion.” A pure love of scholarship is rare. Deeply held

convictions are needed to drive people to major historical achievements.45
The modern historian should at least attempt to understand the values in the
period under study, not just his or her own values. Ferdinand Lot, a French
historian at the turn of the twentieth century, made a similar point. When one
writes a synthesis of history, Lot stressed that
qualities other than the erudite skills come into play. There must be
sympathy with the subjects under study, for without it there can be no
imaginative insight into the past. Ideally, a historian must display capacities
akin to those of a poet or an artist.
Such a quality was, by and large, lacking in the work of the historians of
the Enlightenment, who had been unable to achieve imaginative insight into
civilizations very different from their own. The greatest shortcoming of
Gibbon was his temperamental inability to appreciate religion.46
The modern writer’s purpose in writing a history, then, is important, and it is
usually inseparable from his or her own background, experience, philosophies,
and so on. The purpose may be reportorial, proclamative, didactic, nationalistic,
hortatory, or polemical. Thus, in evaluating such modern histories of Israel as
were mentioned above (see “Modern Historical Study of Biblical History” under
the subhead “Rationales for Historical Study”), the writers’ purposes and
presuppositions must be evaluated as well. Their inclinations to believe or
disbelieve the Scriptural accounts vary, and these inclinations must be
understood by the reader.
We may apply this same insight into our evaluation of biblical writers. That is,
our evaluations of them must include a sensitivity to their own purposes as
expressed in their works and to their own biographies and experiences, insofar as
these may be identified as essential parts of their works’ purposes. Thus, in the
chapters that follow, close attention will be paid to listening to these works on
their own terms—their own stated (or visible) purposes, methods, and
emphases.47

Historie and Geshichte
The German terms Historie and Geschichte48 are sometimes encountered in
discussions of biblical history, and a distinction is made between the two.

Historie is said to be “a bare account of what actually happened.”49 It is
concerned with past facticity, with what is public and verifiable according to the
canons of modern historical study. Geschichte is “an account of past events in
terms of their contemporary significance.”50 It goes beyond or ignores (even
denies) the element of facticity. In the case of the OT, it deals with what Israel
believed happened, not what actually may have happened.
Bound up with this is the notion introduced by von Ranke of history “wie es
eigentlich gewesen” (popularly understood as “as it actually was,” i.e., some sort
of “objective” knowledge of the past). This is related to the notion discussed
above of the possibility of “objective” or nonperspectival history. However, von
Ranke’s phrase has been mistranslated: eigentlich should be understood as
“essentially,” referring to the “essence” of what is historical, as penetrated by the
mind of the historian.51
Alan Richardson helpfully points out that Historie (“the merely historical,” or
“mere facts”) cannot stand on its own. As noted, there is no abstract, “objective,”
or uninterpreted history. “In the last resort …, nothing can be historisch without
being in some way geschichtlich; no ‘facts’ can be ‘mere facts’, and every ‘fact’
that can be discovered is worth discovering because all history is somehow
significant.”52 Seen in this light, then, the radical distinction often made between
the two in biblical studies, and the disparagement of Geschichte that often comes
with it, is not well taken. And, as already noted, the absence of evidence for an
event—or the impossibility of repeating it—does not prove that it did not occur.

Historical Method: The Study of the Facts
The sources for history writing: written sources. Written materials usually
form the most important source for historians as they construct their histories.
These come in two categories: (1) casual (or official) history, and (2)
deliberative (or literary) history.
Casual history consists of the “raw material” of history, of the records
produced at all levels of society, from the individual to the international. Today,
this consists of many types of records: checkbooks; appointment calendars;
business receipts; courthouse records of births, marriages, and deaths;
governmental rules, regulations, and laws; international treaties; and so forth.
They consist of information presented in statement form, impersonal, with
minimal analysis (usually none).

In the ancient Near East, the raw materials include gravestone inscriptions,
administrative and economic documents of the great empires, petty receipts,
letters, and more. Modern biblical scholars use these alongside the Bible in
attempting to reconstruct Israel’s history.
We can also identify the raw materials of history writing in the Bible itself.
These include songs, poems, genealogies, census lists, lists of clean and unclean
animals, king lists, and many more. Often, the Bible’s sources are named
explicitly, such as “The Book of the Wars of the Lord” (Num. 21:14).53
Deliberative history represents true historiography: it is analytical,
interpretive, written history. It is the product of selection by an author, with
specific purposes in mind, creatively arranging the final product. (In the Bible’s
case, we would affirm that it is by inspiration, as well as by “creativity.”)
Deliberative history is built upon casual history. It uses the raw data as building
blocks for its construct, which is the final written history.
In the Bible, we see much of this type of history writing. In the OT it includes
most of the Pentateuch and all of the books covered in the present work. In the
NT it certainly includes Luke-Acts, and also the other three gospels.
The sources for history writing: material remains. Material remains are the
objects and artifacts left behind by people and societies. These represent mute
evidence and usually come into play after written sources are analyzed. For
modern historians of Israelite history, the material remains are recovered
archaeologically. These have included pottery, building remains, bones and tomb
remains, tools and weapons, and jewelry. Archaeology is becoming increasingly
sophisticated, and now such things as pollen, teeth, and even feces are studied
for information about ancient diets; on Egyptian mummies, DNA studies are
carried out, and even “autopsies” performed.54
There is no clear evidence that the biblical historians engaged in study of
material remains while writing their histories. The erection of memorial stones
may, however, be an example of this (e.g., Gen. 31:45–53; Joshua 4).
The sources for history writing: tradition. Many things are passed down
orally or as customs in a society. The former are such things as genealogies,
nursery rhymes, place names, folk tales, and so on. The latter are the rituals and
customs of a society.
In modern times, historians and anthropologists can study these firsthand in
many societies. However, for societies such as ancient Israel, which are longsince dead, the only way to recover these is if they have been committed to
writing at some point; if so, the materials in this category would be studied as the
“casual” history mentioned above. One way around this problem is taken up by

emerging sociological and anthropological approaches to studies of ancient
societies, and these are increasingly common in biblical studies.55 These include
the assumption that traditions and customs are long-lived at the grassroots level,
and thus, by studying modern-day peasant or nomadic life in the lands of the
Bible, we can get a fairly good picture of what life was like in biblical times.
There is some justification for this, but it must be done with caution.
In the Bible, tradition and customs undoubtedly were part of the biblical
writers’ building blocks. Many were written down (casual history) and many
undoubtedly came to them as oral tradition, as customs, or even by direct
revelation from God. Many etiologies, for example, could very well have been
oral tradition passed down. However, today, we only have access to these via the
final written compositions now existing as the Scriptures. (See chapter 3 for an
explanation of etiology.)

HISTORICAL NARRATIVE AS LITERATURE

Historical Narrative as Story
As already mentioned, historical narrative attempts to give an account of past
events, and it is selective in doing so. In this sense, it tells a story. It is literature.
Here are two popular definitions of story:
The telling of a happening or connected series of happenings, whether true
or fictitious; account; narration.56
Any account, written, oral or in the mind, true or imaginary, of actions in a
time sequence.57
Note that the idea of “fiction” or “fictitiousness” or, more specifically, the
idea that a story speaks of something that did not happen is not an integral part
of either definition. Leland Ryken states that “taken as a whole, the Bible tells a
story that has a beginning, a middle, and an end. The Bible is above all a series
of events, with interspersed passages that explain the meaning of those
events.”58
These definitions of story are close to Halpern’s definition of history.59 Both
assume some coherence and some ordering. Indeed, both English words
—”story” and “history”—come from Greek and Latin historia. However,
“history” is more limited than “story” in that it does assume some
correspondence with facts or events. “Story” might have such a connection;
“history” must have such a connection (or at least that must be its intent).

Characteristics of Historical Narrative
We can characterize historical narrative in any number of ways. Trem-per

Longman identifies six “functions” of biblical literature in general—and these
would all apply to historical narratives more narrowly: it is historical,
theological, doxological, didactic, aesthetic, entertainment.60 Leland Ryken
characterizes biblical literature with a long list: it “images” reality (preferring the
concrete to the abstract); it is artistic, unified, experiential, interpretational,
universal or comprehensive (i.e., it uses “master images” or “archetypes”); it is
anthological, religious, revelatory, values-laden, realistic, romantic, responseevoking, and concise (selective).61 Here we will highlight some of the most
important of these.
Historical. A primary characteristic of historical narrative is its historical
nature, i.e., its intent is to tell of past events. We have discussed this at some
length already.
Artistic. Historical narrative is a work of art, with careful attention paid to
how it is crafted. A writer not only asks, “What do I want to say?” but also,
“How do I want to say it?” “What kind of artifact do I wish to make?”62 The
sections in the historical books that pay the most attention to the artistic forms of
communication include the books of Ruth and Esther, as well as large portions
of the stories about David and Elijah and Elisha.
The presence of artistic touches does not mean, of necessity, that a text is
historically inaccurate. The assumption that literary artistry and historical
accuracy are mutually exclusive has led Robert Alter, for example, to classify
biblical narrative as “prose fiction.”63 Alter understands prose fiction as “a mode
of writing we understand to be the arbitrary invention of the writer, whatever the
correspondences such a work may exhibit with quotidian or even historical
reality.”64 Despite his stated agnosticism with regard to the historical accuracy
of this “prose fiction,” Alter more often than not assumes that the events
recounted did not occur as they are stated to have occurred. Furthermore, his
assumption that this “prose fiction” is an “arbitrary invention” of a writer is
unnecessarily pessimistic. His position at this point has been legitimately
criticized by several scholars.65
Entertaining. Closely related to the artistic nature of historical narrative is its
value as entertainment. The Bible’s stories have captivated audiences for
centuries, and they have entertained children and adults alike with their stories of
heroism, love, treachery, deceit, miraculous intervention, and so on. Who reads
the book of Ruth and does not come away with a deeply satisfied feeling? Or
who reads the story of Ehud in Judges 3 and does not come away laughing (and
perhaps somewhat revolted) at the characterizations of King Eglon?
Anthological. The Bible—including its historical narratives—is a vast,

diversified collection of works from many different authors. As such, we
encounter a wide range of styles, and a wide teaching. This last point is
particularly important to remember. In general, almost no given text will contain
the Bible’s entire range of teaching on the topic it addresses. Scripture must be
checked with Scripture. In the case of historical narrative especially, since its
teaching is usually done indirectly, we must check the teachings of individual
narratives with teachings elsewhere. Thus, the harsh measures taken in Ezra and
Nehemiah against foreigners must be placed against the implicit teachings of
Ruth, in which a foreigner is a central character, or Jonah, in which foreigners
are called to repent. Furthermore, implicit teachings in narratives must be
measured against explicit teachings in expository sections of Scripture. Ryken
states that “the paradoxes of human life are held in tension in what can be called
the most balanced book ever written.”66
Selective. The Bible’s historical narrative, like all literature and all history
writing, is of necessity selective. That point was made in connection with history
writing (p. 31). Furthermore, the Bible’s selectivity is relatively sparse. In spite
of the length of many of its narratives, these narratives have an economy of
expression such that the smallest details become significant. Note in the next
chapter, for example, the subtle interplay between Joshua’s being called “Moses’
aide” when he becomes Israel’s leader (Josh. 1:1)—in contrast to Moses’ being
called “the servant of the Lord”—and Joshua’s being called “the servant of the
Lord” at the end of his ministry (Josh. 24:29). This makes a subtle point about
Joshua’s having “grown into the job” that God had for him and his having
achieved, in some measure at least, a stature as a “second Moses.”
Unified. Despite its diversity and selectivity, the Bible possesses a remarkable
degree of unity. It has a unity of purpose (to teach, rebuke, correct, and train us:
2 Tim. 3:16) and a unity of subject matter: God. Historical narratives are unified
as well. Despite the complexities of the underlying sources of, say, Judges, 1 & 2
Chronicles, or Ezra-Nehemiah, each of these works speaks with a remarkable
singleness of vision as it presents its message. And, when the historical books
are brought together, they ultimately speak of God Himself and of His kingdom.
Realistic. The Bible’s stories are nothing if not realistic. There are certainly
elements of some stories that allow them to be identified as “type scenes” in
which certain “types” that display fixed conventions are recognizable.67 One
such type scene is the encounter with a future betrothed at a well; we meet
Rebekah (Isaac’s future wife) in Genesis 24, Rachel (Jacob’s future wife) in
Genesis 29, and Zipporah (Moses’ future wife) in Exodus 2. In the historical
books, a type scene encountered at least twice is the annunciation of a birth of a

son to a barren woman, a son who will become a hero (see Samson’s parents in
Judges 13 and Hannah, Samuel’s mother, in 1 Samuel 1).
However, in treating such patterned texts, we must be sensitive to the details
of the patterns and how they may diverge from the norm. Usually, there is
enough realistic detail to enable us to read the texts as realistic portrayals of
events and not merely as schematic representations of them. Furthermore, many
texts are extremely detailed, and they are unique; they do not fit patterns.
Certainly the passage telling of Ehud’s killing of Eglon is realistic: “And Ehud
stretched out his left hand, took the sword from his right thigh and thrust it into
[Eglon’s] belly. The handle also went in after the blade, and the fat closed over
the blade, for he did not draw the sword out of his belly; and the refuse came
out” (Judg. 3:21–22 NASB).
Thus, we can see that the historical narratives attempt to mirror the reality of
the world in accurate ways. This has been called a “representational” approach
to the world,68 and it is the thrust of Erich Auerbach’s influential work Mimesis.
Auerbach attempts to show how literature “mimes,” or “mimics,” reality, how it
reflects reality like a mirror.69
Romantic. Ryken points out that, in addition to being realistic, the Bible’s
stories are “literary romances,” that is, stories that highlight and delight in the
extraordinary and the miraculous.70 They are full of mysteries, God and the
gods, heroes and villains, surprises and happy endings. Who can read the book
of Ruth and not be moved by the beauty of the story, with its dramatic and
satisfying plot and its appealing characters? Or who can read the Elijah stories
and not be impressed with his virtue, Ahab’s and Jezebel’s wickedness, and
God’s providential interventions in the affairs of humans?
Revelatory. The Bible is not just human words about God; it is God’s words
to humans. The biblical authors consistently show themselves to be conscious of
analyzing history or human nature from God’s perspective and even to be “the
agents by which supernatural truth is communicated to [humans].”71 This is less
obvious in the historical narratives than in many other portions and genres of
Scripture. Even here, however, the human authors consistently evaluate
historical events from God’s perspective. The repetitive evaluations of each
king’s reign in the books of Kings and Chronicles, for example, show these
books’ authors reflecting God’s perspectives on this. People were judged for not
doing things God’s way. Accordingly, Erich Auerbach’s statement is
appropriate: “The Bible’s claim to truth is not only far more urgent than
Homer’s, it is tyrannical—it excludes all other claims.”72
Response-evoking. The Bible in its entirety—including its historical

narratives—is not something that is morally neutral; it cannot be taken or left,
according to one’s whims. It demands a response. On the literary level, it calls
for both naive and sophisticated responses.73 Children can delight in the stories
of David killing Goliath or of Elijah being fed by birds. Literate adults will be
much more attuned to larger themes in these stories, how the stories are told, and
how they fit into the larger schemes of the authors of the books.
The Bible also demands a spiritual response. It demands commitment, and it
changes lives. It is not enough merely to appreciate it on a literary level,
although that can be done legitimately and with much profit. It lays a claim upon
people and forces them to respond. In this sense, it is “rhetorical,” that is, it
attempts to convince and persuade.74 The historical narratives do that more
indirectly than, say, epistolary works, but, nevertheless, the authors of the
historical narratives clearly had certain purposes in mind that were to encourage,
warn, and persuade people of their right and wrong attitudes and courses of
action. What Amos Wilder aptly says of the gospels applies equally to the
historical narratives of the OT: “It is as though God says to men one by one:
‘Look me in the eye.’ “75
Theological. Above all, we must remember that the Bible is a “theological”
work, i.e., it deals with God. In the end, God is the subject and the hero of the
Bible.76 Even in works that emphasize human individuals, such as 1 & 2
Samuel, which highlight David, these individuals are important only as they are
instruments in God’s plan. We will note in several chapters to follow that David
is much more important as a theological symbol—as one whom God chose and
blessed and as one who was attuned to God—than he ever was as a “historical”
figure—one who was, say, a great military leader, administrator, and musician.
In the end, God’s dealings with humans in the historical narratives reveal to us
much about Himself. We are more than entertained; we are taught. C. S. Lewis
once said that the Bible is “not merely a sacred book but a book so remorselessly
and continuously sacred that it does not invite, it excludes or repels, the merely
aesthetic approach.”77

Elements of Historical Narrative
The three primary elements of narratives and stories that are usually discussed
are plot, character, and setting. We will call these internal elements (elements
within the story). However, in understanding these, we must also consider the

presence of a storyteller (author) and an audience (reader), and the story’s being
told from a particular point of view. We will call these external elements
(elements that are not as readily visible in the story).78 We will deal with the
latter first.
External elements: author. To the uninitiated reader, this concept is simple
enough: the author is the person who wrote the story. However, literary critics
speak of an author, an implied author, and a narrator in a text.
The author is the person who actually wrote the story. The implied author is
the textual manifestation of that (living and breathing) author. That is, the author
may have much more to say about any given topic than he or she expresses in a
given text. However, for the purposes of reading the text, we are limited to what
was written. This limited portion of an author’s total sum of knowledge, that
which is expressed in the text at hand, is the implied author.
This distinction is helpful in clarifying what the focus of interpretation should
be. Interpretation is not an exercise in mind reading, getting behind the words
and into the mind of the author and guessing what he or she might say on a
certain topic. Rather, it is an exercise in interpreting a given, written text, and
what an author actually says in that text.
The narrator is the one who tells the story.79 In the Bible, the narrator almost
always is the same as the implied author. Elsewhere, however, authors often
create narrators to tell the story, such as Herman Melville’s Ishmael in Moby
Dick or Mark Twain’s Huck Finn in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.
Narrators can tell their story in third-person narratives or in first-person
narratives. If narratives are cast in the first-person (“I”/“we”), the perspective of
the narrator is usually more limited. For example, in the book of Nehemiah, the
implied author and the narrator are Ne-hemiah, and the character tells of the
events from his own perspective. As such, his knowledge is sometimes limited.
He has to wait to be told of problems, for example, rather than knowing about
them independently (e.g., Neh. 5:6–8).
A third-person narrator is more detached, and therefore usually is omniscient
and omnipresent. In this regard, we cannot see any distinction between the
narrator and God in biblical narratives; the human and divine viewpoints are
fused.80 Most historical narratives in the Bible have this type of narrator, who
can tell us what characters are thinking. An example of this is when we are told
that Agag, the Amalekite king, came to Samuel “confidently, thinking, ‘Surely
the bitterness of death is past’ “ (1 Sam. 15:32), whereupon Samuel fell upon
him and killed him. Also, this omniscient and omnipresent narrator can tell us of

the details of conversation when no one was present except for the protagonists.
Examples of this are found everywhere in historical narratives; one is when
Elijah fled from Ahab and Jezebel—his private conversations with the angel of
the Lord are recorded verbatim (1 Kings 19).
External elements: reader. The reader can be distinguished in three ways as
well. There is a reader, an implied reader, and a narratee.81
The reader is the actual person who reads the work. With reference to the
Bible, we can speak of contemporary readers (ourselves) and ancient readers (the
original readers).
The implied reader is the reader addressed by the author of the work. This is
the reader the author has in mind when he or she is writing the work (whether
this person actually read the work or not). In the modern day, it is helpful to keep
alive the distinction between the reader (we ourselves) and the implied reader,
since the biblical texts were not addressed in the first instance to us. Our task is
to place ourselves into the world and the minds of the implied readers as much
as possible.82 The implied reader is usually assumed by the author to be engaged
and intelligent, and so the competent author anticipates questions that the reader
might have and supplies all necessary information.83 Information may also be
withheld, but the author’s assumption is that the reader will elicit the meaning
even from this.84
The narratee is the person or group addressed specifically by the narrator.85
Often, the narratee is not identified or is the same person as the implied reader.
However, occasionally in the Bible we see them separated. For example,
Theophilus is the narratee of Luke’s gospel, whereas the implied reader is
anyone who is searching for truth about Jesus. In the OT Solomon’s son is the
narratee of Proverbs 1–9, whereas the implied reader is anyone of the faithful in
Israel. However, in OT narratives we do not find any meaningful distinctions
between implied reader and narratee.
External elements: point of view. The place the narrator chooses to stand
from which to tell the story is important and can contribute to our understanding
and appreciation of it. Five different points of view have been identified in
narratives.86
First, from a psychological perspective, an “omniscient narrator” 87 can tell us
of the internal thoughts and feelings of the characters. We have mentioned above
the example of the narrator’s insight into King Agag’s thought processes (1 Sam.
15:32). Similar is the account of Samson’s thoughts when he awoke with his
head shaven: “He awoke from his sleep and thought, ‘I’ll go out as before and
shake myself free’ “ (Judg. 16:20a–b). The narrator shows us his omniscience

even more with his next comment: “But [Samson] did not know that the Lord
had left him” (16:20c). Here we see clearly that the narrator’s perspective is
different from Samson’s and that his knowledge is far greater.
Second, from an evaluative or ideological perspective, narrators will
occasionally insert themselves into the text itself with a direct comment on the
action or situation. Examples of this include the repeated comment woven into
the narratives at the end of the book of Judges, “In those days there was no king
in Israel” (Judg. 17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25 NASB); in the first and last references, a
further comment is added: “Every man did what was right in his own eyes.”
Another example is the evaluative aside about David and his son Adonijah:
“[David] had never interfered with him by asking, ‘Why do you behave as you
do?’ “ (1 Kings 1:6). We should note, however, that this viewpoint is one that is
taken relatively rarely by biblical narrators.88 More commonly, their evaluative
viewpoint comes out in the ways they portray their characters, how selective
they are with information they convey or withhold, and so on.
Third, from a spatial perspective, biblical narrators can be anywhere. In the
story of David and Bathsheba, for example, the narrator is present with the army
at Rabbah (“They destroyed the Ammonites and besieged Rabbah,” 2 Sam.
11:1), with David on the rooftop (“From the roof he saw a woman bathing,”
11:2), and with Bathsheba cleansing herself (“She had purified herself from her
uncleanness,” 11:4). In the book of Esther, the narrator moves freely back and
forth—and in quick succession—between private conversations between Esther
and Mordecai, Haman and his wife and friends, the king and his attendants
(Esther 2–6).
Fourth, from a temporal perspective, narrators can tell the story in strict
chronological order with a limited temporal perspective, or they can tell of
events from a less time-bound perspective. We have already noted the
limitations in perspective inherent in such first-person narratives as the book of
Nehemiah. The book of Esther unfolds in a very sequential fashion as well,
which adds to its suspense. On the other hand, the book of Judges (2:6–10)
opens with a flashback in time (see chapter 3 for more on this), and the story of
Rahab and the two Israelite spies includes a temporal flashback in its unfolding
(Josh. 2:16–21). An example of where the narrator inserts a future-oriented
reference is in the comment in Judges 14:4 concerning Samson’s parents: “His
parents did not know that this was from the Lord, who was seeking an occasion
to confront the Philistines; for at that time they were ruling over Israel.”
Fifth, from a phraseological perspective, the narrator can use linguistic
symbols to indicate whose point of view is being taken at any one time.89 An

example of this is the narrator’s switching briefly from his own viewpoint to
Eli’s in his account of Hannah’s presence at the sanctuary at Shiloh: “Eli thought
she was drunk” (1 Sam. 1:13). Another example shows the quick shift from the
narrator’s omniscient, omnipresent stance to the characters’ more limited
viewpoint in 19:16: “When the messengers entered [David’s bedroom], behold,
the household idol was on the bed with the quilt of goat’s hair at its head”
(NASB). The word “behold” signals a shift in perspective from the narrator’s
omniscient viewpoint to the characters’ more limited perspective: this “behold”
captures some of their surprise at what they noticed when they entered the room.
Internal elements: plot. Within the confines of narrative itself, plot, character,
and setting are important. Loosely speaking, plot is equivalent to action
unfolding in a sequence. Robert Scholes and Robert Kellogg state that plot is
“the dynamic, sequential element in narrative literature. Insofar as character, or
any other element in narrative, becomes dynamic, it is a part of the plot.”90
All plots depend on conflict and resolution of conflict. Stories will build
toward a climax where the conflict is resolved. On the highest level in the Bible,
there is a continuing conflict between good and evil, obedience and
disobedience, God and the forces of evil. On the lowest levels are also conflicts
between human characters, between value systems, between nations, between
humans and God. Very often, the plot layers conflict upon conflict. At one level,
the story of David’s rise in 1 Samuel 16–31 is a conflict between Saul and David
as individuals. However, it is far more than that. For one thing, it is a conflict
between Saul and God. It is also a conflict between David’s natural human
impulses and his “sanctified” self: the natural human reaction would be for him
to kill Saul, yet he does not, knowing God’s greater purposes. It is also a conflict
over models of kingship: What form was the monarchy going to take? It can
even be read for its implications regarding a conflict between the tribe of Judah
(David’s) and the tribe of Benjamin (Saul’s): several hints at the end of the book
of Judges prepare us for this. (See chapter 5 under “The Place of 1 & 2 Samuel
in the Canon.”)
Internal elements: character. Characters are what give life to a plot. A story’s
action cannot proceed without characters. A widely recognized feature of the
Bible’s characters is its realistic portrayal of them. They are interesting and
multidimensional, not “flat, static, and quite opaque,” as is the case in most
“primitive” stories.91 A unique feature of the Bible’s narrative portrayals of its
characters is its transparency. Not only are many of its characters interesting and
multidimensional, but they are portrayed with all their flaws as well. No major
character in the OT is shown only in a positive light—not Abraham, Sarah,

Jacob, Moses, Aaron, Samson, Samuel, David, nor a host of others. The OT
narratives present them all as complex, full-bodied, and fully human characters.
We can even go so far as to say that only in narrative (as opposed to other
literary genres) can we truly see into the inward lives of characters. As Scholes
and Kellogg point out, “The most essential element in characterization is this
inward life. The less of it we have, the more other narrative elements such as
plot, commentary, description, allusion, and rhetoric must contribute to the
work.”92 It is a distinctive of biblical narratives that this window into the inner
life of characters is expressed to a large degree through dialogue.93 That is, the
words of the characters that the authors choose to pass on to us, and the way in
which they are said, reveal much about the inner beings of the narratives’
characters.
Adele Berlin speaks of three types of characters: (1) full-fledged (what other
scholars call “round”), (2) types (what other scholars call “flat”), and (3) agents.
Full-fledged characters are the main protagonists in any given story; they are
portrayed in their many dimensions. Types are revealed in terms of a single trait
or quality. Agents serve merely as props to move a story along; they have no
inherent qualities as characters.
Examples of these three varieties of characters can be found everywhere in the
OT narratives. In the narratives of David and his wives, Bathsheba functions as a
“full-fledged character” in the story of David’s old age and the succession to his
throne (1 Kings 1–2). She is very much involved in the action, she speaks and
reveals her feelings, and she makes her influence felt. In the story of David’s
adultery, however (2 Samuel 11–12), Bathsheba is much more a “prop” for the
telling of David’s sins, and thus Berlin characterizes her here as an “agent.”94 In
the story of another one of David’s wives, Abigail, we only see her positive
qualities as a model of a godly woman and wife. As such, the author is
portraying her as a “type.”
The biblical writers’ artful characterizations in no way compel the conclusion
that these characters did not exist, that they are merely literary creations.95 The
writers merely chose those things about each character that they wanted to
highlight for the purposes of their stories. This can especially be seen in the
characterization of Bathsheba just noted: in one episode she is portrayed as an
agent and in another as a full-fledged character. Most assuredly, Abigail was
more complex than she is shown in 1 Samuel 25—she certainly sinned at some
points in her life (as Paul affirms in Rom. 3:23!). But the author’s interest in that
chapter is only in her many positive qualities as they were displayed in her
encounter with David.

Internal elements: setting. The setting of a story is the stage upon which the
events unfold or the backdrop against which they occur. It is an essential part of
a narrative, but it often is neglected in favor of study of plot and character.
Settings can be of different types; among the most important are geographical,
temporal, social, and historical settings.96
Geographical setting is perhaps the most obvious. Events in the OT’s
historical narratives take place in any number of places, including the desert,
mountaintops, fields, cities, palaces, houses, caves. The OT writers did not have
as much leeway as modern writers of fiction to create their settings—after all,
they were writing “history”—but it is interesting to note the role that certain
settings play in certain narratives. For example, the encounter with God on a
mountaintop is an important setting: Moses met with God on Mount Sinai
(Exodus 19, 32–34), and Elijah also met God at the very same site (1 Kings 19).
In both episodes, God’s appearance was accompanied by thunder, fire, and
earthquake. It is interesting to note that it was precisely these two OT characters
who appeared with Jesus on another mountain, the “mountain of
transfiguration,” accompanied by a flash of light and a cloud (Luke 9 and
parallels).
Temporal settings are significant. The same three characters—Moses, Elijah,
and Jesus—each spent forty days in wilderness settings alone. Dates also are
significant. When Ezra read the law, it was done on the first day of the seventh
month (Neh. 8:2). This was a month in which several significant festivals took
place, including the Day of Atonement and the Feast of Tabernacles, and in
which several other significant events took place throughout Israel’s history.
(See chapter 9 under “Importance of Scripture” for details.)
Social settings can reveal significant information about characters or plot
development. King David’s taking in of the crippled and outcast Mephibosheth
—Saul’s son—said much about David’s largesse of spirit (2 Samuel 9). Queen
Esther’s rise in fortunes from an obscure Jew to the queen of an empire with
unrestricted access to the king reveals much of God’s providential care in that
story.
Historical settings also are important, both in terms of background to the
events in the biblical books and in terms of background to the composition of
these books. The events in the books of Ezra and Ne-hemiah, for example, reveal
the relatively benign nature of Persian rule—a fact that is known from
extrabiblical sources as well. The freedom given to God’s people in both books
would have been inconceivable against the backdrop of the harsh Assyrian rule
or even the relatively more lenient Babylonian rule. On the other hand, the
historical backdrop of the postexilic era for the composition of 1 & 2 Chronicles

gives us an interpretive handle for understanding the Chronicler’s purpose,
method, and message.

The Stylistics of Historical Narrative
There is a host of stylistic (or “literary”) devices used by the authors of the
biblical narratives to unfold their plots, build their characters, and lay out their
settings. More often we read catalogues of the poetic devices used in Hebrew
poetry,97 but Hebrew narratives do not lack for such devices, either. Prominent
among these devices are repetition, dialogue, omission, irony, and many others,
including stylistics on the linguistic levels of words, sounds, and rhythms.98
Repetition. Repetition is perhaps the most widespread and widely recognized
stylistic feature of biblical narratives. We find seemingly endless catalogues of
repeated actions, in which characters state that they or others intend to (or
should) do something and then the narrator states that they did indeed do it. We
noted above the example from Joshua 3:6: “And Joshua said unto the priests,
‘Lift up the ark of the covenant and pass before the people.’ So they lifted up the
ark of the covenant and walked before the people.” This is far from mindless
repetition, however. The narrator’s reports that certain actions were performed—
reports that echo the statements of intention word for word—function as
assurances to the reader that the actions were indeed accomplished. Meir
Sternberg notes another function of repetition: “In repetition, one of the
members invariably comes from the omniscient narrator himself, so as to
establish an objective reference point for making sense of the characters’ fallible
versions.”99
Repetition can be of statements, as just noted, or of entire scenes—type
scenes, such as the encounter with God in the wilderness or on a mountain100 —
or of key words.101 One function of key-word repetitions is to link texts together.
For example, the Hebrew root NKR (“to recognize”) performs such a linking
function in Genesis 37 and 38 (two texts usually seen as very disparate). In
Genesis 37:32–33 Joseph’s brothers tell their father to “recognize” Joseph’s
bloody cloak that they had brought back, and he indeed “recognized” it. In the
next chapter, Judah’s daughter-in-law Tamar entrapped him into doing his duty
to her by commanding him to “recognize” the seal, cord, and staff she had taken
from him, and he too “recognized” them (38:25–26).102 Another function of keyword repetitions is to emphasize or highlight certain features of characters, plot,

setting, theology, and so on. For example, in 1 Kings 4, the twelvefold repetition
of the small word “all” reinforces the point in that chapter about Solomon’s
universal appeal and his all-encompassing sovereignty in Israel.
Dialogue. Hebrew narratives depend heavily upon dialogue to reveal things
about the characters and even to advance the action in the plot.103 For example,
we learn much about Samson’s self-absorbed personality in Judges 14–16, not
by means of the narrator’s explicit comments but rather from his own words—in
his conversations with his parents, his wife, his wedding guests, the men of
Judah, and his Philistine lover Delilah. Dialogue highlights contrasts between
characters. Alter notes “Esau’s inarticulate outbursts over against Jacob’s
calculating legalisms in the selling of the birthright” in Genesis 25 or “Joseph’s
longwinded statement of morally aghast refusal over against the two-word
sexual bluntness of Potiphar’s wife” in Genesis 39.104
Omission. Often the information a narrator does not give us is as significant as
what he does. Omissions or gaps function in several ways, one of which is to
pique our interest.105 For example, chapter 10 mentions the importance of the
absence of any reference to God in the book of Esther as having a crucial role in
communicating that book’s theology.
Irony. Irony is a literary device that expresses contrasts for literary effect or
impact. It usually involves surprise or the unexpected. The OT’s narratives are
full of ironic twists and reversals.106 For example, the book of Genesis is replete
with ironic reversals, with younger sons being favored over older ones (Jacob
over Esau, Ephraim over Manasseh, Judah and Joseph over their older brothers)
or Jacob’s unloved wife Leah being rewarded over his beloved Rachel (by
becoming the mother of Levi and Judah, ancestors of the two most favored tribes
in later times). The ironic reversal-of-fortunes motif is also obvious in the book
of Esther. For example, Haman is hung on the gallows he had erected for
Mordecai, and—previous to this—he is forced to honor Mordecai in ways he
had expected Mordecai to honor him. Also, the Jews strike down their enemies
on the very day their enemies had expected to strike them down.

CONCLUSION:
READING HISTORICAL NARRATIVE
We have noted the wonderful varieties of historical narratives in the OT, and
we have considered them as prose, as history, and as literature. It is helpful here
to keep in mind the concept of “genre fluidity” spoken of by many scholars.107
Any given narrative text will fit into several genres and can be studied from that
perspective.108 Take, for example, the account of Deborah’s and Barak’s victory
over the Canaanites in Judges 4. On the most general level, it is a prose text;
more specifically, it is a historical account of events in the life of Israel; even
more specifically, it is an account of a military victory. It shares many
characteristics with prose texts of all types, as well as many characteristics with
historical accounts. It also shares many characteristics with literary stories, even
fictional stories (plot and character development, point of view, selectivity).
In conclusion, we would echo the chapter’s opening invitation that the OT’s
historical narratives be read. Biblical scholarship has too often dissected,
atomized, and analyzed biblical narratives until what is left is a dismembered
corpse, not a living organism. The painstaking work of analyzing texts at the
lowest levels of analysis—morphemes, words, phrases, clauses, sentences—is
essential to proper interpretation. Also crucial, for different reasons, is analysis
of various critical questions associated with these texts. However, the
interpretive task is not complete until narrative texts—or any texts, for that
matter—are analyzed as coherent wholes at the higher levels of sentences,
paragraphs, episodes, books, and beyond. When these higher levels are analyzed
—when the texts are read and not just “studied” or “dissected”—then we will
capture much of their vitality and their meaning. We will be able to see the
contours of the forest as well as details of the trees.
In the chapters that follow, attention is paid to most of the standard critical
questions that readers expect to find in an introduction. As noted in the
discussion about the importance of historicity, many such critical questions are
of the utmost importance in the endeavor of affirming and defending the
coherence and reliability of the Scriptures. Many standard critical questions,
especially ones concerning historical and cultural contexts that range beyond the
pages of the Bible, are also of immense interest to modern students of the Bible.
As such, these are addressed below.

However, attention in the following chapters also is consistently paid to the
messages of the books, to their themes and theologies, to their purposes.109
These are elucidated from careful attention to the books as “texts,” and attention
is paid to them at all levels, from the lowest to the highest. We cannot build a
theology of anything biblical unless it is rooted in the words and sentences—as
well as the structures and patterns—of actual texts.
Ultimately, that is the best reason for reading the Bible: to discover its
revelation of God to us, to learn of His gracious plan of redemption, and to
discern how to live. We cannot do so fully, however, without learning how to
read. This book is intended to point to the Book and to whet readers’ appetites
for that Book. And, in the end, that Book itself is merely a guide and pointer to
someone infinitely more important: the God revealed in its pages.
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JOSHUA

Be strong and very courageous. Be careful to obey all the law my servant
Moses gave you; do not turn from it to the right or to the left, that you may
be successful wherever you go. Do not let this Book of the Law depart from
your mouth; meditate on it day and night, so that you may be careful to do
everything written in it. Then you will be prosperous and successful. (Josh.
1:7–8)
If serving the Lord seems undesirable to you, then choose for yourselves
this day whom you will serve, whether the gods your forefathers served
beyond the River, or the gods of the Amorites, in whose land you are now
living. But as for me and my household we will serve the Lord. (Josh.
24:15)

The book of Joshua is one of the most action-and adventure-filled books in the
OT. One can almost hear the battle cries and sounds of conflict. The first half of
the book describes resounding military victories for Israel at Jericho, Ai, Gibeon,
Hazor, and numerous other cities. It contains intrigue in the Israelite spies’
infiltration of Jericho, in the ambush of Ai, in the Gibeonite deceit. It shows
dramatic miracles from God in the stopping of the Jordan’s waters, in the
destruction of Jericho’s walls, in the hailstones and the long day at the battle of
Gibeon. It might be argued that a certain bloodthirstiness resides in the book’s
pages, as well, in the utter destruction of Canaanites and their cities.
In the second half of the book, a more sedentary mood prevails. The land has
been secured, the people have obeyed (in the main), Joshua is getting old, and
the land is parceled out. God’s blessing abides with the people. He has fulfilled
His promises to the patriarchs—with respect to descendants, blessing,
relationship, and now land—and the book ends quietly, with the people and the
land at rest.

JOSHUA: TITLE AND MAN
The book of Joshua received its title from its major character—Moses’
successor and Israel’s leader. Some have supposed that the title has indicated
authorship (see below), but that does not necessarily follow.
Joshua means “the Lord saves,” or “may the Lord save.” Originally, his name
was Hoshea, but Moses changed it to Joshua (Num. 13:8, 16). The Old Greek
versions (Septuagint) render the name as ‘Iēsous (which is the same as the NT
name for Jesus, ‘Iesous), and the Latin Vulgate renders it as Iosue.
Joshua the man is typically called “the son of Nun,” but nothing is known of
his father. As presented in the book, he is a worthy successor to Moses, Israel’s
great leader and lawgiver. He had proven his worth earlier by being one of two
spies (out of twelve) who counseled entering the land of Canaan despite
seemingly prohibitive odds (Numbers 13–14). Now—despite clear differences
between the two men, both in terms of personality and office—he was called by
God to function as Moses’ successor (1:1–9). The book is clear that God was
with him and that he enjoyed the same stature that Moses did (1:9, 16–18; 3:7;
4:14; 6:27; 10:14; 11:15, 23). The entire nation vowed to obey him at the
beginning of his ministry (1:16–18),1 and they obeyed his challenge at the end of
his life as well, in vowing with him to follow the Lord (24:16–18).
Joshua appears throughout the book speaking and acting with authority, and
he is as eloquent as Moses in his farewell speeches (Joshua 22–24). He is
referred to at the beginning of the book merely as “Moses’ aide” (1:1), but he
appears in the end as the “servant of the Lord” (24:29), just as Moses was (1:1).
This indicates that he was indeed a worthy successor to Moses (cf. also Deut.
34:9). He is mentioned in the NT twice: in Acts 7:45 and Hebrews 4:8.

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE OF COMPOSITION
The book is anonymous. The Talmud and some rabbis (Rashi, David Kimchi)
attributed it to Joshua, but some saw parts of the book as written by later hands
(e.g., the account of Joshua’s death or other fragments). Avravanel attributed it
to Samuel, due especially to the phrase “to this day” (4:9; 5:9; 6:25; 7:26; etc.).2
Modern scholars generally attribute the book to the Deuteronomistic writer(s),
ca. seventh and sixth centuries B.C. (see below). Joshua undoubtedly wrote
portions of the book: 24:26 states that “Joshua recorded these things in the Book
of the Law of God,” referring to the covenant that the people had made at
Shechem. But there are no further indications here or elsewhere in the Bible
concerning the book’s authorship.
The formula “until this day”3 can be instructive in indicating a date for the
book, or at least parts of it. Brevard Childs has noted that the use of the formula
in 15:63 and 16:10 points to a period not later than the tenth century B.C.4 That
is because 15:63 mentions Judahites living in Jerusalem alongside Jebusites,
whom they could not drive out. Since David captured Jerusalem from the
Jebusites in ca. 1003 B.C. (2 Sam. 5:6–10), by the end of the next century, at
least, Jebusites presumably would not have lived there in any significant
numbers. Furthermore, 16:10 mentions Canaanite inhabitants of Gezer among
the Ephraimites. Since an Egyptian pharaoh—probably Siamun (ca. 978–959
B.C.)5 —destroyed the Canaanites at Gezer and gave the town to Solomon as a
dowry (1 Kings 3:1; 9:16), the reference to Canaanites in Gezer would have
come from a period prior to that. The reference in 6:25, however, about Rahab
still being alive “to this day,” argues for a date much earlier. Thus, portions of
the book, if not the entire book, date to the time closely following the events in
the book, unless the reference to Rahab refers to her descendents, as the
reference to David in Hosea 3:5 does to his.

PURPOSE
In general, Joshua was written—as were most of the biblical books covered in
the present work—to provide an interpretive history of one slice of Israel’s life
as a people. More specifically, it interprets the period in which Israel entered and
settled in the land promised to Abraham and his descendants. Again and again it
shows God to be in control of the events of history, not only in the dramatic
miracles mentioned in the introductory comments above but also in the
consistent way He is given credit for all of Israel’s victories (chaps. 10 and 11).
God’s activity in all of this is for the purpose of giving the land to Israel. That it
is a gift from God is repeatedly emphasized.6 That it is a fulfillment of the land
promise to Israel’s ancestors is also emphasized (11:23; 21:43–45). In this way,
God emerges as a trustworthy Sovereign, as one who keeps His promises. This
also is emphasized in Joshua’s farewell speeches (chaps. 22–24).
This message of a powerful, yet trustworthy, God who keeps covenant
commitments would have been relevant in any period of Israel’s history—as,
indeed, it is still relevant today. Undoubtedly it was particularly cherished by the
Israelites in Babylonian exile, when the land had been lost. God’s
trustworthiness with respect to the land in Joshua’s day—after a period of
hundreds of years when Abraham’s family had been absent from it—certainly
would have offered hope to those in this “second exile.”

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
FOR THE BOOK OF JOSHUA

Date of the Events
There are no firm synchronisms in the book of Joshua to enable a precise
dating of its events. The problem of the date of these events is bound up with
that of the date of the exodus from Egypt, which is one of the knottiest and mostdiscussed issues in OT chronology.7 The biblical evidence is not entirely clear,
and the archaeological evidence has been interpreted variously. In general, the
biblical evidence has tended to support an early date for the exodus, whereas the
archaeological evidence has been seen as supporting a late date.
Early dating of the exodus. On the face of it, the problem is simple enough,
since two biblical data are unambiguous and point to an early date. (1) In 1
Kings 6:1, we are told that Solomon began building the temple in the 480th year
after the exodus, which was the fourth year of his reign. This year was 966 B.C.,
using Thiele’s chronology.8 Thus, the exodus would have occurred in 1446 B.C.
(2) In Judges 11:26, Jephthah the judge, in speaking with his Ammonite
adversaries, mentions that, for the three hundred years since Israel had first
settled in Transjordan, the Ammonites had not disputed Israel’s claims to that
territory. Jephthah came relatively late in the period of the judges, perhaps ca.
1100 B.C.; thus, this number would indicate a settlement in Transjordan ca. 1400
B.C.9 However, other biblical data are not so clear, and the archaeological
evidence has tended to point in other directions.
Late dating of the exodus. The prime impetus for a late dating of the exodus
has come from archaeology. A fairly consistent and widespread layer of
destructions has been discovered in Palestine dating to the late thirteenth and
early twelfth centuries B.C., and 1200 B.C. is used as the date of convenience
for the end of the Late Bronze Age and the beginning of the Early Iron Age.
These destructions have been attributed to the entering Israelites, and the exodus
has been placed forty years previous to that.10
A terminus a quo for the exodus would be ca. 1279 B.C., the beginning of the

reign of the pharaoh Rameses II (ca. 1279–1213 B.C.).11 That is because exodus
1:11 mentions the Israelites building two store-cities for the Egyptians—Pithom
and Rameses. The latter city logically would have been named for this longlived pharaoh known for his building projects.12
A terminus ad quem for Israel’s presence in the land is usually seen to have
been ca. 1213 B.C., since a stele of the Egyptian pharaoh Mer-ne-Ptah from his
fifth year mentions Israel as a people whom he encountered and subdued in a
campaign into Canaan.13
In this understanding, the above biblical data are seen to have been glosses,
mistakes, or round or symbolic numbers. The number 480 in 1 Kings 6:1, for
example, perhaps can be seen as a symbolic number, consisting of twelve
generations of forty years. If the actual life span at that time was closer to
twenty-five years, then the time span mentioned in 1 Kings 6:1 would be closer
to 300 years, placing the exodus early in the thirteenth (rather than in the
fifteenth) century B.C.
Other biblical data seem to be incompatible with the number 480 (and with
Jephthah’s number of 300). Adding up the total of dates in Joshua, Judges, and,
Samuel, for example, gives more than 470 years.14 Added to forty wilderness
years, forty years for David, and the first years of Solomon, this yields a
minimum total of 553 years (plus three unknown amounts) for the 480-year
period referred to in 1 Kings 6:1 (see also chapter 3 under “Date of the
Events”).15 Thus, these numbers, and especially those in the book of Judges, are
seen to be round or symbolic as well. Also, the chronologies in the book of
Judges may have been overlapping, rather than consecutive, and thus the period
easily could be telescoped into a much shorter time span.16 (Slightly less
overlapping would also allow for an early date. See below.)
Evaluation. There are good arguments for both dating schemes, as well as
weaknesses in both. In general, mainstream critical scholarship has tended to
favor late dating schemes, while evangelical scholars have tended to favor the
early one.17
The view in this work favors an early date for the exodus. This is largely
because the late dating schemes have tended to arise out of interpretations of the
archaeological data: since archaeology tended to show large-scale destructions at
a late date, the biblical data then were adjusted to accommodate it. However, the
recent defenses of an early date plausibly show how the archaeological and
historical data from the fifteenth century B.C. easily fit the biblical data.18 The
two most direct pieces of evidence in the Bible concerning date—1 Kings 6:1
and Judges 11:26—both point to an early exodus. The numbers in Judges, in this

scheme, still need to be considered to have overlapped somewhat, but not nearly
so drastically as under a late dating scheme.
It should be noted that scholars favoring an early date for the exodus differ
among themselves as to the exact date for it. Most accept 1446 B.C.,19 but
Bimson’s important work places it earlier, ca. 1470 B.C. Thus, he accepts the
number in 1 Kings 6:1 as approximately accurate, although not exactly so.20
These differences do not materially undermine the arguments for the early date,
however.21
Several facts concerning the archaeological data were overlooked in the early
attempts at correlating them with the biblical evidence. For one, the widespread
destructions in Canaan dating to ca. 1200 B.C. and the period immediately
following actually represent a far greater destruction than the Bible indicates the
Israelites inflicted on the land. According to the Bible, only three cities actually
were burned by the Israelites: Jericho, Ai, and Hazor. Earlier, God had indicated
that he would give Israel “large, flourishing cities you did not build, houses
filled with all kinds of good things you did not provide, wells you did not dig,
and vineyards and olive groves you did not plant” (Deut. 6:10–11). That would
indicate that they were not to destroy the cities and towns at all but, rather, that
they would be receiving these relatively unharmed.22 Indeed, the reports in
Joshua 10 and 11 about the conquest of most of the land consistently mention the
annihilation of people but not of property; the account of the destruction of
Hazor goes so far as to point out that Joshua did not burn the other cities on their
tells (Josh. 11:13).
Second, the destructions in Canaan that once were thought to have been due to
the Israelite invasion actually are now known to have been part of a far-ranging
pattern of upheaval that covered much of the eastern Mediterranean area, not just
Canaan.23 Evidence for this can be seen, for example, in the migrations
throughout the eastern Mediterranean seaboard of the Land and Sea Peoples.24
Thus, there is no special compulsion for seeing Israel involved in any
exceptional way in these upheavals.
Third, with a conquest of Canaan dated to ca. 1200 B.C., this leaves merely
150 years before the rise of King Saul. Granted that there may have been some
flexibility and overlap in the Judges accounts and chronologies, it nevertheless
appears to be too short a period to accommodate everything in that book. This is
particularly so when one considers a scheme such as Mendenhall’s, who places
the “Yahwistic revolution” that he postulates (see below) as having occurred no
earlier than 1150 B.C.25 This leaves no more than a century for the events in
Judges.

Therefore, we need not see the destructions of ca. 1200 B.C. as due to Israelite
invasion; thus the primary impulse for dating the exodus and conquest late is
removed. Also, the narrowing time frame for the period of the Judges to
accommodate a late date appears too short. Thus, the early dating for the exodus
and conquest appears more plausible than it has for quite a number of years.

Nature of the Events
Three major models now exist to explain the nature of Israel’s entrance into
Canaan. The first sees it in terms of a traditional conquest: a large-scale, hostile
Israelite invasion, resulting in major destructions of Canaanite cities and towns.
The second sees it in terms of a peaceful, sedentary infiltration into the land,
with the Israelites settling down among the Canaanites. The third sees it in terms
of an internal upheaval, a “peasant revolt,” perhaps precipitated by the entrance
of a small group of outsiders (who formed the core of “Israel”).26
The conquest model. On their face, the biblical accounts speak plainly enough
of a forced conquest of the land of Canaan by the Israelites. They spied out the
land, then entered it, conquered a gateway city in central Canaan (Jericho), and
then proceeded to defeat several other cities in this area. They then embarked on
a southern campaign and a northern campaign and effectively took control of the
land.27
This is the traditional viewpoint, and it was not seriously questioned until the
twentieth century. The archaeological evidence of destructions ca. 1200 B.C.
would seem to have confirmed that these destructions did take place, and many
scholarly treatments incorporated this evidence into the biblical accounts.28
The settlement model. In this century, an alternative model was proposed by
Albrecht Alt, whereby the Israelites are seen to have been a loosely connected
group of pastoral nomads from independent tribes who gradually infiltrated
Canaan from the desert and settled there in a largely peaceful enterprise. Any
conflicts with Canaanites were certainly not military in nature but, rather,
natural, to-be-expected ones between settled farmers and incoming nomads.29
Once in the land, for various reasons these tribes banded together into a loose
federation that eventually came to be called “Israel.”
This model was based on a traditio-historical approach that exhibited a
thoroughgoing skepticism concerning the accuracy of both the biblical and
archaeological records. It was never accepted by those with confidence in either

or both of these records, and it has been severely criticized from both
directions.30 A recent, important defense of Alt’s position has been mounted by
Israel Finkelstein, based upon archaeological research, but it too has its
problems.31
The revolt model. In 1962, a third alternative was proposed by George E.
Mendenhall,32 and it has since gained significant acceptance in the field, with
varying modifications. It is argued that the turmoil in Canaan visible in both the
biblical and archaeological records was not due to any significant external force
entering the land but, rather, to an internal peasants’ revolt that toppled existing
Canaanite power structures, located primarily in the large urban centers. This
may very well have been precipitated by the entry into the land of a small band
of worshipers of Yahweh, perhaps an escaped band of slaves from Egypt (thus is
the exodus accounted for), who provided the religious (or political-ideological)
glue that melded the diverse groups in the revolt together, forming a Yahwistic
tribal confederation. These groups were not descended from a common ancestor,
as the Bible pictures it, but came together around this common ideology.
This model is based on various sociological approaches. Whereas it
incorporates the archaeological evidence into its considerations, it dismisses
much of the biblical record that does not fit the theory.33 It selfconsciously uses
modern sociological and anthropological models and fits the biblical data into
them.34 Criticisms of this model have come from many directions as well.35
THE CONQUEST OF CANAAN

Excursus: Recent sociological approaches. In the past decade, sociological
and anthropological approaches to the study of Israel’s history in all periods, but
especially of the period of Israel’s emergence in the land of Canaan, have
burgeoned, building upon the methods adopted by those proposing the revolt
model.36 These have self-consciously adopted many different sociological and
anthropological models. Most have used the biblical data alongside these
models,37 but the most radical have discarded the biblical data altogether in
reconstructing Israel’s early history.38 Characteristic of all is a use of “holistic”
analyses, whereby research data from widely divergent fields is gathered
together into a comprehensive picture, or model, of what the historical situation
was like. These fields include widespread specialties that have come under the
umbrella of archaeology: comparative ethnography; physical and cultural

anthropology; paleoethnobotany and zoology; sociology; agriculture; geology;
hydrology; climatology; soil science; land utilization and irrigation studies;
paleontology; technology; even economics; alongside biblical studies.39 Many
scholars have accepted these sociological approaches, and many speak
cautiously about a “consensus” emerging.40
Evaluation. Both sets of alternative models to the traditional biblical model—
especially the revolt model and its offshoots—have contributed to our
understanding of the biblical materials in places. For example, such passages as
Exodus 12:38 and Numbers 11:4—which mention a “mixed multitude” and the
“rabble” that were part of Israel’s company—show that the group that entered
Canaan was indeed not an undifferentiated ethnic unity. Rather, it seems to have
been composed of at least some marginal, lower-class groups. Here and there
throughout the biblical texts can be seen traces of what could be seen as
evidence that “Israel” was an outcast, lower-class entity.41 It certainly cannot be
denied, even using the traditional model, that the Israelites would have been
poorer and less well-equipped than the Canaanites, in the cosmopolitan
Canaanite societies of the Late Bronze Age.42
However, both alternative models (and their offshoots) are, at root, profoundly
skeptical of the biblical records as they now stand, and they essentially are alien
models imposed on the biblical data.43 They do not adequately account for
important biblical data, and thus they ultimately fall short. We must conclude
that, even given the schematic approach and selectivity of narration of the data
that we find in the book of Joshua, the conquest model is the one that best
understands and represents the biblical material.
That is not to say that the stereotypical model of an all-consuming Israelite
army descending upon Canaan is to be accepted uncritically. The biblical data,
when carefully considered, will not allow for this. Nowhere in Joshua does Israel
win a battle on the basis of superior force in an all-out, frontal offensive attack.
Rather, it used various means (ambush, diversionary tactics), along with God’s
direct help at times, to defeat its enemies.44 Also, as noted above, it appears that
Israel actually annihilated very few cities in its conquest of Canaan.
Furthermore, the evidence in Judges 1 suggests that Israel’s victories over
Canaanite peoples was also somewhat incomplete.
Despite this, the biblical picture of an “Israel” descended from Abraham
entering Canaan from without, and engaging and defeating various Canaanite
forces, is eminently reasonable and defensible, and that is the model assumed
here.45

Historical Setting of the Conquest
Assuming a rough date ca. 1400 B.C. for the Israelite entrance into Canaan
would place it in the Late Bronze Age (ca. 1550–1200 B.C.).46 The Middle
Bronze Age II period (ca. 1750–1550 B.C.) was probably the peak of civilization
throughout the entire ancient Near East.47 The greatest myths and epics
originated in this period,48 pottery was at its technical peak, and the great law
code of Hammurabi had just been codified.49 Economically, this was a time of
great prosperity for Canaan, which was on the trade routes between Africa and
Asia.
On the international scene, there were three great power centers during the
Middle Bronze Age: in Mesopotamia (under the Babylonians), in Asia Minor
(under the Hittites), and in Africa (under the Egyptians). These groups
constantly struggled for supremacy with each other, and the small states and
regions between them were under their economic and military domination.
Canaan in this period was relatively unstable, undoubtedly under the influence of
the Hyksos groups that can be seen in Egypt at this time. Most of the Hyksos
were Semites who came into Egypt from the north and who dominated its
institutions until they were expelled ca. 1550 B.C.50
The Egyptian expulsion of the Hyksos usually is seen as marking the
transition to the Late Bronze Age (although this is disputed by some51). Other
than this political change, the differences between the Middle and Late Bronze
Ages are relatively minor, compared, say, to those between the Bronze and Iron
Ages. The Late Bronze Age continued as a period of prosperity, although it
declined as the period progressed. In Canaan, the system of relatively small,
independent city-states under loose foreign domination gave way to one of large
empires (e.g., Egyptian, Hittite) that maintained tighter control over these citystates. The land that Israel occupied was dominated in the coastal areas and lowlying hills by Egypt and by its vassals in the hill country. The interdependence
throughout the region is illustrated by the fact that at Ugarit, in the far north,
there have been at least five different writing systems and eight different
languages found among the texts discovered there.52
At the time of Israel’s entry into Canaan, the two kingdoms to the north—the
Hittite empire, under Shuppiluliumash, and the smaller Mitannian empire, under
Tushratta—were engaged in struggles for control of the north.53 The Hittites
prevailed, but they did not push their territorial claims southward into Egyptian

territory; rather, a fragile but peaceful balance of power prevailed. Egypt, under
Amenophis III (ca. 1390–1352 [or 1382–1344] B.C.) and his son, the reformer
king Amenophis IV (Akhenaten, ca. 1352–1336 B.C.), was not much interested
in military affairs.54 Thus, a relative power vacuum existed in southern Canaan55
that Israel was able to exploit.
Ugarit. The ancient city of Ugarit, on the northeast Mediterranean coast, was
just entering its golden age when Israel entered Canaan far to the south. It was a
city-state that had existed for centuries but whose existence climaxed in the
period from 1400–1200 B.C. It sat astride significant trade routes, and its
commercial influence was widespread. Its special significance for biblical
studies lies in the ca. 1400 (Late Bronze Age) texts that have been unearthed at
its site (modern Ras Shamra) since its discovery in 1929. These tablets give a
vivid picture of life in the land that Israel entered under Joshua and lived in
during the period of the judges. We can see a flourishing internationalism, and
we are given thorough insights into Canaanite religion and culture. The long
mythological texts about the Canaanite gods have shed light on the challenge
that faced Israel in keeping its worship pure (see “Purity of Worship [Holiness]”
below); they have also shed much light on our understanding of the Hebrew
language and its poetry.56 The city’s and its texts’ direct relevance to the book of
Joshua are relatively minor, however.57
The Amarna Letters. Israel entered Canaan just before a period of
considerable social and political unrest there, which is attested by a series of
more than 350 documents (mostly letters) uncovered at Tell el-Amarna in
middle Egypt beginning in 1887 and by a few discovered in Palestine.58 These
letters are now dated to the middle of the fourteenth century B.C. They are
primarily correspondence from the petty kinglets in Canaan appealing (in a
rather shrill manner) to their Egyptian overlords—Amenophis III and IV—for
assistance against rivals and threats from the general populace, and they portray
fairly chaotic conditions throughout Canaan.
The Hapiru. In the Amarna letters, groups of persons called “Hapiru”59 are
mentioned regularly as a source of trouble for the kinglets. Because of the
similarities between this word and the biblical word “Hebrew” (‘ibrî), and
because of the close correspondence in dates between the biblical chronology
and the Amarna letters, the Hapiru were initially assumed to be the invading
Hebrews of the biblical accounts.
However, it has been shown that the Hapiru in Canaan were not an external,
invading ethnic force but, rather, a disparate band of internal groups linked by
political and social realities, not ethnic ties. They were a marginal group,

consisting of disenfranchised persons who became disaffected with the power
systems in Canaan; “outlaw” is an English word that approximates their status.
They withdrew from everyday life in Canaan and eventually turned against the
power structures, causing the turmoil seen in the Amarna letters. People and
towns could become Hapiru; the term was used pejoratively in almost all its
references. Furthermore, references to these groups have been found in farranging areas, outside Canaan, and from late in the third millennium B.C., not
just the Amarna period.60
Study of the Hapiru has been a major element in the formulation of the
“revolt” model of the “conquest” discussed above. The assumption has been that
the biblical Hebrews (and thus the biblical Israelites) and Amarna Hapiru were
the same people, and the biblical picture thus has been radically revised to fit the
Amarna data. The “invasion” by an external, ethnically related force is seen
instead as an internal revolt by marginalized groups who eventually created a
fictional ancestry (i.e., that which is found in the Bible) to link them together.
However, this equation has been challenged on two grounds. First, there is
serious question as to whether the two terms (‘apiru and ‘ibrî) truly are related to
each other etymologically.61 It would appear that this equation was made
originally at least partly because the date of the Amarna Hapiru fit the prevailing
late date of the Israelite conquest, and it has survived among those who question
the early dating. However, those making the equation do not focus as much
attention on the Hapiru outside Canaan in other periods as they do on the
Amarna Hapiru.
A second challenge is independent of the etymological argument: that one
cannot equate the biblical terms “Hebrew” and “Israelite” in too facile a manner.
It should be noted, for example, that in the Bible the term “Hebrew” is mainly
found on the lips of foreigners.62 Thus, it is entirely conceivable that nonIsraelites used the term in describing the Israelites but that the Israelites did not
normally call themselves that.63 Certainly an equation between the terms
“Hebrew” and “Hapiru” could have been made in some people’s minds (i.e., as a
popular etymology), even if linguistically there was no actual etymological
connection.
We should note, further, that acceptance of the equation of Hapiru = Hebrew
and a redefinition of the biblical Hebrews as marginal “outlaws,” seeing them as
related only socially, legally, or religiously, discounts the clear and unanimous
biblical picture of them as also—if not primarily—related ethnically to each
other.64
It does not seem appropriate, then, to equate the Amarna Hapiru with the

biblical Israelites in too firm a way. It certainly is conceivable that some among
the Israelite tribes became “Hapiru” after they encountered them in Canaan65 or
that they were perceived as such by the Canaanites,66 but to see the Israelites (or
even Hebrews) merely as identical with the Hapiru stretches the evidence too
far.
The significance of the above, however, indicates that Israel entered a Canaan
that was beginning to destabilize due to the Hapiru problem. This destabilization
led to a gradual decline in Late Bronze Age culture and institutions until they
collapsed ca. 1200 B.C.

THE PLACE OF JOSHUA
IN THE CANON

Joshua and the Pentateuch
The book of Joshua forms the logical conclusion of much that is found in the
Pentateuch. In particular, it has much in common with the book of
Deuteronomy. They each chronicle events at a pivotal time in Israel’s history,
they each focus on a great leader’s words and actions, and they are logically
connected with each other. The one anticipates the other, and the other picks up
where the first left off. To understand the book of Joshua, then, one must know
something about Deuteronomy.
The book of Deuteronomy claims to be the words Moses spoke at the end of
his life to the generation of Israel that was poised to enter the Promised Land. As
such, it is the last of the “Books of Moses.” Several times Moses’ speaking to
the people is mentioned: 1:1, 5; 4:44–45; 5:1; 27:1; 29:2 [MT 1]; 31:1, 30; 33:1.
He is also depicted as writing: 31:9, 22, 24.67
The book looks back to the Sinai and wilderness experiences, and it uses these
as the basis for exhortation about the future. It looks ahead to life in the
Promised Land and speaks of centralization of worship (chap. 12) and many
other concerns. It is in a real sense a “second law” (which is what its title
means), since much of it is devoted to recapitulating and expanding upon the law
that had been given earlier (chaps. 12–26).
Mainstream critical views of Deuteronomy. Critical scholarship, in the last
two centuries, has taken a very different view of the book’s provenance and
purpose. To generalize, it is seen as a product of the seventh century B.C., dating
from—or just prior to—the time of Josiah (2 Kings 22–23). It was the “Book of
the Law” that was discovered in the temple during the repairs commissioned by
Josiah, and it formed the basis for the further reforms he instituted. It is usually
seen as a “pious fraud” ascribed to Moses by its seventh-century author(s) in
order to give it the maximum authority. It was written, then, in order to stimulate
religious reform in the wake of the apostasy of the time of Manasseh and Amon

(2 Kings 21).68
This view of Deuteronomy is part and parcel of what has come to be known as
the “documentary hypothesis” of the sources of the books of Genesis—
Deuteronomy. In brief, four major, independent literary sources for the present
Pentateuch are postulated, sources that came together over time, woven together
as strands that make up the present narrative.69 Most of Deuteronomy is seen as
a discrete unit, coming from the time of Josiah.
Deuteronomy, Joshua, and the “Hexateuch.” Because of the obvious
continuities in thought, subject matter, and style between Joshua and
Deuteronomy, Joshua has been seen as the logical conclusion of the Pentateuch,
and the idea of a “Hexateuch” (i.e., a literary unit composed of six books:
Genesis-Joshua) has been given credence.70 At root was the thought that the
Pentateuch was incomplete, that it “remains a torso,”71 without the fulfillment of
the land promises that is found in Joshua. Fundamental to this idea is the
assumption that the documentary strands found in the Pentateuch can also be
found in the book of Joshua. Accordingly, many scholars indebted to this
hypothesis have focused on identifying these strands in Joshua.72
An obvious strength of this idea is that it is based on an undisputed fact: the
Pentateuch does end somewhat inconclusively. David Clines speaks of the
“partial fulfillment—which implies also the partial non-fulfillment—of the
promise to or blessing of the patriarchs.”73 It is obvious to the reader at the end
of Deuteronomy that there is more to come.
On the other hand, there are several problems with the hypothesis of a
“Hexateuch.” First, despite the fact that Deuteronomy does not end with the
patriarchal promises fulfilled, it does end at a very logical place, namely, at the
death of Moses, the major character of four of the five books of the Pentateuch.
Taken on its own terms, it represents Moses’ last words, given to a people poised
to enter the land. Life in the land begins in the next book and continues in that
land through the rest of Israel’s history.
A second problem with the “Hexateuch” hypothesis lies in its severing of the
many obvious ties that Joshua (and Deuteronomy) has with the material
following it (see “Joshua and the Present Canon” below). The book of Judges is
a strange place for another large, independent work to have begun.74
A third problem concerns the documentary hypothesis itself. On the one level,
there is little agreement about the various “sources” themselves, both within the
Pentateuch itself or within Joshua. On a more fundamental level, there is not
even agreement about the existence of any such “sources,” ones that are
intertwined strands of material. Conservative Christian scholars have questioned

this hypothesis from the beginning,75 and they have been joined over the years
by others.76 Currently, the entire hypothesis is being radically reworked among
mainstream critical scholars, and even widely rejected or ignored.77

Joshua and the “Deuteronomistic History”78
An alternative hypothesis that has implications for the book of Joshua (and the
books following it) was given its classical formulation in 1943 by Martin Noth.79
Noth saw a literary unity beginning with Deuteronomy and stretching through 2
Kings that he called the “Deuteronomistic History.” Noth contended that this
was the work of a single theologian, the “Deuteronomist,” who wrote after the
fall of Jerusalem and who sought to explain the events of 723/22 and 586 B.C.
(the falls of Samaria and Jerusalem). He saw this work as attempting to
demonstrate that these events were the direct consequence of Israel’s
unrepentant following after other gods and her failure to obey God. As such, it
had an essentially negative purpose.80
Basic themes in the “Deuteronomistic History” are (1) the gra-ciousness of
Yahweh’s covenant, (2) the evils of idolatry and a decentralized cult, and (3) the
inevitability of reward and punishment, according to obedience or
disobedience.81 A primary emphasis here is in the keeping of the Mosaic
covenant (although the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants do figure as well).82
There are some obvious strengths to this approach. First, there is a strong
“Deuteronomistic” influence found throughout Joshua-2 Kings, one that is not
nearly so visible in Genesis-Numbers.83 Second, the theory of consecutive,
discrete blocks of literary materials joined together at various “seams” (as Noth
envisioned in the case of the Deuteronomistic History) is easier to countenance
than the “documentary” theory of various intertwined strands coming together.
Third, on the whole, there is more of a unity, both in content and in outlook, to
Deuteronomy-2 Kings than there is to Genesis-Joshua.
However, there are some deficiencies as well. First, this approach does not
take seriously the biblical witnesses to Deuteronomy’s provenance at a far
earlier period in Israel’s history than the time of Josiah or the exile.84 Second,
the removal of Deuteronomy from Genesis-Numbers leaves that corpus as a
torso; the resulting “Tetrateuch” is most unsatisfactory as a literary unit. Third,
Noth’s essentially negative understanding of the Deuteronomist’s purpose has

not been generally accepted: “It is hard to imagine a negative cause as sufficient
reason to compose and preserve the tradition.”85

Joshua and the Present Canon
The present order of books from Genesis to Esther in the Protestant canon,
and from Genesis to 2 Kings in the Hebrew canon, is basically chronological
with reference to the events in them. In the former, the first five books generally
are known as the “books of Moses,” the “Pentateuch,” or the “Law.” In the
Jewish traditions, the five Mosaic books form the “Torah,” and the narrative
books from Joshua to 2 Kings are part of a larger corpus entitled the “Prophets.”
Within this division are the “Former Prophets” (Joshua to 2 Kings) and the
“Latter Prophets” (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the “Twelve”). References to
the “Prophets” as a canonical division are found very early, in the Prologue to
the book of Ecclesiasticus (Sirach; ca. 180 B.C.), Josephus, and the NT.86 The
Bible itself refers to the “former prophets” (Zech. 1:4; 7:7), but these would
seem to be references to the classical prophets in the tradition of Elijah, Amos,
or Jeremiah, and not to a canonical corpus. The earliest extant reference to the
“Former Prophets” as a canonical division comes from the Middle Ages.87
In many ways, both Deuteronomy and Joshua act as fulcrums between the
material preceding and following. With reference to Deuteronomy, the first part
of the book (chaps. 1–11) is Moses’ personalized review of the past, along with
his exhortations and warnings about the future. The core of the book (chaps. 12–
26) is a restatement—with many additions—of the law given earlier; the changes
and additions reflect a concern for life in the land, which Israel is about to begin.
Childs has noted the importance in this connection of von Rad’s idea of
“actualization” in Deuteronomy, whereby each generation appropriates and
enters into the covenant for itself.88 The best examples of this are in
Deuteronomy 5:2–3 and especially 29:14–15 [MT 13–14], but it occurs
throughout the book. That is, the book is more than merely a historical review
for one generation; it applies the Sinai experiences and law to all succeeding
generations as well (cf., e.g., Deut. 4:25–31; 6:7, 20–25).
Similarly, Joshua builds upon the Pentateuch, most notably with respect to the
fulfillment of the land promises, but also with respect to the continued story line
involving people such as Joshua himself, who earlier had been introduced. At the
end of the book, Joshua and the people renew the covenant. This has a

backward-as well as a forward-looking component to it. Also, the book as a
whole looks ahead to settled life in the land.
Despite all of this, the testimony throughout both Protestant and Hebrew
canons is unanimous and unambiguous in seeing a major canonical break
between Deuteronomy and Joshua.89 Both of the above theories—of a
“Hexateuch” and a “Deuteronomistic History”—have cogently made valid
observations about the flow of thought across the boundary between
Deuteronomy and Joshua. However, they are modern critical constructs, and
they both cut across the present canonical division, thus ignoring some important
features that are clearly present in the biblical text.
One such feature is Joshua’s position at the head of the prophets, which must
be taken seriously. The prophets carried God’s words to the people. Whereas the
“Former Prophets” are “historical” books in the main, they are “prophetic” in
that they are God’s words, and they “bear testimony to the working out of the
prophetic word in the life of the nation.”90 It is interesting to note the wholesale
incorporation of historical material in the books of the prophets, which softens
the distinction between the two types of material (cf., e.g., Isaiah 36–39 // 2
Kings 18–20; Jer. 40:7–9 // 2Kings 25:23–26; Jer. 50:31–34 // 2 Kings 25:27–
30; Jer. 52:1–27, 31–34 // 2 Kings 24:18–25:21, 27–30).91
A second feature is Joshua’s position at the head of the books whose history is
played out in the Promised Land. In Joshua the capture of the land is recounted,
and in 2 Kings the loss of the land is related. All the history in between takes
place in this land that God gave to Israel. The book of Joshua, then, plays an
important role in introducing us to this land.
Third, Joshua the man is very different from Moses. Joshua is Moses’
successor as leader of the nation (Joshua 1), yet he does not occupy the same
office as Moses. He is not called a prophet as Moses is (Deut. 34:10). Moses is
the “servant of the Lord,” whereas Joshua is merely “Moses’ aide” (Josh. 1:1).
Joshua is not the recipient of the law as Moses was but rather only its guardian;
Moses was the great lawgiver, whose role is not duplicated in Israel’s history.
Fourth, Joshua is the first in the line of leadership that received its full
expression in the kings of Israel and Judah. Joshua was not a king, yet several
facts about him show that elements of his leadership were forerunners to the
leadership the kings were to exercise. For example, the emphasis in Joshua 1:1–9
on his keeping the law, the fact that he was responsible for Israel’s entering and
keeping the land, and the very fact that there is a narrative devoted to his
entering his office,92 all place him in this line of leadership, since all of these are
characteristic of the kings.93

Finally, despite its own status as a prophetic word, indeed, the very Word of
God, the book of Joshua also recognizes the existence of an earlier, authoritative,
written Word of God: the book of the law (e.g., Josh. 1:8; 4:10; 8:31, 32, 35).
The words of God that Moses wrote down and deposited in the ark (Deut. 31:24)
have an authoritative function as written Scripture in Joshua. This idea certainly
is not as visible with respect to what Joshua himself said. The Pentateuch as a
whole forms an authoritative basis for the book of Joshua; indeed, it does so
throughout the rest of the OT.94

SPECIAL ISSUES IN THE BOOK OF JOSHUA

The Destruction of the Canaanites95
One problem many people have with the book of Joshua is the apparent
bloodthirstiness displayed by the Israelites and the God who demanded these
annihilations. (See especially 6:21; 8:22; 10:26, 28, 30, 32, 33, 35, 37, 39, 40;
11:8, 10–14.) God had informed Moses that Israel was to carry out this complete
destruction in Canaan (Deut. 7:2; 20:16–17; Josh. 11:15, 20), and Moses had so
instructed Joshua (11:12, 15; cf. 10:40). God spoke to Joshua directly about this
as well (6:17, with reference to Jericho). Thus, the question arises concerning
God’s basic justice: How can a holy, just, and loving God command such
barbarities? The Bible gives two reasons for this destruction.
The first is the requirement of purity of Israel’s worship (discussed below
under “Purity of Worship [Holiness]”). The second is that it was due to the
Canaanites’ sin. Concerning sin, we should first note that, from God’s
perspective, all peoples have sinned and fallen short of His standards (Rom.
3:23) and thus are deserving of the severest punishment (Rom. 6:23). On this
level, the Canaanites only received what all peoples deserved, and any peoples
who were spared were so spared only by God’s grace.
Though this is completely true, and thus it could legitimately stand as the
complete answer to the question, it is somewhat incomplete, since it is clear that
God did not choose to annihilate other peoples in biblical times (or since) who
also were sinful. What was distinctive about the Canaanite situation that
triggered the unprecedented injunctions to destroy everyone and everything?
A preview of the Canaanites’ sin is presented to Abraham, where he is told
that the fulfillment of the promise to him would be delayed, in part because “the
sin of the Amorites is not yet complete” (Gen. 15:16). That is, the return of
Abraham’s descendants finally to inherit the land would have as part of its
mission the punishing of the Canaanites96 for their sin. For many years, the
Canaanites’ sins apparently would not justify the annihilation that would come
when the Israelites took the land. However, that time would arrive, and we see

that it did arrive by the time of Joshua.
The sins of the Canaanites appear in several places. In Leviticus 18:24–30,
Israel is solemnly warned to abstain from the many abominations that the
Canaanites had practiced (see also v. 3). The context suggests that the entire list
of sins in 18:6–23 falls under the sins the Canaanites practiced. These include
engaging in incest, adultery, child sacrifice, homosexuality, and bestiality.
Furthermore, in Deuteronomy 9:4–5, “the wickedness of the nations [in the land
of Canaan]” is given as a major reason why the Lord would drive them out
before Israel. Also, the promise to Abraham included the provision that God
would curse anyone who cursed Israel (Gen. 12:3), and we specifically see the
Canaanites seeking to destroy Israel on at least two occasions (Josh. 9:1–2;
11:1–5).97
By most cultures’ standards, these sins are particularly heinous. The evidence
outside the Bible confirms the biblical picture of an extremely wicked society.
Archaeological excavation has shown that the practice of child sacrifice was
especially the province of the Canaanites and their descendants who migrated
westward to Carthage. Furthermore, texts and artifacts of the cults of the Baals,
spoken of frequently in the Bible, have been discovered in the soil of Syria,
Lebanon, and Israel. Among the common cultic practices was ritual
prostitution.98
The instructions to Israel to annihilate the Canaanites were specific in time,
intent, and geography. That is, it was not a blanket permission to do the same to
any peoples they encountered, at any time or in any place. It was limited to the
crucial time when Israel was just establishing itself as a theocracy under God, to
protect Israel’s worship as well as to punish these specific peoples. Thus, harsh
as it may seem to our sensibilities, we should remember that it was for very
clearly stated reasons, and it was very carefully circumscribed.99

Rahab’s Lie
Another problem that some people raise concerning morality in the book of
Joshua deals with the lie that Rahab told the men pursuing the Israelite spies
(Josh. 2:4–5). Some would not call it such, arguing that this is a permissible act
of deception in warfare.100 Some would argue that “truth” in Israel meant
something different from “agreement with fact”; rather, it meant “loyalty toward
the neighbor and the Lord,” and thus Rahab did not truly lie.101

Others stress that the text does not comment one way or the other on the
morality here and that the seriousness of the sin of lying (Lev. 19:11; Prov.
12:22; cf. Eph. 4:25) still stands.102 The ends do not justify the means. (See, e.g.,
Rom. 3:8, where Paul condemns the attitude: “Let us not do evil that good may
result.”) NT commendations of Rahab are for her faith, as expressed in her help
for the spies, not for her lying per se:
By faith the prostitute Rahab, because she welcomed the spies, was not
killed with those who were disobedient. (Heb. 11:31)
Was not even Rahab the prostitute considered righteous for what she did
when she gave lodging to the spies and sent them off in a different
direction? (James 2:25)
In particular, the James passage seems fairly explicit. It mentions two actions:
(1) giving lodging, and (2) sending the spies out by a safer route. It does not
mention her lying, or even her “protection” of the men accomplished by the lie.
It very well may be that the deception was omitted in James deliberately (to
avoid the appearance of condoning it), since the passage is fairly explicit
otherwise. (But this is an argument from silence and cannot be pressed too far.)
The judgment here is that the prohibitions against lying are paramount and
that Rahab ultimately cannot be excused for her deception. (One prohibition in
effect when she lived is found in Lev. 19:11.) However, she cannot be judged
too harshly either, because her motivations certainly were right. For one, she did
exhibit a true and active faith in Israel’s God. Second, apparently she did not
have the full revelation of the Mosaic law that the Israelites had. Third, it is
much easier to judge an action in the cool light of hindsight than to make a crisis
decision in the heat of the moment. The biblical judgment is that her faith and
related actions were more important ultimately than this one ethical lapse.

Etiology in Joshua
In Joshua, we see several occasions in which the name of a place is explained
in terms of events that transpired there. For example, the place where the
Israelites were circumcised was called Gibeath-haaraloth, which means “Hill of
Foreskins” (Josh. 5:3). It was also called “Gilgal” (5:9), a wordplay on the

reproach of Egypt’s being rolled away (since Hebrew gālal means “to roll”).
Such explanations of place-names belong to a class of stories called
“etiologies.” This term is derived from the Greek word aitiologia (consisting of
aitia [“cause”] + logia [“description”]), and it means the assignment of a cause,
origin, or reason for something; it is used in biblical studies to describe those
stories that explain how an existing name, custom, or institution came into being.
The pages of Joshua contain several such examples.103
Many scholars have seen any sign of an etiology in the Bible as a signal that
this explanation is fanciful, that the need to explain a place-name gave rise to
various stories that would do this. The assumption is that the explanations given
are historically false but that they reveal the folk traditions that gave rise to
them.
This skepticism about the historicity behind etiologies has drawn much
criticism, and recent work is much more moderate in understanding them.104
There is no inherent reason why such stories could not, in fact, be true. Thus,
many scholars recognize that certain stories were not invented to give an
etiological explanation, and it is even conceded by some that the biblical text
may indeed preserve the actual reasons for certain names or customs. That is the
assumption in the present work. In some cases, the etiology may be mentioned
because it highlights a play on words that is relevant or illustrative; that is
certainly the case with the name “Gilgal” in Joshua 5.

Jericho and the Archaeological Record
Archaeologically, Jericho is known very well; it was one of the oldest cities in
the world, having been occupied since the eighth millennium B.C.105
However, it does not appear to have been occupied during the latter part of the
Late Bronze Age (ca. 1400–1200), and this has raised problems for
understanding the biblical accounts.
Jericho’s early excavator, John Garstang, found a large wall that was
destroyed, and dated it to 1400 B.C., attributing its fall to the Israelite
takeover.106 However, it is now known that this wall dates almost a thousand
years earlier, to the Early Bronze Age. Garstang also had dated the end of his
“City IV” to 1400 B.C., but Jericho’s later excavator, Kathleen Kenyon, raised
this date to 1550 B.C. Furthermore, she dated its period of nonoccupation from
1550 until ca. 1100 B.C., except for a brief period just prior to 1300 B.C.107 This

caused difficulties for those holding to a late date for the exodus, as well as those
holding to an early date.108
Proponents of an early date have pointed to evidence uncovered by Kenyon
that nonetheless supports an occupation ca. 1400 B.C.109 More significant,
however, has been the recent reaffirmation of Garstang’s dating of City IV’s
demise to ca. 1400 B.C. by Bryant Wood, calling into question Kenyon’s
dating.110 Wood presents convincing evidence that Kenyon’s methodology in
dating was flawed, using as it did imported pottery types from tombs for its
typology, rather than the much more common local, domestic wares found much
more widely throughout the Jericho mound.111 He presents several lines of
evidence that Garstang’s dating of the demise of City IV and its walls (a set of
walls different from the Early Bronze wall mentioned above) was indeed correct,
ca. 1400 B.C.112 If he is correct (as seems likely), then the archaeological
evidence from Jericho fits the biblical picture very well.

Ai and the Archaeological Record
As with Jericho there are archaeological problems in confirming the
destruction of the city, so also with Ai. Here, however, the problem is different,
since the location of the site is by no means certain. It traditionally has been
identified with et-Tell, a mound two miles east of Beitin (assumed to be biblical
Bethel).113 The problem with this site identification is that et-Tell was
unoccupied from ca. 2400–1220 B.C. (and inhabited from 1220–1050), causing
problems for both early or late dating of the conquest, but especially for the
former. This site identification has been challenged, however, on several
grounds.114 Despite a vigorous rejoinder, it would seem that a good case can be
made for an alternate site proposal.115 If so, the archaeology of et-Tell poses no
problem for the biblical account, and the true site of Ai remains yet to be
identified.

Joshua’s Long Day
In Joshua 10, we find an account of a battle between Israel and an Amorite
coalition of five kings in which part of the account mentions the sun’s standing

still for an entire day. This has raised many questions as to the nature of the
event and the text that describes it. The account of the battle proper is told in
10:6–15, and it falls into two parallel sections: verses 6–11 and 12–15. The first
section (vv. 6–11) begins with the Gibeonites appealing to Joshua for protection
from the Amorite coalition, doing so under terms of the treaty they had just
concluded with Israel (Joshua 9), and with Joshua responding (vv. 6–7). God
threw the coalition into a panic, and there was a great slaughter (v. 10). Then, in
the retreat, more were killed by the hailstorm than had died in the encounter (v.
11). A midsummer hailstorm would have been a rarity, functioning as a
miraculous intervention here.116 The picture is of a great and complete victory in
this battle.
The second section (vv. 12–15) is introduced with the disjunctive particle
“then” (‘az), introducing important action that took place at the same time as—
not subsequent to—that of verses 6–11.117 That is, somehow, the hailstorm of
verse 11 and the phenomena of verses 12–13 either describe the same things or
(more probably) they happened at the same time, as part of the same miracle.
Verses 12–14 read as follows:
12On

the day the Lord gave the Amorites over to Israel, Joshua said to the
Lord in the presence of Israel:

Osun, stand still over Gibeon,
O moon, over the Valley of Aijalon.”
13So the sun stood still,
and the moon stopped,
till the nation avenged itself on its enemies,
as it is written in the Book of Jashar.
The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a
full day.14There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when the
Lord listened to a man. Surely the Lord was fighting for Israel!
Several difficult issues present themselves in this section.118 However, before
considering these, we should carefully note the emphasis in the section. The
author marvels not so much at the miracle of verse 13 but rather at the fact that
the Lord heard and responded to the voice of a man (v. 14) interceding

miraculously for Israel because of Joshua’s petition (v. 12)! The two previous
miracles on Israel’s behalf had been at God’s initiative: the stopping of the
Jordan’s waters, and the defeat of Jericho. This time, it was in response to one
man’s petition. This again highlights Joshua’s importance in the book, and it also
underscores God’s faithfulness to His people.
The first difficulty in this section is the question of what exactly constitutes
the quote from the Book of Jashar. Many see it beginning with “O Sun” in verse
12b and ending just before “as it is written” in verse 13a, thus including the five
lines of poetry indicated in the NIV (quoted above). Others think it begins a few
words earlier in verse 12, with “Joshua said to the Lord in the presence of
Israel,” or even at the beginning of verse 12. The fourth view sees the quote
extending from verse 12b through the end of verse 14, or even to verse 15
(italicized portion quoted below).
12On

the day the Lord gave the Amorites over to Israel, Joshua said to the
Lord in the presence of Israel:

Osun, stand still over Gibeon,
O moon, over the Valley of Aijalon.”
13So the sun stood still,
and the moon stopped,
till the nation avenged itself on its enemies,
as it is written in the Book of Jashar.
The sun stopped in the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a
full day. 14There has never been a day like it before or since, a day when
the Lord listened to a man. Surely the Lord was fighting for Israel!
It would seem possible, too, that the quote might have been only verse 13b,
which follows the reference to the Book of Jashar—namely, “The sun stopped in
the middle of the sky and delayed going down about a full day.” This gives a
succinct summary of the key events here, and it is certainly plausible enough,
since quotations are more often introduced by a narrative tagline such as found
here (“as it is written in the Book of Jashar”), rather than followed by one.119
A second question that arises here is, Who is speaking “in the presence of
Israel” (v. 12)? Most understand this to be Joshua, but some argue that it could

be God. Verse 12, then, would read as follows: “Then Joshua spoke [or
appealed] to the Lord on the day the Lord gave the Amorites into the power of
the Israelites, and [the Lord] said in the sight of Israel” (author’s translation). In
this construct, God is the subject of the second verb of speaking.120 Thus, the
words in verses 12b and 13 are God’s, not Joshua’s. That is made more plausible
when it is remembered that God is a more appropriate subject than Joshua to
have addressed the sun and moon directly: He created them and was their
sovereign. Nevertheless, Joshua is the most likely speaker here.121
A third question concerns the status of verse 15, which is out of place
chronologically and which is identical to verse 43. Those who see the Book of
Jashar quote as including verse 15 have little problem here, and they see it
functioning proleptically, anticipating the end that comes in verse 43. Others
usually see it as a scribal duplication, since the ends of verses 14 and 42 are very
similar. This may very well be the correct solution here.122
A fourth question—and it is the one most often asked of this passage—
concerns what actually happened to the sun and moon (vv. 12–13). Two
extremes can be seen here. The first sees the passage as purely mythological,
completely nonhistorical, describing no actual events. The other speaks of a
miracle of colossal magnitude, whereby the earth’s rotation actually stopped for
an entire day. Others have sought to explain the event in mediating ways, via
various natural phenomena, such as refraction of light in the earth’s atmosphere
(such that the sun remained visible for a lengthy period of time) or a solar
eclipse.123 It also is argued that the verb translated “stand still”124 in verses 12–
13 is more plausibly translated “cease, stop” (i.e., from shining). The request is
then for relief from the heat of the sun, which comes via the hailstorm of verse
11125 or via a solar eclipse.126 Italso has been argued that the passage is similar
to ancient Near Eastern incantations involving the sun and the moon and that it is
nothing more than a request that God look favorably upon Israel on that day and
not Israel’s enemies. The proof of this favor would be the alignment of the sun
over Gibeon, to the east, and the moon over the Aijalon valley, to the west.127
The hailstorm, then, would have nothing to do with these sources of light
specifically, but it would be seen as the means of destruction of Israel’s enemies.
Explaining what actually took place is a matter of considerable debate. The
opinion here is that one of three possibilities is the most probable in
understanding the phenomena of that day. First, they indeed could have involved
a large-scale miracle of stopping of the earth’s rotation for a day.128 Second, the
hailstorm indeed could have been the cause of the “stopping” of the sun’s and
the moon’s light. Third, verses 12b–13a may indeed have recalled an

incantation.129 There are difficulties with each of these interpretations, however,
and we must remain cautious about any conclusions drawn.

THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF JOSHUA
At least four important themes can be discerned as central to the theology of
the book of Joshua: (1) the land, (2) rest, (3) the covenant, and (4) purity of
worship. Of these, the first three could be subsumed under the rubric of “A
Promise-Keeping God.”130 Joshua 21:45 states that “not one of all the Lord’s
good promises to the house of Israel failed; every one was fulfilled,” and 23:14
adds, “You know … that not one of all the good promises the Lord your God
gave you has failed. Every one has been fulfilled; not one has failed.”131 God
had for centuries promised Israel that it would have a land, and rest in that land,
in accordance with the covenant He made with the patriarchs. God promised that
Israel’s continued existence in that land would be dependent on its obedience to
the covenant He made with them under Moses, at Sinai.

The Land
The major theme in the book is the possession of the Promised Land, which
had been promised to Abraham (Gen. 12:7; 13:14–15, 17; 15:18–21; 17:8;
22:17) and repeated to Isaac (26:3–4), to Jacob (28:4, 13; 35:12), and to
succeeding generations (see 48:4ff; 50:24).
The land is a central goal toward which the action and thought in the
Pentateuch move. Moses was called to bring God’s people to “a good and broad
land, a land flowing with milk and honey” (Ex. 3:8, 17; cf. also 6:4, 8). The book
of Exodus shows the beginning of the move toward that land, and Numbers
shows the continuation of the journey. Indeed, it has been noted that twelve
“journeying” texts in these two books form their framework132 in the same way
that the “generations” formulas form the framework of Genesis (in 2:4; 5:2; 6:9;
10:1; 11:10; 11:27; 25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 36:9; 37:2). Beyond this, several chapters
in Numbers are concerned with tribal and individual land inheritances (chaps.
27, 32, 34–36).
The land is seen as God’s gift to Israel over and over again, especially in
Deuteronomy. In Joshua, the concept occurs more than fifty times.133 As a gift
of God, it never belongs absolutely to Israel: it belongs to God (Lev. 25:23;

Deut. 9:4–5). The dividing of the land by lot further indicates that it was at
God’s disposal (Num. 26:55–56; Josh. 14:2; 18:1–10), as does the demand for
the land’s firstfruits to be given to God (Deut. 14:22–29; 26:9–15).134
The fact that a major portion of the book of Joshua is devoted to detailing the
specific inheritances of individuals and tribes (chaps. 13–21) is very important in
this regard. Though these chapters do not make for very easy (or interesting)
reading, their importance lies in showing that the land promises were now
indeed being fulfilled—in tangible ways. It is as if the author of the book were
saying, “If you don’t believe it, here is the ‘map’ and here are the details; you
can check them out for yourself.”
An important concept, especially in Deuteronomy and carried over into
Joshua, is that possession and retention of the land is tied to obedience to the law
(e.g., Deut. 4:1, 25–27, 40; 6:17–18; 8:1; 11:8; 30:15–20; 32:46–47). In Joshua,
the complete possession of the land and extermination of its inhabitants is seen
as a result of Joshua’s obedience to God’s command (10:40; 11:20, 23; 23:9–
13). Israel’s continued possession of it also is tied to obedience (23:9–13, 15–
16).135

Rest
The idea of the possession of the land as the accomplishment of God’s “rest”
is important as we consider the book of Joshua.136 The “rest” is a gift, part of the
inheritance. The inheritance is of two parts: (1) the land, and (2) “rest” from
conflict with enemies.137 That was promised from the beginning. To the
Transjordan tribes, Joshua said, “Remember the command that Moses the
servant of the Lord gave you: ‘The Lord your God is giving you rest and has
granted you this land’ “ (Josh. 1:13). This refers back to promises given in
Numbers 32:20–22 and repeated in Deuteronomy 3:18–20. The idea of rest for
the entire nation from their enemies is found in such passages as Deuteronomy
12:10 and 25:19, and it is echoed in the summarizing passages in Joshua 21:44
and 23:1. In two places, we read that the land itself had rest from war (11:23;
14:15; cf. Deut. 12:9–10; 25:19; 2 Sam. 7:1, 11; 1 Kings 8:56). That anticipates
the same idea repeated several times in Judges: “And the land had rest years”
(3:11; 3:30; 5:31; 8:28).
TRIBAL ALLOTMENTS IN CANAAN

Typologically, the NT equates the OT concept of rest with entering into
Christ’s “rest.” Hebrews 3 and 4 develops this in greatest detail, and speaks of
God resting on the seventh day of creation. Hebrews 4 quotes several times from
Psalm 95, mentioning the rebellious wilderness generation, whose disobedience
prevented them from entering the Lord’s rest (building upon Heb. 3:7–11,
quoting all of Ps. 95:7d–11). The offer of rest to that generation was rejected,
but, in the “today” of Psalm 95:7d and Hebrews 3:7, 15; 4:7, the offer is
repeated. Hebrews 4:8 mentions Joshua, under whom the rebellious generation
was not allowed to enter the land; it was rather a new generation to whom the
offer of rest was made. It was an offer that was to be appropriated in each
generation.

The Covenant
Another prominent theme in Joshua is the covenant, or, better, the keeping of
the covenant. There is the Deuteronomistic stress upon obedience to the law (the
covenant) and the cause-and-effect relationship of obedience and blessing,
disobedience and punishment. Obedience to the law and the covenant is urged
upon Joshua in 1:7–8, upon the Transjordan tribes in 22:5, upon the people in
23:6, 16; 24:15.
Covenant renewal ceremonies. Two covenant renewal ceremonies are
recorded in the book. The first took place on Mount Ebal, when Joshua built an
altar to the Lord and offered sacrifices (8:30–35). There, “Joshua copied on
stones the law of Moses, which he had written” (v. 32). Then he read the entire
law to the people (vv. 34–35). In doing so, Joshua was fulfilling the
requirements that a king was supposed to keep (Deut. 17:18–19).
The covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem in Joshua 24 is also very
significant. See especially verses 25–27, where Joshua wrote the words of their
covenant renewal in “the Book of the Law of God” and erected a large stone as a
witness and a memorial for them. The people committed themselves to keeping
the law as well (24:16–18, 21–22, 24, 27).
The ark of the covenant. In chapter 3, the ark of the covenant occupies an
important place. The priests were responsible for carrying it, in accordance with
the Mosaic legislation.138 The ark was the symbol of God’s very presence, and a
healthy distance was to be maintained between it and the people (3:4). The ark is
referred to in various ways in this chapter, the most common phrase being “the
ark of the covenant.” However, we should note that several references elevate it
to even more prominent status when the Hebrew is read carefully:139 (1) verse
11, “the ark of the covenant, the Lord of all the earth”;140 (2) verse 14, “the ark,
the covenant”; (3) verse 17: “the ark, the covenant of the Lord.” These
references suggest such a close relationship between the ark and the covenant it
represents that it is almost as if the ark is the covenant. God, who is associated
with the ark, is closely associated with the covenant as well, and these ways of
referring to the ark highlight this fact.

Purity of Worship (Holiness)

The idea of Israel’s separate identity in Canaan—especially religiously—
pervades the book of Joshua. That is the essence of holiness in the OT: the
Hebrew word qād∘ (“holy”) has at its base the idea of separateness—away from
the everyday and the mundane, from evil, and set apart for the sacred, the good.
An important passage in Joshua that speaks of holiness is chapter 5. Here we
find recorded several ceremonies, all of which show the importance of ritual
purity. First is a circumcision ceremony (5:2–9) in which those who had not
been circumcised in the wilderness were now circumcised. Second, the Passover
is kept (5:10–12), after which the manna stopped appearing and the Israelites ate
from the fruit of the land. Third, Joshua met the commander of the Lord’s army
(5:13–15). In this little episode, the key to the encounter lies in Joshua’s falling
facedown to the ground and in the commander’s indications that Joshua was
standing on holy ground and that he should remove his sandals (vv. 14–15). This
obviously echoes Moses’ encounter with God at the burning bush (Ex. 3:5–6). It
is interesting that the Lord’s commander did not answer Joshua’s military type
question: “Are you for us or for our enemies?” Rather, he answered by pointing
out the holiness of the spot.
Thus, we can see that all three episodes concern holiness in one way or
another.141 That such spiritual preparations preceded the actual “conquest” of the
land illustrates the biblical priorities, which are spiritual (see, e.g., Matt. 6:33).
Thus, the real “action” of the book is delayed by several important—even
essential—preliminaries: memorializing God’s miraculous help (Joshua 4) and
sanctifying the people (Joshua 5). The tasks ahead were far too important to
enter into lightly or unprepared in any way.
Another passage that speaks of purity of worship is found in Joshua 22. Here,
when the Transjordan tribes built an altar of commemoration, the other tribes
were greatly concerned that this was a rival and illegitimate altar that would
compromise the purity of the one true altar of the Lord.
Holiness is rooted in God’s very nature. Leviticus 19, a crucial chapter in a
book on holiness, shows that the commands to be holy are rooted in God’s own
character, since He Himself is holy: “Be holy, because I, the Lord your God, am
holy” (v. 2). This command was behind Israel’s self-understanding in the land of
Canaan.
An important insight into holiness is given us in Numbers 16. This chapter
concerns the rebellion of various individuals against the authority God had given
Moses and Aaron. In 16:38 [MT 17:3], the censers of the sons of Korah are seen
as holy because they had been offered to the Lord (see vv. 17–18).
Thus, we see that dedication to the Lord is an important part of the concept of
holiness. Such dedication had the effect of separating the individual who was

dedicated out and away from the ordinary or the profane (i.e., the common).
That is the thrust of the rituals in Joshua 5. Circumcision marked the dedication
of the individual to the Lord, to the covenant He had established with Abraham
and his descendants. The Passover observance marked the individual’s
dedication to Him as well and commemorated the separating out of the Israelites
from the Egyptians years earlier.
The ērem. Related to this is the idea of the ērem, the placing of things “under
the ban” or “devoting them to the Lord.”142 As such, these things were forbidden
to common use but, rather, were to be an “offering” to the Lord. The concept
especially was related to warfare: things would be offered to the Lord by being
utterly destroyed. This could happen with respect to material wealth (e.g., Josh.
6:18–19; 7:1, 11), people (e.g., 10:28, 35, 39, 40, 41; 11:11, 20), or even entire
cities (e.g., 6:21; 8:26; 10:1, 37; 11:12, 21).
This practice, though referred to extensively in the OT, is not commonly seen
in surrounding cultures. That is somewhat remarkable, given the bellicose nature
of so many of these cultures and also given their developed religious systems.
There is only one clear occurrence of the root HRM in cognate Semitic
literature.143 Second Kings 19:11 mentions the Assyrian kings “utterly
destroying” lands they conquered, but it is not in the context of religious
destruction.
The special emphasis at the time of Joshua was that Israel was to keep itself
undefiled, and the land itself was to be undefiled. In the particular circumstances
of the Israelites entering the long-promised land as a newly constituted nation, it
was vitally important that they do so uncontaminated by pagan worship. Already
they had yielded to temptation and the Baal of Peor in the wilderness (Numbers
25; 31:1–4). In Deuteronomy, the Lord had made His desires clear: “You shall
utterly destroy them … precisely so that they might not teach you to do
according to all their abominations which they have done on behalf of their
gods” (20:17–18; author’s translation).
When Israel did not obey the command to utterly destroy things, this did
indeed contaminate its religion. This is most visible in the story of Achan’s and
Israel’s “breaking faith” concerning things placed under the ban (Joshua 7).
When Israel was defeated at Ai because of this, Joshua and the elders of the
people went into mourning (7:7–9).
God’s response was couched in terms of holiness (vv. 10–15). Israel (not just
Achan) had sinned, and He would not tolerate it. This passage shows that God is
not open to the charge of a double standard with regard to His treatment of Israel
and the Canaanites. He had ordered Israel to exterminate the Canaanites because

of their sin, but here He allows all Israel as well to be affected by the sin of one
man. The overriding concern in all such episodes is God’s demand for holiness
and obedience and the concern for purity of worship. Thus, 7:11 underlines the
seriousness of the offense attributed to the nation: Israel had (1) “sinned,” (2)
“violated” the Lord’s covenant, (3) “taken some of the devoted things,” (4)
“stolen,” (5) “lied,” and (6) put the things among their own possessions. The
quick, staccato accumulation of these verbs in verse 11 accentuates the severity
of the action, since it was essentially one act, but it is described in these various
ways. Verse 12 shows that the people of Israel themselves now are, literally, “a
thing for destruction” (as Jericho had been). God would no longer be with Israel
until the sin was removed from the camp. Verse 13 again emphasizes the
importance of holiness in God’s eyes: the people were to sanctify themselves,
since they had been defiled by the presence of the banned things.
Achan was found out, and he and his family were stoned and burned (vv. 16–
26). Because he had violated God’s command concerning the booty from
Jericho, Achan found himself in the position of the inhabitants of Jericho: he
himself was placed under the ban. He in effect had become a Canaanite by his
actions.
Another illustration of the effects of not completely destroying pagan
influences comes in the book of Judges. Despite the indications in Joshua 10–11
that Israel completely carried out the requirements of the complete annihilation,
Judges 1 indicates that the various tribes did not fully obey (see esp. vv. 19, 21,
28, 29, 30, 31, 32, 33, 34). We then see in Judges 2—and indeed throughout the
rest of the book of Judges—the effects this had on Israel’s life: the people turned
to the Baals, the gods of the Canaanites who were living among them, and
forsook the Lord. Israel’s worship did not remain pure.

Outline of the Book of Joshua

The Conquest of the Land (Joshua 1–12)
Preparations for Entering the Land (chap. 1)
The Charge to Joshua (1:1–9)
First Instructions (1:10–11)
The Charge to the Transjordan Tribes (1:12–15)
All Israel’s Response (1:16–18)
Two Spies in Jericho (chap. 2)
Entry, Discovery, and Hiding (2:1–7)
The Oath of Protection (2:8–14)
Departure and Sign of the Scarlet Cord (2:15–24)
Crossing of the Jordan (3:1–5:1)
Preparations for Crossing (3:1–6)
The Crossing (3:7–17)
The Twelve Memorial Stones (4:1–10a)
The Crossing Completed (4:10b–5:1)
Ritual Preparations (5:2–15)
Circumcision (5:2–9)
The Passover Kept (5:10–12)
The Commander of the Lord’s Army (5:13–15)
Conquest of Jericho (chap. 6)
Covenant Disobedience and the Conquest of Ai (7:1–8:29)
The Sin (7:1)
The Defeat (7:2–5)
The Aftermath (7:6–26)
The Victory (8:1–29)
Covenant Affirmations (8:30–35)
The Gibeonite Treaty (chap. 9)
Introduction (9:1–2)
The Gibeonites’ Deceit (9:3–15)
The Gibeonites’ Lot (9:16–27)
The Southern and Northern Campaigns (chaps. 10–11)
Victory over Southern Coalition (10:1–27)
The Coalition Gathers (10:1–5)

The Battle Proper (10:6–15)
The Task Finished (10:16–27)
The Southern Campaign Completed (10:28–43)
Victory over Northern Coalition (11:1–15)
The Coalition Gathers (11:1–5)
The Battle Proper (11:6–9)
The Task Finished (11:10–15)
The Northern Campaign Completed (11:16–23)
The List of Conquered Kings and Land (chap. 12)
The Kings and Land of Transjordan (12:1–6)
The Kings and Land of Cisjordan (12:7–24)
The Division of the Land (Joshua 13–21)
The Command to Distribute the Land (13:1–7)
The Transjordan Distribution Recalled (13:8–33)
The Cisjordan Distribution (chaps. 14–19)
Introduction (14:1–5)
Caleb’s Inheritance (14:6–15)
Judah’s Inheritance (15:1–63)
Joseph’s Inheritance (chaps. 16–17)
The Other Tribes’ Inheritance (chaps. 18–19)
The Cities of Refuge and the Levitical Cities (chaps. 20–21)
The Cities of Refuge (20:1–9)
The Levitical Cities (21:1–42)
Conclusion (21:43–45)
Farewells (Joshua 22–24)
Joshua’s Farewell to the Transjordan Tribes (chap. 22)
The Parting (22:1–9)
Crisis of Unity (22:10–34)
Joshua’s First Farewell to All Israel (chap. 23)
Joshua’s Second Farewell to All Israel (24:1–28)
Introduction and Review of the Past (24:1–13)
Covenant Affirmations (24:14–28)
Conclusion: Burial Notices (24:29–33)
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JUDGES

Then the Lord raised up judges, who saved them out of the hands of these
raiders. Yet they would not listen to their judges but prostituted themselves
to other gods and worshiped them. (Judg. 2:16–17)
In those days there was no king in Israel; everyone did what was right in his
own eyes. (Judg. 21:25 NASB)

The book of Judges is one of sharp contrasts with the book of Joshua. It consists
of a series of independent episodes, all joined by a common motif of Israel’s
apostasy and God’s faithfulness; the overall impression is one of near chaos in
Israel’s political and spiritual life, salvaged only by God’s repeated intervention
and provision.
The book of Joshua had presented things as having gone well, and it ended on
a peaceful note, with every family settling down on the land it had inherited (see
Josh. 21:45; 22:4, 6; 23:14; 24:13, 28). Joshua, who early on was merely Moses’
aide (Josh. 1:1), was now the servant of the Lord (24:29). The land was now
Israel’s, in fulfillment of the long string of promises from Abraham’s day on,
and this fulfillment had been tied to Israel’s obedience.
Now, however, the hints in Joshua that the conquest had been incomplete and
that Israel’s obedience had been something less than total become full-blown
realities in the book of Judges. We see that the warnings repeatedly sounded
against foreign religious entanglements were well spoken, since Israel repeatedly
turned away from the Lord to follow after the Canaanite gods. The period begins
with Israel fighting the enemies it should have annihilated, continues with Israel
fighting various other foreign enemies as a result of its apostasy, and concludes
with Israelites fighting among themselves in the aftermath of a sordid breach of
covenant. The only positive notes in the book are God’s constancy and the hints
that things should get better under a new order.

TITLE
English versions derive their title for the book from the Hebrew title, ōpĕtîm.
This word usually is translated “judges”; it is the term given the twelve leaders
of Israel during the period between Joshua and Samuel. The Old Greek versions
(Septuagint) title it Kritai, and the Vulgate terms it Judicum, both of which mean
the same thing (“judges”).

AUTHORSHIP AND
DATE OF COMPOSITION
Like the book of Joshua, Judges is anonymous. It is a collection of various
blocks of material about different judges, but these blocks are not attributed to
any particular source. Mainstream scholarship dates its final form in the seventh
or sixth centuries B.C., since it sees 2:6–16:31 as “Deuteronomistic.”1 Harrison
dates it to the early monarchy, i.e., in the eleventh or tenth centuries B.C.2
Certainly it was written after the last events recorded in it (ca. 1050 B.C.). The
reference in 18:30 to “the day of the captivity of the land” refers to the exile (in
the sixth century B.C.), suggesting that at least the final “edition” of the book
came from the exile or afterward. Otherwise, there are no clear indicators of its
date of composition in the book or elsewhere in the canon.3

UNITY
As the outline at the end of the chapter indicates, the book of Judges is divided
into several distinct sections. It begins with a prologue indicating that the
conquest described in Joshua was incomplete (1:1–2:5). It then proceeds with an
introduction that summarizes the cycle of events that recur over and over again
in the book (2:6–3:6; esp. 2:10–23). Then the core of the book tells the stories of
the individual judges (3:7–16:31). Finally, the book ends with two appendixes
that portray the period as almost completely debased (17:1–21:25).
Mainstream critical scholarship4 has made much of these divisions,
understanding the stories in the core to have circulated independently (on the
oral level) and to have been concerned with local tribal heroes. Later, they would
have been incorporated into one of the early “Deuteronomistic” editions (seventh
century B.C.), in which the “Deuteronomistic” introduction was added (2:6–3:6),
followed by the incorporation of the prologue (1:1–2:5) and appendixes (chaps.
17–21) sometime in the sixth century B.C.
A priori, there need be no objection to any of this type of formulation, at least
for the book of Judges. No questions of authorship or date are at stake here the
way they are for the books in the Pentateuch. Thus, theoretically, we can easily
agree with these mainstream formulations about the structure and the process of
compilation.5
However, the key to understanding the message of the book comes in focusing
on the unity of its final form. Here, the material can be seen to have been
brought together to form an intelligible, coherent final product with a clear
authorial purpose.6

PURPOSE
The book was written to show the consequences of disobedience to God and
to point the way to a king, who, if he were righteous, would lead the people to
God. In contrast to the serene way in which the book of Joshua ends, as a
consequence of all Israel obeying (for the most part) God’s commands, the book
of Judges shows that, in fact, Israel began to disobey God even in the time of
Joshua and that this disobedience grew more serious—and more debased—
throughout the period. Judges 2:16–23 points out the cyclical, or repetitive,
nature of history during this period. However, the book makes clear that the
repetitions were not merely of the same degree each time; rather, each cycle took
Israel further downward in its relationship with God and in its own religious
malpractice. By the end of the book, it is clear that Israel had violated its
covenant with God in almost every way imaginable.
A number of scholars have pointed out that chapters 19–21 are out of place
chronologically, that, despite their placement at the end of the book, the events
themselves would have taken place early in the period of the judges. This is for
several reasons.7 (1) Phinehas, Aaron’s grandson, is still alive in 20:28 (cf. Num.
25:1–15; 31:6; Josh. 22:9–34). (2) The tribal league—whatever its exact nature
—is still functioning and able to take combined action (chap. 20), as it had under
Phinehas and others in Joshua’s day (Josh. 22:9–34). (3) The Philistines are not
mentioned as a military threat; the action described in chapters 20–21 would
have been well-nigh impossible in later times, when the Philistines dominated
the areas in question. (4) Bethel or Mizpah appear as the major sanctuary (20:1,
18; 21:1), rather than Shiloh, which was more prominent in the Philistine
period.8
This chronological displacement would reinforce the point that, during the
period of the judges, things were “going downhill” spiritually. The sordid events
in these last chapters, while they may have occurred early in the period, are
related at the end as a fitting capstone to a degenerate period.
As a corollary to Israel’s apostasy, God emerges as the true “hero” in the
book. There is a certain irony in this, since the book focuses on a succession of
heroes who delivered Israel. It was God who raised up the various heroic judges
to deliver Israel from its crises, and it was He who remained faithful to the
covenant. Israel failed because it did what was right in its own eyes, rather than

what was right in God’s eyes. (Also see “Theology of the Book of Judges”
below.)

THE PLACE OF JUDGES IN THE CANON
The book of Judges is part of the “Former Prophets” in the Hebrew canon and
of the “Deuteronomistic History” identified by modern scholars. It logically and
chronologically follows Joshua, developing themes from that book and showing
the contrast with the idealized picture presented there. It naturally points ahead
to the books of Samuel (which follow it in the Hebrew canon), in which the
monarchy was established and began to flourish. The events of the book of Ruth
(which follows it in the Christian canon) took place during the period of the
judges.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
FOR THE BOOK OF JUDGES

Date of the Events
The book of Judges covers a lengthy period, beginning after the death of
Joshua (sometime in the early fourteenth century B.C.) and ending prior to the
rise of Samuel to prominence and the coronation of Saul (ca. 1050 B.C. or
shortly thereafter). As such, it covers some 300–350 years.9
The book has numerous references to lengths of time, mostly to periods when
Israel was oppressed or to periods of rest between the oppressions.10 If these are
added up, the total for the period comes to at least 410 years.11 Added to the
known lengths of Eli’s, Samuel’s, Saul’s, and part of David’s tenure as leaders
(at least a hundred years), plus the time in the wilderness and the conquest (at
least forty years), we have a period of at least 550 years between the exodus and
the time that Solomon took office in 970 B.C. That is clear conflict with the
statement in 1 Kings 6:1 about there being 480 years between the exodus and the
laying of the foundation of the temple in Solomon’s fourth year.
The generally agreed-upon solution sees many of the episodes in Judges as
happening concurrently, in different parts of the land. For example, in 3:12–14,
Eglon, king of Moab, along with the Ammonites and Amalekites, oppressed
Israel, but they only took possession of “the city of palms” (Jericho: cf. Deut.
34:3; 2 Chron. 28:15). Ehud’s actions (3:15–30) may have been localized in the
territory of Ephraim and Benjamin. Gideon’s encounter with the Midianites was
with the help only of Manasseh, his own tribe (6:15), and Asher, Zebulun, and
Naphtali (6:35; 7:23), and later Ephraim (7:24).12 Thus, we cannot simply add
up the numbers to arrive at the length of the period. That is true whether an early
or a late date for the exodus and conquest is preferred; only the degree of
overlapping differs.13
Toward the end of the period, dating becomes somewhat easier, assuming the
accuracy of Jephthah’s statement about the three-hundred-year period in 11:26
and the early dating of the exodus. Given an exodus ca. 1446 B.C. and a defeat

of Sihon ca. 1406 B.C., then Jephthah’s statement would have come ca. 1106
B.C., eighteen years after the Ammonite and Philistine oppressions (10:7–8)
began, ca. 1124 B.C. The Philistine oppression lasted forty years (13:1), until it
was finally broken by Samuel at Mizpah (1 Sam. 7:11, 13), ca. 1084 B.C.
Samson’s exploits would have overlapped Samuel’s somewhat; his death likely
came toward the end of the period of Philistine oppression.14

Historical Setting of the Events
This 300 to 350 year period of the judges spanned a major transition in the
ancient Near East, when the Late Bronze Age gave way to the Early Iron Age
shortly after 1200 B.C. The Late Bronze Age (ca. 1550–1200 B.C.) was a period
of prosperity (noted in chapter 2). In Palestine, the system of relatively small,
independent city-states gave way to one of large empires (e.g., Egyptian, Hittite).
Israelites and Canaanites were able to live there relatively undisturbed, however
—the former in the hill country and the latter in the lowlands and coastal areas.15
At the end of the Late Bronze Age, a major discontinuity appears in the
archaeological record (ca. 1200 B.C. and shortly thereafter), signaling the
beginning of the Iron Age.16 Widespread destructions are evident all across the
Mediterranean basin. In Canaan, the evidence shows a radical drop in population
in the major population centers and an increase in one-period sites in outlying
areas—in the hill country and desert fringe areas. Imported pottery abruptly
ceases to show up. Local (Philistine) pottery is distinctive and rougher than
Cypriot and especially the beautiful Mycenean pottery so prevalent in Canaan
and throughout the Mediterranean basin that had been the norm in the Late
Bronze Age.17
The large, visible signs of society collapsed: empires, extensive international
trade, dense population centers, fine crafts and trades. However, there was a
continuity of culture at the grassroots level. Rough as it was, pottery did
continue to be made. The same type of dislocation that occurred at the Early
Bronze Age-Middle Bronze Age transition—i.e., depopulation of urban centers,
with the rise of one-period sites in the hills and the desert fringes—also can be
seen at the Late Bronze Age-Iron Age transition.
The causes of these widespread destructions are not clearly known, but they
coincide with the migrations of the “Land and Sea Peoples” known from
Egyptian texts.18 These peoples clashed with Egypt at the end of the thirteenth

century B.C., and they are seen involved in other disturbances in the eastern
Mediterranean as well.
Thus, the Early Iron Age (ca. 1200–1000 B.C., known as Iron I) was a “dark
age” of sorts.19 The judgment made above (on other grounds) about most of the
biblical judges’ activities being localized in relatively small geographical areas
easily accords with the picture here. It was not until ca. 1000 B.C. that a true
internationalism reasserted itself throughout the eastern Mediterranean, and
houses and cities began to rival those of the Late Bronze Age again.
There were two technological advances worthy of note in the Early Iron Age.
The first was the development of iron tools and weapons. This allowed for more
sophisticated agricultural and military techniques. The second was the
development of plastered cisterns for water storage. These are seen for the first
time in Iron I, all over Palestine. They freed settlements from being completely
dependent on wells, springs, or bodies of water.
Now, for the first time, Philistines20 appear as a major, identifiable grouping
on the southwest coast of Canaan.21 They settled in, manufacturing their own
crude but distinctive pottery, carrying on a limited sea-based trade, and
eventually achieving a monopoly in the use of iron weapons, which they used to
their advantage against Israel (Judg. 1:19; 1 Sam. 13:19–21). During the judges
period, Samson was the major Israelite foe of the Philistines; later, Samuel, Saul,
and David led Israel against them, and it was David who finally broke their hold
on Israel.
The Israelites eventually did gain access to iron weapons (1 Sam. 13:21). It is
interesting to note that by the tenth century B.C. the technological tide seems to
have turned: Samuel, Saul, and David were successful in subduing the
Philistines. Archaeologically, this picture is illustrated dramatically: blacksmiths
from northern Palestine were producing carburized iron (steel), while Philistine
sites show no corresponding technological advances.22 This corresponds with
the biblical picture in which, by this time, a political structure was in place
capable of supporting such specialized technology (namely, the monarchy). The
Bible pictures the Philistines as a coarse people who were uncircumcised (e.g.,
Judg. 14:3; 15:18). Their major god was Dagon (known from Mesopotamian and
Syrian sources as “Dagan”). They were organized into a federation under five
“lords,” chiefs of their five major cities: Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod, Ekron, and
Gath. A distinctive “Philistine” pottery has been unearthed at Philistine sites,
beginning shortly after 1200 B.C., which imitates (rather poorly) the Mycenean
pottery of the Late Bronze Age. No true Philistine texts have been discovered to
date.

Canaanite Religion and Culture
The major problem for Israel during the period of the judges was its penchant
for turning away from the Lord and toward the gods of the Canaanites. What
was it about Canaanite religion and culture that proved to be such an irresistible
attraction?
Why it attracted the Israelites. The land of Canaan was awe inspiring to the
Israelites, as evidenced in the story of the spies who came back with a report on
its wealth and strength (Numbers 13). We already have noted the
cosmopolitanism of the Late Bronze Age: the large urban centers, with their
wealth and development. To a recently freed slave people, accustomed to the
hardships of life in the wilderness, this could not have failed to impress. The
Canaanites were clearly superior to the Israelites on many levels: art, literature,
architecture, trade, political organization, and more. It is not difficult at all to see
how the Israelites would have been tempted by the elaborate Canaanite religious
system, which ostensibly supported—even provided—all of this.23
The religion of Canaan posed the greatest threat to Israel during this period;
indeed, we see pictures of it throughout the Bible. In the book of Judges, Israel
repeatedly follows after the Canaanite Baals, Ashtaroth, and other gods (Judg.
2:11–13, 17, 19; 3:7; 8:33; 10:6; etc.).
The first concern of any primitive culture was food. Thus, fertility motifs were
central in almost every such culture, and Canaanite religion was no different.
Because of this, it had drawing power because of its association with agricultural
fertility.
An additional attraction undoubtedly was in the system of sacred prostitutes
—”priestesses” of Baal. A follower of Baal could go in to a priestess and, by
means of lovemaking with Baal’s representative in a human “fertility” rite,
persuade Baal to grant fertility to the worshiper’s fields. This mixture of sex with
religion undoubtedly was a positive factor in many Israelite minds (cf. the story
of the Israelites and the Moabite women in Numbers 25).24
Another of the Canaanites’ attractions was the wealth evident among them.
The Canaanite cities of the Late Bronze Age were vastly superior to Israelite
towns in the hill country. The lure of materialism was as powerful then as it is
today.
The Canaanite Pantheon. The Canaanite system included numerous gods,
five of which were most prominent: El, Asherah, Baal, Astarte, and Anath.
El was the head of the Canaanite pantheon, father of the gods and of mortals.

Although the head of the gods, he appears as relatively weak and enfeebled, at
least when compared to Baal.
Asherah was El’s wife, the mother of the gods, goddess of the sea (“Lady
Asherah-of-the-Sea”).25 She appears in the Bible (1 Kings 15:13; 18:19; 2 Kings
21:7; 23:4; 2 Chron. 15:16), and the wooden “Asherah poles” associated with
her cult are also in evidence (e.g., Deut. 16:21; Judg. 6:25, 28, 30; 2 Kings 23:6).
She appears in a striking example (from a later period) in a drawing and
inscription found at Kuntillet Ajrud in southern Israel. A bull and cow are
pictured, with the inscription, “For Yahweh … and his Asherah,” suggesting that
some of those worshiping there felt he needed a “wife,” just as El had had one
(see chapter 7).
Baal was the storm god; he ended up as the most powerful god in the
pantheon, probably because of his connections with fertility. The storm
represents power but also life-giving rain, rain that makes the land fertile.26 In
the Baal cycle of texts from Ugarit, he is shown dying and rising, in keeping
with his role as fertility god, reflecting the annual cycle of the seasons. He is
mentioned often in the Bible; the climax of his influence in Israel came under the
permissive reign of Ahab (1 Kings 16:29–22:40).
Astarte/Ashtoreth was a female fertility goddess and a goddess of love and
war, closely associated with Baal. She also appears to have had some astral
connections. She is not mentioned very often in the Ugaritic texts but
corresponds to Ishtar in Mesopotamian texts, and she appears in Egyptian
representations of Canaanite religion. The “Ashtaroth” (i.e., the Ashtoreths) are
mentioned in the Bible, along with the Baals (e.g., Judg. 10:6; 1 Sam. 7:4;
12:10).
Anath was Baal’s sister and wife, and also a goddess of love and war. She
often appears in winged form. In the Baal cycle, she appears as rather
bloodthirsty. She does not appear in the Bible, except perhaps in connection with
Shamgar’s name: Shamgar’s father was named “Anath” (Judg. 3:31).

SPECIAL ISSUES IN THE BOOK OF JUDGES

Israel’s Organizational Structure
At the end Joshua’s life, he gathered the Israelites for his final addresses and a
final covenant renewal ceremony (Joshua 23–24). Representing each tribe were
the “elders, heads, judges, and officers” of Israel (23:2; 24:1). Throughout the
book of Judges, judges are raised up to deliver Israel from its enemies. In the
case of Deborah and Barak, the victory was a triumph on behalf of the entire
nation. At the end of the book, we see the tribes banding together to confront the
tribe of Benjamin.
Considerations such as these (and many others) have given rise to speculation
about the precise nature of Israel’s organizational structure during the period of
the judges. A proposal by Martin Noth made in 1930 has defined the discussion
ever since.27 Studying evidence from Greece in the first millennium B.C., he
concluded that Israel’s twelve-tribe system was formed on the analogy of the
Greek “amphictyony,” the classic example of which comes from Delphi in
central Greece, dating to ca. 600 B.C. This was a religious association of twelve
members revolving around a shrine at Delphi, pledged to a peaceful coexistence
and a common defense against outside aggression; it met yearly for religious
assemblies and affirmations of the ties that bound it together. In the years since
Noth’s proposal, many other tribal leagues of various types have been explored,
many much closer to Canaan than Greece.
The twelve-tribe Israelite system—revolving around the place God would
choose (Deut. 12:5, 11, 14, 18, 21, 26), which originally was Shechem and then
was moved to Shiloh after Shechem’s destruction by Abimelech (Judges 9)—
seemed naturally to fit this model. It met occasionally to affirm the covenant,
and a system of common defense seems to have been in place. This is a logical
enough proposal in many ways, and the hypothesis has had many adherents ever
since.
The amphictyonic model has been widely criticized, however, especially
recently.28 Among the most telling criticisms has been that the primary
characteristic of Greek amphictyonies was a central shrine, whereas the specific

number of its members was secondary—it was not always twelve. Noth, on the
other hand, elevated the number “twelve” to primary status, since the biblical
evidence is very unclear about the precise status of the Israelite shrines at
Shechem, Shiloh, or elsewhere during this period. Also, despite much
circumstantial evidence that Noth and others gathered, the fact remains that
nowhere in Joshua, Judges, or Samuel is such an organization mentioned at all.
Indeed, the emphasis (especially in Judges) is precisely that there was no
centralized authority, political or religious. Many of the alternative proposals
follow in the general direction charted by Noth but propose different bases for
the organization, modeled after examples closer to Israel in time and
geography.29
What should be clear is that the biblical writers were not so interested in
political or religious structures per se, and it would be a mistake to read the book
of Judges with the question of organization as the primary concern. The book’s
main theme is Israel’s relationship to God and God’s character in responding to
His people. The period clearly is a transitional one, showing Israel between its
status as a landless people entering a new land, newly released from captivity (as
found in the book of Joshua), and its status as an established political entity, with
national boundaries and a king (as found in 2 Samuel). Its political and religious
organization in all three periods, however, is not nearly as important as the
relationship it fostered with the Lord, under whatever system.

The Office of “Judge”
The “judges” ( ōpĕtîm) of the book of Judges do not fit the modern conception
of a “judge.” That is, they did not normally hold court, listen to complaints, or
make legal decisions. (Deborah is the exception in 4:4–5.) Rather, they were
primarily leaders of Israel, delivering the nation from foreign threat or
oppression. A key to understanding them is provided in the book itself: “And the
Lord raised up judges, who saved (or delivered) them from the hand of those
who plundered them” (2:16; author’s translation).
No individual is called a “judge” in the book; the only time the term is used in
that way, it refers to God (11:27).30 This is a significant part of the book’s
message: It is the Lord who is the true judge of His people, and He controls their
fortunes, both for blessing and for punishment.
Many scholars have seen a distinction in the roles or offices of judge. The
“major” judges (Othniel, Ehud, Deborah, Gideon, Jephthah, Samson; cf.

Shamgar) are seen as charismatic military leaders whose primary function was to
deliver Israel, and the “minor” judges (Tola, Jair, Ibzan, Elon, Abdon) are seen
mainly as juridical leaders, whose major function was to dispense justice.31 Noth
spoke of a particular office for the latter, who were part of the amphictyony and
only later became combined with the charismatic heroes.
The case is not as clear as Noth and others would suggest, however. For one
thing, his formulation depends heavily on his hypothesis of an “amphictyony” as
the organizational structure binding Israel together in this period, and this
hypothesis has been severely criticized (see above). Second, there are good
indications that there was not such a radical distinction between the major and
minor judges. For example, the account of Jephthah occurs in the midst of the
accounts of the minor judges, carrying many features of these short accounts, yet
he is clearly a “major” judge by virtue of his activity. Also, both Othniel (3:9–
10) and Tola (10:1–2) not only “judged” but also “delivered” Israel.32
Thus, we conclude that all of the judges had some sort of a military function
in delivering God’s people. Even though several of the minor judges are not said
specifically to have “delivered” Israel, we need not conclude that they did not do
so in some way. The book certainly appears to be selective about the information
related, even about the judges it includes.33
Some (or all) may have had juridical functions as well, but this was only
secondary.34 The terms “major” and “minor” are useful only in describing the
length and style of the narratives that inform us about each judge.35

The Placement and Function of Judges 1:1–2:5
The first section of the book of Judges (1:1–2:5) introduces us to the states of
affairs during the period immediately after the death of Joshua, and it forms the
basis for the summaries of the book’s message found in 2:11–23. Two issues
arise concerning its relationship and context: (1) the relationship of this passage
to the book of Joshua; and (2) its relationship to Judges 2:6–10.
Judges 1:1–2:5 and the book of Joshua. The prologue to the book sets the
stage and the tone for all that follows. Initially, it shows some continuing
military activity (1:1–26), which indicates that all military conquests had not
been completed during Joshua’s day. Then it makes explicit the incomplete
conquests of several of the tribes (1:27–36). That Israel had disobeyed in the
matter of the conquest is confirmed in 2:1–5, when the angel of the Lord makes

this accusation clear.
MAJOR AND MINOR JUDGES

According to Brevard Childs, the notice in 1:1 about all of this happening
after Joshua’s death shows that a new period in Israel’s history has begun.36 In
sharp contrast to the peaceful and unified picture we have of Israel at the end of
the book of Joshua, Judges introduces a less optimistic picture. The breakdown
in Israelite society detailed in 1:1–2:5 forms the keynote for the book, one that is
made more explicit in the balance of chapter 2, which presents the cycles of sin,
slavery, and salvation.
The book begins exactly as Joshua did: “And it happened, after the death of
[Moses/Joshua], that …” (1:1; author’s translation). This indicates clearly the
start of a new era; the old leader is gone. We see a contrast here, however, in that
no new leader is commissioned to lead Israel; rather, the tribe of Judah is

designated to lead in the fight against the Canaanites (1:1–4). On the one hand,
this foreshadows the rather chaotic conditions that would prevail in this period
because there was no identifiable leader. On the other hand, the choice of Judah
hints at the leadership position predicted for it long ago (Gen. 49:8–12), which
would come to fruition with the establishment of the monarchy under David and
his descendants (who were from the tribe of Judah).
One issue that arises regarding the relationship between Judges 1 and Joshua
is the incomplete nature of the conquests presented in Judges contrasted with the
complete pictures of the conquest in Joshua, especially Joshua 10. In Judges
1:21, 27–36, we have detailed accounts of land that various tribes had left
unsubdued. This contrasts with the emphasis in Joshua 10, which is one of
complete and swift annihilation of people throughout the entire region. For
example, according to Joshua 10:40, “Joshua subdued the whole region,
including the hill country, the Negev, the western foothills and the mountain
slopes, together with their kings. He left no survivors. He totally destroyed all
who breathed” (see also v. 42a).
The contrast, however, is not merely between Joshua 10 and Judges 1. Even in
the book of Joshua, we have indications that the conquest was not complete.
This is especially evident in 11:22; 13:2–6; 15:63; 16:10; 17:12–13, all of which
speak of people in the land who survived, who were not driven out. Also, in
contrast to the picture conveyed in Joshua 10 about a quick sweep, Joshua 11:18
states that “Joshua waged war against all these kings for a long time.”
Because even the book of Joshua gives this more realistic picture, we must
understand the statements in Joshua 10 as a sort of stylized summary, or a
“provisional conclusion.”37 Some support for this idea can be adduced when it is
noted that exactly seven cities, along with their kings and people, are listed as
having been destroyed in the summaries (10:29–39). The number seven may be
symbolic, rather than comprehensive.38
Judges 1:1–2:5 and Judges 2:6–10. A question of chronology arises in these
two passages, since both of them mention the death of Joshua (1:1 and 2:6–10).
The second passage presents his death as having occurred after the events of
chapter 1, but the events in chapter 1 supposedly followed his death (v. 1).
Many scholars see this duplication as due to the convergence of independent
traditions.39 At least one scholar treats verse 1a—”After the death of Joshua”—
as a title to the entire book, and sees the events in chapter 1 as all taking place
before Joshua died. Thus, in this understanding, the account of his death in 2:6–
10 is correctly placed chronologically.40 This suggestion is attractive, since it
resolves the problem of 1:11–15, which essentially duplicates Joshua 15:15–19.

However, the grammatical construction in verse 1 is a common one, demanding
that the reference to Joshua’s death be read in conjunction with the words
immediately following, not detached from them.
Thus, the judgment here is that 1:1 is correctly placed and most of the events
in chapter 1 followed Joshua’s death. Thus, the reference in 2:6–10 about
Joshua’s death is out of place chronologically. It is a “flashback” inserted at the
beginning of the second section of the book (2:6–3:6). It duplicates Joshua
24:28–31 almost word for word, and its purpose is to tie closely the material that
follows to the book of Joshua. Indeed, Cassell has well shown the function of
2:6–10 by aptly titling the passage “an extract from the Book of Joshua showing
when and through what occasion the religious apostasy of Israel began.”41
Thus, we see that the book opens with two parallel introductions (1:1–2:5 and
2:6–3:6), both of which refer to Joshua’s death and point us in various ways to
the book of Joshua. Both introduce materials that clearly show the contrasts
between the period of the judges and Joshua’s day.

The Angel of the Lord in Judges
The term “angel of the Lord” occurs some fifty-nine times in the OT. Onethird of these occurrences (eighteen) is found in Judges:
(1) Judges 2:1, 4
(2) Judges 5:23
(3) Judges 6:11, 12, 20, 21, 22, 22
(4) Judges 13:3, 13, 15, 16, 16, 18, 20, 21, 21
In addition, the term “angel of God” appears nine times in the OT, at least
three times in Judges: 6:20 and 13:6, 9. In all these cases, the two appellations
seem to be synonymous. Thus, there are four true loci in Judges for these terms.
Though they do not occur in Joshua (but cf. 5:13–15), they do appear several
times in Samuel. (See esp. 1 Sam. 29:9; 2 Sam. 24:16.)
The appearances of the angel of the Lord. In each of the four cases in
Judges, the angel makes a sudden appearance, and he appears as the
representative of the Lord.
1. Judges 2:1–5: The angel of the Lord had been at Gilgal and went up to
Bochim. He spoke to the people about their covenant disobedience.

2. Judges 5:23: The angel of the Lord uttered the curse on Meroz.
3. Judges 6:11–24: The angel of the Lord came to Ophrah and appeared to
Gideon to speak with him. He also performed a sign for Gideon, then
vanished.
4. Judges 13:1–25: The angel of the Lord appeared to Manoah’s wife and to
him, performed a sign, then vanished.
In the last two cases, when the angel vanished, the humans’ responses were
similar: Gideon “saw [rā’āh] that it was the angel of the Lord” (6:22), and he
feared for his life (6:22–23); Manoah “knew [yādā’] that it was the angel of the
Lord” (13:21), and he too feared for his, and his wife’s, life (13:22). Such a
reaction of fear appears to have been rooted in the Pentateuchal stricture against
humans seeing God: in Exodus 33:20, God, speaking to Moses, says, “You
cannot see my face; for man shall not see me and live.”42
The appearance of the angel was a supernatural one, and it is described in
Judges 13 as awesome (v. 6). Manoah’s wife did recognize him as “a man of
God” (v. 6). However, his essential character, as revealed in his name, was not to
be revealed to them (vv. 6, 17–18). This could mean that it was the Lord Himself
(cf. Ex. 3:14–15) or that it was the Lord’s close representative.
The point here is that, in all these cases, the Lord and the angel of the Lord
seem to be closely identified with each other. This is confirmed in Judges 6,
where the individual who visits Gideon is referred to alternately as the “angel of
the Lord” and the “Lord” Himself. (Compare especially 6:12 with 6:14 and 16.)
Note also Manoah’s judgment that, in seeing the angel of God/the Lord, he and
his wife had seen God Himself (13:22). And in 2:1–3, the angel speaks as God,
in the first person.
The identity of the Angel of the Lord. Because of the close association of the
angel of the Lord and the Lord Himself, many students have wondered about the
precise identity of this angel.43 Essentially, there are three options:44 (1) he is a
true angel with a special commission; (2) he may be a momentary descent of
God Himself into visibility; (3) he may be the Logos Himself (i.e., Christ), “a
kind of temporary prein-carnation of the second person of the trinity.”45 Because
of the close relationship—even alternation—of the angel of the Lord and the
Lord Himself, it would seem that the first option is not adequate (unless the
merging or alternating of the two is only in the language used and not in the
actual reality). The angel represents God Himself in very real ways.
Exodus 23:20–23 is a key text in this regard, since it shows how this angel
carries the Lord’s character and authority. Exodus 23:21 shows that the angel

has the authority to forgive sins and that the Lord’s name is “in him,” and verses
21–22 both specify the angel’s authority to speak for God. On the other hand, in
Exodus 32:34–33:17, we see more of a distinction between the Lord and His
angel: the Lord pledges to send His angel before Israel, despite their sin (32:24;
33:2), but He Himself will not go with them (33:3). This seems to distinguish
this “angel” from God Himself. When the passage speaks in 33:14 of God’s
presence with Israel, it does not refer to His “angel” but, rather, His “face”
(pānay: lit., “my face”) that goes with them.
Some evangelical interpreters take these manifestations of the angel of the
Lord to be pre-NT revelations of Christ.46 In support, the descriptions of an
angelic-type being (though the term angel is not used) in Daniel 10:6 and
Ezekiel 1:26–28 are compared with John’s descriptions of Jesus (Rev. 1:14, 16).
Also, it is noted that the angel of the Lord is not mentioned in the NT when Jesus
is on earth. Furthermore, the fact that Jesus was “sent” to do His Father’s work
(John 8:18) is compared to the angel’s also being sent by God. Thus, G. B.
Funderburk concludes, “Only the Logos, or some other manifest personification
of God, would be able to [speak with authority as if he were God Himself].”47
However, we should note that the NT, which certainly is not loath to identify
Jesus Christ with OT figures (as King and Messiah, as Priest, as the “Word” of
God incarnate), never makes this identification explicitly. Obviously, Jesus was
the self-expression of God in the NT, but nothing in the Scriptures requires our
understanding God’s self-expressions prior to Jesus’ birth to have been this
selfsame Person. Thomas McComiskey’s conclusion is a judicious one: “It is
best to see the angel as a self-manifestation of Yahweh in a form that would
communicate his immanence and direct concern to those to whom he
ministered.”48 This self-revelation of God certainly anticipated Christ in a
typological way, even if it was not Christ Himself. This may be analogous to the
way in which “wisdom”—as it is described and personified in Job 28 and
Proverbs 8—displays remarkable affinities with the incarnate Word.49

Jephthah’s Vow
The eighth judge in the book of Judges is Jephthah (10:6–12:7). The Spirit of
the Lord came upon him, and he delivered Israel from the Ammonite threat
(11:29). Prior to the battle, Jephthah gave an impressive speech, telling the
Ammonites that it was the Lord Himself, not the Israelites, who had taken the

land (11:14–27). The Lord Himself was to judge the dispute between Ammon
and Israel (11:27), which He did in a decisive way by giving Israel the victory
(11:32–33).
The story of Jephthah is not merely about a military victory, however. The
story reaches its climax with the grotesque episode of Jephthah’s ill-advised vow
and sacrifice of his own daughter (11:30–31, 34–40). In an attempt to curry
favor with the Lord, he promised to sacrifice “whomever” (or “whatever”) came
out of his house to meet him upon his victorious return (vv. 30–31).
The first question that arises here is, What exactly did Jephthah intend to
vow? The issue revolves around whether he intended to offer a human sacrifice,
whether he expected to offer an animal sacrifice, or whether he was being
intentionally ambiguous, intending to offer whatever came out, either a human
or an animal. The Hebrew in verse 31 literally states “the one going out,
who(ever) goes out of the doors of my house.” Some versions and commentators
understand the form here impersonally and translate it as “whatever,”50 while
others render it personally, as “whoever.”51 In theory, either case is permissible
grammatically. However, in the context, the strong probability points to the
personal reference. If an animal were intended, the gender of the form in
question should be feminine,52 whereas in actuality it is masculine. Furthermore,
the phrase “to meet me” refers more appropriately to a human than to an
animal.53 Thus, it is most likely that Jephthah intended to offer a human sacrifice
to the Lord.
It might be argued that Jephthah’s grief reaction in verse 35 when he learned
that he would have to sacrifice his daughter indicates that he expected to offer an
animal. However, that is not a necessary conclusion. Equally plausible is the
suggestion that he expected a servant—who presumably would be more
expendable than his daughter—to meet him.
A second question that arises is whether or not Jephthah actually carried out
his vow. This arises because the text does not explicitly say that he killed his
daughter, only that “he did to her as he had vowed” (v. 39). When the verse goes
on to say that “she was a virgin,” some assume this meant that she had merely
been “sacrificed” (i.e., dedicated) to a life of perpetual virginity (v. 39), which
was “to the Lord” (v. 30), i.e., dedicated to the Lord in a manner similar to
Hannah’s dedication of Samuel.
However, the plain meaning of the words is that Jephthah did exactly what he
had vowed to do, namely, he offered his daughter as a burnt offering. The verb
in verse 39 can easily be understood as a “past perfect”: “and she had been a
virgin” (i.e., before she died).54 Afterward, the commemoration of Jephthah’s

daughter certainly was not a celebration of this awful event but rather a
mourning (vv. 37–40).
How could a judge such as Jephthah—who had God’s Spirit upon him and
who is commended in 1 Samuel 12:11 and Hebrews 11:32— do such a thing?
Human sacrifice in Israel was expressly prohibited in the law and condemned in
the Prophets (Lev. 18:21; 20:2; Jer. 19:5; Ezek. 20:30–31; 23:37, 39). Jephthah
certainly was familiar with Israel’s history, which included such prohibitions
(11:15–27). The answer simply is that he was rash, foolish, and he sinned in
doing this. If the Scriptures were to withhold commendation of people because
of some sinful aspects to their lives, no commendations would ever have been
issued, except in the case of Jesus. Jephthah’s vow reflects a misguided
application of the principle of offering to God the best of one’s treasure. It also
demonstrated a certain lack of faith, since earlier he had indicated that he
believed the Lord would intervene on his behalf (vv. 9, 27), and especially since
the Spirit of the Lord already had descended on him (v. 29) before he made his
vow.
Did Jephthah have to follow through on his vow? Essentially, the answer is
yes. Vows were made only to God, and they were solemn affairs that did indeed
have to be kept. People were not forced to take them, but, if they did, they must
be kept (Deut. 23:21–23; Ps. 15:4; Eccles. 5:4–5).
In the end, although he was used by God and he knew of God Himself,
Jephthah is one more example of the deterioration of morality and of the
“Canaanization”55 of life that is depicted in the book of Judges.56

THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF JUDGES

The Land
A major theme of the book of Joshua is Israel’s inheritance of the land in
fulfillment of God’s promises. In the book of Judges, concern for the land
remains in focus, but with a difference. Now the issue is why Israel had not been
able to possess the land completely (see above). The answer comes clearly that
Israel’s disobedience—in not completely annihilating the Canaanites, and
especially in turning to their gods—was to blame (2:1–3, 20–22).
Thus, we see the concern for the land in Judges being tied to another major
theme of Joshua as well—that of the purity of Israel’s worship. The warnings
sounded in Joshua were not heeded, and the book of Judges records the
consequences. The gift of the land, such a prominent motif in Joshua, is seen in
Judges as compromised by Israel’s apostasy. The note in 18:30 about “the day of
the captivity of the land” sounds an ominous warning that, eventually, even this
gift would be withdrawn for a time.

Israel’s Apostasy
Israel’s apostasy is the cause of the threats to the land. The text explicitly
states that in 2:1–3, 20–22. Repeatedly we see the Israelites breaking the
covenant, turning to the Canaanite gods, and generally “doing evil,”57 and
repeatedly we see them suffering the consequences. The oppressions, chaos, and
generally negative picture in the book are due to the repeated sin.

God’s Faithfulness
God’s faithfulness forms the counterpoint in the book to Israel’s apostasy.

Despite Israel’s repeated falling away, He repeatedly provided for deliverance.
He did not do this unthinkingly or mechanically, manipulated by Israel’s cries
for help (see 3:9, 15; 4:3; 6:6; 10:10), and He did not spare Israel from the
consequences of its actions. (Indeed, He angrily delivered the nation into various
foreign hands.) Rather, He delivered Israel because of His promises about the
land; He remained faithful to these promises. We should emphasize that the
immediate cause of God’s deliverance was not because of any merits on Israel’s
part, nor even because of Israel’s repeated “repentance,” but rather because of
God’s compassion and His pity (2:16, 18).
After a careful reading, one cannot escape the impression that God emerges as
the “hero” of the book,58 that He acted on Israel’s behalf in spite of its faithless
character, and that even the judges themselves did not contribute greatly to
improvement of spiritual conditions in the land. The judges certainly acted as
God’s agents of deliverance from foreign oppressions, but most of them
exhibited personal qualities and behavior that were rather coarse, even sinful.
Note, for example, the coarse but vivid details of Ehud’s killing of Eglon (3:21–
22, 24), the apostasy into which Gideon led Israel (8:24–27), the poor light in
which Abimelech is cast (chap. 9), the rashness of Jephthah’s vow (11:30–31,
34–40), and the erratic behavior of Samson (chaps. 13–16).
Two of the most famous judges were anything but paragons of virtue. After an
auspicious beginning, Gideon displayed a decided lack of faith in badgering God
for a confirmatory sign (6:36–40), and later he made an ephod that became an
object of worship and a snare for him, his family, and all Israel (8:24–27).
Samson violated all the main provisions of the Nazirite vow imposed upon him
(Judg. 13:7; cf. Numbers 6): he drank wine at his wedding feast (Judg. 14:10);59
he had much contact with the dead (e.g., 14:8–9, 19; 15:15); and he allowed his
hair to be cut (16:17–19). Furthermore, he married an unbelieving Philistine
(14:1–20), and he had intimate relations with at least two other Philistine women
(16:1, 4).
In general, the judges did not lead Israel in true repentance and in putting
away foreign gods, certainly not in the way the reforming kings did later in the
kingdom of Judah. The one judge who did the most along this line—Gideon
(6:25–23)—did so at the beginning of his ministry; by the end, he was leading
the people in exactly the opposite direction (8:24–27).
We should note that the NT has a more positive view of Gideon, Samson, and
others than we find in the book of Judges: Hebrews 11:32 lists Gideon, Barak,
Samson, and Jephthah (along with David, Samuel, and the prophets) as examples
of those “who through faith conquered kingdoms, administered justice, and

gained what was promised; who shut the mouths of lions” (v. 33). (Hebrews’
positive view here is similar to the one found in Sirach 46:11.) However, two
things should be noted. First, not every one of these “heroes of faith” did all of
these things, as the phrase about lions’ mouths shows. These are representative
examples of what they did through their faith. Second, and more significantly, to
say that these heroes had faith (in some measure, at some point in their lives) is
not to say that they were consistent models of faith and virtue (throughout their
lives). Undoubtedly they demonstrated faith (at times) that allowed God to
“conquer kingdoms” through them. But, just as surely, the book of Judges
focuses more upon other aspects of their character to point out the widespread
apostasy during the period.

The Case for Kingship
The book of Judges argues that Israel needed a king. It presents its case that
kingship was something positive in three major ways.
First, it does so via its general outline and structure. Far from presenting us
with a series of repetitive cycles leading nowhere, the book of Judges more
precisely shows these cycles as part of a downward spiral, leading to a virtual
bankruptcy of any positive virtues in the land.60 This downward spiral applies to
Israel’s fortunes themselves—the enemies at the outset are external, whereas at
the end of the book they are internal (a civil war has just ended)—and to
religious conditions. The latter judges (especially Jephthah and Samson) seem
worse than the earlier ones, and chapters 17–21 reveal a tangled web of covenant
violations as the final stories unfold.
However, the book does not end on a completely hopeless note. For one thing,
some good came out of the civil war in chapters 20–21: the tribes acted in a
unified fashion in confronting Benjamin, and they were even concerned about
the continuity of that tribe (21:6–7).
A second note of hope points toward a resolution of Israel’s problems, and
this is found in the editorial comment repeated four times in the last chapters of
the book: “In those days there was no king in Israel” (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25
NASB). To this comment is added the phrase “every man did what was right in his
own eyes” in two of the references (17:6; cf. 21:25 NASB). These comments do
much more than convey information about Israel’s political organization; indeed,
the reader already is well aware of this. Rather, the comments make the clear
point that things would be better under a king.61 The biblical norm was that

people should do what was right in the Lord’s eyes, not their own.62
The standard for Israel was that a king was to lead the nation in true worship
and truly trust in the Lord to fight Israel’s battles (see esp. Deut. 17:14–20).63
Under such a king, people would no longer do what was right in their own eyes
but what was right in the Lord’s.
A second way in which the book of Judges speaks to the issue of kingship is
in the episode where the men of Israel asked Gideon to rule over them (Judg.
8:22–23). In this passage, Gideon refuses the offer by saying that it is the Lord
(and no other) who is to rule over them. This passage is usually seen as one of
the clearest statements in the OT against kingship. However, the message here is
not that kingship per se is the problem. Rather, the problem is the motivation for
the request; it is because “you have saved us out of the hand of Midian” (v. 22).
That is in direct contradiction to Deuteronomy 17:16 about the Israelites’ not
building up the number of horses they owned (i.e., their military power: horsedrawn chariots were the ancient equivalent of modern tanks). It is also in direct
contradiction to the entire point of the story in Judges 7:1–8 about the paring
down of the numbers of Gideon’s army from 32,000 to 300 men! The point there
was that Israel should not boast “that her own strength has saved her” (7:2). Yet
the men of Israel asked Gideon to rule over them. Because of this (and perhaps
also because it was not God calling him to rule over Israel but rather the
people),64 Gideon had no responsible choice but to refuse. The refusal is not a
statement about the illegitimacy of the institution of kingship but, rather, a more
limited comment about the circumstances under which Gideon was asked to rule.
A third way the book of Judges speaks to the issue of kingship is its
perspectives on Abimelech’s abortive kingship in chapter 9. Here, Gideon’s son
Abimelech made himself king by means of a bloodbath. In reaction, Jotham told
a fable about the trees of the forest, in which only the lowly thornbush consented
to become king (9:7–15). The point is obviously to compare Abimelech with the
thornbush, and many scholars have concluded that the larger point is that
kingship itself was illegitimate. However, Gerald Gerbrandt correctly observes
that the purpose of the chapter in its present form is not to condemn the
institution of kingship per se but, rather, “to indict Abimelech and the citizens of
Shechem.”65 Nowhere is Abimelech condemned for becoming king. Rather, his
crime is in killing his brothers (vv. 24, 56), and he is cursed for this. The larger
passage emphasizes the curse motif: the curse of fire that is to devour the
bramble in the fable (v. 15) is reiterated by Jotham concerning Abimelech and
the others (v. 20), and the conclusion to the passage explicitly points to its
fulfillment (vv. 56–57). The point of the passage, then, is “not that kingship is a

crime, but that when kingship is based on crime and the abuse of force, … then
the inevitable outcome of such a kingship will be destruction.”66
Nothing in the book of Judges suggests that the final author was antikingship.
Rather, he was clearly arguing that things would have gone better under a king.
In this sense, then, the book functions as an introduction to—and a justification
of—the monarchy. The end of the book serves as an appropriate preface to the
next stage of the larger story related in 1 Samuel, the introduction of the
monarchy.

Outline of the Book of Judges

Prologue: Incomplete Conquest of Canaan (Judges 1:1–2:5)
Southern Conquests: Fulfillment and Nonfulfillment (1:1–21)
Northern Conquests: Fulfillment and Nonfulfillment (1:22–36)
The Angel of the Lord and the Broken Covenant (2:1–5)
Israel in the Period of the Judges (Judges 2:6–16:31)
Introduction to the Period (2:6–3:6)
Othniel vs. Cushan-rishathaim, King of Aram (3:7–11)
Ehud vs. Eglon, King of Moab (3:12–30)
Shamgar vs. the Philistines (3:31)
Deborah vs. Jabin, King of Canaan (4:1–5:31)
Victory over the Canaanites (4:1–24)
Victory Song of Deborah (5:1–31)
Gideon vs. the Midianites (6:1–8:32)
Continuing Apostasy (6:1–10)
Gideon’s Call (6:11–40)
Gideon’s First Military Encounter (7:1–8:3)
Gideon’s Second Military Encounter (8:4–28)
Gideon, Father of Abimelech (8:29–32)
Israel’s Apostasy (8:33–35)
Abimelech’s Rise (9:1–6)
Jotham’s Fable (9:7–21)
Abimelech’s Kingship (9:22–55)
Conclusion (9:56–57)
Minor Judges (Part 1): Tola and Jair (10:1–5)
Jephthah vs. the Ammonites (10:6–12:7)
Apostasy and Distress (10:6–18)
Introduction to Jephthah (11:1–3)
Jephthah’s Commissioning (11:4–11)
Diplomatic Discussions (11:12–28)
Victory and Jephthah’s Vow (11:29–40)
Jephthah and Ephraim (12:1–7)
Minor Judges (Part 2): Ibzan, Elon, Abdon (12:8–15)

Samson vs. the Philistines (chaps. 13–16)
Introduction to the Samson Story (chap. 13)
Samson and the Philistines, Part 1 (chaps. 14–15)
Samson and the Philistines, Part 2 (chap. 16)
Epilogue: Internal Threats (Judges 17–21)
Privatized Religion for Micah and the Danites (chaps. 17–18)
Outrage at Gibeah and the Benjaminite War (chaps. 19–21)
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RUTH

Where you go I will go, and where you stay I will stay. Your people will be
my people and your God my God. (Ruth 1:16)
The women living there said, “Naomi has a son.” And they named him
Obed. He was the father of Jesse, the father of David. (Ruth 4:17)

The book of Ruth contains one of the most delightful stories in the Bible. In it
we see things “working out right” for all the main characters, and the reader
finishes the story with the satisfied feeling that all is well. Things really do
“work together for good to those who love God,” as Paul was to write many
years later (Rom. 8:28 NASB).
The book of Ruth tells us that the period of the judges was not characterized
totally by chaos, that God was still in control, that human virtues such as
kindness and loyalty still had a place in Israel, and that an exemplary king was
about to be raised up. The book provides a refreshing contrast to the incessantly
negative message about conditions in Israel during the time of the judges. It tells
a simple, yet profound and carefully constructed story about one family’s
fortunes during a difficult time, and of God’s low-key—but sure and steady—
involvement in blessing their lives.

RUTH: TITLE AND WOMAN
The book’s title comes from its main character, Ruth, a Moabite woman who
was a godly, loyal daughter-in-law to Naomi, a woman from Judah who lost her
husband and two sons while living in Moab. Ruth is a good example of a
foreigner who came to embrace Israel’s God through contact with Israelites. She
indeed blessed Abraham’s descendants, and she was blessed through them (see
Gen. 12:2–3). She was an ancestor of David, and one of four women—all
foreigners—in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus (Matthew 1).
Her name is not known elsewhere in the OT, and its meaning and national
origin are uncertain. It appears to mean “refreshment, satiation, comfort,”1 which
certainly would fit her character and the character of the book. However, the
book does not make a point of this.

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE OF COMPOSITION
The book’s author is unknown. The suggestion has been made by several that
the author was a woman, since the two main characters were women and they
are presented as acting assertively throughout.2 The author was a consummate
crafter of stories: the story is rightly lauded far and wide as a literary masterpiece
(see below).
The Talmud attributed the book to Samuel (Baba Bathra 14b), but scholars
today date it later.3 Discussions of the book’s date often hinge on what the
book’s purpose was (see below). For example, those who have seen it as a
polemic against Nehemiah’s marriage reforms and who have seen substantial
Aramaic influence in the book’s language suggest a postexilic date in the fifth or
fourth centuries B.C. For those who have seen in it some form of legitimization
of the Davidic monarchy, a date sometime during the monarchy is postulated,
but exactly when is uncertain. The gloss in 4:7 explaining the practice of
redemption that took place between Boaz and the “kinsman-redeemer” as having
been done “in earlier times” suggests a significant time lapse between the events
and the writing, time enough for a general forgetting of such earlier customs, but
even this may not be so.4 Several have noted that the theology and the narrative
style of the story accord best with other early Israelite stories, such as many of
those in Genesis, Judges, and the “Court History of David” in 2 Samuel.5 A
reasonable consensus exists today that the book was written sometime during the
early monarchy, perhaps during the reign of Solomon or earlier (in David’s
reign).

LITERARY NATURE
The book is short (eighty-five verses), but it is a masterful composition.
Hermann Gunkel did the first extensive analysis of the book from a literary
standpoint, and he termed it a “novella,” by which he meant a short, wellconstructed story, with carefully developed plot and characters, extensive use of
dialogue, which moves to a climax and denouement, put together by one author.6
Gunkel saw this as coming together from earlier popular sagas in several stages.
The assumption was that the major thrust of the story was fictitious. Many have
followed Gunkel in searching for literary antecedents to the present story that
might be identified.7
Many who have accepted Gunkel’s form-critical categorization nonetheless do
not accept the notion of partial or complete fictitious-ness implied in the term.
Campbell calls it “a Hebrew historical short story,” and he is followed in this by
Hubbard.8 As such, it possesses a distinctive literary style, manifests an interest
in ordinary people, carries a combination of purposes, and is meant to entertain.9
A rich bibliography of studies devoted to Ruth’s literary qualities (as opposed to
those devoted to identifying and classifying its literary genres) has arisen as
well.10
There can be no disputing that the book is a masterful composition, whatever
the modern literary label it is given. At the same time, it need not have been
fiction either (see chapter 1). For purposes here, Campbell’s term is certainly
acceptable: “a Hebrew historical short story.” (See “Exposition of the Book of
Ruth” below for further development of the literary nature and artistry of the
book.)

UNITY
In the search for literary antecedents, much has been written about earlier,
shorter forms of the present story.11 However, almost all agree that the present
story—at least through 4:17—exhibits a remarkable unity and literary “polish.”
Much wider disagreement is visible, however, when the extended genealogy
of David in 4:18–22 is considered, which is usually seen as a later, secondary
addition to the already-finished story.12 There are several reasons for this. First,
this genealogy duplicates information already found in the short genealogy in
4:17b. Second, such a pedestrian list as a genealogy scarcely seems to fit with
the careful artistry of the rest of the book. Third, this is the only case in the OT
of a genealogy following (rather than introducing) the narrative to which it is
connected. Fourth, this genealogy clearly is intended to focus on David, whereas
little in the book to this point has seemed to indicate such an interest.
Recently, much more emphasis has been placed on the connections of 4:18–22
with the rest of the book.13 First, it balances the narrative “family history” of the
introduction (1:1–5). Second, it serves to link the short genealogy of 4:17b with
the mention of Perez in 4:12, and it confirms the blessings uttered in 4:11b-12.14
Third, it shows the story’s characters receiving their just rewards, in being part
of the long, blessed line of King David. Fourth, it honors Boaz, not only by
including him but by placing him in the seventh position.15 Hubbard argues for
an original unity with the rest of the book, whereas most of the others argue for
a later, redactional (i.e., editorial) unity. The resolution of this question is not as
important as showing what connections do exist, however, since, in the final
analysis, the genealogy is part of the inspired Scripture that we have.

PURPOSE
While the book clearly is satisfying to read, the primary reason for its having
been written is not clearly stated, and this has led to many proposals concerning
its purpose.16
A popular proposal has been that Ruth was written at the time of Ezra and
Nehemiah, who prohibited Jews to intermarry with foreigners, as a polemic
against their “nationalistic” marriage reforms. The book of Ruth, with its
Moabite heroine, would have made an effective counterpoint to this. However, it
is doubtful that this was the book’s primary purpose: first, undoubtedly the book
dates from an earlier period, and thus does not speak directly to such postexilic
concerns (see above); second, if it is indeed a polemic, it is a most curious one,
since the book’s tone is so pleasant and the polemical “point” is easily missed.
Some maintain that the book intends to show various social customs in action,
such as levirate marriage or redemption (see below). However, strictly speaking,
there is no levirate marriage in the book (again see below), and, in any case,
these customs do not play a role central enough to justify seeing them as the
book’s primary purpose.
Others emphasize a more prosaic purpose: simply to entertain or to tell a
pleasing story about friendship. However, on the latter point, we should note that
the story emphasizes family relationships more than it does friendship; on the
former point, while affirming its aesthetic value, most would go beyond that as a
primary purpose for the book.
Perhaps the best rubric under which to see the book’s purpose has to do with
God’s activity, with God as the controlling agent behind the events of the
book.17 This fits well with various statements within the book (e.g., 2:12, 20;
3:10, 13; 4:14), and it allows for the inclusion of (and accounting for) the
Davidic genealogy, since by God’s providence Ruth and Boaz are included into
the “royal” line that He had been providentially overseeing since the days of the
patriarchs.

THE PLACE OF RUTH IN THE CANON18
In the present Hebrew Bible, the book appears as the fourth in the Writings
(after Psalms, Job, Proverbs), and the first of five megillot (“scrolls”): Ruth,
Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther. The five megillot were used
liturgically—they were read at the major festivals. The Song of Songs was read
at Passover, Ruth at the Feast of Weeks (Pentecost), Ecclesiastes at the Festival
of Tabernacles, Lamentations on the Ninth of Ab (an extrabiblical fast), and
Esther at Purim. The order of the books follows the order of the festivals, except
that Ruth and Song of Songs have been transposed, since Passover comes before
the Feast of Weeks. This transposition has placed Ruth immediately after
Proverbs, and it might have been for reasons of subject matter. Campbell has
noted, “Proverbs concludes with an acrostic poem [Prov. 31:10–31] celebrating a
‘worthy woman,’ in Hebrew ‘ē et hayil, and Ruth then goes on to describe just
such a woman, calling her an ‘ē et hayil in 3:11.”19 We can also note that the
book of Proverbs as a whole has an interesting focus on women. “Dame
Wisdom” is prominent in chapters 1–9, especially chapters 8–9, and she is
contrasted with the “foolish woman” (‘ē et kĕsîlût), the harlot (zônāh), and the
“loose woman” (‘i āh zārāh). Ruth provides a salutary contrast to these latter
women as well.
One early Hebrew tradition, probably the earliest, places Ruth before
Psalms.20 This is eminently understandable, since the book would thus function
as an introduction to the Psalter or as a memoir of its “author,” David.21 Since
the major purpose of the book has to do with showing God’s hand in the lives of
people who were David’s ancestors and with introducing David himself (see
above), this placement has much to commend it.22
The same Hebrew tradition treated Ruth as a part of the book of Judges, which
reflects the Septuagintal traditions that are followed in our Protestant English
Bibles today. In the latter, the book appears among the Former Prophets,
between Judges and 1 Samuel. This placement, too, has a clear logic to it. The
first factor in this is chronological, since the book opens with the line “In the
days when the judges ruled [lit., ‘judged’].” There also are several links between
Judges 19–21 and Ruth. On one level, the events in Ruth provide a healthy,
positive contrast to the rather sordid events at the end of Judges. On another
level, several terms function as key words linking the two books.23 Perhaps the

most prominent is the term hayil (usually translated as “valor” or “worth”),
which is used in Judges 20:44, 46 to describe the men of Benjamin (NIV: “valiant
fighters”) and in Ruth 2:1 to describe Boaz (NIV: “a man of standing”) and in
Ruth 3:11 to describe Ruth (NIV: “a woman of noble character”). Also of note is
the mention in Judges 19:16 that the only one who would offer the Levite and
his concubine hospitality at Gibeah was a “sojourner” (RSV; NASB marg. n.); Ruth
was a “sojourner” as well.24 Finally, we should note that Elimelech, Naomi’s
husband, was from “Bethlehem in Judah” (Ruth 1:1, 3). This recalls the final two
episodes in Judges, where characters from “Bethlehem in Judah” also figured:
first, in chapters 17–18, where the Levite who went to work for Micah and then
the Danites was from Bethlehem (17:7), and second, in chapters 19–21, where
another Levite took the concubine, who later was killed, from Bethlehem (19:1).
The book introduces 1 Samuel very appropriately as well. The book of Ruth is
concerned with the Davidic line, and 1 Samuel introduces the monarchy and
David’s selection as God’s choice for the position.
Historically, the book’s placement preceding Psalms was probably the
earliest, with its placement following Proverbs next; both of these locations were
in Jewish traditions and included the book among the “Writings.”

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
FOR THE BOOK OF RUTH
There is no real question concerning the dating of the events in the book of
Ruth: they occurred during the period of the judges (Ruth 1:1). Exactly when
within that period is more uncertain. It may have been relatively late in the
period, as Boaz is presented as David’s grandfather; however, the genealogy
may have been somewhat flexible, and Boaz may have been somewhat further
removed from David than the genealogy implies (see below).
Questions of historical background for the book, then, are essentially the same
as those for the book of Judges (see chapter 3). What follows is brief
consideration of the Moabites (since Ruth was a Moabite) and of the customs of
“levirate” marriage and redemption found in the book.

The Moabites
The land occupied by Moabites25 was on the plateau directly east of the Dead
Sea, primarily its southern half. It was characterized by nomadic pastoralists and
small agrarian settlements, with no large cities. It sat astride the “King’s
Highway,” which was an important north-south trade route. It was settled in
almost every period covered by the OT.
Moab was the son of Lot, via his incestuous relationship with his oldest
daughter (Gen. 19:37); thus the Moabites and Israelites were distantly related.
The Bible frequently mentions contacts between the two peoples. After the
exodus from Egypt, Israel clashed with Sihon, king of the Amorites, who had
seized control of Moab (Numbers 21). Eglon was a Moabite kinglet (Judges 3).
During the period pictured in Ruth, relations between these peoples seem to have
been stable. Later, conflict again ensued at various times. A dramatic picture of
that is seen in an inscription from a Moabite king, Mesha, who spoke of conflict
with the Israelite kings Omri and Ahab in the ninth century B.C.; Ahab’s son’s
(Joram’s) conflict with Mesha is recorded in 2 Kings 3.
The religion of the Moabites was similar to that of the Canaanites in its major
practices. Its major god was Chemosh, but it also worshiped his wife, Ashtar,

and Baal, among others. Many of Chemosh’s attributes, described by Mesha, are
very close to Yahweh’s in the OT, indicating similar religious sensibilities in
some respects. In other respects, however, they were very different, such as in
the matters of polytheism and human sacrifice (see 2 Kings 3:27). If the embrace
of a God foreign to her was at all a problem for Ruth, these similarities might
have eased the transition somewhat.

Laws of “Levirate” Marriage and Redemption
Numerous laws and customs lie behind events in the book of Ruth, and in
many cases the author assumes that the reader knows them firsthand, not
bothering to explain them.26 Of these, the most often discussed is the institution
of “levirate” marriage and the related laws of redemption.27
The law of levirate marriage is found in Deuteronomy 25:5–10, where a
widow’s brother-in-law is obligated to marry her and father a son for her, in
order for his dead brother’s name to continue.28 In Ruth, the transactions
bringing together Ruth and Boaz (and the potential one between Ruth and the
“near kinsman” in chapter 4) are seen to have been of this type.
We should note, however, that these are not, strictly speaking, levirate
marriages as discussed in Deuteronomy. For one thing, the relevant root in
Deuteronomy, YBM (“to perform the duty of a brother-in-law”29), is not found in
Ruth in this sense.30 In Ruth, the institution appears to be broader: the word used
is G’L (“to redeem, to act as a kinsman”).31 Second, in Ruth there is no case of a
brother actually marrying a widow (and there are three cases of widows
portrayed in Ruth, so this certainly could have happened). The closest reference
to a true levirate marriage is in Ruth 1:11, when Naomi bemoaned her lack of
sons to marry Ruth and Orpah. The use of the term “levirate” marriage in
connection with Ruth represents the extension of the concept beyond what the
law stated.
More properly, the relevant Pentateuchal legislation involves the laws of
redemption found in Leviticus 25; there the root is G’L,32 as in Ruth. There,
people or property that had been lost through indenture could be recovered by
payment of a fee, usually by a relative or an owner. For example, the redemption
of a slave is mentioned in Leviticus 25:47–54 and of property in 25:24–34. This
redemption of land seems to be behind the reference in Ruth 4:3–4.
However, marriage was not specifically a part of the Levitical law of

redemption, whereas it seems clearly to have been assumed by Ruth and Boaz
(in chapters 3 and 4). Furthermore, the provision that Boaz mentioned in 4:5,
whereby the near kinsman, in buying a field belonging to Elimelech, also was
obligated to marry Ruth, is not found in the Pentateuch. These, too, are examples
of extensions of the law that may, in fact, have been practiced but of which we
have no direct knowledge.33

THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF RUTH

God’s Sovereignty and Steadfastness
There are numerous ways in which God’s sovereignty and steadfast nature can
be seen in the book. First, there is a special focus on God Himself in the book,
particularly by the characters. Of its eighty-five verses, twenty-three mention
God; of these, only two are the narrator’s comments (1:6 and 4:13 bracket the
book); the rest are from the mouths of the protagonists.34 The characters
themselves are conscious that God sovereignly orders events, and they depend
on Him to do so.
This focus on God emphasizes a second (related) point, namely, that He is
seen as acting continually throughout the book. The well-ordered direction and
pace of the story assure us that things will indeed work out for the family of
Elimelech, which is threatened with extinction, and God does provide for them
in the end.
God’s steadfastness also can be seen in His loyalty to His people, in His
refusal to abandon them, and in His rewarding their faithfulness to Him. These
qualities are mirrored in remarkable ways in many examples of steadfast loyalty
among the human characters in the book, particularly Ruth and Boaz. The most
relevant Hebrew term here is hesed, which is usually translated as “steadfast
love,” “kindness,” or “mercy.” In Ruth, the term occurs three times, translated as
“kindly” or “kindness,”35 but we should note that loyalty and commitment are
integral components of hesed. In God’s case, these involve commitment to His
covenant with His people.36

God’s Hiddenness
Paradoxically, in a book in which the characters express such confidence in
God, and in which we see events always working out for their good, we also can
note that God’s presence and guiding hand are more hidden than in many other

biblical books. It is not that God is at all absent from the book but that His role is
a steady, quiet one; as noted above, the narrator seems deliberately to show
restraint in referring to God, doing so only twice. Again and again, crucial turns
in the story, which easily could have been attributed to God, instead are
attributed to human action or even chance. See, for example, the comments
about happenstance at 2:3—”As it turned out, she found herself working in a
field belonging to Boaz”—and at 3:18—”Then Naomi said, ‘Wait, my daughter,
until you find out what happens.’ “37 Also, no special miracles are referred to
outside of the two passing references at the book’s beginning and end (1:6;
4:13). Even the genealogy is missing any comment about God’s giving David to
Israel.38
The lesson communicated by this is that God’s hand is to be searched for in
the everyday affairs of life, in the turns of fortune of God’s faithful people. The
story’s characters certainly were aware of this. His presence is a continuous,
faithful one, not merely of the dramatic, “hit-and-run” type.

Inclusiveness
The book of Ruth communicates powerfully that God’s purposes are not
limited to Israelites. Ruth stands with a proud group of other foreigners in the
OT, such as Melchizedek,39 Rahab, Naaman, and the Ninevites of Jonah’s day,
who knew or embraced Israel’s God. She was one of four women—along with
Tamar, Rahab, and Bathsheba, all foreigners—included in the line of Jesus in
Matthew 1. She illustrates the principle laid out in Genesis 12:2–3, that people
would be blessed through their contact with Abraham’s descendants and their
God.

Theology of the Monarchy
The last word in the book is “David.” As noted above, the genealogical
concern with David (both in 4:17b and 4:18–22) shows the book’s interest in this
great king and, by extension, in the institution of the monarchy itself. A major
concern is the threat of eradication of Elimelech’s name (i.e., lineage). Not only
does the book show how his name was preserved, it goes on to show how his
name became part of that great lineage so important in later centuries.40

Conversely, the book also functions to show that God’s choice of David had its
roots much earlier than David’s own time. As Loretz has asserted, “His choice is
not made in a moment; it has a long prehistory, and took place before the chosen
one was formed in the womb of his mother (cf. Jer. 1:5)…. The mysterious
workings of God in behalf of David began during the lives of his ancestors.”41
This emphasis on the (Davidic) monarchy is reinforced by the prominent
place Judah occupies in the book as well.42 Several patriarchal wives, related to
Judah in one way or another, are mentioned in Ruth 4:11–12, as is his son,
Perez, in 4:12, 17, and even Judah himself (4:12). Judah was the tribe from
which the true monarchy was to come (Gen. 49:8–12). We can even note that the
book goes beyond Judah per se and emphasizes all the patriarchs via many
allusions and customs.43 In this way, Ruth and Boaz, and ultimately David, are
seen as standing in continuity with all of these, to whom God had promised,
among other things, kings from their line (17:6, 16; 35:11).

EXPOSITION OF THE BOOK OF RUTH
As noted above, the consummate literary nature of the book of Ruth is often
commented on. Here we present a very brief exposition of the book that
especially focuses upon its literary qualities: the flow of thought, the overall
coherence, the thematic and plot developments, and the characterizations. This is
done here (and nowhere else in this volume) for two reasons. First, the book of
Ruth lends itself well to this type of analysis, better than most of the historical
narrative books. Second, its short length allows for this to be accomplished
within the scope of this volume.

Introduction:
A Godly Family Emptied (Ruth 1)
A tragic family history (1:1–5). The story begins with a rapid overview of the
family that Ruth married into. Theirs was a tragic history to date: they were
driven out of Bethlehem by the land’s “emptiness” (famine)44 to a neighboring
country, Moab, one that usually was hostile to Israel. In rapid succession, the
family patriarch, Elimelech, died, his two sons married Moabite women, Orpah
and Ruth, and then these sons died,45 leaving the wife and mother, Naomi, bereft
of any true family ties or anyone to support her.
The return home (1:6–22). Naomi purposed to return home, drawn partly by
reports of food there (v. 6). Her daughters-in-law would not let her go alone;
Ruth persisted in “clinging” to her even when her sister-in-law did not (v. 14),
and she promised her loyalty to Naomi in a beautiful speech (vv. 16–17).
Despite this encouragement, the chapter ends with Naomi disconsolate over her
fate: she wanted to be called “Mara,” which means “bitter,” rather than
“Naomi,” which means “pleasant.” She was acutely aware that God had emptied
her life of its fullness (v. 21). A telling comment at the end sets the stage for
hope and fullness to come: it was the beginning of the barley harvest (v. 22).
Food was now available again, and it was through events associated with this
harvest that Naomi’s family was to be saved.

Development (A):
Ruth and Boaz Meet (Ruth 2)
chapter 2 begins at the outset of the barley harvest and ends at its and the
wheat harvest’s conclusion. Ruth set out to glean in the fields of whomever
would grant her favor (v. 2). By “chance”46 she came to Boaz’s field and found
favor there (vv. 3–16). The narrator had mentioned him in verse 1 as being
related to Naomi through Elimelech, but Ruth and Naomi did not know where
she would end up. This “coincidence” is typical of the many signs in the book of
God’s unseen hand directing things. The meeting between Boaz and Ruth
unfolds in three stages.
First (vv. 3–7), she went out to the field, and he noticed her when he arrived
and inquired as to who she was. The foreman identified her for Boaz, stating that
she had requested permission to glean among the sheaves and that she had been
waiting (lit., “standing”) most of the day (for permission).47 Her request was
somewhat bold. Previously (v. 2), she had intended merely to glean among the
standing ears of grain, but now her request was to do so among the piles or
bundles of already-harvested grain, a much more assertive request.48
Nevertheless, Boaz was to grant even this (v. 15).
Second, the actual meeting occurs (vv. 8–13). A key verse in this section is
verse 10, which includes Ruth’s words as she bowed at Boaz’s feet. Structurally,
it occurs almost exactly at the chapter’s midpoint, and Ruth’s comment about
her being a “foreigner” and yet Boaz’s taking her in, evokes many images about
the Israelites’ having been aliens and foreigners in Egypt, yet under God’s
care.49 Boaz’s response was a most gracious one, indicating an awareness of
what Ruth had done already for her mother-in-law.
In the third stage of the meeting (vv. 14–16), Boaz’s words provided for her
by inviting her in for a generous meal and by instructing his workers to be
generous in allowing her to reap.
The chapter closes (vv. 17–23) with Ruth’s report to Naomi. Naomi saw
God’s hand in Ruth’s meeting of Boaz. Her confidence helps to set the stage for
the important developments in chapter 3.

Development (B):
Ruth and Boaz Engage (Ruth 3)

The next scene (chapter 3) begins and ends with references to “rest.”50 It
opens with Naomi making plans for Ruth with regard to Boaz (vv. 1–5).
Whether Ruth’s suggestion of marriage in verse 9 went beyond what Naomi had
instructed her is not clear. Nevertheless, Ruth did ask for Boaz’s “protection” in
a scene that hints of the sexual union that is to come later (vv. 6–13).51 She
justified her request by appealing to Boaz’s status as her “close relative” (her
gō’ēl),52 representing some sort of an extension of the laws of the gō’ēl.53 We
should note that her request for Boaz’s protection recalls an earlier scene: the
phrase “spread the corner of your garment” (3:9) is literally “spread your wings”
in Hebrew, which recalls Boaz’s words about God’s protection (2:12): “under
whose wings you have come to seek refuge.” Thus, we see that God’s protection
of Ruth was to be accomplished through Boaz.
Boaz’s response (vv. 10–13 and 14–15) was a pleased (and pleasing) one, and
Ruth and Naomi were assured that he would do all he could for her. The only
complicating factor was the presence of a relative nearer than he, who thus
should have prior claim to acting as her “redeemer” (gō’ēl). Thus, the stage was
set for the story’s climax, and the scene ends with Naomi anticipating precisely
that.

Climax and Resolution:
A Godly Family Filled (Ruth 4)
A new home established (4:1–10). The tension concerning whether Boaz will
be able to marry Ruth is extended in the opening verses of the final scene as the
legal groundwork is covered, establishing the legality of whatever was to ensue
(4:1–4). The near relative was informed of a field Naomi had for sale and
offered an opportunity to buy it under the laws of redemption. He readily agreed.
However, when he was informed that marriage to Ruth was part of the obligation
(again referring to an understood Israelite law or custom otherwise unknown in
the Bible), he demurred, citing the risk to his own inheritance.
At least two issues worthy of comment present themselves here.54 First, why
did Naomi appear so destitute early in the book if she, in fact, had owned
property such as this? Neither the book nor any known Israelite law or practice
presents any answer. The property may have been taken over by someone when
the family moved to Moab, depriving her of any benefits from it when the

famine was over. Second, what occasioned the near relative’s initial acceptance
and subsequent change of mind in verses 4–6? Here, too, there is no established
law or custom to provide a clear answer. However, assuming that he did not
know about Ruth initially, undoubtedly he saw an opportunity for an
improvement in his own wealth; even if he were obligated to care for Naomi, she
was old and the field would have been his when she died, presumably in the nottoo-distant future. However, Ruth’s presence suggested that she (or the son born
to her by this man) would retain (or regain) rights to the land after Naomi’s
death. Thus, he would have endangered his own wealth by assuming the care
and keeping of Ruth and any of her children, along with Naomi. So his answer
was, in essence, “I do not have the resources to do this!”55
The near relative’s refusal to redeem the land and marry Ruth marks the
climactic turning point in the story. The rest of the section flows from this
refusal, emphasizing it further (vv. 7–10). The next section also emphasizes it,
since it shows the resolution of the issue of Elime-lech’s and Naomi’s lineage
via the son that was born to Ruth (vv. 11–22). Legally, Ruth and Boaz’s son
Obed perpetuated the line of Elimelech and Naomi and Ruth’s deceased
husband, Mahlon (vv. 9–10, 14–17a). However, it also is clear that Boaz is
reckoned as legally part of the lineage in question (vv. 12, 17b–22). Evidently
both assumptions were accurate, and so understood at the time.56
A new family history (4:11–22). The last sections of the chapter reveal that
the satisfying resolution to the crises introduced earlier went beyond merely
showing God’s hand in the life of one family, for its own sake. The
townspeople’s blessing in verses 11b–12 and the genealogies in verses 17b and
18–22 make clear that these events were part of the great family and great
scheme of things that had begun in patriarchal days and stretched into the
establishment of the Davidic monarchy. As such, the book forms an important
prelude to the monarchy, and its canonical place following the book of Judges—
which also points to the monarchy—is most appropriate. Its focus in the end
upon David points the way to the books of 1 & 2 Samuel, in which David is the
dominant figure, both historically and theologically.57 The book reminds us that
God’s care extended at the same time to one family and to the entire nation and
that nothing happens to people without His eye upon them and His wings over
them.
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1 & 2 SAMUEL

Those who oppose the Lord will be shattered. He will thunder against them
from heaven; the Lord will judge the ends of the earth. He will give
strength to his king and exalt the horn of his anointed. (1 Sam. 2:10)
He gives his king great victories; he shows unfailing kindness to his
anointed, to David and his descendants forever. (2 Sam. 22:51)

The books of Samuel deal with the establishment of kingship in Israel and its
theological significance. The books begin with Israel still under the
decentralized system of the judges period and end with the Israelite monarchy
firmly in place. They begin with the last of the judges (Samuel) and end with the
first—and the greatest—king of the line of Judah (David).
The questions of whether and how the monarchy should be established
dominate the first portions of 1 Samuel. These are followed by the question of
who should be the king of Israel. When it becomes clear that the first king, Saul,
had forfeited his crown and that David would acquire it, the question becomes
whether David would survive Saul’s attempts to kill him. Saul’s death—and
David’s survival—at the end of the book effectively answer all these questions.
Second Samuel is devoted entirely to David’s kingship. It opens with
consolidation of his rule, and then details God’s great promise of a perpetual
dynasty to David. Soon thereafter David falls into great sin, and the second half
of the book depicts David in decline, absorbed with internal problems in the
kingdom, mostly revolving around his children. Nevertheless, the royal line of
David and the attendant promises concerning it are well established at the end of
the book.
The two books unfold against the backdrop of a persistent Philistine menace
to Israel. First Samuel, then Saul, and finally David engaged them in battle, and
they were not subdued as a threat to Israel until David’s time. Indeed, David’s
reputation was built in part on his victories over Philistines and Ammonites.
These two books revolve around their major characters: Samuel, Saul, and
David. There are basically four stories: Samuel (1 Samuel 1–7), Samuel and Saul

(1 Samuel 8–15), Saul and David (1 Samuel 16–31), and David (2 Samuel 1–
24). Through (and often despite) these figures, God’s essential purposes were
accomplished in the life of Israel.

TITLE AND DIVISION OF THE BOOKS
The books of Samuel are titled in the Hebrew Bible after the first major
character in them. The early chapters focus on Samuel, but after 1 Samuel 15, he
no longer figures in the action. However, by this point, he had been instrumental
in anointing the other two major characters of the books, Saul and David, and
thus his influence extended far beyond his own lifetime.
Originally, these books were one, and they were treated as such in all the
Hebrew traditions until the fifteenth century A.D.1 Long before that (ca. 200
B.C.), they were divided in two when the Hebrew Bible was translated into
Greek, since the Greek text (with its vowels) required more space than the
Hebrew (written without vowels). The Greek translators titled the books “1 and
2 Reigns,” and what we now know as 1 and 2 Kings were known as “3 and 4
Reigns.” The Vulgate shortened these to “Kings.”2 Following the example of
such books as Genesis, Deuteronomy, and Joshua, 1 Samuel ends with the death
of a great figure in Israel (Saul).

AUTHORSHIP, UNITY,
AND DATE OF COMPOSITION

Authorship
The books of Samuel were anonymously written. The Talmud (T.B. Baba
Bathra 14b) attributed authorship of the book (singular) of Samuel, along with
the book of Judges, to Samuel himself. However, his death is recorded in 1
Samuel 25:1, and few today seriously accepts this attribution. Samuel did
apparently write about David’s life in a work known as “the records of Samuel
the seer” (1 Chron. 29:29), but to what extent this work coincided with the
canonical books of Samuel is impossible to know.3 Samuel also wrote about the
kingship (1 Sam. 10:25).
More so than most of the previous books in the Bible, the books of Samuel,
especially 2 Samuel, demonstrate close literary attention to detail. Long,
verbatim dialogues are included, and details of characters and events are
meticulously recorded. Because of this, many scholars have argued that the
books were written by a participant in (or an eyewitness of) the events
themselves; many proposals concerning the books’ author(s) have been
advanced, including Nathan, Seraiah, Ahimaaz, or Abiathar.4 The fact remains,
however, that we do not know who wrote 1 & 2 Samuel.

Unity of Composition
The question of the unity of composition of the books of Samuel has
interested critics at least since the days of Wellhausen. In the core sections of 1
Samuel concerning the transition to the monarchy, Wellhausen identified two
“sources”—an antikingship one (1 Sam. 7:2–8:22; 10:17–27; and chaps. 12, 15)
and a prokingship one (1 Sam. 9:1–10:16; and chaps. 11, 13–14). His work has
dominated subsequent scholarship for a full century.5

He and others have expanded upon this work to cover the entire scope of 1 &
2 Samuel; some searched for traces of the Pentateuchal “documents” (J and E),
but the most influential treatments have focused on Noth’s “Deuteronomistic
History” (see the discussion in chapters 2 and 6). The prokingship source, for
example, was seen as early, and the antikingship one was supposedly late (and
Deuteronomistic). Other sections of the books were seen as having been
composed of large, discrete blocks of material placed together in an end-to-end
fashion. Three of the blocks, for example, were the ark narratives (1 Samuel 4–6;
2 Samuel 6), the “History of David’s Rise” (1 Samuel 16–2 Samuel 5), and the
“Court History of David” or “Succession Narrative” (2 Samuel 9–20, along with
1 Kings 1–2).6
In theory, there is no problem with postulating underlying sources for the
books of Samuel; indeed, the Bible itself indicates that various sources existed
for the periods covered by these books (e.g., 2 Sam. 1:18; 1 Chron. 29:29).
However, searches for Pentateuchal-type “documents” in 1 & 2 Samuel founder
for the same reasons they did in the Pentateuch (see the discussion in chapter 2),
and Wellhausen’s pro-and antikingship dichotomy is somewhat overdrawn.7
More productive is the identification of various “sources” laid end to end,
connected by editorial commentary. However, even here, these remain
hypothetical; scholars, in dealing with them, have tended to ignore the final
shape of the text. For example, the so-called Ark Narrative is divided into two
sections, the second widely displaced from the first; likewise, the “Succession
Narrative” is interrupted by the “Appendix” to 2 Samuel (chaps. 21–24). Focus
on such units ignores the presence and functions of the intervening materials.
Alternatively, scholars have asked questions—political, historical, sociological
—that are not the primary concerns of the text.8 Recently, there has been much
more of a focus on unitary readings of the books of Samuel or their sections,
readings that take better account of the whole or attempt better to hear the text’s
primary concerns.9
A large factor in the identification of “sources” has been the presence of
supposed “doublets” (i.e., duplicate accounts of the same events that have
survived in the text’s final form) in 1 & 2 Samuel. A prime example is the proand antikingship accounts (see above), in which different reasons appear to be
presented for Saul’s accession (at God’s command or at the people’s request).
Saul is twice rejected from being king (1 Sam. 13:13–14; 15:10–31). David
appears to meet Saul twice (1 Samuel 16, 17). He attached himself to the
Philistines twice (1 Sam. 21:10–15 [MT 11–16]; 27:1–4). He spared Saul’s life
twice (1 Samuel 24, 26). Goliath appears to have been killed twice, by two

different people (1 Samuel 17; 2 Sam. 21:19).
Behind such reasoning, however, lie assumptions that events could never be
repeated in similar fashion or that ignore the real differences between accounts
that are similar on the surface or that do not fully allow for textual corruption.
All of these may be accounted for adequately, either by apologetic, harmonizing
approaches,10 or by literary readings of various types.11

Date of Composition
Portions of the books of Samuel may have been written by a close observer of
the events therein (ca. 1050–970 B.C.), as noted above. However, there are
indications—e.g., the reference in 1 Samuel 27:6 to the kings of Judah—that the
final form of the books was not compiled at least until some time after division
of the kingdom (ca. 930 B.C.), perhaps even centuries later. There is no mention
of the fall of Samaria, leading some to date the books’ composition between 930
and 723/22 B.C.12
Others see the final edition as “Deuteronomistic,” coming from the exile or
later. It must be admitted that a strong case exists for seeing 1 & 2 Samuel as
closely connected to 1 & 2 Kings in approach and outlook, as championed by
those who argue for the existence of the “Deuteronomistic History” (see the
discussions in chapters 2 and 6). There are many more ties between these two
pairs of books than, say, between 1 & 2 Samuel and Joshua or Judges. All four
books focus on the fortunes of Israel’s (and Judah’s) monarchy, and all four see
that institution as under God’s care, responsible for loyalty and obedience to
Him.
Ultimately, the question of the books’ date is unanswerable. We should note,
in any case, that no direct theological issue is at stake in the answer to this
question. It appears reasonable enough to assume composition of their major
portions in the days of David and Solomon themselves and to postulate final
compilation and editing some time near or during the exile.

THE TEXT OF 1 & 2 SAMUEL
The present Masoretic Hebrew text of the books of Samuel has suffered
greatly in transmission, more so than almost any other OT book. Many passages
are almost unintelligible on their own. As a result, the Greek (Septuagintal) and
(to a lesser extent) Latin traditions have no small value as aids in recovering the
original text. In many places they appear to have been based upon earlier, and
purer, Hebrew texts than the present Masoretic texts. Many of these corrections
may be found in the marginal notes of the major English Bible versions,
including the NASB, NIV, and NRSV.
Further light has been shed on the text of 1 & 2 Samuel by the discovery of
several significant texts or text fragments of these books among the other
manuscript finds at Qumran, near the Dead Sea, beginning in 1952. These have
not received their final (or official) publication yet, but several preliminary
studies have been made.13 In many cases where the Greek traditions diverge
from the MT, the Qumran readings side with the Greek, confirming judgments
about the reliability of the latter in those instances. At other times, the Qumran
readings are independent of both the Greek traditions and the MT. In general, the
Qumran manuscripts, being the earliest, are closest to the originals, but
judgments ultimately must be made on a case-by-case basis.
All major English Bible versions at present use the MT as a base, correcting
or supplementing it on the basis of other manuscript evidence as seen fit. A truly
eclectic text—produced by choosing the best readings from among many
manuscripts at any given point—such as has been produced for the NT has not
been completed for the OT as yet. However, several important works have
attempted this for the books of Samuel,14 and such a project is now being
undertaken for the entire OT.15

PURPOSE
Interest in the Israelite monarchy dominates the books of Samuel, as noted
above. They were written to detail its establishment, including
the initial request for it
the actual establishment
the tragic reign of the first king, Saul
the consolidation of power by its second king, David
God’s great promises to David
and David’s decline in his later years.
We see both the benefits and pitfalls of kingship. Saul is depicted as a tragic
hero, and David, prominent a character as he is, is presented with many flaws
unhidden. The climax in the two books surely is found at 2 Samuel 7, where
David is promised an everlasting dynasty.
In light of the importance of the Davidic monarchy in these and subsequent
books of the OT, we can only conclude that the books of Samuel were written to
show and to legitimate its establishment. In 1 Samuel, David shines by
comparison with Saul, and he presents a heroic figure early in 2 Samuel as well.
Nevertheless, we also clearly see David’s shortcomings (in 2 Samuel 11–12 and
in subsequent chapters). Far from undermining the legitimacy of the Davidic
monarchy, however, these realistic portrayals of David serve to show that the
dynastic promise was dependent on God’s faithfulness, not David’s or any other
individual’s (see esp. 2 Sam. 7:11b–16).
The emphasis upon kingship by no means signals that kings were given a free
hand in God’s eyes, however. Whereas the author certainly highlights the
monarchy, he also presents it in a prophetic perspective. The prophets Samuel
and Nathan played prominent roles in dealing with Saul and David, both in
encouraging and in condemning them. The exercise of true kingship in Israel
was not to be done apart from loyalty to the Lord and obedience to His
covenant.16 By emphasizing the prophetic perspectives in a work devoted mainly
to chronicling the establishment of kingship, the author “showed that the kings
were obligated to be sensitive to the prophets, who interpreted the covenant for
the nation.”17

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT
FOR 1 & 2 SAMUEL

Date of the Events
The events in the books of 1 & 2 Samuel spanned a relatively short time
period, roughly one and a half centuries from Samuel’s birth, at the end of the
twelfth century B.C., to the end of David’s reign, ca. 970 B.C. First Samuel ends
with the death of Saul, ca. 1010 B.C., which is the date of David’s accession to
the throne of Israel.
1 Samuel. Though the end date of 1 Samuel is well established (ca. 1010
B.C.), earlier dates, such as Samuel’s birth or Saul’s accession, are uncertain.
We know little about Samuel’s dates, except that his tenure as judge covered at
least twenty years (7:2); more likely, it was much longer, since he appears to
have been very young when Eli died and he began his judgeship (2:18–22; 3:1–
2) but was “old and gray” when Saul became king (8:1, 5; 12:2). On the basis of
information from the book of Judges and early chapters in 1 Samuel, we can
tentatively place Samuel’s birth at ca. 1120 B.C.18
The most difficult chronological problem in 1 Samuel concerns the length of
Saul’s reign and his age at accession to the throne. The present MT of 1 Samuel
13:1 reads (in a literal translation) “a son of a year [i.e., one year old] was Saul
when he began to reign, and he reigned two years over Israel.” These data
clearly are incorrect, and many solutions have been advanced as corrections.19
The most plausible suggest that two numbers have dropped out of an early text
and that he became king somewhere between ages twenty and forty, and reigned
between twenty and forty years. Acts 13:21 states that the length of his reign was
forty years, a round number that is behind the NIV’s reading of “forty-two years”
in the Samuel passage.20 This figure is fairly accurate, since Saul’s son
Ishbosheth, who was forty years old when he succeeded Saul (as the shortlived
king of a portion of Israel: 2 Sam. 2:10), appears not to have been born when
Saul became king (cf. 1 Sam. 14:47–51 with 1 Chron. 8:33; 9:39). If this is so,
Saul’s reign would have begun ca. 1050 B.C.

2 Samuel. In 2 Samuel (and in later historical books), the dates are not nearly
the problem they are for the earlier books of Joshua, Judges, or 1 Samuel. That
book covers the forty-year period (2 Sam. 5:5) of David’s reign, ca. 1010–970
B.C. The ease of dating here is due to the firm synchronisms that are available
between the Bible and Assyrian and Babylonian records. (See chapter 6 for an
extensive discussion of chronological matters.) Often the Bible will refer to an
event with the formula “in the Nth year of the reign of a biblical king,” an event
that can be correlated with Assyrian or Babylonian chronologies. After ca. 1000
B.C., the margin for error in these records is only ten years, and after ca. 900
B.C., the margin for error shrinks to no more than a year in most cases. In later
times, especially after 620 B.C., the margin for error is almost nil.
That is because of the careful records maintained by the kings of Assyria and
Babylon, recording events in each year of their reign, and occasionally recording
some datable astronomical event that can be recovered by modern science, such
as a solar eclipse. Egyptian records also were carefully kept, but they are more
relevant to the earlier periods of Israel’s history. Unfortunately for biblical
chronologies, the Bible does not have exact synchronic references in these
earlier periods, and thus we see wider margins for error in dating such events as
the exodus.

Historical Setting of the Events
1 Samuel. The book of 1 Samuel unfolds against the backdrop of the end of
the Early Iron Age (Iron I, ca. 1200–1000 B.C.). This period was a relatively
quiet one, both in Canaan and internationally. Architecture was very modest;
large building projects were not undertaken in Israel until the days of David and
Solomon. The context for 1 Samuel is much the same as that of the period of the
judges, which did not end until Saul’s accession.
The major external problem for Israel in the period of Samuel, Saul, and
David was the Philistine threat.21 The Philistines oppressed Israel for forty years
early in the period (Judg. 13:1; cf. 10:7–8), ca. 1124–1084 B.C. (On these dates,
see chapter 3 under “Date of the Events.”) Samson, although he had had several
impressive successes against the Philistines, had not succeeded in breaking their
hold over Israelite territory; that task fell to Samuel. Israel suffered a major
defeat at Philistine hands at Aphek, ca. 1104 B.C., in which the ark was lost to
the enemy (1 Sam. 4:1–11). It was soon recovered, but a hiatus of twenty years
passed before the Philistines were engaged again and this time defeated under

Samuel’s leadership (7:2–14), such that “throughout Samuel’s lifetime the hand
of the Lord was against the Philistines” (v. 13).
Despite this success, Philistines fought Israel intermittently throughout Saul’s
reign (chaps. 13–14; 17; 23:1–5; 27–29; 31). Saul (and Jonathan) had some
limited success against them, but it was not until David had become king and
consolidated power that Israel was able to defeat them so decisively that they did
not disturb Israel again (2 Sam. 5:17–25; 8:1, 12).
Saul’s hometown was Gibeah, about three miles north of Jerusalem in
Benjaminite territory (1 Sam. 10:26), and he apparently maintained it as his
capital city while king (see 15:34; 22:6; 23:19). This town has been excavated,
and a small fortress has been unearthed from this period, which very possibly
served as Saul’s headquarters.22
2 Samuel. The context for 2 Samuel was somewhat different, at least within
Israel itself. Internationally, things still were quiet as far as the great powers in
Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Asia Minor were concerned. Assyria was experiencing
the beginning of a resurgence that was to reach a climax under Shalmaneser III,
more than a century after David, but at the beginning of the tenth century B.C.,
that kingdom was not concerned with territories to the west. In Egypt, the
Twenty-first Dynasty (ca. 1070–930 B.C.) was in decline, now that the glory
years of the New Kingdom had just ended.23 In Asia Minor, the great Hittite
empire of the Middle and Late Bronze Ages had collapsed; it survived in several
Neo-Hittite city-states in northern Syria that had little interest in conquests to the
south; indeed, David and Solomon had several peaceful contacts with them (2
Sam. 8:9–11; 1 Kings 10:28–29; 11:1).24
That left a relative power vacuum in the eastern Mediterranean that allowed
numerous small states to exist in relative independence. These included
Aramean, Philistine, Ammonite, Moabite, Edomite, Amalekite, Phoenician, and
Israelite states. Under David, Israel was able to assert itself as dominant among
these in its region. He bequeathed a large territory to his son Solomon, whose
direct or indirect influence reached from “LeboHamath” (NIV) in the northeast,
even as far as the Euphrates River itself (1 Kings 4:24), to the “brook of Egypt”
in the southwest (8:65).25
Within Israel itself, the accession of David marked the beginning of a new era,
one marked by numerous building projects, by consolidation and centralization
of power, and by the beginning of international relations and trade. These came
to full bloom under Solomon, during whose time Israel remained at peace.
David’s Jerusalem. David captured Jerusalem ca. 1010 B.C. from the
Jebusites who lived there (2 Sam. 5:6–9). It was a walled city, well fortified and

supplied with water from a spring nearby, and had developed a fairly large
bureaucracy over the years. His capture of Jerusalem was especially significant
in unifying the northern and southern portions of the land; already in his day
there appear to have been north-south rivalries.26 Jerusalem was in territory not
strongly identified with any tribe: it had been included in the tribal allotment of
Benjamin (Josh. 18:28), but it also appears in the description of the borders of
the tribe of Judah (15:8) and is included in the list of cities the Judahites did not
conquer (15:63). Thus, it could play the role of a “neutral” capital well.
David began to rebuild portions of Jerusalem after its capture.27 Second
Samuel 5:9 states that he “built up the area around [the City of David] from the
supporting terraces inward.” These terraces were likely the terraced “fill” that
has been excavated in recent years, which undoubtedly supported a large
building of some sort.28 He also had a house built for himself (5:11).
David also laid the foundations for Solomon’s great building projects by
purchasing the site north of his city for the temple (24:18–25) and by providing
abundantly for its supplies.29 His contacts with Hiram, king of Tyre, enabled
Solomon to build the temple with Phoenician materials and workmanship (5:11;
1 Kings 5:1–12 [MT 15–26]; 7:13–47). (See chapter 7 for more on Israel and the
Phoenicians.)
David’s administration. The development of a state administration under
David required much organization and manpower. It is likely that he utilized
some of the Jebusite administrative machinery already in place, assuming of
course that those involved sympathized at least somewhat with his religious
convictions. However, despite assertions that David merely took over a
Canaanite bureaucracy (he himself representing a secular, Canaanized political
ideology in establishing his state),30 we should note that there are numerous
indications that he skillfully blended the various tribal elements within Israel and
incorporated non-Israelite elements under a truly Yahwistic banner. His “mighty
men,” for example, included all of these elements (2 Sam. 23:8–38; cf. 1 Chron.
11:10–46). His arrangements for the temple service gave prominence to the
Levites, who functioned as a cohesive element within Israel (see 1 Chron. 23–
26; esp. 26:30, 32).
He also organized military and civil officials into efficient administrative units
(see 1 Chronicles 27).31 He instituted a system of forced labor to accomplish
many of the large building tasks (2 Sam. 20:24), a system that was greatly
expanded under Solomon (1 Kings 4:6; 9:15–22).32 The “elders” of Israel appear
to have had special advisory status during several periods in Israel’s history,
including the united monarchy.33

THE KINGDOM OF ISRAEL UNDER DAVID AND SOLOMON

SPECIAL ISSUES IN 1 & 2 SAMUEL

Prophecy in 1 & 2 Samuel34
Samuel is the first prophet to be identified by name in 1 & 2 Samuel. In 1
Samuel 3:20 he is called a “prophet” (a nābî’). He is also called a “seer,” in 9:19
(a rō’eh). A third word for a prophet is hōzeh, also translated as “seer” and used
in 2 Samuel 24:11 to refer to “the prophet Gad, David’s seer.”
The normal word for a prophet is nābî’, and it has to do with the speaking of a
word from God. Note, for example, that the narrative of Samuel’s call introduces
Samuel as a prophet by emphasizing his words (1 Sam. 3:19; 4:1a) and the
Lord’s words (3:21), after a time in which the Lord’s words had been rare (3:1).
During this time, there also had been no frequent “vision” (3:1); the term here is
hāzôn, which is related to hōzeh (“seer”). A hōzeh was one who “saw” messages
from God via visions. The other term for a “seer” (rō’eh) is related to the normal
word for seeing (rā’āh), and it connotes one who “sees” or perceives things from
God that others do not. That such a seer’s functions were essentially identical to
those of a “prophet” is indicated by the comment in 1 Samuel 9:9, where
“prophet” is shown to be the later term for what earlier had been known as a
“seer.”
Prophecy is a phenomenon known throughout the ancient Near East during
the biblical periods. Many similarities can be seen, as well as many differences.
In the Bible, true prophets from God spoke His word fearlessly and with a strong
ethical and moral content; the classical prophets, whose words are recorded in
the biblical books bearing their names, are good examples of this. In 2 Samuel,
Nathan stands out as a fine example of one fearlessly confronting the king,
despite the risk to his life if the king should have so decided (2 Samuel 12).
In 1 Samuel, the activity of prophesying was also being manifested in actions
resembling ecstatic behavior, whereby prophets “prophesied” accompanied by
music and dancing (1 Sam. 10:5–13). This type of activity often was associated
with “bands” or “schools” of prophets, who appear to have lived and prophesied
together (see, e.g., 19:18–24; 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 7, 15; 4:1, 38, 42–43; 6:1; 9:1),

often under the influence of the Lord’s Spirit (1 Sam. 10:10; 19:20, 23).

The Spirit of the Lord in 1 & 2 Samuel
The Spirit of the Lord.35 The terms “Spirit of the Lord” or “Spirit of God”
occur fifteen times in 1 & 2 Samuel. Seven times we read of an “evil spirit”
of/from the Lord/God (1 Sam. 16:14, 15, 16, 23, 23; 18:10; 19:9) and eight times
of the true Spirit of the Lord/God. Of these eight references, five of them have to
do with the Spirit’s association with speaking or prophesying (10:6; 10:10;
20:20, 23; 2 Sam. 23:2). One refers to His association with military might (of
Saul: 1 Sam. 11:6), one to His coming mightily upon David (16:13), and one to
His leaving Saul (16:14).36
In the OT as a whole, we find thirty-nine references to the Spirit of “the Lord”
or “God,” as well as numerous other indirect references to this Spirit, such as
“his Spirit” or “your Spirit” or “the Spirit.”
A common activity of the Spirit of the Lord was that He came mightily upon
various judges, and they were empowered to accomplish various military feats.
Four references are to Samson and some very impressive feats of strength. The
same language is used with reference to Saul in 1 Samuel 11:6, when he was
empowered for the task of defeating the Ammonites. In this and several other
respects, we see Saul, the first king, functioning as a “judge”; indeed, the
Israelites’ request had been for a king to “judge” them like the nations (8:5, 6,
20; see NIV marg. n.).
The Spirit of the Lord often is also associated with speaking. Four times in the
OT, He is specifically associated with prophesying, and eight times generally
with speaking God’s word(s):
In Samuel, three times the Spirit of God comes on
individuals, and they prophesy (10:10; 19:20, 23); once the Spirit of the
Lord does so with the same result (10:6).

PROPHESYING:

God’s Spirit empowers individuals to speak and gives them the
words to say: Genesis 41:38 (God, of Joseph); Numbers 24:2 (God, of
Balaam); 2 Samuel 23:2 (the Lord, of David); 1 Kings 22:24 // 2
Chronicles 18:23 (the Lord, of Zedekiah and Micaiah); 2 Chronicles 15:1
(God, of Azariah); 2 Chronicles 20:14 (the Lord, of Jahaziel); 2

SPEAKING:

Chronicles 24:20 (God, of Zechariah).
It is also instructive to note that the “Spirit of God” is mentioned in Genesis
1:2, a chapter that heavily emphasizes creation by word (1:3, 6, 9, 11, 14, 20, 24,
26).
We might generalize, then, by saying that, in the OT, the Spirit of the
Lord/God “comes upon” individuals for specific purposes (mainly military-or
prophecy related). He is not mentioned as leaving any of them but one: Saul, in 1
Samuel 16:14 (cf. 18:12; note also that “the Lord” left Samson when his hair
was cut [Judg. 16:20]). Bezalel was “filled” with God’s Spirit. The Spirit of the
Lord came mightily upon David “from that day forward” (1 Sam. 16:13) as well.
It appears that in some way the Spirit’s presence was an ongoing one,
however. The reference in 1 Samuel 16:14, for instance, states that the Spirit’s
presence with David was an ongoing one, which is confirmed by David’s
reference in Psalm 51:11 [MT 13]: “Do not cast me from your presence or take
your Holy Spirit from me.” Several references to God’s Spirit in the prophets
also suggest that the Spirit’s presence with His people was an ongoing one. See,
for example, the reference in Haggai 2:5: “This is what I covenanted with you
when you came out of Egypt. And my Spirit remains among you. Do not fear.”
(Also see Isa. 30:1; 59:21; Zech. 4:6.) An analogy here might be with the Spirit’s
presence in the NT: He indwells all believers, yet “fills” them in special ways.
The evil spirit from the Lord. As noted, on eight occasions an “evil spirit”
emanated from, or belonged to, the Lord (or God). The term occurs once with
reference to Abimelech (Judg. 9:23) and seven times with reference to Saul (1
Sam. 16:14, 15, 16, 23a, 23b; 18:10; 19:9).
It is noteworthy that the only occasions where God sent an evil spirit on
individuals involve (technically) Israel’s first two “kings,” both of whom proved
to be unworthy candidates for the office. Undoubtedly this was a reflection of
how God felt about the way the monarchy was established in these two cases and
about these two individuals. Abimelech was “king” over at least a portion of
Israel for three years. However, he seized the kingship illegitimately, he was a
very poor candidate for the office, and he exercised authority wrongly when he
did have power.37 Saul, too, came to power out of ill-conceived and illegitimate
motives on the part of those asking for a king, and he, too, quickly demonstrated
his unsuitability for the office, despite his initially having been chosen and
anointed by God for the kingship.
It is the next king—David—who is the standard throughout the rest of Israel’s
history. He is the first “king” who did not disqualify himself from the office, and
he was favored by the ongoing presence of the Lord’s Spirit, from the day of his

anointing onward (1 Sam. 16:13). This reinforces the points noted above about
God’s positive attitude toward the idea of Israelite kingship in general and
toward David in particular.
Concerning the “morality” of God’s sending such a spirit upon individuals,
the answer, in brief, is that it happened in response to their sin.38 For example,
with reference to Abimelech, the evil spirit was “between” (bên) him and the
Shechemites, and it was the cause of discord between them. Both parties had
sinned (Judg. 9:1–9), and they deserved each other. In Saul’s case, the evil spirit
terrorized him after his offenses, which led to his forfeiting the throne of Israel
(1 Samuel 13, 15; see esp. 15:23b).
Concerning the nature of this spirit, it must be seen as more than a mere
mental imbalance in Saul’s case.39 It certainly introduced the effects of mental
disturbance, but, coming immediately after the departure of the Lord’s Spirit, it
must be seen as an active, external power. Some suggest a demon here, i.e., an
agent of moral evil.40 However, it may have been more in the nature of a spirit
that brought calamity or distress upon Saul, one that boded ill for him, producing
harmful results.41

The “Repentance” of God
First Samuel 15 presents a curious picture of God, because twice we see Him
“repenting” that He had made Saul king (vv. 11 and 35).42 On the face of it, that
would seem to indicate a somewhat capricious God; after all, He Himself had
chosen Saul to begin with (10:1). As an added complication, this chapter
explicitly states that God does not “repent” (v. 29).43
Several things may be said to clarify the issue. First, the Hebrew term here
(NHM) has two primary meanings: (1) “to comfort” or “to be comforted,” and
(2) “to repent, regret, change one’s mind.” It is the second of these that is in
view here. However, NHM is not the term normally used to speak of human
repentance (which is WB, “to turn”); rather, it is used most often of God’s
“repentance.” When that is the case, the sense is more properly one of “changing
His mind,” with no overtones of moral deficiency on God’s part. Indeed, in
Jeremiah 18:7–10, God proudly declared that He would gladly “change his
mind” (NHM) concerning the good or evil that He had promised to bring upon
people, depending on their response to His warnings or promises. The
“unchangeableness” of God concerns fidelity to His own character, which is

steadfast and cannot tolerate evil. However, this character desires human
obedience and loyalty; God is willing to alter almost any of His promised
judgments when humans use them as catalysts for their own repentance.
With respect to the internal consistency of the texts in 1 Samuel 15 concerning
God’s repentance (vv. 11, 29, 35), the context of Samuel’s statement about
God’s not “changing his mind” (v. 29) is a statement of universal truth, and its
application here has to do with His not reversing the judgment He had just made
upon Saul (to take away the kingdom). Saul had had enough opportunity to do
things right, but he had finally forfeited his claim permanently, and God would
not change His mind in regard to this. The narrator’s comments in verses 11 and
35 make clear that God did indeed “change His mind” regarding His initial
actions concerning Saul because of Saul’s sins.
The language here is often said to be “anthropomorphic” (i.e., describing God
using human forms), or “anthropopathic” (describing God using human
emotions), whereas that in verse 29 is said to be “theomorphic” (describing God
in “real” terms). Theologically, given His omniscience, this must be so.
However, to attempt to solve this problem solely with reference to these
concepts obscures the important truth about the conditionality inherent in almost
every one of God’s promises of punishment or reward.44

THE PLACE OF 1 & 2 SAMUEL IN THE CANON
In the Hebrew Bible, the books of Samuel are part of the “Former Prophets,”
immediately following the book of Judges. This placement is logical, and it is
chronologically based. The books of Samuel present the next period in Israel’s
history (after the period of the judges), when the united monarchy was
established, and how it developed under Saul and David. The books of Kings
pick up the story where 2 Samuel leaves off, with the accession of David’s son
Solomon and the history of the two monarchies after that. Essentially, therefore,
the entire corpus of the Former Prophets is chronologically laid out.
In the Greek traditions, and in today’s Protestant Bibles, 1 Samuel
immediately follows the book of Ruth. That is because of the chronological
placement of that book’s events during the time of the judges. Ruth also forms a
fitting prelude to 1 & 2 Samuel, since it shows God’s workings in the life of a
family that was part of the great line extending from Judah to David and ends
with a genealogy that focuses upon the latter (see chapter 4 under “The Place of
Ruth in the Canon”). It functions as a fitting introduction to two books in which
David is introduced as God’s chosen king and his line is established as the one
upon which God would show favor in perpetuity.
Literarily (as well as historically), 1 Samuel echoes the ending of Judges in
the references to the “hill country of Ephraim.”45 This is the area in which the
story of Micah and his Levitical priest takes place (Judges 17–18), and it is the
area from which the Levite in Judges 19 hailed and in which he found
hospitality. In 1 Samuel 1, it is the area Samuel’s family was from.
The final story in Judges also serves to anticipate material early in 1 Samuel.
That story involves an outrage perpetrated by inhabitants at Gibeah, a town in
Benjamin, the subsequent civil war between Benjamin and the rest of the tribes,
and the eventual provision for the survival of the Benjaminites as a tribe. First
Samuel presents the story of Saul, who was a Benjaminite from Gibeah. As
noted in chapter 3, the final two stories in Judges are not in their correct
chronological place (they occurred early in the period). Thus, their placement at
the book’s end—in addition to its internal function in Judges—serves to
introduce Saul in 1 Samuel. The Benjaminites do not appear in an entirely
favorable light at the end of Judges; the Benjaminite Saul, of course, likewise
appears as a tragic figure, one who forfeited his kingship.

THEOLOGY OF 1 & 2 SAMUEL

Justification for the Davidic Monarchy
The promises about kingship given to the patriarchs (Gen. 17:6, 16; 35:11;
49:8–12) and the unmistakable notes anticipating the monarchy found in Judges
and Ruth now find their fulfillment in the books of Samuel. The book of 1
Samuel serves to show the (somewhat rocky) transition from the tribal
confederation to the Davidic monarchy. More important, it, along with the
significant material in 2 Samuel 7, serves to provide a theological justification
for this transition, since the Israelites’ request for a king was seen to have been
sinful (1 Samuel 8).46
Israel’s request for a king. Early in 1 Samuel, the elders of Israel came
together to ask Samuel to appoint a king over Israel (1 Samuel 8). The problem
with this request was not that God was against the kingship per se. The opposite
was actually the case: God was for it. He had promised kings to Abraham from
the beginning (Gen. 17:6, 16; 35:11), and He had spoken of kings as His
blessings upon the people several times since (see esp. Gen. 49:8–12; Num.
24:7, 17). Kingship was to be carefully established and monitored, and kings
were to keep faithfulness to God and His Word as their top priority (Deut.
17:14–20).
The problem with the request for kingship in 1 Samuel 8 was the motivations
behind it. The people wanted a king to rule over them “like all the nations” (1
Sam. 8:5, 20). First Samuel 8:20 goes beyond this and reveals the Israelites’ true
agenda in asking for this king: “Then we will be like all the other nations, with a
king to lead us and to go out before us and fight our battles” (italics added). This
desire flew in the face of the injunctions in Deuteronomy 17:14–20 (esp. v. 14 in
its prohibition against hoarding horses, the symbol of military might), and it was
couched in terms of the common ancient Near Eastern conception of a king as
one who would fight the nation’s battles and receive the glory for it.
This reasoning already had been encountered in Israel in the request that
Gideon rule over them because “you have saved us out of the hand of Midian”
(Judg. 8:22), and it is behind Abimelech’s grab for power in Judges 9. In effect,

this desire served to “depose” the Lord as Israel’s king, for He had been the one
who had delivered Israel time and time again. The king’s major responsibilities
were to lead Israel in being faithful to the Lord in keeping His covenant (Deut.
17:15–20, esp. vv. 18–20).
The point about the Lord’s being Israel’s warrior and the king’s duty to be
faithful to Him is reinforced when we consider how David is presented in 1 & 2
Samuel and in the rest of the Deuteronomistic History.47 It is significant to note
that, whereas David certainly was an important military figure historically, his
military leadership and exploits are downplayed in the Deuteronomistic History.
After his death, these are scarcely mentioned, whereas such things as David as a
model king, the Davidic covenant, and the linking of the promise of a dynasty
with keeping of the law are frequently mentioned. Furthermore, even in the
accounts of David’s military activities, God—not David—is prominent as
Israel’s ultimate warrior. This can be seen, for example, in the language of 2
Samuel 5:19: “Go up, for I will indeed hand the Philistines over to you.” It is
also evident in the contrast between 2 Samuel 5:24, where the Lord promises
that He “has gone out in front of you to strike the Philistine army,” and 1 Samuel
8:20, where Israel asked for a king who would “go out before us and fight our
battles.” Note also that 2 Samuel 7:1 and 11 speak of God’s giving rest to the
land under David. This is significant in that this true rest from God did not come
under the judges but only after the rise of kingship and the first king who did
right in the Lord eyes.48
Thus, the problem with Israel’s request for a king was not that God did not
ever want Israel to have a human king.49 Indeed, kingship was part of His plan
from the beginning. However, a proper kingship, in which God retained His
supreme place over Israel as its God and its warrior, was not what Israel actually
asked for when it requested a king, and that was the reason for the verdicts about
its sinfulness.
The Davidic covenant.50 After God had given David rest from his enemies, he
made a series of promises to him that stand, in one scholar’s words, as “the
theological highlight of the Books of Samuel … if not of the Deuteronomistic
History as a whole”51 because of its significant content and its importance in
later texts. It is found in 2 Samuel 7, especially verses 11–16.
Walter Kaiser notes that this “Davidic covenant” consisted of four elements:
(1) a house for David; (2) a seed for David; (3) a kingdom for David; (4) a Son
of God from David.52 This covenant was of the unconditional, “royal grant” type
of covenant, whereby the sovereign bestows benefits upon the underling.53
Furthermore, it was a covenant “forever.” That is stated six times in the chapter

(2 Sam. 7:13, 16, 24, 25, 26, 29), and it is affirmed as such later (23:5). When
God stated a condition to this covenant in 2 Samuel 7:14—”When [your son]
commits iniquity, I will chasten him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the
sons of men”—He was stating no more than that individual descendants of
David would surely fall away from the Lord and that God would just as surely
punish them. Some would even cut themselves out of any blessings of the
covenant at all. God was not saying, however, that the promises to David were
thereby invalidated.
In many ways, the Davidic covenant stands in a direct line with the
Abrahamic covenant, another unconditional covenant. In it, God promised to
provide Abraham with descendants like the stars in the heavens and the sands of
the sea and to provide for the blessing of all the nations of the earth through his
seed. It was through Abraham’s line—specifically the Judahite-Davidic strand—
that this blessing was accomplished.
David was truly blessed by God and was “a man after God’s own heart” (1
Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22). Indeed, he was important in many respects—as a great
leader, administrator, warrior, musician, and so on. However, he is remembered
in the Scriptures for his faithful heart and especially for his status as God’s
chosen one, God’s anointed, to whom God gave the great promises about an
eternal dynasty.54
Thus, the Davidic covenant forms the basis for much theological reflection in
the Scriptures. God did not completely tear away the kingdom from David’s son
Solomon because of His commitment to David and this covenant (1 Kings
11:34–36). The books of Chronicles focus to a large extent on David and God’s
promises to him (see chapter 7 under “Theology of 1 & 2 Chronicles”). Several
important royal psalms mention this promise.55 David and the promises to him
certainly figure in many of the great eschatological passages in the prophets.56
And, of course, Jesus’ descent from David is of great importance for our
understanding of who He is. Note that Matthew’s genealogy begins thus: “A
record of the genealogy of Jesus Christ the son of David, the son of Abraham”
(1:1). From the beginning, Jesus is placed in His proper perspective as the
fulfillment of the great promises of blessing for the world that were given to and
through Abraham and David.
The Davidic monarchy and the canonical shaping of 1 & 2 Samuel. The first
reference in 1 & 2 Samuel to kingship occurs early in 1 Samuel—in the Song of
Hannah. Hannah’s song is a hymn of praise to the Lord, a prayer of thanksgiving
for the birth of her son Samuel (1 Sam. 2:1–10). At the end of that psalm, we
find a reference to God’s king and anointed one: “[the Lord] will give strength to

his king and exalt the horn of his anointed” (2:10).
We should emphasize here the point made in chapter 1 about the selectivity
and viewpoint of a writer. In any number of cases, the Scriptures record that
people prayed, without specifying the content of their prayer. Here, however, the
author of 1 & 2 Samuel includes the entire contents of Hannah’s prayer. Careful
scrutiny of the prayer and its context reveals at least two things.
First, it intrudes upon the narrative. That is, the narrative flows smoothly
around 1 Samuel 2:1–10 with no discernible break. The inclusion of the words of
Hannah’s prayer are not necessary from the point of view of the flow of the
story. Second, the prayer does not very directly relate to Hannah’s situation of
having been miraculously given a son. Only in verse 5 is reference made to
barrenness, and, even there, “seven” children are mentioned, not merely the one
that Hannah in fact had. It may very well be that Hannah did not compose this
prayer herself but, rather, prayed a prayer that already existed, which Eli or
someone else suggested for her. Its contents only very generally fit her situation,
but it was appropriate enough.
These facts suggest that the inclusion of the prayer here has less to do with
Hannah’s situation than with the author’s interests. Rather than record that
Hannah prayed a prayer of thanksgiving and moving along with his narrative,
the author inserts the contents of her prayer. For the author, the salient feature of
the prayer was not its somewhat vague applicability to Hannah’s situation but its
reference to the Lord’s king and anointed one in verse 10. By inserting this
hymn with its references to the king at the beginning of the book, the author is
signaling at the outset one of his dominant themes.
The reference to a king is especially striking when we remember that, at this
time, there was as yet no king at all. This hymn expresses a blessing on the king
proleptically (i.e., in advance). It has its roots in the many earlier assurances
about a king that we have noted above.
We find a second reference to God’s anointed one in the same chapter, in the
words of the man of God in 2:35. Thus, the inclusion of two such references
reinforces this point. As Brevard Childs notes, this entire chapter reveals the
books’ theocentric perspective: “The focus on God’s chosen king, his anointed
one, David, appears right at the outset, and reveals the stance from which the
whole narrative is being viewed.”57
When we move to the end of 2 Samuel, we find that the work comes full
circle to this theme sounded at the outset. That is because, in David’s final hymn
of praise to the Lord, we find a remarkable echo of 1 Samuel 2:10: “He gives his
king great victories; he shows unfailing kindness to his anointed, to David and
his descendants forever” (2 Sam. 22:51). Both the “king” and the “anointed one”

of Hannah’s prayer are mentioned here. But now, at the end of the work—now
that the story has unfolded and we know that it was David who was the righteous
and rightful king—we find an additional datum added: reference is made to
David and the Davidic covenant in the last clause of 2 Samuel 22:51. This verse,
then, dramatically brings us back to where we started, but with a fuller
knowledge of the king and his place in God’s plan.
We can note here that, just as Hannah’s prayer was not integral to the flow of
the narrative, neither is David’s hymn in 2 Samuel 22. The reference to Saul in
verse 1 indicates that it may have been first sung many years earlier, and thus it
might have been more appropriately included in 1 Samuel, not 2 Samuel.
However, no doubt David sang it more than once, and its inclusion here serves
as an appropriate wrap-up of David’s life (note the reference to “all his enemies”
in v. 1). More significantly, it serves well the author’s purposes of highlighting
David’s kingship.
Furthermore, just as the reference to God’s anointed one in 1 Samuel 2:10 is
reinforced by a similar reference in 2:35, so also here we find a second reference
to David as God’s anointed. It occurs in the introduction to the “last words of
David” (2 Sam. 23:1–7), when David is mentioned as “the man anointed by the
God of Jacob” (23:1).
Thus, in addition to the various indications within 1 & 2 Samuel that God was
pleased with David and that He was giving the Davidic monarchy as a blessing
to His people, we see that the final shape of the book(s) makes this point very
clearly. That is, the author selected material for inclusion that made this point,
both on the basis of the content of the material and on the basis of his placement
of it.

The Effects of Sin
The theme of sin’s effects can be seen in almost every biblical book, but it is
especially striking in the books of Samuel. All of 1 & 2 Samuel can be seen to be
built upon different characters’ declines juxtaposed against others’ rises.58 Each
character’s decline is due in some way to his sin.
For example, early in 1 Samuel, Eli and Samuel are contrasted. Eli’s decline is
seen in large part as having been due to his sons’ wickedness. The section
(chaps. 2–3) is built upon a framework of favorable comments about Samuel’s
ministering or growing before God. These occur at 2:11, 18, 21, 26; 3:1, 19.
The six references to Samuel’s development bracket five blocks of narrative

material, four of which deal with the evil in Eli’s house (the exception being
2:18–21). The import of this is clear: divine blessing and legitimation would
accrue to Samuel for his (and his mother’s) faithfulness to God; Eli’s household
was doomed because of the apostasy of his sons. This foreshadows the trouble
David was to have with his sons at the end of his life, told in the last half of 2
Samuel.
2:11
2:12–
17
2:18a
2:18b–
21a
2:21b
2:22–
25
2:26
2:27–
36
3:1
3:2–18
3:19

“The boy [Samuel] ministered before the Lord under Eli the
priest.”
The sins of Eli’s sons
“Samuel was ministering before the Lord.”
God’s gracious blessing upon Hannah
“The boy Samuel grew up in the presence of the Lord.”
Eli’s wicked sons
“And the boy Samuel continued to grow in stature and in favor
with the Lord and with men.”
The prophecy against Eli’s house
“The boy Samuel ministered before the Lord under Eli.”
Samuel’s call and a further prophecy against Eli’s house
“The Lord was with Samuel as he grew up.”

Samuel, however, was not immune to the effects of sin either. Later, the
wickedness of his sons (along with his improper appointment of them as judges)
was the immediate catalyst for the request for kingship (1 Sam. 8:1–5).
Early in his kingship, Saul appears as a very commendable character (chaps.
9–11). Soon after he becomes king, however, Saul disqualifies himself from the
office by his sins (13:13–14; 15:22–29). After David is anointed king (chap. 16),
the rest of the book of 1 Samuel is devoted to the interplay of the rising fortunes
of David and the declining fortunes of Saul. In almost every encounter between
the two of them, David emerges with his reputation enhanced, while Saul’s has
suffered further.
Even David, however—who was God’s chosen king, whose rise in fortunes
occupies all of 1 Samuel 16–31 and 2 Samuel 1–5, and whose reign is marked by

great successes early on (2 Samuel 6–8)—suffered a decline and much trouble
with his sons (chaps. 12–24), after his great sins against Bathsheba and Uriah
(chap. 11). His first son by Bathsheba died (chap. 12); another son, Amnon,
raped David’s daughter Tamar (chap. 13); yet another son, Absalom, killed
Amnon (chap. 13); Absalom rebelled against his father (chaps. 15–18); and
another son, Adonijah, seized the kingship from his brother Solomon (1 Kings
1). David seems to have lost most of his moral authority and much of his stature
by that point in his life. For example, in 1 Kings 1:6, he is judged for never
having disciplined his son Adonijah, and in 2 Samuel 13:21 the Old Greek and
Qumran versions add the statement, “[David] would not punish his son Amnon,
because he loved him, for he was his firstborn” (NRSV).
Thus, the two books serve to indicate that God still maintained standards,
against which even individuals chosen for special tasks and status were to be
measured.59 Individuals or nations could not violate God’s standards with
impunity, expecting such violations to have no effect.

God’s Sovereignty
A thread that runs through all the discussions of kingship and of the effects of
sin, as well as through the stories of David’s exploits, is that of God’s
sovereignty. In the end, it is He who is in control of all. He gave the Philistines
and the Ammonites into the hands of Samuel (1 Sam. 7:9–14), Saul (11:6, 13),
Jonathan (14:12, 15, 23), and countless times into David’s hands. His choice of
David as king was backed up by His providential care over David in the face of
many adversities. Indeed, the intricate details of intrigue and escape that we see
when David was a fugitive—which get confusing and tedious at times—serve to
show David’s rise in popularity and God’s hand of protection upon him again
and again (chaps. 18–30).

Outline of 1 & 2 Samuel

The Rise of Samuel (1 Samuel 1–7)
The Birth of Samuel (1:1–2:10)
Samuel’s Birth (1:1–28)
Hannah’s Song (2:1–10)
Samuel and the House of Eli: Rise and Decline (2:11–4:1a)
Israel, the Philistines, and the Ark (4:1b–7:1)
Loss of the Ark and Eli’s Death (4:1b–22)
The Ark in Philistia (5:1–12)
Return of the Ark to Kiriath-Jearim (6:1–7:1)
Samuel the Judge (7:2–17)
The Advent of Kingship (1 Samuel 8–15)
The Demand for a King (8:1–22)
Anointing and Choosing of Saul (9:1–10:27)
Saul’s First Victory (11:1–15)
Covenant Renewal (12:1–25)
Saul Rejected as King—A (13:1–15a)
Saul’s and Jonathan’s Military Exploits (13:15b–14:52)
Saul Rejected as King—B (15:1–35)
David’s Rise to Power (1 Samuel 16:1–2 Samuel 5:10)
David Anointed as King at Bethlehem (1 Sam. 16:1–13)
David’s Arrival at the Royal Court (1 Sam. 16:14–23)
David and Goliath (1 Sam. 17:1–18:5))
Threats to David (1 Sam. 18:6–20:42 [MT 21:1])
Saul’s Jealousy Aroused (18:6–9)
Saul’s Madness: The Evil Spirit from God (18:10–11)
David Succeeds in Everything He Does (18:12–16)
David and Merab, Saul’s Daughter (18:17–19)
David and Michal, Saul’s Daughter (18:20–30)
David’s Flight (19:1–20:42 [MT 21:1])
David the Fugitive (1 Sam. 21:1 [MT 2]–30:31)
David and Ahimelech, the Priest of Nob (21:1–9 [MT 2–10])

Miscellaneous Travels (21:10 [MT 11]–22:5)
David and Achish, King of Gath (21:10–15 [MT 11–16])
David’s Followers (22:1–2)
David in Moab (22:3–5)
Saul Kills the Priests at Nob (22:6–23)
David on the Run (23:1–29 [MT 24:1])
David at Keilah (23:1–13)
Interlude: David and Jonathan (23:14–18)
David in the Wildernesses of Ziph and Maon (23:19–29 [MT 24:1])
David Spares Saul Near En-gedi (24:1–22 [MT 2–23])
David, Nabal, and Abigail (25:1–44)
David Spares Saul Again in the Wilderness of Ziph (26:1–23)
David Returns to Achish, King of Gath (27:1–28:2)
Saul and the Medium at En-dor (28:3–25)
David Leaves Achish, King of Gath (29:1–11)
A Kinglike Hero (30:1–31)
The Death of Saul (1 Sam. 31:1–2 Sam. 1:27)
Death and Burial of Saul (1 Sam. 31:1–13)
Aftermath of Saul’s Death (2 Sam. 1:1–27)
Report of Saul’s Death (1:1–16)
David’s Lament (1:17–27)
Judah’s Anointing of David as King at Hebron (2 Sam. 2:1–11)
A Rival King (2 Sam. 2:12–4:12)
All Israel’s Anointing of David as King at Hebron (2 Sam. 5:1–5)
David’s Capture of Jerusalem (2 Sam. 5:6–10)
David’s Consolidation of Power (2 Samuel 5:11–8:18)
Material Successes—A (5:11–25)
Spiritual Successes (6:1–7:29)
Return of the Ark to Jerusalem (6:1–23)
The Davidic Covenant (7:1–29)
Material Successes—B (8:1–18)
David’s Decline (2 Samuel 9–24)
David and Mephibosheth (9:1–13)
The Ammonite War—A (10:1–19)
The Bathsheba Affair (11:1–12:25)
The Ammonite War—B (12:26–31)
Two Rebellious Sons (13:1–18:33 [MT 19:1])

Amnon Rapes Tamar (13:1–22)
Absalom Kills Amnon (13:23–39)
Absalom Restored (14:1–33)
Absalom’s Revolt (15:1–18:33 [MT 19:1])
David’s Restoration (19:1 [MT 2]–20:26)
David’s Return to Jerusalem (19:1–43 [MT 2–44])
Shimei’s Revolt (20:1–22)
David’s Administration (20:23–26)
David’s Last Deeds (2 Samuel 21–24)
The End of Saul’s Family (21:1–14)
Philistine Wars (21:15–22)
A Psalm of David (22:1–51)
The Testament of David (23:1–7)
David’s Mighty Men (23:8–39)
The Census Plague (24:1–25)
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1 & 2 KINGS

Turn from your evil ways. Observe my commands and decrees, in
accordance with the entire Law that I commanded your fathers to obey and
that I delivered to you through my servants the prophets. (2 Kings 17:13)
Nevertheless, for the sake of his servant David, the Lord was not willing to
destroy Judah. He had promised to maintain a lamp for David and his
descendants forever. (2 Kings 8:19)

The books of Kings chronicle the ebb and flow in the fortunes of, first, a united
Israel, then a divided Israel and Judah, and finally a solitary Judah. On the
surface, they contain little more than prosaic accounts of the achievements—
mainly in the spiritual realm—of each succeeding king of Israel and Judah,
punctuated with interesting stories about certain prophets. On the whole, they
seem to present a relentless litany of wicked kings, and an unremittingly
negative view of life in these kingdoms.
However, underneath this first impression lies a living message fraught with
hope for God’s people. The roots of the message of these two books lie in God’s
great promises to David in 2 Samuel. The lesson for God’s people during the
period of the exile in Babylonia and afterward—which is the time period
addressed by the author of these books—is threefold: (1) that Israel should learn
a lesson from the mistakes of its forebears and listen to God’s mouthpieces, the
prophets, in order to avoid such severe punishment again; but (2) that God
nevertheless is a good and gracious God, still ready to forgive when people truly
repent; and (3) that He still holds out hope for His people, regardless of how dire
their circumstances.
The books open with King David old and feeble, and power being passed on
to his son Solomon, who is the subject of extended attention thereafter.
Solomon’s sins led to the division of the kingdom into two rival nations, and the
bulk of the work alternates between the two, presenting and evaluating their
histories. After the fall of the northern kingdom, the southern kingdom’s history
is chronicled until it, too, fell, as a result of its sin. The books end on a forward-

looking note, with a hint of hope that God was still with His people.

TITLE AND PLACE IN THE CANON1
Like the books of Samuel, the books of Kings were originally one book. In
Hebrew the title for the unified work is mĕlākîm, “Kings.” The division into two
books was for practical convenience and first appears in the Greek versions of
the Septuagint. The Greek versions called the books “Third and Fourth Reigns”;
the first two “Reigns” books were 1 & 2 Samuel. The English title—”Kings”—
comes from Jerome’s Latin version, the Vulgate, where these two books were
called “Third and Fourth Kings.”
These early titles reflect the fact that the division between 1 & 2 Samuel and 1
& 2 Kings is somewhat artificial. The story of David, which is the subject of
almost all of 2 Samuel, does not end until his death is recorded in 1 Kings 2:10–
11. Indeed, some Greek manuscripts place the end of 2 Samuel precisely here (at
2:11), whereas others place it after 1 Kings 2:46a, which is the point at which
Solomon gains secure control of the kingdom. The division of the books of
Samuel and Kings into two books is not attested in Hebrew manuscripts until the
fourteenth or fifteenth century A.D. Daniel Bomberg’s rabbinic Bible of 1516–
17 A.D. divided the books in two with a marginal note explaining that the
division was due to non-Jews (lit., “those speaking a foreign tongue”).
The division between 1 & 2 Kings likewise is artificial and was most likely
done for the convenience of fitting each book on one scroll. The account of
Ahaziah, king of Israel, which begins in 1 Kings 22:51, does not end until 2
Kings 1:18. Also, the account of Elijah the prophet’s ministry, which begins in 1
Kings 17, is not concluded until 2 Kings 2.
The books of Kings are the last of the Former Prophets in the Hebrew Bible.
The “Latter Prophets” (Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and “the Twelve”) consist of
very different material, but they have at least two things in common with 1 & 2
Kings: (1) the books of Kings provide the historical framework into which the
ministries of almost all the writing prophets may be fitted; (2) we can see
duplication of several texts between 1 & 2 Kings and the prophets (most notably
2 Kings 18:13–20:19 // Isaiah 36–39 and 2 Kings 24:18–25:30 // Jeremiah 52).

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE OF COMPOSITION
The books of Kings do not give any indication as to their author, nor does any
other biblical book indicate this. Rabbinic tradition in the Talmud ascribes their
authorship to Jeremiah (Baba Bathra 15a). That is primarily because the last
chapter of the book of Jeremiah (chap. 52) is identical to the last portion of 2
Kings (24:18–25:30) and because of the need evidenced in the Talmud to ascribe
every book’s authorship to a prophet.2 We should note that a strong prophetic
outlook does permeate the book (see below), so the suggestion that the book’s
author may have been a prophet is plausible enough in this case. However, in the
last analysis, it is impossible to know who the author was.
We use the term author advisedly. That is, we assume that the books, in their
final form, were written by one person. However, the author used many sources
(as discussed below), and in many cases he probably incorporated these into his
work verbatim. But his additions, his creation of a coherent and consistent
framework, the very process of selection and omission of materials, and the
integrated viewpoints throughout his work give this person a rightful claim as
“author,” not merely “editor,” “compiler,” or “redactor.”3
The last event referred to in the book of 2 Kings is the release from a
Babylonian prison of King Jehoiachin in the thirty-seventh year of the exile
(25:27–30), namely, 561 B.C.4 This means that the final form of the book must
date after that time, regardless of the dates of the earlier sources.
The phrase “to this day” or “until now” occurs fourteen times in 1 & 2 Kings.5
Each of these speaks of some event causing a state of affairs that continued until
the time of writing. Most of these could easily have been written by the final
author of 1 & 2 Kings some time after 561 B.C., but they do not give any further
clue as to the time of writing. Two of the references are somewhat problematic,
as they would seem to point to an earlier, preexilic time. The first is in 1 Kings
8:8, which states that the poles for carrying the ark that was in Solomon’s temple
were still there “to this day.” The statement presupposes that the temple was still
standing, which it was not after 586 B.C. This is either a statement from the
“Book of the Acts of Solomon” (11:41) that was carried over unchanged into the
final form of the book,6 or it is a much later addition. The statement is not found
in the original Greek versions, which lends credence to the latter suggestion. The
second reference is in 2 Kings 13:23, which states that “the Lord was unwilling

to destroy [Israel] or send them away from his presence, until now” (author’s
translation). Since Israel was indeed destroyed and banished in 723/22 B.C., this
too poses a potential problem. What this undoubtedly means, however, is that
God had been patient with Israel for a while, but by the time of writing (after
561 B.C.), His patience had ended and He had destroyed them by then.7
Martin Noth suggested a date during the exile, shortly after 561 B.C., namely,
ca. 550 B.C., for the writing of 1 & 2 Kings.8 His suggestion accords well with
the internal data of 1 & 2 Kings, and it will be used as a working assumption
here.

DATE OF THE EVENTS
First Kings opens at the end of David’s reign, ca. 970 B.C., and 2 Kings ends
with a reference to King Jehoiachin dating to 561 B.C. Thus, these books span
more than four hundred years. (For details of the chronologies of individual
kings, see “Chronology in 1 & 2 Kings” below. For details of the events in 1 & 2
Kings in their ancient Near Eastern context, see chapter 7 under “Israel and Its
Neighbors in 1 & 2 Kings.”)

PURPOSE
Describing the contours and message of 1 & 2 Kings is a relatively easy task:
as noted earlier, these books detail the fortunes of the kingdoms of Israel and
Judah and their respective kings. However, the purpose for which an author
expended so much energy is less clear. As G. H. Jones states, “it is far more
difficult to give a clear definition of the author’s dominant theme and to specify
his intention.”9 J. G. McConville agrees: “The meaning of the Books of Kings is,
it seems to me, one of the areas of Old Testament interpretation which has been
least well served by Old Testament criticism.”10
Martin Noth suggested that the author’s purpose was essentially a negative
one: to give an accounting for the present disastrous state of affairs during the
exile.11 This is an overly pessimistic rationale for writing such an account,
however, and it ignores the fact that Israel still survived as an identifiable entity
during the exile, one that needed words of hope and instruction. John Van Seters
sees a purely historiographical purpose: These books represent the respective
kingdoms’ rendering of an account to themselves of their past.12 Such a view,
however, ignores the genuine religious stamp that is seen throughout the books.
Much more likely is some statement of purpose that takes into account
Judah’s exilic situation—one in which God’s people needed not only to be
reminded of their past sin but one in which a note of hope for the future was
sounded. The writing of 1 & 2 Kings was during roughly the same period that
the people asked Ezekiel, “Our offenses and sins weigh us down, and we are
wasting away because of them. How then can we live?” (Ezek. 33:10). God’s
answer through Ezekiel was that they needed to repent of their evil ways, and so
it is in 1 & 2 Kings.
The sins of the kings and the people are recorded in great detail, not out of a
perverse delight in sin and punishment—and certainly not for “secular
historiographical” purposes—but rather as reminders of the people’s sins, as
warnings to the present exilic generation. These catalogues of failings are
interspersed with God’s gracious promises, which were all fulfilled, and with
reminders that there was still hope for God’s people if they repented. In the end,
the books of Kings look to the future—a future in which God’s people have
turned to Him and in which God remained faithful to His own promises, both to
His people and to the household of David. (See further below under “Theology

of 1 & 2 Kings.”)

THE COMPOSITION OF 1 & 2 KINGS
Concerning the composition of the books of Kings, three issues present
themselves. The first involves the sources used by the author of 1 & 2 Kings to
compose his work. The second involves how the author incorporated these into
his writing, especially in creating a framework around which he built the work.
Both of these issues involve analysis at levels below the book level. The third
issue involves the place of 1 & 2 Kings in the larger “Deuteronomistic History,”
which involves analysis at levels above the book level.

The Use of Sources in 1 & 2 Kings
The author of the books of Kings (along with the author of 1 & 2 Chronicles)
depends more explicitly on written sources than does any other author of the
Bible. He repeatedly mentions three sources, and it is likely that he used other,
unnamed sources as well.
Sources named in 1 & 2 Kings. The first named source is mentioned once—
the “Book of the Acts of Solomon” (1 Kings 11:41)—and it was the author’s
source for most or all of 1 Kings 3–11. These chapters include a great deal of
diverse information, ranging from delightful stories about Solomon that illustrate
his great wisdom (3:3–28; 4:29–34; 10:1–13) and his great speech and prayer of
dedication (8:14–61) to mundane bureaucratic records (4:1–6, 7–19, 22–28) and
exhaustive details concerning the temple and the king’s palace (6:1–7:51). It is
impossible to tell whether the Book of the Acts of Solomon contained all of this
material, or whether it was merely the source of some of it. The notice in 11:41
would seem to indicate that it contained more, rather than less, since it mentions
“all that he did, and his wisdom.”
The second source is called “the Book of the Daily Deeds [or Annals]13 of the
Kings of Israel,” and it is mentioned eighteen times.14 It appears in the death
notices of seventeen of the twenty kings of Israel15 as the source the reader could
consult to find more complete information about the kings. Typically the
following is stated: “Now, the rest of the deeds of [king’s name], and all that he
did, are they not written in the Book of the Daily Deeds of the Kings of Israel?”
(author’s translation).

The third source is called “the Book of the Daily Deeds [or Annals] of the
Kings of Judah,” and it appears fifteen times.16 Formulaic death notices are
missing for five monarchs (Ahaziah, Athaliah, Jehoahaz, Jehoiachin, and
Zedekiah), including any reference to this source. When it is mentioned, the
reference to this source follows the same pattern as the one for Israel.
These sources appear to have been very much like a genre common in Assyria
and Babylonia called “chronicles” (or “chronographic texts”), which consisted of
lengthy lists of kings.17 Each year that the king reigned was recorded, usually
with a notice of some significant political, military, or religious event. The
information in the Mesopotamian chronicles was brief for each king, ranging
from two or three words, recording the king’s name and length of reign, to
several short sentences detailing highlights for each year of the king’s reign. It
would appear that several of the short notices in 1 & 2 Kings (such as those for
Zechariah, Shallum, Menahem, Pekahiah, and Pekah in 2 Kings 15), which
average less than five verses apiece, could have been taken almost verbatim
from such chronicles.
We should remember, however, that official court records, as those found in
Mesopotamia (and presumably in Israel and Judah), did not include the religious
evaluations of the kings that we find in 1 & 2 Kings. So we must assume that
these court records were added to by the final author of 1 & 2 Kings. A further
assumption is that these records were “published” versions of (usually
inaccessible) court documents, since we find the repeated statements that they
were available for public consultation.
A fourth source is mentioned in the Greek text of 1 Kings 8:53 (which is
8:12–13 in Hebrew): “the Book of the Song.” By a slight modification of the
presumed underlying Hebrew ( îr, “song,” to yā ār, “Jashar”) we get the “Book
of Jashar,” which is known from Joshua 10:13 and 2 Samuel 1:18. This is the
source for the brief poem uttered by Solomon in 1 Kings 8:53 of the Greek
versions, but the source is not attested in the Hebrew manuscripts of 8:12–13.
Sources not named in 1 & 2 Kings. Besides the three sources named in 1 & 2
Kings, it is likely that the author used other sources in composing his work.
Despite the highly structured nature of the books, a certain un-evenness and
imbalance in its treatment of different subjects prevails. Thus (to cite but one
example), Omri, one of the most politically significant and powerful kings in
Israel, one who is mentioned in several extrabiblical texts, is allotted a mere
eight verses (1 Kings 16:21–28), whereas the prophet Elisha, who is unknown in
contemporary documents outside the Bible, is prominent in seven chapters (2
Kings 2–8). We also find a special emphasis upon such kings as Solomon (1

Kings 3–11), Jeroboam (1 Kings 11–14), Ahab (1 Kings 16–22), Jehu (2 Kings
9–10), Hezekiah (2 Kings 18–20), and Josiah (2 Kings 22–23), upon such
prophets as Elijah (1 Kings 17–19, 21; 2 Kings 1), Micaiah (1 Kings 22), Elisha
(2 Kings 2–8), and Isaiah (2 Kings 19–20), and upon the process of transition
from David to Solomon (1 Kings 1–2). In the case of the combined
Hezekiah/Isaiah narratives (2 Kings 18–20), 2 Kings 18:13–20:19 is almost
exactly parallel to Isaiah 36–39.18 Presuming that the Isaianic passage was
written earlier than the 2 Kings one,19 here is a good example of the author of 2
Kings depending on a source that he does not mention by name.
Scholars have proposed a wide variety of sources that may have lain behind
the unevenness of the present text, and many of these are plausible.20 There is
nothing in the texts themselves to preclude our postulating the existence of an
early text or tradition dealing with Elijah, Elisha, or Hezekiah, for example, that
may have been used in the composition of the final work. More comprehensive
proposals that postulate larger documents, such as a “Succession Narrative” (2
Samuel 9–20; 1 Kings 1–2; see chapter 5 in this book), or a “Prophetic Record”
(extending from 1 Samuel 1 to 2 Kings 10),21 also have certain inherent
plausibilities.
The identification of such hypothetical sources involves the use of several
disciplines, including form criticism (to isolate different genres of texts within 1
& 2 Kings), tradition history (to isolate larger “traditions” that may have been
passed down and incorporated into 1 & 2 Kings), and redaction criticism (to
identify how the forms and traditions may have been incorporated into the larger
whole). On the level of form criticism, the many larger sources have been
analyzed in terms of even more, smaller structural units, such as “chronicle,”
“biography,” “farewell speech,” “genealogy,” “oracle,” “prayer,” and so forth.22
Several of these are very small, and usually were part of larger sources, but a
few may have been used directly by the author of 1 & 2 Kings in writing the
work.
In the last analysis, however, we should remember that these are hypothetical
sources, and due caution must be exercised in speaking of them. More important,
however, in the cases of both types of sources (named and unnamed), we should
remember that they, by themselves, were not Scripture. Rather, the books of
Kings were—and are. It is the final composition of the inspired author that
should be the ultimate focus of anyone interested in the message of these
Scriptures.

The Framework of 1 & 2 Kings
The pattern. The material in 1 & 2 Kings is organized around the reigns of the
kings, beginning with David and Solomon, continuing through the divided
monarchies, and ending with the last kings of Judah. After the division of the
kingdom (1 Kings 12–14), the author uses a predictable framework with which
to introduce his material. The framework begins with a patterned notice of a
king’s accession and ends with a similarly structured notice of the king’s death.
The patterns diverge slightly for each kingdom. The typical pattern is as
follows:23
Accession notice: Synchronism (until Hoshea)
Age at accession (Judah only)
Length of reign
Capital city
Name of queen mother (Judah only)
Theological verdict
Source citation
Death and burial
Notice of succession
Typically, this pattern for Israel was expressed thus:
Death notice:

Accession notice: In the Xth year of PN [personal name], king of Judah,
PN son of PN began to reign over all Israel at Tirzah/Samaria and reigned
for X years. He did what was evil in the Lord’s eyes.
Death notice: Now the rest of the deeds of PN, and all that he did, are they
not written in the Book of the Daily Deeds of the Kings of Israel? And PN
slept with his fathers and was buried at Tirzah/Samaria; and PN (his son)
reigned in his place.
The typical pattern in Judah was expressed thus:
Accession notice: PN son of PN [his father, the king] began to reign over
Judah in the Xth year of PN king of Israel. PN was X years old when he
began to reign, and he reigned X years in Jerusalem. His mother’s name
was PN daughter of PN. And PN did what was good/evil in the Lord’s eyes.

Death notice: Now the rest of the deeds of PN, and all that he did, are they
not written in the Book of the Daily Deeds of the Kings of Judah? PN slept
with his fathers and was buried with his fathers in the city of David his
father; and PN his son reigned in his place.
We should notice that, in addition to the extra information in the Judahite
formulas (king’s age and name of his mother), Judahite kings received mixed
verdicts—some were good and some evil—whereas in Israel the judgment was
consistent: all were evil. Also, the order of presentation is slightly different in
the respective accession notices. Furthermore, a dynastic succession is visible
throughout Judah’s history (i.e., sons succeeded fathers), but in Israel that was
true in only half the cases.
Theological significance of the pattern. As noted, official court records
probably formed the basis for most of the information in the framework, but not
all of it. For one thing, the synchronistic notices (i.e., the matching up of a king’s
accession with the corresponding year in the sister nation) were probably not a
part of the official records of each nation; it would have been enough to have an
internally consistent chronology. Indeed, it is difficult to imagine official records
of such hated rivals as Israel and Judah acknowledging each other in this way.
Second, the theological evaluation of each king’s reign was probably not part of
the official court records. That very likely came from the pen of the author of 1
& 2 Kings.
The framework’s pattern has several significant implications. First, the close
attention to such precise records indicates the author’s desire to write an
accurate, comprehensive history. He intended to write a history, not fiction.24
The author reinforces this in his use of synchronisms with the ancient Near East
(i.e., references to Egyptian, Assyrian, and Babylonian kings), as well as his
challenges to his readers to verify matters themselves by appeal to the official
court records. Israel’s and Judah’s history could be verified, just like anyone
else’s.
Second, however, this was not a dispassionate, “balanced” history, “history
for history’s sake”; it was a theological history. The author cast his history in a
certain theological light, first, by evaluating each king theologically (in the brief
formulas), and, second, by giving greatly expanded narratives about some kings
and some prophets.
Third, the author intended his work to be part of the larger history of Israel’s
experience as a nation.25 The cumulative effect of the detailed chronologies is to
show a nation with a long history. When that is added to the date early in the
book that ties the beginning of the building of the temple to the exodus—1 Kings

6:1 states that it came 480 years after the exodus—this entire history is linked
with that great formative event at the beginning of Israel’s history, making the
point that even these sinful kingdoms were nevertheless linked with the covenant
people of the exodus.26
Fourth, the careful synchronisms for each king’s reign with the dates of the
sister nation’s king indicates the author’s desire to represent the histories of
Israel and Judah as the history of one people, not two.27 The two kingdoms were
inextricably related to each other, not only by chronology and the historical
events of this period but also by their previous history as one people under God,
both of whom still were accountable to Him.

1 & 2 Kings and the “Deuteronomistic History”
Discussion of the questions of authorship and composition of 1 & 2 Kings is
inseparable from the question of the so-called Deuteronomistic History. This is a
lengthy, hypothetical literary composition stretching from Deuteronomy to 2
Kings. As understood by most scholars, the final author(s) of 1 & 2 Kings were
the final author(s) or editor(s) of the entire Deuteronomistic History.
This hypothetical construct was first proposed by Martin Noth in 1943.28 Noth
contended that it was the work of a single theologian, the “Deuteronomist,” who
wrote after the fall of Jerusalem and who sought to explain the events of 723/22
and 586 B.C. (the destructions of Samaria and Jerusalem). He saw this work as
attempting to demonstrate that these events were the direct consequence of
Israel’s unrepentant following after other gods and her failure to obey God. As
such, it had essentially a negative purpose. This author used many traditions
available to him in his own day and his work was added to in minor ways, but,
essentially, the entire corpus was the work of one author. Noth rejected the work
of those who saw any of the Pentateuchal “documents” (JEDP) in Joshua or any
later books.
For Noth, there are several basic themes in the Deuteronomistic History: (1)
the graciousness of God’s covenant and the special bond between God and His
people; (2) the evils of idolatry and a decentralized cult; (3) the inevitability of
reward and punishment, according to obedience or disobedience; and (4) the
keeping of the Mosaic covenant, which is expressed not so much by sacrificial
observances as by obedience to the stipulations of the law and by worship, which
includes reading and keeping of the law.29

In the years since Noth, his construct has received a remarkable degree of
acceptance in almost all scholarly circles.30 Many scholars have modified it or
proposed alternatives, but it has remained the starting point for all subsequent
discussion of the issue. The primary criticisms have been at two points: (1) his
assessment of the overall message is too negative; (2) his postulate of a single,
exilic author is too simplistic.
Concerning the first point, several scholars have identified more positive
themes or subthemes in the Deuteronomistic History than Noth did. Gerhard von
Rad first identified the great promises to David and the portrait of David as the
righteous king par excellence as integral parts of the Deuteronomistic History’s
themes,31 and he has been followed in this by many scholars. For example, Hans
Walter Wolff has stressed the importance of repentance and forgiveness as a
model put forth by the author,32 and Walter Brueggemann has stressed the
importance of God’s graciousness (expressed in the motif of “goodness”).33
More recently, J. G. McConville has stressed that the Deuteronomistic History
communicates the ideas of hope and God’s grace in significant ways.34
Concerning the second criticism of Noth, many scholars have identified more
than one author or editor of the Deuteronomistic History. These range from
those who postulate two or three authors/editors to those who postulate many
more (e.g., Rainer Stahl argues for nine levels of editing, and Mark O’Brien
argues for at least seven).35
The most important modification of Noth’s theory—both in terms of
identifying themes and of identifying author(s)—has come from Frank Cross and
was developed by Richard Nelson.36 Cross and Nelson argue for two editions of
the Deuteronomistic History, a first composed in the reign of Josiah (640–609
B.C.), and a second during the exile. For Cross, two themes dominate the first
edition: first, an emphasis upon the sins of Jeroboam I, and, second (with von
Rad), an emphasis upon God’s choice of David and Jerusalem. These two
contrast sharply with each other; the first theme ends with an analysis of the
destruction of Samaria (2 Kings 17), whereas the second climaxes in the great
reforms of Josiah (2 Kings 22–23). For Cross, the second (exilic) edition lays the
blame for Judah’s downfall on Manasseh in 2 Kings 21:2–15, a section that
closely parallels 2 Kings 17. The first edition was more hopeful, containing as it
did the great themes of God’s choice of David and Jerusalem, whereas the
second edition was more downbeat, explaining why Judah itself, the tribe of the
Davidic line, fell.
There are some obvious strengths to an approach that sees a large, unified
composition of the type Noth proposed. First, there is a strong

“Deuteronomistic” influence found throughout Joshua-2 Kings, one that is not
nearly so visible in Genesis-Numbers. Thus, there can be some value in speaking
of a “Deuteronomistic” philosophy of history (i.e., one in which there is a strong
—and almost always immediate—correlation between obedience/disobedience
and reward/punishment) or a “Deuteronomistic” history (i.e., a corpus of books
that reflects the same viewpoints that are found in Deuteronomy).
Second, the theory of consecutive, discrete blocks of literary materials joined
together at various “seams” (as Noth envisioned) is much easier to countenance
than is the older “documentary” theory of various intertwined strands coming
together.
Third, on the whole, there is more of a unity, both in content and in outlook, to
Deuteronomy-Kings than there is to the so-called Hexa-teuch, i.e., GenesisJoshua. Thus, if large, hypothetical compositions are to be posited, a
Deuteronomistic History is much more plausible than is a Hexateuch (or a
Heptateuch or Octateuch!).37
However, there are some deficiencies in this approach. First, the approach
usually assumes that Deuteronomy was not written by Moses but by a person or
group during the time of Josiah in the seventh century B.C. or during the exile in
the sixth century. This assumption does not take seriously the biblical witnesses
to Deuteronomy’s provenance at a far earlier period in Israel’s history.38
Second, the removal of Deuteronomy from Genesis-Numbers leaves that
corpus as a torso; the resulting “Tetrateuch” is most unsatisfactory—and
unconvincing—as a literary unit. This has led some scholars to postulate even
larger units that would incorporate all of the material from Genesis to 2 Kings
into one large, unified document.39 This is a helpful approach, emphasizing as it
does the essential unity of this entire corpus, but it still begs the question of the
authorship or composition of the smaller units.
Third, Noth’s essentially negative understanding of the Deuteron-omist’s
purpose has not been generally accepted. As Childs notes, “It is hard to imagine
a negative cause as sufficient reason to compose and preserve the tradition.”40
Fourth, the various revisions of Noth that postulate two or more editions,
while exhibiting a sensitivity to changes in emphasis or perspective in the
corpus, nevertheless usually do not deal adequately with the message and thrust
of the organic whole. In the last analysis, the final author(s) must be given pride
of place in considering the overall message of any book or larger corpus.
With some refinements and qualifications, however, the idea of a
Deuteronomistic History can indeed be helpful. Surely the historical books do
reflect the theology of Deuteronomy in significant ways. The term

Deuteronomistic can thus be used in a more neutral, descriptive way to refer to
those books or ideas reflective of the distinctive viewpoints found in
Deuteronomy—with no conclusions concerning authorship of Deuteronomy or
the other books inherent in the use of the term. This is the understanding of the
term when it is employed in the present work.
In terms of the composition of 1 & 2 Kings, any discussion of the
Deuteronomistic History must deal seriously with the authorship and shape of
these two books. In the present work, the assumption is that the author of 1 & 2
Kings was indeed a single person, writing during the exile (ca. 550 B.C.?), who
integrated diverse sources to present a coherent picture of the life of Israel and
Judah during their histories and to point to a hope for them, even in exile. This
author’s relationship with the earlier materials is more difficult to judge, but his
work certainly is of a piece with the books of Joshua, Judges, and 1 & 2 Samuel
(and Deuteronomy), both in terms of style and outlook, and it is perhaps possible
to speak of him as the “author” of Joshua, Judges, and 1 & 2 Samuel as well, in
the sense spoken of above (see “Authorship and Date of Composition” above).

CHRONOLOGY IN 1 & 2 KINGS
In no book of the Bible is chronology a matter of greater concern than in the
books of Kings. An impressively large number of texts in these two books record
chronological data: close to sixty such texts exist,41 more than one per chapter.
Furthermore, these are not scattered at random: the very books themselves are
structured around a careful chronological framework. A repeated and fairly
predictable pattern is found at the beginning and end of each successive king’s
reign, a pattern that includes careful dating information.
The chronological data can be studied on two levels. First, it is a matter of
some interest and importance to establish an accurate absolute chronology of the
books, that is, to be able to assign fixed dates to the events and reigns in the
books. (This is dealt with in the present section.) Second, the function of the
chronological data in the overall message or theology of the books must also be
considered. (This has been dealt with above, under “The Framework of 1 & 2
Kings: Theological Significance of the Pattern.”)

The Chronological Scheme of 1 & 2 Kings42
Dating of events in the Bible is of two types: relative and absolute. Relative
dating (or “internal” dating) involves dating of events with reference to some
other period or event. This is illustrated in the repeated formulas for kings’
accession to the throne, such as the notice concerning Azariah in 2 Kings 15:1:
“In the twenty-seventh year of Jeroboam king of Israel, Azariah the son of
Amaziah, king of Judah, began to reign.” Here, King Azariah’s accession in
Judah is synchronized with the years of the Israelite king’s (Jeroboam’s) reign.
Absolute dating (or “external” dating) involves dating of events with reference
to the known calendar, such that a specific year can be assigned a particular
event. This may be illustrated by the “fourteenth year of Hezekiah’s reign,”
mentioned in 2 Kings 18:13, being commonly assigned by scholars to the year
701 B.C. This date is known because it was the year that Sennacherib, king of
Assyria, invaded Judah, an event mentioned both in the Bible (2 Kings 18:13)
and in Sennacherib’s own annals.43 The Assyrians kept accurate records that

could be correlated with astronomical phenomena (especially solar and lunar
eclipses), which, through mathematical extrapolation, can be determined down
to the very day.
Unfortunately, on the surface, the chronological data in 1 & 2 Kings are filled
with difficulties, both internal and external. These difficulties are of several
different types.44 First, sometimes contradictory dates are given for certain facts.
For example, 2 Kings 1:17 states that Jeho-ram became king of Israel in the
second year of another Jehoram’s reign in Judah, but 2 Kings 3:1 states that he
became king in the eighteenth year of Jehoshaphat’s reign (Jehoshaphat was the
father of Judah’s Jeho-ram). Furthermore, 2 Kings 8:16 reverses the information
found in 1:17: this text states that Jehoram of Judah became king after Israel’s
Jehoram,45 whereas 1:17 states that Jehoram of Judah came to power first.
Second, sometimes summary dates for a king’s reign do not match up with the
synchronisms established with the dates in the other kingdom. Thus, for
example, 1 Kings 16:23 states that Omri became king of Israel in the thirty-first
year of Asa, king of Judah, and that he reigned twelve years. However, verses
28–29 state that Omri’s son Ahab succeeded him after his death, in the thirtyeighth year of Asa, which would give Omri a reign of only seven years (not
twelve).
A third type of problem comes when numbers that are added up to fill a
certain time period do not match up with each other. Thus, we know that
Jeroboam I of Israel and Rehoboam of Judah came to power at the same time,
when the kingdom split (1 Kings 12–14). Many years later, Jehu of Israel and
Athaliah of Judah assumed power in the same year, with the deaths of Joram of
Israel and Ahaziah of Judah (2 Kings 9:23–27). Thus, this period was identical
in both Israel and Judah. Yet, computing the lengths of these two periods from
the individual data given for the reigns in each kingdom yields ninety-eight years
for Israel, but only ninety-five years for Judah.
A fourth type of problem comes when external synchronisms are attempted
with known dates. Thus, the year 701 B.C. is known to be the year in which
Sennacherib invaded Judah, and this is stated to have been Hezekiah’s fourteenth
year (2 Kings 18:13). Thus, Hezekiah should have acceded to power in 715 B.C.
However, 2 Kings 18:1 states that Hezekiah became king of Judah in the third
year of Israel’s King Hoshea, which was 729 B.C. Hoshea himself was deposed
in 723/22 with the destruction of Samaria. Thus, there is a discrepancy of
fourteen years in the internal and external data.
The problem is reflected in the earliest sources. The problems noted above
come from the Hebrew MT itself, and several early Greek versions —most

notably, Codex Vaticanus and the Lucianic recension—have markedly different
chronological schemes, as does the Jewish historian Josephus.46 Early and late
rabbinic sources also recognized difficulties in the biblical data.47 Early
Christian scholars such as Jerome noted the difficulties, and a seemingly endless
string of modern scholars has wrestled with them.
Modern solutions usually begin with observation of a few fixed (i.e.,
“absolute”) dates, with which the biblical data can then be correlated. Absolute
dates can be recovered from many ancient documents; among the most
important are Assyrian and Babylonian king lists and chronicles. Edwin R.
Thiele relies most heavily on the date of the battle of Qarqar in 853 B.C. (from
which he derives the death of Ahab in that year and the accession of Jehu in 841)
and the date of Sennacherib’s invasion of Judah in 701 B.C. He then extrapolates
the rest of the biblical dates from these fixed dates.48 Hayim Tadmor gives a
total of twenty fixed dates that can be synchronized with biblical data, all from
Assyrian and Babylonian sources.49 William Barnes analyzes several additional
dates from Phoenician and Egyptian sources.50
Almost every attempt to resolve the difficulties has been forced to argue that
the present Hebrew text is mistaken in one or more places. Some argue for the
priority of the Greek traditions over the Masoretic one,51while others argue for
the superiority of the Masoretic tradition.52 Even among the latter, however,
almost all argue that the present Hebrew text is mistaken in several or many
instances. The most conservative scholar on this point is Edwin Thiele, who has
championed the uncanny reliability of the Hebrew text, but even he argues that
the final editors of the books of Kings were mistaken in several dates in 2 Kings
17–18.53
Thiele’s efforts have been the most comprehensive and sustained, and his
chronological scheme, while still criticized from numerous quarters, has won
more acceptance than any other. Its greatest strength is that it accounts for
almost every date in the Hebrew text,54 namely, that it “works.” On the whole, it
demonstrates the internal consistency of the biblical data. Perhaps its greatest
weakness is its complicated nature. This has intimidated many students and
rendered many scholars skeptical. Thiele’s scheme rests upon several principles
that are not always clear in the text. These include the following:55
1. In Israel, years were reckoned from the month of Nisan (roughly equivalent
to April), whereas in Judah they were reckoned from Tishri (roughly
equivalent to October).

2. Israel and Judah used different systems for counting the first year of a
king’s reign (by some methods of counting, it would have overlapped the
previous king’s last year and thus counted twice); furthermore, each nation
changed its system at least once during its history.
3. Israel and Judah each counted the other’s years using their own systems.
4. Both nations employed a system of “coregencies,” in which a king’s son
may have been installed as king before his father died; the overlapping
years were then usually counted twice.
Despite its complicated nature, Thiele’s system does show the biblical text to
be internally consistent, down to the exact year (except with reference to Hoshea
and Hezekiah in 2 Kings 17–18), and it is based on indications in the text itself,
some explicit and some implicit. Several conservative scholars have noted that
Thiele’s system would be completely consistent if he had merely applied one of
his own principles, namely, coregency, to Hezekiah: the extant data suggest that
Hezekiah had a fourteen-year coregency with his father Ahaz, which thus allows
for the overlap between Hezekiah and Hoshea that the Bible affirms in 2 Kings
17–18.56
Because of its plausibility and internal consistency, along with its widespread
acceptance, Thiele’s system is followed in the present work. Thiele’s dates are
listed on page 187 (modified to show Hezekiah’s coregency).57

The Kings of Israel and Judah
Looking at the chart below, we can see that there were twenty mon-archs in
both nations. However, that the kingdom of Judah lasted 135 years longer than
did Israel demonstrates the higher level of political instability in the north.
Indeed, seven Israelite kings died by assassination, to be replaced by their
assassins: Nadab, Elah, Joram, Zechariah, Shallum, Pekahiah, and Pekah. An
eighth—the unfortunate Zimri, who reigned but seven days!—burned his palace
down around himself when he realized he was doomed (1 Kings 16:18).
In Judah, the dynasty of David continued unbroken from beginning to end. In
Israel, the longest dynasties were those of Omri (four kings) and Jehu (five
kings). Jehu’s family’s relatively long tenure on the throne was due to his having
rid Israel of the abomination of Baal worship by killing the entire household of
Ahab (2 Kings 10:30; 15:12).
In Israel, out of a total of twenty kings, none was judged to have been good by

the author of 1 & 2 Kings. Jehu came the closest: he was anointed king by Elisha
at the Lord’s command (2 Kings 9:1–13), and he was commended by God for
his destruction of the enormously wicked house of Ahab (10:30). However, in
the final analysis, he did not turn away from the sins of Jeroboam, who set the
standard of iniquity in the northern kingdom (10:29, 31).
THE KINGS OF ISRAEL AND JUDAH

In Judah, there were eight good kings: Asa, Jehoshaphat, Joash, Amaziah,
Azariah, Jotham, Hezekiah, and Josiah. Of these, the first six neglected to
remove from the land the symbols of Canaanite pagan practices, the high places.
Only Hezekiah and Josiah received unreserved praise.

Yet, in the end, even the greatness of these kings was not enough to spare
Judah from destruction. Ironically, Manasseh, one of Judah’s most wicked kings,
followed one of its greatest kings, his father, Hezekiah. We are told that it was
“because of the sins of Manasseh” that God finally allowed Judah to be
destroyed (24:3–4). Ultimately, the survival of the Davidic line was not due to
his or anyone else’s inherent goodness. Rather, it was due to God’s grace (see
below, under “Theology of 1 & 2 Kings”).

PROPHETS AND PROPHECY IN 1 & 2 KINGS
Prophets and prophecy play an important part in the books of Kings. The
portrayal of these generally fits into what we know of prophets from elsewhere
in Scripture, but a few characteristic features stand out here more sharply than
they do elsewhere.58

Prophetic Titles
Prophets were often called God’s “servants.” The prophets Ahijah and Jonah
are called this (1 Kings 14:18; 2 Kings 14:25), and the term my/his servants the
prophets often was used in a general way (2 Kings 9:7; 17:13, 23; 21:10; 24:2).
These terms show God’s claim upon them as His mouthpieces. A second general
term for a prophet—used sixty times in 1 & 2 Kings—was man of God. This
refers most often to Elijah and Elisha, but also it designates Shemaiah (1 Kings
12:22) and an anonymous prophet (chap. 13). A third general term is sons of the
prophets, and it is used exclusively in Elijah’s and Elisha’s day (see below).
Two terms used of prophets elsewhere, rō’eh (“seer”) and hōzeh (“one who
sees visions”), are not found in 1 & 2 Kings, but the common word “prophet”
(nābî’) is. It is used fifty-four times in these books, referring to twelve different
individuals as well as to large groups, such as the prophets of Baal and Asherah
(1 Kings 18:19), Ahab’s four hundred false prophets (1 Kings 22:6), and the
“companies of the prophets” that El-isha encountered (e.g., 2 Kings 2:3ff.).
The basic idea behind the word prophet was that this was a spokesperson or
mouthpiece for God. Prophets spoke words from God. The repeated phrase
“Thus says the Lord” in the prophetic books makes this point clearly. So does
the remarkable reference in Exodus 7:1, where God said to Moses, “See, I have
made you like God to Pharaoh, and your brother Aaron will be your prophet.
You are to say everything I command you and your brother Aaron is to tell
Pharaoh to let the Israelites go.” Here Aaron functions as the mediator between
Moses and Pharaoh, a mediator who passes along a message, a message received
from a superior. Amos associated prophecy with speaking words from God
(Amos 3:8), and the author of 1 Samuel affirms that Samuel was a prophet
whose words were effective: The Lord “let none of his words fall to the ground”

(1 Sam. 3:19–20).
The author of 1 & 2 Kings speaks of the importance of prophetic words in this
last way twice: (1) he states that everything Moses promised concerning God’s
rest was fulfilled, that “not one word has failed” (lit., fallen; 1 Kings 8:56); (2)
he affirms that nothing Elijah said concerning Ahab would “fall to the ground”
(2 Kings 10:10).

Characteristics and Functions of Prophets
True prophets were commissioned, or “called,” by God to speak for Him. In 1
& 2 Kings, we see God’s call of Elisha through the prophet Elijah (1 Kings
19:16–21). Elsewhere, we have accounts of the calls of Samuel (1 Samuel 3),
Isaiah (Isa. 6:1–13), Jeremiah (Jer. 1:4–10), Ezekiel (Ezek. 1:1–3), Hosea (Hos.
1:2–9; 3:1–5), and Amos (Amos 3:3–8; 7:10–17). These “call experiences” were
important validations for the prophets themselves, their hearers, and their readers
that God’s hand was indeed upon them.
True prophets were to reflect high moral character. That is clear from such
passages as Ezekiel 13 and Jeremiah 23. It is hard to imagine Nathan, for
example, effectively rebuking David for sin if he himself were not a man of high
moral character or Elijah condemning Ahab’s Baal worship if he himself were a
secret idol worshiper.
An important function of prophets was to foretell future events to God’s
people. According to J. Barton Payne’s estimates, more than one-fourth of the
entire Bible consists of predictive matter of all types,59and the prophets were the
major vehicles for communicating such predictions.
In 1 & 2 Kings, a special concern was the correspondence between a prophecy
and its fulfillment. Whereas in the prophetic books, the fulfillment of most
prophecies is not indicated, the opposite is the case in 1 & 2 Kings: the words of
every true prophet in 1 & 2 Kings are shown to have come to pass.60 Von Rad
identified eleven such cases, where a prophecy is given and its fulfillment is
explicitly detailed, to which several more can be added.61 These are stated to be
in fulfillment of “the word of the Lord” or of a prophet speaking for the Lord.
Related to this, the idea of the “word of the Lord” is very important in 1 & 2
Kings. This phrase occurs forty-four times in the two books. The “word of the
Lord” is presented in 1 & 2 Kings as effecting change: it is something that
causes people to act, and it always comes true.

Biblical prophecy was no mere fascination with the future for its own sake,
however. Many scholars have emphasized that the prophets’ primary task was
not foretelling but “forthtelling,” i.e., to proclaim God’s word publicly. They
were to “explain the past, elucidate the present, and disclose the future.”62 First
and foremost, they were mouthpieces for God, declaring His message to His
people in their own times. Thus, the bulk of the messages of Elijah and Elisha,
for example, was directed to the abominable conditions of their own day.

Varieties of Prophets in 1 & 2 Kings
The phenomenon of prophecy was not evenly distributed throughout Israel’s
history; rather, prophets tended to arise more during certain periods than during
others. Previous to Samuel, for example, prophecy had been relatively sparse:
“In those days the word of the Lord was rare; there were not many visions” (1
Sam. 3:1). The time period covered by 1 & 2 Kings was the time of prophets par
excellence. Most of the prophetic books have this period of the monarchies as
their backdrop, and prophets are very prominent in 1 & 2 Kings, as we have
seen. Prophets spoke especially to kings and to the nations through these kings.
Court prophets. One type of prophet particularly typical of the period of the
monarchy was the court prophet, i.e., a prophet who had easy access to the king
himself. Some court prophets would not have been true prophets of the Lord;
they had been employed by the king, and they tended to tell the king only what
he wanted to hear. The parade example of this is the four hundred prophets Ahab
consulted about going to war against Syria (1 Kings 22). They told Ahab what
he wanted to hear, whereas a true prophet of the Lord—Micaiah—did not. Ahab
hated Micaiah precisely for this reason: “I hate him, for he never prophesies
good concerning me, but evil” (1 Kings 22:8). Ahab also employed the 450
prophets of Baal, whom Elijah opposed (18:20–40).
True prophets of the Lord with access to kings in 1 & 2 Kings include Nathan
(chap. 1),63 an anonymous “man of God” (chap. 13), Jehu, son of Hanani (16:1,
7), Elijah (chaps. 17–19, 21), Micaiah (chap. 22), Elisha (2 Kings 2–9, 13), and
Isaiah (chaps. 19–20).64 These prophets usually confronted kings—at great
personal risk—with messages they did not want to hear.
Prophetic groups. The typical prophet of the Lord appears as a lone figure,
courageously confronting king and society about their ills. However, in two
periods, we see a variety of prophets living and working in groups. The first is in

the days of Samuel, when we see a “company” of prophets prophesying together
(1 Sam. 10:5, 10), and a different group living at Ramah with Samuel (19:18–
24). We are not told much about their particular activities vis-à-vis the general
public, except that they sang and “prophesied.”
The second period is in the days of Elijah and Elisha. Here the prophets are
called “the sons of the prophets” (1 Kings 20:35).65 They lived in groups at
Gilgal and elsewhere. In 2 Kings 4:38, 42–43, they are seen living in a group of
a hundred men and eating a common meal, which suggests that they also lived in
a common house. This is confirmed by 2 Kings 6:1, where mention is made of
where they dwelled and their desire to build a new dwelling place. First Kings
18:13 mentions Elijah’s hiding of groups of fifty of the Lord’s prophets from
Jezebel’s clutches. However, some prophets maintained private residences (14:4:
Jeroboam’s wife went to Shiloh “and came to the house of Ahijah”), and some
even married and had families (2 Kings 4:1: a widow of one of the sons of the
prophets speaks to Elisha about her and her two sons’ destitute condition).
The precise nature of these prophetic groups has provoked much discussion.66
Many scholars envision these as formal, prophetic “guilds,” where prophets were
trained in their craft.67 The association even has been made with medieval
monasteries, although the prophetic groups were much more public in their
activities than were the medieval monks, and so the analogy cannot be pressed.
However, it is also argued that these—at least those in Elisha’s day—were
informal groups of “lay supporters” of Elisha.68
They are not found after Elisha’s day, so the analogy of “training schools” for
prophets is inappropriate as a general description of prophetic activity in later
periods, if at all.
Writing prophets. The “writing prophets” are those whose writings are
collected in the prophetic books of the OT. Of these, two are mentioned in 1 & 2
Kings. Isaiah figures prominently in the story of Hezekiah and Sennacherib (2
Kings 19–20), and a prophecy by Jonah is mentioned in 14:25.69 The use of both
of these prophets’ prophecies fits the author’s purpose of showing the pattern of
prophecy and fulfillment mentioned above.

Elijah and Elisha
The Elijah and Elisha narratives. The narratives about the prophets Elijah
and Elisha play an important part in the unfolding of the narrative of 1 & 2

Kings.70 These two prophets appear during the Omride dynasty in Israel, at a
time when the Israelite kings were openly pursuing the worship of Baal. The
stories about Elijah are found in 1 Kings 17–19, 21, and 2 Kings 1–2, whereas
Elisha’s are found in 1 Kings 19 and 2 Kings 2–9, 13. The activities of these two
prophets are emphasized more than those of any prophet after Moses in the
OT.71
In the chapters where these prophets appear, the emphasis shifts away from
chronicling the dates and events of the kings’ reigns and focuses on the prophets
and their words and activities. Elijah’s activities revolve around confrontation of
the king, whereas Elisha’s sphere of activity is mainly among the common
people. The presence of such extensive material devoted to prophetic activities is
an important element in the overall prophetic perspective of 1 & 2 Kings.
The accounts of Elijah are all linked with his opposition to pagan idol
worship, mainly of Baal. First Kings 17–19 are the most important in this regard.
The section begins with Elijah’s word of prophecy that no rain will come upon
the land until God decrees it (17:1–7). This anticipates the climactic
confrontation with the prophets of Baal in chapter 18, since Baal was the
Canaanite storm god. In 17:8–24, we find two episodes where Elijah performs
miracles on behalf of a widow, from Zarephath, which was in Phoenician
territory, near Sidon (the land from which worship of Baal was imported into
Israel). The prophecy about the rain is reiterated (17:14), and in both episodes
“the word of the Lord” in the mouth of Elijah is affirmed (17:16, 24). These
episodes serve to establish Elijah’s credentials as a bona fide prophet from God.
The climax of these narratives comes in chapter 18 with the dramatic
confrontation between Elijah and 450 of Baal’s prophets on Mount Carmel.
Baal’s prophets are humiliated, since they cannot induce him to send fire onto
the altar, nor have they been able to induce their storm god to produce rain for
three years prior to this (v. 1). The import of this humiliation is heightened when
we remember that Baal was the Canaanite storm god: Canaanite texts about him
extol his attributes over precisely the forces that are challenged in 1 Kings 18:
“the seasons of his rains will Baal observe … and he will peal his thunder in the
clouds, flashing his lightnings to the earth.”72 It is God, however, who controls
the rain, and He sends it after Baal’s prophets have been executed (vv. 41–46).
In the aftermath of this confrontation, Elijah flees to the desert and is provided
for by God (chap. 19). He spends forty days and nights fasting and meets God at
Mount Horeb, where Moses had met God many years earlier. God appears, not
in the wind, earthquake, or fire, which are reminiscent of Baal’s failed spheres of
supposed influence, but through a still, small voice (19:9–18). Elijah is

encouraged, and he meets Elisha, who will become his successor in a way
reminiscent of Joshua’s succession of Moses (19:16–21; cf. Num. 27:18–23,
Deut. 34:9). Many scholars have noted the parallels between Moses and Elijah
(and even Elisha).73 Elijah is presented as a second Moses in many ways, and
both Elijah and Elisha were God’s representatives in a critical time of great
opposition, just as Moses had been.
In 1 Kings 21, the confrontation between Elijah and the king does not so much
revolve around idol worship but around Ahab’s arrogance in office,
demonstrated by his stealing of Naboth’s vineyard. Even here, however, Ahab’s
idol worship is condemned (21:25–26).
The next episode in which Elijah figures concerns Ahab’s son Ahaziah, who
also was a Baal worshiper: he sent to inquire of Baal-zebub, a Philistine god
associated with Baal (2 Kings 1). Elijah effectively condemned Ahaziah as well.
The mantle of prophecy is then passed from Elijah to Elisha in 2 Kings 2, and
Elijah is taken up to heaven in a whirlwind.
The stories of Elisha are even more extensive than the Elijah stories. Elisha
performs numerous miracles, which cluster in 2 Kings 2:19–6:7.74 Here, three
extended narratives focusing on the activities of certain individuals are found:
(1) Joram of Israel, Mesha of Moab, and Elisha (3:4–27); (2) Elisha, the
Shunammite woman, and her son (4:8–37); and (3) the Syrian general Naaman
and Elisha (5:1–27). These extended narratives are interspersed with brief
accounts of other miraculous acts of Elisha: (1) Elisha and the poisonous water,
Elisha and the jeering boys (2:19–25); (2) Elisha and the widow’s oil (4:1–7);
(3) Elisha and the poisonous stew, Elisha and the provision of food (4:38–44);
(4) Elisha and the axe head (6:1–7).
All of these miracles function to confirm Elisha’s authority as a prophet of the
Lord, serving well to legitimate him for the tasks that lay ahead, when he
became involved in the affairs of nations (2 Kings 6:8–7:20; 8:7–9:13). First, he
was involved in two incidents involving Israel’s enemy Syria (6:8–7:20). In the
first incident, Elisha acted on Israel’s behalf in capturing Syrians and leading
them into Samaria (6:8–23). In the second, he accurately prophesied that the
siege of Samaria would be lifted (6:24–7:20). Then, he prophesied that Hazael
would become king of Syria (8:7–15), and, through his servant, he anointed Jehu
as king of Israel (9:1–13).
These stories about Elisha’s authority are confirmed by the prominence of his
dealings with the Shunammite woman. After he helped her and her son (4:8–37),
she testified to the king on his behalf at a crucial moment (8:1–7), which further
increased Elisha’s stature. The stories of Elisha end with the account of his death

and burial (13:14–21). He died prophesying, and even in death he was
responsible for a miracle: a dead man who came into contact with his bones was
revived.
Many scholars have posited the existence of independent “cycles” of stories
involving Elijah and Elisha, documents or traditions that were preserved by
northern (i.e., Israelite) prophetic groups.75 Elisha is seen as leader of a
prophetic “guild” called “the sons of the prophets” (see above). Elijah is the only
prophet in Scripture who is recorded as having designated his successor, and this
is said to have been a characteristic of Israelite (i.e., northern) prophetic circles.
Despite the plausibility of many such proposals, however, they remain
hypotheses. Even if true, their ultimate importance lies in how the Elijah-Elisha
narratives are used in the books of Kings.
We are on safer ground when we note some of the characteristics of these
stories. These two prophets arose during a time of great crisis in Israel, when the
worship of Baal (and his consort, Asherah) was first introduced into the nation
on the official level. That is, the king himself now, for the first time, sanctioned
and sponsored pagan idol worship within Israel (1 Kings 18:18–19). The
extensive dual emphasis upon fulfilled prophecy and (especially) miracles in this
section legitimates these prophets as true (along with Micaiah, the brave, lone
prophet in chap. 22), in contrast to the hundreds of “official” prophets of Baal
and other false prophets employed by the king. In Ahab’s and his son’s day, the
nation was in great danger of losing its identity as a nation called apart to be
God’s special people (cf. Ex. 19:4–6). This time, the threat was internal and
officially sanctioned by the king, which made it all the more insidious. The
king’s function was to be immersed in the law of the Lord and to lead his people
in obedience to it (Deut. 17:18–20), not to be leading them in Baal worship (1
Kings 18) or in listening to innumerable false prophets (chap. 22).

SPECIAL ISSUES IN 1 & 2 KINGS

Elijah, Elisha, and Miracle “Clustering” in the Bible
The Bible is well known for its chronicling of many miracles. However, what
is not as much noticed is that the miracles are not evenly spread out; they tend to
occur in clusters. They were separated in time by many hundreds of years. One
such cluster is here in 1 & 2 Kings, through the human agency of Elijah and
Elisha.
Two other major clusters may be found in the Bible. The first is during the
time of Moses, both in Egypt (the plagues) and in the wilderness (provision of
manna, water, and so on). The second is in the NT, during the ministry of Jesus
and in the early church period.76
Each of these periods was one of major transition or crisis. The Mosaic period
was crucial for the life of God’s people, and many authenticating miracles were
performed by God through Moses. Jesus’ miracles also served to authenticate
His (new) message at another crucial time of transition, and the miracles in the
book of Acts performed the same function. The time of Elijah and Elisha was
not as dramatic a transition, but it was a critical time of decision for the nation of
Israel, whether to follow pagan worship or to remain faithful to the Lord.
This pattern may be relevant for those interested in observing miracles in
postbiblical times, including the present. When it is remembered that miracles
were clustered into certain time periods (and even in certain locations, such as
the northern kingdom or Babylonia), similar patterns—i.e., when miracles
abound in certain times and places and are scarce in others—throughout history
and today may not be so perplexing.

God and the Lying Spirit
In 1 Kings 22, the prophet Micaiah tells of a vision in which he saw the Lord
in the heavenly councils, and He sent a prophet who volunteered to go and

deceive Ahab (22:19–23).77 Some have questioned the morality of God’s
seeming to sponsor evil here by sending a lying prophet to Ahab. However, two
points must be made in response.
First, this fails to account for primary and secondary causes. God would allow
the already-existent evil to run its course, but that would not excuse the
perpetrator(s) of the evil at all. An analogy is found in the NT in Judas’s
situation. Here, Jesus Himself said to Judas, “What you are about to do, do
quickly” (John 13:27). This does not mean that Jesus thereby became the
sponsor of the evil perpetrated upon Him any more than God sponsored the evil
when He commanded the prophet in Mi-caiah’s vision to go ahead with his plan
to lie (1 Kings 22:21b). Nevertheless, it is ironic (and fitting) that Ahab, who had
lived his life by consulting false (and lying) prophets and rejecting true prophets,
now faced the possibility that he might be led to his death by listening to a false
prophet.
Second, and more to the point, we must note that this all comes in Micaiah’s
vision (vv. 18–22). None of it actually took place on the human stage; Ahab
went to his death on the basis of following the advice of his four hundred court
prophets and ignoring Micaiah’s words, whom he knew very well to be a true
prophet (see v. 8). Also note, most importantly, that ultimately God did not
deceive Ahab, since the content of the vision was revealed to Ahab. He was
given full warning and was given a chance not to be deceived. He chose not to
heed the warning. His downfall, then, was entirely of his own choosing.

THEOLOGY OF 1 & 2 KINGS

The Kingdom of God and Davidic Kingdom
From the moment one reads the title of 1 & 2 Kings until the time of reading
about the last of Judah’s kings, the motif of kingship stands out in bold relief.
The books trace the development of the monarchies, first in Israel, then in Israel
and Judah, to their destructions by foreign powers.
However, the concern with these two kingdoms is not a concern with political
entities as such. As C. F. Keil stated, “The historical development of the
monarchy, or, to express it more correctly, of the kingdom of God under the
kings, forms the true subject matter of our books.”78 The books carefully trace
the spiritual fortunes of the two nations and show how their political fortunes
were tied to their spiritual conditions.
The figure of David the king casts a long, impressive shadow across the pages
of 1 & 2 Kings. He is physically present in only the first two chapters of 1 Kings
(and he is weak there), but 1 Kings clearly intends to pick up where 2 Samuel
leaves off. The high point of that book is found in 2 Samuel 7, where the prophet
Nathan announces the promises of the Davidic covenant. As noted in the
previous chapter, these were unconditional promises to David of a perpetual
dynasty, which introduce the concept of the king as the “son” of God Himself.
The books of Kings are concerned to show how these promises to David were
carried out in history. Thus, we see that, despite many assassinations in Israel
and the repeated introduction of new family lines in that kingdom, in the
kingdom of Judah and in the line of David the family lines continued unbroken.
The typical formula in Judah concluding each king’s reign makes reference to
the king’s having been buried with “David his father.” Many of David’s
descendants were wicked, to be sure, but God’s promises to David always
continued unbroken.
Furthermore, the author of 1 & 2 Kings was particularly concerned to show
this unbroken continuity, not only in the continuous genealogical connections
that are visible but also in explicit references.79 Numerous times, the author
speaks of God’s acting graciously for the sake of His servant David.80 On other

occasions, David’s having received the promises from God is mentioned.81
The physical kingdoms of Israel and Judah—especially Judah—were symbols
of God’s own kingdom. The king—as the “son” of God (2 Sam. 7:14)—was
God’s vice-regent on earth. As the king went, so went the nation.
Thus, as the spiritual and political fortunes of the Davidic kingdom went, so in
a very real sense went the fortunes of God’s kingdom upon the earth. That is not
because of any special merit in David or his kingdom per se but because of
God’s having chosen him and it as the means of accomplishing His purposes in
the world. Throughout most of 1 & 2 Kings, the sad fact was that the spiritual
fortunes of this kingdom suffered.

God’s Grace and Hope for the Future
The message of hope. Related to the idea of the kingdom of God in 1 & 2
Kings is the idea of God’s grace. Contrary to Martin Noth (see above), the
message of 1 & 2 Kings is not merely a negative one, explaining the cause of the
downfall of both kingdoms. Rather, a strong, positive message pervades these
books, one that can be expressed in various ways, such as G. von Rad’s
affirmations of a “messianic” motif, H. W. Wolff’s emphasis on calls to
repentance, W. Brueggemann’s statements about God’s graciousness, or J. G.
McConville’s formulations about hope (see nn. 31–34).
For example, the books’ emphasis on the gracious promises to David
constitute a true message of hope for God’s people, especially the idea that the
promises were “forever” (2 Sam. 7:13, 16; 1 Kings 2:45; 9:5; 2 Kings 8:19).
David would always have a “lamp” before the Lord in Jerusalem in the person of
one of his descendants (1 Kings 11:36; 15:4; 2 Kings 8:19).
The message of hope was not tied exclusively to David, however. In an
important signal early in 1 Kings, Solomon (in his great temple dedication
prayer) acknowledges that exile would come some day (8:46–53) and asks for
God’s mercy. He does not do this on the basis of God’s promises to David but
twice refers back to the days of Moses and Israel’s status as God’s chosen people
from that time forward (vv. 51, 53).
The ending of the work (2 Kings 25:27–30) is most significant in the matter of
the message of hope for the future. Whereas 2 Kings ends on a predominantly
negative note (in recounting the destruction of Jerusalem), in the last analysis
this note is not completely devoid of hope. That is because the last four verses of
the book show Jehoiachin, the Judahite king who had been taken into exile years

earlier, being released from prison and treated well by the Babylonian king. In
fact, he was given a place of honor above that of any other king who also had
been exiled to Babylon (25:28). Many scholars discount this final appendix as
being insufficiently “weighty” to counter the predominantly negative tone seen
throughout most of 1 & 2 Kings.82 However, it cannot be discounted completely,
and it must be seen as offering a glimmer of hope to people in exile—that their
king was still alive and that the great promises to David were not completely
dead.83
Conditionality and unconditionality in 1 & 2 Kings. We can see a tension in
1 & 2 Kings between emphasis on God’s unconditional promises to David and
the conditions imposed on the Davidic kings in order to experience God’s fullest
blessings. We must take seriously those passages granting David the kingdom
“forever” and the statement in 2 Samuel 7:15–16: “But my love will never be
taken away from him, as I took it away from Saul, whom I removed from before
you. Your house and your kingdom will endure forever before me; your throne
will be established forever.”84
Yet, on the other hand, there are many indications in 1 & 2 Kings of a
conditional element to these promises. Beginning with the statement in 2 Samuel
7:14—”When [David’s son] does wrong, I will punish him with the rod of men,
with floggings inflicted by men”—we see that God’s promises were not given
carte blanche to the kings to do whatever they pleased. This is especially visible
in the conditional “Solomonic covenant,” where the promises to David are
repeated to Solomon but with important provisos about integrity, righteousness,
and obedience being conditions for maintaining the land (1 Kings 9:2–9; see also
2:4). If Israel repeatedly disobeyed, if it violated the terms of the Mosaic
covenant, it could lose the land. Some individual kings did reject God and some
were punished. Also, both Israel and Judah ultimately did lose their land, which
the author attributed to their unfaithfulness (2 Kings 17:7–23; 24:3–4).
The confluence between the unconditional Davidic covenant and the
predominantly conditional Mosaic covenant comes in the requirements that the
individual kings were responsible to keep the covenant in order to secure God’s
blessings for themselves.85 However, the promises themselves would never be
invalidated; God’s purposes would still be accomplished, ultimately through the
survival of the Davidic line, and 1 & 2 Kings also make this clear.
The presence of a member of the Davidic line in 2 Kings 25 gives hope to
Israel, but his weakened, vassal status serves as a powerful reminder that,
ultimately, it is God in whom Israel was to place its trust. It was only through
God’s grace that Jehoiachin (or any other king, for that matter) survived.

Concern for the Covenant
As just noted, the kings (and the people) were expected to keep the covenant
that God had made with Israel at Sinai. That was stated as far back as
Deuteronomy 17:18–19 with reference to kings, and it was a matter of
continuing concern throughout the monarchies. Solomon was exhorted to keep
the covenant (1 Kings 3:14), and the fall of the northern kingdom is explicitly
tied to its disobedience to the covenant (2 Kings 17:7–23; 18:12).
The highest praise given to any of the kings in 1 & 2 Kings belongs to
Hezekiah and Josiah. Of both, it is said that they kept the requirements of the
law of Moses:
Hezekiah trusted in the Lord, the God of Israel. There was no one like him
among all the kings of Judah, either before him or after him. He held fast to
the Lord and did not cease to follow him; he kept the commands the Lord
had given Moses. (2 Kings 18:5–6)
Neither before nor after Josiah was there a king like him who turned to the
Lord as he did—with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his
strength, in accordance with all the Law of Moses. (2 Kings 23:25)86
The judgment about Josiah is especially significant. The exact wording used
here—”with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his strength”—is
found in only one other passage in the entire OT: Deuteronomy 6:5, where God
urges His people to “Love the Lord with all your heart and with all your soul and
with all your strength.” As Gerald Gerbrandt notes, Josiah was being
commended with “language which came from the very core of Israel’s
understanding of what God expected from Israel. God expected Israel to obey
the law as summarized by the command in Deut. 6:5 to love the Lord with one’s
whole being.”87 Josiah read from the Book of the Covenant (2 Kings 23:2), he
renewed the covenant (23:3), and he celebrated the Passover according to the
instructions in the Book of the Covenant (23:21).

Prophetic Perspectives

Alongside the important concern with the kings of Israel and Judah in 1 & 2
Kings, an equally important emphasis is upon the prophetic perspective. (See
also the section above entitled “Prophets and Prophecy in 1 & 2 Kings.”) Indeed,
a recent influential work postulates a large document called the “Prophetic
Record,” extending from 1 Samuel 1–2 Kings 10, so prominent are prophetic
perspectives in this section of Scripture.88
The term prophet(s) occurs ninety-four times in 1 & 2 Kings, and “man of
God” (a prophetic title) sixty times. Prophets appear on the scene regularly to
condemn the kings, and they act as God’s mouthpieces to them and to others.
The fulfillment of their words is also an important part of the message of 1 & 2
Kings.
Prophetic condemnations. The popular stereotype of biblical prophets
involves an angry man condemning the powerful establishment surrounding the
king, and many prophets in 1 & 2 Kings certainly fit that mold. Beyond this, the
prophets consistently brought God’s word to bear on a particular situation.
Examples include Ahijah the prophet, who announced to Jeroboam that he
would inherit the ten tribes of Israel (1 Kings 11), and then condemned him for
his disobedience (chap. 14); Elijah, who fearlessly opposed Ahab and Jezebel on
several occasions (chaps. 17–19, 21); and Micaiah, who also stood up to Ahab,
despite overwhelming opposition (chap. 22). These prophets condemned the
kings for failing to adhere to the standards of the Mosaic covenant about
obedience and single-minded faithfulness to God.
Beyond the glimpses of individual prophets in these books, we see the author
of 1 & 2 Kings evaluating the kings in terms reminiscent of these prophets’
words. The downfall of both kingdoms is clearly expressed in such terms (2
Kings 17:7–23; 24:3–4), and the individual kings were consistently evaluated as
to whether they did right in the eyes of the Lord or whether they followed after
the ways of their wicked fathers and pursued other gods.
Prophetic fulfillment. We have already noted the importance of the prophetic
word and its fulfillment in 1 & 2 Kings (see under “Characteristics and
Functions of Prophets” above, and nn. 60 and 61). The proclamation of God’s
word through the prophets, and the explicit notices of its fulfillment, are an
important part of the theology of 1 & 2 Kings.

Judgment and Repentance

One cannot come away from a reading of 1 & 2 Kings without being
impressed with the central role that judgment plays in the books. The once
unified Israel was wrenched apart into two kingdoms as a judgment upon
Solomon for his unfaithfulness to God (1 Kings 11), and the two kingdoms both
fell to foreign powers as judgments for their sins (2 Kings 17:7–23; 24:3–4). The
history of the two nations followed a long, downward trajectory. To scholars
such as Martin Noth, this downward trend and the strong motif of judgment
accompanying it form the raison d’être for the writing of the books. As we have
seen, however, that is an overly pessimistic view.
Accompanying the motif of judgment is a pronounced emphasis upon
repentance.89 The Hebrew root usually translated “repentance” ( WB) denotes a
“turning” away from evil and toward the good. In key passages in 1 & 2 Samuel
and 1 & 2 Kings, we find that idea coming to the fore.
For example, in Samuel’s farewell speech, he exhorts the people to follow the
Lord (1 Sam. 12:14–15), and he urges them not to “turn away from the Lord”
and not to “turn away after useless idols” (vv. 20–21). In Solomon’s great
temple prayer (1 Kings 8), five times (vv. 33, 35, 47, 48, 58) he mentions the
people turning back to God (i.e., “repenting”). A repeated motif in this prayer is
the request that God be attentive to His people when they turn and cry out to
Him: seven times (vv. 30, 32, 34, 36, 39, 43, 45) he asks God to “hear from
heaven” and be gracious to them.
In his great reflective summary as to why Israel fell to Assyria, the author
reiterates what God had repeatedly said to His people: “Turn from your evil
ways. Observe my commands and decrees, in accordance with the entire Law
that I commanded your fathers to obey and that I delivered to you through my
servants the prophets” (2 Kings 17:13). And, in high praise for Josiah, the author
tells us that there was no one like this king who “turned” to the Lord with his
entire being (23:25).
The call to repentance has its roots in God’s graciousness, or, to put it another
way, in God’s goodness. That is, Israel must have something to turn to, and the
object of Israel’s turning is God and the goodness He represents. Walter
Brueggemann has shown how the motif of God’s goodness is found at critical
points throughout Deuteronomy and the following books.90
In 1 & 2 Kings, Solomon affirms God’s “good promises” (lit., “every good
word”) and how not one word of them has failed (1 Kings 8:56), a sentiment that
was already expressed in Joshua’s day (Josh. 21:45; 23:14–15). In Solomon’s
declaration, the “good word” was not merely oriented toward the past; verse 57
looks to the future: “May the Lord our God be with us as he was with our

fathers; may he never leave us nor forsake us.”
Brueggemann notes that God’s “good word” is expressed in visible ways
through the Davidic line in 1 & 2 Kings,91 which brings us back to the motif of
the Davidic kingdom and the kingdom of God discussed above. God not only
said “good words” to Israel but also did “good things,” and this was a source of
joy and gladness to His people (1 Kings 8:66). Even at the end of 2 Kings, we
see the Babylonian king speaking “kindly” to Jehoiachin (2 Kings 25:28); the
word in question is literally “good.” As Brueggemann notes, “The Davidic house
is still the bearer of Yahweh’s ‘good.’ “92

Outline of 1 & 2 Kings

David’s Reign Concluded (1 Kings 1:1–2:46)
The Book of the Acts of Solomon (1 Kings 3–11)
Solomon’s Wisdom (3:1–28)
Solomon’s Greatness—A (4:1–34)
Building of the Temple (5:1–7:51)
Dedication of the Temple (8:1–66)
The “Solomonic Covenant” (9:1–9)
Solomon’s Greatness—B (9:10–10:29)
Solomon’s Decline (11:1–43)
The Divided Kingdoms of Israel and Judah (1 Kings 12–2 Kings 17)
Division of the Kingdom (1 Kings 12:1–20)
Jeroboam’s Evil Reign over Israel (12:21–14:20)
Rehoboam’s Evil Reign over Judah (14:21–31)
Abijam’s Evil Reign over Judah (15:1–8)
Asa’s Good Reign over Judah (15:9–24)
Nadab’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:25–31)
Baasha’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:26–16:7)
Elah’s Evil Reign over Israel (16:8–10)
Zimri’s Evil Reign over Israel (16:11–20)
Omri’s Evil Reign over Israel (16:21–28)
Ahab’s Evil Reign over Israel (16:29–22:40)
Jehoshaphat’s Good Reign over Judah (22:41–50)
Ahaziah’s Evil Reign over Israel (22:51–53; 2 Kings 1)
Joram’s Evil Reign over Israel (2 Kings 1:17–9:26)
Jehoram’s Evil Reign over Judah (8:16–24)
Ahaziah’s Evil Reign over Judah (8:25–9:28)
Jehu’s Evil Reign over Israel (chaps. 9–10)
Queen Athaliah’s Evil Reign over Judah (11:1–20)
Joash’s Good Reign over Judah (11:21–12:21)
Jehoahaz’s Evil Reign over Israel (13:1–9)
Jehoash’s Evil Reign over Israel (13:10–14:16)

Amaziah’s Good Reign over Judah (14:1–21)
Jeroboam’s Evil Reign over Israel (14:23–29)
Azariah’s (Uzziah’s) Good Reign over Judah (14:22; 15:1–7)
Zechariah’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:8–12)
Shallum’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:13–16)
Menahem’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:17–22)
Pekahiah’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:23–26)
Pekah’s Evil Reign over Israel (15:27–31)
Jotham’s Good Reign over Judah (15:32–38)
Ahaz’s Evil Reign over Judah (chap. 16)
Hoshea’s Evil Reign over Israel (chap. 17)
Introductory Formula (17:1–2)
The Fall of Samaria (17:3–6)
Evaluation of the Kingdom of Israel (17:7–23)
Rise of the “Samarians” (17:24–41)
The Kingdom of Judah (2 Kings 18–25)
Hezekiah’s Good Reign (chaps. 18–20)
Manasseh’s Evil Reign (21:1–18)
Amon’s Evil Reign (21:19–26)
Josiah’s Good Reign (22:1–23:30)
Jehoahaz’s Evil Reign (23:31–34)
Jehoiakim’s Evil Reign (23:34–24:7)
Jehoiachin’s Evil Reign (24:8–16)
Zedekiah’s Evil Reign (24:17–25:7)
The Destruction of Jerusalem (25:8–21)
Gedaliah’s Governorship (25:22–26)
Jehoiachin’s Release from Prison (25:27–30)
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HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
CONTEXT FOR 1 & 2 KINGS

But as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke,
forty-six of his strong walled towns and innumerable smaller villages in
their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earthramps and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of footsoldiers, by breaches, tunnelling and sapper operations. (Sennacherib’s
Annals, ANET, 288)
That night the angel of the Lord went out and put to death a hundred and
eighty-five thousand men in the Assyrian camp. When all the people got up
the next morning—there were all the dead bodies! So Sennacherib king of
Assyria broke camp and withdrew. He returned to Nineveh and stayed
there. (2 Kings 19:35–36)

More than in any other book in the OT, the events in 1 & 2 Kings are tied in
with international events. That is partly because of the long history covered by
these books (more than four hundred years) but especially because the books
deal mainly with the affairs of the nations of Israel and Judah as nations; the
focus is not so much upon great individuals (as in 1 & 2 Samuel, for instance). It
is also because the period covered by these books is extraordinarily well
documented in extrabiblical sources, and various kings of Israel and Judah are
mentioned numerous times in these sources. Furthermore, the record of material
remains in Palestine and Mesopotamia is extremely rich, and excavations in
great cities such as Samaria, Jerusalem, Nineveh, and Babylon have yielded
much information about the period. For all these reasons a separate chapter is
now devoted to the historical context of 1 & 2 Kings. It includes overviews of
the neighboring peoples mentioned prominently in these books, discussion of the
most prominent extrabiblical texts that relate to 1 & 2 Kings, and a special
discussion of Jerusalem, that all-important city, both historically and
theologically.

ISRAEL AND ITS NEIGHBORS IN 1 & 2 KINGS
During the time of the first kings of Israel, the great international powers of
Mesopotamia and Egypt were not overly concerned with events in Canaan.
Thus, on a political level, the way was open for the expansion of the kingdom of
Israel under David and Solomon. Solomon’s influence—directly or indirectly—
reached as far as the Euphrates River in the northeast (1 Kings 4:24) and to the
“Brook of Egypt” in the southwest (8:65).1 The international relations of the
early kings of Israel were mainly with the rulers of small neighboring states.
Solomon was extremely wealthy (4:20–28; 10:14–29), and he built a fleet of
trading ships at the southern tip of his kingdom, at Ezion-geber on the Gulf of
Aqaba, the eastern branch of the Red Sea (9:26–28). He imported such things as
gold, silver, ivory, apes, and baboons (10:22), and kings came from many lands,
bringing him such tribute as silver, gold, garments, myrrh, spices, horses, and
mules (10:25). He impressed the queen of Sheba, who came hundreds of miles
from the area of the southwestern Arabian peninsula to visit him (10:1–13).2
The small nation-states that had contact with Israel and Judah during this time
included “Phoenicia,” Moab, Edom, and Aram. Israel and Judah also were
inevitably affected by the activities of the large empires of Egypt, Assyria, and
Babylonia.

The Phoenicians
The Phoenicians3 were the people who lived along the eastern coast of the
Mediterranean Sea, in the areas today occupied by Lebanon and Syria. They
arose as a discernible entity after 1200 B.C. and retained an identity for hundreds
of years, until the Greco-Roman era. There never was a political entity called
“Phoenicia”; rather, the Phoenicians were organized into city-states, and
Phoenicians identified themselves by their cities, i.e., “Tyrians,” “Sidonians,”
and so on.
The Phoenician language was very similar to Hebrew, and Phoenician religion
drew upon the common religious foundation known throughout ancient Canaan;
it stood in continuity with the Canaanite religion known from Ugarit in an earlier
period. The Phoenician pantheon of gods was even more fluid than the Ugaritic

one. Baal was worshiped in many localities, but in early periods the gods
Resheph, Dagon, and Elyon are found, and later such gods as Melqart and
Eshmun are apparent; in Greco-Roman times, Adonis was worshiped. Most of
these names were manifestations of fertility gods, upon whom sustenance from
the land depended.
The Phoenicians are best known for their commerce and travel. They
developed into expert seamen and established trading colonies as far away as
Spain and sites in England and on the western coast of Africa.
In 1 & 2 Kings, Phoenicia figures in two periods: the days of David and
Solomon and the days of Ahab. Both David and Solomon had good relations
with the long-lived Hiram, king of Tyre, who helped David at the beginning of
his reign and then helped Solomon with the building of the temple (2 Sam. 5:11;
1 Kings 5:1–12 [MT 15–26]). Later in his reign, Solomon gave twenty “cities”
(or villages) in northern Galilee to Hiram, apparently in exchange for 120 talents
of gold. This strained relations between the kings because Hiram judged them to
be worthless, calling the area “Cabul,” which means “good for nothing” (9:10–
14).
THE DIVIDED KINGDOM AND SURROUNDING NATIONS

After Hiram, we have no record of any official relations between any
Phoenician city and Israel or Judah. However, Ahab’s wife, Jezebel, was a
Phoenician princess, the daughter of Ethbaal, “king of the Sidonians” (16:31).
His Phoenician name was Ittobaal, and he ruled over Tyre and Sidon ca. 887–
856 B.C.4 Jezebel was responsible for the importing of the official worship of
Baal into Israel; indeed, the first time Baal is mentioned in 1 & 2 Kings is when
Jezebel is introduced (1 Kings 16:31).

The Moabites
The Moabites5 were distant cousins of the Israelites, having descended from

Lot, Abraham’s nephew (Gen. 19:37). They occupied the high plateau east of the
Dead Sea. An identifiable nation-state existed there starting in the Late Bronze
Age (ca. 1400–1200 B.C.) and continuing into the Persian period, ca. 500 B.C.
The kingdom’s relations with Israel were usually not very friendly (see, e.g.,
Numbers 21; Judges 3; Jeremiah 48). Their high god was Chemosh, and they
worshiped a variety of other deities as well. The author of 1 & 2 Kings tells us
that Solomon had built shrines for this god Chemosh and others (1 Kings 11:7; 2
Kings 23:13).
In the period of the monarchies, the most significant contacts between Israel
and Moab came during the dynasty of Omri. Second Kings records that Moab
rebelled against Israelite control—which had forced him to pay tribute of a
hundred thousand lambs and the wool of a hundred thousand rams—after Omri’s
son Ahab’s death and that Omri’s grandson Joram warred against Mesha, king of
Moab (1:1; 3:4–27). Mesha’s rebellion appears to have spanned the reigns of
both sons of Ahab—Ahaziah and Joram (1:1; 3:5).6 Joram allied himself with
Jehoshaphat of Judah and the king of Edom and marched against Mesha (3:6–
12). After assurances from the prophet Elisha, they gained a great victory over
the Moabites (4:13–25), only to have its impact dissipated at the last minute by
Mesha’s sacrifice of his oldest son and Israel’s adverse reaction to this (4:26–
27). Moab suffered the same fate at the hands of the Babylonians as did Judah,
ca. 586 B.C.

The Edomites
The Edomites7 were the Moabites’ southern neighbors, in the area south and
east of the Dead Sea. Their heritage went back to Esau, Jacob’s brother (e.g.,
Gen. 36:8–9). Their land was a forbidding place, with parched deserts and
treacherous gorges leading up out of both sides of the Rift Valley south of the
Dead Sea. The Edomites denied the Israelites passage through their land in an
early period (Num. 20:14–21), and David warred against them in a later time (2
Sam. 8:13–14; 1 Kings 11:15–16). Their national god was named Qaus, although
he is not mentioned in the Bible. Not as much is known about the Edomites as
about other peoples because almost no Edomite texts have been found.
During the time of the monarchies, the Edomites appear mainly as
adversaries, rebellious subjects, of Israel and Judah. Hadad the Edomite rebelled
against Solomon as part of God’s punishment to the latter (1 Kings 11:14);
Edomites rebelled against Jehoram of Judah a century later (2 Kings 8:20–22);

and it appears that Amaziah of Judah subjugated Edom as well (2 Kings 14:10).
At least once the Edomites found themselves allied with Israel and Judah: they
were part of the coalition that opposed Moab under Mesha (2 Kings 3). Like
their neighbors, they lived under the shadow of the Assyrians, and they met their
end as a kingdom at the hands of the Babylonians about the same time Jerusalem
was destroyed.

The Arameans
These peoples,8 located in present-day Syria, northeast of Israel, made their
first appearance on the ancient Near Eastern stage during the Late Bronze Age,
ca. 1100 B.C. Their language, Aramaic, was closely related to Hebrew, and it
became the international language of diplomacy and trade in the Near East
during most of the first millennium B.C. The Arameans’ ancestry is traced back
to one “Aram,” a descendant of Shem, in Genesis 10:22–23. They worshiped
many of the same gods their neighbors did, but they named their high god
Hadad. Their kingdom, whose capital was Damascus, came into intermittent
conflict with Israel over a period of three centuries, beginning in Saul’s day.
Saul defeated the kings of Zobah, a powerful Aramean city-state in southwestern
Syria and central Lebanon (1 Sam. 14:47), and David defeated Hadadezer, king
of Zobah, thereby extending his territory to the Euphrates River (2 Sam. 8:3). It
was finally overrun at the end of the eighth century B.C. by the Assyrians.
In 1 & 2 Kings, the Arameans were the most active local adversaries of Israel
and Judah. Rezon was a king in Damascus who plagued Solomon, as Hadad the
Edomite had (1 Kings 11:23–25). Later, Ben-Hadad I of Aram allied with Asa of
Judah against Baasha of Israel (15:16–22). After this, a Benhadad (II?) of Aram9
twice attacked Samaria, where Ahab was king, and twice God delivered Ahab,
having promised victories through his prophets (chap. 20). Ahab eventually was
killed in an ill-advised venture against Aram (chap. 22). The years following
Ahab’s death saw continued conflict between Israel and Aram under its kings
Ben-Hadad (II?), Hazael, and BenHadad (III?) (2 Kings 6–8, 12–13). The last
king of the Arameans was Rezin, who allied himself with Pekah of Israel against
Ahaz of Judah; he was killed by the Assyrians, who took his people away as
captives, ca. 732 B.C. (15:37–16:9).

The Egyptians

Egypt10 is mentioned in 1 & 2 Kings for the first time since the book of
Exodus as a political entity with which the Israelites had any contemporary
interaction. In general, during the period of the monarchies in Israel and Judah,
Egypt was a weak power, and it certainly did not have the ability to threaten
Israel and Judah in the way that Assyria and Babylonia did. The zenith of its
power came during the Eighteenth and Nineteenth Dynasties (ca. 1550–1200
B.C.). A dramatic example of Egypt’s relative weakness after 1200 is seen in a
famous literary text dating to the early eleventh century B.C., which chronicles
the journey of an Egyptian official named Wen-Amon into Phoenicia: WenAmon is insulted and ignored, reflecting the low status to which Egypt had
sunk.11
Israelite and Judahite relations with Egypt during the period of the monarchies
were minimal. Nevertheless, we find that Solomon made marriage alliances with
several foreign kings, including the king of Egypt (1 Kings 3:1; 11:1–3). This
Egyptian king captured Gezer from the Canaanites and gave it to Solomon as a
dowry (9:16); the king’s name is unknown, but several scholars identify him
with the pharaoh Siamun (ca. 978–959 B.C.),12 who made several incursions
into Palestine.13
Several other Egyptian contacts are mentioned in 1 & 2 Kings. First, the
pharaoh Shishak (Sheshonk) invaded Judah in Rehoboam’s fifth year (ca. 925
B.C.) and looted the temple treasuries (1 Kings 14:25–26). Later, Israel’s last
king attempted to look for help against Assyria from the otherwise-unknown
Egyptian pharaoh So (2 Kings 17:4).14 Then, Pharaoh Neco II made his
influence felt during the last years of Judah (23:29–35).

The Assyrians
Like Egypt, Assyria15 was a major power over a period of many centuries; it
arose as a political power in the midsecond millennium B.C. Unlike Egypt,
however, Assyria’s greatest power came precisely during the period of the
Israelite and Judahite monarchies. Assyria posed a threat to Israel starting in the
middle of the ninth century B.C., and we find Israelite and Judahite kings
mentioned by name in a number of Assyrian texts from this time forward.
Shalmaneser III (858–824 B.C.)16 was the first Assyrian king in this period to
be interested in westward expansion, and the annual campaign by the king or his

commander-in-chief became a standard feature under him.17 He was repelled in
a significant battle (not mentioned in the Bible) at Qarqar in 853 B.C., in
northern Syria (just east of Ugarit, on the Orontes River), by a coalition of
twelve western kings, including “Ahab the Israelite.” Shalmaneser claims a great
victory,18 but the evidence suggests differently.19
Several years later (in 841 B.C.), Shalmaneser collected tribute from several
kings in western Asia, including “Hazael of Damascus” and “Jehu, son of
Omri.”20 The only contemporary pictorial representation of an Israelite in
antiquity depicts Jehu’s submission to Shalmaneser. It comes from
Shalmaneser’s “Black Obelisk,” which shows Jehu bowing before the king. The
accompanying inscription reads as follows:
The tribute of Jehu, son of Omri; I received from him silver, gold, a golden
saplu-bowl, a golden vase with pointed bottom, golden tumblers, golden
buckets, tin, a staff for a king, (and) wooden puruhtu.21
There was a general decline in Assyrian fortunes, particularly in the west,
following the defeat at Qarqar. This decline lasted the better part of a century,
although there was a brief resurgence of power under Adad-Nirari III (810–783
B.C.). It reached its low point in the middle of the eighth century B.C.22
It was precisely at this time—in the first half of the eighth century B.C.—that
Israel and Judah experienced a political and economic stability unknown since
the days of Solomon. In Israel, Jeroboam II (793–753 B.C.) had a long,
prosperous reign (see 2 Kings 14:23–29). In Judah, Azariah (Uzziah) (792–740
B.C.) did likewise (14:22–23; 15:1–7; 2 Chron. 26:1–23). This all was especially
possible because of the relative power vacuum to the north and east.
The rise of Tiglath-Pileser III (744–727 B.C.) marked the resurgence of
Assyria, this time with a vengeance. As William Hallo states, “[Tiglath-Pileser]
and his two successors changed the whole balance of power in the Near East,
destroying Israel among many other states and reducing the rest, including
Judah, to vassalage.”23
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Shalmaneser IV

858–824
823–811
810–783
782–773

Shalmaneser IV
Ashur-Dan III
Ashur-Nirari V
Tiglath-Pileser III
Shalmaneser V
Sargon II
Sennacherib
Esarhaddon
Assurbanipal
Ashur-etel-ilani
Sin-shumu-lishir
Sin-shar-ishkun
Ashur-uballit II

782–773
772–755
754–745
744–727
726–722
721–705
704–681
680–669
668–627

-612
611–609

The dates are from J. A. Brinkman, “Mesopotamian Chronology in the
Historical Period,” in Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, 346. Shalmaneser
III was the 102d king in a line that extended back to the third millennium
B.C., and the last king, Ashur-uballit, was the 117th.
Tiglath-Pileser’s first great campaign in 743–738 B.C. was westward. Assyria
is mentioned for the first time in 1 & 2 Kings in connection with this campaign:
we read that Menahem, king of Israel (752–742 B.C.), paid tribute to TiglathPileser (2 Kings 15:19–20).24 Tiglath-Pileser states that he received tribute from
many kings, including “Menahem of Samaria,” as well as an “Azriau of Iaudi.”
“Azriau” may well have been the contemporary Judahite king Azariah, although
this identification is not undisputed.25 His second western campaign came in
734–732 B.C.26 This campaign was even more successful than the first, and he
established control over all of the eastern Mediterranean. This campaign also is
mentioned in 2 Kings, as well as in Isaiah and 1 & 2 Chronicles.
Tiglath-Pileser’s main focus in this campaign initially was Rezin of
Damascus. At this time, Rezin had allied with Pekah, king of Israel (752–732
B.C.), against Judah and its king, Ahaz (735–715 B.C.; see 2 Kings 16:5–6; Isa.
7:1–2). In response to Ahaz’s appeal for help, Tiglath-Pileser came against Syria
and Israel and captured much territory, killing Rezin and taking many people
away to Assyria (2 Kings 15:29; 16:7–9; see also 1 Chron. 5:26; 2 Chron.
28:16). That is the deliverance for Ahaz about which the prophet Isaiah gave

assurances (Isaiah 7–8). Pekah was assassinated by Hoshea (2 Kings 15:30),
who was Israel’s last king (732–723 B.C.) and who took a pro-Assyrian stance.
Indeed, Tiglath-Pileser claimed to have installed Hoshea as king himself in the
same year that Damascus fell (732 B.C.).27
Shalmaneser V (726–722 B.C.) succeeded Tiglath-Pileser. Not much is known
of his reign, but he captured Samaria, according to 2 Kings 17:1–7; 18:9–11. His
successor, Sargon II, claimed the victory,28 but this indicates no more than that
he was the second-in-command at the time or that he was taking undue credit for
this conquest. Indeed, the Babylonian Chronicles attribute Samaria’s fall to
Shalmaneser.29 Sargon (721–705 B.C.) continued the aggressive, expansive
policies of his predecessors. He is not mentioned in the historical books of the
Bible, but he launched three western campaigns into Syria-Palestine between
720 and 712 B.C. The rest of his reign was occupied with southern campaigns.30
Sennacherib (704–681 B.C.) followed Sargon, and he invaded Palestine in
701 B.C., an event given much attention in the Bible. (See below for a fuller
discussion of the biblical and extrabiblical texts describing this campaign.) He
described this campaign at length in his own words, including his siege of
Jerusalem. He also depicted his siege of Lachish during this campaign in graphic
reliefs that were found at Nineveh. These show dramatically the terrors in store
for a city that dared resist the powerful Assyrians.
According to the biblical text, Sennacherib was murdered by two of his sons
(2 Kings 19:37). He was succeeded by his son Esarhaddon (680–669 B.C.), who
turned out to be a very able ruler. He consolidated his political position at home,
then routed Egyptian troops of Tirhakah in 671 and occupied Memphis. He died
on the march back home.
During this time, Hezekiah’s son Manasseh was king of Judah during a long
reign (697–642 B.C.). The author of 2 Kings harshly condemns his disloyalty to
the Lord (2 Kings 21), but he does not mention Manasseh’s relations with
Assyria. Second Chronicles 33 tells us that he was captured and carried away to
Babylon by the Assyrians, but there he repented and was released to return to
Jerusalem (2 Chron. 33:10–13).31 This incident is not mentioned directly in any
Assyrian records, but Manasseh is mentioned in Esarhaddon’s annals as being
among a group of vassal kings in Palestine whom he forced to transport large
quantities of building materials (i.e., tribute) to Nineveh.32
Esarhaddon’s son and successor, Ashurbanipal (668–627 B.C.), also lists
Manasseh as a loyal vassal who paid heavy tribute.33 Ashurbanipal pressed his
father’s campaign against Egypt, which had not given up easily, and he marched
south up the Nile to Thebes, the ancient capital, and destroyed it in 663.

However, things were never to be this good again for Assyria. Psam-meticus I
(664–610 B.C.), an Egyptian spared by Ashurbanipal, gradually won back most
of Egypt, and ca. 655 (or shortly thereafter) he withheld tribute and made
himself formally independent. Internal threats also weakened the Assyrian
empire, and its northern and eastern frontiers were threatened increasingly by the
Medes and other Indo-Aryan groups. Eventually the Assyrian capital of Nineveh
fell in 612 B.C. to Nabopolassar, king of Babylon (625–605 B.C.).34 The
Assyrians continued resisting on the western front until 609 but could
accomplish nothing, and they never again figured as significant players on the
world stage.
It was against this backdrop of Assyrian decline that Josiah reigned in Judah
(640–609 B.C.). During this period of relative independence, he was able to
concentrate on religious matters, and he instituted his sweeping reforms (2 Kings
22–23).

The Babylonians
On the political level, the rise of Babylon35 under Nabopolassar spelled the
beginning of the end for Judah. After the death of Josiah in 609 B.C., Judah was
caught in the disputes between Babylon and Egypt. The Egyptian pharaoh Neco
II (610–594 B.C.), son of Psammetichus I, had allied with the remnants of
Assyria, and he marched with a large force against the Babylonians at
Carchemish on the Euphrates. Josiah foolishly met him and resisted at Megiddo,
and he was killed (2 Kings 23:29–30; 2 Chron. 35:20–24).
Neco took an active part in events in Judah. He captured Josiah’s son
Jehoahaz after he had reigned only three months and took him to Egypt. He
installed Jehoiakim, another of Josiah’s sons as king (2 Kings 23:31–35). He
exacted heavy tribute from the land. Jehoiakim continued as a vassal of Neco
until 605 B.C., when the Egyptians were routed by the Babylonians under
Nebuchadnezzar II (604–562 B.C.) at Carchemish. This battle marked a
significant turning point in ancient Near Eastern history, since it marked the end
of effective Egyptian power in Syria and Palestine (cf. 24:7).36 It would appear
that an initial deportation from Judah to Babylon took place at this time (Dan.
1:1).37
THE KINGS OF THE NEO-BABYLONIAN DYNASTY

Nabopolassar
Nebuchadnezzar II
Evil-Merodach
Neriglissar
Labashi-Marduk
Nabonidus

625–605
604–562
561–560
559–556
556
555–539

The dates are from J. A. Brinkman, “Mesopotamian Chronology in the
Historical Period,” in Oppenheim, Ancient Mesopotamia, 340.
From that point on, Judah lived out its last days under the long shadow of
Babylonian power under Nebuchadnezzar. In 601, Jehoiakim rebelled against
this king (2 Kings 24:1), who eventually came and captured Jerusalem and
Jehoiakim in 598/597 B.C. Rather than remove Jehoiakim into exile, it appears
that Nebuchadnezzar allowed him to stay in Jerusalem, where he died, but the
Babylonian king looted the temple and took many treasures back to Babylon (2
Chron. 36:6–7).
Jehoiachin’s tenure was brief (three months), and he was taken captive by
Nebuchadnezzar in 597. The looting was more extensive this time, and many
people of the elite of the land were carried away to Babylon with their king (2
Kings 24:10–16). Nebuchadnezzar installed Jehoiachin’s uncle, Zedekiah, in his
place, but within ten years, he returned and crushed Jerusalem altogether, taking
Zedekiah captive in 586 B.C., along with more captives and booty (25:1–17).
The exile lasted until after the fall of the Babylonian Empire in 539 B.C.
The last reference to a foreign king in 2 Kings is to the Babylonian EvilMerodach, who dealt graciously with Jehoiachin, still alive at the time, in 561
B.C. (25:27–30). It is interesting to note that some administrative texts from the
tenth to the thirty-fifth years of Nebuchadnezzar (595–570 B.C.) were
discovered in Babylon that mention generous provisions of oil for many of the
captives at the time. Four of these texts specifically mention Jehoiachin and his
sons as being among the recipients.38

EXTRABIBLICAL TEXTS AND 1 & 2 KINGS
The years covered in 1 & 2 Kings are well represented by texts in most lands
of the Bible. In Mesopotamia, thousands of tablets have been uncovered in the
past two centuries of exploration and excavation. In Palestine, textual remains
are much more meager, but many important texts have been uncovered, written
in Hebrew, Moabite, Phoenician, Aramaic, and Ammonite. Even a few Edomite
inscriptions (mostly names) have been found.
Most of these texts do not mention Israel or Judah specifically, but they do
give insight into life in the lands of their provenance. Some do mention people
or events discussed in the Bible, and several of them have been discussed above.
The texts in Hebrew are of special interest, since these are the only extrabiblical
examples of the language—i.e., “Classical Hebrew”—spoken during the time of
the monarchies. Of the non-Hebrew texts, two deserve special treatment because
of their length and the close correlation they display with biblical accounts: the
Moabite king Mesha’s account of his relations with Israel, and the Assyrian king
Sennacherib’s account of his siege of Jerusalem. Finally, the apocryphal book of
Tobit is set against the backdrop of the books of 1 & 2 Kings as well.

Hebrew Inscriptions
In Palestine during the monarchies, much writing was done on perishable
materials such as papyrus and leather parchment, so very few original literary
texts remain. The documents containing the lengthy compositions that make up
the Bible have all long since disappeared. Nonetheless, some Hebrew texts have
survived that were inscribed on more durable materials, mostly clay, such as
potsherds (ostraca), tablets, and pots and bowls. The following is a sampling of
the most important Hebrew inscriptions during the time of 1 & 2 Kings.39
The Gezer Calendar. The earliest Hebrew inscription discovered to date was
found at Gezer. It is a short agricultural calendar inscribed on a soft limestone
tablet, dating to the end of the tenth century B.C. (i.e., shortly after Solomon’s
time). It begins as follows: “Two months of it are ingathering; two months of it
are sowing; two months of it are late sowing; a month of it is flax cutting.”40 The
word translated “ingathering” here appears in the Bible in connection with the

Feast of Ingathering (or “Tabernacles”); it shows that the agricultural calendar
began in the fall (September-October).
The Kuntillet Ajrud finds. In the mid-1970s, excavations at Kun-tillet Ajrud
in the northern Sinai desert yielded some remarkable inscriptions and drawings
dating to the ninth-seventh centuries B.C.41 In several inscriptions, various gods
are mentioned, including Baal and the Bible’s God, Yahweh. On one storage jar,
a painted drawing depicts three figures: on the right, a seated woman is playing a
lyre; in the center, the god Bes (of Egyptian origin) stands, legs apart, with his
tail (or genitals) visible between his legs; on the left, a similar, unidentified
figure stands. Both look like bulls. Above this last figure’s head is an inscription
that reads in part, “I bless you by Yahweh of Samaria and his Asherah (i.e.,
consort).”
This is a remarkable find for several reasons. First, if the identification of
Yahweh in the inscription is correct, then we see here a text that links Him with
a specific city, much like the Bible does with Baal, in the name “Baal of Peor”
(Num. 25:3); see also the place-names that include Baal’s name: Baal-Gad (Josh.
11:17); Baal-Hermon (Judg. 3:3); Baal-Hamon (Song 8:11). Second, if the
inscription above the third figure’s head is related to the picture (as seems
likely), we have here a remarkable example of a pictorial representation of
Israel’s God, Yah-weh, in direct violation of the commandment against such
representations (Ex. 20:4–5). Third, assuming that the inscription and the picture
go together, we can see that some Israelites assigned Yahweh a “wife.” This fit
the practices in the cultures surrounding Israel: all the major gods had wives.
This text and picture show us a prime example of the religious syncretism (i.e.,
importing of pagan beliefs) that the prophets continually railed against.
The Yavneh Yam Letter. A relatively lengthy inscription was discovered in
1960 on an ostracon at Yavneh Yam, a site on the Mediterranean. It dates to ca.
630 B.C. (the time of Josiah), and it is a letter addressed by a member of a work
gang to the official overseeing the work, complaining about a co-worker’s or a
low-level official’s taking of his coat. The letter writer asks for the coat to be
returned. The subject matter is revealing of one aspect of everyday life at the
time, and it might reflect the biblical provision of taking garments as security
pledges, as laid out in Exodus 22:26–27, since the letter writer protests that he is
guiltless of any crime or debt.
The Baruch and Jerahmeel seals.42 In the mid-1970s, two seal impressions
surfaced from the time of Jehoiakim that represent the first objects discovered
that can be identified with almost absolute certainty as having belonged to a
biblical character. These are small bullas, which are small, flat clay objects used

to seal letters written on papyrus, into which a stamped impression was pressed.
The inscription on one of these seal impressions reads as follows: “Belonging
to Berechiah [i.e., Baruch], son of Neriah, the scribe.” This undoubtedly refers to
Jeremiah’s scribe, who is referred to in Jeremiah 36 as “Baruch, son of Neriah.”
He wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation and took his book to the king, Jehoiakim, who
burned the scroll.
The inscription on the other seal impression reads, “Belonging to Jerahmeel,
the king’s son.” An official of the king is identified in exactly the same way in
Jeremiah 36:26: “Jerahmeel, the king’s son.” He was dispatched by the king to
arrest Baruch and Jeremiah.
The Lachish Letters. Twenty-one ostraca were found at Lachish in the 1930s,
dating to the years immediately before the destruction of Jerusalem. Several of
these invoke Yahweh’s name; they tell of the Babylonian siege of Lachish at the
same time Jerusalem was under siege (see 2 Kings 25:1–2). Jeremiah 34:7 states
that Jerusalem, Lachish, and Azekah were the only remaining Judahite cities
holding out against the Babylonians. In one dramatic letter (#4), the writer states
that he is watching especially closely for the fire signals of Lachish, since “we
cannot see Azekah” (i.e., it had now fallen to the Babylonians). In another letter
(#6), the writer accuses officials from Jerusalem of subverting the Judahite
cause: “The words of the princes are not good, (but they) weaken your hands and
slacken the hands of the (men).” Strikingly, these are the exact same charges
leveled against Jeremiah, who was in Jerusalem at the time: “He is discouraging
the soldiers who are left in this city, as well as all the people, by the things he is
saying to them. This man is not seeking the good of these people, but their ruin”
(Jer. 38:4). That is because Jeremiah (accurately) prophesied the capture of
Jerusalem, not its deliverance.

The Moabite Stone: Mesha’s Revolt against Israel
One of the most important extrabiblical correlations with events in 1 & 2
Kings is the account that the Moabite king Mesha gives in the “Moabite Stone,”
a black basalt stone discovered intact by scholars in 1868. The inscription is in
Moabite, and it is the longest inscription discovered in the eastern Mediterranean
coastlands from this period (some thirty-four lines long). It is largely taken up
with Mesha’s boasts about his rebellion and victories against Israel, his close
relationship with his god Chemosh, and his building projects. Here are two
relevant sections that deal with Israel:

Omri was king of Israel, and he had oppressed Moab for many days, for
Chemosh was angry with his land. His son succeeded him, and he too said,
“I will oppress Moab.” In my days he spoke thus. But I triumphed over him
and over his house, and Israel utterly perished forever. And Omri took
possession of the land of Medeba and dwelt in it during his days and half
the days of his son, forty years…. Then Chemosh said to me, “Go, seize
Nebo from Israel.” So I went by night and I fought against it from the break
of dawn until noon. And I took it and killed all of it: 7000 men and male
aliens and women and female aliens and female slaves, for I had devoted it
to Ashtar-Chemosh. And I took from there the vessels of Yahweh and I
dragged them before Chemosh….43
Mesha’s statements about Omri’s and his son’s oppressing Moab and Mesha’s
rebellion against Israel accurately reflect the statements in 2 Kings 1:1 and 3:4–
5. Furthermore, the enigmatic statement in the biblical text about Mesha’s
offering his oldest son as a sacrifice, which caused Israel to withdraw (3:27),
may well accord with Mesha’s boasts about his victories over Israel. We should
note that Mesha claims more victories than the Bible mentions, however. These
claims may well have some truth behind them, since the account in 2 Kings is
only concerned with Mesha in the context of the Elisha stories, when Elisha
provided a prophetic word to the Israelite and Judahite kings; Moab very well
could have prevailed over Israel in several other battles, which the author of 1 &
2 Kings chose to ignore.
Reconciling the chronology in 2 Kings and the Mesha Inscription is somewhat
difficult. Mesha claims that Omri and his son occupied Moab for forty years and
that this only extended halfway into Omri’s son’s reign. Since Omri and Ahab
together only reigned thirty-two years (Omri, 885–874 B.C.; Ahab, 874–853
B.C.), this poses a problem. Furthermore, 2 Kings 1:1 and 3:5 explicitly say that
Mesha rebelled after Ahab’s death, whereas Mesha claims that he triumphed
over Omri’s son (Ahab) and his house.
These difficulties can be resolved in at least two ways. First, Mesha’s forty
years may be taken as a round number, signifying a generation or so. Or (a better
solution), the mention of Omri’s “son” may in fact refer to one of his grandsons
(Ahaziah reigned in 853–852, and Joram in 852–841). Forty years from early in
Omri’s reign would end midway through Joram’s reign and bring Mesha’s text
into accord with the biblical data. Mesha’s revolt could have been against only
Joram, then, or perhaps it began shortly before Ahab died (this, then, being the
“son” of Omri mentioned by Mesha) but coming to full fruition a year or so later
under Joram.44

Sennacherib’s Annals: The Siege of Jerusalem
One of the most important extrabiblical correlations with events in 1 & 2
Kings is between Sennacherib’s account of his third military campaign in 701
B.C., during which he came into Judah and besieged Jerusalem, and three
biblical accounts of that same campaign found in 2 Kings 18:13–19:37; 2
Chronicles 32:1–22; and Isaiah 36–39. This is the only extended account in the
OT for which there are three versions, so it obviously was of some considerable
importance.
Sennacherib described his campaign at length, including his siege of
Jerusalem.45 As noted above, he also depicted his siege of Lachish during this
same campaign in reliefs found at Nineveh.46 Here is a portion of Sennacherib’s
own words about this campaign:
But as for Hezekiah, the Jew, who did not bow in submission to my yoke,
forty-six of his strong walled towns and innumerable smaller villages in
their neighbourhood I besieged and conquered by stamping down earthramps and then by bringing up battering rams, by the assault of footsoldiers, by breaches, tunnelling and sapper operations. I made to come out
from them 200,150 people, young and old, male and female, innumerable
horses, mules, donkeys, camels, large and small cattle, and counted them as
spoils of war. He himself I shut up like a caged bird within Jerusalem, his
royal city. I put watch-posts strictly around it and turned back to his disaster
any who went out of its city gate…. As for Hezekiah, the awful splendour
of my lordship overwhelmed him…. Together with 30 talents of gold, 800
talents of silver, precious stones, antimony, large blocks of red stone, ivory
(inlaid) couches, ivory arm-chairs …, all kinds of valuable treasures, as
well as his daughters, concubines, male and female musicians he sent to me
later to Nineveh, my lordly city.
The account in 2 Kings 18–1947 correlates in several remarkable ways with
Sennacherib’s account, but it also differs in places, and it includes extended
descriptions of conversations between Assyrian and Judahite officials that are
not found in Sennacherib’s text. Portions of the account relating most closely to
Sennacherib’s are as follows:

In the fourteenth year of King Hezekiah’s reign, Sennacherib king of
Assyria attacked all the fortified cities of Judah and captured them…. And
the king of Assyria exacted from Hezekiah king of Judah three hundred
talents of silver and thirty talents of gold…. The king of Assyria sent his
supreme commander, his chief officer and his field commander with a large
army, from Lachish to King Hezekiah at Jerusalem…. That night the angel
of the Lord went forth, and put to death a hundred and eighty-five thousand
men in the Assyrian camp. When the people got up the next morning—
there were all the dead bodies! So Sennacherib king of Assyria broke camp
and withdrew. He returned to Nineveh and stayed there. (2 Kings 18:13, 14,
17; 19:35–36)
Both accounts mention Hezekiah, Sennacherib’s campaign against many
cities, Hezekiah’s tribute of thirty talents of gold and several hundred48 talents of
silver, the siege of Jerusalem itself, and Sennacherib’s return to Nineveh. We
should also notice that, amidst Sennacherib’s bombastic claims, he carefully
avoids mentioning that he actually captured Jerusalem or Hezekiah, and he
avoids any mention of his defeat there. This is in keeping with the practice
throughout most of the ancient world (and much of the modern world!), whereby
only military victories are recorded, or defeats are recast as victories.
Several problems in the data present themselves, however, and these (and
other considerations) have led some scholars to propose two campaigns of
Sennacherib against Jerusalem, one in 701 B.C. (described in 2 Kings 18:13–16)
and one later (described in 18:17–19:37).49 In this view, the accounts of the two
have been telescoped into one. One problem concerns the mention of Tirhakah,
king of Ethiopia, in 2 Kings 19:9. Since Tirhakah did not become king until 690
B.C., this indicates to some that part of the account deals with a campaign later
than 701 B.C. Another concerns the contradictory claims of victory in both the
Assyrian and the biblical accounts. Another problem is that Sennacherib did not
die until 681 B.C., whereas the biblical account makes it appear that he died in
701 (19:36–37).
However, despite the strong arguments advanced for two campaigns, there is
no direct evidence of two campaigns against Judah or Jerusalem, either in the
biblical records or in Sennacherib’s own annals (which do record five campaigns
after 701 B.C.). The problems noted above (and others) are capable of other
explanations.50 The first discrepancy is easily solved by noting that Tirhakah
would have been a young general in 701 B.C., whereas the second can be
explained by noting the differing literary tendencies in the two accounts. The

third is resolved by understanding a twenty-year gap between verses 36 and 37
in 2 Kings 19; the author’s concern was with the events of 701, and so a detailed
recording of events following this was unnecessary for his purposes. The weight
of scholarly opinion—both among Assyriol-ogists and biblical scholars
(conservative and nonconservative alike)—favors only one campaign into Judah
by Sennacherib, and, despite many difficulties, that is the conclusion favored
here.

The Book of Tobit
The apocryphal book of Tobit preserves stories about the families of its two
heroes, Tobit and Sarah, who supposedly lived in the eighth and seventh
centuries B.C., during the time of such Assyrian kings as Shalmaneser,
Sennacherib, and Esarhaddon, and Nebuchadnezzar of Babylon (sixth century)
and Ahasuerus of Persia (fifth century). Both were righteous heroes who were
helped by the angel Raphael. Tobit was healed of blindness and Sarah rid of a
demon, and they were married and lived a long, satisfying life.
The book of Tobit is not a good historical source for the periods mentioned in
the book.51 Scholarly consensus places its writing in the second century B.C.,
long years after these events, and there are many historical errors in them.
However, the book does draw on many biblical themes and quotes several times
from the Bible, including one reference to Nahum’s prophecy about Nineveh
(Tobit 14:4).
It appears to have been written in Hebrew or Aramaic, and it is found among
the Qumran manuscripts; it was later translated into several Greek versions. It
tells a delightful story about God’s providential care of His people. Despite its
popularity, however, its value lies not in providing any reliable historical
backdrop for 1 & 2 Kings but, rather, in showing how many biblical concepts
were developed in the intertestamental period.

JERUSALEM IN 1 & 2 KINGS
The history and theology of Jerusalem play an important part in 1 & 2 Kings.
The city provides the stage for almost all the characters and activities in these
two books. Many people have become interested in Jerusalem because some of
the most dramatic archaeological finds in Palestine have come from there.
However, it is prominent in the Bible not only as the physical capital of the land
but as the spiritual symbol of God’s kingdom.

Jerusalem: Historical City52
David was the first to make Jerusalem into a truly Israelite city: he captured
the city, established it as his capital, and began certain building projects (2 Sam.
5:6–11), and he set about the work of providing for a temple to be built there
(chap. 7; 24:18–25). Several scholars believe that the “Millo” of 5:9 (NASB, RSV;
“supporting terraces,” NIV) was the large stepped stone terraced structure
uncovered in recent excavations.53
However, it was under Solomon that building projects truly grew in size and
number. His greatest achievement, from the writer of 1 & 2 Kings’ perspective,
was his building of the temple.54 The temple—including preparations for it and
its contents—is described in much greater detail in 1 & 2 Chronicles due to the
Chronicler’s greater interest in ritual and sacrificial matters, but it nevertheless
occupies an important place in 1 & 2 Kings.
Solomon began building the temple in the fourth year of his reign (ca. 966
B.C.; 1 Kings 6:1, 37), and it took seven years in the building (6:38). Its actual
building is described in detail in 6:1–38; 7:12–51 (and in 2 Chron. 3:1–4:22),
and the author of 1 & 2 Kings includes a lengthy account of its dedications (1
Kings 8).
Solomon completed the process of gathering building materials with the help
of his father’s friend, Hiram, king of Tyre (5:1–18 [MT 15–32]; 7:13–14;cf. 2
Chron. 2:1–18 [MT 1:18–2:17]). The chief craftsman was another Hiram, whose
mother was an Israelite from the tribe of Naphtali and whose father was a
Phoenician. He was skilled in the use of many valuable materials (1 Kings 7:13–

14). Stone was the basic building material, but it was overlaid on the inside with
wood so that it could not be seen (6:15, 18), and it was prepared in an apparently
novel way: ready-made at the quarry, so that the sound of iron tools was not
heard in the temple itself (6:7). The temple probably was oriented to the east:
Josephus states this (Antiquities 8.3.2), and the placement of the temple singers
in 2 Chronicles 5:12 and 29:4 hints at it.55
The floor plan was tripartite. It had an outer porch, which was flanked by (or
contained) two pillars. The nave, or Holy Place, was the first inner room, and the
Holy of Holies was the innermost part. Inside the Holy Place were the altar of
incense, the table of the Presence, the lampstands, and numerous utensils used in
the worship (1 Kings 7:45, 48–50). Inside the Holy of Holies was the ark,
flanked by the two large cherubim (6:19–20, 23–28).
The two pillars in the outer porch had names: Jachin (“he will establish”) and
Boaz (“in it/him is strength”) (7:15–22).56 These were eighteen cubits high
(7:15; Jer. 52:21), and it appears that the pillars were freestanding, perhaps with
fire bowls at the top (1 Kings 7:16). According to Jeremiah 52:21, they were
hollow. These were dismantled in the destruction of Jerusalem, and the metal
was carried away (2 Kings 25:13; Jer. 52:20–23). Outside, in the courtyard, were
several prominent features. First Kings mentions only the great bronze sea,
serviced by ten (wheeled) lavers (1 Kings 7:23–39).57
South of the temple was a palace complex consisting of several buildings and
halls (1 Kings 7:1–8). It was likely larger than the temple, as it took almost twice
as long—thirteen years—to complete (7:1).
Surrounding the temple and palace complexes were courtyards. The walls of
these are not specifically mentioned in the Bible, but the courts are. The walls
were built with stone and cedar (6:36; 7:12). A large, outer court (the “Great
Court”) surrounded both the temple and the palace complex (7:9). Two inner
courts stood next to each other, the “Priests’ Court,” surrounding the temple
(6:36; 7:12), and the “Other Court,” surrounding the palace complex (7:8).
Solomon also built the city walls (3:1), although we do not know exactly
where they were. The assumption is that they now enclosed the northern sections
of the city that he had expanded and that he used the Jebusite walls around the
old city.
Solomon also rebuilt the “Millo,” the supporting terraces in the City of David,
according to several references (9:15, 24; 11:27; 2 Kings 12:20 [MT 21]). These
references may mean that he expanded or repaired it, as it seems to have been in
existence in David’s time (2 Sam. 5:9).
Only scattered reference is made to Jerusalem or its architecture during the

ninth and eighth centuries in 1 & 2 Kings. Building activity and temple repair
were important during different periods: 2 Kings mentions the work of Joash
(Jehoash) (835–796 B.C.) in repairing the temple and replacing many of its
utensils (2 Kings 12:4–16 [MT 5–17]) and also the work of Jotham (750–732
B.C.) on the temple’s upper gate and on the walls (15:35).58
THE SOLOMONIC TEMPLE

Hezekiah did extensive work in Jerusalem, but this is emphasized much more
in 2 Chronicles. In 2 Kings, the only reference to this is in 20:20: “He made the
pool and the tunnel by which he brought water into the city.” The pool was at the
south end of the impressive tunnel that he built through the rock under the City
of David.59
This tunnel is one of the most dramatic archaeological features ever found in
Jerusalem. It was built in response to the Assyrian threat under Sennacherib in

701 B.C., to bring water into the city from the Gihon Spring, in the event of a
siege, since the spring was outside the city walls. The tunnel follows sweeping
S-curves, and drops seven feet from the Gihon Spring to the Pool of Siloam. Its
length is some 1750 feet long, though the straightline distance is only 1050 feet.
It was dug by two crews digging toward each other, and it took some eight
months to build.60 The surface was more than 150 feet above the diggers. The
tunnel itself is as much as nineteen feet high near the south end and as low as
five feet in parts of the northern half. Edward Robinson first crawled through the
length of the tunnel in 1838, and Charles Warren followed him in 1867.61 An
inscription describing the work of the digging crews and the completion of the
tunnel was found in 1880.62 It was cleared of rubble and debris by the Parker
Mission in 1909–11,63 and today it can be enjoyed by visitors to Jerusalem.
After Hezekiah, the only significant references in 2 Kings to Jerusalem before
its destruction come in the days of Josiah (640–609 B.C.). Josiah undertook to
repair the temple and institute various reforms (chaps. 22–23). The “Second
District” encountered here (22:14) was the area of the city where Huldah the
prophetess lived. This most likely was the area west of the City of David, on the
“Western Hill,” which was included in Jerusalem under the westward expansion
of the city in Hezekiah’s day.
Jerusalem was sacked and finally destroyed by the Babylonians under
Nebuchadnezzar. It appears that there were three attacks and deportations—one
in 605 B.C. (mentioned in Dan. 1:1), one in 597 B.C. (mentioned in 2 Kings 24),
and the final one in 586 B.C. (mentioned in 2 Kings 25). The Babylonians
destroyed most of the city, including the temple, and carried off its utensils and
the two large bronze pillars. No traces of this temple have survived for modern
discovery.

Jerusalem: Spiritual Symbol
Jerusalem is important in the Bible not only as the physical city where many
OT and NT events took place, or as the capital of the Da-vidic kingdom, but also
as a symbol of the kingdom of God.64 An impressive theology of Jerusalem (or
Zion) can be traced in such books as the Psalms, Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel,
Zechariah, and Revelation.
The importance of Jerusalem as a spiritual symbol is emphasized in 1 & 2
Kings at several crucial points as well. In the first place, it was the place where

the temple was built, and the ark of the covenant of the Lord was brought there
in a great celebratory festival (1 Kings 8). Furthermore, God’s choice of
Jerusalem as His own “capital” went back at least as far as Moses’ day, when the
Israelites were instructed to worship only at “the place the Lord your God will
choose from among all your tribes to put his Name there for his dwelling” (Deut.
12:5; cf. vv. 11, 13–14). This idea of Jerusalem as God’s chosen city, the city
where He would place His name (i.e., where He would identify His reputation) is
echoed explicitly in 1 Kings 11:13, 32, 36, where God allowed one tribe to
remain to the line of David when the kingdom split, for the sake of David His
servant and for the sake of Jerusalem, His chosen city. This promise of God is
also referred to in 2 Kings 21:4, 7; 23:27.
God pledged Himself to protect this city, and the theme of the inviolability of
Jerusalem is important in 1 & 2 Kings. Much attention is given to wall building
and repair under various kings, a symbol of protection for the city. More
importantly, however, God Himself made Jerusalem strong (1 Kings 15:4). An
important theme in the account of Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem is the
question of in whom should Hezekiah’s trust rest: God or Sennacherib (2 Kings
18:13–19:37). The security of Jerusalem is at issue here (18:35; 19:10). Isaiah’s
prophecy concerning the deliverance of the city (19:20–34) affirms that God
would defend it for His own sake and for the sake of His servant David (v. 34).
In the end, even this city of God was destroyed because of the people’s sin.
Yet, Isaiah had affirmed that there would come out of Jerusalem a remnant
(19:31). It is left to the prophetic books and the Psalms to develop in depth the
ideas of the return from exile, the rebuilding of the city and temple, and of the
glorious future for both.
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1 & 2 CHRONICLES

I will raise up one of your offspring to succeed you, one of your own sons
… and I will establish his throne forever…. I will be his father, and he will
be my son. I will never take my love away from him…. I will set him over
my house and my kingdom forever; his throne will be established forever.
(1 Chron. 17:11–14)
If my people, who are called by my name, will humble themselves and pray
and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways, then I will hear from
heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land. (2 Chron. 7:14)

The books of Chronicles are wonderful. They possess a richness of texture and
an exegetical challenge that surpasses that of most OT historical books. Part of
their richness derives from the fact that they parallel other biblical books so
closely: fully 50 percent of 1 & 2 Chronicles is the same material as found in 1
& 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings. However, most of that richness lies in the other 50
percent, partly because of its content and partly because of the ways in which the
author has added to and deleted material from his sources. Coming at the end of
the OT period, these books contain deposits of almost every theological idea that
has been developed in all the previous books. Concerning their content, Simon
DeVries has a similar verdict: “I [now] regard Chronicles as one of the richest
mines of spirituality in all of Scripture.”1
These books are concerned with the progress of God’s kingdom as it was
represented by the Davidic kingdom in Israel (initially) and Judah (later). After
an extensive genealogical introduction (nine chapters!) that highlights an interest
in Judah, the Davidic dynasty, and the institution by David of centralized
worship at Jerusalem and the temple, David himself is the focus of the remainder
of 1 Chronicles and his son Solomon of the first part of 2 Chronicles. The
remainder of the work focuses on the fortunes of the kingdom of Judah, the heir
of the promises of the Davidic covenant. The books end with an upbeat look into
the future—the release from exile of the Jews. In the process of presenting this
history of God’s kingdom, the author introduces many important truths about

God Himself, about His workings in the world, and about proper ways to relate
to God.

TITLE AND PLACE IN THE CANON

Title
The earliest known title for the book is Paraleipomenōn, which means “things
left out.” It is found in the Old Greek versions (Septuagint) and Jerome’s
Vulgate (in Latin), and obviously refers to the fact that 1 & 2 Chronicles
supplement much material from 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings. This has led to
disparagements of its value and originality, which undoubtedly has contributed
to its relative neglect within the church.
A disparaging view of the books’ historicity has also arisen. Wilhelm De
Wette (1807) believed that the Chronicler “reworked, altered, and falsified” his
earlier sources to such an extent as to render the work useless as a historical
document.2 A similar, even more extreme, example is C. C. Torrey’s comment:
No fact of Old Testament criticism is more firmly established than this; that
the Chronicler, as a historian, is thoroughly untrustworthy. He distorts facts
deliberately and habitually; invents chapter after chapter with the greatest
freedom; and, what is most dangerous of all, his history is not written for its
own sake, but in the interest of an extremely onesided theory.3
The view of 1 & 2 Chronicles that it consists merely of “things left out,”
however, does an injustice to the work. It ignores the obvious fact, for example,
that 1 & 2 Chronicles contains much material quoted almost verbatim from 1 &
2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings, and it does not take into account the very important
task of selectivity involved in compiling, arranging, and supplementing the
sources. The title does show, however, that the books retrace and supplement the
path trod by earlier biblical books.
The Hebrew title is dibrê hayyāmîm, “the affairs of the days” (i.e., “daily
matters” or “daily deeds”), which is to be understood as “annals” or
“chronicles.” Indeed, we get our English title from Jerome: “the chronicle
(chroniron) of the whole of sacred history.”4 Jerome, who wrote in Latin, used a
Greek word here, indicating that he saw it as a title.5 Jerome’s is a well-justified

characterization, since the work extends from Adam (1:1) to Cyrus (2 Chron.
36:22–23).
The same phrase (dibrê hayyāmîm) occurs thirty-three times in 1 & 2 Kings,
usually translated as “annals” by the NIV. It is always preceded by “book” and is
usually followed by some qualifying phrase, such as “the kings of Judah” (1
Kings 15:7).6 These “chronicles” are just various Israelite court records,
however, not the canonical books, because (1) 1 & 2 Chronicles were written
roughly a century after 1 & 2 Kings, and (2) 1 & 2 Kings sometimes appeal to
the dibrê hayyāmîm to refer to some events not recorded at all in 1 & 2
Chronicles (e.g., 1 Kings 14:19; 15:31). (For a discussion of these sources, see
chapter 6 under “The Use of Sources in 1 & 2 Kings.”) Note also that dibrê
hayyāmîm occurs once within 1 & 2 Chronicles itself (1 Chron. 27:24, referring
to “the annals of King David”). The importance of this title is that it shows what
the book is about, namely, the affairs of the kings, interpreted from a specific
theological slant.

Place in the Canon
In today’s Protestant canon, the books of Chronicles immediately follow 1 &
2 Kings and immediately precede Ezra and Nehemiah, which is the place that
they occupy in the earliest description of the canonical ordering (Josephus’s).7
The Old Greek (Septuagintal) versions have the same ordering. Thus, they are
part of the “historical” section of the canon. This reflects a proper chronological
sequencing, since the events in Ezra and Nehemiah follow those in 1 & 2
Chronicles, and those in 1 & 2 Chronicles extend beyond the end of 2 Kings.
In the Hebrew canon, however, 1 & 2 Chronicles are part of the third section
of the canon, the “Writings,” and they are the last books in that section, making
them the last books of the OT. The books of Ezra and Nehemiah immediately
precede them. This reflects the almost unanimous witness of rabbinic tradition
and ancient manuscripts,8 even though it reverses the natural chronological
ordering of events.
Various explanations for the reverse ordering of the Hebrew canon are given.9
Some historical explanations have been offered, such as the suggestion that Ezra
and Nehemiah may have been recognized as canonical earlier than 1 & 2
Chronicles and thus included in the developing canon in a location before the
latter. Cyrus Gordon spoke of deliberate misplacement of these books so that the

Hebrew Bible might end on the optimistic, positive note of Cyrus’s decree
releasing the Jews from captivity, which is found in the last two verses of 2
Chronicles.10 The message, then, would be that all who follow (and who read
this Scripture) will be “free” in the same sense. The reason might be even
broader than this, however, reflecting the importance of the entire work—not
just the ending—in the canonizers’ minds and the importance of the books’
themes, especially when they speak of the glories of the Davidic line and
kingship. This accords well with Roger Beckwith’s observation that “Chronicles
is placed last as a recapitulation of the whole biblical story.”11In either case, the
OT canon ends on a generally upbeat note, much more appropriate for ending
the OT than the sometimes tortuous specifics of failures and reforms seen in
Ezra and Nehemiah.
It would appear that the Hebrew ordering was fixed and known in Jesus’
day.12 This is supported by Jesus’ reference to two martyrs in Matthew 23:35
(cf. Luke 11:51): “from the blood of righteous Abel to the blood of Zechariah
son of Berekiah,” who was killed “between the temple and the altar.” The
canonical prophet Zechariah was the son of Berekiah (Zech. 1:1), but we do not
know anything from the OT about his death. A Zechariah, son of Jehoiada, was
killed in the temple courtyards (2 Chron. 24:20–22), and many scholars
plausibly argue that this Zechariah was the one Jesus referred to, Jehoiada
perhaps being his grandfather.13 If so, Jesus’ reference to martyrs ranging from
Abel to Zechariah cites people mentioned in the first and last books of the
Hebrew canon: Genesis and 2 Chronicles. It is the equivalent of a Christian
saying that something is true “from Genesis to Revelation.”

AUTHORSHIP
The work is anonymous, and nowhere in the Bible is any author specified for
the work. According to the Talmud (Baba Bathra 15a), Ezra wrote it. There is a
certain logic to this since 1 & 2 Chronicles ends as Ezra begins. Also, much
vocabulary and style are similar (see below, esp. n. 20). Recently, however,
many scholars have argued that Ezra was not the author (see “Relationship of 1
& 2 Chronicles to Ezra and Ne-hemiah” below). Others have suggested that a
Levite or a member of the musicians’ guild of Asaph wrote the work.14
However, in the end, judgments about authorship are conjectures, so hereafter
the author will simply be referred to as “the Chronicler.”

DATE

Date of the Events
The genealogy that opens 1 Chronicles begins with Adam, and the narrative in
2 Chronicles ends with Cyrus’s decree of 538 B.C., releasing the Jews from their
exile in Babylon. Thus, the books of Chronicles cover a longer time frame than
any other historical book in the OT. The main historical narrative portions of the
books, however (1 Chronicles 10–2 Chronicles 36), cover the monarchies in
Israel and Judah, beginning with Saul and David in the eleventh century B.C.
and ending, as noted, in the mid-sixth century B.C.

Date of the Composition
Scholarly opinion concerning the date of composition of 1 & 2 Chronicles
ranges from the early postexilic period to ca. 200 B.C.15 Hugh Williamson
tentatively suggests some time in the fourth century B.C., perhaps 350.16 Roddy
Braun believes that the work was first written ca. 515 B.C., then revised and
updated until it reached its final form ca. 350–300 B.C. John Sailhamer dates it
early in the fifth century, in the second or third generation after the exile.17
Many date it to ca. 450 or 400 B.C. on the basis of assuming Ezra’s authorship
of the books.18
Considering the genealogy in 1 Chronicles 3:17–24, where “Jeco-niah” (i.e.,
Jehoiachin) and Zerubbabel are mentioned, along with descendants at least two
generations removed, it would seem impossible to date the writing too close to
the end of the exile. Assuming twenty to thirty years per generation, that would
place the books’ writing no sooner than early in the fifth century B.C. (the early
400s). No biblical evidence compels us to fix a late date for the writing, so there
seems to be little reason to date it any later than 400 B.C.

PURPOSE
The books of Chronicles intend to retell the story of God’s people for an
audience late in their history, several decades after the exile, with special
emphasis on the Davidic covenant, the proper place of worship, and the certainty
of God’s punishment. A primary focus on Judah as the vehicle of God’s
outworking of His promises does not obscure the vision in these books of a
people of God that includes all the faithful of both Israel and Judah.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT FOR 1
& 2 CHRONICLES
Since the books of Chronicles cover the same time frames and much of the
same ground as the books of 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings, the reader is referred to
the discussions of the historical and cultural backgrounds to those books
(chapters 5 and 7). On the last two verses of 2 Chronicles, where Cyrus, the
Persian king, is mentioned, as well as for the situation at the time of the writing
of 1 & 2 Chronicles, see the chapter on Ezra-Nehemiah (chapter 9).

RELATIONSHIP OF 1 & 2 CHRONICLES TO
EZRA-NEHEMIAH
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah pick up the narrative thread of the Jews’
story where 2 Chronicles leaves off. That the material in 1 & 2 Chronicles is in
some way related to that in Ezra-Nehemiah may be hinted at, in the first place,
by their positions adjacent to each other, in both the Hebrew and Protestant
canons.
A more important indicator of their close relationship, however, is the fact that
Ezra begins exactly as 2 Chronicles ends. That is, the last two verses of 2
Chronicles (36:22–23) are repeated essentially verbatim in Ezra 1:1–3a. They
contain the words of Cyrus’s decree releasing the Jews to return to Jerusalem.
This makes the obvious point that the book of Ezra picks up where 2 Chronicles
leaves off. Beginning with the German scholar L. Zunz in 1832 and continuing
until the present day, this repetition has suggested to many scholars that both 1
& 2 Chronicles and the book of Ezra were written by the same author, most
likely Ezra himself.19
A second argument in favor of common authorship is drawn from the
apocryphal book of 1 Esdras, which was written in Greek. (See chapter 9 for
more on the books of Esdras.) This work includes 2 Chronicles 35–36, then
continues by reproducing the entire book of Ezra, and concludes with Nehemiah
7:38–8:12, breaking off in the middle of a sentence about Ezra’s reforms. This
too has suggested to many scholars that the original Hebrew books were by the
same author.
Third, many similarities in vocabulary and style between 1 & 2 Chronicles
and Ezra-Nehemiah have suggested common authorship to many scholars.20
Fourth, many similarities have been noted in the two works in terms of
general outlook, interests, and theology. Both 1 & 2 Chronicles and EzraNehemiah were postexilic works, and both display strong interests in matters of
temple worship, religious officials, and genealogical continuities.
However, beginning with a work by Sara Japhet in 1968, the scholarly
consensus has been moving toward the view that 1 & 2 Chronicles and EzraNehemiah were written by different authors.21 Japhet’s work was primarily a
detailed study of vocabulary that pointed toward different authorship. Hugh
Williamson has added the observation that 1 Esdras does not exactly reproduce 2

Chronicles 35–36 but rather uses portions of it, along with portions of other
Scriptures, notably 2 Kings 23. Thus, the shape of 1 Esdras does not necessarily
argue that 1 & 2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah were originally one connected
work. Williamson further shows that, in several key areas of outlook and
theology, the books of Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah have markedly different
concerns. These include their respective treatments of (1) mixed marriages
(strongly condemned in Ezra-Nehemiah, whereas seemingly tolerated in 1 & 2
Chronicles), (2) the early history of Israel (more emphasis on Moses and the
exodus in Ezra-Nehemiah, and more emphasis on David and kingship in 1 & 2
Chronicles), (3) the fall of the northern kingdom (essentially ignored in 1 & 2
Chronicles, whereas echoed in Ezra 4), (4) the doctrine of immediate retribution
for sin (present in 1 & 2 Chronicles, absent in Ezra-Nehemiah), and (5) the ways
in which their histories were written (prophets and miracles abound in 1 & 2
Chronicles but are absent in Ezra-Nehemiah).22
Concerning the tagline at the end of 2 Chronicles and the beginning of Ezra,
this is not as persuasive an argument for unity as some would posit.23 That is
because other OT books that almost certainly shared the same author—such as 1
& 2 Samuel or 1 & 2 Kings, or even, perhaps, 2 Samuel and 1 Kings—do not
have such a tagline. The repetition in 2 Chronicles and Ezra is the only such
repetition in the Bible, and it can be just as easily explained by imagining a
different author adding it to his work (to make sure his work was understood in
relation to its companion work).
We may sum up by noting that there are clear affinities and continuities
between 1 & 2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah and that these books complement
each other in important ways. However, the continuities do not require us to
postulate single authorship for both works; indeed, the weight of evidence—in
what is admittedly a very subjective endeavor24—points to separate
authorship.25

SOURCES IN 1 & 2 CHRONICLES
The Chronicler mentions no fewer than thirty-two different sources in his
work, almost all of which are no longer extant.26 These are discussed in the
present section. However, he does not mention explicitly the most important
sources he used, sources that are from the Bible itself, mainly 2 Samuel and 1 &
2 Kings. These are discussed more fully in the next section.
The thirty-two sources the Chronicler identifies form a remarkable contrast to
the sources used by the author of 1 & 2 Kings, who named only three: the “Book
of the Acts of Solomon,” “the Book of the Annals of the Kings of Israel,” and
“the Book of the Annals of the Kings of Judah” (see chapter 6 under “The Use of
Sources in 1 & 2 Kings”). This is all the more remarkable when we remember
that the author of 1 & 2 Chronicles heavily depended upon 1 & 2 Kings.
Of the thirty-two sources identified by the Chronicler, most fall into one of
three categories: official annals, genealogical records, and prophetic records.
The official annals include the following:
the book of the annals of King David (2 Chron. 27:24)
the book of the kings of Israel and Judah (2 Chron. 27:7; 35:27; 36:8)
the book of the kings of Judah and Israel (2 Chron. 16:11; 25:26; 28:26;
32:32)
the book of the kings of Israel (1 Chron. 9:1; 2 Chron. 20:34)
the annals of the kings of Israel (2 Chron. 33:18)
the annotations (“midrash”) on the book of the kings (2 Chron. 24:27)
the directions written by David king of Israel and by his son Solomon (2
Chron. 35:4)
Official genealogical records are referred to for the descendants of Simeon (1
Chron. 4:33); Gad (5:17); Benjamin (7:9); Asher (7:40); and Rehoboam (2
Chron. 12:15). A genealogy of “all Israel” is recorded in 1 Chronicles 9:1; and
one for the doorkeepers is mentioned in 9:22.
The prophetic records include the following:
the records of Samuel the seer (1 Chron. 29:29)
the records of Nathan the prophet (1 Chron. 29:29; 2 Chron. 9:29)

the records of Gad the seer (1 Chron. 29:29)
the prophecy of Ahijah the Shilonite (2 Chron. 9:29)
the visions of Iddo the seer (2 Chron. 9:29)
the records of Shemaiah the prophet (2 Chron. 12:15)
the records of Iddo the seer (2 Chron. 12:15)
the annotations (“midrash”) of the prophet Iddo (2 Chron. 13:22)
the annals of Jehu son of Hanani, which are recorded in the book of the
kings of Israel (2 Chron. 20:34)
events of Uzziah’s reign … recorded by the prophet Isaiah son of Amoz (2
Chron. 26:22)
the vision of the prophet Isaiah son of Amoz in the book of the kings of
Judah and Israel (2 Chron. 32:32)
the records of the seers (2 Chron. 33:19)
From such passages as 2 Chronicles 20:34 and 32:32, it would appear that the
prophetic records were understood to have been earlier documents that were
later incorporated into the official annals of the kings and that the Chronicler
was accessing them via the official annals, not directly.
Furthermore, a comparison of where such source citations occur in 1 & 2
Chronicles vis-à-vis the source citations in 1 & 2 Kings reveals that in almost
every case27 the Chronicler refers to these sources at precisely the same location
that the author of 1 & 2 Kings cites his sources.28 Conversely, the Chronicler
does not add references to such sources where sources are not already referred to
in 1 & 2 Kings (except in 1 Chron. 29:29).
This would suggest that most of the Chronicler’s many “sources” are not
independent sources at all but rather variant names for the two major sources
mentioned in 1 & 2 Kings: “the book of the annals of the kings of Israel” and
“the book of the annals of the kings of Judah.” This hypothesis is reinforced by
observing those passages where the author of 1 & 2 Kings cites the official
records of the kings of Judah. The following chart shows that, in the parallel
passages, the Chronicler used widely divergent terms in referring to these
sources.
The chart on the next page reveals that sometimes the Chronicler referred only
to a prophetic record and sometimes to royal annals. However, in every case of
the latter, the Chronicler has modified the name of the annals to include the
name “Israel.” This could refer to independent sources that bear these additional
names, but the more probable answer is that the Chronicler wanted to emphasize
the place of “Israel” in God’s plan and added this name to a source that in 1 & 2

Kings did not have it.29 The inclusion of Israel in the Chronicler’s scheme is an
important theme in the work, usually noted by scholars on other grounds (see
below). This inclusion of Israel even in the source citation formulas serves to
make the point even more strongly.
PARALLEL SOURCE CITATIONS IN 1 & 2 KINGS AND 2 CHRONICLES

It would appear, then, that the Chronicler’s major sources were the biblical
books of 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings, supplemented by smaller portions quoted
from other biblical books (at least Isaiah, Jeremiah, Psalms, Lamentations).30
His genealogical information would have come from other sources, and he had
independent knowledge of—if not access to—various prophetic records. But the
major sources for his direct citations would appear to have been the biblical

books just noted.
The citation of the prophetic records in relation to the royal annals suggests
that the Chronicler did not have an interest in these as independent records, but
only as they were part of the received body of authoritative Scripture. If that is
so, this reinforces another point made below: that the Chronicler had a very high
view of Scripture, since it was primarily (or exclusively)31 to Scripture that he
made reference. We may also notice in connection with these prophetic records
that the Chronicler only cites them when he is referring to a good king of Judah,
never when discussing a wicked king.32 That may be his way of reinforcing the
positive messages that the prophets had to offer: that things would go well when
the kings and the people turned to God rather than away from Him.
One final “source” deserves mention here. The remarkable hymn sung on the
day of dedication of the ark (1 Chron. 16:8–36) is composed of several sections
found verbatim in the book of Psalms.
These relationships have suggested to many scholars that the Chronicler
borrowed portions from the various psalms and composed his own hymn,
claiming that it represented words actually sung by David.
1 Chronicles 16:8–22 = Psalm 105:1–15
1 Chronicles 16:23–33 = Psalm 96:1–13
1 Chronicles 16:34 = Psalm 106:1
1 Chronicles 16:35–36 = Psalm 106:47–48
However, the Chronicler states, “That day David first committed to Asaph and
his associates this psalm of thanks to the Lord” (v. 7), so it is equally as plausible
to suggest that the words of this hymn were passed down over the centuries,
used in certain psalms, and incorporated in their entirety by the Chronicler.33

THE CHRONICLER’S HERMENEUTICS
After the two questions of what were the sources the Chronicler used and how
he referred to them are considered, the next logical question concerns how the
Chronicler used these sources. As mentioned, roughly 50 percent of 1 & 2
Chronicles consists of verbatim reproduction of material from 2 Samuel, 1 & 2
Kings, and elsewhere. The answer to this question has important implications for
how one understands the message of these books.

Some Suggested Approaches
In the past, 1 & 2 Chronicles have been disparaged as unimaginative history
(since they copied so much from other sources) or, as noted above, “falsified”
history (since so much is different in 1 & 2 Chronicles from its sources). As a
result, the books of Chronicles have stood relatively neglected in the study of the
Scriptures.
Several reasons have been proposed to account for the differences between 1
& 2 Chronicles and their sources. Some differences are merely the result of
textual variations between the manuscripts the Chronicler used and the
manuscripts the authors of 1 & 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings used.34
Many scholars argue that the books of Chronicles are an independent work,
written during the late OT period to tell of the history of Israel from its own,
distinctive perspective.35 Sometimes this has been called a “redactional”
approach, namely, one in which the differences are accounted for by appeal to
different literary development and different purposes.36

The Chronicler as Exegete
Other scholars (especially recently) argue
independent work, 1 & 2 Chronicles represent
attempting to interpret for its own day earlier
the Chronicler sees himself as an exegete of

that, rather than being a new,
an interpretive effort, one that is
authoritative Scriptures. That is,
his sources, not an independent

historian or theologian.37
This approach captures some important truths about the relationship between
1 & 2 Chronicles and their sources. It is clear that, in many cases, the
Chronicler’s purpose is to expound upon (i.e., to interpret, or to “exegete”) his
source material. However, for this idea to be meaningful, we must understand
the concept of exegesis in a much broader way than is usually understood. That
is because of the large number of extensive additions the Chronicler makes to his
sources. When he adds material that extends over several chapters (e.g., 1
Chronicles 22–29), the added material is “exegesis” of his sources only in the
broadest sense.38 Nevertheless, to understand the work in this way reveals
exciting new truths in the texts of both 1 & 2 Chronicles and its sources, and
helps to clear up many misunderstandings of the past.

The Chronicler’s Exegetical Techniques
Brevard Childs has grouped the exegetical techniques used by the Chronicler
into four categories: harmonization, supplementation, typology, and coherence
of action and effect.39
Harmonization. In a number of instances, the Chronicler adds or emphasizes
material in order to harmonize texts in Samuel-Kings with the Pentateuch. For
instance, Deuteronomy 10:8 specifies that the Levites are to carry the ark of the
covenant. Yet, in the account in 2 Samuel 6 of the moving of the ark from
Kiriath-Jearim to Jerusalem in David’s day, we find no mention of the Levites at
all. Thus, when the Chronicler recounts the same episode, we find that he
specifically mentions the Levites as bearers of the ark (1 Chron. 15:26–27).40 In
some way, the Chronicler has independent knowledge of the Levites’
participation in this event, and he highlights it, making sure that his hero David
is shown doing things “by the book.”
Or, when 2 Samuel tells of David’s building an altar and his offerings to the
Lord when he bought the threshing floor of Araunah, we are told of the oxen for
the burnt offerings and fellowship offerings and of the threshing sledges and ox
yokes for the wood (vv. 22, 25). In the parallel passage, the Chronicler adds
reference to “the wheat for the grain offering” (1 Chron. 21:23). This is probably
influenced by the instructions in Numbers 15:1–4, which mention that a grain
offering is to be brought with any offering by fire.
Supplementation. The Chronicler often adds material as a supplement to his

primary sources, possibly taken from other (noncanonical) sources that were
nevertheless understood to be accurate and authoritative. Thus, for example, in
the account of Hezekiah’s reign (2 Chronicles 29–32; 2 Kings 18–20), the
Chronicler adds in great detail the account of the celebration of the Passover and
other reforms (2 Chron. 29:3–30:27). Or, when David had the ark brought to
Jerusalem, 1 Chronicles 15:1–24 is all new material, and we find that it goes into
great detail concerning David’s ordering of the liturgical service. We also find
several more references to the Levites carrying the ark (vv. 2, 13–15), which
reinforce the harmonization effort we noted above.
Typology. Often the Chronicler describes and records characters and events in
ways that recall earlier characters and events. One of the most studied in this
regard is Solomon.41 Many scholars have noted, for example, that the transfer of
leadership from David to Solomon is described in ways that recall the transfer of
leadership from Moses to Joshua. Some of the parallels are as follows:42
1. Moses and David are both disqualified from achieving their main goals—
Moses of entering the land and David of building the temple—and this is
related to the appointment of their successors, who fulfill these goals (Deut.
1:37–38; 31:2–8; 1 Chron. 22:5–13; 28:2–8).
2. Parallels in genre and even phrases between Joshua’s and Solomon’s
accessions. See such phrases as “Be strong and of good courage”; “Do not
fear and do not be dismayed”; “The Lord your God is with you”; “He will
never leave you nor forsake you”; and the stress on prospering through
obeying the law (most of these are in 1 Chronicles 22 and 28, and echo
phrases found in Joshua 1).
3. Both Moses and David announce their successors privately first (Deut.
1:23; 1 Chron. 22:6), then publicly (Deut. 31:7–8;43 1 Chron. 28:20).
4. Both Joshua and Solomon enjoy the immediate and enthusiastic support of
the people (Deut. 34:9; Josh. 1:16–18; 1 Chron. 29:23–24).
5. God “magnified”44 both Joshua and Solomon (Josh 3:7; 4:14; 1 Chron.
29:25; 2 Chron. 1:1).
Not only is Solomon portrayed as a worthy successor to David in the same
way that Joshua is to Moses, he is also portrayed as a “second David” in his own
right.45 This portrayal makes the point that, like David, Solomon too was chosen
by God, designated as the king through whom the blessings would follow, and
that he was even more blameless than David.
Furthermore, there are striking parallels between Solomon and his craftsman

Huram-abi in their work on the temple and Bezalel and his helper Oholiab in
their work on the tabernacle.46 These parallels show Solomon in the important
role as the wise, skilled, and faithful builder of the temple.
These typologies are not merely inventions by the Chronicler. Rather, his
choice of information to communicate and the manner in which he
communicates it, reveal a conscious patterning of later figures after earlier ones.
This helps him to make the important point that these righteous kings were doing
things right, that they were faithful to God and were blessed by God in ways
similar to these earlier men, who were paradigms of virtue.
Interbiblical interpretation. The above exegetical techniques described by
Childs and others often range far and wide in drawing out the parallels between
persons or events in 1 & 2 Chronicles and such persons or events in earlier
materials. Related to these are approaches that more closely stay with the
parallel texts at hand and help to interpret via small, subtle, but important shifts
of wording.47
A recent proposal concerning the difficult passage in 1 Chronicles 21:1
illustrates this close, “interbiblical” interpretive approach.48 This passage and its
parallel in 2 Samuel 24 read in the NIV as follows:49

Satan rose up
against Israel
and incited David
to take a census of Israel.
1 Chronicles 21:1

Again the anger of the Lord burned
against Israel,
and he incited David against them, saying,
“Go and take a census of Israel and Judah.”
2 Samuel 24:1
Most traditional interpreters reconcile the differences in the first line by
speaking of God’s permissive will, which permits Satan free rein to tempt David,

or by seeing Satan as God’s instrument for tempting David.50Others see Satan’s
presence here as reflective of “the commonly held piety of the day, which
hesitated to speak of God as the direct cause of evil.”51
However, close exegetical attention to the terminology used here shows that
the Chronicler was actually trying to explain how the burning of the Lord’s
anger incited David to number the people. Almost all scholars have noted that
the term translated “Satan” is in fact a generic noun (sātān) meaning
“adversary.” Of the twenty-seven occurrences of the term, seventeen times (all
in Job 1–2; Zech. 3:1–2) it occurs with the definite article (“the adversary”),
referring to one specific adversary, who in these cases is a celestial being. As
such, it is legitimately rendered as a proper name (Satan). However, the
remaining ten occurrences of the term sātān (Num. 22:22, 32; 1 Sam. 29:4; 2
Sam. 19:22 [MT 23]; 1 Kings 5:4 [MT 18]; 11:14, 23, 25; 1 Chron. 21:1; Ps.
109:6) do not have the definite article. In these cases, the translation is usually
“an adversary.”
The term in 1 Chronicles 21:1 occurs without the article; thus, for consistency,
it should more properly be rendered “an adversary.” However, every major
English Bible version and almost every commentator—on essentially groundless
assumptions that sātān (without the definite article) is a proper name—renders it
as “Satan” in this verse too. Consistency with the linguistic pattern of usage,
however, would demand a translation of “an adversary.”
The implications of this can be seen when the term adversary is surveyed in
the sources available to the Chronicler. These almost always occur in contexts
where enemies stand up against God’s people to pose a military threat. Note
especially the following references:
1 Kings 11:14:
1 Kings 11:23:
1 Kings 11:25:

“Then the Lord raised up against Solomon an
adversary, Hadad the Edomite.”
“And God raised up against Solomon another
adversary, Rezon son of Eliada.”
“Rezon was Israel’s adversary as long as Solomon
lived.”

The Chronicler’s method in referring to a human “adversary” (not Satan)
inciting David to number the people—substituting it for “the anger of the Lord”
in 2 Samuel 24:1—becomes clear when it is remembered that often the Lord’s
anger burning against a people will result in an enemy (i.e., an adversary) rising
up against them (Num. 22:22; Judg. 2:14, 20; 3:8; 10:7; 2 Kings 13:3; 23:26).

See especially the following references (as they appear in the NASB):52
Judges
2:14:

“So the anger of the Lord burned against Israel, and He gave
them into the hands of plunderers … and He sold them into the
hands of their enemies around them.”
Judges “Then the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, so that
3:8:
He sold them into the hands of Cushan-Rishathaim, king of
Mesopotamia.”
Judges “And the anger of the Lord burned against Israel, and He sold
10:7:
them into the hands of Philistines, and into the hands of the sons
of the Ammonites.”
2 Kings “So the anger of the Lord was kindled against Israel, and He
13:3:
gave them continually into the hand of Hazael king of Syria, and
into the hand of Benhadad the son of Hazael.”
Note especially the following reference, where the burning of the Lord’s anger
and His standing as an adversary are explicitly linked: “But God was angry
because [Balaam] was going, and the angel of the Lord took his stand in the way
as an adversary against him” (Num. 22:22).
Thus, we see that, in the narrative texts of the Pentateuch and Former
Prophets, when God’s anger burned against a people, He gave them over to an
adversary of some type. The Chronicler, then, merely was reading the reference
in 2 Samuel 24:1 in that light and substituted “an adversary rose up” for “Again
the anger of the Lord burned” in his source. A final note should be made
concerning the third line of 2 Samuel 24:1: the NASB is more correct than the
NIV here when it states that “it incited David against them.” That is, “it” refers
to the Lord’s burning anger—and, by extension, to the adversary that appeared
to threaten David—not to the Lord Himself.
Thus, we can render the two verses in question as follows:

An adversary rose up
against Israel
and incited David
to take a census of Israel.
1 Chronicles 21:1

Again the anger of the Lord burned
against Israel,
and it53 incited David
against them, saying,
“Go and take a census of Israel and Judah.”
2 Samuel 24:1
We have here, then, a fine illustration of how the Chronicler was “exegeting,”
i.e., explaining/clarifying, the text that he was dealing with and doing so using
understandings of terms within the larger confines of that very text. In the
process, a classic “problem text” is explained in a simple, straightforward
manner.
Summary. All of the above methods could be classified as exegetical in the
broadest sense. However, we should note that some scholars understand exegesis
in a more limited sense and refer, for example, to what Childs calls “typology”
as “paradigmatic patterning.” This is seen as something different from pure
exegesis.54 Regardless of the terminology used, however, what remains clear is
the extent to which the Chronicler attempted to use his canonical and
noncanonical sources, either in clarifying their meanings in various ways or in
modeling people or events in his work after earlier people or events. The
Chronicler’s work, then, far from being an inferior, unimaginative, or erroneous
history of Israel and Judah, displays a masterful command of earlier canonical
and noncanonical material, used to bring their message alive for his own—later
—time.

THE GENEALOGIES IN 1 CHRONICLES 1–9
The book of 1 Chronicles opens with the most extensive genealogical section
in the Bible, covering nine chapters. The genealogies here cover the entire range
of OT history: they begin in chapter 1 with Adam and move into the postexilic
community in chapter 9. The genealogies end with Saul’s line, who is the subject
of chapter 10. The shaping of these genealogies highlights the interest in Judah,
the Davidic dynasty, and the institution by David of centralized worship at
Jerusalem and the temple. Yet, the fact that they begin with Adam, rather than,
say, Abraham or Jacob, indicates that the Chronicler saw that redemption was
not merely limited to the house of David or to Judah or even to Israel as a whole;
rather, ultimately, it was available to the entire human race.
Despite his prominence in the books, David per se is not even the object: the
Davidic genealogy in chapter 3 takes us beyond the kings of Judah into the exile
and postexilic period (in 3:19–24). This makes the point that God’s faithfulness
is the real point at issue. The pale shadow that was the postexilic Davidic
“dynasty” was a far cry from the splendor of the preexilic kingdom, yet the
Davidic descendants were still alive and accounted for, and God’s promises still
obtained.

Introduction to Genealogies
Terminology. The genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1–955 are very complex, the
most complex found anywhere in the Bible.56 In general (here and elsewhere),
genealogies can be broad (e.g., “These are the sons of Israel: Reuben, Simeon,
Levi, Judah …”—1 Chron. 2:1) or deep (“The sons of Solomon: Rehoboam,
Abijah his son, Asa his son …”—3:10). If a genealogy is only deep, it is called
linear. The most common depth for linear genealogies is four to six generations;
the minimum is obviously two generations, and they rarely extend beyond ten to
twelve generations. If a genealogy displays breadth as well as depth, it is called a
segmented genealogy. If the genealogy proceeds from parent to child, it is called
descending (e.g., 9:39–44; see also Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus in Matt. 1:1–
16); if it proceeds from child to parent, it is called ascending (e.g., 1 Chron.
9:14–16; see Luke’s genealogy of Jesus in Luke 3:23–37).

Linear and segmented genealogies have very different functions. The linear
genealogy has as its object the legitimization of the last-named per-son(s) in the
list. The lists of kings in the Bible and in the ancient Near East are good
examples of this, as is Moses’ and Aaron’s genealogy in Exodus 6:14–26.
The segmented genealogy primarily attempts to show the relationships
existing among those listed, and they typically will not point toward one
individual per se. The emphasis here is on inclusivity. (Note that the genealogy
of Moses and Aaron just mentioned begins in a segmented fashion [Ex. 6:14–
16], before moving into its true function, a linear one, of showing the heritage of
these two men.) In both types of genealogy, however, the emphasis is upon
“kinship relations between various individuals and groups.”57
Purposes of genealogies. M. D. Johnson identifies nine purposes for the OT
genealogies:58
1. To demonstrate existing relationships between Israel and neighboring tribes
by tracing lines back to common ancestors. This shows at one and the same
time a degree of kinship and also a degree of distinction between Israel and
its neighbors. Examples include the descendants of Lot (Gen. 19:36–38),
Nahor (22:20–24), Keturah (25:1–6), Ishmael (25:12–16), and Esau (chap.
36).
2. To bring together previously “isolated” (sic) elements “concerning Israelite
origins by the creation of a coherent and inclusive genealogical system.”59
A good example of this, according to Johnson, is the Genesis “Toledoth
book.”60
3. To bridge gaps in the narrative records. Good examples are in Genesis 5
and 11, and Ruth 4:18–22. (These are the ancient literary equivalents to the
“fast-forward” function on modern videocassette recorders.)
4. To perform a limited chronological function, such as establishing dates for
the flood (Genesis 5) or the birth of Abraham (chap. 11), or dividing all of
preexilic history into half (by assigning twelve priests from the exodus to
Solomon’s temple and twelve from the temple to the exile in 1 Chronicles
5:27–41 (Eng. 6:1–15). However, since many genealogies were selective,
this is only a rough tool for chronological reckoning.61
5. To perform a military function of numbering the warriors. A good example
is Numbers 26. (See especially v. 2: “Take a census of the whole Israelite
community by families—all those twenty years old or more who are able to
serve in the army of Israel.”)
6. To legitimate individuals (or to enhance their statures). A good example is

7.
8.

9.
10.

the genealogy of Moses and Aaron in Exodus 6:14–26, as noted above.
To establish and preserve the homogeneity of the Jewish community, found
only in lists in Ezra-Nehemiah (and in rabbinic tradition).
To demonstrate the continuity of the people of God through great calamity
(i.e., that they survived, despite exile). Good examples of this are found in
both the genealogical lists in
& 2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah.
To express a “priestly” concern for order and arrangement, and the
conviction that “the course of history is governed and ordered according to
a pre-arranged plan.”62

Selectivity of genealogies. As just noted, biblical genealogies are not always
exhaustive or all-inclusive. Exodus 6:14–26 presents a five-generation
genealogy of Moses and Aaron whose function is to legitimate Moses and Aaron
in the new roles and duties they are about to assume in leading the Israelites.
However, there is a problem of chronology here. There are only five
generations in this genealogy—Jacob (v. 14); Levi (v. 16); Kohath (v. 16);
Amram (v. 18); Moses and Aaron (v. 20)—whereas we know from 1 Chronicles
7:23–27 that there were at least ten generations from Joseph to Joshua, not five.
We also know that the period of slavery in Egypt was to be 400 years (Gen.
15:13) or 430 years (Ex. 12:40–41), too long for a normal span of five
generations. The answer as to why the Exodus 6 genealogy is so short is that it is
selective, since it has a limited purpose—that of legitimating Moses and Aaron
—and is not concerned with being a comprehensive genealogy at all (note even
that only the three oldest sons of Jacob are mentioned).63
The introductory section (chap. 1) moves quickly from Adam to Jacob
(“Israel”), then the body of the genealogical section (chaps. 2–8) focuses in
depth upon Jacob’s descendants, mostly from the preexilic period, and
particularly from the time of David. It begins with a rapid survey of twelve
generations between Judah and David (2:3–15), then moves to Davidic (3:1–24)
and Judahite (4:1–23) genealogies proper before proceeding to list the other
Israelite tribes, with an eye to showing that they all were a legitimate and loyal
part of a united Israel. David, as the first king of a truly united Israel, and with
whom the major narrative portions following the genealogies are preoccupied, is
constantly in the background—and sometimes explicitly mentioned—even in
these lists. The next-to-last section (9:1–34) is of the postexilic Jerusalem
community, particularly those involved in the temple service that David had
inaugurated. The lists here also serve to emphasize the continuity between the

postexilic people of God and preexilic “Israel.”66 The final section (9:35–44)
shows Saul’s line, since Saul is the subject of chapter 10.

The Genealogies Outlined
The following outline shows the progress of the genealogies in these chapters:
Introduction
1:1–2:2
Judah (Southern Tribes)
2:3–55
3:1–24
4:1–23
4:24–43
Eastern Tribes
5:1–10
5:11–17
5:18–23
5:23–26
Levi
6:1–15 [MT 5:27–41]
6:16–30 [MT 1–15]
6:31–53 [MT 16–38]
6:54–81 [MT 39–66]
Northern Tribes
7:1–5
7:6–12
7:13
7:14–19
7:20–29
7:30–40
8:1–40; 9:1a

Adam to Israel
Judah—A
David
Judah—B
Simeon64
Reuben
Gad
Transjordan Tribes (narrative)
East Manasseh
High Priests
Levites
Levites and Priests appointed by David
Levitical Cities
Issachar
Benjamin—A
Naphtali
East and West Manasseh65
Ephraim
Asher
Benjamin—B

Postscript
9:1b-34
9:35–44

Postexilic Jerusalem
The Line of Saul

Note that no genealogy is given at all for Dan and Zebulun and that Naphtali
is only mentioned in one verse. Note also that only for the royal house of David
(3:1–24) and the high-priestly line of Eleazar (6:4–15) does the genealogy reach
down to the exile or beyond; all the others are relatively short. This reinforces
the judgment, made on other grounds as well, that David and priestly concerns
figure prominently in the Chronicler’s estimation.

THEOLOGY OF 1 & 2 CHRONICLES

The Unity of God’s People: All Israel
The author of 1 & 2 Chronicles has a concern to show that God’s people are
still a unity, even in his own day, which is many decades after the exile of Judah
and several centuries after the fall and disappearance of the northern kingdom of
Israel. Though he does not chronicle the events or the fate of the northern
kingdom per se, he does show a concern to demonstrate that “all Israel” still is a
viable entity.67
Several factors indicate this feeling that the north must be included:68
1. “All Israel” and “all the elders of Israel” came to anoint David as king at
Hebron (1 Chron. 11:3, 4, 10); 1 Chronicles omits any reference to David’s
anointing at Hebron over only Judah (which we find in 2 Sam. 2:1–4).
2. Great numbers from all twelve tribes (not just Judah) are mentioned as
having come for this purpose (1 Chron. 12:23–27), and they were united in
purpose in making David king (12:38).
3. The priests and Levites who “were in all Israel” defected to Judah and
Jerusalem in the days of Jeroboam I, because of religious intolerance in the
north (2 Chron. 11:13–14).
4. Much later, great numbers deserted from Ephraim, Manasseh, and Simeon
to Asa, when “they saw that the Lord his God was with him” (15:8–9). Note
that Simeon is actually (historically) an extinct tribe by this time; the point
is that Simeon is very much “alive” in the Chronicler’s mind (see also
factor 7 on 2 Chron. 34:6–7).
5. Jehoshaphat gathered people “from Beersheba to the hill country of
Ephraim and turned them back to the Lord, the God of their fathers” (19:4).
Note that Jehoshaphat lived in Jerusalem (v. 4) and that he appointed
Levites and priests and “heads of Israelite families” to judge in Jerusalem
(19:8).
6. Hezekiah invited people from “all Israel and Judah,” including Ephraim and
Manasseh, as far as Zebulun, to come to Jerusalem to celebrate the Passover

(30:1, 6, 10). Some came from several of the northern tribes: Asher,
Manasseh, Zebulun (30:11), and Ephraim, Manasseh, Issachar, and Zebulun
(30:18). These then went throughout “all Judah and Benjamin and in
Ephraim and Manasseh” (i.e., the two major tribes of north and south) to
destroy pagan cult sites and apparatus (31:1).
7. Josiah’s reform extended to “the towns of Manasseh, Ephraim, and Simeon,
and as far as Naphtali … throughout all the land of Israel” (34:6–7 RSV).
Note that the northern kingdom was extinct by now and that Simeon had
been extinct for a longer period of time. The temple was repaired with
monies collected “from the people of Manasseh, Ephraim and the entire
remnant of Israel and from all the people of Judah and Benjamin and the
inhabitants of Jerusalem” (34:9).
A look at the specific phrase “all Israel” and how the Chronicler used it
relative to his sources in 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings is instructive in showing us
this interest. The following chart69 illustrates the Chronicler’s use of this phrase:
USES OF THE PHRASE “ALL ISRAEL” IN 1 & 2 CHRONICLES

The term all Israel occurs at least 105 times in biblical Hebrew. Almost 40
percent of these references occur in 1 & 2 Chronicles: forty times! This statistic
alone shows the prominence of this idea in the two books. In addition, in about
half as many cases, we find a construct phrase of the following type: “all the
elders of Israel,” “all the congregations of Israel,” “all the tribes of Israel,” “all
the lands of Israel,” “all the kings of Israel,” and so on.70
An even more revealing statistic comes from noticing that in only six cases
does the Chronicler use the phrase exactly as it appears in his sources. In twelve
cases the Chronicler, in using the phrase “all Israel,” changes his underlying
source slightly. The underlying phrase usually is something such as “Israel” or
“all the tribes of Israel,” which the Chronicler has changed to the more
standardized “all Israel.” In twenty-two cases, the Chronicler uses the phrase on
his own, so to speak; it comes in material he has added, that is not found in 2
Samuel or 1 & 2 Kings. Sometimes, it is only a small insertion (of a verse or

even a phrase), and the phrase “all Israel” is found within the insertion. The data
may be summarized as follows:
No change from sources: 6 times
Change to “all Israel”: 12 times
New in 1 & 2 Chronicles: 22 times.
Strikingly, fourteen of the references to “all Israel” come in 2 Chronicles 10–36,
after the death of Solomon, when “Israel” was no longer a unified entity. Even
more strikingly, five references come in chapters 29–36, after the fall of the
northern kingdom, when there was no political entity called “Israel” at all. This
shows that the term’s use is more than merely accidental in referring to the
united kingdom; it is an integral part of the Chronicler’s vision of things. He
conceived of “Israel” as an indivisible unity, which was God’s people in its
entirety, and one that still had a place in God’s plans for the future.
The Chronicler reminds us that the Davidic kingdom embraced all twelve
tribes, and he regularly shows the remnant from the north remaining loyal to the
Davidic king and to the Jerusalem cult. Even extinct tribes, such as Simeon,
Benjamin, and all northern tribes after the fall of the north, are remembered.
Thus, we see that one of the Chronicler’s burdens was to keep the memory of
“all Israel” alive, even if it did not exist as a sociopolitical reality in his day. This
echoes some of the prophets’ insistence upon a future restoration of the entire
nation.

Davidic Kingship
The figure of David dominates 1 & 2 Chronicles.71 Indeed, almost all scholars
agree that the books of Chronicles have David and the Davidic dynasty as a
central theme or motif.72 Typical is R. North’s comment in a section entitled
“Davidism”—”The person and dynasty of David forms the heartbeat of all the
Chronicler’s theology”73—or that of P. R. Ackroyd:
The centrality of the David material … appears from 1 Chron. 10 to 2
Chron. 9 explicitly, and implicitly also to the end of 2 Chron…. The
elaboration of the Davidic genealogical material [1 Chronicles 1–9] …
would seem to point to an even greater concern with the Davidic ideal.74

As we have noted above, the genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1–9 highlight David
and his line. Following this, David himself is the focus of the remainder of 1
Chronicles (chaps. 10–29) and his son Solomon of the first part of 2 Chronicles
(chaps. 1–9). The remainder of the book focuses on the fortunes of the kingdom
of Judah, the heir of the promises of the Davidic covenant (chaps. 10–36). In
particular, the importance of David and Solomon as ones who established the
temple and the true religious service in Jerusalem is an important theme in 1 & 2
Chronicles. David and Solomon were both chosen by God as His royal
representatives in Israel,75 as were their descendants. The promises to David and
Solomon were in perpetuity, and the work ends with a clear note of hope (2
Chron. 36:22–23), introducing the reestablishment of the centralized worship in
Jerusalem that David and Solomon had initiated.
Much of 1 Chronicles parallels the accounts in 1 & 2 Samuel, but it has its
own selective omissions and additions, and its own distinctive slant.
Specifically, 1 Chronicles omits the entire story of David’s rise to power (1
Samuel 16–2 Samuel 5), except for a cursory look at Saul (1 Chronicles 10), the
list of David’s sons (2 Samuel 3:1–4), his anointing at Hebron (11:1–3), and his
capture of Jerusalem (11:4–9). Most of the material related to his consolidation
of power is included (chaps. 5–8), but almost all of the story of his decline (2
Samuel 9–1 Kings 2) is missing (including the story of his sins related to
Bathsheba), except for his Ammonite war (2 Samuel 19:1–20:3) and some of the
material from the Samuel “Appendix” (chaps. 21–24).
New information about David. First Chronicles does provide us with some
significant, new information concerning David not found elsewhere. Significant
additions include an expanded listing of David’s supporters (chap. 12); an
extended psalm (16:4–42); and—in one of the most extended sections of new
material in either 1 or 2 Chronicles—details of David’s preparations for building
of the temple; Levitical and priestly responsibilities; instructions for musicians,
gatekeepers, keepers of the treasuries, officers, judges, and other officials; and
David’s last words to Solomon and the people, in which he encouraged them
particularly in building the temple and in following their God (22:2–29:22a).
The picture of David that emerges in 1 Chronicles is one of a true “man after
God’s own heart” (cf. 1 Sam. 13:14; Acts 13:22). His extended flight from Saul,
and his sins and his difficulties with his household after that, all are omitted,
presumably because they would detract from the picture of David that the
Chronicler desired to present. The Chronicler emphasized, rather, David’s
devotion to God, especially as expressed through his preparations for the future
temple and everything associated with it, and his place as God’s favored king,

the head of the Judahite (and messianic) dynasty. The notice of his death shows
him to have had a full, honorable, and honored life (1 Chron. 29:28, 30).
The Davidic covenant. Of central importance to any consideration of Davidic
kingship is 1 Chronicles 17, which tells of the important Davidic covenant. This
chapter’s parallel in 2 Samuel 7 has aptly been called “the theological highlight
of the Books of Samuel … if not of the Deuteronomistic History as a whole,”76
because of its significant content and its importance in later texts. As noted
above, in the discussion of 2 Samuel 7, the Davidic covenant forms the basis for
the rich theology of messianic kingship that arises more clearly in later OT (and
NT) texts. (See chapter 5 for a broad discussion of the terms and importance of
the covenant in the OT.)
The chapter is essentially parallel with 2 Samuel 7.77 Mostly, 1 Chronicles
omits small phrases, the net effect of which is to strip the account of minor
matters extraneous to the author’s purposes. See, e.g., the omission in 1
Chronicles 17:1 of the matter of “rest” (a recurring theme in Joshua-2 Kings)
from 2 Samuel 7:1 or the change from “your offspring after you, who shall come
forth from your body” (2 Sam. 7:12) to “your offspring after you, one of your
own sons” (1 Chron. 17:11). The wording change to “sons” emphasizes David’s
lineage, which of course is a major concern in Chronicles. The major omission
of significance is in verse 13, where the following clause about chastening—
found in 2 Samuel 7:14—is omitted: “When he commits iniquity, I will chasten
him with the rod of men, with the stripes of the sons of men.”
As we noted in the discussion of 2 Samuel 7, the question of con-ditionality or
unconditionality of the Davidic covenant is the subject of much debate. The
clause about chastening in 2 Samuel 7:14 seems to give it a conditional aspect.
However, in 1 Chronicles 17, the emphasis is clearly upon its unconditionality,
since this clause is omitted. Williamson notes that many later references in 1 & 2
Chronicles (e.g., 1 Chron. 22:6–10; 28:2–10; 2 Chron. 6:15–17; 7:17–18)
emphasize the “eternal” aspect of the covenant, despite various conditional
tendencies there and in the texts in 2 Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings underlying them.
Also, other references show that the Chronicler did indeed regard the dynasty as
eternally established (2 Chron. 13:5; 21:7; 23:3).78
Eschatology in 1 & 2 Chronicles. Many scholars question whether indeed the
Chronicler felt that the Davidic dynasty had a place in the future plans of God
for Israel or whether its importance in 1 & 2 Chronicles was limited to the age of
the monarchies. Did the Chronicler have a “theocratic” or an “eschatological”
perspective?79 If his perspective was theocratic, he would have seen the Davidic
dynasty as having failed (by the time of the Chronicler), and thus of no abiding

significance for the future, except in the roles of David and Solomon as ones
who established the religious service and temple worship, which were now to be
regarded as the true expressions of God’s rule. For most scholars who see the
Chronicler as taking this position, the present order—i.e., the end of the fifth
century B.C., after the Ezra-Nehemiah reforms, when the temple and the
religious service were now well established—represented the culmination of past
history and prophecy. An earthly king or kingdom was of no further value, since
these had exhausted their usefulness in establishing the religious service.
If the Chronicler had an eschatological perspective, he would have seen the
Davidic dynasty as continuing beyond his own time, with an abiding
significance in God’s rule. In this understanding, the promises about the
perpetuity of the dynasty were still in effect in the Chronicler’s time, despite its
absence from the political scene at the time. Most scholars who see the
Chronicler as taking this position speak of a “Davidic messianism,” the
expectation that one day in the future a Davidic descendant would rise to
reestablish the kingdom.
In light of the plainly eschatological views of the Davidic line elsewhere in
the Bible—especially in the prophetic corpus, the Psalms, and the NT—it is
appropriate to ask whether the books of Chronicles are outside the mainstream of
biblical thought in this matter. A majority of scholars would affirm that these
two books are indeed out of step, based on what they perceive as a relatively
closed view of the future in the books.80
Many scholars, however, have argued convincingly that the Chronicler was
indeed at least somewhat eschatological in outlook.81 First, it is difficult to avoid
the conclusion that the Chronicler saw the Davidic dynasty as a perpetual one,
given the consistent descriptions of it as “forever.”82 Second, several references
equate the earthly throne with God’s throne: (1) Second Chronicles 13:8, which
refers to “the kingdom of the Lord in the hands of the sons of David,” is a very
important reference, since it asserts that God’s kingdom—about which there is
no question as to its permanence—is now expressed on earth via the Davidic
dynasty in Israel. The permanence of the latter is indicated in verse 5, with the
reference to the covenant of salt, which was an eternal covenant (see also Num.
18:19). (2) First Chronicles 28:5 mentions a similar idea, that of Solomon sitting
on “the throne of the kingdom of the Lord over Israel.” (3) First Chronicles
29:23 also states this thought: “Solomon sat on the throne of the Lord as king in
place of his father David” (see also 2 Chron. 9:8).
Although to say he lacks the great eschatological vision found especially in
the prophets and the NT is not to say that the Chronicler was closed to the future

—even a future in which the Davidic dynasty figured in some way. That his
vision of the reestablishment of this dynasty may have been more limited than
that of some writers does not negate his having such a vision. After all, this
dynasty was not important for its own sake; it was important as the symbol of
the kingdom of God (see, e.g., 1 Chron. 17:14; 28:5; 29:11–12, 23; 2 Chron.
9:8).83

The Temple and Worship
The temple and the rituals of worship surrounding it are prominent in 1 & 2
Chronicles.84 The importance of the temple is that it symbolizes God’s presence
with His people. It is modeled after the tabernacle, which also is a symbol of
God’s presence. Indeed, the word for “tabernacle” is mi kān, which means
“dwelling place.”85
The temple was closely linked with concern for the city in which it stood:
Jerusalem. Jerusalem was the capital, the center, the focus of all of the land of
Israel and Judah. It was God’s dwelling place (1 Chron. 23:25), and it was the
sole legitimate place of worship (2 Chron. 6:6; 33:7; see also 30:3, 11; 36:14).
The temple was to be built according to the pattern given to David (1 Chron.
28:11–21), which was modeled after the pattern of the tabernacle. The
tabernacle’s pattern had been shown to Moses by God on the mountain (Ex.
25:9, 40; cf. also Num. 8:4). Hebrews 8:5 quotes from Exodus 25:40, also
mentioning the “pattern” (túpon). The pattern (or “plan”) of the temple is
mentioned four times in 1 Chronicles 28: verses 11, 12, 18, 19. Of special
significance is verse 19: “All this … I have in writing from the hand of the Lord
upon me, and he gave me understanding in all the details of the plan.”
The temple was the place God promised to set His name (2 Chron. 6:10–11,
20; cf. Deut. 12:11). And Jerusalem was “the city the Lord had chosen out of all
the tribes of Israel in which to put his Name” (2 Chron. 12:13).
The entire thrust of Solomon’s great prayer of dedication of the temple (6:14–
42) was that God was greater than this temple, that He was not confined to it
(see esp. 6:18) but that His presence was to be found here, and He was to listen
—”hear from heaven (your dwelling place)” (6:23, 25, 27, 30, 33, 35, 39)—and
respond to His people when they prayed toward this place.
The ark was the specific place of God’s dwelling within the temple. It was
God’s very throne (1 Chron. 13:6; cf. 1 Sam. 4:4; 2 Sam. 6:2), the actual place

where God would meet with His people and from which He would speak to them
(Ex. 25:22). It contained three items: (1) the Ten Commandments, (2) a pot of
manna, and (3) Aaron’s rod (Ex. 25:16; 40:20; Deut. 10:1–5; Heb. 9:4).
Because of the importance of the temple, its establishment and maintenance
were dominant. A large proportion of the account of David in 1 Chronicles
(chaps. 21–29) is devoted to preparations for temple building (i.e., an emphasis
on David as temple builder). The same is true for Solomon in 2 Chronicles 2–7.
It is also true for the later kings, whose success or failure in God’s eyes often is
stated in terms of their regard for the temple and its religious service. This
perspective is best exemplified in King Abijah’s words to Jeroboam I, his
adversary, in 2 Chronicles 13:10–12:
As for us, the Lord is our God, and we have not forsaken him. The priests
who serve the Lord are sons of Aaron, and the Levites assist them. Every
morning and evening they present burnt offerings and fragrant incense to
the Lord. They set out the bread on the ceremonially clean table and light
the lamps on the gold lampstand every evening. We are observing the
requirements of the Lord our God. But you have forsaken him. God is with
us; he is our leader. His priests with their trumpets will sound the battle cry
against you. Men of Israel, do not fight against the Lord, the God of your
fathers, for you will not succeed.
Indeed, all of the good kings in Judah are commended for their activities in
purging the land of idolatry and reinstituting true worship in some way. In the
cases of five of these kings, they are specifically said to have rebuilt or repaired
the temple in some way, and usually they reinstituted the accompanying worship
rituals.
Asa repaired the altar of the Lord in front of the temple (15:8).
Joash restored the temple (24:4–14).
Jotham built the upper gate of the temple (27:3).
Hezekiah repaired, cleansed, and rededicated the temple (chaps. 29–31).
Josiah repaired the temple and celebrated the Passover (34:8–35:19).
The emphasis upon the temple is important in and of itself, in the sense that it
focuses upon proper worship of God. Beyond this, however, it is important as a
symbol of the heavenly temple spoken of in the NT. In Hebrews, much is made
of the inadequate, earthbound nature of the tabernacle (Heb. 8:1–7; chap. 9), and
much more of the inadequacy of the Aaronic-Levitical priesthood (Hebrews 5–

10).
The NT makes another point concerning the temple, stating that Christ, the
ultimate son of David, was to build the temple. See the reference in John 2:19
—”Destroy this temple, and I will raise it again in three days”—and John’s
comment in verse 21: “But the temple he had spoken of was his body.” Note also
John’s comment in Revelation 21:22: “I did not see a temple in the city, because
the Lord God Almighty and the Lamb are its temple.” This, then, is the ultimate
fulfillment of the promise that David’s son would build a “house” for the Lord (2
Sam. 7:13; 1 Chron. 17:12).86

Reward and Punishment
One of the major theological motifs in 1 & 2 Chronicles is that of God’s
reward for obedience and punishment for sin. The theme is especially prominent
in 2 Chronicles 10–36 (after the split in the kingdom). Roddy Braun states that
“retribution is the major, if not the sole, yardstick used in writing the history of
the post-Solomonic kings.”87 Explicit expression of this idea is given in David’s
words to Solomon in 1 Chronicles 28:9: “If you seek [the Lord], he will be found
by you; but if you forsake him, he will reject you forever.” This idea is repeated
almost verbatim on three later occasions, to Rehoboam and his officials (2
Chron. 12:5), to Asa (15:2), and to the people in Joash’s day (24:20). Other
passages in which the same idea is articulated in slightly different terms include
the great assurances from God to Solomon (7:13–14) and Jehoshaphat’s words
to the people (20:20).88
Several concrete examples of people suffering for their sins confront the
reader: Saul’s death, which is attributed to his unfaithfulness and his consulting a
medium (1 Chron. 10:13); Uzziah’s leprosy, attributed to his offering incense
illegitimately in the temple (2 Chron. 26:16); and Josiah’s death, attributed to his
not listening to God’s words spoken through the Egyptian pharaoh Neco (35:22).
Another example is Rehoboam’s, which is especially instructive, since it
shows the interplay between sin and retribution, repentance and deliverance
(chap. 12). Here, Rehoboam is first promised that God would abandon him to the
Egyptian pharaoh Shishak because Rehoboam had abandoned God (v. 5). Then,
when Rehoboam and his officials repented, God promised that he would not
utterly destroy them but would spare them in some measure from Shishak (vv.
6–12).

Raymond Dillard sees 7:14 as a key verse in this regard—a “charter,” in fact,
for the rest of Israel’s history: “If my people, who are called by my name, will
humble themselves and pray and seek my face and turn from their wicked ways,
then I will hear from heaven and will forgive their sin and heal their land.”
Dillard points out how specific terminology from this verse, such as “seeking
God,” “humbling oneself,” “turning,” and “healing” occur frequently, and at
critical junctures. He also shows how these words’ antonyms—such as
“abandon, forsake” and “be unfaithful, rebellious”—carry much of the
Chronicler’s message when they are applied to the wicked.89
The general pattern in 2 Chronicles tends to show the validity of the principle
of retribution, aside from the explicit expressions of it. Generally throughout,
acts of piety and obedience are rewarded with (1) success and prosperity, (2)
building programs, (3) victory in warfare, (4) progeny, (5) popular support, and
(6) large armies. Conversely, disobedience and unfaithfulness bring (1) military
defeat, (2) disaffection of the population, and (3) illness.90
We should note, however, that even the Chronicler, despite all of his great
interest in this theme, is not slavishly devoted to it as a “barren and unalterable
law.”91 For example, not every attack on Judah is due to its sins (see 16:1; 25:13;
32:1), and punishment occasionally is delayed until the prophets have had time
to confront kings and offer chances for repentance (e.g., 12:5). Thus, 1 & 2
Chronicles stand, in the main, in the tradition of Deuteronomy, where obedience
and blessing, disobedience and cursing, are closely linked. Yet, it also is
sensitive, in a small way at least, to the tradition represented by Job and
Habakkuk, where suffering is not always seen as being directly linked to
punishment.

Attitudes of the Heart
The term heart occurs about 850 times in the OT. It occurs 63 times in 1 & 2
Chronicles—19 times in 1 Chronicles and 44 times in 2 Chronicles. Roddy
Braun rightly sees “The Disposition of the Heart” as one of the themes in 1 & 2
Chronicles.92 He notes that mere outward obedience to the letter of the law is not
enough for the Chronicler; what is important is that obedience be done with a
willing, generous, perfect, and joyful heart. Braun notes that the phrase “with a
perfect heart” or “with all the heart” occurs 21 times, only three of which come
from the parallel in 1 & 2 Kings, which demonstrates the Chronicler’s special

interest in this idea.93
A note of joy is struck frequently in connection with attitudes of the heart. The
books of Chronicles uses the term MH, “be glad, rejoice,” fifteen times without
parallel in Samuel-Kings. In 1 Chronicles, see especially 12:38–40 [MT 39–41],
where David’s fighting men volunteered willingly and joyfully to follow him
and make him king, and the people throughout Israel rejoiced and gave
generously, as well as 1 Chronicles 29:9, 22, where the people gave willingly
and joyfully to the building of the temple. In 2 Chronicles, see especially the
Hezekiah narrative, where Levites, singers, and laity alike rejoiced greatly at
Hezekiah’s reforms (29:30, 36; 30:21, 23, 25). However, the Chronicler almost
never passed up a chance to note joyful celebrations in religious
ceremonies.94This is reminiscent of similar notes of joy struck in Ezra-Nehemiah
(see Ezra 3:13; 6:22; Neh. 8:12, 17; 12:27).95
A related item is the people’s generosity in supporting the monarchy and the
religious service. This is especially visible in 1 Chronicles 29, where David
invites the people to give gifts for the building of the temple, and they do so,
evoking memories of a similar phenomenon in Exodus with respect to the
tabernacle (Ex. 35:20–29). It also is very much visible in 2 Chronicles 29 and
31, where people give abundantly of animals for the sacrifices (29:30–36; 31:5–
12), following King Hezekiah’s own example (31:3).
We find a special emphasis on the concept of a properly disposed heart in the
account of Hezekiah’s reign: the term heart occurs eleven times in 2 Chronicles
29–32. In none of these occurrences in chapters 29–32 is the reference to the
heart found in the parallel in 2 Kings, which again shows us the Chronicler’s
special concern with this idea (quotes from RSV):
29:10:
29:31:
29:34:
30:12:
30:19:
30:22:
31:21:

Hezekiah: “Now it is in my heart to make a covenant with the
Lord.”
People brought burnt offerings with a “willing heart.”
“The Levites were more upright in heart than the priests in
sanctifying themselves.”
There was a unity in Judah—”one heart”—to do what God
commanded.
Speaks of the people setting their heart to seek God.
Hezekiah spoke “encouragingly” (so RSV; lit., “to the heart”) to
the Levites.
Hezekiah’s every work in the service of the temple was done

31:21:
32:6:
32:25:
32:26:
32:31:

“with all his heart.”
Hezekiah spoke “encouragingly” (so RSV; lit., “to the heart”) to
the people.
Hezekiah did not repent, “for his heart was proud.”
“Hezekiah humbled himself for the pride of his heart.”
God left Hezekiah to himself, “in order to try him and to know
all that was in his heart.”

As is obvious from these references, the attitudes of the heart are of
paramount importance in relating to God: a proud heart was unacceptable to
God, while a humble, willing, and whole heart were what pleased God.

Prayer
Prayer plays an important role in 1 & 2 Chronicles. We find five major
prayers (whose contents are given) included in the books. These prayers are all
by good kings—David (2), Solomon, Jehoshaphat, and Hezekiah—and their
inclusion performs at least two functions: first, they reinforce the positive picture
that the Chronicler wants to paint of these kings; second, their contents provide
us with rich insights into God Himself, His desires for His people, and ways of
properly relating to God.
The noun “prayer” occurs twelve times in 1 & 2 Chronicles, all in 2
Chronicles (6:19 [twice], 20, 29, 35, 39, 40; 7:12, 15; 30:27; 33:18, 19), whereas
the verb “to pray” occurs fifteen times, mostly in 2 Chronicles (1 Chron. 17:25;
2 Chron. 6:19, 20, 21, 24, 26, 32, 34, 38; 7:1, 14; 30:18; 32:20, 24; 33:13). In
addition to the five major prayers discussed below, four additional prayers are
mentioned, without their contents being revealed:
The people’s prayer in Hezekiah’s day: 2 Chronicles 30:27
Hezekiah’s two prayers: 2 Chronicles 32:20, 24
Manasseh’s prayer: 2 Chronicles 33:1396
The five major prayers whose contents are preserved in 1 & 2 Chronicles are as
follows.
David’s prayer of response (1 Chron. 17:16–27). David’s response to God’s
promises of the Davidic covenant was a heartfelt prayer of gratitude. It is a good

model for prayer, as its essential thrust is praise to God for how great He is. This
passage is paralleled in 2 Samuel 7:18–29; there are minor differences in
wording, but the thrust is the same in both. The prayer has three emphases:
1. David begins by reviewing what God has done in making this covenant and
emphasizing his own insignificance (17:16–19; see also 17:25–26).
2. Then David praises God for who He is and what He has done for Israel
(17:20–22).
3. Finally, David asks Him to establish what He has promised and to establish
His name (17:23–24, 27).
David’s prayer of dedication (1 Chron. 29:10–19). This prayer is a dedication
of the gifts brought for the building of the temple. It is not paralleled in 2
Samuel. David had the right perspective on the temple: it “is not for man but for
the Lord God” (29:1b). This perspective is amply manifested in David’s prayer.
He begins by praising God (vv. 10–13), and then by acknowledging that all gifts
come from God; they are not deserved (vv. 14–16). It ends with an
acknowledgment that God desires inward purity and with a prayer for Solomon,
that he would indeed keep the law with a whole heart and build the temple in the
same spirit (vv. 17–19).
Solomon’s prayer of dedication (2 Chron. 6:12–42). This lengthy prayer was
uttered on the occasion of the dedication of the temple in Jerusalem. It is a
mature and wide-ranging prayer of praise and petition.
It begins with praise of God (vv. 14–15), then asks God to remember and
honor the Davidic covenant (vv. 16–17). In verses 18–21 it changes topics,
looking to the future, asking God to be faithful to this place where He had
promised to place His name and to hear His people’s requests. Then Solomon,
continuing his look into the future, anticipates occasions of crisis when God’s
people would petition Him for help, and it repeatedly asks God to “hear from
heaven” and to respond accordingly (vv. 22–40). The prayer concludes by
repeating the early requests, asking God to take His place in the temple and not
to forget His steadfast, faithful love for His anointed one, His servant David (vv.
41–42). The last line of verse 42 closely parallels the important promise found in
Isaiah 55:3b: “I will make an everlasting covenant with you, my faithful love
promised to David.”97
A glittering jewel of theological insight is found in the rhetorical question and
answer given in verse 18: “But will God really dwell on earth with men? The
heavens, even the highest heavens, cannot contain you. How much less this
temple I have built!” Both here and in 1 Kings 8:27 (where the same words are

found), we see the magnificent temple that Solomon built placed in its proper
perspective: regardless of how great it was—and it was great indeed!—the God
who was condescending to identify with this place was infinitely greater.
This passage is paralleled in 1 Kings 8:22–53, although there are some
omissions, and the end is taken from Psalm 132, not 1 Kings 8.98Second
Chronicles adds two blocks of material and deletes one.
The first addition is in verse 13, where 2 Chronicles adds the information that
Solomon knelt on a small bronze platform during his prayer. Some scholars
suggest that this is to avoid the impression that Solomon was usurping priestly
functions in front of the altar. Many scholars, however, believe that this verse
was originally in Kings and has been lost in the transmission of the text (by
homoioteleuton, since the phrase at the end of both verses 12 and 13 is “he
spread forth his hands,” and a scribe’s eye easily could have jumped from the
first to the second, causing him to omit v. 13 entirely).99
The second addition is in verses 40–42. Verses 41–42 are taken from Psalm
132. Verse 41 is close to Psalm 132:8–9, but verse 42 reverses the order of the
two lines of Psalm 132:10 (and perhaps borrows from Ps. 132:1). Verse 40 is
typical of other portions of Solomon’s prayer, asking God to be attentive to a
prayer from this place.
Between verses 39 and 40, 2 Chronicles omits four verses found in 1 Kings,
which speak in some detail about the captivity and mention Egypt twice (1
Kings 8:50–53). The de-emphasis of Egypt in 2 Chronicles and the additions
from Psalms at the end of the prayer serve to highlight David and the Davidic
covenant, in keeping with one of the Chronicler’s main interests.
Jehoshaphat’s prayer (2 Chron. 20:5—12). Jehoshaphat prayed a moving
prayer in the temple in response to a threat to Judah from the Moabites,
Ammonites, and others (vv. 1–4). It is not paralleled in 2 Kings. This prayer
echoes Solomon’s prayer in many ways. It is a model of affirming who God is
and waiting expectantly on Him (see esp. v. 12: “We do not know what to do,
but our eyes are upon you”). It also affirms that God’s presence is in the
sanctuary, where He had placed His name, just as Solomon had affirmed (vv. 8–
9).
Hezeriah’s prayer (2 Chron. 30:18—19). This prayer is short and specific,
and it is not paralleled in 2 Kings. Many of the northerners who had been invited
down for the Passover had not properly cleansed themselves before participating
in the Passover. So Hezekiah prayed for them, asking God to overlook this
minor, ceremonial violation. He emphasized the importance of a true heart,
rather than “the sanctuary’s rules of cleanness” (RSV). The implication here is that

it was a proper and effective prayer, because “the Lord heard Hezekiah and
healed the people” (v. 20).

The Authority of Scripture
It should be obvious that the Chronicler held the Scriptures in high regard. As
noted above, he took great pains to reconcile or harmonize the Pentateuch with
the historical works he was dealing with. His attitude was that, in the last
analysis, Scripture would not flatly contradict Scripture; he saw part of his task
to be that of finding the continuities in passages that stood in tension with each
other, bringing them into some degree of meaningful and legitimate harmony.
This is an important tenet—and, by some estimates, the defining tenet—of an
evangelical approach to the Scriptures.
Also, we see the Chronicler’s high regard for the Scriptures in that he
undertook his work in the first place. That is, he used the canonical books of 2
Samuel and 1 & 2 Kings as his primary sources, and supplemented them with
many other canonical sources. He gave these Scriptures pride of place and used
them as springboards for addressing the needs of his own day.
Furthermore, it appears that the Chronicler assumed that his readers had
knowledge of Israel’s history in general through the written Scriptures, and
sometimes he seems to have assumed specific knowledge of the passages in his
sources that he was referencing. A small, but revealing, example of this
assumption is found in 1 Chronicles 29:22b, where we are told that Solomon was
made king “a second time.” In 1 Chronicles, there has been no reference made
prior to this to Solomon’s having been made king a “first” time,100 so this
reference to “a second time” is somewhat surprising. The first time was probably
the impromptu and semiprivate ceremony that is described in one of the
Chronicler’s sources—1 Kings 1:32–40.101 The reference to a “second” time
shows that the Chronicler assumed that his readers knew of the events earlier,
through their own reading or hearing of the Scriptures, even though he himself
did not write of them.102

Outline of 1 & 2 Chronicles

Genealogies (1 Chronicles 1–9)
Introduction: Adam to Israel (1:1–2:2)
The Tribe of Judah (Southern Tribes) (2:3–4:43)
Judah—A (2:3–55)
David (3:1–24)
Judah—B (4:1–23)
Simeon (4:24–43)
Transjordan Tribes (chap. 5)
Reuben (5:1–10)
Gad (5:11–17)
Transjordan Tribes—summary narrative (5:18–23)
East Manasseh (5:23–26)
The Tribe of Levi (6:1–81 [MT 5:27–6:66])
High Priests (6:1–15 [MT 5:27–41])
Levites (6:16–30 [MT 1–15])
Levites and Priests Appointed by David (6:31–53 [MT 16–38])
Levitical Cities (6:54–81 [MT 39–66])
Northern Tribes (7:1–9:1a)
Issachar (7:1–5)
Benjamin—A (7:6–12)
Naphtali (7:13)
East and West Manasseh (7:14–19)
Ephraim (7:20–29)
Asher (7:30–40)
Benjamin—B (8:1–40; 9:1a)
Postscript: Postexilic Jerusalem and the Line of Saul (9:1b–44)
David: A Great Leader (1 Chronicles 10–31)
The Death and Burial of Saul (chap. 10)
David’s Rise (chaps. 11–12)
David Anointed King by All Israel (11:1–3)
David Captures Jerusalem (11:4–9)
David’s Mighty Men (11:10–47)

David Attracts Many Supporters (12:1–40)
David, the Ark, and the Cult (chaps. 13–16)
The Ark Moved from Kiriath-Jearim (chap. 13)
The Greatness of David (chap. 14)
Preparations and Celebrations (15:1–16:3)
David Assembles Priests and Levites (15:1–10)
Priests and Levites Sanctified (15:11–15)
David Appoints Singers, Musicians, Gatekeepers (15:16–24)
Celebration of the Ark’s Return (15:25–29)
Offerings for the Ark (16:1–3)
Celebrations and Praise (16:4–43)
The Davidic Covenant (chap. 17)
The Covenant Proper (17:1–15)
David’s Prayer of Response (17:16–27)
David’s Wars (chaps. 18–20)
Overview of David’s Victories (18:1–13)
Over Philistines (18:1)
Over Moabites (18:2)
Over King of Zobah and the Arameans of Damascus (18:3–8)
Tribute from the King of Hamath (18:9–11)
Over Edomites (18:12–13)
Administration of the Kingdom (18:14–17)
Victories over the Ammonites (19:1–20:3)
Victories over the Philistines (20:4–8)
A Place for the Temple (21:1–22:1)
The Census and the Punishment (21:1–17)
A Place for the Temple (21:18–22:1)
David’s Preparations for Temple Building (22:2–19)
Materials Gathered (22:2–5)
Encouragement and Instructions for Solomon (22:6–16)
Encouragement and Instructions for Leaders (22:17–19)
David’s Organization of the Leaders of Israel (chaps. 23–27)
David’s Commissioning of Solomon and Leaders (23:1–2)
The Levites (23:3–19)
The Priests (24:1–19)
The Rest of the Levites (24:20–31)
The Musicians (25:1–31)
The Gatekeepers (26:1–19)
The Treasurers (26:20–28)

Officers and Judges (26:29–32)
Other Officials: Military and Civil (27:1–34)
David’s Last Words and Solomon’s Accession (chaps. 28–29)
Public Commissioning of Solomon (28:1–10)
The Plan of the Temple (28:11–21)
Gifts for the Temple (29:1–9)
David’s Prayer (29:10–19)
Solomon’s Accession to the Throne (29:20–25)
Evaluation of David’s Reign (29:26–30)
Solomon: David’s Successor (2 Chronicles 1–9)
Solomon’s Greatness—A (chap. 1)
The Building of the Temple (2:1–5:1)
The Dedication of the Temple (5:2–7:22)
Solomon’s Greatness—B (8:1–9:28)
Solomon’s Epitaph (9:29–31)
Kings of Judah (2 Chronicles 10–36)
Rehoboam’s Reign (chaps. 10–12)
The Split of the Kingdom (10:1–11:4)
Rehoboam’s Kingdom Established (11:5–23)
Shishak’s Invasion (12:1–12)
Rehoboam’s Epitaph (12:13–16)
Abijah’s Reign (13:1–14:1 [MT 13:1–23])
Asa’s Reign (14:2–16:14 [MT 14:1–16:14])
Asa’s Greatness (14:2–8 [MT 1–7])
Asa’s Victory over Zerah (14:9–15 [MT 8–14])
Asa’s Religious Reforms (15:1–19)
Asa’s War against Israel (16:1–10)
Asa’s Epitaph (16:11–14)
Jehoshaphat’s Reign (17:1–21:1)
Summary of Jehoshaphat’s Reign (17:1–6)
Jehoshaphat’s Greatness and Faithfulness (17:7–19)
Jehoshaphat and Ahab (18:1–19:3)
Jehoshaphat’s Judicial Reforms (19:4–11)
Jehoshaphat’s Military Victories (20:1–30)
Jehoshaphat’s Epitaph (20:31–21:1)
Jehoram’s Reign (21:2–20)
Ahaziah’s Reign (22:1–9)

Athaliah’s Reign (22:10–23:21)
Athaliah’s Seizure of Power (22:10–12)
Jehoiada’s Revolt (23:1–21)
Joash’s Reign (chap. 24)
Amaziah’s Reign (chap. 25)
Uzziah’s Reign (chap. 26)
Jotham’s Reign (chap. 27)
Ahaz’s Reign (chap. 28)
Hezekiah’s Reign (chaps. 29–32)
The Temple Cleansing and Rededication (29:1–36)
The Passover Celebration (30:1–27)
Hezekiah’s Provisions for Temple Worship (31:1–21)
Hezekiah’s Rewards (32:1–31)
Hezekiah’s Epitaph (32:32–33)
Manasseh’s Reign (33:1–20)
Amon’s Reign (33:21–25)
Josiah’s Reign (chaps. 34–35)
The End of the Kingdom of Judah (36:1–21)
Cyrus’s Edict of Return (36:22–23)
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EZRA-NEHEMIAH

Praise be to the Lord, the God of our fathers, who has put it into the king’s
heart to bring honor to the house of the Lord in Jerusalem in this way and
who has extended his good favor to me before the king and his advisers and
all the king’s powerful officials. Because the hand of the Lord my God was
on me, I took courage and gathered leading men from Israel to go up with
me. (Ezra 7:27–28)
Remember me for this, O my God, and do not blot out what I have so
faithfully done for the house of my God and its services. (Neh. 13:14)

The books of Ezra and Nehemiah record the last events, chronologically, in the
OT period. The early chapters of Ezra present the glorious and happy return
from Babylonian exile and the excitement of the rebuilding of the temple. Later,
we read of another, equally happy return under Ezra, who held a commission
from the Persian king to teach the law. Nehemiah returned a few years later with
an administrative commission to rebuild Jerusalem’s walls. The walls were
rebuilt, the law was read, and joyful celebrations were held.
However, everything was not altogether promising. Both Ezra and Nehemiah
found that God’s people were defiling themselves and threatening Israel’s
survival as an ethnic and spiritual entity by intermarrying with pagans.
Nehemiah found many other abuses as well. Furthermore, we read of stiff local
opposition to the efforts of temple rebuilding in Ezra and of wall rebuilding in
Nehemiah. And throughout both books, the Jews were still in slavery to the
Persians, albeit a very tolerant form of servitude. The books end on a rather
plaintive note, with Nehemiah’s brief prayer: “Remember me with favor, O my
God” (Neh. 13:31).
These books are tightly packed with spiritual messages waiting to be
extracted. They communicate a rich spirituality during times when things were
not overwhelmingly positive for God’s people. They are concerned with lists
that show the unity of God’s people. The importance of spiritual disciplines such
as prayer, fasting, sacrificing, and reading of the Scriptures is exemplified
throughout both books. There is much we can learn in them.

TITLE
The books of Ezra and Nehemiah get their respective titles from their main
characters. Each man was the author of what have been called his “memoirs,”
which form a significant portion of each book (see below). Ezra’s name is a
shortened form of “Azariah,” which means “Yah[weh] helps”; Nehemiah’s name
means “Yah[weh] comforts.” Neither book makes a point of any message
inherent in these names, however.1 In those lists and traditions in which the
books were considered as one (see “Unity” below), the unified work was called
“Ezra.”

PURPOSE
The books’ immediate purpose is to present the life of God’s people as it
unfolded in the postexilic period, both immediately after the exile and many
years later. This is done through a religious lens so that the temple and religious
ceremonies are of paramount importance. Because of the trauma of the exile—
during which there was no temple nor sacrifices, and the very existence of God’s
people was in question—the unity and purity of God’s people is of major
concern in these books. They are written, then, to show that God was still
faithful and gracious to His people and that this people, who had their origin
centuries earlier, still was alive and attempting to continue in the faithful
traditions laid down by Moses.

PLACE IN THE CANON

Order
These two books always appear together, with Ezra preceding Ne-hemiah, in
all lists and manuscript traditions. In present English versions, they immediately
follow 1 & 2 Chronicles as part of the “historical” section of the canon. This
ordering reflects that assumed by Josephus2 and found in the Old Greek versions
(Septuagint). It also reflects a proper chronological sequencing, since the events
in Ezra and Nehemiah follow those in 1 & 2 Chronicles.
In the Hebrew canon the two books are found among the “Writings,” the third
section of the canon, immediately preceding 1 & 2 Chronicles. This reflects the
almost unanimous witness of rabbinic tradition and ancient manuscripts,3 even
though it reverses the natural chronological ordering of events. (See chapter 8
for a discussion of this reverse ordering.)

Unity
Originally, Ezra and Nehemiah were considered to be one book. They appear
as one in all Hebrew manuscripts until the fifteenth century A.D. The Jewish
scribes, the Masoretes, who included total word counts of each book in the OT at
the end of the books, gave one total for both books at the end of Nehemiah.
There is also no gap in the Masoretic manuscript tradition between Ezra 10 and
Nehemiah 1; they were treated as parts of one text. Furthermore, several early
lists count the two books as one.4
The division into two books appears to have come from the Christian
tradition. Origen (185–253 A.D.) seems to have been the first to distinguish
between the two, and Jerome, in the fourth century, divided them into two books
in his Latin translation, the Vulgate.5 The first Hebrew Bibles that evidence a
division into two books date to the late Middle Ages, and they do so under the

influence of Christian versions.6

Relationship to 1 & 2 Esdras
Several noncanonical books bear Ezra’s name. Of these, some closely parallel
biblical materials and others do not. The two most commonly known are the
books known as 1 & 2 Esdras in English versions.7
1 Esdras.8 First Esdras reproduces the substance of 2 Chronicles 35–36, all of
Ezra, and Nehemiah 7:38–8:12, breaking off in the middle of a sentence about
Ezra’s reforms. It especially emphasizes the contributions of Josiah, Zerubbabel,
and Ezra to the reform of Israelite worship. It is in Greek, consists of nine
chapters, and essentially duplicates biblical materials, but with numerous
differences. Its underlying Hebrew or Aramaic text does not appear to have been
the same as that underlying the MT, nor does it reproduce the Old Greek
versions of Ezra-Nehemiah. Numerous small discrepancies exist, including
rearrangement of material and the addition of a story of three young men in
Darius’s court not found in the Bible (3:1–5:6). Josephus followed 1 Esdras
rather than the Old Greek versions of Ezra-Nehemiah in writing his history of
the period.
This work is called 3 Esdras in the Latin Vulgate (Ezra and Nehemiah being 1
and 2 Esdras there), and Esdras Alpha in the Old Greek versions (Septuagint).
Sometimes it is called “the Greek Ezra,” to distinguish it from the canonical
books of Ezra and Nehemiah.
2 Esdras.9 Second Esdras is a very different type of book, being the only
apocalyptic book in the Apocrypha. It denounces the wickedness of Rome
(“Babylon”) and wrestles with the question of theodicy (the vindication of God’s
justice). It appears to have been written originally in Hebrew or Aramaic, and
translated into Greek; only scraps of the Greek translation remain. The extant
versions are in Latin, Syriac, Coptic, Ethiopic, Arabic, Armenian, and Georgian.
It is called 4 Esdras in the Vulgate and is also known as “the Apocalypse of
Ezra.”
Nomenclature. The following chart shows the relationships among the
various books called “Ezra” or “Esdras”:10
RELATIONSHIP OF EZRA WITH THE ESDRAS BOOKS

ENGLISH
Ezra
Nehemiah
1 Esdras
2 Esdras

VULGATE
Esdras I
Esdras II
Esdras III
Esdras IV

SEPTUAGINT
Esdras B (Beta)
Esdras C (Gamma)
Esdras A (Alpha)

AUTHORSHIP
Issues of authorship, composition, and date of Ezra and Nehemiah are more
tangled for these books than for almost any other among the historical books,
and commentators’ discussions of these issues are often tortuous and confusing.
Only brief summaries can be undertaken here.11
According to the Talmud (Baba Bathra 15a), Ezra was the author of both 1 &
2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah. This view has many adherents even in recent
scholarship.12 Other scholars hold that the author of 1 & 2 Chronicles also wrote
Ezra-Nehemiah (or edited them into a final form), but that this person was not
Ezra.13 Still other scholars hold that the author(s)of Ezra and Nehemiah was
(were) different from the author of 1 & 2 Chronicles.14 This is the most probable
view. (For more detail on this entire question, see chapter 8 under “Relationship
of 1 & 2 Chronicles to Ezra and Nehemiah.”)
Ezra and Nehemiah differ from most OT books in that they both contain
extensive sections written in the first person. These include Ezra 7:27–28; 8:1–
34; 9:1–15; and Nehemiah 1:1–7:5; 12:27–43; 13:4–31 (or 13:1–31). Such firstperson references naturally suggest that these sections, if not their entire
respective books, were written by Ezra and Nehemiah themselves.
We should note that there appears to have been some editorial reworking of
either Ezra or Nehemiah, or both. That is because the list of returnees from the
exile appears in both Ezra 2 and Nehemiah 7. Also, Ezra is the major figure in
Nehemiah 8, whereas elsewhere in the book, Nehemiah is prominently
highlighted. Williamson believes that, whereas Ezra and Nehemiah were
responsible for their first-person sections, the books as they stand now came
together under the hand of an editor a century later.15 Others maintain that
someone may have reworked both books, but only slightly, after they were
essentially completed by Ezra and Nehemiah, respectively.16

COMPOSITION
In this section, we are considering how the writers compiled their works, not
who wrote them. In their broadest contours, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are
organized around three major “sources”: a historical document, Ezra’s
“memoirs,” and Nehemiah’s “memoirs.” Within these, many smaller sources can
be seen.17

Major Sources
1. A historical review (Ezra 1–6). This consists of a typical historical
narrative, mostly about events ca. 538–515 B.C., more than half a century before
the time of Ezra. These events revolve around the return from Babylonian exile
and the rebuilding of the temple.
2. Ezra’s “Memoirs”—Part One (Ezra 7–10). This section deals with events
in which Ezra himself was involved, taking place in the years following his
return to Jerusalem in 458 B.C. The fact that in some portions of these
“memoirs” he is referred to in the third person (7:1–26; 8:35–36; 10:1–44),
whereas in the others he writes in the first person, has suggested to some that the
material may have been edited after he wrote them.
3. Nehemiah’s “Memoirs”—Part One (Nehemiah 1–7).18 Here Ne-hemiah
tells of his own labors in returning to Jerusalem in 445 B.C. and in rebuilding the
walls of Jerusalem. Chapter 7 is a list found also in Ezra 2.
4. Ezra’s “Memoirs”—Part Two (Nehemiah 8–10). Ezra (the man) reappears
in Nehemiah 8, and some scholars add chapter 9 (and even chapter 10) to the
“Ezra Memoirs.”19 In this section, Ezra leads the people in reading the law and
in confession of sin.
5. Nehemiah’s “Memoirs”—Part Two (Nehemiah 11–13). This final section
of Nehemiah’s “memoirs” includes several lists, and it tells of Nehemiah’s
labors in instituting various reforms. Occasionally Nehemiah appears in the third
person (12:26, 47), but mostly these are his first-person version of the events.
Yamauchi notes that Nehemiah’s memoirs seem more personal and that they
probably were incorporated into the book almost unchanged, whereas Ezra’s

seem to have been edited to a greater degree.20

Other Sources
The smaller types of sources identified can be grouped into two general kinds:
lists and letters.21
Lists. Many lists are found in the two books, including genealogies and
detailed records of participants in various events. These include the following:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Temple vessels (Ezra 1:9–11)
Returnees from exile (Ezra 2; Nehemiah 7)
Ezra’s genealogy (Ezra 7:1–5)
Returnees under Ezra (8:1–14)
Offenders regarding mixed marriages (10:18–43)
Those rebuilding the walls (Nehemiah 3)
Those sealing the covenant (10:1–27)
Settlers in Jerusalem and surroundings (11:3–36)
Priests and Levites (12:1–26)

Letters. Numerous letters are included in Ezra:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Cyrus’s decree (Ezra 1:2–4)
Rehum’s accusation against the Jews (4:11–16)
Artaxerxes’ reply (4:17–22)
Tattenai’s report (5:7–17)
Memorandum of Cyrus’s decree (6:2–5)
Darius’s reply to Tattenai (6:6–22)
Artaxerxes’s authorization to Ezra (7:12–26)

All but the first of these letters is written in Aramaic, and their authenticity—
which had been questioned in an earlier time—is almost universally accepted
today.22 Indeed, the entire corpus of letters has been subjected to careful scrutiny
by Cap Hensley, who concludes that “linguistically, stylistically, and historically
the [Ezra Documents] correspond perfectly to the non-Biblical documents of the
Achaemenid period.”23

The Composition of Exra 4
Many an unsuspecting reader has been tripped up by the composition of Ezra
4. That is because in this chapter we find three chronological horizons, two of
which are out of place in Ezra 1–6. The main story line in Ezra 1–6 takes place
between 538 and 515 B.C. (see below). That is the time frame for Ezra 4:1–5,
24, which detail opposition to the Jews’ rebuilding of the temple. However, the
author has inserted a section (vv. 6–23) that is out of place chronologically.
Verse 6 tells of (unspecified) opposition to the Jews during the days of
Ahasuerus (486–464 B.C.), whereas verses 7–23 tell of opposition to an attempt
to rebuild the walls of Jerusalem during the days of Artaxerxes (464–423 B.C.).
These conflicts were prior to Nehemiah’s labors to rebuild the walls, which
began in 445 B.C. Many superficial readers, therefore, assume that the walls
were rebuilt at the same time as the temple or that Nehemiah was somehow
involved in these earlier events because of the juxtaposition of diverse materials
in this chapter.
As it stands, however, the chapter is about opposition to the Jews’ work in
Jerusalem (in whatever time period). It begins (vv. 1–5) by telling of the
opposition during the time frame in which chapters 1–6 operate (the years
immediately following 538 B.C.). The author, who obviously must have lived
many years later, then diverges to tell of further opposition to the Jews in two
later periods (vv. 6–23). The author returns to his original time frame in verse
24, with a “resumptive repetition,”24 taking us back to the original time frame
and mentioning Darius’s second year (520 B.C.).

DATE

Date of the Events25
Traditional Dating. The date formulas in the books are fairly precise. The
events in Ezra 1–6 begin (1:1) with Cyrus’s decree in his first year (538 B.C.)
and end (6:15) with the completion of the temple in the sixth year of Darius’s
reign (early in 515 B.C.). As just noted, we are told in 4:24 of a hiatus in work
on the temple until Darius’s second year (520 B.C.).
Later, we are told that Ezra returned to Jerusalem in the seventh year of King
Artaxerxes (I), which was 458 B.C. (Ezra 7:7), and that Ne-hemiah returned in his
twentieth year, which was 445 B.C. (Neh. 2:1). Furthermore, we are told that the
first stage of Nehemiah’s ministry was twelve years, until the king’s thirtysecond year, or 433 B.C. (Neh. 5:14). Also, we read that in this thirty-second year
Nehemiah went back to Babylon on an official mission, after which he returned
to Jerusalem again (13:6–7). Finally, we find that Ezra’s public reading of the
law was done in the seventh month of the year (7:73), which was undoubtedly
the same year that Nehemiah arrived (cf. 6:15 and 2:1).26
Thus, according to the internal biblical data, Ezra’s ministry extended at least
thirteen years, spanning the period 458–445 B.C., whereas Nehemiah’s was later,
extending at least twelve years, 445–433 B.C.
Scholarly challenges. However, beginning at the end of the nineteenth
century and continuing since, this picture of the dating of Ezra (the man) to 458
B.C. has been challenged by many scholars. The dating of Nehemiah to 445 B.C.
is relatively certain, especially since the discovery of the Elephantine Papyri. In
one of these letters, dated to 407 B.C., two sons of Sanballat, Nehemiah’s wellknown opponent, are mentioned as officials in Samaria, while Sanballat is
mentioned as still being governor.27 This likely was near the end of Sanballat’s
life, and the biblical dates for Nehemiah thus fit well with this extrabiblical
datum.
POSTEXILIC CHRONOLOGY

Cyrus II captures Babylon
Cyrus issues emancipation decree (Ezra 1:1)
Jews return to Palestine (Ezra 2)
Altar rebuilt (Ezra 3:2)
Temple foundations laid (Ezra 3:8–10)
Opposition encountered (Ezra 4:1–5, 24)
Temple completed (Hag. 1:14–15; Ezra 6:15)
Opposition to Jews in Jerusalem (Ezra 4:6)
Esther and Mordecai rise in the Persian Court
Further opposition to Jews in Jerusalem (Ezra 4:7)
Ezra returns to Jerusalem (Ezra 7:1, 8)
Nehemiah returns to Jerusalem (Neh. 2:1)
Nehemiah visits Babylon and returns to Jerusalem (Neh. 13:6–7)

539
538
538/537
538/537
536
536–520
520–515
485(?)
484–465
463-???
458
445
433

However, many scholars have questioned the traditional dating of Ezra to the
reign of Artaxerxes I, assigning his return to Jerusalem instead to the seventh
year of King Artaxerxes II, which would have been 398 B.C. This is for a long
list of reasons, some more significant than others.28 The most important are as
follows.
First, many scholars note that, if Ezra and Nehemiah were contemporaries,
they should have mentioned each other more often in their works. As it stands,
they are specifically mentioned together only twice, in Nehemiah 8:9 and
12:26,29 and many scholars see these texts as later glosses. However, the
missions and interests of the two men were very different. Since Ezra’s was
primarily a religious commission, the administrative work of Nehemiah would
not naturally have fit into his book. Also, since Nehemiah’s account was so
highly personal, revolving mainly around his own activities, his infrequent
mention of Ezra should evoke little surprise. Furthermore, we find other OT
contemporaries who also do not mention each other, such as Jeremiah and
Ezekiel or Haggai and Zechariah.
Second, many scholars cannot understand why Ezra, who was commissioned
to instruct people in the law (Ezra 7), did not actually read it publicly until
thirteen years later (Nehemiah 8). Thus, they place Ezra some time after 445
B.C. However, this too narrowly focuses upon a single public reading and

ignores the very real possibility (or probability) that Ezra was engaged in much
teaching prior to this public event. Indeed, Ezra 7:10 states precisely that he had
done this as a matter of course in Babylon, and we may readily assume that he
continued this practice in Jerusalem. Furthermore, Nehemiah 8:1 states that the
people “told Ezra the scribe to bring out the Book of the Law of Moses.” This
seems to indicate that this public reading came at others’ initiative; presumably
Ezra had made them aware of the law, and, when the appropriate time came, he
was asked to read it in public. (Also, the quick response and confession of the
people in Nehemiah 8–10 could indicate precisely that they had been prepared in
advance for the public reading of the law.)
Third, many scholars note that both Ezra and Nehemiah had to deal with the
issue of mixed marriages (Ezra 9–10; Neh. 13:23–28). Ne-hemiah’s actions date
to 433 B.C., whereas the precise date of Ezra’s reforms is unknown. If Ezra were
such a great leader, this would show him to have been a failure, since a further
“purge” under Nehemiah was needed. Also, many scholars believe Ezra’s
harsher remedies more logically should have come later than Nehemiah’s more
humane remedies. However, both of these are purely subjective arguments. The
first ignores the fact that many godly biblical characters were “failures” when
judged by the standards of whether people followed their lead. The second is
impossible to address in any meaningful way, since it reflects an arbitrary
subjectivity. Indeed, the reverse could be argued on the basis of indications from
other Scriptures—i.e., that harsher measures may have been appropriate in the
first instance of an offense. For example, Sabbath breakers were stoned the first
time they were encountered (Num. 15:32–36), whereas, later, Sabbath breakers
were not punished in this way (Amos 8:5–6); and the deaths of Ananias and
Sapphira in punishment for their deception were instantaneous (Acts 5:1–11),
whereas similar deceptions since their time usually has not resulted in similarly
severe results.
Fourth, many scholars note that Ezra visited a priest named “Je-hohanan, son
of Eliashib” in Jerusalem (Ezra 10:6). A high priest by the name of Johanan, a
son or grandson of Eliashib, is mentioned in Nehemiah 12:22–23. Yet one of the
Elephantine Papyri mentions a high priest named Johanan,30 who dates to 407
B.C. Many scholars assume that these are all the same person and that Ezra more
probably visited him in 398 B.C. or thereafter. However, Ezra’s Jehohanan is
only a priest (not a high priest). Furthermore, he is a true son of Eliashib,
whereas Nehemiah’s Johanan appears to be a grandson of (another) Eliashib (cf.
Neh. 12:10–11, 22).31
Fifth, many scholars note that when Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem he found

the walls destroyed (Neh. 1:3; 2:13, 17), whereas Ezra thanked God for a “wall
of protection in Judah and Jerusalem” (Ezra 9:9). However, Ezra’s term for
“wall” is gādēr, which usually refers to enclosures of fields of vineyards, not the
common word for “wall” (hôômāh). Furthermore, in its context it clearly is used
metaphorically: the reference is to a wall “in Judah and Jerusalem,” an unlikely
reference to the actual walls of Jerusalem.
Conclusion. Whereas large numbers of scholars have argued for any number
of dates for Ezra, most of them later than 458 B.C.,32 the major arguments can
easily be countered. Indeed, many critical scholars now seem to be moving in
the direction of accepting the traditional date for Ezra.33 The conclusion here is
that the traditional dating scheme for both Ezra and Nehemiah is correct.
A recent (conservative) work argues for the traditional dating of Ezra’s return
(458 B.C.) and maintains that Ezra and Nehemiah were indeed contemporaries,
but that Nehemiah’s ministry began in 465 B.C. (not 445 B.C.).34 The crux of
this argument lies in understanding Ar-taxerxes’ “twentieth year” (Neh. 2:1) as
referring to his father Xerxes’ twentieth year (i.e., the twentieth year from the
start of the dynasty of which Artaxerxes was a part). This has the decided
advantage of faithfulness to the Hebrew text and of retaining the traditional date
for Ezra, while at the same time embracing the critical consensus that Nehemiah
8–10 belongs alongside Ezra 9–10. However, it is not altogether convincing: it
rests on a questionable assumption about dating, which relies in the main on a
somewhat dubious interpretation of a date formula in 2 Chronicles 16:1.

Date of Composition
Deciding upon the date of composition35 of either Ezra or Nehemiah depends
upon one’s view of the authorship and composition of both works and of their
relationship to each other. (These matters were considered in more depth under
“Authorship” and “Composition.”)
We must start with the assumption that the books’ writing comes after the last
events in them (since they profess to be historical narratives, not prophecies).
There is little evidence in either book (or anywhere else in Scripture) that
demands a writing very much later than the events in the books themselves.
Accordingly, Clines puts the final writing ca. 400 B.C.36 Yamauchi dates the
Ezra materials to 440 B.C., the Nehemiah memoirs to 430 B.C., and the final
writing somewhat later, perhaps 400 B.C.37 Though both these authors assume

that the Chronicler compiled the final form of Ezra-Nehemiah, and the judgment
here is that he did not, their conclusion regarding the date of composition for
Ezra-Nehemiah is nonetheless eminently reasonable. Kidner, one who sees a
different authorship for 1 & 2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, agrees: “The
books could have been compiled at any time from the last years of Darius II
(423–404) onward.”38

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT FOR
EZRA-NEHEMIAH
The events in Ezra and Nehemiah fit into two general time frames: the
immediate postexilic period (538–515 B.C.), and a later time (458–433 B.C.).
Both periods unfolded against the backdrop of the Persian Empire (see below).
The events in the first period (Ezra 1–6) immediately followed the exile,
which was the most traumatic period in the nation’s history. Gone were the
temple and its trappings, the religious service and the entire sacrificial system.
Only the poorest of the land remained there (2 Kings 24:14; 25:12).
However, the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are upbeat, for the most part. Ezra
opens with Cyrus’s decree releasing the Jews to return to the land, and there was
great joy when the altar and foundation to the temple were built (Ezra 3:4, 11–
13), although there were those who remembered the far greater glory of the
former temple (3:12). Opposition arose to the Jews’ efforts, but a recurring motif
in chapter 1–6 is the favor of the Persian government upon God’s people.
In the later period, God’s gracious hand still was on the people, but Ezra and
Nehemiah had many problems they needed to address (see below). Nevertheless,
they addressed the problems, and they were facilitated by the still-prevalent
mood of toleration among Persian officialdom.

The Persians
The Persian empire39 forms the backdrop to all the postexilic books in the OT,
including 1 & 2 Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Esther. It arose when the
Persians toppled Babylon in 539 B.C. and ended with Alexander the Great’s
pillaging of the Persian capital Persepolis and the death of Darius III in 330
B.C.40 Persia was east of Mesopotamia, in present-day Iran.
The Persians, an Indo-European people who were nomadic pas-toralists,
probably entered the Iranian plateau from the steppes to the north late in the
second millennium B.C.41 The Hebrew word pāras(“Persia”) refers to the land
of Persia itself; it occurs thirty-four times, in Ezekiel (twice), 2 Chronicles (only
in chap. 36), Ezra, Esther, and Daniel. The word Persian occurs twice, once in

Aramaic (Dan. 6:28 [MT 29]: “Cyrus the Persian”) and once in Hebrew (Neh.
12:22: “Darius the Persian”).
The earliest traditions of the Persians are recorded in the Zend-Avesta, the
sacred book of the Zoroastrians.42 Their earliest kings ruled in An-shan,
northwest of Susa. Achamenes, the founder of the Achamenid dynasty, probably
reigned ca. 680 B.C. His grandson Cyrus I opposed Ashurbanipal of Assyria (ca.
668–627 B.C.), but later he submitted.
THE EARLY KINGS OF THE PERSIAN EMPIRE43
559–530
530–522
522–486
486–465
464–423
423–404
404–359

Cyrus II (the Great)
Cambyses
Darius I
Xerxes I (Ahasuerus)
Artaxerxes I
Darius II Nothus
Artaxerxes II Mnemon

Cyrus II. Cyrus I’s grandson, Cyrus II (“the Great”), acceded to power ca.
559 B.C., rebelled against his Median overlord (and his mother’s father)
Astyages, and took his capital Ecbatana (in northwestern Iran) ca. 550 B.C. He
established the Persian (Achamenid) empire proper, taking the titles of “king of
the Medes” and “king of Elam.” Thereafter, Median language and culture had
strong influences upon those of Persia, and Cyrus called himself the “king of the
Medes and the Persians,” as well as the “king of Elam.”
Cyrus then went west and conquered Anatolia and Lydia (in Asia Minor), and
returned east to conquer territories in northwestern India. By 540 B.C., he was
strong enough to attack Babylon, which he finally conquered in October 539
B.C.
In his first year, Cyrus issued his famous decree, freeing subject peoples to
return to their homelands. Versions of this decree are recorded in 2 Chronicles
36:22–23 and Ezra 1:1–4; another version survives in his own cylinder
inscription, dated to 536 B.C. Here is the portion where Cyrus mentions his
release of captive peoples:
I (also) gathered all their (former) inhabitants and returned (to them) their
habitations. Furthermore, I resettled upon the command of Marduk, the

great lord, all the gods of Sumer and Akkad whom Nabonidus has brought
into Babylon to the anger of the lord of the gods, unharmed, in their
(former) chapels, the places which make them happy.44
Though, here, Cyrus gives credit to Marduk, his adopted Babylonian god, the
Bible tells us that he gave credit to “the Lord, the God of heaven” (2 Chron.
36:23; Ezra 1:2). This discrepancy merely shows that Cyrus was a good
“politician,” adopting the god of whatever peoples he was dealing with. The text
on the Cyrus Cylinder may represent the general decree, and the text in the Bible
may represent a version that was sent to the Jews.
Cyrus was the dominant political figure for Judah in this period. Indeed, Cyrus
had been mentioned years earlier by Isaiah (44:28; 45:1) as the Lord’s anointed
instrument for carrying out His plan. The Persian empire was divided under
Cyrus into large regions ruled by satraps, taken from Persian or Median nobles,
who had native officers under them (cf. Dan 6:1–3).
Cyrus was succeeded as king by his son Cambyses (II) in 530 B.C. (who had
already been coregent for some time). Cambyses conquered Egypt in 525 B.C.
His successors, Darius I and Xerxes I, expended considerable energy trying to
conquer the Greeks in the Pelopponesus Peninsula of Greece, almost the only
area outside the control of the Persian empire in the known world. Darius was
defeated in a critical battle at Marathon in 490 B.C., but it was not until 334–330
B.C., under Alexander the Great, that the Greeks were able to completely
destroy the Persian empire.
In general, Persian policy toward its captive peoples was benign. This can be
seen in Persian texts themselves,45 as well as in the Bible. The Jews tended to
flourish under Persian rule, since they were granted relative independence in
Judah. This is apparent in Cyrus’s decree and in the rights that the Jews enjoyed.
(See the various letters and decrees written on their behalf in the book of Ezra.)
Even Jews in exile under the Persians were able to flourish. (See the ascendancy
in the Persian courts of such persons as Daniel, Nehemiah, Esther, and
Mordecai.)
Darius I and Darius the Mede. Several references are made in Ezra 4–6 to
Darius king of Persia. This is Darius I, who ruled 522–486 B.C. and is known
from extensive references outside the Bible. Darius I should not be confused
with “Darius the Mede,” the king mentioned several times in the book of Daniel
(e.g., 5:31; 6:9, 25, 28; 9:1). Daniel’s Darius is nowhere mentioned outside the
Bible, and he does not fit (by that name) into the known chronology of the
Persian kings outlined above. For this reason, many scholars have suggested that
“Darius the Mede” never existed and that the author of Daniel was hopelessly

confused concerning his identity.
However, at least two plausible suggestions have been advanced concerning
his identity.46 One is that “Darius the Mede” was an alternative title for Cyrus II
(559–530 B.C.).47 In this view the last part of the text in Daniel 6:28, “So Daniel
prospered during the reign of Darius and the reign of Cyrus the Persian,” should
be understood to mean “the reign of Darius, that is, the reign of Cyrus” (see NIV
marg. n.), which is certainly within the bounds of the Hebrew grammar of the
passage. Perhaps the most plausible suggestion, however, identifies “Darius the
Mede” with Gaubaruwa (Gubaru), a governor under Cyrus who conquered
Babylon on his behalf and who ruled Babylon with royal authority (thus, his
description in Daniel as “king”).48 The details of “Darius the Mede’s” life fit
those of Gaubaruwa very closely, and “Darius the Mede” may simply have been
an alternative title for him.

The “Samarians”
Opposition to the Jews’ rebuilding the walls of Jerusalem included people
from “the city of Samaria” during the early days of Artaxerxes (Ezra 4:10, 17).
These people had been deported from their own lands and resettled by an
Assyrian king, Ashurbanipal (668–627 B.C.). Later, the opposition to
Nehemiah’s project of rebuilding the walls also involved “Samarians,” led by
Sanballat and “the army of Samaria” (Neh. 4:2).
In addition, “people of the land” also opposed them earlier, during the days of
Zerubbabel’s leadership, when they were rebuilding the temple (Ezra 4:1–5;
NIV has “the peoples around them” in v. 4). These “people of the land” stated
that they had been living in the land since the days of Esarhaddon,
Ashurbanipal’s father (680–669 B.C.), who resettled them there (v. 2). A careful
reading of the text shows that there was no connection between these people and
the Samarians who opposed the Jews later.
The conflicts between the Jews and the “Samarians” in Ezra and Ne-hemiah
have often been assumed to be the origins of the later conflict between the Jews
and the group that came to be known as the “Samaritans” (see John 4:9). We do
know that, in an earlier time, the Assyrian king Shalmaneser (726–722 B.C.)
resettled people from throughout his empire in “the towns of Samaria” to replace
the Israelites he deported in 723/22 B.C. when he took Samaria (2 Kings 17:24–
26).

However, there is no concrete evidence to associate the Samaritans of the late
intertestamental and NT periods with the “Samarians” of the OT period.
Concerning the Jewish-Samaritan antagonisms, Williamson notes that “it is now
widely agreed that that controversy arose very much later.”49 Therefore, since it
is anachronistic to speak of “Samaritans” in Ezra and Nehemiah, their
designation here is “Samarians.”

The Elephantine Papyri50
The Elephantine colony was a Jewish settlement (also called Yeb) on a small
island in the Nile, at present-day Aswan, near the southern Egyptian border (550
miles south of Cairo). It was a military colony, probably of mercenaries
originally, but by the fifth century B.C. wives and children lived there too.
Two caches of primarily legal and business texts, written in Aramaic on
papyrus, were found in 1893 and later, and published between 1906–11 and in
1953. The letters show the existence of a Jewish temple dedicated to YHW
(“Yaho”), which is a shortened form of God’s personal name, YHWH
(“Yahweh”). The temple apparently had been constructed before the invasion of
Egypt by Cambyses in 525 B.C., but it had been destroyed by Egyptians in 410
B.C.
One of the most interesting letters speaks of this temple at some length.51 It
was addressed from the colonists to Bagoas, the Persian governor of Judea, in
407 B.C. It seems to have been a follow-up letter to an earlier complaint about
the destruction of this temple (which apparently received no reply), and it
complains about the desecration of the shrine and asks permission to rebuild it. It
mentions requests for help made to the two sons of Sanballat, governor of
Samaria; Sanballat himself may have been only a figurehead by this time.
The temple at Elephantine is an example of syncretistic Jewish practice at this
time, which incorporated elements of pagan worship along with true worship. Its
long list of contributors showed that they were honoring not only YHW but also
other deities: Ishua-bethel, Anathbethel, Herembethel, and even Anath-YHW.52
Some letters request the blessing of “the gods” along with more traditional
biblical phrases, such as “God of heaven” and “Lord of hosts.” Also, the fact that
a temple outside of Jerusalem even existed shows the deterioration of biblical
ideals in this Jewish community.
In many respects the Elephantine Letters are significant for the study of Ezra

and Nehemiah. Their version of Aramaic is an early form of the Imperial
Aramaic appearing in Ezra and Daniel. “The letters in Ezr. 4 particularly exhibit
a great many of the characteristics of fifth-century B.C. Aramaic” (i.e., that of
the Elephantine Letters).53 They give insight into the language itself in Ezra, into
formal characteristics of Persian letters, and into customs of the time, as well as
into the individuals mentioned.

Nehemiah’s Jerusalem
When Nehemiah returned to Jerusalem in 445 B.C., the major part of his
mission was to rebuild the city’s walls. We read of his overseeing this task in
Nehemiah 2:9–20, and chapter 3–6. The walls were completed in the same year
of his return, only six months later (6:15; 7:1)!54 He reestablished a sense of
community, giving the people recognized political status and an honest
administration. Jerusalem and the villages around it were resettled (chap. 11), the
city walls dedicated (12:27–43), and Levites appointed for religious service
(12:44–47).
The wall rebuilding provided Jerusalem with a measure of security against its
enemies, one that deflated their opposition to the Jews (6:16). This physical
separation complemented the Jews’ social and spiritual separation from
foreigners that formed an important part of the theology of both Ezra and
Nehemiah (see below).
Regarding the size of Jerusalem in Nehemiah’s day, the city walls are
described three times in the book of Nehemiah: (1) 2:11–16: Nehemiah’s night
inspection tour; (2) chapter 3: the description of the work crews’ efforts on each
section of the wall; and (3) 12:31–43: the description of the locations of the two
companies of people on the day of the walls’ dedication (the dedication account
begins in v. 27). These are detailed descriptions, but they do not give any clear
picture concerning the size of the city.
Some scholars have argued that the extent of the city was large, the same size
it had been in preexilic times, in the days of Hezekiah.55 That is, it would have
included the small “City of David,” the large temple Mount area north of that,
and the “Western Hill” to the west. However, there is no archaeological evidence
for occupation of the western hill during the Persian period (nor even the later
Hellenistic period for that matter); thus, the scholarly consensus today holds that
Nehemiah’s city was smaller than the preexilic city.56

This minimalist picture should not be surprising, however. There were
relatively few people returning from exile, and the population was greatly
reduced.57 Thus, the smaller City of David (on the southeastern hill) was more
than enough for their needs. When Nehemiah 7:4 states that “the city was wide
and large, but the people within it were few and no houses had been built,” the
words “wide and large” undoubtedly refer to the city’s size relative to the small
population.58 This explains the need for resettling Jerusalem (chap. 11).

THE ARAMAIC OF EZRA
The book of Ezra has two sections written in Aramaic rather than Hebrew.
Aramaic was the lingua franca of the first half of the first millennium B.C. in the
ancient Near East, i.e., it was the international language of trade and
communication, much as English functions in the world today. A revealing
episode into its usage during the period of the monarchies is found in the story of
King Hezekiah’s emissaries’ negotiations with the Assyrian officials of
Sennacherib in 2 Kings 18. Hezekiah’s emissaries asked the Assyrians to speak
to them in Aramaic—the language of diplomacy—not in Hebrew (literally
“Judahite”), so that the people listening on the city walls could not understand.
The Assyrians insulted them and, to spite them, responded in Hebrew to the
assembled people (2 Kings 18:26–28).
Outside of Ezra, Aramaic is found in only three passages:
GENESIS 31:47: Two words here are in Aramaic, representing the name
Laban gave to a place to which Jacob gave a Hebrew name.
JEREMIAH 10:11: This is a verse detailing words that Israel was to say to the
nations in condemning their gods, using the international diplomatic
language to do it.
DANIEL 2:4b-7:28: This is an extended section introduced by a story about
King Nebuchadnezzar’s astrologers’ attempt to interpret his dream, and
we are told, “Then the astrologers answered the king in Aramaic,”
following which the Aramaic begins. Joyce Baldwin notes, “The six
chapters [Daniel 2–7] as a whole form a theology of history, addressed to
the kings of the earth and therefore written in the international
language.”59 The chapters that follow were addressed to the Jews, and
they are in Hebrew.
The Aramaic in Ezra is found at 4:8–6:18 and 7:12–26. The transition to
Aramaic in 4:7 is marked by the statement, “The letter was written in Aramaic
script and in the Aramaic language.” The Aramaic sections here consist largely

of official documents. Of the sixty-seven verses of Aramaic, fifty-two are
records or letters, and only fifteen are narratives.60 It appears that the author
merely copied the Aramaic documents, then linked them with connecting
material of his own, also in Aramaic. This was the official language of the
province of Judea, as well as being the international lingua franca. The dialect of
Aramaic here is “Imperial Aramaic,” which was common ca. 700–200 B.C. As
referenced above (n. 23), the “Ezra Documents” correspond perfectly well to the
language and history of contemporary Persian documents and letters.
Why was Aramaic used at all here? In the case of the international
correspondence, the answer is fairly obvious: the language in which the letters
and decrees were written is preserved intact. However, elsewhere in the OT,
speech that was in another tongue is not preserved in that tongue but, rather,
rendered in Hebrew. Furthermore, what of the narrative portions that link the
letters and decrees? Many scholars propose that this section consisted of an
independent document of an unknown king, called by some the “Aramaic
Chronicle.”61 However, the contours of this “document” are somewhat strange:
it does not cohere very well as an independent unit. Furthermore, this proposal
does not explain the interruption in 6:19–7:11 of fifteen verses of Hebrew before
a reversion to Aramaic for another fifteen verses.
Perhaps the most convincing explanation for the use of Aramaic is Daniel
Snell’s proposal that it lends a sense of authenticity to the work.63 Snell states
that the “motivation for Aramaic in the Bible can usually be discerned to give a
sense of authenticity to the documents and stories by presenting them in the
language in which they are likely first to have been composed.”63 Such a theory
is persuasive, certainly with respect to the official documents in Ezra but equally
so regarding the narrative bridges between them. That is, the author was showing
by his command of Aramaic in his own narrative framework that he did indeed
understand the Aramaic of the documents he was passing along. This would
have functioned to authenticate him as an authoritative interpreter of the
materials.
As to why the author returned to Hebrew for the last four verses of the first
major section of his book (6:19–22), it seems that when the subject returns to
religious matters as prescribed by the law (as it does here), specifically “as it is
written in the book of Moses” (6:18), the natural language in which to proceed
was the language in which those instructions had been given, namely, Hebrew.
The second use of Aramaic in the book is in the section about Ezra’s own
time, many years later. Here, the Aramaic consists only of one document, which
can easily be explained in terms of its being preserved in its original language

(7:12–26).

EZRA AND NEHEMIAH AND THEIR REFORMS

Ezra the Man
We do not learn anything about Ezra himself until the “Ezra Memoirs” begin
in chapter 7 of his book. Here his genealogical credentials are presented in some
detail in 7:1b–5. His priestly lineage is traced back through sixteen generations
(including Zadok, priest in David’s day) to Aaron, the high priest. This
genealogy serves to show him genuinely qualified for the task at hand. (See
chapter 8 under “The Genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1–9” on this function of
genealogies.)
Ezra returned to Jerusalem from Babylonia, not Persia (7:6). He came with
royal authorization to teach the law of the Jews and to take all necessary steps to
reinstitute the sacrificial system (7:11–26). Besides being a priest, Ezra was also
a scribe, “well versed”64 in the law of Moses (7:6). Furthermore, he had
“devoted himself to the study and observance of the law of the Lord, and to
teaching its decrees and law in Israel” (7:10). An evaluative summary of Ezra
calls him “the priest and teacher, a man learned in matters concerning the
commands and decrees of the Lord for Israel” (7:11). Both the genealogy (which
traces his roots to Aaron) and the comments about his grounding in the law of
Moses show Ezra himself to be connected in important ways with the early
history of Israel as a nation, a connection that is made in many other ways in the
book as well (see below).
Ezra was a great figure in postbiblical Judaism, where he was placed on a par
with Moses and credited—along with “the men of the Great Synagogue”—with
the origins of the synagogue. However, most of these “facts,” as well as the
existence of a fixed institution known as “the Great Synagogue” and of a fixed
synagogue service modeled after the reading of the law in Nehemiah 8:1–12, are
matters of conjecture.65

Ezra’s Reforms

In the book of Ezra, only one true reform is addressed—the problem of
marriages to foreigners. Strictly speaking, then, we should speak of Ezra’s
“reform”—and not “reforms”—since his activities here are limited to one issue.
However, in the book of Nehemiah, we see him involved in wider issues related
to his commission as teacher of the law.
In Ezra 9, the Jewish leaders approached Ezra with a report of the problem,
that Israelites—both clergy and laity—had not refrained from marrying
foreigners (v. 1). The basis for the leaders’ concern seems to have been the
Pentateuchal prohibitions against mixing with peoples of the land of Canaan (vv.
1–2). Several passages strongly warn against mixing in any way with these
peoples, and some even specifically refer to intermarriage: Exodus 34:11–16
(see v. 16 on intermarriage) and Deuteronomy 7:1–4 (see v. 3 on intermarriage;
cf. also Deut. 20:10–18). The concern in these passages is with pollution of
Israel’s faith and religion. A dramatic example of how faith was polluted by
intermarriage can be seen in Solomon (1 Kings 3:1; 11:1–8).66
Sometimes we see that several biblical heroes did take foreign wives, with no
apparent censure by God or the biblical writers. For example, Abraham took
Hagar, an Egyptian (Gen. 16:3); Joseph married Asen-ath, an Egyptian (Gen.
41:45); Moses married Zipporah, a Midianite (Ex. 2:21), and a Cushite woman
(Num. 12:1); Boaz married Ruth, a Moabite (Ruth 4); David married Maacah, a
Geshurite (2 Sam. 3:3). Some of these wives (e.g., Ruth) may have been
converts to Israel’s faith, but not all were.
Here in Ezra, eight groups of peoples are mentioned: Canaanites, Hittites,
Perizzites, Jebusites, Ammonites, Moabites, Egyptians, and Amorites (9:1). This
list especially recalls two passages cited above (in connection with intermixing):
Exodus 34:11 mentions the Amorites, Canaanites, Hittites, Perizzites, Hivites,
and Jebusites; Deuteronomy 7:1 mentions the Hittites, Girgashites, Amorites,
Canaanites, Perizzites, Hivites, and Jebusites. This would seem to show the
connections in the author’s mind between the present problem and these earlier
prohibitions.
The concern in verse 2 is that the “holy race” (lit., “holy seed”) has been
polluted. This recalls phrases describing Israel as a “holy nation” (Ex. 19:6) and
a “godly seed” (Mal. 2:15), and especially Isaiah 6:13, where this precise term
occurs again (“holy seed”), the only other place in the OT where the term occurs.
The phrase in Malachi occurs in the context of mixed marriages, whereas the
terminology in Isaiah refers to a holy remnant of God’s people surviving.
Ezra’s reaction was dramatic: it was one of distress and mourning, fasting and
tearing out his own hair (9:3–5). He then prayed a heartfelt prayer of confession

(9:6–15). It is a model prayer of a leader. In it can be found true confession and
an attitude of repentance, as well as genuine identification with the sin of the
people. Ezra himself was not guilty of intermarriage, yet he identified himself
with the people in the prayer: he quickly shifted from “I” and “my” in 8:6a to
“we” and “our” in 8:6b-15.67
After he persuaded all of the Israelites to deal with this problem (10:1–17), a
list of offenders is given (10:18–43). The list is carefully ordered, starting with
religious officials (10:18–24) and finishing with the laity (10:25–43). Kidner
notes that this displays a certain forth-rightness in that the clergy’s sins are not in
any way minimized.68 Indeed, here they represent a higher percentage of the
families than they had in the Ezra 2 list (15 percent vs. 10 percent); if this does
not prove that they were more errant than the general population, at least it
strongly suggests that they were not any less errant!
The list includes 27 clergymen and 84 laymen, a total of 111 persons
altogether.69 That is a very small portion of the population of almost 30,000
returned exiles. Several possibilities have been suggested to explain this. Some
maintain that it may be only a partial listing, others that it may indicate that only
a small percentage of people really did reform. Others suggest that the problem
was not in actuality as serious as it appears on the surface.70 The text does not
indicate a reason for the apparently small number, although the list does have a
certain air of comprehensiveness to it.
Beyond Ezra’s activities recorded in his own book, we also see him involved
with Nehemiah and presenting the law in its more positive aspects, as an
enlightening force (Neh. 8:8) and as a “witness to God as liberator and provider
(Ne. 8:9–18).”71
Regarding the “ethics” of the “divorce decree,” the actions of Ezra and the
people in taking these actions against foreign women, including some who had
children (Ezra 10:44), seem harsh to many modern readers. Some have
wondered about the fates of the cast-off women and children. Others have
wondered whether the action violated the divorce law of Deuteronomy 24:1–4.
That is, was this a mass divorce on grounds not provided for in the law?
In response to the first issue, the author’s concern here is very much limited to
treating the one question of the pollution within Israel. The urgency of protection
of Israel’s religious identity was the primary concern, not other, ancillary
questions, however important. Indeed, the author is not even concerned with
other, equally important religious issues, where deterioration in standards and
obedience had indeed set in (as we see in the book of Nehemiah), so we may
excuse the author for not satisfying our modern curiosity concerning these

people’s fates. As a conjecture, we might suggest that, knowing what we do of
Ezra’s special concern for the laws of the Pentateuch, he would have been well
aware of the laws of provision for widows, orphans, and aliens within Israel
(e.g., Ex. 22:21–24; Deut. 14:29; 16:11, 14; 24:17) and guaranteed that they
were cared for in some way.
However, if the relatively small number of offenders is indeed accurate, then
we must at least place the “divorce decree” into proper perspective. Despite its
seriousness, it had far less of an impact upon actual people who were put away
than is often imagined; an innumerable underclass of thousands upon thousands
of outcast women and children was not instantly created. Yamauchi shows that
the total percentage of offenders is less than 1 percent of the population: 0.4
percent.72
Concerning the second issue, as to whether the action violates the divorce law
of Deuteronomy 24:1–4, Walter Kaiser notes that this law did permit divorce for
“something indecent” (NIV) found in a wife and that this could not have been
adultery, since in that case the death penalty was called for (Deut. 22:22).73
Thus, Ezra may very well have had this law in mind, and he may have
understood these women’s pagan (or at the very least, syncretistic) beliefs and
practices as the “indecency” mentioned in that law.

Nehemiah the Man
Like Ezra, Nehemiah also returned to Judah with a commission from the
Persian king, but his commission was a civil, not a religious, one. He was the
king’s cupbearer (Neh. 1:11), which afforded him access to the king and to many
privileges, and the king authorized him to return to Jerusalem and rebuild the
city (1:7–8).
As we read his “Memoirs,” we see a gifted administrator, well prepared and
equipped for his tasks. For example, when the king asked him concerning his
proposal to return to Jerusalem, the conversation (2:6–8) reveals that Nehemiah
had prepared himself well for this discussion (cf. also 1:4, 11b); he asked for
several specifics: an amount of time for the project, as well as authorization for
passage to Judah and for materials to be provided. The king readily acceded to
the requests. Later, Nehemiah organized the people into groups whereby each
man was responsible for repairing or rebuilding the walls of the city opposite the
area in which he lived (chap. 3). Nehemiah organized defenses for the project
when it was threatened by opposition (4:9, 13–23).

Nehemiah appears to have been full of self-confidence, as well as confident in
God, and he combined the two in practical ways. A well-known verse illustrating
this is 4:9, which tells of his response when he heard of the opposition to the
rebuilding project: “We prayed to our God and posted a guard day and night to
meet the threat.” (Other examples of Nehemiah’s combination of spiritual faith
with practical actions are found at 2:4–5; 4:14, 20.) Nehemiah’s self-confidence
may also be illustrated by his response to men who married foreign women: he
cursed them, beat them, and tore out their hair (13:25). Ezra’s style was more
low-key: when he heard similar news, he tore out his own hair (Ezra 9:3)!
Nehemiah also appears as a transparent man. He admitted to the Jews that he
himself, and his household, had been engaged in lending practices that imposed
hardships on people, practices he was urging the wealthy Jews to stop (Neh.
5:10). This confession, and his personal identification with those he was
admonishing, set an example that was hard to ignore.
A late intertestamental Jewish tradition mentions a “library” founded by
Nehemiah, which, given the chaotic conditions after the exile, he may very well
have done: “The same things are reported in the records and in the memoirs of
Nehemiah, and also that he founded a library and collected the books about the
kings and prophets, and the writings of David, and letters of kings about votive
offerings” (2 Maccabees 2:13 NRSV).

Nehemiah’s Reforms
Nehemiah was very active when he returned to Jerusalem. He surveyed the
damaged city walls (Neh. 2:11–16), organized the rebuilding (chap. 3), and
countered opposition to the rebuilding (chaps. 4 and 6). He also participated with
Ezra in the reading of the law, celebration of the Feast of Tabernacles, separation
from foreigners, and confession of sins (8:1–10:27). Beyond these measures, we
find actual religious “reforms” being instituted on three occasions: 5:1–19;
10:28–39 [MT 29–40]; and 13:1–31.
chapter 5. On the first occasion, various internal problems threatened the
unity of the people. These problems revolved around various inequities among
those who had become impoverished (5:1–13). An outcry arose among the
people against other Jews (5:1). (This is reminiscent of the outcry that arose in
Acts 6:1–6 concerning the inequities of treatment between the widows of the
Grecian Jews and Hebraic Jews.) Three groups were represented, each with
slightly different complaints, but all suffering from inequities that caused people

to fall into a debt that they could not manage.
The first problem was life-threatening: many people were starving and
apparently had no resources with which to purchase food (5:2). The second
problem also arose out of the famine condition: some people did have resources,
but they were forced to mortgage their properties in order to buy food (5:3). The
third problem was that still others had to mortgage their properties to pay the
king’s tax (5:4), while some were even forced to sell their children into slavery
to cover their debts (5:5).
The lending of money at interest per se was not illegal, nor was the practice of
debt slavery. Provision is made for these in such passages as Exodus 21:2–11;
22:25–27 [MT 22–24]; Leviticus 25:1–55; Deuteronomy 15:1–18; 24:10–13.
However, here the matter was not one of legalistic hairsplitting but, rather, one
of justice and the spirit of the law, since many people could not have survived
much longer.
Nehemiah’s response was quick and decisive, and he did so on his own
authority, without invoking any specific legal authority (5:6–13).73Angered, he
gathered the wealthy Jews who were holding the debts and lectured them,
ordering them to release their holdings and the debts and promising that he
would do the same (5:6–11). The lenders readily agreed to right the situation and
followed through on this promise (5:12–13).
At this point, Nehemiah tells us of his own continued commitment to financial
sacrifice (5:14–19). The thing that Nehemiah asked the wealthy Jews to do was
very hard: to give up legally obtained properties voluntarily and with no
compensation. The final section of the chapter covers a later period—the twelve
years from Artaxerxes’ twentieth to his thirty-second years (445–433 B.C.)—
and it shows that he himself was willing to take on even more sacrifices than he
asked of the people, since he already was divesting himself of the properties he
had acquired (cf. 5:10–13). As governor of the province, he was legally entitled
to live off the taxes from the province (cf. 5:14, 18: “the food allotted to the
governor”). Yet, he did not avail himself of that opportunity, even though the
requirements of his household were very great: one ox and six sheep per day,
along with birds and much wine (5:18), which regularly served 150 men, not
counting guests (5:17). He provided for these himself, in keeping with the spirit
of generosity he had urged upon the wealthy Jews.
chapter 10.A few months after the first set of reforms, Nehemiah participated
with Ezra in reading the law and in a “covenant commitment” ceremony (chaps.
8–10). In this ceremony, the people committed themselves to various stipulations
in the law. Some are found in the Pentateuch, whereas others are not, but the
overall mood was one of a strong willingness to obey both the letter and spirit of

the law.75
First, they separated themselves from foreigners, and forswore mixed
marriages with foreigners (10:28–30).76 The problem addressed by Ezra was
visible again here.
Second, they addressed problems of the Sabbath (10:31): foreigners were
selling on the Sabbath, and the Jews were not to violate the Sabbath by buying
from them. They also reaffirmed the provisions of the Sabbath year (see Ex.
21:2–6; 23:10–11).
Third, they promised to pay a “temple tax” for support of the temple and its
ceremonies (Neh. 10:32–33). Strictly speaking, there is no such tax in the
Pentateuch, but this commitment appears to build off of a law in Exodus 30:11–
16.77
Fourth, they promised to bring wood offerings for the altar (Neh. 10:34). Here
again, no law is found corresponding exactly to this commitment, but a related
law is found in Leviticus 6:12–13 (MT 5–6), concerning the fire on the altar that
was to be kept burning continually.
Fifth, they promised to support the temple personnel, the priests and the
Levites (Neh. 10:35–39).
The concluding statement brings most of the reforms together in a blanket
summary commitment: “We will not neglect the house of our God” (10:39c).
Chapter 13. A final set of reforms is conveniently collected here, and a
common thread in all of these is cleansing or purification.
First, the issue of separation from foreigners is addressed in 13:1–3,
specifically in barring all foreigners from being admitted into the “assembly of
God.”78 They were inspired by the book of Moses to do this, just as they had
been inspired by the examples from the days of David to provide for the temple
service immediately prior to this (12:44–47).
Second, Nehemiah found that Eliashib the priest had violated the temple by
offering space in the storerooms to Tobiah for an “apartment” while Nehemiah
was in Babylon. When he returned, he evicted Tobiah and purified the temple
(13:4–9).
Third, Nehemiah discovered that the Levites and temple singers were reduced
to working in the fields in order to survive (13:10–14). Nehemiah rebuked the
people and had them bring their tithes, then set up treasurers of the storehouses
to assure a regular flow of distribution to these temple personnel (13:12–13).
Fourth, Nehemiah found the Sabbath being violated by Jews and foreigners
alike. He again rebuked the leaders and issued orders to ensure that this would
not happen again (13:15–22).

Fifth, the issue of mixed marriages again is raised (13:23–27). Ne-hemiah’s
initial reaction was a violent one, more aggressive than Ezra’s had been to a
similar problem (cf. Ezra 9:3–5). However, reading carefully between the lines,
the text does not say that the foreign wives were put away (as they had been in
Ezra), but only that Nehemiah had the people swear not to take foreign wives
anymore (Neh. 13:25).
Sixth, Nehemiah discovered that even the high-priestly line was being
corrupted by intermarriage (13:28–29). It involved a marriage to Sanballat’s
daughter, of all people! Nehemiah chased the offender away.
The short conclusion to the book (13:30–31) sums up the essence of the entire
work: purification from any contamination; establishment of correct worship;
and provision for all things.

SPECIAL ISSUES IN EZRA-NEHEMIAH

David and Royal Outlooks in Ezra-Nehemiah
Though David is a dominant figure in such books as 1 & 2 Samuel, 1 & 2
Kings, and 1 & 2 Chronicles, he does not have quite the same stature or place in
Ezra-Nehemiah. He is mentioned three times in Ezra (3:10; 8:2, 20) and eight
times in Nehemiah (3:15, 16; 12:24, 36, 37, 37, 45, 46). In Nehemiah, four of the
references are topographical (to such things as the City of David).
Only once does David appear in a context that emphasizes his position as the
chosen king of the Davidic covenant, and that is in a genealogy, showing that the
royal line was represented among the returnees in Ezra’s day (Ezra 8:2; see also
the reference to “David king of Israel” in 3:10).
Elsewhere, David’s primary place seems to be as one who provided for the
building of the temple, and especially for the musical and other aspects of the
temple worship. Thus, we see in 3:10 that David appears as the sponsor of
music; the celebrations of the temple rebuilding were done “as prescribed by
David king of Israel.” In 8:20, David appears as the one who had set aside
temple servants to aid the Levites. In Nehemiah 12:24, the Levites performed
their duties “as prescribed by David the man of God” (see the similar statement
in 12:45). Nehemiah 12:36 mentions “the musical instruments prescribed by
David the man of God,” while 12:46 mentions singers and songs of praise and
thanksgiving “in the days of David and Asaph of old.”
These pictures of David that emphasize his role in the temple worship recall
similar emphases upon him and Solomon in 1 & 2 Chronicles. However, EzraNehemiah have almost none of the emphasis upon these two men as heirs of the
dynastic promises that is found in 1 & 2 Chronicles. This has led to the question
of the place of these promises in Ezra-Nehemiah.
The usual scholarly consensus is that there is no interest in the royal line or
messianic ideals by the time of these books. J. D. Newsome’s comment is
typical: “No breath of royalist or messianic hope stirs in Ezra-Nehemiah.”79
However, a royalist interest is not entirely lacking in Ezra-Nehemiah. We
have already noted the royal references to David in Ezra 3:10 and 8:2. Also, the

prominence of Zerubbabel, David’s descendant, in Ezra 1–6 attests to this
interest as well.
Furthermore, there are indications in the books that—despite the relatively
benevolent attitude of Persia toward the Jews and the restoration of the temple
and its religious service—all was not well even in this period and that there is
more hope for the future than is commonly realized. Several scholars have made
the point that even here one can see a perspective of hope and an openness to the
future.80
This is done partly on the basis of dissatisfaction with the present state of
affairs. It would include a statement such as Nehemiah’s that “we are slaves
today, slaves in the land you gave our forefathers” (Neh. 9:36). The context of
this statement is that God always gave His people into slavery as a punishment
for their sins (9:28–35). It would also include a statement such as Ezra’s, that
“because of our sins, we and our kings and our priests have been subjected to the
sword and captivity, to pillage and humiliation at the hands of foreign kings, as
it is this day” (Ezra 9:7; italics added). Both prayers, while they acknowledge
God’s graciousness, nevertheless reveal that things could be much better, i.e., in
their own land under their own—not foreign—leadership.
See also the elders’ lament when the foundation to the temple was laid: they
realized that the new temple would fall far short of the glories of the former
temple (3:12–13). Also, notice the persistence of mixed marriages—and the fact
that Nehemiah’s book ends on the somewhat disheartening note of reforms
repeated.
J. G. McConville notes parallels with several prophecies in the prophetic
corpus that express a hope in the future—especially in Jeremiah and Isaiah—
which indicate that the expectations in Ezra-Nehemiah did still look to the
future, just as these prophecies did.81 Note, for example, the reference to the
“holy seed” (NIV “holy race”) in 9:2 (the parallel in Isa. 6:13), where the holy
seed is the stump that remains after the purging of Israel. Furthermore, the
references in Ezra-Nehemiah to the restored remnant, including “Israel,” “all
Israel,” and “Ephraim,” point to an expectation of some type of restoration of the
earlier kingdom.82
Finally, we should note that the emphasis on the temple and the law is not
incompatible with a “royalist” perspective and even an eschato-logical,
messianic perspective, since among the king’s responsibilities were keeping the
law, worshiping correctly, and leading the people in doing so,83 and it would be
part of the future king’s mission to reestablish these in some way.84 Thus, we
can conclude that the books of Ezra and Nehemiah are indeed compatible with

the other historical—and prophetic—books that emphasize the importance for
Israel of the Davidic covenant and the hope for the future it portended.

The Identity of Sheshbazzar
Considerable discussion has taken place over the question of the identity of
Sheshbazzar. He is mentioned only four times in the Bible, all in Ezra (1:8, 11;
5:14, 16), and he is not known outside of the Bible. The issue at stake is that his
and Zerubbabel’s occupations and duties appear to overlap, and some have
suggested that these are two names for the same individual.85
Sheshbazzar was commissioned by Cyrus to oversee construction of the
temple and to handle the treasuries sent back for that purpose (1:8, 11). He is
called here the “prince of Judah,” a title that is used nowhere else; it recalls
references in Ezekiel to the Davidic “prince” that would come to restore Israel
(e.g., Ezek. 7:27; 12:10, 12; 19:1; 21:25 [MT 30]; 34:24; 37:25).
On the basis of the Ezekiel references, some scholars believe that Sheshbazzar
was a descendant of David. Thus, some have suggested that Sheshbazzar was the
Shenazzar of 1 Chronicles 3:18, who was the fourth son of the king Jehoiachin,
and the uncle of Zerubbabel, both of the line of David. However, linguistically,
this suggestion does not stand up: “Sheshbazzar” is Hebrew for a Babylonian
name, a u-ab-usur (“may a u [i.e., ama , the sun-god] protect the father”),
while “Shenazzar” is Hebrew for a different Babylonian name, sin-usur (“may
[the god] Sin protect”).86
Others have suggested that Sheshbazzar was indeed Zerubbabel himself, the
one being his personal name and the other his official name.87 There is a certain
attraction to this proposal in that both Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel appear to
have had Persian commissions to rebuild the temple (Sheshbazzar: 1:8, 11; 5:14,
16; Zerubbabel: 2:2; 3:2, 8; 5:2). Both are called “governor”: Sheshbazzar in
Ezra 5:14 and Zerubbabel in Haggai 1:1. It is indeed an attested phenomenon
that people often had two names. Witness Solomon/Jedidiah, Azariah/Uzziah,
and, in this period, witness Daniel/Belteshazzar and his three friends.
However, Ezra 5:14–16 seems to distinguish the two men, since Zerubbabel
was present at that time (5:2), whereas Sheshbazzar seems to have been
unknown to Tattenai: in 5:14, 16 he is mentioned as someone needing
identification—”one whose name was Sheshbazzar” (v. 14); “this Sheshbazzar”
(v. 16). Also, Sheshbazzar functioned under Cyrus (ca. 537 B.C.), whereas

Zerubbabel did so under Darius (ca. 520 B.C.).
It also may be noted that there is no direct evidence that Sheshbazzar was a
member of Judean royalty.88 The term “prince” does not necessarily denote
royalty, and he is not mentioned in the royal genealogy in 1 Chronicles 3, which
seems to be aiming at comprehensiveness for the exilic and postexilic periods.
Indeed, Sheshbazzar is given no family genealogy at all. He may not have been
very prominent in Judah at all (but rather a Persian appointee).
Of Zerubbabel and Sheshbazzar, the former was clearly the more prominent.
He was probably the true Jewish leader, in actual practice and function, while
Sheshbazzar seems to have been only a titulary leader. Sheshbazzar was likely
the Persian governor, appointed over Judah, not over all of Abar-Nahraim, as
was Tattenai (5:3). This, and the fact that he was earlier (537 B.C.), may explain
why the Jews spoke to Tattenai of Sheshbazzar as if he would not have known
him (or even of him).
As to why he was called the “prince of Judah,” Williamson plausibly notes
that it was the author’s label for him, and not his actual title; his title was
“governor” (5:14).89 The reason for the author so labeling him was to call to
mind elements of the Mosaic period, during which the exodus from Egypt
occurred. (This “second exodus” motif is discussed under “Theology of EzraNehemiah” below.) That is because in the accounts of the wilderness
wanderings, especially in Numbers, several lists show various “princes” of the
various tribes (Num. 2:3–31; 7:1–83; 34:18–28). Also, at Numbers 7:84–86, the
“princes” of Israel were those who gave the gold and silver vessels for the altar’s
dedication. This association is probably what triggered the author’s designation
of Sheshbazzar as “prince” in 1:8, since here he is in charge of the inventory of
articles of gold and silver.
This is a plausible explanation. But it remains to ask whether in fact the author
was historically accurate in calling Sheshbazzar “prince of Judah.” Since “prince
of Judah” occurs only here, we do not have any evidence that it was a separate,
special office. However, the use of the term “prince” in the book of Numbers
does not refer to a separate, special office either. No canon of historical facticity
is violated in this case by accepting the later author’s license to make this
designation of an earlier figure who was known in his own time as “governor.”
Thus, we conclude that Sheshbazzar and Zerubbabel were two separate
individuals, both leaders of the people at different times, but the latter more
prominent than the former.

THEOLOGY OF EZRA-NEHEMIAH
Several important themes reverberate throughout both Ezra and Ne-hemiah.
Of these, the issues of the nature and identity of the people of God and of the
importance of temple worship are the most important.

God’s People: At One with Preexilic Israel
Many strong indicators in Ezra and Nehemiah show that the people of God
after the exile were clearly to be understood as descended from God’s people
before the exile and, as such, heirs to the promises to earlier generations. This
was important, since the exile had raised questions as to whether God’s promises
indeed were continuing, or whether God’s people had a future at all.
A “second exodus.” The “exodus” from Babylon and the return home to
Jerusalem as found in Ezra has many elements that are reminiscent of the
Israelites’ exodus from Egypt and their first entry into the promised land.90
For example, the returnees’ neighbors bestowed upon them many valuable
articles for their trip back (Ezra 1:6), which echoes the Egyptians’ doing the
same thing (Ex. 12:35–36). The original temple vessels were restored to the Jews
and carefully returned to Jerusalem (Ezra 1:7–11), reminding us of the original
vessels that were made for the tabernacle. Also, the Jews themselves gave
freewill offerings for the building of the temple (2:68–69), recalling similar
freewill offerings for the tabernacle (Ex. 35:20–29).
Faithfulness to the Mosaic law. Many elements in Ezra and Nehemiah
suggest a strong concern to do things in accordance with the Mosaic law. Since
the exile had befallen the nation because of its unfaithfulness to God, strict
obedience to the law now was a visible demonstration of the people’s
faithfulness. They were concerned to “get it right” this time.
Moses himself is referred to ten times in the two books, each time in
connection with the law (Ezra 3:2; 6:18; 7:6; Neh. 1:7, 8; 8:1, 14; 9:14; 10:29;
13:1). In each of these cases, the reference to the law or instructions of Moses is
in the context of the people’s wanting to do things in accordance with the law.
Thus, for example, some people could not eat sacred foods until a priest was
present with the Urim and Thummim (Ezra 2:63). (The Urim and Thummim are

mentioned in Ex. 28:30; Lev. 8:8; Num. 27:1.) Also, the people were in a hurry
to build the altar of sacrifice—even before the temple—so that they could offer
sacrifices again (Ezra 3:2). Priests and Levites were installed in accordance with
the law (6:18). Indeed, Ezra’s entire commission was based upon his familiarity
with the law (7:6). The public reading of the law—and the people’s commitment
to it—was an important event for the community, and both Ezra and Nehemiah
were involved (Nehemiah 8–10). (For more on this, see the “The Importance of
Scripture” below.)
One people of God. An important way in which both books speak of
continuity with the past is in their inclusion of extensive lists of people. These
lists give a general sense of connection with the past, especially since many
names of people and places in these lists can be traced to known preexilic
names. This is true in the list of returning exiles in Ezra 2 (duplicated in
Nehemiah 7), as well as the names in the list of those returning many years later
with Ezra (Ezra 8), and the list of new residents of Jerusalem in Nehemiah 11.

God’s People: Unified
The unity of God’s people is an important motif in Ezra and Nehemiah. The
extensive lists suggest this, conveying a sense of inclusiveness.91 Also, people’s
generosity toward each other—from the many in Babylon who were staying
behind and providing their neighbors with valuable gifts (Ezra 1:6) to the
generous reaction to Nehemiah’s suggestions about providing for the needy in
Nehemiah 5—shows the shared community values. The combined actions of the
entire community in rebuilding the temple in the early postexilic period (Ezra 3;
6:13–18) and the walls of Jerusalem many years later (Nehemiah 3–4, 6) also
illustrate this. Even the willingness of many people to move to Jerusalem from
the surrounding countryside to repopulate the capital shows this generosity of
community spirit (Nehemiah 11).

God’s People: Separated
Essential to the well-being of the postexilic community was its remaining
uncontaminated by contact with its unbelieving neighbors. Such contact had
repeatedly been the cause of Israel’s downfall and, in the end, led to the exile.

Thus, with the return from exile, the purity of the nation was essential.
This is demonstrated in a number of ways already spoken of above. In their
concern for the law, for identification with preexilic Israel, and for unity in the
community, the idea of Israel as a separate entity was being stressed. In addition,
the reforms of both Ezra and Nehemiah demonstrated this. As noted, the
separation from foreign wives under both men was a drastic measure to ensure
the purity of Israel’s religious practices. Part of the problem with foreign
marriage was that Jewish children were no longer speaking their own language
(Neh. 13:24). As seen so often in our own day as well, language is a powerful
tool for nationalistic impulses.
Israel was certainly allowed to have some contacts with the outside world.
God had promised great blessing to the nations through their contacts with
Abraham and his descendants (Gen. 12:3), and we see many examples of
positive contacts between Israelites and foreigners (e.g., Rahab, Ruth, Naaman,
and the message of the book of Jonah). However, in this postexilic period, the
greater imperative was the survival of Israel’s religious faith. In that light, strict
measures were required, and strict measures were taken.

Temple Worship
A major focus of attention in both books, especially in Ezra, is the temple and
the worship to be done there. The temple had lain destroyed during the exile, and
no sacrifices were offered. Naturally, then, the early chapters of Ezra are
preoccupied with the building of the temple and the celebration of various
religious ceremonies (Ezra 1–6). As soon as they returned, they began to offer
regular sacrifices and celebrate the appointed festivals, such as the Feast of
Tabernacles and the new moon celebrations (3:3–6). When the temple was
completed, they dedicated it with a great celebration and installed the priests and
Levites to care for it and its service (6:16–18). Then they celebrated the Passover
(6:19–22).
At the same time that Ezra returned, many temple personnel also returned
(7:7). Yet Ezra found himself missing Levites on his journey, and he went no
further until he was able to secure a full complement of Levites and others to
help with the temple service (8:15–20). They then offered sacrifices when they
arrived (8:35).
The temple vessels and treasuries were important as well. We see them
carefully being brought back under Sheshbazzar in the first return (1:6–11; 2:68–

69), and more treasures for the temple were carefully returned under Ezra
himself as well (8:24–34).
When Ezra and Nehemiah led the people in the great ceremony of reading the
law, the people celebrated the Feast of Tabernacles as part of the occasion (Neh.
8:10–18). Even the attention to priests, Levites, and other temple personnel in
the various lists in both books attests to the importance of the temple and its
service.

The Importance of Scripture
Obedience to the law of Moses is an important motif in both books of Ezra
and Nehemiah, as noted above. The Mosaic Scriptures themselves are prominent
in these books.92 The reading of the Scriptures took its place alongside
sacrificing as an essential part of the Jews’ religious service. In addition to what
we have already stated, we may add the following observations.
Public reading. Ezra read from “the Book of the Law of Moses”93 in a
prominent, public place, raised up on a specially designed wooden platform
(Neh. 8:4–5). (Note the similar bronze platform used by Solomon at the
dedication of the temple in 2 Chron. 6:13.) The reading was done in the square
in front of the Water Gate, on the east side of the city. It is interesting to notice
Ezra’s choice of site. Since it was not in front of the temple proper, he may have
been proclaiming the superiority of the law itself over the temple or its
sacrifices.94 Note the contrast with Ezra 3:1–6, where the assembly was held in
the temple court.95
Significant date. This reading of the law was done on the first day of the
seventh month (Neh. 8:2). The seventh month was “a feast month par
excellence.”96 It was the month for the celebration of the Day of Atonement
(Lev. 16:29; 23:27; 25:9), the Feast of Tabernacles (23:34, 39, 41), the Day of
Trumpets (23:24; Num. 29:1), and other solemn days (Num. 29:7, 12ff.). It also
was a month in which other significant events had transpired. For example, the
ark was moved in Solomon’s day from the city of David to the temple at the
feast of the seventh month (2 Chron. 5:3), and tithes were brought in between the
third and seventh months (31:7).
Parallels to temple building. The events in Nehemiah 8 and those in Ezra 3
reveal interesting comparisons between the laying of the foundations of the
temple and the reading of the law. Note especially the following (author’s

translation):
Ezra 3:1: “And the beginning of the seventh month arrived, with the
children of Israel in the towns, and the people gathered as one man at
[Jerusalem.]”
Nehemiah 7:73b-8:1a: “And the beginning of the seventh month arrived,
with the children of Israel in their towns, and all the people gathered as one
man at [the square before the Water Gate].”
The two texts are identical in Hebrew, except for the italicized portions. This
similarity makes the obvious point that this reading of the law is to be
understood in the same way as the rebuilding of the altar and temple foundation
some ninety years earlier. They both were great, significant, and happy
occasions. This is supported, e.g., by the prominence of the “rejoicing” motif in
both contexts (Ezra 3:10–13; Neh. 8:6, 12, 17).
Understanding the Scriptures. A key word in relation to the Scriptures is
“understanding,” which occurs six times in Nehemiah 8:1–12.97 In two cases it
denotes “explaining” (i.e., “causing to understand”: 8:7, 9), and in the others it
simply means “to understand.” There is a remarkable cluster of related words in
8:8 as well: “They read from the Book of the Law of God, making it clear and
giving the meaning so that the people could understand what was being read.”
The point is simple: when the law was read, the people understood it clearly, and
this understanding formed the basis then for their confession, repentance, and
reforms that followed.
The Levites had teaching responsibilities in “helping the people understand”
(8:7; cf. 8:9: “the Levites who taught the people”), which fits a function that they
had been given earlier. Deuteronomy 33:10 states, “They shall teach Thine
ordinances to Jacob, and Thy law to Israel” (NASB). Second Chronicles 17:7–9
notes that Levites went through Judah teaching the law in the days of
Jehoshaphat, while 2 Chronicles 35:3 mentions “the Levites who taught all
Israel.” Malachi 2:6–9 also stresses the importance of the teaching function for
Levites.98
The Scriptures and celebrations. After the law was read, Ezra, Nehemiah,
and the Levites collaborated in encouraging the people to rejoice and not mourn
(Neh. 8:9–12). The mourning was in response to their hearing of the law, which
they presumably realized they could not live up to. These leaders emphasized
that it was a holy day (8:9, 10, 11), one for rejoicing (8:10, 12). Their rejoicing
was because they had “understood” the words declared to them (8:12).

Prayer
Along with the many other features of religious worship, prayer plays a
prominent role in Ezra and Nehemiah. Three extended prayers of confession are
recorded: Ezra’s, on the occasion of discovering the mixed marriages (Ezra 9:6–
15); Nehemiah’s, when he heard about the poor conditions in Jerusalem (Neh.
1:5–11); and the people’s, on the occasion of reading the law (9:5–37).99
Extended prayers. We have noted above that Ezra’s prayer in Ezra 9 is a
model prayer for a leader. We can see true confession and an attitude of
repentance in it, as well as genuine identification with the sin of the people.
Nehemiah’s prayer in Nehemiah 1 also is a good example of one whose heart
is attuned to God. It confesses the people’s sin, asking God for forgiveness, and
also for grace in dealing with the Persian king.
The people’s prayer in Nehemiah 9 is of a piece with several “historical”
psalms: Psalms 78, 105, 106, 135, 136. All of these review Israel’s history, with
an eye to praising God for His deeds in the past and the present or confessing
Israel’s sins from the past and the present. The prayer here most closely parallels
Psalms 106 and 135, which are of the latter type. (See also Stephen’s speech in
Acts 7.) The emphasis is upon God’s graciousness and the people’s
rebelliousness.
Short prayers. Both books record short prayers as well, especially Nehemiah.
Ezra tells of the people’s praying for help on their journey homeward (Ezra
8:21–23). Nehemiah is famous for his short prayers, which give endearing
pictures of Nehemiah the man. When King Ar-taxerxes asked him what he
wanted, he records that “I prayed to the God of heaven, and I answered the king”
(Neh. 2:4–5).
Frequently, we have the contents of Nehemiah’s short prayers—which are
uttered as “asides”—preserved for us. The first of these is at 5:19: “Remember
me with favor, O my God, for all I have done for these people.” The books ends
with a similar request: “Remember me with favor, O my God” (13:31). In
addition, we find such “remember” prayers at 6:9, 14; 13:14, 22, 29. We even
see him uttering an imprecation against his enemies: “Hear us, O our God, for
we are despised. Turn their insults back on their own heads. Give them over as
plunder in a land of captivity. Do not cover up their guilt or blot out their sins
from your sight, for they have thrown insults in the face of the builders” (4:4–5).

God’s Grace
The Lord’s graciousness to His people is an important motif in Ezra and
Nehemiah. The Persians’ benevolent policies toward their subject peoples was
one sign of God’s grace (Ezra 7:6, 28; Neh. 2:8).
God’s grace is also visible through His “good hand” or His “mighty hand.” In
these books, God’s “hand” is mentioned nine times, six times in Ezra (7:6, 9, 28;
8:18, 22, 31) and three times in Nehemiah (1:10; 2:8, 18). Usually it is “the good
hand” (or “the strong hand”) of “our/ my/his” God. In almost every one of these
cases, we see people—whether Persian officials or others—helping the Jews.
The point is repeatedly made that because of God’s good hand things were done
on the Jews’ behalf.
Five times the phrase is literally “according to the hand of [the Lord or God]”:
Ezra 7:6, 9, 28; 8:18; Nehemiah 2:8. Williamson has noted that this expression is
used in the sense of royal bounty elsewhere, such as at 1 Kings 10:13; Esther
1:7; 2:18.100 In each of these cases, the phrase is exactly the same—”according
to the hand of the king”101—and each time it refers to a king’s generosity.
The references to God’s good hand would then function as a low-key
reminder that God Himself is still King and that the Persian kings’ bounty was in
reality the bounty coming from the “King of kings” to His people.

Outline of Ezra-Nehemiah
The Return from Exile (Ezra 1–2)
Cyrus’s Decree (1:1–4)
The Return under Sheshbazzar (1:5–11)
The List of Exiles Who Returned (2:1–70)
The Leaders (2:1–2)
Zerubbabel
Jeshua
The Lay Israelites (2:3–35)
Family/Clan Groupings (2:3–20)
Hometown Groupings (2:21–35)
The Priests (2:36–39)
The Levites (2:40–42)
“Levites” Proper (2:40)
Singers (2:41)
Gatekeepers (2:42)
Other Temple Servants (2:43–58)
The “Given Ones” (2:43–54)
Solomon’s “Servants” (2:55–57)
Totals (2:58)
Those with Unconfirmed Claims (2:59–63)
Unconfirmed Israelite Birth (2:59–60)
Unconfirmed Priestly Birth (2:61–63)
Totals (2:64–67)
Summary of Gifts (2:68–69)
Conclusion (2:70)
Temple Rebuilding Begun (Ezra 3–4)
The Rebuilding Begun (3:1–13)
The Altar Rebuilt (3:1–6)
Temple Rebuilding Begun (3:7–13)
Opposition to Rebuilding (4:1–24)
Opposition in Cyrus’s Day (4:1–5)
Excursus: Opposition in Ahasuerus’ Day (4:6)

Excursus: Opposition in Artaxerxes’ Day (4:7–23)
Cessation of Work in Cyrus’s Day (4:24)
Temple Rebuilding Completed (Ezra 5–6)
A New Beginning (5:1–2)
Official Intervention: Tattenai’s Intervention (5:3–5)
Tattenai’s Report to Darius (5:6–17)
Darius’s Search and Reply (6:1–12)
The Temple Completed (6:13–15)
The Temple Dedicated (6:16–18)
The Passover Kept (6:19–22)
Ezra’s Return (Ezra 7–8)
Introduction to Ezra’s Mission (7:1–10)
Artaxerxes’ Letter of Commission for Ezra (7:11–26)
Ezra’s Praise (7:27–28)
The Returnees (8:1–20)
The Volunteers (8:1–14)
The Missing Levites and Temple Servants (8:15–20)
Further Preparations (8:21–30)
A Fast (8:21–23)
Provision for the Temple Treasures (8:24–30)
The Journey and Arrival at Jerusalem (8:31–36)
Ezra’s Reform (Ezra 9–10)
The Problem: Mixed Marriages (9:1–5)
Ezra’s Prayer of Confession (9:6–15)
Ezra’s and the People’s Response (10:1–6)
A Public Assembly (10:7–15)
The Legal Proceeding (10:16–17)
The List of Offenders (10:18–43)
Conclusion (10:44)
Nehemiah’s Return to Jerusalem (Nehemiah 1–2)
News from Jerusalem (1:1–4)
Nehemiah’s Prayer (1:5–11)
Nehemiah’s Commission and Return to Jerusalem (2:1–10)
Nehemiah’s Initial Actions in Jerusalem (2:11–20)
Nehemiah and the Walls of Jerusalem (2:11–18)

Nehemiah’s Night Inspection Tour (2:11–16)
Exhortation to Rebuild (2:17–18)
Opposition (2:19–20)
Wall Rebuilding Begun (Nehemiah 3–4)
The Work on the Walls (3:1–32)
External Opposition: Point-Counterpoint (4:1–23 [MT 3:33–4:17])
Verbal Opposition & Nehemiah’s Response (4:1–6 [MT 3:33–38])
Armed Opposition and Further Responses (4:7–15 [MT 1–9])
Cautious Rebuilding (4:16–23 [MT 10–17])
Internal and External Problems (Nehemiah 5–7)
Internal Threats: Nehemiah’s Initial Reforms (5:1–19)
The Problem: Varieties of Inequities (5:1–5)
Nehemiah’s Response (5:6–13)
Nehemiah’s Own Sacrifice (5:14–19)
Further External Opposition (6:1–19)
Sanballat’s Intimidation (6:1–9)
Shemaiah’s Intrigue (6:10–14)
The Walls Completed (6:15–19)
Officials for Jerusalem (7:1–3)
A New Crisis: Repopulation (7:4–73a)
The Problem Discovered (7:4–5)
The Former List of Returnees (7:6–73a)
Covenant Renewal (Nehemiah 8–10)
The Reading of the Law (7:73b-8:18)
The First Reading (7:73b–8:8)
Celebrations (8:9–12)
The Festival of Tabernacles (8:13–18)
The Great Confession (9:1–37)
The People’s Confession (9:1–5)
The Prayer of Confession (9:6–37)
Covenant Commitments (9:38–10:39 [MT 10:1–40])
The Covenant and Its Signatories (9:38–10:27 [MT 10:1–28])
The Oath of Obedience (10:28–29 [MT 29–30])
Covenant Commitments (10:30–39 [MT 31–40])
Internal Problems (Nehemiah 11–13)

Repopulation of Jerusalem and Judah (11:1–36)
Introduction: The Problem and Solution Stated (11:1–2)
The List of People Settling in Jerusalem (11:4b–24)
Introduction to the List (11:3–4a)
Judahites (11:4b–6)
Benjaminites (11:7–9)
Priests (11:10–14)
Levites and Temple Staff (11:15–24)
The Villages Outside of Jerusalem (11:25–36)
Priests and Levites (12:1–26)
Priestly Families at the Return from Exile (12:1–7)
Levitical Families at the Return from Exile (12:8–9)
The High-Priestly Line (12:10–11)
Priestly Families of the Second Generation (12:12–21)
Levitical Families of the Second Generation (12:22–26)
Dedication of the City Walls (12:27–43)
Further Concerns for Orderliness (12:44–13:3)
Temple Offerings and Service (12:44–47)
Separation from Foreigners (13:1–3)
Nehemiah’s Final Reforms (13:4–31)
The Temple Cleansed (13:4–9)
The Temple Staff Provided For (13:10–14)
The Sabbath Purified (13:15–22)
The People Purified (13:23–27)
The Priesthood Purified (13:28–29)
Conclusion: Purification, Establishment, Provision (13:30–31)
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ESTHER

On this day the enemies of the Jews had hoped to overpower them, but now
the tables were turned and the Jews got the upper hand over those who
hated them. (Est. 9:1b)
For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will
arise from another place, but you and your father’s family will perish. And
who knows but that you have come to a royal position for such a time as
this? (Est. 4:14)

The

book of Esther presents a delightfully told story of Jewish life in the
Diaspora, i.e., among Jews who did not return from exile but who settled down
and flourished in a foreign land. It tells of a Jewish girl’s rise to become queen
of Persia and of her intercession to save her people at a time of crisis. It shows
things working out well for the Jews, beyond their fondest hopes.
Strikingly, this book has provoked some of the strongest reactions—both pro
and con—of any book of the Bible. It has been denounced as a secularized, subChristian (or sub-Jewish) book at one extreme, and it has been elevated to a
status essentially equal to the Torah’s on the other.
Negative reactions to the book of Esther are primarily because of its lack of
mention of God and its essentially secular nature, as well as its allegedly
vindictive spirit and narrow Jewish nationalism. Thus, for example, Martin
Luther wrote, “I am so hostile to [2 Maccabees] and to Esther that I could wish
they did not exist at all; for they judaize too greatly and have much pagan
impropriety.”1 Slightly less hostile was Samuel Sandmel, a Jewish scholar, who
nonetheless stated, “If somehow or other the canon were to become open in the
twentieth century, I would be among those who would vote to exclude Esther.”2
Positive reactions to the book have come for three main reasons. First, on a
secular level, it shows a great triumph of the Jews, and it speaks of the survival
of the Jewish people. Second, on a religious level, it displays God’s providence
in a low-key manner: it shows a steady force (i.e., God) in control of history by
means of a series of extraordinary coincidences. Third, it contains instructions

for the only biblical festival (Purim) outside the Pentateuch. Thus, for example,
the Jerusalem Talmud states that, though the Prophets and the Writings may
perish, the Torah and Esther will never do so.3

ESTHER: TITLE AND WOMAN
The name “Esther” occurs fifty-five times in the book and nowhere else in the
Bible. Neither she nor anyone else in the book is mentioned elsewhere (except
for Ahasuerus and possibly Vashti; see below). The book takes its name from its
major character, although the character of Mordecai is in many ways just as
important.
Esther’s name is often said to have come from the Babylonian goddess of
love, Ishtar, but it may also have come from the Persian word for “star” (stâra).4
Her Hebrew name was Hadassah, which is mentioned only once (Est. 2:7). It is
related to the Hebrew word for “myrtle” (a type of plant).5
As she appears in this book, Esther was a brave and beautiful woman upon
whom fortune smiled again and again. She was chosen to be the king’s queen
over all the women in the kingdom (2:17), and the king valued her presence and
advice (5:2–7; 7:1–8:8). She succeeded in bringing about a reversal of the Jews’
fortunes in the book, but to do so she risked her own life (4:11, 16; 5:1–2). She
received true authority from the king and was able to act with this authority
(9:29–32).

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE OF COMPOSITION
Neither the author nor the date of composition of Esther is specified in the
book. According to the Talmud, the men of the Great Synagogue (in Ezra’s day)
composed the book (Baba Bathra 15a). Josephus stated that Mordecai was the
author (Antiquities 11.6.13). The author certainly displayed a familiarity with
Persian words and names and with the geography of Susa, so he may have been
a native of Persia. In the last analysis, however, the author’s identity is unknown.
The earliest possible date for the writing of the book would be some time after
Ahasuerus’ death (464 B.C.), since his death seems to be presumed by the
summary of his reign in 10:2. Despite many proposals placing the latest possible
date in the second (and even the first) century B.C., a date prior to the rise of the
Greek empire in the east (ca. 330 B.C.) seems likely, since there is no trace of
Greek influence upon the Hebrew of the book. Moore and others date the “first
edition” to ca. 400 B.C. and the “final edition” to the late Persian or early
Hellenistic (i.e., Greek) period.6 An earlier date, rather than a later one, would
better explain the author’s familiarity with his surroundings, if we attribute this
familiarity with his having lived in Persia.
We have no evidence of any written sources for the story of Esther itself, but
the book does mention Persian royal annals several times (2:23; 6:1; 10:2). The
last reference, which occurs in a summary of Ahasuerus’ reign, is similar to the
concluding formulas found in 1 & 2 Kings. It mentions his power and might and
how all his acts were recorded “in the book of the annals of the kings of Media
and Persia.” (See chapter 6 under “Theological Significance of the Pattern” for a
discussion of the theological significance of such a formula.)

CANONICITY AND PLACE AIN THE CANON
In the present Hebrew Bible, the book of Esther appears between the books of
Lamentations and Daniel, in the Writings.7 It is the last of five megillot
(“scrolls”) in the Hebrew Bible—Ruth, Song of Songs, Ec-clesiastes,
Lamentations, Esther—which were used liturgically at the major festivals, and it
is called “the Megillah” (“The Scroll”) by Jews, because of its immense
popularity.8 Its appearance following Lamentations is logical enough, since it
does speak of times of mourning (4:1–4, 16; 8:3), but its emphasis is upon
celebrations and the turning of mourning into gladness. Thus, it offers hope after
the gloomy situation depicted in Lamentations, which speaks of the Jews’
enemies devastating Jerusalem. Esther, on the other hand, shows the Jews’
enemies being routed. Esther’s place before Daniel is logical as well, since these
are the only two OT books that take place entirely in exile. They both show Jews
rising high in foreign courts and depict God’s providence in the lives of His
people. In the Protestant canon, its appearance after Nehemiah, as the last
“historical” book, reflects a rough (but not exact) chronological ordering.
Esther is never cited in the NT (or elsewhere in the OT), and it is the only OT
book not found among the Qumran scrolls. Considerable doubts concerning its
canonicity have been expressed over the centuries, mainly concerning the nature
of its inspired status or the reason(s) for its inclusion in the canon.9 Among the
rabbis, these doubts primarily concerned its apparently secular nature or its
adding to the law by instituting a new festival. Among Christians, doubts
centered primarily on its alleged “sub-Christian” values and its secularity.
However, never was its place in the canon itself in serious question.

PURPOSE
It is difficult to discern the author’s purpose with any degree of certainty. On
one level, it can be said to tell a good story, one showing Jews flourishing in a
foreign land amidst great hostility. On a deeper level, certainly the twin themes
of God’s providence and God’s hidden-ness are important components of the
author’s purpose. (See further under “Theology of the Book of Esther” below.)

HISTORY AND THE BOOK OF ESTHER

Historical and Cultural Context
The events in the book of Esther take place in Persia, during the reign of
Xerxes I (486–465 B.C.), who is known in Esther as “Ahasuerus.” (For a
postexilic chronology, see the chart in chapter 9.) As noted in chapter 9, the
Persian empire stretched across the entire ancient Near East.10 Xerxes was an
ambitious, ruthless, and intolerant ruler, administrator over a vast empire, a
brilliant warrior, and a jealous lover, according to Herodotus. This ancient Greek
historian (ca. 484–424 B.C.) devotes fully one-third of his History of the Persian
Wars (Books 7–9) to the years 481–479 B.C. of Xerxes’ reign, the years of his
landmark invasion of Greece. After some impressive initial victories, he suffered
total defeat and was forced to retreat, never to venture beyond Asia Minor again.
His reign marked the beginning of the end of the great Persian empire, which
finally fell in 330 B.C. to Greece under Alexander the Great. Xerxes was
assassinated in his bed chamber in 465 B.C.
Xerxes was a great builder, and he completed and improved the palaces of his
father, Darius I. He was much less tolerant than his Persian predecessors,
however, who were renowned for their tolerance, religious and otherwise, and he
was more harsh than they in his treatment of Egypt and Babylon.
The book of Esther gives us a unique glimpse into life among the Jewish
exiles who did not return from Babylonia. Long after many of their compatriots
had returned home to Jerusalem in the years following Cyrus’s decree of 538
B.C., the Jews in this book lived and flourished in a foreign land.

Historical Accuracy
More than the accuracy of most biblical books of the narrative genre (the
possible exceptions are Jonah and Ruth), the historical accuracy of the book of
Esther has been widely questioned.11 This is for a variety of reasons, some fairly

trivial and others much more weighty. That is ironic, however, since the book is
also praised for its impressive knowledge of many of the details of Persian life
and manners.12 On the other hand, its historical accuracy has been ably defended
as well.13
1. Points of Undisputed Accuracy14
A. The book accurately depicts the extent of Xerxes’ empire as reaching from
India to Ethiopia (1:1; 8:9).
B. The banquet in Xerxes’ third year (1:3) corresponds with the great council
held to plan for the invasion of Greece in 483 B.C., which is mentioned by
Herodotus (Book 7.8).
C. The four-year gap between 1:3 (when Xerxes had his banquet) and 2:16
(when Esther was summoned to his palace) would represent the time Xerxes was
off fighting the Greeks (481–479 B.C.).
D. The author’s knowledge of Susa, and especially the palace, is impressive
(see 2:9, 14, 19; 4:11; 6:4; cf. also 1:5; 7:8). This palace was built by Xerxes’
father, Darius I (522–486 B.C.), and it was used by Xerxes. It was burned to the
ground in the reign of his son Artax- erxes I (464–423 B.C.), but it was rebuilt
by Artaxerxes II (403–359 B.C.), and it was essentially identical to the original.
The ruins of this rebuilt temple have been excavated in modern times.15
E. Many Persian terms for objects and Persian names are found in the book,
almost all of which can be found in Old Persian texts, as well as other details of
Persian life.16
2. Supposed “Inaccuracies”17
A. The book mentions 127 “satrapies” (mĕdînôt: 1:1; 8:9), whereas Herodotus
(3.89) knows only twenty. However, the satrapies were subdivided into smaller
units. In such passages as Ezra 5:8; Neh. 1:3; and so on, the term mĕdināh is
used to refer to “Judah,” which was but a portion of the larger satrapy of
“Beyond the River” (Ezra 5:3, 6, etc.).
B. Mordecai’s age is a problem for many scholars. According to many
readings of Esther 2:5–6, Mordecai was exiled to Babylon with King Jeconiah
(Jehoiachin) in 597/6 B.C. If this were he, then in 474 B.C., when he became
prime minister, he would have been 122 years older! Since Esther was his
cousin, this would have made her very old as well. The solution is rather simple,
however. It is to read the antecedent of the relative pronoun ‘ă er (“who”) in
2:6a as “Kish,” Mordecai’s grandfather, not Mordecai himself (so also NIV).
Kish, then (not Mordecai), was the one taken into captivity in 597/6 B.C.18

C. Many scholars hold that Esther could not have been queen to a Persian
king, since the king had to choose his queen from among one of seven specific
families, according to Herodotus (3.84). However, at least two Persian kings—
Darius and Xerxes himself—in fact married outside the seven families. In
Xerxes’ case, his wife Amestris was herself not from one of these.19
D. The large size of Haman’s gallows (fifty cubits) is a problem for many
(5:14; 7:9), especially since it appears to have been built in a relatively short
time (5:14). However, we should note that its height is mentioned only on the
lips of two protagonists (Haman’s wife and friends in 5:14; Harbona, a eunuch in
7:9); it may well have been the exaggeration common in speech. The height is
not specifically vouched for by the author of the book.20
E. The statements in 1:19 and 8:8 that the laws of Persia were unalterable (cf.
also Dan. 6:8, 12 [MT 9, 13]) seem to have no extrabibli- cal corroboration.
However, Wright notes a passage from Diodorus Siculus concerning Darius III
that reads thus: “It was not possible for what was done by the royal authority to
be undone.”21 Whereas the passage in Diodorus is not usually noted in
discussions of Esther (or Daniel) and whereas it is open to an alternative
interpretation, this understanding is nevertheless a legitimate option. If it stands,
this affords an extrabiblical support of the statements in Esther and Daniel.
F. Perhaps the most serious historical problem is that Herodotus and Ctesius22
mention only one queen as a wife of Xerxes: Amestris. Neither the name
“Vashti” nor “Esther” is known outside of the Bible for this time period.
It may be that Xerxes had more than one wife but that Herodotus only
mentioned one, perhaps the most prominent. Thus, Joyce Baldwin sees Esther as
a secondary wife,23 and David Clines believes that Xerxes easily may have had
more than one queen.24 He helpfully notes that Darius I, Xerxes’ father, had at
least three wives, who also were likely queens.
It may be that the biblical “Vashti” was Amestris herself. In that case,
“Vashti” would have been her Hebrew name and “Amestris” her Persian name;
the differences in the names is due to the difficulties of exact linguistic
transmission across language boundaries. (As a case in point, we may note that
“Xerxes,” ‘ăhăswērô , and “Ahasuerus” are Greek, Hebrew, and English forms,
respectively, of a Persian name, which in Persian was Khshayarsha.)25 The main
linguistic problems in identifying Vashti with Amestris are two: the W/M
interchange (Vashti’s name begins with a W in Hebrew), and the R in
“Amestris.” W and M, however, are closely related phonetically, and the R may
have been part of the name in Persian and dropped in Hebrew, or else not
original, but added in (Herodotus’s) Greek.26 There also are historical problems

in identifying Amestris with Vashti, the main one being that Herodotus has
Amestris accompanying Xerxes on his Greek campaigns, ca. 481–479 B.C.,
after Vashti has been deposed in the book of Esther.27 Furthermore, Herodotus
mentions her presence as the queen mother in Xerxes’ son Artaxerxes I’s reign.
Wright explains the first problem by noting that such a strong queen could not
be deposed immediately and that her deposition was not finalized until Xerxes’
return, whereupon he called for Esther.28 On the second problem, Herodotus is
very sketchy on the later portions of Xerxes’ reign. Certainly the fact that
Amestris functioned as queen mother after Xerxes’ death does not require us to
see that she remained during his life as the principal queen.29
G. The actual existence of Mordecai has been questioned by many. His name
does not appear in any Persian documents, and there are numerous problems
with his name. However, a tablet discovered in 1904 contained the name
“Marduka” as a high Persian official during the early years of Xerxes’ reign,
which corresponds to the time of Mordecai. In more recent years, more than
thirty texts have been uncovered with the name Marduka (or Marduku), referring
to up to four different individuals, one of whom could easily have been the
biblical Mordecai.30

THE ADDITIONS TO THE BOOK OF ESTHER
The Old Greek translation (Septuagint) of Esther is a good one and relatively
straightforward. Its underlying source for the Hebrew portions is substantially
that of our MT.31
The most striking aspect of the Septuagint versions, however, is the presence
of six substantial additions to the Hebrew text. The Hebrew text is 167 verses
long; the Greek adds 107 verses to these! In Jerome’s fourth-century Vulgate
(Latin), they form chapters 11–15. They are helpfully included in italics in their
rightful place in the modern Jerusalem Bible; see also the Revised English Bible
and the NRSV (with Apocrypha), where they are clearly demarcated from the
canonical text of Esther.
The six sections are as follows:
11:2–
12:6:

Mordecai’s dream and his foiling of the plot against the king

13:1–7

The text of the king’s first letter, ordering the massacre against
the Jews

13:8–
14:19
15:1–16

The prayers of Mordecai and Esther

Esther risks her life approaching the king
The text of the king’s second letter, denouncing Haman and
16:1–24
ordering help for the Jews
Mordecai’s dream interpreted, and colophon attesting to the
10:4–11:1
book’s authenticity
The additions are universally judged to be later, and of little or no historical
value. Their agenda is to give a religious slant to the book. They make frequent
reference to God, they emphasize His choice of Abraham and Israel, and they
emphasize prayer, all things that the book of Esther does not do.

THEOLOGY OF THE BOOK OF ESTHER32
In a strict sense, there is no “theology” (i.e., “study of God”) in Esther, since
God is not mentioned in the book. In addition, there is no reference to religious
institutions or practices (except fasting), making the task of adducing a
“theology” of the book doubly difficult. However, several assertions can be
made that indeed point to a “theology” of the book of Esther.

God’s Providence
Most discussions of the book place the theme of God’s providence (i.e., His
control of events) at the center of the book’s theology. Many parallels exist
between the story of Esther and that of Joseph in Genesis 37–48. Both concern
ordinary, God-fearing individuals who find themselves in foreign lands, who rise
to great prominence in the kingdoms of those lands and whose resultant
influence is effective on behalf of their own people. In the book of Esther, these
things happen to both Esther and Mordecai. A focus upon God’s providential
overseeing of these outcomes, rather than His direct intervention in spectacular
ways, is the norm for the authors of both stories.
Several indicators point to God’s presence (although hidden) in the book. For
example, we see the Jews fasting because of the crisis at hand (4:3, 16–17); in
the OT, fasting is almost always associated with praying, and the purpose is to
move God to act. Furthermore, we also read of the assurance of Haman’s wife
and friends that he could not prevail against a Jew (6:13), which certainly
expresses a knowledge of Israel’s past history and the ultimate triumph of the
Jews’ cause through their God.
The most direct statement of a belief in providence is in Morde-cai’s words to
Esther in 4:14a: “For if you remain silent at this time, relief and deliverance for
the Jews will arise from another place.”
Many scholars have seen the reference to “place” in 4:14 as an indirect
reference to God, starting as early as Josephus (Antiquities 11.6.7), the Aramaic
Targums of Esther, and an important edition of the Septuagint (the Lucianic
recension), and continuing to the present day.33 In this way, they have seen in

Mordecai’s words a guarantee of sorts that God would indeed act.
However, this understanding is problematic for at least two reasons.34 First, if
“place” is understood as a substitute word for “God,” then “another place” must
mean “another god,” which would fly in the face of the thrust of the book. It
would be absurd to suggest that if Esther did not take action, help would come
from “another god.” For one thing, no god has been mentioned in the
conversation, so for Mordecai to refer to “another” god is a non sequitur.
Furthermore, such a reference suggests a polytheistic belief, which no biblical
writer would countenance.
A second problem with this understanding of “another place” is that it implies
that the proper course of action—i.e., Esther’s taking responsibility—is not from
God. In a sentence in which Mordecai is supposedly referring to salvation
coming from God, this explicit reference to salvation not from God makes little
sense.
Thus, the reference in 4:14 to “another place” must refer to another human
agent, although what agent Mordecai had in mind specifically is not clear.35
Nevertheless, this text exhibits a strong belief on Morde-cai’s part in the
providential ordering of events on the Jews’ behalf. It shows that he believed in
the certainty of deliverance for the Jews, a deliverance that ultimately came from
God, regardless of the immediate source.
Beyond this important text in 4:14, we certainly can detect God’s presence
behind the numerous timely and dramatic “coincidences” in the book. These
include a Jewish girl’s being in the right place at the right time in history to help
her people (4:14b), the king’s sleeplessness on precisely the night preceding
Esther’s request for help (6:1–3), and Haman’s presence in the king’s courts
when the king wanted to honor Mordecai (6:4–6). These coincidences fit into an
overall pattern of reversal of fortunes in the book.36 By the end of the book,
Mordecai, Esther, and the Jews all have been exalted and delivered from their
enemies through dramatic turns of events.
Finally, we can point to the climactic turning point described in 9:1: on the
very day when the Jews’ enemies had hoped to destroy them, the Jews’ fortunes
were reversed. In Hebrew, the verb is passive: the NIV translates the clause as
“the tables were turned,” whereas the NASB has “it was turned to the contrary.”
The agent responsible for this reversal of actions is not specified, but it clearly is
an outside force. The identity of this agent should be obvious: it is God.
It seems clear that the author of Esther deliberately suppressed reference to
God. (See below, under “God’s Hiddenness.”) However, to say this is not to say
that he did not believe in God or in God’s controlling influence in the world. The

book was not written in a vacuum; it was written for and about a people whose
God constantly and actively had interceded on their behalf over the centuries.
They would have expected to see God’s presence in the events around them,
even now, however veiled they might have been.
As a final note, the Masoretes, using various methods, identified several
acrostics in the book that contain the consonants of God’s name, YHWH. These
are found in 1:20; 5:4, 13; 7:7.37 Though these are almost universally
disregarded today, the one at 5:4—occurring in the phrase “Let the king and
Haman come” (Yābô’ Hammelek Wēhāmān)—at least bears note. It is the most
straightforward acrostic in Hebrew—the letters of God’s name occur at the
beginning of consecutive words—and it comes at a critical juncture in the story,
where the suspense is high concerning Esther’s and the Jews’ fate. Structurally,
it is near the book’s exact numerical midpoint (which is at the beginning of 5:7).
It is easy to imagine that the author is whispering here, by his very choice of
words, that God is indeed present (although silently) at this time of crisis.

God’s Hiddenness
Esther is one of only two OT books that does not mention God’s name, the
other being the Song of Songs (although some find it in the latter at 8:9). Not
only that, it fails to make mention of the law, the covenant, the temple, prayer, or
other institutions and practices that are at the core of Israel’s faith. This is part of
the basis for the antagonism of many to the book, and it has led some to speak of
God’s distancing of Himself from the events and characters in the book. Any
discussion of the book’s “theology,” then, must address this unique state of
affairs.
Explanations for the omission are many and varied.38 Robert Pfeiffer
suggested that God’s name is omitted because the book is a secular, nationalistic
tract.39 However, that does not account adequately for its acceptance as sacred,
canonical literature. L. B. Paton suggested that, since the festival of Purim was
one of uninhibited drinking and merrymaking—e.g., the Talmud states that “A
man is obligated to drink on Purim until he is unable to distinguish between
‘Blessed be Mordecai’ and ‘Cursed be Haman’ “40 —God’s name was omitted
altogether to avoid profaning it when read aloud.41 However, this theory
assumes that the book was written long after the festival was inaugurated and
such boisterous practices had arisen or that it was written to be used at an

alreadyexisting festival; neither point is supported by the book itself.42 Others
(e.g., Robert Gordis and Shemaryahu Talmon) have linked the book with
wisdom literature, which is the most “secular” in outlook of the biblical
literature. However, James Crenshaw and others reject this, since it does not
otherwise exhibit any of the classical wisdom characteristics.43
A fairly radical suggestion is F. B. Huey’s that God’s hiddenness is intended
to show His displeasure with questionable activities of the book’s characters,
including Esther and Mordecai.44 These activities would include the following:
(1) Esther’s hiding her identity, which violates the Pentateuchal injunctions
about not lying or deceiving (Lev. 19:11); (2) Esther’s apparent willingness to
lose her virginity in order to become the queen of an unbelieving Gentile king
(cf. Deut. 7:3; Ezra 10); (3) Mordecai’s “insufferable” pride that prevented his
bowing to Haman, which led to the crisis that threatened the Jews and that
resulted in 75,000 Persian deaths in the first place.45
For this reason, Huey argues, the author is distancing God from the events in
the book, and the book’s message is essentially a negative one, showing the
problems that God’s people will get themselves into (especially the questionable
moral and ethical practices found in the book) when He is not relied upon. The
author, then, chooses not to mention God in order to emphasize this point.
In some ways, this is an attractive option. It would allow us to dispose of the
questionable actions of Esther and Mordecai, for example. However, in the last
analysis, it is not fully persuasive. That is because, if it were indeed correct,
Esther would be the only book in Scripture where the narrator was reticent to
disapprove of people’s actions. Huey has not advanced a persuasive reason for
the narrator’s expressing disapproval in such a roundabout fashion. Furthermore,
if the author was indeed attempting to show how badly things would turn out
without reference to God, one should expect the Jews to have been more
unsuccessful, rather than so successful. One would expect the author to highlight
whatever negative results he could, rather than ending with careful instructions
about celebrating Purim and with the glorification of Mordecai.
One logical deduction from God’s absence that may be legitimately drawn is
that human action is important.46 Time and again, Esther’s and Mordecai’s
initiatives are what make the difference for the Jews; we do not see them
passively waiting for signs from God or for God to perform a dramatic miracle
of some type.
The best solution to God’s absence from the book, however, would seem to be
that the author is being intentionally vague about God’s presence in events. Time
and again the author seems to come close to mentioning God, only to veer away

abruptly. That is true in almost every case of God’s providence noted above.
By doing this, the author seems to be affirming, on the one hand, that God
indeed is involved with His people (providence) and, on the other hand, that
perceiving this involvement is sometimes difficult (God’s hiddenness). While
the author and his readers know (rationally) that God is always present and in
control, the experiences of life show that the specific manifestations of His
presence are not always so clear. Thus, we can discern a “carefully crafted
indeterminacy” in the book that is an important part of its message. As Fox
notes, “The story’s indeterminacy conveys the message that the Jews should not
lose faith if they, too, are uncertain about where God is in a crisis.”47 (Fox
probably goes too far in assuming that the author himself also was uncertain
about God [when he says “they too”]; it is more plausible that the author did
know about God’s whereabouts [witness the many hints of God’s presence], but
that he was consciously making the point that this presence is often very difficult
to discern.)
But this indeterminacy is not a sign of unbelief. “If anything is excluded it is
disbelief. The author of Esther would have us hold to confidence even when
lacking certainty and an understanding of details…. When we scrutinize the text
of Esther for traces of God’s activity, we are doing what the author made us
do.”48
In the end, then, this book is a very realistic commentary upon life, and its
author wants to make his readers ponder carefully God’s involvement in it.
Perhaps readers of Scripture can get inured to God’s presence in the lives of its
characters by the constant and very obvious references to it on almost every
page. The book of Esther, by its radical difference in this regard, makes the
reader sit up and take notice and peer deeply into its pages to detect the presence
of God there. And, by extension, the author is telling us that we must also
sometimes look for God in our lives in this way.

Royalty
A significant motif in the book of Esther is that of royalty.49 The story unfolds
in a royal setting, and Esther, as queen, is obviously a royal figure. She exercises
royal power and influence throughout the story, and she is the agent of the Jews’
ultimate deliverance.
Less obviously, but also significantly, Mordecai too appears as a royal figure.

He is honored with royal robes and a royal procession (6:7–11); he is given the
king’s signet ring, a symbol of royalty (8:2) and royal robes (8:15); he is
invested with royal power and acts like a king in issuing decrees (9:20–23); and
he is raised in the end to a position second only to the king’s in the kingdom
(10:1–3). Mordecai’s ancestry is traced in 2:5 to names in the first Israelite
king’s (Saul’s) lineage: Kish and (possibly) Shimei. His enemy in the book is
“Haman the Agagite” (3:1), which recalls Saul’s enemy Agag in 1 Samuel 15.50
The parallels between Saul-Agag and Mordecai-Haman are striking. For
example, we see the first pair as the respective ancestors of the second pair (as
just noted). In addition, Saul disobeyed God’s command, and spared Agag.
Mordecai, by contrast, did not spare Haman but killed him. Furthermore, Saul
took the best of the booty, also contrary to God’s command. Mordecai, on the
other hand, did not touch the available booty (Est. 9:10, 15, 16), despite
authorization to do so (8:11).
In the context of Esther, the reason for this last action is clear enough: it
avoided the Jews’ being contaminated by anything Gentile, which reinforces the
concept of Jewish superiority over the Gentiles seen in the book.51 Set against
the backdrop of 1 Samuel 15, however, this action takes on added significance.
We thus see the Jews, by their actions in Esther 9:10, 15, 16, honoring the
obligation ignored by their ancestors.52 Then the message seems to be—at least
in part—that now, finally, the Diaspora community has “gotten it right,” in
contrast to Saul, who had not.
However, the action in Esther 9 does not parallel Saul’s situation exactly,
since to do so Mordecai would have had to destroy all the booty, not merely
avoid touching it.53 Thus, the message here is also—at least in part—that
Mordecai is not simply the “new Saul,” who did obey all of God’s commands;
this might then obviate the need for a Davidic monarchy. Despite the esteem
shown him in the book, Mordecai was not to be regarded in the last analysis as a
substitute for a Davidic descendant; he was, after all, a Benjaminite. His actions
do not correspond exactly to the conditions in 1 Samuel 15 that would have
resulted in a Benjaminite’s house being permanently established. In this way, he
is a contrast to David, whose house was permanently established.
Nevertheless, his presence as a royal figure serves to remind the Jews that this
office still had some validity for them, and his status as a descendant of Saul—a
Benjaminite—may be a subtle way of highlighting the inclusiveness of the
kingdom that is emphasized in 1 & 2 Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah: the
concept that “all Israel” still has a place in God’s scheme, not just Judah.

Cooperation with Foreign Powers
In the books of Ezra and Nehemiah, we have clear pictures of the benevolent
nature of the Persian kings and the advantages that would accrue to the Jews
when they cooperated. In Esther, the book’s outcome makes somewhat the same
point, although the overall message is not nearly as strong as it is in these other
two books. The Jews’ deliverance is accomplished by Esther’s acting quietly, yet
forcefully, on their behalf with respect to the king.
Furthermore, the book ends with a notice about both Ahasuerus’s and
Mordecai’s power and stature (10:1–3). The point here is not only that a Jew
rose to high position but that he did so at the hand of Aha-suerus and that the
two could coexist profitably. So, ultimately, the advantages of the Persian
monarchy are seen here in Esther as well, despite the initial threats to the Jews at
the edict of the Persian king.54

The Festival of Purim
Purim is the festival inaugurated in the book of Esther, and it is the only
biblical festival not mentioned in the Pentateuch. It was ordered by Mordecai to
celebrate the events by which the Jews were able to reverse the edict of death
that hung over them by killing their enemies instead (9:1–32). It even came to be
called “Mordecai’s day” by the second century B.C. (2 Macc. 15:36).
The name for this festival comes from a rare Hebrew word, pûr, “lot” (pl,
pûrîm). This word is found only in Esther, the usual word for “lot” in the OT
being gôrāl.55 Haman had cast a lot (pûr) to determine the best month for his
edict of destruction to be enacted (3:7; 9:24); in an ironic reversal, the Jewish
festival celebrating its overturning was called “lots” (pûrîm: 9:26, 28, 29, 31,
32).
The occasion for the festival was one of great joy for the Jews, and many
customs have accrued to it over the years. Stephen Noll describes its modern-day
form this way:
For Jews … it is a time to make light of what is essentially a serious theme
—the preservation of the Jewish people from persecution. The feast
precedes Passover by one month and points to the great events of the

exodus. The central act of Purim is the reading of the Megillah or Esther
scroll, accompanied by raucous mocking at the name of Haman and his
sons and congregational recitation of the verses of redemption (8:15–16;
10:3). Parallel readings from passages about Amalek highlight the longstanding threat to Jews in every generation. The feast is also accompanied
by a carnival-like atmosphere—puppet shows and comic plays, drinking
contests, the burning of a Haman effigy, and the election of a Purim king.56
The entire book of Esther deals with this festival, directly or indirectly. The
story behind its origin is told in 1:1–9:19, and careful instructions concerning its
observance are given in 9:20–32 (sometimes called the “Purim Appendix”).
Indeed, the festival of Purim is but one of many feasts or banquets in the book;
as such, the motif of “feasting” is an important one, one that leads throughout the
book to this most important of all feasts.57
The “Purim Appendix” is significant in blunting certain elements of the book
that may seem objectionable to some.58 First, it establishes the authoritative
religious significance of the festival. The word “keep, establish” (Heb. QWM) is
used at 9:21, 27, 29, 31 (twice), 32,59 indicating that the festival is thus binding
on all successive generations. Second, the appointed time for the festival is set
(9:21, 31)—the fourteenth and fifteenth days of the month of Adar
(February/March)—establishing it as a regular part of the calendar of festivals.
Third, Mordecai’s and Esther’s letters establish the exact manner in which the
festival is to be celebrated. Rather than merely being a vindictive victory
celebration, it is to be more generous: the people are to exchange fine gifts and
send gifts to the poor (9:22; cf. 9:19). In this way, the “secularity” of the festival
is placed into a religious context much more in keeping with the letter and spirit
of the law. (This generosity picks up on the motif of gift giving introduced
earlier [see 2:18].) Fourth, the festival was fixed “in writing” (9:26, 27, 32). In
this way, the festival acquired an authoritative status akin to that of the law
(comparable to the law’s status in Ezra and Nehemiah, from a similar time). This
forms the basis for the Talmudic elevation of Esther to the level of the Torah,
since these are the only two portions of Scripture that establish and give
instructions for biblical festivals.

Outline of the Book of Esther

Introduction: Esther and Mordecai in Persia (Esther 1–2)
Introduction to the Court (1:1–22)
The Splendor of the Court (1:1–9)
Queen Vashti’s Defiance (1:10–12)
The Consequences of Queen Vashti’s Refusal (1:13–22)
The Rise of Esther and Mordecai (2:1–23)
The Search for a New Queen (2:1–4)
Esther and Mordecai Introduced (2:5–11)
Esther’s Rise (2:12–18)
Mordecai’s Rise (2:19–23)
A Threat to the Jews (Esther 3–5)
Haman’s Rise and Mordecai’s Affront (3:1–6)
Haman’s Plot against the Jews (3:7–15)
Mordecai’s Countermeasures (4:1–17)
Mourning (4:1–3)
Mordecai’s Appeal to Esther (4:4–17)
Esther Sends Garments (4:4)
Esther Asks for Information (4:5–9)
An Action Plan Is Formulated (4:10–17)
Esther’s Intervention (5:1–8)
The Zenith of Haman’s Fortunes (5:9–14)
Reversals of Fortune (Esther 6:1–9:19)
Mordecai’s Reward (6:1–13)
Haman’s Downfall (6:14–7:10)
Further Reversals (8:1–17)
Mordecai Replaces Haman (8:1–2)
Haman’s Decree Reversed (8:3–17)
The Jews Avenged (9:1–16)
The Celebrations (9:17–19)
Conclusion: A Jewish Festival and a Jewish “King” (Esther 9:20–10:3)

Purim: The Law of the Celebrations (9:20–32)
Mordecai’s Letter (9:20–28)
Esther’s Letter (9:29–32)
Mordecai’s Exaltation (10:1–3)
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PREFACE TO THE
SECOND EDITION

To all of those who have used the first edition of this book I express my
sincere appreciation. Learning is progressive, and the intervening years
since the book’s publication have been a time of thinking and rethinking the
contents of this work. While I have not made substantive changes in the
format, except for the two introductory chapters, nor have I substantially
altered many of the ideas contained in it, I have attempted to sharpen some
of them as a result of my ongoing experience in the setting of a college
classroom and of an active life in the world and the church. A sense of the
power of this literature has continued to grow in me, and I am more
convinced than ever that if studied and applied seriously to modern life, its
effect will be no less than transforming. That remains the goal of this book,
even though its purpose is largely academic. My discussion of wisdom and
the Psalms in chapter 2 is an attempt to apply the theology of this material
to modern life.
In all honesty, I would like to acknowledge that my thinking on a few
matters has not yet matured to the point that I can say, “Here I stand.” I am
not hesitant to call attention to the Song of Songs, where I have allowed the
literal interpretation (including my satirical interpretation) to stand. Yet,
while I have on the one hand tried to take into account the recent studies of
the Egyptian love songs and their importance for the Song, I have opened
the door wider to the allegorical method in deference to two thousand years
of interpretation, including its significance for the canonization of that
book.
Books are never really finished, I suppose, and that is a good reason to
issue a revised edition. Those who have studied the Talmud know that
every new tractate begins on page two. An old explanation of this practice
is that it reminds us from the beginning that no one will ever know it all. If

the midrashic method can still be permitted (how impoverished we would
be without it!), I might suggest that the frequent practice of publishers to
bind blank pages at the end of a book can be a reminder, quite unintended,
of course, that there is no end of knowledge. Much yet remains to be
learned and written. I submit this revised edition as another stage in that
process.
I wish to thank Moody Publishers, particularly Messrs. Garry Knussman
and Dana Gould, for permitting and encouraging this revised edition, as
well as the editorial staff who have worked so congenially with me in the
past. Special thanks is due to Mr. Robert Ramey, whose conscientious
editing of this revised edition has contributed many improvements to it.
Appreciation is also appropriate to Miss Valori Hughes, my teacher’s
assistant, who has helped me complete this task. Finally, I offer thanks to
Mr. Don Patrick who, as loyal friend and expert bibliographer, has assisted
my research and collected the bibliography for this volume.
And to God be the glory!

PREFACE TO THE
FIRST EDITION

The teacher and student share a mutual and complementary relationship
quite unlike any other. Qôheleth expressed it well—the teacher’s words are
like “goads,” whereas the students who master them are like “well-driven
nails” (Eccles. 12:11). If the astute teacher seeks to prick the conscience
and pry open the mind of his students, it is only in the interest of producing
a more stable and productive life. A more stable individual ultimately
means a more stable society. The wisdom teachers, therefore, began with
the smallest social unit, the individual, and sought to transmit their thought
to the wider spectrum of the social order. Motivated by the “fear of the
Lord,” and driven by the desire to understand human life and live in
harmony with the world, the wisdom sages engaged both mind and heart in
the effort to comprehend.
This special teacher-student relationship, exemplified so beautifully in
the ancient wisdom schools, has both motivated and nurtured the effort here
represented. Sharing, it is hoped, the motivation and compulsion of the
wisdom teachers, I undertook the task of writing a volume that would both
introduce the five poetic books, only three of which are technically wisdom
literature (Job, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes), and also provide significant
guidelines for interpretation. Therefore, in addition to the standard
introductory matters, I have devoted several pages to hermeneutical issues
on each book and provided an analysis of the book itself to guide the
student through the material. This analysis in no way is intended to
substitute for the commentary and broader treatment of each book. Rather it
is designed to provide the reader with an ingress to the biblical books and
the secondary literature on them. Further, the introduction to this volume
includes an extended discussion of the cognate literature in the ancient Near
East in order to set the biblical material in its literary context. If the

nonoriented student at first finds that section laborious, he should come to a
greater appreciation as the study takes shape.
So much energy and time have had to be devoted to this task that I find at
the end of the process that, rather than indebting others to me for this effort,
I have become a great debtor to those who have aided, encouraged, and
tolerated the undertaking. My gratitude is hereby expressed to the Wheaton
College Alumni Association for a summer stipend to support this project.
Deserved appreciation goes also to Marian Filkin, Jane Marrston, Karen
Mason, and Judy Klopfenstein, all of whom have graciously typed portions
of the manuscript in its various stages. Special gratitude is extended to
Donna Kozarski who sympathetically read, reread, organized, and typed the
entire manuscript, and to John Rollwitz, Bruce Schut, and Ken Hawley,
teacher’s assistants, for their help in research and proofreading. I must not
fail to remember also the many students, all of whom must necessarily
remain nameless, though well remembered in my own mind and heart, who
have passed through my classes and helped me to understand. My sympathy
goes to Scott and Rebecca, my dear children, who have played around my
typewriter while I worked instead of having their father on an adventure
more exciting to them. And to my wife, Rhonda, who has been more on the
side of tolerating my neglect of family and home, but whose tolerating is
indistinguishable from the love that motivates it, I lovingly dedicate this
book. Finally to the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, I submit the
words of petition and praise:
Open my eyes, that I may behold
Wonderful things from Thy law.
(Ps. 119:18)
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INTRODUCTION

The Old Testament books considered in this volume contain some of the most
potent literature of human history, and the ideas they treat are among the most
cogent that the human heart has entertained.
These books are not historically oriented. In fact, with the exception of the
Psalms, they are relatively devoid of historical allusions. But while they do not
reflect upon historical events, they are alive with the spirit of history. They grasp
for and grapple with those essential concepts that set the Hebrew faith apart from
that of its neighbors and ensure its survival in a pantheistic, power-greedy world.
Reflecting the essential theology of the Pentateuch, these books in general do
not seek to convey directly God’s word to man, as do the Prophets (e.g., “thus
says the Lord”), but they entertain the questions that arise in the presence of the
divine imperative. In part, the spokesmen in these five books speak for man to
God (esp. in Job and many of the psalms), in contrast to the Prophets, who
normally speak for God to man. Yet the book of Ecclesiastes is more a human
monologue than a dialogue between man and God, whereas the Song of Songs is
even more anthropocentric.
Moreover, they breathe a certain universality. The problem of suffering, the
conscience marred by sin, the transience of human life, and the passionate love
of woman and man, to mention only a few of the matters dealt with in these
books, cut across national and ethnic lines to include all of the human race. The
spokesmen in these books formulate questions that have lain in man’s
subconscious mind, often without his having had courage to bring them to the
surface.
The courageous spirit of Job, Ecclesiastes, and many of the psalms, therefore,
is another characteristic of this literature. It is marked frequently by a mood of
challenge and skepticism, saying things that are rooted deeply in man’s being.
These books focus on man’s reflections on God and His response rather than on
God’s search for man.
Yet the divine Spirit hovers over man’s effort to understand, to figure out his
world, to fathom the meaning of his relationship to God. The theological
orientation toward creation in wisdom literature is not coincidental. For to

unravel the meaning of human life will lead one all the way back to its
beginning. The individual and personal nature of the books that we undertake to
study is evidence of the attention given in the Old Testament to the importance
of the individual to God. He began the race with an individual, and His love
continues to be applied personally as well as corporately. One might read the
Pentateuch and see only a faint shadow of himself reflected there. The historical
books may overwhelm him with facts and events. The Prophets, by some mere
chance, may pass him by with their deep convictions and concerns about their
own societies and world. But the poetic books will find him wherever he is.

THE POETIC BOOKS
The five books known as the Poetic Books are found in the third division of
the Hebrew Bible, which is called the “Writings,” or Kethubim.1 The Greek
language has given this division the title Hagiographa (sacred writings). The
term “Poetic Books” obviously points to the poetic nature of the contents, even
though Ecclesiastes is included and is written in an elevated prosaic style that
only at times has a metrical pattern (e.g., 11:7–12:8).
The Masoretes of the Medieval Age grouped Job, Proverbs, and Psalms
together by giving a special system of poetic accentuation to these three books,
mnemonically called “The Book of Truth” because in Hebrew the first letter of
each of these books taken together spelled ’emeth (truth). The other two books of
the five, Ecclesiastes and the Song of Songs, were included in a special subgroup of the Writings called the Five Megilloth (“scrolls”), namely, Song of
Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther. The purpose of this
grouping was liturgical, for each book was read at an important Jewish festival, a
practice that continues to this day.
The order of the Five Megilloth follows the order of the festivals to which
they are assigned: Song of Songs (Passover), Ruth (Pentecost), Lamentations
(Fast of the Ninth of Ab, commemorating the destruction of both Temples),
Ecclesiastes (Feast of Tabernacles), and Esther (Purim). The reading of the Song
of Songs during the Passover celebration alludes to the spiritual interpretation of
the book that was normative in ancient Judaism, and that emphasized the love
between the Lord and Israel. Since the Passover commemorated the
formalization of that special relationship, the Song seemed appropriate. The
reading of the book of Ecclesiastes on the Festival of Tabernacles, however,
seems inconsistent with the great joy of that feast. On this matter Victor Reichert
remarks:
The juxtaposition of piety and scepticism, irreconcilable as they may
appear, seems to belong to the whole paradox of the Jewish mind. Faith and
Reason write one upon the other in the palimpsest of our past. Perhaps it
was to strike the balance of sanity that the Fathers of the Synagogue chose
the recital of Ecclesiastes, with its melancholy refrain Vanity of vanities, all
is vanity, on the Festival of Tabernacles when the Jew is commanded to
rejoice. At all events, it is hard to escape the judgment that the major

emphasis of Jewish thinking has indeed been that of setting our shoulders
joyously to the world’s wheel. That we have spared ourselves some
unhappiness by, beforehand, slipping the Book of Ecclesiastes beneath our
arm, seems likewise true.2
The Greek Septuagint placed all the poetic books after the historical writings
and before the Prophets in the following order: Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes,
Song of Songs, and Job. The Latin Vulgate set Job at the head of the list rather
than at the end, thus giving an order that the English versions have followed.
This order evidently was dictated by chronological considerations. Since Job
was considered to have lived in the patriarchal times, the book of Job would
precede Psalms, which was written largely by David several centuries after the
Patriarchal Age. The last three books follow the Psalms by virtue of their
association with David’s son Solomon. Thus Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, and the
Song of Songs have been grouped together as a Solomonic collection.
We must keep in mind as we approach the study of these books that the
present order of the biblical books does not necessarily carry the authority of
divine inspiration. Divine inspiration applies to content only. Rather, the order is
the work of various editors in the history of transmission, as the varying
arrangements of the versions and manuscripts testify.
Three of the five Poetic Books constitute the wisdom literature of the Old
Testament: Job, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes. While most of the book of Psalms
and possibly the Song of Songs cannot be strictly classified as “wisdom” in the
technical sense, they certainly have affinities with it. As our subsequent
discussion will show, several of the psalms may be classified as wisdom psalms,
and the Song of Songs shares the didactic nature of wisdom literature as well as
its literary form (i.e., a song). Therefore, we are no more inaccurate referring to
this collection of five books as “wisdom literature” than we are by attributing to
it the title “Poetic Books.” Indeed the bulk of the material truly belongs in the
category of wisdom. Thus we may better understand all these books in the
context of the wisdom movement and literature in ancient Israel and the Near
East.

WISDOM AS A PERSONAL DYNAMIC
Biblical wisdom was a dynamic in ancient Israel that operated in three
dimensions: the personal, universal, and literary. The personal dimension was
characterized by both theological and practical categories. The universal
dimension dealt with the ultimate categories of theology, explaining wisdom as
an attribute of God Himself. The literary dimension was merely the vehicle of
the wisdom movement, inscripturating the propositions and precepts of wisdom
for posterity. We shall further explain this three-dimensional nature of wisdom.

In Personal Skills
An examination of those passages in the Old Testament that use the noun
“wisdom” (hochmāh) and the adjective “wise” (hāchām) reveals that they were
used even in reference to practical arts and skills. These terms were applied to
those artisans who designed and constructed the Tabernacle: Bezalel, the
architect of the Tabernacle (Ex. 35:30–36:1), the craftsmen who made Aaron’s
priestly garments (Ex. 28:3), and the women weavers (Ex. 35:25–26). Of Bezalel
and Oholiab it is said that the Lord “filled them with skill [lit., hochmāh of heart]
to perform every work of an engraver and of a designer and of an embroiderer”
(Ex. 35:35). The application of these terms to the practical arts is even broader
than the Tabernacle narrative. Goldsmiths (Jer. 10:9), sailors (Ps. 107:27; Ezek.
27:8), women skilled in lamentation (Jer. 9:17), magicians and soothsayers (Gen.
41:8; Isa. 44:25), and military strategists and statesmen (Isa. 10:13; 29:14; Jer.
49:7) share these terms to designate their particular skills. Moreover, wisdom is
closely associated with the musical arts in 1 Kings 4:32, for the product of God’s
gift of wisdom to Solomon included songs as well as proverbs.

In Personal Philosophy
Yet this use of the terms “wisdom” and “wise” does not get to the heart of the
personal dimension of wisdom. The nature of language is to develop a broad

spectrum of meaning for a single word, and the above examples illustrate the use
of our terms for the technical arts and skills without actually opening up the
essential meaning of wisdom as it is used in the wisdom literature of the Bible.
As one reads through that material, one quickly recognizes that wisdom was a
personal life dynamic that enabled one to assimilate, sort, and categorize the
elements and issues of life so as to provide a meaningful synthesis. Its wide span
encompasses the struggle of a righteous man to understand his suffering and the
limp efforts of a lazy man to overcome his sloth. We might begin with examples
out of Proverbs regarding the basic relationships within the family unit, which
are frequently the subject of this literature, both from the standpoint of the
parents’ responsibility to their children (Prov. 13:22, 24; 22:6) and the children’s
to their parents (1:8–9; 15:5). The stability of the family is further assured by
admonitions that highly esteem marriage (12:4; 19:14; 31:10–31) and warn
against adultery and sexual promiscuity (5:1–14).
Yet the scope of wisdom reaches outside the family unit to regulate personal
and social behavior that builds a stable and productive community. Moral virtues
such as self-discipline (10:17; 13:13), temperate speech (10:19; 11:12), and
honesty (15:27; 16:11), and vices such as slander (10:18; 19:5), envy (23:17–
18), and gluttony (23:1–3), are subjects of wisdom’s regulatory function. The
scope broadens to include advice for the people’s relationship to the king (25:67)
and the king’s to the people (14:28; 25:4–5), and justice in the courts (24:23).
This list could be greatly extended.
While these principles and regulations describe the horizontal scale of ancient
Israelite life, wisdom admonished her patrons on the vertical aspect of their lives
as well. The Lord’s sovereign will was uppermost in the world, and the
individual was the object of His careful guidance:

The mind of man plans his way,
But the Lord directs his steps.
(Prov. 16:9)

Many are the plans in a man’s heart,
But the counsel of the Lord, it will stand.
(Prov. 19:21)

Human ingenuity has its place, but only God can assure success in life:

Commit your works to the Lord,
And your plans will be established.
(Prov. 16:3)

Trust in the Lord with all your heart,
And do not lean on your own understanding.
In all your ways acknowledge Him,
And He will make your paths straight.
(Prov. 3:5–6)
Indeed, the undergirding notion of the wisdom-controlled life is the “fear of
the Lord.” It is a phrase that has layers of meaning. The ground layer may be
understood as a personal attitude or disposition toward the Lord, illustrated by
the analogy of one’s fear of the king:

My son, fear the Lord and the king;
Do not associate with those who are given to change;
For their calamity will rise suddenly,
And who knows the ruin that comes from both of them?
(Prov. 24:21–22)
At the risk of confusing the issue by modern use (or abuse) of theological
terminology, the “fear of the Lord” denotes piety in the most positive sense of
the word, a spiritual disposition that may be described as a proper relationship to
God and one’s neighbor. It is wisdom’s comprehensive term for religion.3
A second layer, not unrelated to the first, is that of moral virtue or appropriate
behavior. Job is described in these terms as one who was “blameless, upright,
fearing God, and turning away from evil” (Job 1:1, emphasis added; cf. also

Prov. 8:13). “Fearing God” and “turning away from evil” are parallel
expressions, the second expanding on the first. The book of Proverbs, as seen
above, provides ample proof that moral virtues are an important part of the
personal portrait of one who feared the Lord. Admittedly the revelation at Sinai
is not consciously wisdom’s mode of communicating the will of God, but the
theological/ moral principles of the books of Proverbs and Job are those of the
Decalogue, which calls for sexual purity, honor of parents, integrity toward
one’s neighbor, and so on.4
A third layer intermeshes with the second. The knowledge of human frailty
and divine strength is endemic to the fear of the Lord (Prov. 3:5–7). It is a
balanced perspective on God and man.
It would not be inaccurate to say that comprehensively the fear of the Lord is
a worldview that attempts to synthesize the elements of human life and work. It
is an “educational standard” (compare our objective standard of research) that
gives balance to the individual as he relates both to his world and God.
Henri Blocher contends that all three wisdom books as they have come to us
are a witness to the theological premise that the fear of the Lord is the principle
of wisdom. The “fear of the Lord” forms a literary inclusion in Proverbs, for the
book opens with the statement that “the fear of the Lord is the beginning of
knowledge” (1:7a), and concludes with the portrait of the virtuous woman who
personifies the fear of the Lord (31:30). Moreover, the author of Job begins the
book by describing his hero as the paragon of wisdom in terms of his fear of the
Lord (1:1) and underscores that character portrait with God’s affirmation at the
end of the poem on wisdom (chap. 28, note v. 28). Likewise Ecclesiastes’
assessment of human responsibility is to “fear God and keep His
commandments” (Eccles. 12:13).5

WISDOM AS A UNIVERSAL DYNAMIC
In addition to being a personal dynamic, wisdom is also a universal dynamic.
This second dimension of wisdom is readily seen in Proverbs 8:22–31. Some
scholars believe that this passage presents wisdom as a hypostasis, having an
existence distinct from God though expressing His nature, much like wisdom in
the apocryphal Wisdom of Solomon (Wisd. of Sol. 1:6–7; 6:12–24; 7:1–8:18) or
the Logos in John’s gospel. The critical word is qānāh (Prov. 8:22), which
generally means “to acquire,” or “to possess,” but in fewer instances has the
sense of “create” (Deut. 32:6; Ps. 139:13). The sense of “possess” is preferable
in the context because the Lord is the Creator and wisdom is merely present with
Him prior to and during His work of creation.6
It is my opinion that Solomon seeks to personify a divine attribute. Yet, in this
way he asserts that wisdom is an emanation of the divine life, much as one
would understand love to be an emanation of the life of God. Whereas law and
prophecy admonished Israel to turn to God for life, wisdom personified
admonished individuals to turn to her and receive life. This further supports the
view that wisdom was a symbol of a divine attribute. The Hebrew mind would
not entertain a dualism between God as source-of-life versus wisdom as sourceof-life. The effect of this argument is to connect wisdom both to God and to the
created world in a way that unites God, people, and the world in an inseverable
bond.
God addressed Israel through the law by commandment and precept, through
the prophets by His word, and through the sages by wisdom. As a principle of
revelation, wisdom was the “rationale of the cosmos,”7 imparting understanding
to mankind. Without it the world and human life would be devoid of meaning.
Wisdom is the all-pervasive presence of God that permeates the physical
universe and human social order (Prov. 2:1–15; 8:22). It is God’s
communicative word written in nature and human experience.
While redemptive history is not a conscious rubric of wisdom literature in the
Bible, the sovereign control of God in the universe nevertheless lies behind the
literature, and this inevitably involves history, for God is the originator of the
dynamic force that moves history and nature (Job 9:4; 11:6; 12:13; 32:8; 37:16;
Prov. 2:6; 8:22–31). This implicit concept came to fruition in the Wisdom of
Solomon where wisdom is depicted as the driving force of history (Wisd. of Sol.

10–19). So critical is God’s revelation through wisdom that the individual’s
posture toward her determines his destiny (Prov. 8:32–36). Just as in the
Pentateuch one’s response to the law, or in the Prophets one’s response to the
prophetic word, so in wisdom literature one’s response to wisdom, the medium
of divine revelation, determines one’s happiness and well-being.

WISDOM AS A LITERARY DYNAMIC
The three wisdom books of the Old Testament (Job, Proverbs, and
Ecclesiastes), the wisdom elements of the Psalms,8 and other wisdom fragments
distributed throughout the Old Testament testify to the importance of the
wisdom movement in ancient Israel. The literary legacy is as rich in its variety of
genres as prophetic literature. In the Old Testament the term māshāl is used
rather broadly to include a proverb, riddle, or longer composition involving
comparisons and analogies. The term itself comes from the verb that means “to
be like, compare.”

Wisdom Genres
More specifically the literary form of the proverb was a favorite genre of
wisdom literature. It was short and pithy, its effectiveness depending in part
upon the concise, witty manner of expressing an idea or truth.
It provided the mind with an easily accessible entry into the truth expressed.
With only a few words one might recall a truth that could effervesce and effect a
change of mind or attitude in a given situation:

A good name is to be more desired than great riches,
Favor is better than silver and gold.
(Prov. 22:1)
This proverb might raise to a level of consciousness a truth that could
otherwise be smothered in circumstances where one’s action easily endangered
one’s reputation. Thus one would be diverted from a wrong course. Moreover,
the terms of comparison—great riches, silver and gold—further highlight the
precious value of one’s reputation. Thus both mental accessibility and the impact
of the literary form contribute to the effectiveness of the proverb.
The riddle was the more enigmatic form of wisdom literature. Its method was

to disguise an idea so that the hearers might be confused or challenged to search
for its meaning. Samson used this form with the Philistines (Judg. 14:14), and
the Queen of Sheba came to investigate the degree of Solomon’s wisdom by
testing him with riddles (1 Kings 10:1). Proverbs 1:6 equates riddle and proverb,
but no riddle of the classical type found in Judges 14:14 has survived in biblical
wisdom literature. Yet Crenshaw makes the interesting suggestion that
disintegrated riddles lie behind some of the proverbs.9
One clear example of allegory can be seen in Ecclesiastes 12:1–7, where old
age is described, at least in part, as a deteriorating estate. Elsewhere in the Old
Testament the allegory is found in Judges 9:8–15 and Ezekiel 17:2–10.
The dialogue is represented par excellence by the book of Job. Elsewhere in
canonical wisdom literature, however, dialogue is not prominent.
Ecclesiastes 1:12–2:16 takes the form of an autobiographical narrative in
which the narrator relates his own personal experience.
The prophetic address twice becomes the literary form of wisdom’s message
in Proverbs (1:20–33; 8:1–36). She speaks through the lips of the prophetess. As
already suggested, this implies that wisdom and prophecy were not basically
antagonistic.

The Addressees of Wisdom
Since wisdom literature was addressed to the individual rather than to
corporate society, national interests fell into the background. In this respect the
literature is quite different from the Law and the Prophets. Because of this aspect
of wisdom, history was not one of the foci of the canonical wisdom writers,
although we should not assume that they had no interest in history. Their
concern for the past was more philosophical than historical—how does one view
the past? They had little concern for writing about historical events. Thus, while
the corporate concern of wisdom was in no way primary, it was nevertheless
served by pointing the individual in the direction of the good life, which in the
long run contributed to the good society.
One of the purposes of wisdom literature was to instruct the young on how to
achieve the good life and serve the social order well. In Proverbs the addressees
were often the upper-class youth who were potential future leaders. Ecclesiastes
addressed itself to the issues that were of concern to the upper class as well—the
futility of wealth and pleasure, yet their proper use for life’s enjoyment. So the
teachers had the responsibility of transferring to their students the moral and

cultured life, which involved manners before royalty, personal honor, morality,
and many other matters. They sought to equip them for decision making and a
life of responsible leadership.
Yet wisdom was not limited to the upper class. The book of Job, whose main
character is wealthy and a leader in his community, nevertheless deals with
timeless issues that cut across social structures. Injustice knows no class
boundaries. Unmerited suffering is nondiscriminatory.
Ecclesiastes lamented the social oppression of that age, a matter that anyone,
indiscriminate of social boundaries, could identify with. The book of Proverbs
issued folk proverbs and moral instruction that encompassed the shared
experience and concern of people in general. The practicality of wisdom
literature in the Old Testament leads us to believe that the common people were
attracted to it, even though the wisdom activities of the royal court may have had
an elite character not accessible to the commoner. We are left with the
impression that Solomon’s court was buzzing with wisdom activity (1 Kings
4:29–34). In fact, his reputation for wisdom was the one thing that attracted the
Queen of Sheba to make her state visit (1 Kings 10:1–9). Her reaction to what
she observed prompted her to speak of the privilege of those who were
permanent members of the court: “How blessed are your men, how blessed are
these your servants who stand before you continually and hear your wisdom” (1
Kings 10:8).
During the time of Hezekiah, the Judean court was quite alive with wisdom
activity as well, for this king was the benefactor who gave inducement to his
“men” (evidently a technical term that refers to scholastics; cf. “your men” in the
above passage) to collect and edit the Solomonic proverbs (Prov. 25:1).
In view of the emphasis upon marriage, the home, child rearing, and domestic
stability and responsibility, it is quite conceivable that wisdom was popularly
employed in the family as part of the home educational process.

Life Setting of Wisdom
With the development of form criticism in the last century came an interest in
the real-life situation out of which certain genres of literature arose. This method
provided both a way to understand the literature better and to peer through
literary peepholes into the sociological structure of the society. From our
discussion above, it would naturally follow that the life situation of wisdom was
diverse. Granted that the court was at times the place where wisdom thought was

sustained and nurtured, wisdom was still not limited to royal circles. We would
infer from the down-to-earth nature of wisdom and its interest in the family that
the home was one of the life situations where proverbial wisdom was born and
nurtured.

The Scribe
It is believed by some scholars that in the monarchical period the “scribe” was
an official in the king’s court. That he was a very important person is verified by
the following texts: 2 Samuel 8:17; 20:25; 2 Kings 12:10; 18:18; 1 Chronicles
27:32; Jeremiah 36:12; 37:15. Quite obviously in a world where the art of
writing was not generally shared by all, those who could read and write had
vistas of opportunity open to them that were not available to those without those
skills. Thus in the monarchical period it is quite possible that scribes and wise
men were very closely associated and were sometimes identical. During the
postexilic era the scribes were definitely the teachers of wisdom.

WISDOM, LAW, AND PROPHECY
As a religious phenomenon, wisdom belonged, along with law and prophecy,
to the mainstream of religious life. And while the three constituted, for the most
part, the total religious experience of ancient Israel, wisdom nevertheless
distinguished itself in ways that were not characteristic of law and prophecy.
Prophecy, despite its prominent differences to the law, was not basically a
countermovement to law, but rather it reawakened Israel’s consciousness to
God’s covenant demands laid out in the law of Moses. Its impact on Israel is
incalculable, and ironically its greatest failure, that is, to turn Israel and Judah
away from idolatry and thus avert the historical disasters of 722 and 586 B.C.,
became its greatest success, especially in regards to Judah. The prophets were
there to reassure and comfort the devastated and dispersed people, and the
unparalleled return to Palestine in the late sixth century was underwritten by
Judah’s spiritual return to the Lord. A repentant people recognized at last that the
prophets were right. But as for the great historical success, witnessed by the
restoration of Judah, prophecy did not last to see Judah’s political independence
restored. As that era approached,10 the prophetic voice was no longer heard (1
Macc. 4:46). Yet after the disquieting lull, the momentum that the prophets had
imparted to religious experience revived in the form of apocalyptic messages.
The role of wisdom as compared to prophecy has been much discussed. Some
scholars infer from Jeremiah 8:8–9 that the prophets came into conflict with
wisdom when it attempted to supersede the word of the Lord.11 They certainly
had strong words of condemnation for the sacrificial system when people and
priest insisted that sacrifice possessed an intrinsic redemptive value (cf. Isa.
1:10–15; 28:7; Jer. 2:8; 7:22; Hos. 4:4–6; 5:1; Amos 7:10–11; Mic. 6:6–8; Mal.
1:6–2:17). Yet the fact that the prophets attributed wisdom to the Lord (Isa.
28:23–29; Jer. 10:12) and shared its stylistic features (such as the use of the
proverb—Isa. 49:24; Jer. 13:12; 15:12; 23:28; 31:29; Ezek. 16:44; 18:2—and
common vocabulary12) would sustain the position that the prophets did not
wholly reject wisdom.
The congenial spirit of wisdom toward prophecy can be seen in Proverbs 8
where wisdom is personified as a prophetess who calls out her message in the
city gates. The poem blends the functions of wisdom and prophecy,13 federating
their concerns for truth, justice, and righteousness, and depicts them jointly

authorizing kings to reign. Having established the joint function of prophecy and
wisdom in the providential maintenance of the world (vv. 4–21), the poem then
turns to creation and, by virtue of wisdom’s assumption of the prophetic role,
associates prophecy, like wisdom, with creation.
Law, which had its institutional structure interrupted by the destruction of the
Temple in 586 B.C., was a more pervasive phenomenon than prophecy, for it
regulated every facet of Israelite life. Even a temporary cessation of priestly
functions could not break its hold on the religious life of the ancient Israelites.
Most likely the oral law had already begun to take shape prior to 586,14 and its
ongoing development made room for the establishment of the synagogue in the
exilic period. The oral law had the effect of extending the influence of the
written law in that it regulated the minute details of daily life. Wisdom moved in
a similar direction. While it provided broad theological/philosophical categories
for understanding life and its issues (sometimes called higher wisdom), it also
offered advice for the development of personal behavior, social protocol, and
ethical standards (sometimes called lower wisdom).
Without imposing a wisdom character upon the creation narrative of Genesis
1, we can see the triune paradigm of wisdom spelled out in Genesis 1:26–27.
First, it is theological, relating mankind to His Creator: “Let us make man in Our
image, according to Our likeness.” So we should not be surprised that the “fear
of the Lord” is the theological cornerstone of biblical wisdom. Second, it is
ecological, involving the human race in an inseverable relationship to the natural
order: “and let them rule over the fish of the sea and over the birds of the sky and
over the cattle and over all the earth, and over every creeping thing that creeps
on the earth.” Third, it is sociological, for it commits human beings to
interpersonal relationships: “male and female He created them.” In effect,
wisdom, like law but unlike prophecy, sought to develop a comprehensive
system of thought and behavior, reaching into every facet of life. We should not
think, however, that the two operated on parallel tracks without intersecting (cf.
Prov. 6:21–22 and 7:3 to Deut. 6:4–9). Wisdom drew from law, and quite likely
law drew from wisdom. They were not mutually exclusive. Perhaps their kindred
spirits are best illustrated by the fact that by the time of Jesus ben Sirach the two
had become companions.
In a sense, wisdom supplemented the law and cultic practice. It sought to do
what the cult could not do—to instruct in those ways with which the Temple and
priests were not greatly concerned. Some scholars have described the earliest
form of Israelite wisdom, or “old wisdom” as it is sometimes called, as purely
secular. William McKane, representing this position, has argued that the wise
man was a statesman, or official, and that his “counsel” was not religious at all.

He viewed the life situation as the court and old wisdom as entirely secular.15
Although the sphere of operation of wisdom may seem noncultic, we must agree
with von Rad that the basic element of wisdom even in preexilic times was the
“fear of God.” A purely secular character for wisdom would seem out of keeping
with a society where the secular and the sacred were so closely intertwined.
Even though the Temple and priestly order did not likely spawn the wisdom
movement, it is not very likely either that they were opposed to it. The emphasis
within the wisdom books upon keeping the commandments and faithfulness to
God and the law would suggest a supportive role for wisdom in relation to the
religious institution.16
It is doubtful that wisdom as a religious phenomenon was ever intended to
stand alone. It undergirded the law, supporting its ethical and juridical principles,
while it shared the concerns of the prophets for truth, justice, and righteousness.
That is not to suggest, however, that there were no creative tensions or diversity
of emphases between wisdom and its religious counterparts.

HEBREW POETRY
The Hebrew language has an intrinsic musical quality that naturally supports
poetic expression. It is basically a language of verbs and nouns, and these are the
building blocks for Hebrew poetry. Although there are no strict rules of rhyme
and meter,17 the language depends largely upon stress or accent for its rhythmic
quality. Theodore H. Robinson has observed:
The immense strength of its accent gives it a rhythmic movement which we
miss in languages which have a slighter stress. The paucity of adjectives
adds to the dignity and impressiveness of the style, and the absence of a
large stock of abstract terms leads the poet to use imagery and metaphor in
its place.18
Since the discovery of the Ugaritic texts in 1929 and subsequent years, lively
discussion of the poetry of Ugarit and of the Old Testament has taken place. The
landmark lectures of Bishop Robert Lowth on Hebrew poetry in 1753 showed
parallelism to be the primary feature of Hebrew poetry. Lowth identified three
types of parallelism: synonymous, antithetic, and synthetic.19 In recent years,
based in part upon Ugaritic studies, there seems to be developing a scholarly
consensus that this scheme was too simplistic. We must speak in terms of both
syntactic (word order) and semantic (word meaning) parallelism. Syntactic
parallelism is more difficult to represent in English because the word order is
often difficult to render in translation in an intelligible way. Semantic parallelism
is easier to illustrate.
In his recent work Robert Alter presents a stimulating discussion of Hebrew
poetry and emphasizes the idea that language tends to avoid true synonymity. He
speaks in terms of focusing, by which the poet introduces a term in one line and
then focuses more specifically on it in the next. Sometimes the effect is an
intensification of meaning.20
We may speak of “units” or “terms” in Hebrew poetry, rather than of metrical
feet. Each unit has one major stress, which normally falls on a verb, noun, or
adjective, or some other major word in the thought structure that is to be
emphasized. Whereas the major words will generally be obvious in English
translation, that will not always be the case, nor will a smooth translation always

permit placing the accented terms in the order of the Hebrew text (syntactic
parallelism). Thus the units have to be determined on the basis of the Hebrew. In
the translations below we indicate each thought-unit in hyphenated form. The
end of a line (some prefer the term verset instead of line) is represented by the
single diagonal and the end of a verse by the double diagonal.
Units combine to form a verse-member (sometimes called a “stich,” from
Greek stichos, “line”) or a line (or verset), two units being the minimum number
for constituting a line, and generally no more than three.21 The lines then
combine to form the larger component of Hebrew verse, called a distich if two
lines are involved, and a tristich if three. Psalm 19:1–2 will illustrate this:

The individual units in the first line (stich) number three, with three
corresponding units in the second line. The first unit, “the heavens,” has a
corresponding unit, “and the firmament,” in the second line, as does each of the
other units in line one. Further, since each of the units or terms in line one has a
corresponding term in the second line, this parallelism is considered complete.22
In addition, the parallelism operates within the same verse, or distich, and is
termed internal parallelism. When the parallel thought set up in one distich has
its corresponding components in a successive distich, it is called external. Since
the larger verse is composed of two lines, it is called a distich. The three units of
the two lines of verse 1 may be diagrammed as:

However, this parallelism does not entirely do justice to the Hebrew
parallelism, since in verse 1 “the-work-of-his-hands” comes first in Hebrew (i.e.,
“The work-of-his-hands is telling the firmament,” which is ambiguous because
“the firmament,” not “the-work-of-his-hands,” is the subject of the verb in the
Hebrew line). While verse 2 more exactly renders the syntactic parallelism of the
Hebrew line, verse 1b as rendered within the parenthesis shows the difficulty of
reproducing the exact Hebrew order in translation, since following that order
produces an ambiguous sentence.
Yet semantic parallelism is another matter. “The heavens” is a more general

term (Gen. 1:1), whereas the parallel unit, “the firmament,” is a more specific
term for the expanse above the earth (Gen. 1:6–8). Similarly, “the glory of God”
is a more general term, and “the work of his hands” a more specific one for the
same idea. Although they are parallel, they are not strictly synonymous. Thus the
parallelism has moved from the general to the specific (what Alter calls
“focusing”).
Within each unit of the above lines there is one stress (accent) that falls on the
main idea, producing a rhythmical pattern of 3:3.
Our example from Psalm 19 has three units in each line, but the simplest kind
of synonymous parallelism has two units in each. Jacob’s blessing in Genesis 49
provides a good illustration:
I-will-divide-them
and-I-will-scatter-them

in-Jacob,/
in-Israel.//
(v. 7b, author’s trans.)

This would be diagrammed as:
a
a’

b
b’

The rhythmical pattern would be 2:2, which is also the simplest metrical pattern
in Hebrew verse.
The semantic parallelism moves from the idea of “divide” in the first line and
intensifies to “scatter” in the second. The parallel second terms (“in Jacob” and
“in Israel”) suggest different thoughts and associations. So semantic parallelism
is not exact.
Gray has also pointed out that frequently synonymous parallelism is
syntactically incomplete.23 That is, not every unit in the first line has a
corresponding unit in the parallel line. For example:

The first and third terms of the first line have corresponding terms in the
second line, but the second term (“is the Lord’s”) does not, which means that the
parallelism is incomplete (even though the idea of “is the Lord’s” is implicitly
carried over into the second line). Although the sense of the Lord’s possessing

the earth is implied, formally it is not expressed in the second line. We would
diagram this verse thus:

The rhythmical pattern is 3:2 (three terms in the first line and two in the
second), and the larger member itself is a distich.
To demonstrate how important, yet how ambiguous, rhythm is in Hebrew
poetry, we may take the distinctive rhythm of the lament, called qinah
(“lament”), identified by both Lowth24 and Karl Budde.25 The book of
Lamentations is a classical illustration of this rhythmical pattern, which has three
stresses in the first line and two in the second (3:2). The falling pattern from
three to two seemed appropriate for the tone of lamentation and mourning.
Amos’s dirge over Israel may illustrate:

While this verse illustrates the 3:2 rhythm in the first distich, it also illustrates
the difficulty with this rhythmical pattern. In order to get the three stresses in the
second distich, we have to allow a stress upon the preposition “on.” Actually the
second distich may be 2:2 rather than 3:2, although the first is clearly 3:2. There
are even instances when the 3:2 rhythmical pattern is used to express joy and
trust:

The difficulty of forcing Hebrew poetry into a strict metrical system is hereby
illustrated, and the strict identification of one rhythmical pattern with one
emotional mood should be apparent as well.
The second type of parallelism that Lowth identified was antithetic. This
means that the terms of the second part of the parallelism express the opposite,
or contrary, idea:

It will be noted that the life of the righteous is put in contrast with that of the
wicked. The effect of this type of parallelism is contrast. The diagram would be:

The terms of the second line do not always follow the same order as those of the
first. Here the second term of line one (“knoweth”) has its corresponding term
(“shall perish”) at the end of line two (the English order does not, as here,
always represent the Hebrew order of the terms).
The third type of parallelism that Lowth identified was synthetic. This has
been the most disputed of the three. Some have claimed that this is simply a
category into which all the examples that are not synonymous and antithetic can
be grouped. The idea of synthetic parallelism, however, is that the thought of the
first verse-member is extended by an additional term or terms in the second
member. Psalm 1:2–3 may illustrate:

In the first verse the idea of line one is extended in line two to describe the
extent of his meditation (“day and night”), an idea not contained in the first line.
In the second verse the description of the “tree” of the first line is given in the
second line (“that bringeth forth his fruit in his season”), thus expanding the
thought of line one.
One of the basic methods of deriving greater impact from the terms used is
varying their position in the line. One such method is called chiasm (because
when diagrammed it forms the points of the Greek “x,” which is called chi).
Proverbs 2:4 supplies a good example. We will need to restore the English terms
to the Hebrew order.
If-thou-seekest-her
and-as-for-hid-treasures

as-silver,/
searchest-for-her//

(KJV)
Our diagram will be
a
b’

b
a’

The variation of position in the second line highlights the great value of wisdom,
which is spoken of here, by inverting the corresponding terms.
The line is the basic component of Hebrew verse (above the level of the
individual units or terms), but there is evidence in some instances of a larger
component, which may be called stanza or strophe. In the case of the alphabetic
acrostic discussed below, each new letter suggests a new strophe. Sometimes a
refrain may mark the end of one strophe and signal the beginning of a new. An
example may be found in Psalms 42–43 where the same couplet punctuates the
poem (42:5, 11; 43:5). Another illustration is Isaiah 9:7–10:4, where the
recurring refrain points toward a strophic structure. Sometimes in the Psalms the
term selah seems to break the poem into stanzas (e.g., Ps. 46), but this must not
be taken too rigidly, for in other instances it does not seem to function like that.
We can often appeal, moreover, to thought content, which sometimes provides
the clue for dividing the psalm into strophes. Psalm 91, to illustrate, may fall into
eight two-line stanzas, each being somewhat independent of its neighbors.26
Besides these features of Hebrew poetry, certain sound techniques are used to
enhance the beauty and the impact of the words used. It is usually impossible to
imitate these in an English translation, so we lose the beauty in the transfer from
Hebrew to the receptor language. One such technique is alliteration, which is the
use of the same or similar sounds at the beginning of words or syllables and in
stressed positions. When the sound is consonantal, it is called consonance. Psalm
126:6, for example, uses the Hebrew letter kaph (similar to the German ch) in
the first three terms of the line and three different sibilants in the next three
terms (s, sh, and z).
Assonance, the other alliterative technique, employs the same or similar vowel
(rather than consonant) sounds in accented positions. This may be seen, for
example, in Ezekiel 27:27 as Ezekiel celebrates the fall of Tyre. The emotional
tone of the verse is intensified by the repetition of the ê and ai sounds.
A favorite technique of the prophets was paronomasia, a play upon the sound
and meaning of words (a pun). It was a way of concentrating much meaning in a
word or two. In Amos 8:2 the prophet sees a basket of summer fruit (kelûb

qayis), whereupon the Lord took the consonants (q, s) and pronounced the “end”
(qēs) upon Israel.27
Aside from the internal features of Hebrew poetry, there is one external form
we should take account of, the alphabet acrostic poem. This entails the
repetition of the same Hebrew letter at the beginning of verses, half-verses, or
stanzas in the order of the letters of the alphabet. Among the poetic books,
several acrostic poems occur in the Psalms: 9–10, 25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 119, and
145. One complete acrostic is to be found in Proverbs 31:10–31, the praise of the
faithful wife and mother. Nahum 1:1–10 seems to have been intended as an
acrostic, but the order and position of the letters are not regular. The book of
Lamentations exhibits the acrostic form in the first four chapters, each verse
beginning with a new letter of the alphabet. In the case of chapter 3, the same
letter begins three verses in succession, and that pattern is followed throughout
the alphabet. While all the letters of the alphabet are used in these four acrostics,
the ayin is not in its usual position in chapters 2, 3, and 4. The Psalms, however,
provide us with an adequate view of the variations of this type of formal
structure. Psalms 9 and 10 show the acrostic scheme irregularly carried through
both psalms, with only eighteen letters used. Psalm 25 begins each new verse
with a new letter, but the waw and the qoph are missing. Psalm 37 starts every
alternate verse with a new letter, and the ayin is missing (but in v. 28 the letter
may be hidden). Psalms 111 and 112 begin each half-verse with a new letter, and
both acrostics are complete. Psalm 119 is an acrostic masterpiece, each letter of
the alphabet heading up eight successive lines before a new letter is introduced.
Psalm 145 begins each new verse with a different letter, but the nun is missing.
The alphabetic acrostic formed such a formalized structure that it did not lend
itself very well to logical development, but it did facilitate memory. The device
was also found in other literatures. Lambert has noted that five acrostics have
been recovered from Akkadian literature.28
In regards to syntactic parallelism, the English reader is at a disadvantage
when he approaches Hebrew poetry. However, the availablity of good English
translations along with commentaries and Bible word dictionaries will greatly
help him to understand and appreciate syntactic parallelism. Hopefully also, an
increased knowledge of the nature of Hebrew poetry will enhance his
appreciation for it and sensitize him to its basic features.

WISDOM IN THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST
Although we cannot accept the hypothesis that Israelite religion was the result
of an evolutionary process or that it was the eclectic best drawn from the
neighboring religious cultures, we must acknowledge the intercultural influences
upon Hebrew faith and literature. Lying at the crossroads of commercial and
cultural interchange between Mesopotamia and Egypt, Israel was both the
beneficiary and the victim of cross-cultural currents. A recognition of the
commonality of literary genres and concepts between Israel and the cognate
literatures of the ancient Near East is less likely to result in a depreciation of the
Old Testament faith than in enhanced appreciation.
In terms of mass, the extant texts that fall within the general category of
wisdom literature are most numerous in Egypt. Two periods of Egyptian history
yield the bulk of these texts, the Old Kingdom (c. 3000–2500 B.C.) and the New
Kingdom (c. 1555–945 B.C.). The Mesopotamian texts may be divided into the
Sumerian and the Babylonian, neither of which is as numerous as the Egyptian.
The Sumerian documents likely originated in the third millennium B.C.,
although our extant texts, mostly from Nippur, date mainly from the eighteenth
century B.C. The Sumerians were a non-Semitic people who inhabited lower
Mesopotamia. They established the first great civilization there. They did not,
like the Babylonians, build an empire; rather, their major sphere of influence was
culture.
The Babylonians were in many respects the beneficiaries of Sumerian culture,
although they were Semitic in origin. The literature from Babylonia that will
occupy our concern dates largely from the second millennium B.C. In the west,
the last half of the second millennium witnessed the flourishing culture and state
whose remains have been discovered at Ugarit (modern Ras Shamra). Although
Ugarit has not as yet yielded a didactic literature, the poetry and language bear
marked affinities with biblical Hebrew. Thus in lexicography and literary form
the Ugarit texts have shed much light in which Old Testament wisdom studies
can take place. Also the El Amarna Letters (c. fourteenth century B.C.),
composing a group of correspondences between the Egyptian kings and their
nominal vassals in Syria-Palestine and neighboring countries, offer some
linguistic enlightenment.
All these texts contribute to an understanding of the world and literature of
ancient Israel. However, they are not the key to understanding, only an aid. The

master key to unlocking the meaning of the poetic books is a thorough
knowledge of the Old Testament in general and Hebrew wisdom literature in
particular. To use the cognate literatures as our major informant can be
misleading indeed. Methodologically, since the Old Testament faith is divinely
revealed, our starting point and stopping point must be that faith itself in its
revealed form. However, to bypass the additional dimension and the aid to
understanding that the cognate languages and literature can provide for us would
be a tragedy in itself. Procedurally we shall look at the following types:
instructions, hymns, proverbs, and dialogues/monologues.

Instructions
Egyptian society was perceived as mirroring the order of the universe.29 To
the end that such a society might be achieved, a literary form called instructions
developed to offer moral guidance. Very popular in Egypt, they also appear in
Mesopotamia and Asia Minor. Extant texts span the biblical period, reaching
from the third millennium B.C. to Greco-Roman times.30 K. A. Kitchen
identifies two types, Type A, which has a formal title followed immediately by
the text, and Type B, which begins with a formal title, followed by a prologue,
and then the main text. Based on the extant texts, both types exist side by side
throughout this period, except for the absence of Type A in the early second
millennium B.C. in Egypt and western Asia.31
Among biblical wisdom books, these instructions have most affinities with the
book of Proverbs. Like Proverbs, they are filled with proverbs and moral
insights, often given by a prince or king to his son. Kitchen identifies the
Solomonic materials of Proverbs 25–29, the words of Agur (chap. 30), and the
words of Lemuel (chap. 31) as Type A, while Proverbs 1–24 is Type B.32 One
should not be surprised to discover that Solomon’s work shared literary
resemblances to Near Eastern literature, for the writer of Kings saw the
comparison and observed that “Solomon’s wisdom surpassed the wisdom of all
the sons of the east and all the wisdom of Egypt” (1 Kings 4:30). Some examples
from Egypt are “The Instruction of Duauf,”33 which appears only on exercise
tablets of schoolboys (c. 1300 B.C.). A father on his way to enroll his son in
school commends the life of student pursuits to the boy. Yet other texts, such as
“The Instruction of King Amen-em-het”34 and “The Instruction of Amen-emopet,”35 were not limited to scholastic use. In the former, King Amen-em-het I

(c. 1995–1965 B.C.) made his son, Sen-Usert I, coregent and informed his son
about the events that led him to that decision. In the Instruction of Amen-emopet, closely akin to Proverbs 22:17–24:22, are the admonitions of a father to his
son. It contains many items of advice as to how the son should conduct his life
and affairs. One example will have to suffice:

Do not associate to thyself the heated man,
Nor visit him for conversation.
(chap. 9)
Attention has been drawn to the similarity of this saying to Proverbs 22:24:

Do not associate with a man given to anger;
Or go with a hot-tempered man.

Hymns
Although this literary genre is not distinctive to wisdom literature, we will
find a consideration of the hymn in other literature helpful when we approach the
book of Psalms. Our knowledge of hymnody in the cognate literature derives
largely from Sumerian, Babylonian, and Egyptian writings. One interesting
hymn from Sumer, “Hymn to Enlil, the All-Beneficent,”36 reveals the level of
piety one may have found in some echelons of Sumerian society. This hymn
glorifies the patron god of Nippur, his temple, and his wife, Ninlil. Among other
things, Enlil is called “the shepherd of the teeming multitudes” (lines 84, 93; cf.
Ps. 23). The laudatory nature of the hymn is similar to the praise of the Lord in
the biblical psalms. Another hymn, “Hymn to Ninurta as a God of Wrath,”37
celebrates this god’s vengeful nature. Composed in two-line strophes, each new
line begins alternately with “my king” and “Lord Ninurta”:
My king who vanquishes the houses of the rebellious lands,
great lord of Enlil,
You, with power you are endowed.
Lord Ninurta who vanquishes the houses of the rebellious lands,

great lord of Enlil,
You, with power you are endowed.
(lines 5–6)
In both form and content this hymn brings to mind the recognition of Israel’s
God as the great Judge of the earth, as frequently articulated in the Psalms, for
example, Psalm 9:

But the Lord abides forever;
He has established His throne for judgment,
And He will judge the world in righteousness;
He will execute judgment for the peoples with equity.
(vv. 7–8)
A prayer addressed to the Babylonian gods in general is found in the wellfurnished library of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal (668–633 B.C.). In it the
worshiper appealed to all the gods and goddesses for relief from his sickness,
which he believed to have been caused by transgression against one of them
about whose identity he was uncertain:

May the fury of my lord’s heart be quieted toward me.
May the god who is not known be quieted toward me;
May the goddess who is not known be quieted toward me….

When the goddess was angry with me, she made me become ill.
The god whom I know or do not know has oppressed me;
The goddess whom I know or do not know has placed suffering upon me.
(lines 1–3, 32–34)38
In Egypt we also have examples that help to paint the fuller picture of
hymnody in the world of ancient Israel. In “A Prayer to Re-Harakhti”39
(manuscript from about 1230 B.C.) the worshiper appeals to Atum Re-Har-akhti,
the sun-god, and confesses numerous sins that he has committed, pleading for
Atum’s mercy:

Do not punish me for my numerous sins, [for] I am one who knows not his
own self, I am a man without sense. I spend the day following after my
[own] mouth, like a cow after grass.
The common spirit of these hymns from Babylonia and Egypt and the biblical
penitential psalms (Pss. 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143) is evident. David, after his
adultery with Bathsheba, prayed with a kindred spirit of penitence:

Wash me thoroughly from my iniquity,
And cleanse me from my sin.
For I know my transgressions,
And my sin is ever before me.
(Ps. 51:2–3)
In the same vein of penitence, another Egyptian devotee to the goddess Meresger
celebrates humbly his deliverance from illness brought about by transgression
against the goddess. In the prayer the worshiper, Nefer-abet, prays:
I knew not good or evil. When I did the deed of transgression against the
Peak,40 she punished me, and I was in her hand by night as well as day.41
The suffering penitent of Psalm 38 likewise believed that his illness was a result
of his sin against the Lord:

O Lord, rebuke me not in Thy wrath;
And chasten me not in Thy burning anger.
For Thine arrows have sunk deep into me,
And Thy hand has pressed down on me.

There is no soundness in my flesh because of Thine indignation;
There is no health in my bones because of my sin.
(vv. 1–3)
In another Egyptian hymn42 the worshiper appeals to his god for help in the
court of law, while still another religious devotee thanks Amon-Re for recovery
of his son from an illness.43

Syria-Palestine has not been so generous in the way of hymnodic material.
The primary archaeological site for cognate literature, ancient Ugarit (modern
Ras Shamra), on the north Syrian coast, has thus far yielded no hymns as such.
However, Mitchell Dahood has drawn heavily upon the lexicography and
philology of the Ugaritic texts in his extensive commentary on the Psalms.44
Thus, the language of Ugarit, which is widely believed to be close to biblical
Hebrew, has provided a context for the study of the Psalms that is even closer to
home than Babylonia and Egypt. We should, however, be careful that we do not
permit these materials to become dictatorial in our study of psalmic literature.
The further presence of hymnodic literature in Syria-Palestine is suggested by
the frequent reference to Canaanite hymns in the El Amarna Letters45 (c.
fourteenth century B.C.), a body of correspondence between the Egyptian kings
and their nominal vassal states in Syria-Palestine and neighboring countries.
That hymnody was a generalized literary form of religious expression is
obvious. Further, the hymns in the cognate literatures demonstrate form and
content that are often similar to that in the book of Psalms. However, the
polytheism of these cultures never permitted the high level of theological
attainment and expression represented by the biblical psalms. Monotheism was
perhaps the greatest legacy of ancient Israel and the strongest impetus for a
highly developed religious literature.

Proverbs
As the content of the book of Proverbs attests, the proverb takes a form that
varies in length from a single line (in the Old Testament some one-line proverbs
are found outside the book of Proverbs, e.g., 1 Sam. 10:12, but the basic length
of the biblical proverb is two lines) to a multiline form.
In addition to the proverbs found in the Egyptian instructions,46 the Sumerian
literature has provided evidence of the popularity of proverbs among the
Sumerians. W. G. Lambert discusses the nature of these, some of which occur in
bilingual texts, and observes that they constitute not only short, pungent sayings,
but also brief fables and anecdotes.47 Unfortunately, however, they are often not
only obscure linguistically, but their meaning is uncertain.48 W. G. Lambert,
Babylonian Wisdom Literature, 222. Although extant copies from Nippur date
from about the eighteenth century B.C., W. F. Albright proposes that they were
composed in the third millennium B.C., which would make them as early as the

oldest didactic material from Egypt. See W. F. Albright, “Some CanaanitePhoenician Sources of Hebrew Wisdom,” WIANE, 1–15, esp. 3–4. To grasp the
sense of the following one, however, is not difficult:
Seeing you have done evil to your friend, what will you do to your enemy?
49

Strangely, however, very few Babylonian proverbs have survived. Lambert is of
the opinion that the proverb was not a popular genre in the literature of the
Babylonians and Assyrians, although there is evidence that it was popularly used
in oral discourse.50
While Ugarit has not as yet brought forth any didactic material, C. I. K. Story
has demonstrated that the poetic form of Proverbs is often the same as that in the
Ugaritic epics.51 Further, Proverbs contains many words and word-parallels that
also appear in the Ugarit texts.52 Despite the paucity of didactic material from
Ugarit, however, Albright has drawn attention to the evidence of aphorisms
furnished by the El Amarna Letters (c. fourteenth century B.C.). One such
proverb in a letter from Lab’ayu of Shechem is quoted by Albright:

If ants are smitten, they do not accept (the smiting) quietly,
but they bite the hand of the man who smites them.53
Two biblical proverbs use the ant as their subject (Prov. 6:6; 30:25). Albright
further advances the position that Proverbs 8–9 contain many Canaanite words
and expressions.54 Thus the general literary form of the proverb and proverbial
literature is well attested in the major cultures of the world of ancient Israel.

Dialogue/Monologue
The concerns of this genre of literature move beyond the day-today conduct of
life to deal with the issue of divine justice in a broader theological framework.
The literary form is that of a monologue or a dialogue. Job and Ecclesiastes fall
into this category. Job is the supreme example of dialogue in the ancient Near
Eastern literature. Egypt has not yet yielded any texts of such consequence from
this genre as those in Babylonia. First, we will look at those compositions that
remind us of Job and the questions raised there. In fact, the reflective literature

of Babylonia seems preoccupied with the question of justice. “The Poem on the
Righteous Sufferer” (or “I will praise the lord of wisdom”)55 tells how a devotee
of the god Marduk believed himself deserted by his god and goddess. In the
midst of the suffering and humiliation that followed, he was unable to divine the
will of Marduk. Although compatriots took advantage of his suffering, he did not
enter into dialogue with them, as did Job. Rather his speech took the form of a
monologue in which he recounted his problem and suffering. As he reflected
upon the problem of injustice, he concluded that the moral standard of the gods
took an inverted form as compared to man’s standard of justice:

What is proper to oneself is an offence to one’s god,
What in one’s own heart seems despicable is proper to one’s god.
(lines 34–35)
Some scholars connect a fourth tablet with this document, although Lambert
points out the difficulties of making this association.56 If it belongs to the
composition, then the worshiper is restored by his god, Marduk. Whether or not
Tablet IV belongs to this particular composition, it certainly provides us with the
theme of divine justice vindicated.
Job too was preoccupied with the problem of divine justice. And he too
entertained the possibility that the human standard of morality was quite
different from God’s:

I am guiltless;
I do not take notice of myself;
I despise my life.
It is all one; therefore I say,
“He destroys the guiltless and the wicked.”
If the scourge kills suddenly,
He mocks the despair of the innocent.
The earth is given into the hand of the wicked;
He covers the faces of its judges.
If it is not He, then who is it?
(Job 9:21–24)
Yet Job transcended the materialism of this Babylonian poem because the God
speeches revealed to him that divine justice has more dimensions than the well-

being of the righteous man. It extends to all parts of God’s creation, and if it had
been as mechanical as Job had alleged, then there was really no problem at all.
Although the epilogue of the book of Job recognized justice as one valid and
important part of God’s multifarious relationship to His world, that relationship
could not be reduced to the common denominator of justice.
A second piece of literature, called “The Babylonian Theodicy,” and dated by
Lambert at around 1000 B.C., was composed as an acrostic poem of twentyseven stanzas of eleven lines each. Each of the eleven lines, like Psalm 119,
began with the same cuneiform sign.57 Whereas “The Poem of the Righteous
Sufferer” virtually ignored the friends who took advantage of the hero’s ill
fortune, this poem was a dialogue between the sufferer and a friend. The sufferer
raised the question of social injustice, to which his friend responded with
“orthodox” answers. Much like Job, the victim recalled how he had devoted
himself to his god:

In my youth I sought the will of my god;
With prostration and prayer I followed my goddess.
But I was bearing a profitless corvée as a yoke.
My god decreed instead of wealth destitution.
A cripple is my superior, a lunatic outstrips me,
The rogue has been promoted, but I have been brought low.
(VII. 72–77)
And much like Job’s friend, the friend responded that the sufferer had
transgressed against his god:

My reliable fellow, holder of knowledge, your thoughts are perverse.
You have forsaken right and blaspheme against your god’s designs.
In your mind you have an urge to disregard the divine ordinances.
(VIII. 78–80)
The friend’s “orthodox” position, like that of Job’s friends, was that piety is
rewarded with the god’s favor:

The godless cheat who has wealth,
A death-dealing weapon pursues him.

Unless you seek the will of the god, what luck have you?
He that bears his god’s yoke never lacks food, though it be sparse.
Seek the kindly wind of the god,
What you have lost over a year you will make up in a moment.
(XXII. 237–42)
Yet, like Job, the sufferer had not found that always to be true in experience:

I have looked around society, but the evidence is contrary.
The god does not impede the way of a devil….
How have I profited that I have bowed down to my god?
I have to bow beneath the base fellow that meets me;
The dregs of humanity, like the rich and opulent, treat me with contempt.
(XXIII. 243–44, 251–53)
The final solution proffered by the friend was that the gods had built human
perversity and injustice into the human race:

Narru, king of the gods, who created mankind,
And majestic Zulummar, who dug out their clay,
And mistress Mami, the queen who fashioned them,
Gave perverse speech to the human race.
With lies, and not truth, they endowed them for ever.
Solemnly they speak in favor of a rich man,
“He is a king,” they say, “riches go at his side.”
But they harm a poor man like a thief,
They lavish slander upon him and plot his murder,
Making him suffer every evil like a criminal, because he has no protection.
Terrifyingly they bring him to his end, and extinguish him like a flame.
(XXVI. 276–86)
The sufferer, apparently accepting that solution, ended the poem by appealing to
the god for mercy (XXVII).
The presupposition that the universe was not founded upon the principle of
justice was one that Job was tempted to embrace but could not. His friends
definitely did not believe that. Nor did Job and his friends conclude that God had
built moral corruption into the human race. Although this poem has some

striking affinities with Job, it is basically very different in its presuppositions and
conclusion.
S. N. Kramer has identified another poem among the Sumerian texts from
Nippur as containing the motif of the suffering, righteous individual.58 Dated
about 1700 B.C., but likely composed as early as 2000 B.C.,59 the poet set forth
the thesis that in cases of suffering and adversity, no matter how unjustified they
may seem, the only recourse the victim has is to continue to glorify his god and
keep wailing and lamenting before him until the god intervenes in his situation.
As a result of the devotee’s persistence, his personal god was moved and
delivered him.
Thus the motif of the suffering of the righteous individual is attested in both
Mesopotamian and Hebrew literature. The motif, however, is a universal one;
the basic difference is not in the motif, but in how it is formulated and
particularly in what solution is offered.
The second reflective book among the poetic books is Ecclesiastes. It too has
its literary cousins among the Babylonian compositions. One is “The Dialogue
of Pessimism”60 in which a master and servant entered into a dialogue about the
profit of various human endeavors. Lambert calls it a satire,61 although opinions
have varied. The pattern is that the master’s statement of an activity he intended
to undertake was followed by a counterstatement by the servant. This
counterstatement was probably not so much intended as a contradiction as it was
a suggestion of the futility of the undertaking:

Slave, listen to me. “Here I am, sir, here I am.”
I am going to love a woman. “So love, sir, love.
The man who loves a woman forgets sorrow and fear.”
No, slave, I will by no means love a woman.
“(Do not) love, sir, do not love.
Woman is a pitfall—a pitfall, a hole, a ditch.
Woman is a sharp iron dagger that cuts a man’s throat.”
(lines 46–52)
Finally the master called upon the servant to tell him what is the good activity,
whereupon the slave replied that death is the only good in life (lines 79–86).
Although the book of Ecclesiastes entertains death as an alternative to life
(Eccles. 4:2) and nonexistence as even more desirable (4:3), that is not
Qôheleth’s final conclusion. For life is a gift of God, and man’s responsibility is

to get the most out of it (5:18). The nihilistic note, therefore, is certainly sounded
in Ecclesiastes, but its dissonance is resolved into the more realistic philosophy
of pleasure. Death is not the greatest good, even though it is the common lot of
all mankind.
A fragmentary composition called “Counsels of a Pessimist”62 presents a
skeptical view of life, but it is not nihilistic. Rather, somewhat as Ecclesiastes,
this writer recommends the pursuit of religion and agriculture despite the
transitory nature of man:

Mankind and their achievements alike come to an end….
Let your free-will offering be constantly before the god who created you,
Bow down to your city goddess that she may grant you offspring,
Take thought for your livestock, remember the planting.
(lines 10, 12–14)
Yet even with these samples of literature, we still have not risen to the level of
uniformity of faith and profundity of thought that we find in the reflective
literature of the Old Testament. Although the biblical literature has a vital
diversity about it, the fundamental monotheism permeates the literature, and the
basic covenantal morality underlies its concepts and precepts.

WISDOM IN THE APOCRYPHA
Among those books not included for various reasons in the Jewish canon, two
very nobly carry forth the content and style of canonical wisdom. They are
Ecclesiasticus (or the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sirach) and the Wisdom of Solomon.
After the exile and the eventual cessation of prophecy, Hebrew wisdom
became increasingly important as a mode of religious expression. Whereas the
prophetic urging of the word of the Lord upon Israel and the counsel of the wise
had existed side by side in preexilic times (Jer. 18:18, even though they were not
always, as this passage attests, in accord), the postexilic era witnessed the
demise of prophetic activity. When we recognize that Israel had depended upon
the prophetic word for several centuries, then the vacuum left by its cessation
appears serious. Of course, even before prophecy ceased, wisdom had already
developed certain strengths that could in part compensate for the loss. It was
instructive, just as the prophets’ words had been, even though it lacked the
prophetic imperative that called for repentance and radical change. One of the
points at which postexilic wisdom offered the most compensation was its
emphasis upon the law, which had also been an element of prophetic emphasis
(Isa. 24:5; Jer. 7:9; 9:13; Hos. 4:2; 8:12).
The book of Ecclesiasticus, written in Hebrew about 190 B.C. and translated
into Greek in the late second century B.C.,63 is distinctive by its attention to the
law. Already wisdom was recognized as an attribute of God and personified
(Prov. 8). Jesus ben Sirach identified law and wisdom and thus gave law the
same high status wisdom had come to enjoy. In 15:1 he declared that keeping the
commandments is wisdom:

If thou wilt, thou canst keep the commandments—
And it is wisdom to do his good pleasure.
Following the legacy of Ecclesiastes, he associated the fear of the Lord with
keeping His commandments, affirming that they constitute wisdom:

He that keepeth the law becometh master of the intent thereof;
And the end of the fear of the Lord is wisdom.
(21:11)

(21:11)
Wisdom and law are inseparable. In a superb passage, ben Sirach avowed that
the law produces wisdom:

All these things are the book of the covenant of the
Most High God,
The law which Moses commanded as an heritage for the
assemblies of Jacob,
Which maketh wisdom abundant as Pishon,
And as Tigris in the days of new fruits;
Which maketh understanding full as Euphrates,
And as Jordan in the days of harvest;
Which maketh instruction to flow down as the Nile,
And as Gihon in the days of vintage,
The first man knew her not perfectly;
And in like manner the last will not trace her out.
For her thoughts are fuller than the sea,
And her counsels than the great deep.
And I came out as a stream from the river,
And as a conduit into a garden.
I said, “I will water my garden,
And will water abundantly my garden bed”;
And, lo, my stream became a river,
And my river became a sea.
I will yet pour out doctrine as prophecy,
And leave it unto generations of eternity.
(24:23–33)
In regard to wisdom, ben Sirach believed that it was a direct emanation from
God (24:3–5), created before the world, and eternal (1:4; 24:9). Oesterley has
pointed out that ben Sirach based his teaching on Proverbs, but that his work was
a transitional stage between Proverbs and the Wisdom of Solomon.64 By the
time of ben Sirach, therefore, the personification of wisdom in Proverbs 1–9 was
moving toward a hypostatization, that is, wisdom having an existence distinct
from, though dependent upon, God and possessing consciousness and
personality.
The wisdom movement, however, reached its zenith in the Wisdom of
Solomon. In part or in whole it probably dates from the first century B.C.

Plumptre put forth the hypothesis, subsequently accepted by many scholars, that
the writer of this book had as one of his purposes the refutation and correction of
the teaching of Ecclesiastes, which he believed was incorrect.65 Barton has laid
out the parallelism between the books for us:

Wisdom
2:1
2:2
2:3
2:4
2:5
2:6
2:7
2:8
2:9

PARALLELS BETWEEN
WISDOM OF SOLOMON AND ECCLESIASTES
Ecclesiastes
2:23; 5:18
3:19
12:7
1:11; 2:16; 9:5; 2:11
6:12; 8:8
2:24
9:7
9:8
3:22; 5:18; 9:866

Troubled by the suffering to which the righteous had been subjected, the writer
resisted the temptation to abandon his faith as others had done. He probed the
mysteries of the universe (chaps. 1–10), as did the writers of Job, Ecclesiastes,
and Psalms 37, 49, and 73, in an effort to explain the suffering of the righteous.
His greatest comfort was the hope of immortality (3:1–9; 5:15–23).
Impersonating King Solomon, the author delivered a beautiful oration (6:9–
11:1) in which he depicted wisdom as a heavenly being endowed with the divine
glory:

For Wisdom is more mobile than any motion,
Yes, she pervadeth and penetrateth all things by
reason of her pureness.
For she is a vapour of the power of God,
And a clear effluence of the glory of the Almighty;
Therefore nothing defiled findeth entrance into her.

For she is a reflection from (the) everlasting light,
And an unspotted mirror of the working of God,
And the image of His goodness.
(7:24–26)
Moreover, wisdom was the all-pervasive force that entered into Israel and
became her life-giving force, propelling history ever since creation (10:1–21).
Much has been made of the influence of this book upon New Testament
thought, particularly on Pauline thought and the doctrine of the Logos in John’s
gospel. Gregg observed the vital difference between wisdom in this book and
John’s Logos—John declares, “The Word was God.”67
The wisdom movement in noncanonical literature is far broader than these
two books. Along with the apocalyptic movement, it provided a spiritual impetus
and a mode of expression that has left its indelible imprint upon both Jewish and
Christian life and faith.
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THE THEOLOGY
OF WISDOM

The broad and comprehensive nature of the wisdom books makes it difficult to
bring together their theology in only a few pages. Yet, if we can see their general
theological contours, we may approach the wide scope of wisdom with keener
perception.
Procedurally, we will here confine our attention largely to the wisdom books,
except in the section on immortality where the related material from Psalms is
included. Certain other theological emphases in the book of Psalms are discussed
in a later chapter. The Song of Songs may be conveniently omitted from this
present discussion because of the peculiar complexities of that book. It may be
noted that any theology of the Song will be greatly shaped by the particular
hermeneutic applied to the book (e.g., allegorical or literal). The reader will find
these matters discussed in the introduction to the Song in this volume.
Since biblical theology, in our view, must explain what the text meant to its
ancient hearers and what it means to us today, we shall in turn address ourselves
to both questions.

WHAT WISDOM THEOLOGY MEANT THEN

A Sovereign God
The wisdom books exhibit a marvelously varied doctrine of God. In Job, for
example, we move, through that man’s experience, from the view of God as an
omnipotent yet amoral being to the view of God as One who is both omnipotent
and mysteriously benevolent. The variety of views in biblical wisdom literature,
however, seems to yield some common denominators. Since biblical wisdom
provides us with the record of man’s search for God and for those cohering
elements in the universe, it logically follows that the view of God most often
given will be in terms of those elements as wisdom defined them, that is, in
terms of divine justice, moral values, human happiness, the wonders of the
physical world, and the like.
In pursuit of social and personal stability, wisdom concentrated primarily
upon the personal and social dimensions of human life and secondarily upon the
physical world to which man was related and with which he sought to live in
harmony. This ancient religious “humanism” avoided the inflation of man’s
importance and abilities by its emphatic affirmation of the Creator God. Belief in
the supernatural was a qualifier of this mode of thought and life.
Although some scholars have urged that the older strata of Hebrew wisdom
was purely secular,1 it is difficult to conceive that a movement so broadly based
in Hebrew society and so penetrating of the meaning of life could be purely
secular, even in its most pragmatic form. The religious and the secular in the
ancient Near East had an inseparable relationship. Even in the older strands of
Egyptian wisdom the religious element penetrated such documents as Ptah-hotep
(c. 2450 B.C.)2 and the Instruction for King Meri-Kar-Re (c. twenty-second
century B.C.).3 The vertical perspective (God and man) permeated and
dominated the horizontal perspective (man and man).
Therefore, the doctrine of God is a key issue in wisdom literature. In general,
however, God does not communicate in wisdom literature quite so intimately as
He does through the prophets. Rather His mode of self-revelation assumes the
medium of human reason and nature. It falls within the broad range of what we

now call “natural revelation.” Yet we should not erroneously conclude that
“special revelation” is not involved, since it definitely stands as the backdrop for
human reason and natural observation. That is, man is not left aloof to figure out
the universe apart from God. The law undergirds the process. On rare occasions
we even receive a more direct word from God, as in Job’s poem on wisdom
(28:28) and the God speeches in Job (38:1–42:6).
The “humanism” of biblical wisdom does not make the assumption that all
man has to work with is human reason and the natural order. Basic to the system
of thought represented in these books is the assumption that God is working
through the human mind and the world of nature. Upon that assumption, wisdom
begins with the natural order and launches upon a search for deeper
understanding of the God who created and controls the world and human
existence.
One of the basic attributes of God as we see Him in biblical wisdom is His
creative power and activity (Job 28:23; 25–27; 38:4–39:30; Prov. 3:19–20; 8:22–
34). As we have explained elsewhere, this follows logically from the fact that
wisdom seeks to answer the existential question, how did the world and human
life come about in the first place? In other words, wisdom is more concerned
with why we are here than where we are going. Eschatology is not one of the
focal points of this literature. In that respect, as well as many others, it is quite
different from the prophets. Rankin has perceptively observed that the ethical
content of wisdom rests securely upon the doctrine that God is the world
Creator.4 It is that precept that requires that man consider what is right behavior
toward his fellow human beings, since all are alike created by God.
The Old Testament doctrine of creation, moreover, mandated a universal
perspective on God, for He created the whole world and all mankind. The low
profile of the doctrine of redemption in this literature does not imply that
redemption was unimportant to the wisdom sages. Rather wisdom accentuates
God’s creative role in relation to the universe and thereby ties man’s relationship
to God to the beginning of all things. It is truly the canonical emphasis as we see
it set forth in the first book of the Bible. One hardly needs to say that the
doctrine of redemption can only be comprehended in its universal proportions if
one recognizes that the Redeemer is at the same time the Creator. Although
canonical wisdom literature does not delineate that phase of thought for us, it
does provide a theological component in Old Testament theology that
complements the redemptive content of the law and the prophets.5

A Responsible Humanity

Individually considered. Wisdom literature took the lowest common
denominator of the social order, the individual, and addressed the matter of how
he could contribute to social stability. The wisdom teachers, though concerned
with the larger social order, recognized the truth that social change sometimes is
best brought about by effecting change in the basic unit of society. The potential
of man was explored and to a great extent recognized by the wisdom writers. For
them, man was a marvelous creature endowed with reason and will and fully
responsible for his actions in the world. He was called to personal responsibility,
and how he accepted that challenge determined his destiny in life. Therefore,
human weaknesses such as laziness, greed, and dissipation of resources had no
valid place in the individual’s disposition, for they denied personal responsibility
to use fully all human endowments. Wisdom literature called upon man to live
up to his potential. It gave him no room to escape responsibility.
Some scholars believe that individual responsibility was a late development in
Israel, coming to maturity only in the time of Jeremiah (Jer. 31:29–30; Ezek.
18). However, it probably did not develop so monolithically as has been held.6
Emphatic instances may be identified. For example, the Ten Commandments
(Ex. 20; Deut. 5) are phrased in the second person singular (“You shall not”).
Further, the upper limit of the Old Testament ethic recorded in Leviticus 19:17–
18, 33–34 is phrased also in the second person singular: “But you shall love your
neighbor as yourself.”
Yet, though individual moral responsibility was not a novel emphasis in
wisdom literature, it was raised to a prominent level of consciousness by the
wisdom teachers. Their emphasis was on individual rather than on corporate
responsibility. It was largely a matter of emphasis. Moreover, it is doubtful that
the wisdom sages underscored individualism to the exclusion of corporate
responsibility. Since they were working from the smallest social unit upward,
their emphasis fell there. It would have been self-defeating to accentuate the
corporate role in morality when they sought to heighten the role of the individual
in establishing social and moral stability.
Collectively considered. Though biblical wisdom is primarily individualistic,
the totality of the human race does not by any means fall out of attention. In fact,
the book of Job provides a good illustration of this. Job moved from a selfcontemplative mood (esp. Job 3, and this is the dominant tone of the first two
exchanges of Cycle One—chaps. 6–7, 9–10) to a disposition in which he began
to apply the implications of his personal dilemma to the whole of mankind (Job
14:1–22):

Man, who is born of woman,
Is short-lived and full of turmoil.
Like a flower he comes forth and withers.
He also flees like a shadow and does not remain.
(vv. 1–2)
In 7:1–2 he had briefly compared the life of man to the hard service of a hired
laborer and then applied that metaphor to his own life (7:3–10). Admittedly this
hero of faith began with his individual tragedy and subsequently saw that it had
wider implications for the whole race.
Likewise the book of Ecclesiastes has the wider dilemma of man in view as
the author contemplated that situation through his own personal experience. He
began his inquiry by engaging the generic term “man” (ādām):

What advantage does man have in all his work
Which he does under the sun?
(Eccles. 1:3)
The fate of the race was still in his mind when he closed his investigation: “For
man goes to his eternal home while mourners go about in the street” (12:5c). Of
course, as may already be obvious, this application of the individual’s dilemma
to the race as a whole was more characteristic of reflective wisdom (Job and
Eccles.) than of practical (Prov.). The balance between these two emphases in
biblical wisdom is worthy of any age.
In conclusion, we may observe that biblical wisdom looks at man, both
individually and corporately, in the light of the biblical injunction: “Be fruitful
and multiply, and fill the earth, and subdue it; and rule over the fish of the sea
and over the birds of the sky, and over every living thing that moves on the
earth” (Gen. 1:28). How he accepts and executes that responsibility is
determinative of his destiny.

An Orderly Universe
The basic universal principle in biblical wisdom is that the physical and moral
universe operates by the law of cause-effect. This means that in the realm of

human actions, good deeds are rewarded, and evil deeds are punished. This is
clearly illustrated in Proverbs 10:30:

The righteous will never be shaken,
But the wicked will not dwell in the land.
Gelin has divided the theoretical development of divine retribution into three
stages: (1) collective and temporal, (2) individual and temporal, and (3)
individual and otherworldly. He further sees their development along a
chronological continuum.7 Although the three models can all be identified in
wisdom literature, the attempt to reconstruct the history of ideas is a risky task.
More probably these three stages have wide overlaps in Old Testament thought.
Yet the three models will serve our discussion purpose very well.
The first model is not very common in wisdom literature because of wisdom’s
predominant emphasis upon the individual. It is illustrated very well, however,
in the Pentateuch. For example, Exodus 20:5–6 states the position clearly:
For I, the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the
fathers on the children, on the third and the fourth generations of those who
hate Me, but showing lovingkindness to thousands, to those who love Me
and keep My commandments.
The second model, individual and temporal, is the most repeated model in
biblical wisdom. It takes several different forms, the simplest of which is
represented by Job’s friend, Bildad:

If your sons sinned against Him,
Then He delivered them into the power of their transgression.
(Job 8:4)
Sin is penalized, and the judgment is punitive. Job’s friends in general shared
this model. However, Eliphaz suggested (Job 5:17–26) and Elihu developed (Job
36:8–12) the idea that suffering or punishment was disciplinary or instructive. It
was designed to put one back on the right road to moral wholeness.
Job himself could not accept the first form, and even though he did not reply
to Elihu’s speeches, he probably did not accept his thesis either. He maintained
that suffering is not necessarily a result of sin, for he had not committed any

wrong. Eventually he came to the admission that there might, however, be some
rationale for suffering. If there was, it was probationary, God’s way of testing
man’s loyalty:8

But He knows the way I take;
When He has tried me, I shall come forth as gold.
(Job 23:10; see also v. 14)
Viewed from the perspective of good deeds, righteousness also has its reward.
The simplest form of this doctrine may be seen in numerous instances in the
book of Proverbs, especially chapters 10–18. Though righteousness may include
both the perspective of man’s relationship to God and that of his relationship to
his neighbor, in Proverbs the latter is the predominant idea. It is measured in
terms of good deeds and rewarded in terms of temporal blessings:

Blessings are on the head of the righteous,
But the mouth of the wicked conceals violence.
(Prov. 10:6)
Yet this form of the doctrine did not occupy the entire field of wisdom
thought. Job found that this doctrine did not apply in his situation, for he had
lived a righteous life and still suffered (cf. Job 31:5–40). The only resolution he
could discover was one that was enshrouded in the mystery of God’s own being.
He did a commendable job controlling the world of nature, and even if man
could not see clearly, he could at least extrapolate that He also performed His
job well in the moral order (Job 38–39). The psalmist arrived at a slightly
different conclusion, but one just as noble and worthy—to be near God is the
reward of righteousness:

But as for me, the nearness of God is my good;
I have made the Lord God my refuge,
That I may tell of all Thy works.
(Ps. 73:28)
The third model, individual and otherworldly, is illustrated in Psalm 49. The
psalmist affirmed that God would redeem him out of the power of Sheol (v. 15).
Job also momentarily entertained the idea:

Even after my skin is destroyed,
Yet from my flesh I shall see God.
(Job 19:26)
The doctrine was further affirmed and developed in the Wisdom of Solomon
(3:8, 9, 14; 4:7–18; 5:16; 9:15). This exalted and worthy notion in time took its
place at the head of the system of retributive justice and became the predominant
model in the New Testament.
Universalism. We have already referred to the universal nature of wisdom
literature. This probably stems in part from the method of wisdom, which began
with the smallest unit of society and worked upward. It did not begin with Israel
and work down to the individual, as did the prophets. That would likely have
given wisdom a national rather than a universal character. To begin with the
individual, however, was to open a wide range of possibilities. In this manner
wisdom did not aim toward national concerns as such but toward human
concerns. Rankin finds the explanation for this phenomenon partly in the fact
that wisdom writings were dependent upon international traditions and sources.9
That indeed may help to explain the universal perspective. However, the
universal element was already present in Israelite religion. Yehezkel Kaufmann,
in fact, asserts that the individual and universal emphasis was the earlier, and the
societal and national the later development.10 Wisdom preserved those
individual and universal elements that were basic to early Israelite religion (Gen.
12:3; Ex. 9:29).
Law. The Law, or Torah, does not enter prominently into the biblical wisdom
books, except in an indirect way. It stands behind their teaching, even though it
is not a recurring term. It does take a place of prominence, however, in Psalms 1,
19, 111, and 119. Its visibility and significance are most obvious in the
apocryphal books of Ben Sirach and the Wisdom of Solomon.

A Recognizable Immortality
The question of whether or not the Old Testament before the postexilic era
taught the doctrine of life after death has long been a matter of discussion. A. F.
Kirkpatrick in his commentary on the Psalms was willing to admit that Psalms
16, 17, 49, and 73 contained the germ and principle of the doctrine of eternal
life.11 So widely held was the view that no such doctrine existed in preexilic

Israel that many scholars would rule out potential textual candidates for this
doctrine simply because they had already concluded that it was nonexistent.
In recent times, however, the question has been reopened by several scholars.
Notable among them is Mitchell Dahood. Bringing his knowledge of Ugaritic
poetry and mythology to bear upon the Psalms, he has identified thirty-three
passages in the Psalter where he sees the doctrine of the future life. In addition,
he cites eight passages in Proverbs along with one each in Numbers,
Ecclesiasticus, Isaiah, and Daniel.12 Another intriguing study on the subject has
been done by H. C. Brichto13 in which he draws the conclusion:
We believe that the evidence deduced from earliest Israelite sources
through texts as late as the exilic prophets testifies overwhelmingly to a
belief on the part of biblical Israel in an afterlife, an afterlife in which the
dead, though apparently deprived of material substance, retain such
personality characteristics as form, memory, consciousness, and even
knowledge of what happens to their descendants in the land of the living.14
He further observes that the basic difference between the concept as we find it in
Israel and that in the pagan religions of the ancient Near East is that the idea of
reward and punishment in the afterlife was of the essence of the basic Hebrew
concept.15 Whatever may be the criticisms of these two studies, we must
acknowledge the new vistas they have opened up for us.
The doctrine of Sheol in the Old Testament is one that has a strange kind of
fascination about it. The term occurs sixteen times in the Psalms and forty-nine
times elsewhere in the Old Testament. When it refers to a place, it is a place of
shadows and darkness where the dead go and from which they do not return
(e.g., Job 10:21; 17:13–16; Ps. 88:5–12). Sometimes it refers not so much to a
place as to the state of death (e.g., Ps. 49:14–15). G. S. Gunn is of the opinion
that Psalms 16 and 17 go beyond the doctrine of Sheol and rise to the summit of
eternal hope.16

For Thou wilt not abandon my soul to Sheol;
Neither wilt Thou allow Thy Holy One to undergo decay.
Thou wilt make known to me the path of life;
In Thy presence is fulness of joy;
In Thy right hand there are pleasures forever.
(Ps. 16:10–11)

As for me, I shall behold Thy face in righteousness;
I will be satisfied with Thy likeness when I awake.
(Ps. 17:15)
Peter understood Psalm 16 to predict the resurrection of Christ, and he stated this
in his Pentecost sermon (Acts 2:24–28). Gunn further locates the rationale for
the afterlife in the concept of personal communication with God, referring to
Jesus’ statement in Matthew 22:32 and concluding: “These words mean that,
because God graciously entered a personal relationship with these men in their
lifetime, they are alive still, for such a relationship cannot be broken by death.”17
Rankin essentially agrees, adding to that the “deepening conception of the
unconditional righteousness of God.”18
Three other passages may be considered (the reader may refer to Dahood’s
long list for others). The first is Job 19:25–27. The writer of Job does not seem
to have readily accepted the view of the afterlife, for earlier Job had declared that
death would be final for him:

Would He not let my few days alone?
Withdraw from me that I may have a little cheer
Before I go—and I shall not return—
To the land of darkness and deep shadow;
The land of utter gloom as darkness itself,
Of deep shadow without order,
And which shines as the darkness.
(Job 10:20–22)
When, however, Job climbed to his spiritual Mount Nebo, he seemed to be far
more confident that vindication would come even after death, and that he
personally would witness it. The text of 19:26 is admittedly difficult, but the
allusion is certainly to some kind of post-death experience, whether in his body
or outside it. The concept of afterlife is there even though it is not defined. We
may suggest, therefore, that the author of Job was struggling with the concept
and wanted desperately to embrace it. When he could attain the summit, he still
resisted the temptation to resolve Job’s dilemma by merely relegating it to the
next world. That is obvious because he did not refer to the concept in the God

speeches or in the epilogue.
Both Psalms 49:15 and 73:24 employ the word “take” (lāqah), which some
commentators have understood as a technical word with the sense of “take” up
into heaven as it is used in Genesis 5:24 and 2 Kings 2:3, 5, 9, 10 of the
assumptions of Enoch and Elijah.19 Rankin, on the other side, disqualifies the
technical term and disassociates it from the Genesis and Kings texts. His
conclusion is that the idea of immortality is tantamount to communion with
God.20 It would appear, however, as mentioned above, that communion with
God leans in the direction of immortality and is the starting point for
understanding the concept. But they are not equivalents. The psalmist expected
God to redeem him from the power of death:

But God will redeem my soul from the power of Sheol;
For He will receive me. Selah.
(Ps. 49:15)
In 73:24 the psalmist, already conscious of his continuous communion with God,
enunciates his belief that God will afterward receive him into glory:

With Thy counsel Thou wilt guide me,
And afterward receive me to glory.
Dahood reinforces the technical meaning of “receive” (“take”) by his
observation that the parallel verb nāhāh in the first part of the verse also bears a
technical meaning, “to lead into Paradise.”21 The term occurs further in Psalms
23:3 and 139:24.
Although we may exercise some caution in following all of Dahood’s
suggestions, it is significant that he has begun to cast some light into some of the
obscure tunnels of the Psalms. If it turns out that one tunnel leads nowhere, then
we will still be better off by virtue of having explored it and made that
discovery. Yet the very idea that Israel should have had no hope of an afterlife in
a world where that hope loomed so large in neighboring cultures seems strange
indeed.
That is not to suggest at all that Israel borrowed the dominant feature of her
faith from her neighbors. Rather the superiority of Israel’s monotheism over the
polytheism of the ancient Near East and the high regard in which human life was
held in Hebrew religion seem to demand more on the side of potential afterlife

than on the side of extinction. Furthermore, even death and Sheol could hardly
have escaped the comprehensive power of redemption, which is so predominant
in Old Testament theology.
The denial of this doctrine by modern scholarship is in part due to the
pervasive methodology that insists that Hebrew religion resulted from an
evolutionary line of development and that the more lofty concepts stand at the
end of the process. Even biblical scholarship, though not generally abandoning
this critical method, continues to amass evidence to the contrary. Standing on
this side of the incarnation and the resurrection of Christ, the temptation is strong
to read our Christian hope into the Old Testament. But in resisting the
temptation, we ought not overrule the evidence.

WHAT WISDOM THEOLOGY MEANS NOW
Recent interest in biblical wisdom is a vindication of a powerful literature that
has been greatly neglected in the past. However, it goes beyond that. The
declining faith of biblical critics in the historical content of the Old Testament
has left a void that wisdom can fill. Apart from the desperation left by negative
criticism of the Bible, there is a strong role for wisdom in biblical theology and
modern life. Fortunately evangelical theology has never agonized over whether
the proper role of biblical theology was to explain what the Bible meant or what
it means. It has assumed that both are demanded. Thus it seems both necessary
and appropriate to discuss the significance of wisdom for modern men and
women.

Biblical Humanism
Old Testament theology has both an inner and outer circle. The inner circle is
found in the revelation of God in history, both in word and event, recorded
basically in the Torah and the Prophets of the Old Testament. The outer circle is
to be identified in Old Testament wisdom.
The wisdom literature outlines and defines one of the first themes of the Bible,
the awakening self-consciousness of mankind. At the prompting of the serpent
he contemplated his potential: “For God knows that in the day you eat from it
your eyes will be opened, and you will be like God, knowing good and evil”
(Gen. 3:5). And when Satan had infected Adam and Eve with his autonomous
spirit, man’s rude awakening of self-consciousness came: “Then the eyes of both
of them were opened, and they knew that they were naked; and they sewed fig
leaves together and made themselves loin coverings” (Gen. 3:7). This selfconsciousness that might have become a blessing had become a bane. He was
doomed to live under its burden.
Wisdom literature, probably more than any other biblical genre, deals with
that human self-consciousness. It is an exposition of the words, “Then the eyes
of both of them were opened …” (Gen. 3:7). They were opened to the world and
to themselves. Unfortunately the distorted view demanded that man do
something to change his circumstances. So he did two things: he sewed fig

leaves to make aprons that could cover his nakedness, and he hid from God.
These two acts revealed the mental confusion about himself and about his God.
The rest of the biblical narrative might in simplistic terms be described as a
reflection on and a corrective of this distorted perspective. Wisdom literature
falls within the scope of both, even though the first is its preoccupation. It is the
literature of human self-consciousness.
Humanism as a philosophy falls within the first category, that of human selfcontemplation. In its most elementary form it is as ancient as Adam, while in its
modern configuration it traces its history back to the Greeks of the fifth century
B.C. The ancient Greeks were concerned with reconciling the life of man with
the world in which he lived. Their gods became the media of this harmonization.
Little more than superhuman beings, the gods and man met at the juncture of
nature and there found common ground. From the time of the Sophists who
likely gave the first expression to this spirit, the Greeks sought to harmonize the
spirit of man with the spirit of nature. Protagoras, the most eminent of the
Sophists, articulated their dictum, “Man is the measure of all things; of the being
of things that are and of the non-being of things that are not.” The meaning of
his statement seems to be that “there is no objective standard of appeal.”22 The
Stoics, however, gave ancient humanism its most mature form. “Salvation, for
the Stoic, meant self-realization by self-reliance and self-discipline. Their whole
ethical system centered itself in man.”23
No less man-centered were the Epicureans. They taught that man should look
to himself to achieve whatever he believed was good. “Pleasure was the one true
good, intellectual rather than the physical or sensual pleasures.”24
The Romans amassed a great empire and mastered social organization, but, as
Elias Andrews observes, they accomplished the marvelous feat of maintaining a
unity of life without suppressing individuality.25
When the Renaissance spirit began to take shape in the fifteenth century, it
was essentially a revival of the Greek spirit of humanism, and the individual
again assumed proportions of utmost importance in the world. The medieval idea
of the world as evil was set aside as man undertook his renewed search for
beauty and truth. Renaissance humanism, for all its trust in man, did not
repudiate God, but took for granted the significant place religion had held in
life.26
Modern humanism has taken a turn away from Renaissance humanism in that
man has been elevated to the level where he is both man and god. And that is its
congenital defect. It has no god but man. F. R. Barry has pointed out the intrinsic
problem this poses: “There seems to be a law in the moral order that what is

natural tends to become unnatural unless redeemed by what is supernatural.”27
I do not intend to suggest that the Bible has a humanism that has a one-to-one
correspondence to the kind of humanism that the Greeks and modern man have
embraced. Yet wisdom literature does aim in a similar direction, and its thrust
has similarities. The following are some of the characteristics of biblical
humanism.
1. It focuses on human life, morality, and the natural order. Like modern
humanism, the individual comes clearly in view. As a result, the social concerns
of this literature are prominent. The social units of the family, community, and
state are centers of attention. The stability of these social units is an aim of the
wisdom movement.
2. Biblical humanism recognizes the worth of man and contemplates the
formidable problems of his existence—death, injustice, immorality, and so forth.
The fact that man stands at the center of the world only serves to deepen the
trauma created by the fundamental problems of human life. When Job observed
that a tree was more enduring than man (14:7–17), he formulated the acute
statement,

Man, who is born of woman,
Is short-lived and full of turmoil.
(Job 14:1)
3. Biblical humanism speaks for man. It is his charter of self-consciousness.
The book of Job speaks to God about man, while Proverbs and Ecclesiastes in
large part speak to man about man. But we must acknowledge that this talk
about mankind takes place within a devoutly theistic context and is not devoid of
admonitions that turn the attention of the human creature toward God.
4. Biblical humanism is theistic in its foundation. While wisdom literature
observes the natural order, the rationale is to see God in it, to learn what He
would say to man about life in the world He has made. God is behind nature,
speaking through it. It is one of His media of communication. He is the Artist,
the Master Designer, the Creator. To understand the Artist one must study His
works.
In contrast modern humanism does not seek God in the natural order. It has
sealed the mouth of the created world so that the voice of God cannot be heard
through it.
On the other side, the fear of the Lord is the cohesive force in biblical
humanism. It is the appointment that God and man have together. Only in

relation to God can man achieve the kind of self-consciousness that will not lead
him into a blind alley of moral ambiguity.
5. Biblical humanism has a telos. Different from modern humanism that seeks
a new order within mankind, wisdom literature seeks a new order for all the
human species. It would come only by attention to the disciplined life of
wisdom, which was the distillation of the divine will for man. Thus man would
not and could not produce the new social order, but God could bring it about
through obedient, self-disciplined persons who feared Him and kept His
commandments (Ec-cles. 12:13). Wisdom, while emphasizing the need for man
to know himself, taught that ultimate satisfaction is only achieved in relationship
to God.
Yet biblical wisdom has a built-in deficiency that cries out for God to break
into man’s world and dismantle his vital questions with answers that are clear
and forthright, immediate and personal. Therefore, without being disparaging,
we may speak of the failure of biblical humanism. That is not to imply that the
Word of God has in the least fallen short of its goal, but merely to point up the
fact that wisdom literature never was intended to provide a theological system
that operated in isolation from the historical revelation of God through the Law
and Prophets.
Biblical humanism is lacking at the very point for which it aims—a personal
relationship to God. The fear of the Lord was to involve the individual in a
personal encounter with God, to turn him away from himself to the Creator. The
failure, however, becomes visible when man cannot penetrate beyond the
creation to the truly personal nature of the Creator God.
While the Creator was personal and involved with His creation, the wisdom
person lacked the penetrating insight into the genuinely personal nature of the
God who not only created but also redeemed. It is only in the Redeemer God that
man meets the Deity as Person. Only in the Redeemer God does the image of
God the Creator become personalized. The Creator God, while admittedly
personal, is more remote, more transcendant than the Redeemer God who comes
down, reveals Himself in history, and walks among His human creatures.

Moral Guidance
Wisdom supplies certain deficiencies in modern culture and society. The need
to find an anchorage for moral conduct is met by wisdom’s accent on the Creator
God as the source of life and the reference point for all human actions and

attitudes. The one Creator of all men and all things is the Absolute against which
all relationships must be measured and all actions weighed.
The modern view that religious faith is at best only a catalyst in a process is
detrimental to the well-being of mankind. The psalmists knew that faith itself
was the process. God was both transcendent over and immanent in the lives of
men and women. A faith whose God is transcendent promotes a high view of the
deity, but a faith whose God is immanent produces a high view of man. Both
components are found in the biblical faith of the poetic books. One is not
exclusive of the other, but they are companions of divine revelation.
The basic element of what is morally permissible and what is not is based
upon a double relationship, that of the horizontal and vertical, or a person’s
relationship to his world and to his God. Wisdom literature, while drawing the
horizontal lines very heavy, does not neglect the vertical. In a society plagued by
relativism, the missing element of moral guidance can be supplied by wisdom.
While this may be said of other biblical genres as well, it is strikingly true of
wisdom because this movement and literature made moral conduct one of its
primary concerns. Social stability could never be achieved without moral
integrity, and moral integrity, whose reality is validated and tested by
interpersonal relationships, was anchored in relationship to God. Perhaps
modern society will find less offensive a literature in which social concerns and
human justice are so central, but which employs moral admonitions rather than
divine imperatives. But once one has accepted the didactic mode of wisdom, one
will find that its urgency is as pressing as the imperative of the Prophets and the
prescription of the Law because it, too, originates in the moral character of God.
In a culture where religion is often considered a scourge rather than a badge of
honor, true piety may be held in contempt. Yet wisdom literature and the Psalms
call the church to recover genuine piety, not piety caricatured as “a hypocritical
life-style which imprisons an individual in a repressive straight jacket.”28 It is
not legalism, but the performance of duty from a sense of love. A mature attitude
of spiritual growth and enjoying God is part of its makeup (Ps. 131:1–2).
The church in any age cannot experience genuine renewal without a
revitalization of piety. As the Psalter illustrates so well, man’s double bond to
God, creation and redemption, is the only context in which the meaning of
human existence takes intelligible form. Before the God who is both
transcendent and immanent, Creator and Redeemer, the only appropriate human
posture is prostration before His majesty. The Psalms are a frequent witness to
the truth that personal happiness and inner security are found in the praise of
God. The recognition that human destiny is fixed in direct proportion to the
praise of God will free the heart to soar to Him, oblivious of personal gain. For

only when God is exalted does man find his rightful place in the universe.
Wisdom has its own term for this dimension of faith, the “fear of the Lord.”
The necessity for the recovery of this disposition is written in the defiance and
chaos of the modern social order. A worldview that gathers all the threads of
human experience and puts them in proper relationship to the religious life is of
vital importance to the survival of a world of such technological complexity and
diversity as ours.
In fact, we need to recapture the pervasive power of our Christian faith, which
includes and addresses all human experience within the wide circle of life. As
for Old Testament wisdom, so for the unsearchable wisdom of Christ, man is a
totality that must come under the light and scrutiny of faith. He cannot be
dismembered and his constituent parts distributed among the various disciplines,
leaving only his elusive “spirit” within faith’s circle. Instead, all facets of life
and experience must turn their faces toward the encircling and enlightening God.
The fear of God in its fullest proportions as taught by the wisdom sages can
serve as a model for those who would undertake this challenge.
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THE BOOK
OF JOB

Perhaps

no problem has engaged man’s mind and occupied his heart so
universally as the perplexity of human suffering. All of the major religions have
been compelled to come to grips with it.1 The Hebrew and Christian faiths have
conducted a valiant struggle in this regard, and the book of Job is the classic
formulation of the Hebraic position on the matter.
The Christian faith has fallen grateful heir to this statement. Indeed, the spirit
and theology of the book are so much a fundamental part of Christianity that
numberless Christians have read this book, identified with its hero, fed upon its
whirlwind revelation, and have had the strange sense that, despite the preChristian context, they stood within the encompassing bounds of the incarnation.
Yet it is not a Christian book but Hebraic through and through, and the sense of
kinship that is experienced is due in part to the universal issue that it treats and
the unexcelled heights of anticipation to which it rises.

THE CENTRAL ISSUE OF JOB
The most obvious issue in the book is the suffering of the righteous. Yet the
range of the book is multiform. The basic approaches to explaining the central
problem may be viewed in two categories, the theological and the existential.
The focus upon a universal question, such as justice or evil or unmerited
suffering, with the aim of providing an explanation, constitutes the theological
approach. The existential, in comparison, is not concerned with theological
issues per se but with theological experience, the way a person relates to God
and universal issues.
Addressing the book of Job theologically, some view the central issue to be
the problem of evil. Although this may be the larger context, the author made no
effort to resolve this agonizing problem. Actually we are probably closer to
precision by being less precise and viewing the central issue as a complex of
ideas rather than a single one. The issue(s) is (are) attracted to two poles, the
justice of God and the integrity of the righteous. Clustering around these poles
are other issues inherent in any consideration of the two, the mystery of evil, the
prosperity of the wicked, and the suffering of the righteous. As Kaufmann has
correctly observed, the suffering of the righteous leads inevitably to the larger
question of whether there is a moral order in the world at all.2 Job entertained
this question (9:22–24). The author peeled off the layers of Hebrew life and
thought and exposed the bare core in a daring adventure—when the justice of
God and the righteousness of man clash, what resolution exists? Pedersen
astutely observes the resolution in the God speeches.
[Job] must subject himself to the mighty will of God, trusting to the fact
that man has his righteousness and God his; and when they do not
harmonize, then it is not that God’s justice goes against that of man and
suspends it, but that it transcends it and goes deeper than man is able to
penetrate.3
While we regard the theological interpretation of Job as the primary mode, the
existential approach advances a complementary understanding of the book. The
assumption of this hermeneutical mode is that the experience of Job is
paradigmatic of what others, regardless of time in history, have suffered. They,
therefore, find their experience in Job and identify with him. The cathartic

element of great literature is recognizably important for its enduring impact on
mankind. And Job does not fall short of that characteristic. That Job launched
upon a journey of faith can hardly be denied, and we can identify with his
regress and progress. Snaith, affirming the existential interpretation, has
proposed that the sufferings of Job are discussed to highlight the problem of the
transcendent God: “How can the High God ever be imminently concerned with
the affairs of men?” In his view, the eventual answer of the book to this question
is submission: “God still far away, unapproachable and incomprehensible, but
with a working rule for man.”4 Habel also declares in favor of the existential
approach by stating that the book “is the intense struggle of a great poet to probe
the very meaning of life, especially life where suffering and injustice prevail for
no apparent reason.”5
Job indeed struggled with life, moved from humble submission (prologue) to
daring challenge (dialogue), and eventuated in a more informed submission after
the God speeches. As important as his journey was, it was complementary to the
theological-issue complex, the vehicle for communicating it and evoking its
many facets. It was the verbal expression of the substantive matter, the latter
being the justice of God and the integrity of the righteous. But is one more
important than the other? Put another way, can God do without man? The
answer is only implied in the book—indeed He can! But man was His doing and
not God man’s devising. God took the initiative—“Have you considered My
servant Job?” And God resolved the issue by answering Job out of the
whirlwind. Job’s significance and the meaning of his religious experience began
and ended with God, whose inherent nature (not Job’s) committed Him to His
human creature—“there is no one like him on the earth.” Thus the relationship
between the theological and existential interpretations of Job is one of both
substance and perspective. The theological is primary because God is
omnipotent Creator—”Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth!”
(38:4a). Yet the fact that God was speaking those words to Job involves the
existential truth that man is very important to Him.

SOME INTRODUCTORY MATTERS ABOUT JOB

Purpose
Once the central issue is put in perspective, the purpose of the book has
already assumed its outline. The book of Job was written in order to probe the
vast regions and recesses of the justice of God in the world. It is our prime
biblical example of a theodicy, a work that seeks to investigate the problem of
divine justice. The wisdom schools of ancient Israel were known for this
intellectual and spiritual exercise. Job is that exercise incarnate. The
philosophical and theological dimensions of divine justice are given a personal
and experiential form, thus bringing the hypothetical into the practical arena of
life. It is on that level that the discussion must eventually take place, and only at
the point where the theoretical touches the practical can man find ease for his
aching heart and satisfaction for his questing spirit. The book of Job provides a
real example of extreme suffering, and it is precisely its reality (as well as the
profound faith of its hero) that has been a source of comfort and reassurance to
those who have suffered through the ages. In Job the suffering saint has one with
whom to identify.

Date
The difficulty of dating the book of Job is suggested by the wide range of
dates that have been assigned to it, extending from the patriarchal period to the
postexilic age. Recognizably one of the problems is that the author had no
interest in historical details. At least they did not serve his purpose. Other
considerations that bear upon date are the relation of the language of the
dialogue to the Ugaritic, Aramaic, and Arabic languages, the development of
wisdom literature in general, the importance of the individual in ancient Near
Eastern culture, and the concept of the afterlife. All of these have been utilized in
attempts to locate this incomparable book at an approximate place in the

historical continuum. At the outset, therefore, we must sense the insecurity of
dogmatism on the matter and agree with A. B. Davidson that here we have
entered a region “which is not that of argument but of impressions.”6
Most likely the rabbis were influenced toward a patriarchal date by the
author’s use of El and Eloah for God, measurement of Job’s wealth in terms of
his cattle and flocks, Job’s patriarchal role as priest, and his longevity. The
Babylonian Talmud preserves rabbinic speculation on the subject.7 Delitzsch
examined Job in relation to other biblical books and concluded on the basis of
language that the psalms of Heman and Ethan (Pss. 88, 89), both contemporaries
of Solomon (1 Kings 4:31), were minted from the same age as Job. Thus he
assigned the book to the Solomonic age.8
In chronological order, the next assigned date is the monarchical era between
Solomon and the Babylonian Exile. Yehezkel Kaufmann9 cautiously opts for a
preexilic date, as does also Pope,10 but for different reasons. Kaufmann believes
the classical Hebrew style pleads for the age that produced the great prophetic
and moralistic literature of the Old Testament, whereas Pope is largely
convinced by the absence of any allusions to the great tragedy of Judah in the
early sixth century, along with the probability that the advanced development of
wisdom literature in the preexilic age provided the context for such a
masterpiece.
The Exile has also had its proponents. Davidson believed that divine
providence was no longer calmly accepted, and that the background of the poem
was some great disorder, the Exile being the most viable era.11 Guillaume built
an impressive hypothesis largely from certain allusions to lawless conditions that
might have prevailed over a Jew during the Babylonian domination (cf. chap.
30). The restoration of Job’s fortunes suggested to him the end of the Babylonian
occupation. Thus he dated Job’s misfortunes during the occupation of Tema by
Nabonidus (c. 552 B.C.).12 Such precise dating of Job is unusual, not to mention
precarious.
An early postexilic date is favored by Gordis, who views Job as the “highwater mark of biblical Wisdom.”13 Dhorme, following a comparative Scripture
approach, has suggested 500–450 B.C. Believing Job 12:17–19 to be an allusion
to the Exile, he established Judean captivity as the terminus a quo, with Malachi
marking the terminus ad quem, since that prophet suggested the method and
complaints of Elihu (cf. Job 1:1 and 33:31 and Mal. 3:16).14
Although we do not seek specificity, some observations are in order and may
help us in settling on some broad era as a date range. Wisdom compositions in

the ancient Near East are as old as the second millennium B.C. S. N. Kramer has
translated a Sumerian wisdom poem that he dates roughly about 1700 B.C.15 W.
G. Lambert has collected many examples of Babylonian wisdom from the
second and first millennia B.C.16 Thus the literary milieu as well as parallels to
Job extend far into the preexilic era. Further, since these compositions treat the
suffering of individuals, the prominence of concern for the individual cannot be
relegated to the late preexilic or postexilic eras. Nor can we continue to confine
the afterlife concept to Israel’s postexilic age,17 particularly when the popularity
of afterlife thought in Mesopotamia and Egypt is considered along with the
biblical data. Finally, the citation of other biblical materials and the attempt to
establish the chronological priority of one over the other is a risky task.
In view of all the considerations, we may agree with Kaufmann and Pope that
there are no cogent reasons to deny a preexilic date. To be more precise than that
would require more data than we have on hand.

Provenance and Authorship
Suggestions for the origin of the book or the identification of the author are
almost as varied as those for date. The range of proposals for provenance
includes Egypt, Arabia, Edom, and Israel.18 It may be helpful to speak of
provenance on two levels, geographical and religious. As to Egypt, nothing so
profound as Job has come forth in Egyptian wisdom documents. Arabia may be
rejected for its polytheistic religion and primitive culture.19 Edom has probably
enjoyed the greatest popularity because of the identification of Uz with Edom in
Lamentations 4:21, the two occurring in parallel lines. Another tradition has
located Uz near Damascus; however, Gordis suggests that Edom is most likely
because the proper names in Job are drawn from the genealogy of Esau in
Genesis 36 (esp. vv. 4, 11).20 Although we are ready to acknowledge this
likelihood, the religious provenance is another matter. Our knowledge of
Edomite religion is insufficient to speak intelligently on the matter, but we can
confidently say that Job’s concern for the poor and oppressed was typically
Hebraic (4:3–4; 29:12–17). And the challenging spirit was not foreign to the
Israelite religious experience either. Moreover, to understand why an Israelite
would have a long established residence in Edom is not difficult, for it was not
unusual for Israelites to take up residence in neighboring countries (cf. Ruth
1:1). We may suggest then that geographically the provenance is Edom,

although in spirit and language the book is Hebraic.
There is simply no way to determine who wrote this marvelous piece of
religious literature. We can be confident, however, that the author was a Hebrew
or Israelite who espoused a pure monotheism and whose faith in the omnipotent
and just God was unshakable. It was because of that spiritual security that he
was capable of challenging Almighty God to lay bare the inner workings of His
universal order and thereby expose a part of His nature that, to the author’s
mind, was too obscure. He challenged the spirit of man to rise above the purely
mechanical explanation of the moral order and to enter the realm of divine
perspective where cosmic mystery is resolved in the nature of God Himself. He
was no commonplace thinker, the likes of whom the world has known very few.
He may remain anonymous in name, but let us hope that his spirit and faith will
forever be written indelibly upon the heart of man.

THE LITERARY STRUCTURE
In this section we shall concern ourselves primarily with literary structure
because of its significance for the meaning of the book. To illustrate, if Elihu
does not belong to the essential structure of Job and was not part of the author’s
original plan, as some scholars contend, then our interpretation of the book as a
whole will be greatly affected. Job is a book whose literary structure and
meaning are so intertwined that they stand or fall together. While we shall
subsequently discuss the content of the book in more detail, it becomes obvious
that we cannot speak about literary structure without discussing interpretation to
some extent.
The book of Job defies all efforts to establish its literary genre. While it has
been viewed as an epic,21 a tragedy,22 and a parable,23 upon close analysis it is
none of these even though it exhibits properties belonging to each of them.24 As
Robert Gordis observes, the author of Job has created his own literary genre.25
The book is didactic in the sense that the author seeks to teach religious truth, a
task that he executes primarily by means of lyrical poetry expressive of deep
emotions.26
Many scholars believe that the present structure shows signs of
disarrangement and editorializing. Although we should not assume that passages
were not occasionally misplaced in the process of scribal transmission, the
drastic rearrangement that has sometimes been proposed may be too easy a way
out of a difficult dilemma. We should also be aware of the risks involved, one of
which is superimposing our literary logic upon an ancient piece of literature.
Further, if an earlier form of the book existed and was popularly known, we may
wonder how extensive rearrangement could be perpetrated without its being
detected by the readership of the book and thus subsequently corrected. A basic
principle of biblical hermeneutics, which is sometimes ignored, is that the
interpreter must deal initially and finally with the form in which the literature
has come to us. Nor should we disregard the work of the Holy Spirit in the total
process. Thus we will attempt to interpret the book of Job in its present
arrangement.
As the book has come to us, the literary structure is as follows:

Prologue, Epilogue, and Dialogue
The prologue (chaps. 1–2) and epilogue (42:7–17) are written in prose, with
the poetic dialogue sandwiched in between. Yet the portrait of the faithful Job in
the prologue (1:21; 2:10) hardly prepares us for the near-defiant Job of the
dialogue. The problem has two facets, the literary and dialectic, which are really
one. Some scholars have tried to solve the literary by proposing that the prose
narrative originally had nothing to do with the poetic dialogue. Yet, if the story
of Job’s life and faith prior to his tragedy is the mere occasion for the author of
the dialogue to engage his literary skill, we lose the impact of the suffering,
innocent man who moves from unquestioning faith in God through the depths of
trouble (prologue), and subsequently challenges God’s justice (dialogue).
Rick D. Moore shows how the Joban poet interfaces the prologue and the
dialogue by the thematic structure of Job’s lament in chapter 3. In 1:21 the poet
introduces Job’s first utterance affirming life and God, broken down into a
fourfold thematic structure, and in chapter 3 he provides a negative commentary
on that utterance—A) Reverent acceptance of the womb (1:21a)/denigration of
the womb (3:1–10); B) Reverent acceptance of the tomb (1:21b)/regret of his
delayed death (3:11–19); C) Reverent acceptance of God as the Giver of life
(1:21c)/ indirect questioning of God (3:20–23); D) Theocentric praise (1:21d)/
egocentric lament (3:24–26).27 Thus the lament becomes a swing text that
provides smooth passage from the prologue to the dialogue.
The Job of the prologue was a man whose religion was the interpretative
factor for all aspects of life. When trouble struck, the natural thing for him was
to interpret it in terms of his faith. Even when personal loss was compounded by

physical affliction, he still held fast to his religious integrity (2:10). Yet
subsequently the dark depths of emotional and physical suffering evoked
reexamination of the theological tenets that had initially enabled him to respond
so trustingly.
Dialectically there is ample evidence in the dialogue that the author is working
with the portrait he has painted of Job in the prologue. Dramatic irony is
operating in the prologue, because the audience knows about the heavenly
council, is aware of the wager between God and Satan, and is informed of the
reason for Job’s suffering, whereas Job is not. It is a test, not to refine an
imperfect man, but to bring out the sterling character that God knows Job
already possesses. The author has presented him as “a man in whom all ethical
and religious qualities are raised, as it were, to the highest power, and whose
external circumstances leave nothing to be desired.”28 Even though Job is
ignorant of the metaphysical events, momentarily at times he receives keen
insight into that transaction, although he still is not aware of its reality. In 23:10
he verbalizes the reason for his suffering:

But He knows the way I take;
When He has tried me, I shall
come forth as gold.
Immediately Job follows this by a reaffirmation of his loyalty to God (vv. 11–
12), and then acknowledges that He performs what He has appointed for him
(vv. 13–14). Unbeknown to our protagonist, he has just articulated God’s
rationale for putting him to this test.
In 24:1 Job asks:

Why are times not stored up by the Almighty,
And why do those who know Him not see His days?
A rhetorical question for Job, the audience knows that God does have special
days when He entertains queries about His righteous servants on earth (1:6; 2:1).
In Job’s famous speech about wisdom, he concludes by quoting God’s own
declaration about wisdom, and in doing so sums up God’s assessment of Job’s
character in the prologue (1:8; 2:3):

And to man He said, “Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom;
And to depart from evil is understanding.”
(28:28)
The poem on wisdom claims that no one but God knows the way to wisdom.
That is, God’s ways are really incomprehensible, and no one but He can
understand them. This is Job’s ultimate concession, corresponding to his
confession and repentance in the God speeches. How true that neither Job nor his
friends understood what God was doing. Yet the one truth of which he is sure is
the description of wisdom of verse 28, and that truth operates in a very practical
context. The philosophical dimensions are not so perceivable to him. God’s
summation of true wisdom here and in His character description of Job in the
prologue coincide. Moreover, Job is in agreement. He is not so far from God,
and God not so far from him, as he had claimed in his diatribe.
Perhaps the capstone to this uncanny insight into the metaphysical events of
the prologue, momentary though it may be, is Job’s confession that he had
spoken without adequate knowledge of God’s ways and motives:

Therefore I have declared that
which I did not understand,
Things too wonderful for me,
which I did not know.
(42:3)
While it is true that this confession comes in response to the God speeches, it is
also true, as indicated above, that Job already had remarkable insights into the
metaphysical realities of the prologue, and the God speeches merely enabled him
to stabilize that mental posture and act upon it.
The problem of the prologue versus the dialogue must ultimately be solved on
both the literary and dialectical levels. The two portraits are quite different, but
not so different as to justify the theory of literary discontinuity. Already in the
unsettling lament of chapter 3, Job justifies God’s vote of confidence in him, for
Satan had laid down the challenge that Job would curse God to His face (2:5).
His wife actualized that challenge in the earthly situation (2:9), but Job rejected
it, and cursed only the day of his birth. On that note of confirmation the dialogue
gets under way, and Job is right to maintain his innocence. Further, he is right to
establish his innocence with a whole series of oaths in 31:5–40, an innocence

that God Himself first affirmed, then Job maintained, and God ultimately
vindicated (42:7).
The theological affirmations of the prologue (1:21; 2:10) may have a darker
side, and when suffering is held in their light, it will not always reflect their
meaning in the same way. Faith too can ask, must ask, what is the meaning of
suffering? The symphonic theme, though stated in a major key, can have its
minor expressions also. In the dialogue we hear both majors and minors. Job had
committed himself to a theological position that had to be explored. The
dialogue is the record of that, filled with allegations against a God who, in Job’s
estimation, was immanent in suffering but distant in justice (e.g., 9:1, 19; 19:7–
12; 23:3–7). Yet out of the depths of Job’s troubled soul an occasional glimmer
of faith’s light shone forth (e.g., 19:25–26; 23:10). He had entered the arena
where faith and reality meet, and the fight that ensued was neither invalid nor
dispensable. The friends acted to an extent as a counterbalance in the first cycle,
but in the second and third they had lost patience with Job and no longer
counterbalanced but counteracted. Their defense of God turned into a defense of
their own theology at the expense of their friend Job.
The relationship between the dialogue and the epilogue is also of great import.
If the friends’ theology of retribution was so wide of the mark, then why was the
restoration of Job a necessary sequel to the story? God’s elusive answer to Job’s
questions did not commit Him to such a system of justice. So He was not
obligated to this plan of action. So far as the theology of the God speeches is
concerned, Job could have been left suspended in his suffering, and he still
would have responded to the deity in the same submissive way. Satan, now
fallen out of the picture completely, had been proved wrong—God does have at
least one servant who serves Him with no ulterior motive, and even if only one
such person is found, religion is genuine. Job’s repentance, apart from any
promise of restoration, is the self-vindication of God’s opinion of him; but God’s
declaration that Job, in contrast to his friends, had spoken what was right of Him
is God’s final vindication of His servant (42:7). Moreover, this latter statement
assumes the extensive interchange between Job and his friends in the dialogue.
More than being God’s vindication of Job, the epilogue moves justice to the
earthly level. The God speeches informed Job that justice was sometimes a
mystery, incapable of being translated into human language. However, if that is
all, if justice is merely metaphysical, then Job’s challenge was right. How can
we be sure that weal and woe are not all the same to God (9:22)? The epilogue
therefore necessarily bears out the truth that, although justice is often a mystery,
it is also real, capable of translation in terms of this world. Thus Job’s restoration
supplies a necessary part of the answer. It does not follow, however, that divine

justice will always be transcribed in physical terms. But sometimes it must be so
that we do not mistakenly conclude that it is a matter for heaven only and not for
earth.

The Poem on Wisdom
Scholarly opinions on chapter 28 may be subsumed essentially under three
headings:29 (1) those who consider this poem an extraneous composition by an
author different from that of the dialogue, (2) those who regard it as a
composition by the same author but out of place in the present structure of the
book, and (3) those who believe it to be composed by the same author and
serving a literary function where it stands.
The exponents of the first position point out the difference in language and
mood and conclude that the poem is out of character with the dialogue on both
counts.30 Yet they must deal with the fact that Job (12:2, 12–13) and the friends
(11:6; 15:7–8) were concerned specifically and generally with wisdom. Further,
the mood of the poem is hardly decisive, because Job’s emotional disposition
fluctuated.
The proponents of the second position point out that the literary character of
the poem is worthy of the author of the dialogue, but in its present position it is
anticlimactic.31 Some have suggested that it is the climaxing speech of Zophar
(esp. vv. 8–23), since in the third cycle there is no speech for him.32 Another
opinion is that this is an earlier attempt by the author of the dialogue to deal with
the mystery of human suffering, and that a later editor included it in its present
position.33
Yet the third position, that the poem is at home both in literary quality and
position, has its proponents too. David Neiman notes the literary excellence of
the composition and considers it a lyrical interlude between the verbally harsh
debate and the final soliloquy of Job, concluding that it is an integral part of the
book.34 Delitzsch understood the poem to be a confirmation of the assertion in
27:13–23 that evildoers will have their punishment. By the discourse on wisdom
and his final declaration that the fear of the Lord is wisdom (28:28), Job taught
that although he could not see through the mystery of his suffering, he had to
still hold fast to the fear of the Lord, and that those who fear Him had to be
judged by a different principle than the cause-effect principle that the friends had
used.35

The Elihu Speeches
The Elihu speeches (32:1–37:24) have undergone as much critical analysis as
the poem on wisdom. The reasons for viewing them as a disparate composition
include the observation that Elihu appeared unexpectedly (not having been
mentioned in the prologue or dialogue and ignored in the epilogue),36 that he
added little that was new to the argument of the dialogue,37 and that the language
of the speeches is different from the rest of the book.38
The reason for Elihu’s unanticipated appearance, however, is explained in his
opening speech (32:6–7)—he was young and deferred to older men in matters of
such importance. Wisdom was believed to reside with the aged (12:12; 15:10),
and Elihu respected that tradition.
That he was introduced by the author as an angry young man (which fact is
mentioned four times in 32:3–5) is obviously significant. Pfeiffer held that these
speeches were an interpolation by a later author who was incensed by the
explanation that God’s ways are incomprehensible (chap. 28) and, despite
appearances to the contrary, that they were in line with what human beings
believed was right (chaps. 38–41).39 Though this may account for Elihu’s anger,
it does not explain why one so incensed would not just substitute his own
solution for the God speeches. The author may have tried to give the clue that
Elihu’s response was more angry than rational. He was angry at the friends
because they had not successfully refuted Job (32:11–12, 15–16), and he was
angry at Job because he had maintained his innocence at the expense of God’s
own justice (33:9–12).
The author ignored Elihu in the prologue and dialogue because of his youth,
and made no mention of him in the epilogue because he did not live up to his
claims that he would not use the friends’ words (32:14),40 that he would teach
Job wisdom (33:33), and that he would convince wise men that Job was wrong
(34:34–35). The author thus appropriately observed protocol and let the aged and
experienced speak first. Yet he recognized that they contributed little toward a
solution to Job’s problem. So to avoid the criticism that the young, to whom
wisdom literature was so frequently directed,41 had not had their opportunity to
speak, the author permitted Elihu to unburden himself. Thus he demonstrated the
truth that wisdom lay neither with the aged and experienced nor with the young,
but only with God. In this manner he prepared us for the God speeches.
The second reason for viewing Elihu as a literary intruder—that he added little

new to the arguments of the dialogue—is in a sense true. Yet although he did not
live up to his claims, he did expand a theme that had been only briefly suggested
by Eliphaz (5:17–18)—that suffering is a form of divine discipline (33:16–28;
36:8–11, 15). Definitely that theme functioned as part of the author’s total
treatment of the problem of suffering. But in light of the prologue and Job’s
constant insistence upon his innocence, it fell far short of solving Job’s problem,
even though it may serve us well in other circumstances. As with so many of the
arguments of the friends, there was truth in this approach, but Elihu applied it to
the wrong situation.
Thus the Elihu speeches do not solve the problem, but they do bring to the
fore a point that should be made clear before the argument is done. Nor should
we be surprised to find the name of this angry, young, presumptuous man
missing in the epilogue. We may speculate that the idea he propounded so well
was one of the less acceptable explanations for suffering and would be likely to
come from an inexperienced and youthful mind. In a sense, although protocol
demanded that the elders be heard first, their experience and age became
obstructions in the path of truth and reason. When experience became for them
the measure of truth, as Ellison well says, it turned itself into falsehood.42
In respect to the third reason for excising these speeches from the book,43
arguments on the basis of language are relative and not absolute.44 A writer may
use some terms more frequently in one composition than in another. And if we
are dealing with real dialogue, then we can expect Elihu to have a vocabulary
different from, though similar to, that of the friends. We should be open to the
idea that a real dialogue occurred and that the author’s vocabulary reflects the
style and language of the different speakers. Further, Elihu’s familiarity with the
content is supportive of the literary legitimacy of this composition. It is both an
interaction with and a reaction to the speeches composing the dialogue.

The God Speeches
We now approach the God speeches (38:1–40:2; 40:6–41:34), which can be
expected to form the most determinative part of the book when we confront the
question of innocent suffering and theodicy. Or to state it more simply—does the
author of Job offer a solution? If he does, the crux of it must occur here in the
God speeches. Job has demanded that God answer him. That kind of challenge
cannot go unanswered in a work of this nature.45 Thus the majority of scholars

view these speeches as an essential part of the book, although a few question
their authenticity in part.
A representative of this position is Georg Fohrer, who is troubled by the
double structure that contains two speeches by God (38:1–40:2 and 40:6–41:34)
and two replies by Job (40:3–5 and 42:1–6). He assumes there was only one God
speech, which was interrupted later by the insertion of the superscriptions and
introduction in 40:1, 6–7, followed by a single reply from Job. He proposes that
the speech of God consisted originally of chapters 38–39; 40:2, 8–14, and Job’s
reply comprised 40:3–5; 42:2–3, 5–6. Further, proposes Fohrer, the songs about
the hippopotamus (40:15–24) and the crocodile (41:1–34) are later expansions,
although the description of the ostrich (39:13–18) is genuine to the original.46
Although the duplications are undeniable (38:1/40:6; 38:3/40:7, and 40:2 is
similar), it is a mistake to reason upon the assumption that duplications in an
ancient text hint at textual tampering and expansion. Nor should we require the
same logical consistency of the author of Job that we require of ourselves.
Further, the double structure is stylistic for the author. For example, the
introduction to the Elihu speeches exhibits the double structure:
Then these three men ceased answering Job, because he was righteous in
his own eyes. But the anger of Elihu the son of Barachel the Buzite, of the
family of Ram burned; against Job his anger burned, because he justified
himself before God. And his anger burned against his three friends because
they had found no answer, and yet had condemned Job. Now Eli-hu had
waited to speak to Job because they were years older than he. And when
Elihu saw that there was no answer in the mouth of the three men his anger
burned. So Elihu the son of Barachel the Buzite spoke out and said, …
(32:1–6a, author’s emphasis).
As the italicized words show, the fact of Elihu’s anger against his three friends
because they had been unable to answer Job is repeated. But this is stylistic, and
we need not conclude that either statement has been interpolated into the text.
There is really no passage in the God speeches that cannot be accommodated
rather comfortably within their structure. The matter, however, may be pursued
further in the critical literature.

HERMENEUTICAL ISSUES OF JOB
One of the most critical questions the church has faced throughout its history
is that of correct biblical interpretation. The reason, of course, is obvious. Upon
the Scriptures the faith of the Christian church rests securely. Prerequisite to
grasping the meaning of any passage or book is knowledge of the proper way to
interpret that particular type of literature. The book of Job deserves a preliminary
engagement of this question as much as the Revelation of John or the book of
Genesis.
Although we cannot or need not discuss all the hermeneutical issues and
procedures involved with wisdom literature (some of which are discussed in the
introduction), we are compelled to deal with four fundamental issues that
decisively affect the interpretation of Job: the literary unity of the book,
mythology, the Satan of the prologue, and the relation of the book to the New
Testament.

Literary Unity
The first hermeneutical principle that we will observe for interpreting this
book is to view it as a whole.47 However many strata one may believe oneself to
find, a stratigraphic interpretation at the expense of the all-inclusive approach is
difficult to justify. The literary unity of Job should be assumed so that the
message of the book as a whole may be determined.
Although the question of the integrity of such a passage as chapter 28 to the
overall message and literary structure may be valid, we must determine first if
we can discover its meaning as a part of the total message before we excise it or
move it to another literary neighborhood in the work. Strange indeed are some
biblical passages where they stand, but the unexpected environment may provide
the setting necessary to highlight the significance of their message.
Though Elihu, for example, was by his own admission an intruder into the
dialogue (32:6–10), he must not be assumed a literary intruder until his speeches
have been examined minutely to find out whether he contributed anything to the
book. However, the reasons must be deeper than mere presuppositions. And to
presuppose that an ancient writer would have shared our concepts of style and

logical sequence exposes not the writer’s but the interpreter’s inadequacies. Thus
the wholistic approach takes precedence for the sake of literary integrity.

Mythology and Job
Some interpreters have recognized certain mythological elements in Job and
have capitalized on them. Obviously there may be allusions to mythological
creatures (e.g., 3:8; 9:13; 26:12–13), but how should we view them? If we
examine the works of a classicist like John Milton, we discover that he alluded
frequently to Greek mythology, but he did not espouse such a system. Poetic
language may derive vocabulary and illustrations from mythology without
embracing its religious system. The book of Job originated in a world where
mythology was part of everyday life. The language of that world also bore the
impress of the pagan religious systems. And the writer of Job made no more of
an effort to expunge those elements from it than we do to eliminate such
mythological allusions as “fortune” and “tantalize.” In fact, world mythologies
have contributed certain concepts to language that have become vehicles of
meaning.
Job did not embrace a mythological system. Some scholars have begun with
the textual allusions and extrapolated that a mythological substratum lay beneath
the theology of the book.48 Such a substratum may indeed lie at the base of the
language, but the theology of the book, which is the determinative factor, points
in the other direction. Even Eliphaz’s reference to the “holy ones” (5:1) is likely
a taunt against Job. There and in Psalm 89:5 the term does not bear the idea of
deity.49
Further, the famous figures in the God speeches, Behemoth and Leviathan
(40:15–24; 41:1–34), are thought by many scholars to be creatures of
mythology. Pope tentatively associates Behemoth with the monstrous bullock of
the Ugaritic myths, both of which, he suggests, may be identified with the
Sumero-Akkadian “bull of heaven,” which Gilgamesh and Enkidu killed in the
Gilgamesh Epic.50 While Pope admits that the only allusion to a bovine
character is 40:15c, he speculates that if verse 23 were moved to an appropriate
place in the Leviathan description (e.g., following 41:23), then the amphibious
nature of Behemoth would be eliminated,51 thus strengthening the postulation
that Behemoth is a mythological creature that is restricted to the land. Because 1
Enoch 60:7–9 assigns Behemoth to the land and Leviathan to the sea, the

amphibious nature of this beast (40:21–23) has inclined interpreters toward
identification of Behemoth with the hippopotamus, an option that Pope finds
troublesome to his mythological interpretation. Though his manipulation of the
text is ingenious, we must reject it as a subjective effort to coerce the passage to
yield a meaning the interpreter, rather than the author, intended.
Further, Pope would identify Leviathan (41:1) with the sea monster called
Lotan in the Ugaritic myths.52 This same name appears in Isaiah 27:1; Psalms
74:14, 104:26 (in the last passage it may be the whale),53 as well as in Job 3:8,
but in all these instances the language is poetic, and the figure may be viewed as
mere allusion to mythology, devoid of belief in the real existence of such a
creature.
In light of the highly poetic nature of both these passages, we must reject the
mythology approach and align ourselves with those scholars who view
Behemoth as the hippopotamus and Leviathan as the crocodile.54 A further
reason for viewing these creatures in this manner is a theological one—if they
are mythological, this destroys the validity of the God speeches. If God was so
badly informed about His own creation, then He had no right to speak at all. If,
however, one objects that the author was limited by his own time and
worldview, then we are hardly dealing with a genuine divine revelation, but
rather with a literary composition that rises no higher than the author’s own
worldview.
Job knew that God was his only resource. He gave no hint that he could
appeal to other divine beings if the one he knew as God failed to answer him.
Yet he wished with all his heart that he could (9:33; 16:21). For the very reason
then that God was the only one who could resolve the question of justice and
truth, Job appealed to Him alone. If he had espoused a mythological system, he
might have easily appealed to a member of the pantheon as his “umpire.” But he
did not. If he had espoused a dualism, he could have returned to the Satan of the
prologue to resolve the dilemma. The fact that Satan does not appear in the
dialogue (although Rashi sees a reference to him in 16:9) inclines us toward the
position that a solution to the problem that confronted Job must ultimately come
to light within a monotheistic, non-mythological framework.
Further, since the Mosaic law forbade assimilation of such elements (Ex.
20:3–6), it would truly be incongruous with Old Testament theology for a book
with so prominent a mythological substratum to survive the prophetic era (if we
assume an early date) and the divestment of the faith of idolatrous practices
during the exilic period. Ezekiel remembered Job, along with Noah and Daniel,
for his righteousness (Ezek. 14:14, 20). In light of that prophet’s opposition to

pagan worship and idolatry (Ezek. 8:9–18; 14:6–8, etc.), it is inconceivable that
he would hold forth such figures as Job and Daniel for their exemplary
righteousness if he had any notion that they had maintained idolatrous
associations.

The Satan of the Prologue
Another consideration that may help us clarify some of the hermeneutical
issues is that of the Satan of chapters 1 and 2, which has long been an obstacle
for interpreters of Job. In the first place, the role of Satan in Job is not that of
chief opponent of God as it is in the New Testament. Moreover, he does not
reappear in the book. Further, the use of the definite article has been viewed as
an indication that the term is not a proper noun and should be translated as “the
adversary.”
In consideration of these problems, we admit that we do not have a full
disclosure of the archenemy of God in Job 1–2. For that matter, we do not have
it at all in the Old Testament, although here and in Zechariah 3:1–2 and 1
Chronicles 21:1 he is by no means a friend of God. His role in the prologue of
Job is to impugn God’s righteous servant. And although he is not presented as
the archfiend, he operates antagonistically toward Him and with malicious intent
toward Job:
Then the Lord said to Satan, “Behold, all that he has is in your power, only
do not put forth your hand on him.” (1:12)
And Satan answered the Lord and said, … “However, put forth Thy hand,
now, and touch his bone and his flesh; he will curse Thee to Thy face.”
(2:4–5)
The author obviously was aware of certain hazards as he told his story. Thus
he took care to avoid two misconceptions. The first was that Satan not be
identified among “the sons of God.” After a full statement about their appointed
consultations with God, he added, “And Satan also came among them” (1:6;
2:1). Although “among them” could denote his legitimate rank as one of them,
we are struck by the manner in which the author appended this to the main
statement, which seems to distinguish not only his role but also his station from

that of “the sons of God.” He did not want his readership to confuse Satan—”the
adversary”—as one of the legitimate sons of God.
The other latent idea that could emerge in the wrong form was that Satan
constituted a viable challenge to the sovereignty of God. In both of Satan’s
appearances before the Lord, the author took pains to show that he could not act
without divine permission (1:12; 2:6). A dualistic theology is cleverly avoided
by this permissive note and further by the fact that Satan’s challenge that Job
would curse God to His face miscarried. He cursed the day of his birth (3:1), but
he did not curse the Lord.
Some scholars have explained the introduction of Satan into the prologue on
the basis of Jewish contact with the dualism of Persian Zoroastrianism and its
doctrine of two universal forces—Ahriman, the god of darkness and evil, and
Ahura-Mazoa, the god of light and righteousness.55 Yet a comprehensive view
of the Scriptures casts doubt upon that hypothesis. Delitzsch objects that since
both Jesus and His apostles regarded His work as the overthrow of Satan, it is
incongruous that they made so much of the satanic kingdom and the suffering
endured to overthrow it if this Satan were a mere copy of the Persian Ahriman. If
so, Jesus and the apostles worked against a mere phantom. His opinion was that
the concept of Satan was extant earlier than the Solomonic period, being
expressed in the serpent of paradise (Gen. 3) and by the Mosaic term “Azazel”
(Lev. 16), to whom the scapegoat bearing Israel’s sins was dispatched on the
Day of Atonement.56 John identified him as “the serpent of old who is called the
devil and Satan” (Rev. 12:9), the “serpent of old” being an allusion to the serpent
in Genesis 3.
The biblical theologian must view the phenomena of Scripture in both their
immediate and larger contexts. Therefore, the New Testament view of Satan
becomes a part of our consideration. We should refrain, however, from reading
the New Testament concept into the Job prologue, but the Satan of the prologue
needs to be understood in view of the larger scriptural context. We do not deny
that the arguments in respect to Persian influences present some pertinent
questions that should be faced. Yet they are not decisive. Moreover, proponents
of the Persian dualism hypothesis are frequently oblivious to the doctrine of
special revelation, opting for an organic evolution of concepts in history while
leaving little room for divine impartation of the mysteries of the universe. Thus
we would view the Satan of the prologue much like the Old Testament concept
of the Messiah. He was not fully disclosed in the pre-Christian era any more than
the incarnate God in Christ was fully disclosed before His advent in the first
century. And we may recognize the wisdom of God inherent in this fact. It is a

tribute to the work of the Holy Spirit that He did not disclose the full reality of
Satan and the demonic world except in chronological proximity with the full
disclosure of God in Jesus Christ, the conqueror of sin and death, and victor over
Satan.
The argument that the definite article disqualifies the term as a proper noun is
weak. An example of a proper noun occurring with the definite article is Elohim
(“God”), which frequently is prefixed by “the” but should be translated simply
“God,” referring to Israel’s God. Moreover, in Genesis 1–2 ‘ādām generally
occurs with the article, but a few times without it (1:26; 2:5, 20). Yet the text of
Genesis 3 treats him as an individual man with its reference to “her husband” (v.
6) and “to Adam” (v. 17), as does the narrative of chapter 5 where Adam is
clearly a proper noun without the article. Thus a proper noun may occasionally
occur with the article.
We may conclude that, although the Satan in Job 1–2 is not God’s archenemy,
he is His adversary. Yet he is not a match for God even though he may set forth
imposing claims—he must work within the range of divine permission. And the
author, not setting out primarily to prove Satan wrong but to prove Job right,
finds no compelling necessity within the framework of his story and theology to
return to the person of Satan. His role was an initiating one, not a concluding
one. Integrity between God and man was something that not even God’s and
man’s adversary could destroy.

Job and the New Testament
Finally, one temptation we should avoid is to use New Testament concepts as
tools to hammer and chisel the book of Job into New Testament shape. The
meaning of Job and its full impact are far more beautiful and striking if we let
them speak out of their own environment. To illustrate, let us not take the
doctrine of the incarnate God in Christ and shape Job’s “redeemer” (19:25)
according to it, tempting though that may be. Rather let us sit in silence, as did
his friends, until Job has spoken. For only when he has had his say can we begin
to sense the wonder of this book. His hands reach out to grasp the more tangible
forms of revelation that God would graciously offer in the future, yet he is
poignantly aware that they evade his grasp. Even in the presence of the solution
at the end of the book, we receive only that which enables us to live with our
dilemma. The groping hands are partly withdrawn.
Obviously we cannot take off our Christian robes and don the regalia of the

ancient mind and spirit, but we can of a certainty be aware of our theological
dress and not require that Job be dressed accordingly. By this hermeneutic our
understanding of Job becomes richer. Admittedly we hear his message in a much
larger sound chamber, which produces numerous overtones that would not have
been possible in the pre-Christian era. That Job wished fervently for an
intermediary is undeniable. That he predicted our intercessor, Jesus Christ, is not
so plausible. Yet he drew attention to the vacuum that existed, the need that
every troubled heart recognizes. In this respect he anticipated the incarnate
Savior. Yet there is an important difference between anticipation and prophetic
prediction—the one a fervent wish, the expression of a void needing to be filled,
the other a promise, the intangible presence of a future reality. The latter is not
found in Job. The former definitely is. And in the midst of the human dilemma,
Job’s “redeemer” has always found a home. Yet on the basis of that “redeemer”
alone, we could not have ventured a guess that He would be so much at home
among us, so tangibly present, as He came to be in Jesus Christ.

DETAILED ANALYSIS OF JOB

Prologue: The Dilemma Delineated (1–2)
Job and his faith. Job’s righteousness was remembered by the sixth-century
prophet Ezekiel (14:14, 20), in company with Noah and Daniel. His religious
and moral integrity was predicated first by two words, “blameless” and “upright”
(1:1). The first word is likely a description of his relation to God and is
explained by the additional clause “one who feared God.” The second describes
his behavior in relation to his fellow man. Yet we should not press the separate
nuances of these words too far but view them more as a hendiadys57 describing
Job’s religious faith in general. The author further elucidates the piety of Job by
reference to his priestly function on his family’s behalf (1:5). The fact that he
offered sacrifices for the sins of his children would suggest a patriarchal setting
for the story, since before Mosaic times the family patriarch was also the priest
(Gen. 8:20; 12:7–8; 15:9–10). Perhaps these were for inadvertent sins his
children might have committed during their festive celebrations.
The essence of Job’s faith, however, was expressed in God’s confident
assertions about him (Job 1:8; 2:3) and Job’s own declarations of personal trust
in God (1:20–21; 2:10), as well as the author’s confirmation (1:22; 2:10b). These
expressions of religious integrity stood in contrast to Satan’s distrust of him and
his allegation that Job’s faith was conditioned by his wealth and well-being (1:9–
11; 2:5). He thought that faith and prosperity were correlates, and if the latter
were removed, the former would disintegrate. God, however, was willing to risk
the reputation of His servant to prove Satan’s thesis false. After all, when He put
Job’s reputation on the line, He also put His own there. So this book is not only
concerned with the religious integrity of a human being, but also with the
integrity of God, a fact that Job perceptively recognized, but the friends did not.
By virtue of the prologue we are placed on Job’s side at the very outset, drawn
into the struggle of a human being whose light is all but extinguished. This
struggle into which Job entered was the ground of his progress. His friends did
little more than “spin their wheels,” repeating theological platitudes without
appropriate regard for the situation and the person to whom they spoke. Yet,

though they remained suspended in their own theological apathy, Job set out
upon his spiritual journey through great pain of heart and body. We get the
impression that the friends kept screaming their platitudes to him as he rode out
of sight, howbeit at a slow and arduous pace.
The prologue has placed us in the theological center of gravity, that is, Job’s
religious integrity and divine justice, but we are still not immovably fixed in that
place. The dialogue has a dislodging effect, tipping us off center, at times turning
us away from Job’s arguments and tirades and turning us toward the friends and
their defense of God. One of the marks of greatness that characterize this book is
that after the prologue we are never able to identify fully and fixedly with Job or
with the friends until the epilogue. At times the force of the dialogue is
centrifugal and at other times centripetal. By this skillful technique the author
draws us into Job’s struggle, forcing us to look at all angles. So we need not be
overcome by guilt when we on occasion cheer Job on as he challenges God, nor
by condemnation when we find ourselves nodding approvingly at the speeches
of the friends.
The tragedy. The account of the tragedies that befell Job (1:13–19) is a
continuous chain of action, one report of calamity interrupting another. Since
Satan had contended that Job’s faith was dependent upon his wealth (1:9–11),
the tragedy first touched his possessions (1:13–17), which consisted of cattle,
sheep, camels, and servants. The wealth of a man in the patriarchal age was
measured in terms of his domestic animals and servants (cf. Gen. 12:16). The
first phase of Job’s tragedy climaxed in the catastrophic death of his children
(1:18–19), which hurled him into an abyss of emotional suffering and left him
prostrate before God in mourning58 and humble submission (1:20).59 The second
phase of the tragedy came when Satan by divine permission afflicted Job’s
whole body with infectious sores (2:1–8). This phase was motivated by Satan’s
belief that if a man’s price cannot be reckoned in terms of his possessions and
offspring, it can indeed be computed in terms of his own life: “Skin for skin, yea,
all that a man hath will he give for his life” (2:4 KJV).
By the complexity of Job’s dilemma, the author of the book may point toward
the complexity of the system of pain, suffering, and evil. That is, he did not
choose merely to deal with the dimension of physical pain or with emotional
suffering. Rather he combined them to present the worst possible predicament
that could be imagined, and to this compound problem he addressed himself.
The first indication that Satan had lost his wager that Job would curse God
(2:5) came when his wife tempted him to do just that, and he rejected this
alternative. The rather long addition of the Septuagint after verse 9 further
denigrates the character of his wife, but the Hebrew text offers no basis for this.

There is no reason to assume that she had any motive except a genuine concern
for Job and his welfare. Her problem was simply that she could not distinguish
between the metaphysical proportions of human suffering and the physical and
emotional dimensions, which seemed more immediate and real. She was very
human. However, Job had the strength to resist her emotional overture,
recognizing that there was a rationale that penetrated beneath the pain.
Subsequently he fell into the same error, although he never took up her
tantalizing challenge.
The friends came to “condole” (RSV; NASB, “sympathize”) Job, a verb that
literally means “to shake” (the head) as an expression of sorrow or pity.60 In
42:11 it occurs as a synonym of the verb “to comfort.” When they observed his
disfigurement, they wept and mourned for seven days. They did not speak until
Job himself opened the conversation. Yet their actions spoke louder than any
words—they were deeply moved for their friend.

Job’s Disorientation (3)
The hero’s theological orientation in the prologue, once tragedy had struck,
was congruous with his reputation for religious integrity and piety. And before
we conclude that this had been shattered, let us notice the rejected alternative.
Satan had confidently claimed that when Job was deprived of his well-being he
would curse God, a challenge that his wife also flung at him. So the author
wanted us to see immediately that Job resisted that temptation: “Afterward Job
opened his mouth and cursed the day of his birth” (3:1). This was quite different
from what Satan had anticipated—he did not curse God at all, but his own
birthday.
The chapter contains three elements: a malediction of the day of his birth (vv.
3a, 4, 5, 11–19), of the night of his conception (vv. 3b, 6–10), and a general
lament on life (vv. 20–26). The tone for the dialogue is set here. A faith that was
stated in the prologue in a beautiful major key is now transposed into a mournful
minor. The whole chapter is irrational. It is the lament of one who has become a
total victim of his trouble. He pronounced a curse upon life in general because of
his suffering in particular, as men measure their general experience by their
particular ones. Surely Job’s life had contained many joys; yet in pronouncing a
curse upon the day of his birth, as did Jeremiah also (Jer. 20:14–18), he
disclaimed the total entity of his bitter life.
Job had become completely disoriented to life. His rational, faithful

affirmations of trust in the prologue had been turned inside out so that we see the
other side of faith as, in the anguish of life’s bitter experience, it writhes to raise
its head above the distorted world. In fact, the humanness of Job is clearly
discernible in this chapter and the dialogue. He had feared this kind of disaster
(3:25). Although he was emotional throughout his speeches, he never again, as
here, became purely irrational. But for those who endure emotional and physical
pain, the irrational phase does not always immediately follow the trauma. Job
first reaffirmed his faith and then denounced his bitter life. The plunge into the
abyss of despair would only be reversed slowly and arduously.
Leviathan (3:8). This name also appears in 41:1 where it probably describes
the crocodile. Pope and others, following Gunkel, amend “day” (Hebrew yām) to
“sea” (yām), a change that would accommodate the mythological interpretation
very nicely. However, with Dhorme61 and others, we view the logical
interpretation as “day” in line with verse 1 where Job cursed “his day.” The
word in 8b rendered by the New American Standard Bible as “prepared” and the
Revised Standard Version as “skilled” occurs also in 15:24 and Esther 3:14
where it means “ready,” “prepared,” and was so understood by the King James
Version translators. The problem stated simply is: What is the connection
between cursing the day and rousing up Leviathan? If we opt for Gunkel’s
emendation (which has no textual support), we satisfy the mythological sense,
but Job does not seem to have given such credence to the mythology of his
day.62 The sense may suggest the courage of these professional mourners who
were ready to engage in anything from cursing the day of their birth to rousing
up the ferocious crocodile. If the mythological Leviathan is the object, Job was
still hardly made a proponent of current mythology. In such a case, this is poetic
metaphor drawn from mythological sources.
“The knees receive me” (3:12). We have a parallel to this custom in Genesis
30:3. E. A. Speiser63 cites the Hurro-Hittite tale of Appu where the custom is
mentioned. The father normally performed the rite, acknowledging the child as
his own. In the Genesis passage, however, the mother performed it. Here the
celebrant is not specified.

The Dialogue: Cycle One (4–14)
The method of argumentation. We should be aware that the dialogue does
not proceed strictly by the method of point/counterpoint. Although one speaker

would take strong exception to another’s words, they often responded more to
what they believed themselves to hear than to what the speaker actually said. It
was an interpretative response, which read between the lines of the participants,
at one point rebutting directly, at another indirectly. Yet Job’s reply was not
always restricted to what the immediate previous speaker had said. By the
delayed reaction principle he spoke to issues raised by an earlier friend. Like
chemical reactions, some words require a little more time to do their job.
Solomon Freehof has explained the speeches as a configuration of circles that
touch each other, some more, some less, rather than a chain of rectangles end to
end.64
Although the friends heard Job’s words, they only faintly read his heart. And
sometimes his words were only the cinders expelled from the raging fire of his
innermost being. The tone for the first cycle was set by Job’s lament in chapter
3. Yet as the dialogue proceeded, it set its own tone, intensifying from detached
sympathy to derogatory condemnation. After each friend spoke, Job replied,
until all three had spoken. Then a new cycle began with Eliphaz and ran its
course, followed by a third cycle in which only Eliphaz and Bildad spoke,
Zophar remaining mysteriously quiet.
Eliphaz and Job—Cycle One: First Exchange (4–5/6–7). If Eliphaz was the
oldest, as many surmise, protocol demanded that he speak first. He commenced
courteously and ended gently. Yet after Job’s pitiable lament, he could not
restrain his words even if he had wanted to (4:2b). He brought together Job’s
manner of life (4:3–6) and his tragedy (4:7–11), attempting to discover from the
former the element that caused the latter. His basic contribution to the dialogue
was probably the universal principle that he propounded: the universe operates
according to the law of cause-effect (4:7–11). Things do not happen without a
reason. While this intimation was strong enough to put the idea of Job’s guilt
across, the only direct charge made against Job was that his behavior in this
situation was not congruous with his past conduct (4:3–5).
To reinforce his philosophy, Eliphaz related a dream (4:12–21) in which he
received information to the effect that mortal man cannot claim righteousness
before God, and by intimation Job was no exception. The verses that follow (18–
21) may be a continuation of the voice in Eliphaz’s dream or his own meditation
upon the content of it.
An interpretative problem occurs at 5:6–7 where Eliphaz endeavored to
explain human misery by a general statement. If his theme that man’s trouble is
self-spawned (4:7–8) carried through the speech, then “man is born for trouble,
as sparks fly upward” is incongruous since it suggests that man’s trouble springs
from the fact of his existence rather than from his own conduct, thus locating the

cause in God. We may view 5:7 as the quotation of an apothegm that Eliphaz did
not personally believe65 (“Some people say, ‘Man is born …’ “), or an
alternative proposal is to deviate from the Masoretic vowels, thus making the
passive verb “is born” an active—”Man gives birth to….” The first alternative is
preferable since no change in the vowel points is required. Thus his advice to
Job in 5:8 was a counterstatement to the popular pessimism, asserting that God is
just in all His actions.66
A second principle put forth by Eliphaz was that suffering may be viewed as
the chastisement of God with the purpose of correction and healing (5:17–18).
This is basically the idea that Elihu later set forth, claiming it to be a novelty in
the discussion. Eliphaz’s theology included a God who acts and sets things right
(5:9–27). He was far more practical than theoretical, and experience confirmed
that for Eliphaz. To such a God he advised Job to commit his cause (5:8).
Job’s response (chaps. 6–7) to Eliphaz revealed the disappointed heart that
expected far more from his friend. First, he again lamented his incalculable
suffering (6:2–4), and then reaffirmed that he spoke for a good reason (6:5).
Although 6:6–7 is variously translated, the verses likely refer to the insipid
quality of Job’s own life,67 or his rejection of Eliphaz’s argument as he rejected
tasteless food.68
Outside of our Lord’s own bitter loneliness during His passion, there must be
no keener sense of having been forsaken by one’s friends expressed in Scripture
than here (6:14–21, 27). They had become like wadis that were fresh and
flowing in the rainy season but dry and parched when one really needed water
during the summer. When he really needed them, they offered no help, although
he had asked nothing of them but friendship (6:22). Job further maintained the
insinuations of Eliphaz (6:10b, 24) that he had done no wrong, thus beginning
his forceful arguments in defense of his innocence.
Looking at human life through his own bitter experience, Job bewailed the
hard service of man upon earth (7:1–2), like the slave whose only comfort was
the shade, and a hireling whose solace was his wages. Job was so tormented by
his troubles that he could not hide from them even when he slept (7:13–15). God
pursued him and kept a constant surveillance over him (7:12). With nothing to
lose, he launched his complaint to God (7:7–21).69 Here he began his turbulent
tirades against the Omnipotent. If he had sinned, why did God not forgive him,
rather than pursue after him (7:20–21)? In any event, what was man that God
should care to use him for sport (7:17–18)? Job’s complaint was bitter. He
wished God would only leave him alone for an instant (“until I swallow my
spittle,” v. 19). The speech had turned from a response to Eliphaz to a pungent

accusation directed against God.
Bildad and Job—Cycle One: Second Exchange (8/9–10). Bildad well made
up for the gentleness of Eliphaz. His speech was harsh, at moments even
heartless, illustrated by his callous reference to Job’s children (8:4). He had no
time for oriental niceties, and his first sentence accused Job of windy speech
(8:2). His whole speech was a resounding defense of the justice of God: “Does
God pervert justice?” (8:3). Actually Job had not said that explicitly, rather that
God was treating him quite harshly. But Bildad had read between the lines and
reacted to what he thought Job said. In anticipation, however, he was right. For
Bildad’s direct charge may have served to bring to the surface what was already
submerged in Job’s mind, and in his response to Bildad Job left no doubt about
his friend’s accurate perception.
Whereas Eliphaz had appealed to a dream to justify his message, Bildad
appealed to past history (8:8–10). To illustrate his mechanical doctrine of divine
justice, he cited the papyrus plant that grows in the marsh and withers as soon as
it becomes green (8:11–13)—”So are the paths of all who forget God, and the
hope of the godless will perish” (8:13).
Yet Bildad, like Eliphaz, had some positive words of promise for his friend
should he implore God’s mercy (8:5–7, 21–22). Maimonides saw in 8:6–7 the
belief in compensation.
If you are innocent and have not sinned, the reason for these great events is
to make great your reward. You will receive the finest of compensations.
All this is good for you, so that the good that you will obtain in the end be
increased.70
At this point in the dialogue Bildad could well have meant that, as 8:20–22
might also suggest. However, we must remember that he prefixed the condition
with a substantial “if.” Job’s innocence was not at all fixed in Bildad’s mind.
Job’s response began in agreement with Bildad’s belief that God does not
pervert justice: “Truly I know that it is so” (9:2 RSV). We wonder if this is not
one of those deep affirmations of faith that scramble to the surface in the
troubled, doubting heart—”Lord, I believe; help my unbelief.” Could not this be
the man of the prologue fighting to get out of the prison in which his suffering
had confined him?
But prisons are known for their formidable confines, and Job only
momentarily thought of the freedom of the world of faith that he had known. So
his attention turned to the essential cause of the world—God. Bildad had spent
no words describing God, but Eliphaz had (5:8–16). He was a God of action,

setting things right by virtue of His omnipotence. In contrast, Job saw Him as a
God of action to whom “might makes right” (9:3–13), outwitting man at every
juncture (9:14–20), showing no rhyme or reason for His actions (9:17, 22). If we
may speak in terms of morality at all, He was amoral (9:22–24).
This pondering about God and His governance of the world led Job into a
lament over his own sad plight (9:25–35) in the same plaintive vein as earlier.
Indeed he would like to be done with this complaining and be on with life, but
that would mean accepting a guilty verdict when he was convinced of his
innocence (9:27–28; also vv. 15, 20–21; and 10:7). Thus, again in the spirit of
one who had nothing to lose, Job reiterated his intent to speak his mind before
God. Yet all his words were not bitter, for he recognized God’s loving care for
him (10:8–12); but that only highlighted God’s perpetration of His hidden
motives (10:13). So Job directly asked God why He brought him to birth and
challenged Him to grant a reprieve before he died (10:18–22).
We, of course, have been cued in by the prologue to the “things Thou hast
concealed in Thy heart.” The passage reeks with irony. God’s purpose was truly
hidden from Job, but it did not have the malevolent design that Job attributed to
it. This speech is sufficient evidence that Job never doubted divine omnipotence,
but he did of a certainty call divine justice into question.
Note: The word Rahab (9:13) is not related to the name of the harlot of
Jericho (Josh. 2:1); the two words derive from different Hebrew roots. Twice in
the Old Testament (Isa. 30:7; Ps. 87:4) Rahab refers clearly to Egypt. However,
the other four occurrences (Job 9:13; 26:12; Ps. 89:10; Isa. 51:9) seem to have a
mythological background. Delitzsch71 has correctly observed that here (and at
26:12) Egypt is not predicated since the book of Job makes no direct reference to
events in Israel’s history. Some rabbinic commentators take it in its literal sense
of “pride” or “proud strength” (e.g., Metzudat Zion and Gersonides), although
Rashi understands the word in 26:12 as the Egyptians.72 The Septuagint renders
the word in Job both times as “sea monster.” Some commentators73 extrapolate
that these are a vestige of some ancient myth relating how Yahweh defeated a
mythological sea monster, similar to Tiamat and her cohorts in the Babylonian
creation story, Enuma Elish.74 Although we do not deny that Rahab may be a
mythological allusion, we should exercise caution in reading into Job a full
mythology, and until further evidence is in, go no further than recognizing
“some well-known extraordinary example of wicked enterprise which had been
frustrated.”75 In any instance, the message is unharmed by the reference—God is
sovereign over all forces of the universe, including those that pose a massive
force of evil design against Him.

Zophar and Job—Cycle One: Third Exchange (11/12–14). The blatant
Zophar spared no feelings with his blunt sarcasm and malignant accusation. First
he alleged that Job was full of talk (Hebrew, “a man of lips”), one whose
“babble,” intended to silence his accusers, had been mere mockery (11:2–3). He
assumed essentially the same theological position as his two companions—that
the circumstantial evidence proved Job guilty. If only God would speak to him,
he would discover that he had received less than he deserved (11:6). In view of
Job’s compounded tragedy, these words were as heartless as Bildad’s reference
to Job’s children (8:4). Obviously the friends’ theology was far more important
than Job. It was well structured, and they would not permit even a friend’s
complex dilemma to alter it.
Zophar summed up Job’s position as he had heard it (11:4), for Job had not
claimed purity of doctrine, although he had certainly asserted his innocence.
This third friend believed that Job had not even scratched the surface of wisdom,
much less was in possession of it. Man must remain agnostic in relation to it
(11:5–12). What is more, God knows Job’s sins and will not forget to deal with
him (11:11).
As hopeless as Job appeared to Zophar, however, he had an appropriate
admonition couched in conditional language (11:13–19), holding forth hope to
Job as had the other two members of the friendly trilogy. But woe unto him who
did not heed the “gospel” (11:20).
All three friends having spoken, Job was ostracized, alienated from God and
man, a lone challenger in an unfriendly universe. He was forced to face reality
alone (so it seemed), to reduce life to its smallest common denominator. In Job’s
opinion, both candidates for that position, God and man, had disqualified
themselves. At least God as the source of justice was out, but still in the running
was God as the omnipotent (12:13–25). Countering the friends’ thesis that
wisdom resided with the aged,76 Job admitted that the only candidate was God,
an omnipotent God whose actions prove that He cannot be figured out.
Essentially he offered the same argument as Zophar but with different meaning.
The terminology was homonymous but not synonymous. In Zophar’s view, a
mere man like Job could not apprehend unfathomable wisdom, whereas for Job,
divine wisdom was not so deep as to be unfathomable but so contradictory as to
be incomprehensible. As in other instances, one person in the dialogue seized his
opponent’s sword and fought with it. Yet Job could hardly expect to succeed
with the sword that had failed his friend.
It is too early in the debate to recognize that both theses, although containing a
bit of validity, were not acceptable to the author. We have made no progress
when we have only countered a false thesis with a false antithesis. Job was ahead

of Zophar merely in that he located wisdom solely in God, not that he
understood its content any better.
In a defensive tone, the leading character further declared that he was not
inferior to his opponents in understanding (12:3; 13:1). He knew all they knew,
but they did not understand his pain. They had defended God by ignoring his
suffering. So they flattered Him unjustly (13:7–8), for which He would punish
them (13:10). God does not need, indeed does not want, His justice and power
defended at the expense of man’s suffering. To be oblivious to human pain while
cognizant of divine justice does not merit God’s favor but His rebuke. For
although God requires praise from His human creatures, He cannot appreciate
flattery (13:7–10).
The translation of 13:15 in the King James Version is generally considered by
present-day scholars to be incorrect.77 Although we cannot rule out a glimmer of
faith at this point in the hero’s experience, the context seems to confirm the
sense of the Revised Standard Version—“Behold, he will slay me; I have no
hope; yet I will defend my ways to his face.” That is, even at the risk of death, he
will argue his case before God. This was a man who had nothing to lose and
everything to gain.
Thus Job turned his attention upon God, whom he accused of harassing him
senselessly, like frightening a driven leaf and pursuing dry chaff (13:24–28). His
personal fate led him to consider the lot of man in general in one of the greatest
laments in the Bible (14:1–22). Man’s life on earth is ephemeral, and added to
that is the uncertainty of an afterlife. To Job’s knowledge, a tree was more likely
to sprout again than man (14:7–12). Yet if he could have such a hope, his
suffering could be endurable, and he could wait out his weary days (14:14). In
the absence of such hope, however, Job saw God destroying man, somewhat as
He ordains that nature decay and waste away (14:18–22).
Yet already a change had begun in Job’s arguments. He had turned from his
personal tragedy to the universal dilemma of man. When one is able to make
such a transition, we may suspect that the reconstructive process has begun.

The Dialogue: Cycle Two (15–21)
Eliphaz and Job—Cycle Two: First Exchange (15/16–17). Job had begged
his friends to keep silent after their first round of speeches (13:5). Eliphaz, quite
done with his initial conciliatory approach (chaps. 4–5), now shattered that hope
and pronounced Job guilty by reason of his own words (15:6).78 He, along with

Bildad and Zophar, had made all the progress he could or would in
understanding Job and his dilemma. What the friends would say thereafter was
generally harsher and devoid of any sympathy that their words may have borne
in the first cycle. If Job had been alone in the first round of debate, he was
contemptuously abandoned in the second and third.
In defiance of one who dared challenge the meaning of human existence and
divine justice, Eliphaz sarcastically quizzed Job:

Were you the first man79 to be born,
Or were you brought forth before the hills?
(15:7)
Wisdom is resident in God, not man, Job contended (12:13). How, asked
Eliphaz, could a mere man like Job state that claim so confidently, overlooking
the sagacity of the aged (whom Eliphaz represented), unless he could at the same
time claim primary status among God’s creatures and a privileged audience in
the divine council (15:7–10)? Job’s ontological musing (14:1–22) evoked from
Eliphaz his own sarcastic parody of “man born of woman” (15:14–16). God’s
distrust of man propounded in Eliphaz’s first speech (4:17–19) was hurled at Job
again.
To illustrate the profundity of his wisdom, Eliphaz presented a simple
explanation for the prosperity of the wicked—although they seem to prosper,
they are actually tormented by the expectation of misfortunes and punishment,
thus nullifying what appears to be genuine prosperity (15:20–24). But if this is
wisdom, we applaud Job’s refutation.
Job’s response was filled with scorn for his “miserable comforters” and their
platitudinous mockery (16:2; 17:2). If he were in their circumstances he could
compose calm speeches too (16:4).80 He saw himself assaulted by his enemy
(16:9); whether Satan (as Rashi held) or his human adversaries is not clear. And
God had designs on his life that were not commendatory (16:11–14; cf. 10:13).
Nevertheless, his friends having miserably failed him, and God having
abandoned him to the ungodly, Job yet turned to God. In 9:33 he had wished for
an umpire, or arbitrator, and again he expressed the yearning that God would
intervene (16:20–21), but not until a glimmer of hope and faith had brightened
the horizon: “Even now, behold, my witness is in heaven, and he that vouches
for me is on high” (16:19 RSV). The conviction seems to have grown that if
justice were to be done, the only hope was God, as unreliable as He may have
appeared to Job at this time. Still the only thing that gave any semblance of

reality to the situation was Job’s conviction of his own innocence (16:17). To
that he must cling tenaciously until all the other parts could be pieced together. If
it is valid at all to talk of elements that bring coherence to this book, we may
suggest two—God’s omnipotence and Job’s innocence. In the author’s mind
neither could be sacrificed for the other.
Bildad and Job—Cycle Two: Second Exchange (18/19). Job’s sarcasm and
directness touched a tender spot in the undeviating Bildad. The only one to
mention the hero’s deceased children (8:4) again snidely insinuated that Job’s
childless state was evidence of his wickedness (18:19). The purpose of Bildad’s
speech was to reaffirm the simple position he set forth in 8:11–19 that the
wicked really do not prosper and that they receive their just deserts (18:5–21).
They are pursued and victimized by their own sin. Obviously this theory is
expressed elsewhere in the Scriptures and viewed as orthodox. However,
Bildad’s mistake was to assume that one generalization could apply to all cases.
This discourse was really merciless, not even containing the brief element of
reassurance to Job that Bildad incorporated into his first address (8:20–22). The
need for self-defense had changed the tone. In the first exchange he had opened
with a defense of God’s justice (8:3), whereas here he promptly leaped to the
defense of the friendly trio (18:3).
With the friends refusing to abandon their persistent verbal badgering, Job
raised the hypothetical81 question: “Even if I have truly erred” (19:4). If he had,
it did not affect them. In superb language, with deep emotion, he laid open the
pitiable plight of a man estranged from friends, forgotten by guests, repulsive to
his wife, loathsome to his brothers, and abhorred by his friends (19:14–19).
Ravaged by both emotional and physical pain, out of his troubled soul Job yet
pleaded with his friends to have pity on him (19:21).
Then as lightning dispels the dark night for a brief moment, he reaffirmed the
faith he had confessed in the prologue, wishing that his words could be inscribed
in timeless stone as a witness against that day when his vindicator would acquit
him in a juridical confrontation (19:23–27). He appealed to the God who
pursues. Already Job had spoken of an “umpire” (9:33) and a “witness in
heaven” (16:19) as his mediator, and now a “redeemer.” Though some
commentators view this redeemer as someone other than God, Gordis correctly
observes that the Hebrew mind would consider this blasphemy.82 In the Old
Testament the “redeemer” in Israel could ransom fellow Hebrews sold into
slavery (Lev. 25:47–55), redeem property for the family (Lev. 25:23–24),
avenge his kinsman’s blood (Num. 35:19), and preserve the line of a relative
through marriage (Deut. 25:5–10). Even if we may not superimpose the New

Testament doctrine of the God-man Redeemer Christ, certainly Job’s statement
pointed in that direction, although the concept of the incarnation is completely
absent. Verse 26 has been interpreted as a declaration of belief in the bodily
resurrection. However, Ellison probably comes closer to the truth of the verse by
suggesting that Job asserts faith in continued conscious communion with God
after death rather than in bodily resurrection.83 Unquestionably this is one of the
great passages of the Old Testament, soaring far above the spiritual heights
normally reached in ancient Israel. It is, like lofty Nebo, a towering summit from
which to get a glimpse of a blessed promised land.
Zophar and Job—Cycle Two: Third Exchange (20/21). As confident of the
certain disaster of the wicked as he was in his opening speech (11:20), Zophar
reacted to Job’s insulting words with a defense of his initial thesis, that the
success of the wicked is so ephemeral as to be a negligible factor (20:4–29). He
did not reject the idea that some prosperity may accrue to his actions. Rather his
essential approach was that this did not matter since one can expect the wicked
man to disgorge his ill-gotten riches as surely as he swallows them down
(20:15). The basic assumption of Zophar’s thesis was that the universe protects
the righteous and damns the wicked (20:27), an idea found elsewhere in wisdom
literature.84 Even though the concept is attractive, the evidence is dubious, and
Job’s friends seem to have been incognizant of that fact.
With the verbal mockery of the first two cycles of the friends’ speeches
wearily behind, and after Job’s pitiable plea for mercy in his last speech, he
proceeded fully convinced that mockery and falsehood would characterize their
discourse henceforth (21:32, 34). Yet as long as they responded, he was
compelled to reply. In this speech Job rephrased the question of theodicy.
Why do the wicked live, reach old age, and grow mighty in power (21:7)?
Neither succumbing to the badgering of his friends nor capitulating to the scanty
evidence they produced, Job took strong exception to their thesis and asked how
many times in fact the lamp of the wicked is put out (21:17). Indeed the terminal
point of the prosperous wicked and the poor righteous appears quite the same—
death. In the absence of any vindication, Job believed the wicked have the better
lot (21:23–26).

The Dialogue: Cycle Three (22–27)
Eliphaz and Job—Cycle Three: First Exchange (22/23–24). In the clearest
and most caustic indictment yet, the once gentle Eliphaz recapitulated arguments

from his initial speech, adding a liberal touch of sarcasm.85 Who did Job think
he was that he should expect God to value his righteousness so highly (22:3)? In
his original speech Eliphaz had acknowledged Job’s benevolent conduct (4:3–4),
but now the intervening arguments and emotions had come to so dominate his
objectivity that he was fully convinced that Job had required illegal pledges86
and taken undue advantage of the poor generally (22:6–9).
Eliphaz’s theological system had overpowered his objectivity. He now
disbelieved what experience had once validated. Job’s present plight was the
evidence for his evil (22:10). Correctly Eliphaz charged Job with saying that
God stood transcendently aloof (22:13–14), for Job had held that God was
immanent in suffering but distant in justice. The imperative to Job was
equivalent to “Repent!” If he would only concede that God was teaching him
about his evil, all would be well between him and God again (22:21–28).
Unlike Job’s previous speeches, this reply seems to be, with possibly two
exceptions (24:18–20, 25), a monologue. He was essentially alone now with God
and his own confidence of personal innocence. His progress in the dialogue
becomes evident here, for earlier (9:3, 14–20, 32–33) he expressed the belief that
even if he could present his cause to God, God’s might would prevail, whereas
here he believed God would both hear and acquit him (23:6–7). But since God
still evaded him, he was left with only his personal conviction of his innocence
(23:8–12).
Whereas chapter 23 deals with Job’s personal dilemma in particular, chapter
24 turns upon the human predicament in general. Again we may have an
indication of Job’s progress, for now he had broadened the dimensions of his
personal tragedy so as to identify with others. He no longer demanded simply
that others identify with him. Finally, in a defensive tone Job flung down the
gauntlet, challenging someone to prove him a liar (24:25).
Bildad and Job—Cycle Three: Second Exchange (25/26). Only this speech
of Bildad’s and the second speech of Zophar (20:2) begin with a declarative
sentence rather than a question containing some direct or indirect reference to
Job. Due to its brevity, some scholars believe that this speech has been
mutilated,87 whereas others believe the brevity may be regarded as an indication
that the friends had exhausted their arguments. Some would add 26:5–14 to it,88
a section that is congenial to Bildad’s own view. It is true that chapters 26–31,
considered as a reply to Bildad’s last speech, are very long compared to Job’s
other replies. Gordis tentatively assigns the portions thus:

Speech of Bildad
Job’s Reply to Bildad
Speech of Zophar
Hymn to Wisdom
Job’s Soliloquy

AN ANALYSIS OF JOB 25–31
—25; 26:5–14
—26:1–4; 27:1–12
—27:13–23
—28
—29–3189

If, however, we view 26:1–4 as sarcastic irony and not an admission that his
friends have helped him, they fit Job’s character role quite well. Further, 26:5–
14 is congruent with Job’s themes elsewhere (e.g., 9:5–13; 12:15).
Bildad obliquely suggested that since God is so terrible and powerful, Job
should not dare criticize Him or claim innocence, as he had blatantly done (cf.
9:20; 16:17; 23:10–12; 23:13–24:25). Job had already admitted the truth of
Bildad’s contention that man cannot claim righteousness before God (9:2), an
idea that Eliphaz also propounded (15:14–16). Here we see a feature of the
method employed by the author in the dialogue. Job and his friends utilized the
same arguments, but each to his own particular advantage. Both Bildad and Job
saw the universal forces as an expression of divine power, Bildad to show that
there is a moral order, and Job to show that there is not90 (cf. 25:4 and 9:2; 25:5
and 9:7).
Zophar’s “lost” speech. The natural thing for the sake of literary symmetry is
to look for the third speech of Zophar somewhere in the lengthy discourses of
Job that follow. We have already mentioned that Gordis, for example, tentatively
discovers it in 27:13–23, following Driver and others.91 We, of course, cannot
say definitely that some textual mobilization has not occurred, thus incurring the
loss of portions of Bildad’s speech and the whole of Zophar’s. Admittedly
27:13–23 does not sound like Job, since it is a description of the fate of the
wicked and the vindication of the righteous. Delitzsch, however, views 27:12 as
an introduction and verses 13–23 as Job’s rehearsal of the friends’ position,
giving back to them the doctrine they had imparted.92
In this connection, an interesting linguistic phenomenon occurs at 27:1 and
29:1, which may provide a clue, admitting, however, that this hypothesis too is
tentative. In all other instances Job’s speeches are introduced literally by “And
Job answered and said,” whereas these two sections are prefixed by “And Job
again took up his discourse, and said” (RSV), suggesting that this might not have
been expected were it not for some irregularity in the order of things. We may
assume then that Job paused for Zophar to speak again and, the latter failing to

come forth, resumed his own discourse. When at length he had finished and
paused for a second time with the same resulting silence, he proceeded to deliver
his final monologue. Elihu’s anger is attributed partially to the fact that the
friends “ceased answering Job” (32:1). Thus at 27:13 Job employs the very
words with which Zophar closed his second speech (20:29), rehearsing the
theological position of the three, whereas in chapter 28 he imparts the teaching
that he promised in 27:11 to give them. If we may assume this as a working
hypothesis, we get the following:
Job paused for Zophar to speak.
Zophar now silent, “then Job continued his discourse and said,” 27:1.
27:11 Job promised to teach his friends about God’s ways (a task that he
fulfilled in chap. 28).
27:12 Job introduced his version of the friends’ position by asking why,
having seen the evidence, they continued to be foolish.
(Whereupon he rehearsed their foolish stance on the evil and the
righteous, vv. 13–23).
29:1– Job delivered a final monologue (summing up).
31:40
Job’s resolve unabated (27). As in the past (cf. 9:20; 16:17; 23:10–12), Job
still maintained that he was innocent, and the correlate to that is that God had
deprived him of justice (27:2, 5–6). Therefore, he could not and would not
relent. Even at this weary point in the debate, he was far from an admission that
the friends were right (v. 5). Thus he reviews their erroneous theology (vv. 13–
23) and pledges to set them right (v. 11).

Poem on Wisdom (28)
The central figure in the drama and the three discussants had argued back and
forth about the nature and provenance of wisdom. While the former maintained
that it is found only with God and that the three friends had none of it, the latter
insisted that they were imparting wisdom to Job all the time they were speaking.
In a truly magnificent poem Job approached the subject again to stress that
wisdom may not be traced to the wealth produced by the earth (vv. 1–6), that it
is neither known by the birds who soar above the earth nor the beasts that
traverse it, and that even the most ingenious creature of all, man, cannot discover

where wisdom makes its home (vv. 7–11).
The question is posed succinctly in verse 12, “But where can wisdom be
found?” In verses 13–19 the leading character recapitulates the ideas of verses
1–11, finally repeating the question and concluding that wisdom is to be found
neither in the land of the living nor in the realm of death (vv. 20–22). Verses 23–
28 constitute a beautiful literary climax and capsulate the author’s religious
position: Only God knows the way to wisdom. Yet although not detected by
human ingenuity, it nevertheless manifests itself in human life:

Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom;
And to depart from evil is understanding.93
(v. 28)
Thus Job’s pilgrimage, though not yet at its destination, had brought him to
the recognition of the good life and its association with wisdom—it is wisdom!
The author used essentially the same terms to describe Job in the prologue (1:1,
“fearing God, and turning away from evil”). This was a milestone on the way to
the faith that Job confessed consequent upon his encounter with the Lord in the
whirlwind. Although God was not finished with Job, He had compelled him to
climb to a spiritual plateau from which the panorama of human life was
coherent.

Job’s Closing Monologue (29–31)
The chapter divisions provide a practical outline of this speech. In chapter 29
Job nostalgically reviews his past, certifying that the ground of his security and
happiness had been God (vv. 2–5). His faith had not been invalidated by the
intervening tragedy. Further, he rehearsed the honor in which his compatriots
held him (vv. 7–11), resulting directly from his practical demeanor in life
constituted by proper consideration of and care for the poor, the fatherless, and
the widows (vv. 12–17). His practical righteousness was such a natural
outgrowth of his inner being that Job could say, “I wore righteousness and it
wore me” (v. 14, author’s translation).
Such a recollection of his former state led naturally to the lament over his
friends’ ill treatment of him and his present pitiable state in chapter 30. And that
in Job’s mind was directly related to God’s attitude toward him. The only direct

address to God in this soliloquy (vv. 20–23) contained essentially the same
charges Job had leveled against Him on other occasions in the dialogue.
To accentuate Job’s conviction of his personal innocence, in chapter 31 he
ended his final defense by taking oaths regarding deeds that could have brought
about his disaster. Indeed this act revealed both his confidence of personal
integrity and the gravity of the situation. We may mention also that the absence
of the fulfillment of these curses (insofar as the epilogue informs us) confirms
the judgment of the prologue that Job was a righteous individual. Moreover, the
same fact constitutes an implicit denunciation of the charges of the friends to
complement the Lord’s explicit reprimand of their words (42:7–9). Alongside
the terms “umpire” (9:33), “witness in heaven” (16:19), and “Redeemer”
(19:25), we now have a fourth epithet for the advocate Job earnestly hoped for:
“one to hear me” (31:35).
Ironically, someone in the audience yet unheard from was listening, and he
had plenty to say in reply. Yet the young, budding Elihu, possessed of a
confidence not tempered by time and experience as in the case of the other
respondents (and thereby his speech may be less self-indicting), came no closer
to solving Job’s problem than had the three men with whom he had lost patience.
But we may be sure the hope that had on occasion momentarily sparkled in Job’s
words had been kindled from the divine flame that often is eclipsed by crisis and
human doubt. We must, therefore, bear with Elihu so that we may even more
genuinely appreciate the true light from the whirlwind.

The Elihu Speeches (32–37)
The author of Job, having countered the thesis that age and experience are the
source of wisdom (cf. 32:9), next suggested another proposition through the
youthful Elihu94—that understanding (wisdom) is resident in man as a gift of
God (32:8) and does not need to wait for the work and tempering of time before
it can be called wisdom. This is true, of course, and Job said it quite as well or
better (28:28). However, Elihu’s inflated self-confidence (cf. 33:33) failed to
justify his thesis that wisdom is a gift of God. And while age cannot lay
exclusive claim to it, age and experience cannot be written off so glibly as Elihu
did.
He brought an angry disposition to the debate; he was angry at Job because he
“justified himself before God,” and angry at the friends because they had found
no answer even though they had declared Job to be in the wrong (32:2–3). The

fact that the text states four times that Elihu became angry (vv. 2, 3, 5) cues us in
on a certain quality of his speeches. They were more angry than rational, yet
certainly incorporated worthy ideas. Believing himself to have clearly
understood Job, he summarized the basic arguments set forth by him: Job had
charged God with his trouble (33:8–11), had claimed that He would not answer
him (33:13) and that He had denied him justice (34:5–6), and had advocated that
the lot of the righteous was no better than that of the wicked (35:2–3). Elihu had
listened well. Twice he challenged Job to answer his arguments (33:32; 34:33),
but we can only speculate as to why he did not.
The gist of Elihu’s contribution was that God sends suffering for man’s
discipline and correction (33:14–30; 37:13). Despite his boasting, Eliphaz had
briefly formulated this idea in his first speech (5:17). Although we are left with
an attractive formula that might explain suffering in some cases, the reader
knows that Elihu had applied it to the wrong case because the prologue has
provided the audience a higher level of understanding. When the garrulous Elihu
is finished, we may have explored another forest more fully, but we are really no
closer to home than we were when the major discussants had exhausted their
verbal arsenals.

The God Speeches (38:1–42:6)
Job received the answer to his question partly from the fact of the Lord’s
appearances and partly from the content of His speeches. We probably should
not debate which was the more important. They are complementary, thus
observing the style of our author who has already presented parts of the answer
in the dialogue. Indeed the friends were partly right—suffering is related to sin
—but they were partly wrong, as this is not a universal rule applicable to all
cases. Job was partly right—the innocent often suffer. And Elihu was partly right
—suffering may instruct and correct.
Yet none of these explanations constitutes a whole. In fact, they leave much
yet to be explained. The fact, therefore, of the Lord’s appearance to the suffering
Job is inexpressibly significant. However, theophanies alone convey an
emotional content that cries out for verbal expression. Thus the verbal content
gives substance to the theophanic form.
We may identify several basic approaches to the God speeches. Some who
take the existential view contend that the Lord’s appearance was quite enough to
satisfy Job and answer his challenge that God confront him. Although there is an

element of truth in this approach, it makes the words of the God speeches
superfluous. Another attempt to explain them is to say that God just
overwhelmed Job with a deluge of data about the beauty and mystery of the
world, and that became an anodyne to Job’s suffering.95 But this explanation
puts God’s action in a devious light if He were just trying to make Job forget his
question. Still others take the pastoral approach and explain that God wanted to
show man what was the proper conduct in suffering.96 If that were the case,
however, then God could be expected to indict Job for improper conduct in the
dialogue. If there is any indictment in the God speeches, however, it is only
implicit. If this had been God’s purpose, we should have expected Him to be far
more explicit. One other explanation is that the Lord informed Job that justice is
not one of the pillars of the universe, and in this way his problem was resolved.97
It was a matter of correcting his presuppositions.
Significantly, the direct answer to the question, why do the innocent suffer? is
nowhere spelled out in the God speeches. The Lord did not accommodate
Himself to so simplistic a formulation of so profound a mystery. Job had begun
with the challenge that God explain his own personal dilemma, momentarily
drawing the circles big enough to include others who were oppressed. But
whereas Job’s concern was essentially egocentric, even though he probed for the
answer to a universal question, the Lord’s answer was phrased almost altogether
in universal terms. He proceeded to draw a series of tightening circles around
Job. He began with the creation of the world (38:4–11):

Where were you when I laid the foundation of the earth!
Tell Me, if you have understanding.
(38:4)
Then He moved to the operation of the world (38:12–38):

Have you ever in your life commanded the morning,
And caused the dawn to know its place?
(38:12)
Sarcastically the Lord alluded to Job’s egotism:

You know, for you were born then,

And the number of your days is great!
(38:21)
He drew the circle in still more—could Job understand and maintain the animal
kingdom? (38:39–39:30):

Can you hunt the prey for the lion,
Or satisfy the appetite of the young lions,
When they crouch in their dens,
And lie in wait in their lair?
Who prepares for the raven its nourishment,
When its young cry to God,
And wander about without food?
(38:39–41)
Man had been instructed to subdue the animal kingdom when God assigned him
to the lordship of the world (Gen. 1:28). Or, to take something even more
familiar, the world of human beings, the Lord challenged Job to set it right
(40:10–14):

A dorn yourself with eminence and dignity;
And clothe yourself with honor and majesty.
Pour out the overflowings of your anger….
Look on everyone who is proud, and humble him;
And tread down the wicked where they stand.
(40:10–12)
Still further, if man was too much for Job, the Lord had other challenges for
him among His irrational creatures. He might tackle the hippopotamus (40:15–
24) or the crocodile (41:1–34).
The God speeches remind us that the universe is essentially theocentric.
Further, although much about divine justice had not been clear to Job, God had
not left the world quite so destitute of moral implications as Job had alleged. The
natural world with its beauty and orderly design presents man with an indicator
of an ordered moral universe even though it be beyond man’s cognitive
perception. By revealing transcendence in meticulous details, the Lord
simultaneously revealed His immanence. So near is He to man that He appeared

to Job personally. So near is He to His world that He causes the rain to fall on
the subhuman creatures even though man knows nothing about His activity there
(38:26–27). By impugning God for His evasiveness, Job had committed the
same offense against God that the friends had committed. They justified God at
Job’s expense, whereas Job justified himself at God’s expense (40:8).
In summary, although the theophany delivered a declaration, it also presented
Job with a challenge. If he knew so much about the order of the universe,
suppose he reproduce the details of creation, unravel the secrets of the cosmos,
demonstrate that he could control nature! If he could meet God’s challenges,
then God Himself would acknowledge that he was self-sufficient (40:14).
The first speech of the Lord was met by a brief, submissive response from Job
in which he conceded that he was unable to answer Him (40:3–5). God’s
questions had not been merely rhetorical—He challenged Job to answer (40:2).
The Lord’s second speech was met by Job’s recantation (42:1–6), conceding that
he did not and could not know the full mystery of the moral universe. Suffering
is sometimes a mystery. We must affirm both the mystery and God Himself. The
paradox remained, but now, at least, Job knew that it belonged there—that it is
built into the moral and physical orders and into the very nature of God as He
has permitted us humans to perceive Him. In a world where the universal
principle is cause-effect, the book of Job reminds us that the principle is a
reflection of the mysterious, self-revealing God. It is subsumed under Him,
however, and He cannot be subsumed under it. The God speeches remind us that
a Person, not a principle, is Lord.

Epilogue (42:7–17)
Although the God speeches are the climax of the book, the story has yet
another chapter, which is related here. It is important that the metaphysical be
translated into phenomenal terms at some point in human experience. We need
not suppose, however, that the theophany was insufficient for Job—his
repentance and recantation point to its sufficiency. Nor should we assume that
the particulars of God’s moral universe will at some time be translated into
physical terms in every case. That divine justice certainly exists is indicated by
the God speeches. But it does not follow that the double restoration of the hero’s
fortunes was or will be a regularly recurring expression of it. Rather the epilogue
reveals more of God’s love, forgiveness, and benevolence than of His justice.
There is more to His nature than justice. He could call Job His servant because

Job had recognized that the moral fabric of the universe is an entity to be
reckoned with in human experience, though at times it may evade our sight. Job
now knew that justice is not the sum of human life or the whole of God’s
essential being. Further, just because God’s justice is real, human integrity is an
entity that God cannot and will not ignore. Job had defended his own, and in so
doing had defended God’s.

QUMRAN FRAGMENTS OF JOB
Qumran so far has not been generous in its yield of fragments on the Hebrew
text of Job. One fragment from Cave 2 (2Q15) contains Job 33:28–30 and is said
to be of the Masoretic type. Part of Job 36 has come from Cave 4 (4Q Joba,b)
along with a third fragment written in paleo-Hebrew (4QpaleoJobc).98 Yet Cave
11 has yielded an Aramaic translation (Targum) of a significant portion of Job
(11QtgJob).99 Although the scroll possibly dates from the first Christian century,
the translation likely was made a century or so earlier. The first sixteen chapters
are missing, but beginning at 17:14, parts of all chapters except chapter 23 are
contained among the fragments, breaking off with 42:11. The final passage
(42:12–17) is missing, but it is not certain whether it was once included in this
Aramaic translation or not.100
The significance of this Targum is that it agrees in general with the Hebrew
text as it has come to us, and furthermore, it corroborates the order of the
Hebrew text.101 The poem on wisdom, the Elihu speeches, and the God speeches
occupy the same position they do in the Hebrew Masoretic text. Moreover, this
text virtually assures us that written Aramaic translations predate the Christian
era and were not first written down only in the second century A.D., as some
scholarly opinion has proposed. Linguistically this Targum provides us with a
larger picture of the Aramaic language in the first century A.D.102
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THE BOOK
OF PSALMS

Old

Testament history and theology are impressed upon this book in
fragmented and unsystematic form. The dynamism of history and personal
encounter with God exudes from these songs. They have not only arisen out of
history and personal encounter, but have also stood the test of the same. To read
and pray the Psalms is to join the voices of numberless people who too have read
and prayed them, have felt their joy, anguish, and indignation.
Rarely has human history enjoyed the luxury of a literature so cathartic. And
seldom has a people opened their souls so freely to all mankind as has Israel in
the Psalms. There is no better way to enter the spirit of Israelite history and the
faith of this people of antiquity than through this book. For the cognitive quality
of these songs is reinforced by the emotional content. One acquires not only a
historical knowledge of this elect people but also an orientation to the
psychology of their mind and spirit.
Yet the Psalms are more than an eye into Israel. They stand as a monumental
witness to the timeless and universal nature of man. His heart is turned so easily
to sin. Hatred, greed, and disobedience are part of his infamous baggage.
Without God, his Creator, he is orphaned in the world. But despite who man is,
God sees him as His special creation (Ps. 8) and seeks to redeem him. The
essential nature of man is counterbalanced, indeed countermanded, by the
essential nature of God. The Psalms capture the qualitative essence of man and
God, and lay them out in juxtaposition, thus revealing the insufficiency of the
one and the all-sufficiency of the other.
It is hardly an exaggeration to say that in the arena of faith the book of Psalms
has been a cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night for Israel and the church.
The reasons are not elusive. This collection of ancient hymns represents a wide
spectrum of life experiences, a broad range of social ranks from kings to
commoners, a microcosm of human emotions and situations, and a catalogue of
spiritual experience. The simple and sublime of both human experience and
ancient Hebrew poetry exist side by side in this book. Wherever an individual

finds himself on the journey of faith, the Psalms provide a place of rest and a
time of repose and reflection, as well as a stimulus to send him on his way. As
the occasions of life diversify and emotions intensify, the value of the Psalms
increases proportionately.

INTRODUCTORY MATTERS ABOUT PSALMS

Title
Our English title, “The Psalms,” has been routed through the Greek and Latin
versions of the Old Testament. The Septuagint used the word psalmos to render
the Hebrew mizmôr, the technical term for a song sung to the accompaniment of
musical instruments. The Vatican Greek manuscript (fourth century A.D.) has
the title “Psalms” (psalmoi), which has good precedent in the Lukan writings.
Jesus referred to “the book of Psalms” in Luke 20:42, and Peter spoke of it by
the same title (Acts 1:20). The Alexandrinus Greek manuscript of the Old
Testament entitled the book Psaltērion, meaning a stringed instrument. From
this title the Christian church has taken the name “Psalter” as a designation for
the book. The Hebrew Bible, however, appropriately entitled the book “Praises”
(tehillim), a word that occurs a number of times in the various psalms but only
once to designate an individual psalm (Ps. 145).

Number
The Hebrew Bible contains 150 psalms, and Protestant Bibles have followed
the Hebrew numbering. The Greek Bible, however, contains an additional psalm
at the end of the book. Further, two of the Hebrew psalms have been subdivided
in the Septuagint (followed also by the Latin Vulgate), and twice a pair of
psalms in Hebrew have been fused into one, as indicated below:

Therefore, we must be aware of this different system of numbering when reading
the works of scholars who refer to the Septuagint or Vulgate.

Development and Compilation
We must speak of two lines of development in regard to the book of Psalms:
the development of Hebrew poetry and psalmody, and the growth of the Psalter
up to its present form.
Old Testament psalmody. Although no comparable collection of songs from
biblical times has come to light, a variety of hymns of Egyptian, SumeroAkkadian, and Hittite origin does exist.1 Among the Ras Shamra texts, however,
no hymns as such have been discovered to date.2 Yet they have become an
important source for linguistic studies and a comparative literature for the study
of poetry. Both aspects of Ugaritic studies have brought a new dimension to the
study of the Psalms. Mitchell Dahood in particular utilized the Ras Shamra (or
Ugaritic) literature in his three-volume commentary to elucidate Hebrew words,
phrases, and concepts. Moreover, significant studies have been done in Ugaritic
poetry in an effort to understand more fully the dynamics and nature of Hebrew
poetry.3
While an interdependence of ancient Near Eastern literatures was definitely a
reality, the Hebrew faith, especially with its monotheism and ethical aptitude,
could be expected to produce a superior hymnody. We may draw such a
conclusion also in regard to Hebrew prophecy, based upon the prophetic

literature from Mesopotamia4 as compared to its Old Testament counterpart. A
superior religious faith will inevitably create a superior religious literature.
Therefore, Hebrew psalmody stands in a class by itself and deserves to be
studied as distinctive.
We may confidently trace the history of Hebrew psalmody back at least to the
time of Moses. The Israelites celebrated their victory at the Red Sea with hymns,
the songs of Moses and Miriam (Ex. 15:1–18, 21). In like manner was celebrated
the victory of Deborah and Barak over Jabin the king of Canaan (Judg. 5). With
time the Hebrews even collected their poetry. It is thought that the Book of
Jashar, which contained the hymn commemorating Joshua’s victory over the
Amorites (Josh. 10:13) and David’s lament over the death of Saul (2 Sam. 1:17–
27), was a book of poetry, or at least contained poetic materials. It is certainly
plausible that by the time the books of Joshua and Samuel were written, some
Hebrew collections of poetry existed.
It would seem to me, therefore, that the tradition of psalmody that the
Chronicler associated with David was no romantic invention. It had at least three
aspects: (1) David’s musical abilities;5 (2) David’s role as founder or organizer
of Temple musicology;6 and (3) David as founder of Hebrew psalmody.7 Further
support comes from King David’s poetry, which is preserved outside the book of
Psalms as well as within. Two extended hymns help to corroborate the evidence:
his beautiful lament over the death of Saul (2 Sam. 1:19–27), and the song of
thanksgiving when he had been delivered from all his enemies (2 Sam. 22:2–51,
a near duplicate of Ps. 18). These are augmented by the brief lament over Abner
(2 Sam. 3:33–34) and his longer, superb last words (2 Sam. 23:2–7). Kirkpatrick
remarks: “[Psalm 18] has all the freshness of creative genius. It can hardly have
been the solitary production of its author. If such a Psalm could have been
written by David, so might many others.”8
Although the Psalter is our primary evidence that hymnody continued to
develop in Israel and became indelibly stamped upon the heart of this people, the
Old Testament contains many other hymns of invaluable worth. The songs of
Moses and Miriam (Ex. 15:1–18, 21) are Pentateuchal examples, and the former
prophets contain such hymns as the song of Deborah and Barak (Judg. 5:2–31),
which is by the testimony of most scholars a very ancient poem. The prophetic
books have their songs too, for example, Isaiah 5:1–7; 23:16; 26:1–6; 27:2–5;
Ezekiel 19; Hosea 6:1–3; and Habakkuk 3, to name only a few. The internal
testimony of the Old Testament then is that the hymn as a popular literary genre
spanned most of Old Testament history.
Process of growth. With its many authors and widely ranging dates, the

Psalter obviously came into being over a period of centuries. Its composite
nature is further suggested by the presence of duplicate psalms:
DUPLICATE PSALMS
53 – 14
70 – 40:13–17
108 – 57:7–11 and 60:5–12
Moreover, subordinate groupings within the book testify to the aggregate
nature of the Psalter. For the most part, Book I is composed of psalms “of
David” (except 1, 2, 10, 33), whereas Books II and III contain the collections “of
the sons of Korah” (42–49) and “of Asaph” (73–83), and Books IV and V “of
David” (138–45), Songs of Ascents (120–34), the “hodu” Psalms (all beginning
with the Hebrew imperative for “give thanks” [hodu], 105–7), and two groups of
the “Hallelujah” Psalms (all beginning and/or ending with the Hebrew
imperative “praise the Lord,” or “Hallelujah,” 111–18; 146–50). In addition to
these collections, we have others connected by obscure titles, two Maschil
groups (42–45, 52–55), and one Michtam collection (56–60).9
A further clue to the growth of the Psalter is the use of the divine names.
Psalms 1–41 (Book I) employ the name Yahweh predominantly, with Elohim
occurring only a few times. In Psalms 42–72 (Book II) the controlling name is
the generic Elohim, whereas Psalms 90–106 (Book IV) use only Yahweh.
Psalms 73–89 (Book III) alternate the predominance of each name between two
sections, Psalms 73–83 (Elohim), and Psalms 84–89 (Yahweh).10 This has led
some scholars to postulate the existence of an “Elohistic Psalter” (Pss. 42–83),
which was composed of still smaller collections.11 The reason the authors of
these psalms preferred Elohim over Yahweh is no longer evident. Peter C.
Craigie advanced the suggestion that the “Elohistic” collection was compiled for
the Temple at a time when the name Yahweh was used with great hesitation.12
We know that by the time the Hebrew Old Testament was translated into Greek
(Septuagint) the name Adonai (Lord, Master) had become a substitute for
Yahweh, for the translators consistently rendered the name with the Greek
equivalent (Kurios, “Lord”).
The preference for one divine name over the other can be seen in the duplicate
psalms. Psalm 14 employs the divine name Yahweh, whereas its duplicate in
Psalm 53 (in the so-called “Elohistic Psalter”) uses the name Elohim. The same

clarity, however, is not evident in Psalm 40:13–17 and its duplicate, Psalm 70.
Psalm 40 employs Yahweh in all instances, as we might expect, except verse 17
where Elohim occurs. In like manner, Psalm 70 uses Elohim, as is the pattern of
the “Elohistic” collection, but in verses 2 and 6 both Elohim and Yahweh occur
(in that order).
Although some of the smaller collections probably came into being
independently, the origin of others is likely tied to the development of a larger
collection. For example, the Maschil group, Psalms 42–45, is incorporated into a
series of Korah psalms, Psalms 42–49.
When the book was finally edited, it was given a fivefold division. Although
the antiquity of this division cannot be established, the Midrash on the Psalms,
codified in the tenth century A.D., attests to it and makes the fivefold division
analogous to the five books of the Torah.13

Book I
Book II
Book III
Book IV
Book V

TRADITIONAL DIVISIONS OF THE PSALMS
Psalms 1–41
Psalms 42–72
Psalms 73–89
Psalms 90–106
Psalms 107–50

Each of the first four books is concluded by a doxology: 41:13; 72:18–19; 89:52;
106:48. The first three are plainly distinct from the psalms they follow, whereas
the fourth is not. Yet it belonged to the psalm in antiquity, since it was a part of
the psalm in 1 Chronicles 16:35–36. The fifth book is concluded with a series of
doxologies (Pss. 146–50). Psalm 150 sometimes is called the “Great Hallelujah.”
To the concluding doxology of Book II is added, “The prayers of David the son
of Jesse are ended” (72:20).
Dating the process. Specificity in dating the final editions of the several
collections as well as the completed book itself is a precarious undertaking. Yet
some general remarks are necessary.
The continuum of this collection process probably extended from the Davidic
period well into the postexilic era. Alexander’s approach of taking Psalm 90
(attributed to Moses) as the central column separating the two parts of the book
(the first belonging to the times of David and the last, with a few exceptions, to
post-Davidic times)14 is too simplistic, although Psalm 90 did historically
become a dividing point between Books III and IV. A much more complex effort
by Moses Buttenwieser,15 which seeks to arrange the psalms into three historical

eras (preexilic, exilic, and postexilic psalms), reaches overconfidently in the
opposite direction. Yet the three eras are natural categories for dating the hymns
of the Psalter even though we may not be able to accept Butten-wieser’s
groupings and chronological conclusions in many instances.
Four possible eras of Old Testament history when such collecting and editing
efforts may have occurred are suggested in the historical books: the periods of
David, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah, and Ezra. The Chronicler has preserved the
tradition that David assigned a division of the Levites to the musical services of
the Temple (1 Chron. 23:2–6). To engage in conjecture, it is logical to suppose
that a collection of Davidic psalms would have come into existence toward the
end of David’s reign or soon after his death. Another similar flurry of Levitical
activity and literary fervor is recorded during the reign of Jehoshaphat (first half
of the ninth century), although no mention is made of any psalmic efforts. That
revival was focused upon the Book of the Law (2 Chron. 17:7–9). Well over a
century later Hezekiah revitalized Temple worship, including the musical
responsibilities of the Levites (2 Chron. 29:25–30). That monarch’s literary
interest is also recalled in Proverbs 25:1. Therefore, we may assume that by the
end of Hezekiah’s reign (c. 715–685 B.C.) hymnody had reached a new plateau.
The next and possibly final state in the growth of the Psalter can be seen in the
time of Ezra and Nehemiah. When the wall of Jerusalem was dedicated, the
singing Levites were summoned for the occasion. The narrative gives evidence
that the musical activities of the Levites had become institutionalized by that
time, for “the singers had built themselves villages around Jerusalem” (Neh.
12:27–30, 45–46). In fact, the honored status of the Temple singers at the time of
Ezra had begun during the governorship of Zerubbabel, when the Temple was
rebuilt (Neh. 12:47).
Some scholars have extended the growth of the Psalter into the Maccabean
Period (second century B.C.), whereas others have objected strongly to the idea
of “Maccabean” psalms. Buttenwieser contends that the Hebrew language had
degenerated too much by that time to allow the literary excellence that the
Psalms exhibit.16 Dahood, upon the basis of the Ras Shamra texts, has
demonstrated that much of the phraseology of the psalms was current in
Palestine-Syria long before the time of David. Further, he has maintained that
the Septuagint translators in the third century B.C.revealed a lack of knowledge
of biblical poetry and a lack of acquaintance with biblical images and metaphors,
suggesting to him a wide gap in time between the writing of the psalms and their
Greek translation.17 Consequently, he has opted for a preexilic date for most of
the psalms. This position certainly seems to be within the bounds of the

evidence, even though all scholars recognize that some of them are exilic and
early postexilic (e.g., Ps. 137).
Authorship. Often the titles of the Psalms include the Hebrew preposition
lamedh (generally meaning “of,” “to,” or “for”) prefixed to the names of
important persons. It may in some cases imply authorship (“of” as a subjective
genitive), and in others mean “for the use of,” or “to” (dedicated to), and still in
other cases it may carry the meaning of “belonging to” (a collection).18 While
we cannot determine with certainty how many of the seventy-three Psalms that
have David with the prefixed lamedh in the title were actually composed by him,
there is good reason to believe that many were. David’s musical ability and
activity are too generally attested in the Old Testament to deny him a role in the
composition of the Psalms. He is called the “sweet psalmist of Israel” (2 Sam.
23:1), inventor of musical instruments (Amos 6:5), the organizer of the Temple
musicology (1 Chron. 15:16–24; 16:7, 31; Ezra 3:10; Neh. 12:24), and the
composer of psalms (2 Sam. 1:19–27; 22:1–51; 23:2–7; 1 Chron. 16:8–36). Such
an image of David cannot be ignored.
In addition to David’s name, the names of Asaph (one of David’s chief
musicians—1 Chron. 6:39; 15:17), the sons of Korah, Solomon, Moses, Heman,
and Ethan (1 Kings 4:30–32) are associated with the Psalms, as the table on the
following page will indicate.

Classification
There is no system of classification to which all the psalms are easily
accommodated. That is not a criticism of the book but rather a confession of our
inability to comprehend the scope of this collection. However, two methods are
generally used, grouping by content and grouping by function. The first is the
older method, and even with the rise of form-critical scholarship and its
application to the Psalms, it has remained a helpful system. At the end of the last
century, S. R. Driver listed seven rubrics based upon content, which, although
not comprehensive, are helpful:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Meditations on various aspects of divine providence
Reflections on God’s moral government of the world
Expressions of faith, resignation, joy in God’s presence
Psalms with distinct reference to the circumstances of the psalmist
National psalms

6. Historical psalms
7. Royal psalms19
Other recognized classifications are messianic, wisdom, imprecatory, and so
forth. Moses Buttenwieser, to cite another example, attempted to treat the psalms
in their historical sequence, dating some of them as early in the preexilic period
as the time of the Judges and none of them as late as the Maccabean age.20 For
the scholars who have followed the historical method, the precondition for
proper psalm interpretation was understanding the historical circumstances that
produced the song.
The second system of classification has been produced, not by investigating
the historical background, but by identifying the “type,” or genre (Gattung), of
the song and tracing that back to its origin in the life of Israel. The rudimentary
pursuit focused on the “setting in life” (Sitz im Leben), that is, the situation that
brought the particular psalm into existence. For example, Psalm 24 according to
many form critics was chanted at the gates of the Temple as the Ark was
returned after a battle. Hermann Gunkel21 pioneered this method and insisted
that the important question was not the historical background but the function of
the song in the life of Israel. He believed that the earliest songs of Israel were
connected to the religious shrines, although many of them were later
spiritualized and used as personal prayers. He proposed seven types or classes:

1.
2.
3.
4.

Hymns, sung on holy days at the Temple
Community laments, chanted by the people when disaster had struck
Songs of the individual, sung by pious persons
Thank-offering songs, sung by one who had been delivered from great
distress, and accompanied by a thank offering
5. Laments of the individual, intoned by one who had suffered physical or
emotional affliction
6. Entrance liturgies, chanted by those who desired to enter the place of
worship
7. Royal psalms, sung in honor of the king
Gunkel’s protégé, Sigmund Mowinckel, built upon the form (or type)
criticism developed and applied by his teacher, concluding that, “It is the noncultic character of a psalm which has to be proved, the contrary being the more
likely supposition.”22 He therefore set out to define the specific celebrations or
festivals when each psalm was sung.
As an example of the historical approach or the content method as compared
with the form critical, we may again cite Psalm 24. Many scholars admit that this
song may have celebrated David’s transfer of the Ark of the Covenant from
Kiriath-jearim to Jerusalem (2 Sam. 6:12–23), although the occasion is not
specified. That, or a similar occasion, provides the backdrop for interpreting the
psalm. Those who seek the “setting in life,” however, view the psalm as a
composition that came into being to celebrate the New Year festival in Israel23
when, as some scholars surmise, Yahweh was reenthroned, as was the
Babylonian god Marduk in a comparable New Year festival, the Ark being His
visible representative. According to the latter view, the psalm was primarily
liturgical, although form criticism is not incognizant of historical details.
Many scholars have come to recognize, however, that not all the psalms have
a liturgical origin, and that many were probably never used at all in the liturgy of
the Temple. Psalm 23 may be such a song, and even Mowinckel recognizes the
difficulty of assigning this psalm to a cultic origin, admitting: “What gives it a
priceless value to all ages may be the very fact that it stands there as a pure
expression of confidence in God, unhindered by all special historical
circumstances, an adequate expression of the confidence of faith of all sorts of
people, and at all times.”24 This illustrates the extent to which Mowinckel
carried the work of Gunkel.
Claus Westermann has critically evaluated the work of Gunkel and pointed
out that he failed to define what a hymn was, in spite of its importance in his

system of classification. Further, he did not give sufficient evidence that the cult
was the Sitz im Leben of the hymn. Westermann insisted that there was no
difference in category between the hymn and the song of thanksgiving, and he
called them both psalms of praise.25 He reduced Gunkel’s types to essentially
two, psalms of praise and psalms of lament, shifting the focus away from cult to
worship. By worship he meant the broad history and development of the
interaction between God and man,26 and that, submits Westermann, is the real
Sitz im Leben of the Psalms. The praise of God was a common occurrence, not
limited to the Temple and its formalities: “Therefore the praise of God in Israel
never became a cultic happening, separated from the rest of existence, in a
separate realm, that had become independent of the history of the people and of
the individual. Rather it occupied a central place in the total life of the individual
and the people before God, as for instance the concept of faith does for us.”27
Thus Westermann has recognized that the origin of the Psalms has to be found in
the common religious life of Israel.

Titles
Even though thirty-four psalms in the Hebrew Bible have no title
(superscription),28 we are still left with titles for more than two-thirds of them.
The Septuagint, however, has supplied all but Psalms 1 and 2 with headings. We
can distinguish five different categories among the titles in the Hebrew (and
English) Bible:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Authorship
Historical origin
Literary features
Liturgical use
Musical notations

Thirtle in his extensive study of the titles has shown that some elements
belong not to the psalm that they superscribe but to the preceding one.29 In
particular, basing his conclusion upon the psalm in Habakkuk 3, which he
believes to set forth a structural pattern, he has proposed that the musical
notations preceding a psalm really belong to the previous one.
Authorship. In addition to the above remarks about authorship, we might add

that recent scholarship has filled in the ancient cultural and literary context in
which the attribution of certain psalms to ancient worthies is quite plausible.
Dahood’s application of Ugaritic studies to the language of the psalms, for
example, led him to the conclusion that the literary tradition necessary for the
composition of many psalms thought to be late had long been in place in
Canaan. He lists examples of those he believed were Davidic (2, 16, 18, 29, 50,
58, 82, 108, 110).30
Historical origin. The thirteen titles belonging in this category all refer to
David’s life and experience.31 Despite objections raised in the scholarly
literature on the Psalms,32 the historicity of these titles still stands rather firmly.
Upon examination we can detect the organic connections between title and
psalm, admitting, of course, that they were not always composed on the spot but
during subsequent reflection upon the event.
Literary features. By this designation we mean those words that describe the
literary character of the psalm. They include the terms psalm, song, maschil,
michtam, shiggaion, prayer, praise. It is not our purpose to attempt a definition
of these words in this study. However, we want to recognize the frequency of
their usage in the Psalter and offer further study suggestions.33
Liturgical use. The few notes referring to the special usage of the psalms in
the Temple liturgy may be indicative of the early completion of the book. By the
time of the Septuagint translation, several of the psalms had become liturgically
attached to certain days. The Septuagint notes that Psalm 24 (LXX, Ps. 23) was
used on the first day of the week, Psalm 48 (LXX, Ps. 47) on the second, Psalm
94 (LXX, Ps. 93) on the fourth, and Psalm 93 (LXX, Ps. 92) on the sixth. A
considerable lapse of time between the completion of the Psalter and the fixed
liturgical daily use of some of the psalms would be necessary.
The Masoretic text has one such reference in Psalm 92, entitled “A Psalm, A
Song for the Sabbath Day.” Other abbreviated liturgical notes occur, but they are
nonspecific: “to bring to remembrance” (Pss. 38, 70), “a psalm of thanksgiving”
(Ps. 100), “a song at the dedication of the house” (Ps. 30), “to teach” (Ps. 60),
and “a song of ascents” (Pss. 120–34). The standard commentaries34 will
provide some elucidation, but we must be careful that we not demand too much
specificity from these vague annotations.
Musical notations. Some titles incorporate cryptic words and phrases that are
intended to suggest something about the musical setting or the way the psalm
should be sung. The phrase “to the chief musician” is prefixed to fifty-five
psalms (in Habakkuk’s prayer it is a subscript, Hab. 3:19),35 and seems to
suggest that these were used in the Temple services. Kirkpatrick advocates a

special collection known as The Precentor’s Collection, much like the Psalms of
David.36
Although not occurring anywhere in the titles, the enigmatic selah is
interspersed in the Psalter seventy-one times, and three times in Habakkuk 3, but
nowhere else in the Old Testament. It may denote an instrumental interlude,
some appropriate response by the congregation, or, as the ancient Jewish
tradition understood it, “forever.”
Other less frequent notations occur and are discussed in the commentaries
referred to above.

HERMENEUTICAL CONSIDERATIONS ON
PSALMS

Preliminary Observations
Two preliminary observations may furnish us with a simple orientation to the
task of interpreting the Psalms.
Historical background. The Psalms embody historical elements of the
Israelite people, the result being that the true meaning of a psalm cannot be fully
grasped apart from those historical elements. In the myriad of instances where
the historical data are allusive and the interpreter is left to conjecture, the
situation as it appears in the psalm must still be assessed. For example, although
Psalm 2 arises out of international turmoil, the specific historical occasion is not
clear. Yet the historical crisis, whatever it was, lends definite orientation to the
psalm. God asserts His sovereignty over those circumstances:

He who sits in the heavens laughs,
The Lord scoffs at them.
Then He will speak to them in His anger
And terrify them in His fury.
(Ps. 2:4–5)
Out of that historical situation comes the prophetic decree that the Lord will
establish His messianic king who will ultimately bring the nation under control:

I will surely tell of the decree of the Lord:
He said to Me, “Thou art My Son,
Today I have begotten Thee.
Ask of Me, and I will surely give the nations as Thine inheritance,
And the very ends of the earth as Thy possession.”
(Ps. 2:7–8)

The political disorder and foreign attempts to frustrate God’s designs in His
people Israel have occasioned a messianic prophecy. It is often true in the
Psalms and prophetic literature that historical frustration elicits promises of the
messianic era and the Messiah Himself (cf. Isa. 7:1–16).
Other historical interests are involved in studying the Psalms. In addition to
historical events and eras, we discover information about the national institutions
of Israel, both social and religious. These must not be ignored if we are to
interpret correctly. The central place of the Temple in many of the psalms
illustrates the dominance of this religious institution in the life of Israel.
However, the fact that the Temple is frequently the center of interest in the
Psalms should not lead us to conclude that the book is purely a liturgical
collection. The private and the corporate, the personal and the liturgical, balance
one another. Yet we must admit that if any one institution of Israel lends
coherence to the book, it is the Temple.
Thus the Psalms bring us in touch with ancient Hebrew life and worship. At
the risk of overstating the case, we might compare them to the popular literature
of our time, which supplies many details about our lives and world that would
not be found in the standard history books. Although the Psalms do not provide
historical outline, they bring flesh and spirit to the skeleton of Israelite history
and are therefore indispensable to understanding the history of Israel.
Religious significance. The Psalms partially supply the material for
reconstructing Israel’s history of faith. They are the spiritual logbook for Israel.
The elements include the major historical events through which the Lord
revealed Himself to Israel, the personal struggles of the individual soul to
appropriate the privileges and execute the responsibilities of that revelation, and
the eschatological eventualities of the faith. Thus the first questions one must ask
when beginning to interpret a psalm are, what is the historical situation? and,
what, if any, historical events are celebrated, and what was their religious
significance?

Procedural Principles
In addition to these observations, we need to ask specific interpretive
questions. Although an exhaustive list is not possible, the following will prove
helpful.
Personal/corporate perspective. Decisive to interpreting the Psalms is a

determination of who is speaking, an individual or the community of faith. The
speaker in Psalm 27 is an individual, whereas the congregation speaks in Psalm
44. Both prayers reveal that the speakers have fallen into difficult circumstances
at the hands of their enemies. We should not, of course, assume that the
“collective I,” referring to the whole community, will never be used, but that
seems to be the exception rather than the rule.37 The Psalms are predominantly
personal.
Historical circumstances. Unfortunately the historical dilemmas that called
forth the Psalms are too frequently past finding out. A few of them38 have
superscriptions that provide some data. In most of these instances the
connections between historical event and psalm are readily discernible, even
though some scholars have viewed them as superficial.
Most of the hard data, however, is internal and must be gleaned from the
psalm itself. This makes the interpreter’s task difficult and frustrating. Although
the general circumstances can usually be detected (war, defeat, victory, personal
humiliation, and so forth), conjecture often becomes the only tool at that point.
Yet the lack of specificity does not close the door to the interpretation of the
psalm.
Emotional orientation. Emotionally, the Psalter oscillates between praise and
lament. The tone of each psalm should be determined, even though some will
contain elements of both. The poem’s emotional orientation supplies a
hermeneutical component for the total task of interpretation.
Liturgical usage. Even though we cannot accept the form-critical position of
Mowinckel that the Psalter is largely, if not completely, liturgical,39 that is,
meant for Temple worship and written for that purpose, it is self-evident that
many of the psalms have found their place in the Temple liturgy, and that some
were probably written expressly for it. Psalms 118, 129, and 136, among many
others, are examples of liturgical adaptation. After the Psalter was completed,
certain psalms became customarily used on certain festival days.
Ascertaining the liturgical function of a psalm will contribute to a fuller
understanding of it. For example, Psalm 30 is a Davidic psalm that was used “at
the dedication of the Temple” (Hebrew, “the house”), even though we do not
know which Temple or “house.” Yet the joys and sorrows as well as the defeats
and victories of Israel converge at that point to highlight the Lord’s power and
favor toward His people. It was a day of confirmation for the psalmist as well as
for Israel.
New Testament usage. A major source of help for the interpretation of the
Psalms is the way they are used in the New Testament. We need to take

seriously the interpretive dimensions found there. For example, if the New
Testament views a psalm messianically, then we may accept without question
the validity of that approach. Even in those instances when the author of the
psalm could hardly have been aware that his words capsulated such future
extensions, the Holy Spirit opened up the deeper dimensions of the words
(sensus plenior) through the New Testament spokesmen. Obviously the use of
the Psalms in the New Testament indicates that the interpreters elevated the
spiritual above the physical, and the eschatological above the historical.

THE THEOLOGICAL CONTENT OF PSALMS

A Repository of Israel’s Faith
Since the first century the church has made a practice of formulating corporate
expressions of her faith and the proper conduct of her life. Nineteen centuries of
church history yield scores of both major and minor confessions and creedal
statements. These are sometimes representative of many tributaries that have
flowed into the mainstream, and sometimes of a major tributary that has become
the mainstream.
Some scholars have maintained that Israel’s faith was basically creedal, that
she too confessed her faith corporately, and subsequently that creedal statement
was incarnated in historical event, thereby creating history around creed. The
evidence for this hypothesis, however, is meager. If Israel’s faith could be called
creedal in the Christian sense of the word, it was only because the content of her
creed was already tendered in the Sinai covenant. To this she was required to
pledge her loyalty, and she made her confession of God in terms of it. Yet in the
Old Testament we do not have the formal and corporate expression of theology
such as the church has found it both necessary and beneficial to make.
The Psalms do not qualify as such a corporate expression, for they are
preponderately individual. They might be compared to a corporate fund to which
many contribute and from which both individual and corporate withdrawals can
be made. Although the individual nature of the Psalter is a witness of the
importance of the individual in the Old Testament, it is nevertheless possible to
deduce certain ideas from the book that are as valid when applied to the
corporate faith of Israel as to the private faith.
Diversity. We may then recognize the great diversity of the Psalms—first a
diversity of authorship, as we have seen above. The literary courage of an
editor(s) who would permit such diversity to stand within one collection is
admirable. Kings, priests, prophets, and commoners alike are given the same
opportunity to speak to God and Israel. In general no apparent attempt has been
made to legitimize anonymous psalms by assigning them to a famous person
(except in the LXX). The Psalms represent the voice of “everyman.” They give

us a cross section of spokesmen from Israelite society. This would immediately
suggest the diversity of moods, life situations, and viewpoints. We are not
speaking, however, of an ancient social pluralism, but rather of a representative
approach to life and faith, with the controlling element being the covenant
between God and Israel. With such a pervasive control, we can anticipate some
unanimity of expression.
Unity. This brings us to the second observation, that of the unity of the
Psalter. It is a unity enriched by the diversity that we have discussed, and held in
bounds by the covenantal element of Israel’s faith. Two component parts may be
mentioned here. The Psalms reveal a unity of faith in Israel’s covenant Lord, and
a unity of faith in covenant responsibility. There is no room in the Psalter for
nonfaith.
“The fool has said in his heart, ‘There is no God’ “ (Pss. 14:1; 53:1). Yet there
is ample accommodation for a faith that can question and inquire about God’s
enigmatic ways (Ps. 22:1–2). Further, the introduction to the book clearly sets
forth the covenantal responsibility:

How blessed is the man who does not walk in the counsel of the wicked,
Nor stand in the path of sinners,
Nor sit in the seat of scoffers!
But his delight is in the law of the Lord,
And in His law he meditates day and night.
(Ps. 1:1–2)
Thus the Psalter affords an excellent illustration of how diversity and unity
can be mutually enriching and reinforcing when clear boundaries are drawn and
observed. The book is far more a repository of the spirit than of the letter of
Israel’s faith.

The Praise of God
Claus Westermann has remarked that in ancient Israel when one was
confronted with something beautiful, the typical reaction was not contemplation
nor passing of judgment, but praise, “joy expressing itself in speech.”40 The
Hebrew language offers a rich praise vocabulary.41 Yet the vocabulary of praise
is only the framework, or structure, to which descriptive praise is attached.

Although the Psalms are full of the special words for praise (e.g., “Praise the
Lord”), they are also replete with descriptions of who the Lord is and what He
has done. The vocabulary of praise and the descriptive content are
complementary.
For example, David did not stop with the language of praise in Psalm 103, but
complemented it with a description of what the Lord continued to do:

Bless the Lord, O my soul;
And all that is within me, bless His holy name.
Bless the Lord, O my soul,
And forget none of His benefits;
Who pardons all your iniquities;
Who heals all your diseases;
Who redeems your life from the pit;
Who crowns you with lovingkindness and compassion.
(Ps. 103:1–4)
In fact, the language of praise dominates the opening (vv. 1–2) and the closing
(vv. 20–22), whereas the main body of the hymn describes the Lord in terms of
what He has done and who He is. At some point, the person who praises must
endow the vocabulary of praise with content. We can praise God without using
the special language of praise, but we cannot long maintain the genuineness of
that language without relating His being and works. In fact, the form is validated
by the content. It is the relationship between liturgy and gospel. The gospel
validates liturgy, not vice versa.
Yet the Psalms, as any casual reader observes, are not all praise. The
emotional disposition of the Psalter alternates between praise and lament. But
the nature of the Psalter is such that the power of gravitation is in the direction of
praise. Indeed the worshiper finds coherence and meaning for his life in praise,
not in lament. Yet to find oneself closer to the pole of lament is not a reason for
disdain. As the penitential psalms42 inform us (esp. Ps. 51), self-recognition that
occurs in the presence of the omnipotent God propels us toward the One who
can turn our reasons for lament into occasions of joy. Thus the lament frequently
breaks forth into praise or intersperses praise with lament.
With that in mind, we may recognize Gunkel’s distinction between
community lament (e.g., Ps. 44) and individual lament (e.g., Ps. 22; the
penitential psalms also fall within the broader category of individual lament).
The former includes Psalms 12, 36, 44, 60 (an individual lament of David that

has been utilized by the congregation), 74, 79, 80, 83, 90, and 137. The
individual lament is more frequent, including Psalms 3–7, 13, 17, 22, 25–28, 35,
38–40, 42–43, 51, 54–57, 59, 61, 63–64, 69–71, 86, 88, 102, 109, 120, 130, and
140–43.43 The lament is occasioned by national or personal adversity, such as
war, famine, personal illness, and persecution.
As we have observed, however, some psalms do not fall neatly into the
classification of praise or lament. Rather they enfold both. Examples are Psalms
6, 13, 22, 28, 30, 31, 41, 54, 55, 56, 61, 63, 64, 69, 71, 86, 94, 102, and 130.44
We may validly speak of praise and lament, therefore, as two poles in the
Psalter, the full value of one unrecognizable without proper consideration of the
other.
The nature of praise has been astutely described by Westermann:

Praise elevates another person
it is other-regarding, directing attention to the One
being praised
it is conjunctive, calling upon others to join.45
C. S. Lewis has commented that praise completes the enjoyment.46 It is a
reminder of our own self-insufficiency, that we do not live in isolation, that the
two complementary terms of human existence are the individual and his
neighbor, and that together they find their fulfillment in God.
If the knowledge of God is not always the occasion, it is always the end of
praise. In Psalm 104 the created world evokes praise from the worshiper;
however, it is not praise of the creation but of the Creator. The phenomenal
world constitutes the cause. Yet in Psalm 8:1 the poet begins with the knowledge
of God:

O Lord, our Lord,
How majestic is Thy name in all the earth!
And, interestingly, he moves from the Creator to the creation:

When I consider Thy heavens, the work of Thy fingers,
The moon and the stars, which Thou hast ordained;
What is man, that Thou dost take thought of him?

And the son of man, that Thou dost care for him?
(Ps. 8:3–4)
Not only is creation the occasion for praise, but God’s mighty saving acts in
history frequently evoke articulate joy in the Psalms (e.g., 78). In many of the
hymns of the Psalter, moreover, the law calls forth the praise of the psalmists
(e.g., Ps. 119).
The praise of the Psalms, observably, is not a mysticism that merely
contemplates God and ignores man and the world. Rather it seeks to see the
Creator and the creation in their proper relationship. The Westminster confessors
observed the need for that perspective when they asked, “What is the chief end
of man?” and answered, “Man’s chief end is to glorify God, and to enjoy him
forever.”47 The glorifying and enjoying are intertwined. The psalmists generally
recognized this truth; human fulfillment is found only in relationship to God:

Why are you in despair, O my soul?
And why have you become disturbed within me?
Hope in God, for I shall yet praise Him,
The help of my countenance, and my God.48
(Ps. 42:11)
Yet if praise may be described as a process to God, to authentic fulfillment
and self-identity, it is also the end of the process. David found the prospect of
dwelling continually in the Lord’s house most attractive (Ps. 23:6), and he
advocated universal and eternal praise:

My mouth will speak the praise of the Lord;
And all flesh will bless His holy name forever and ever.
(Ps. 145:21)

The Portrait of God
We have already observed that the Psalms incorporate the diverse cultural and
religious aspects of Israel’s life. The portrait of God is just as diverse, at one

time transcendent and at another immanent. The boldness of description
sometimes could give the impression of a low view of God or an inadequate
human comprehension (e.g., Ps. 78:65–66). Yet the anthropomorphic tendencies
in the Psalms counterbalance the transcendence and keep us reminded that God
is close to man.
The features of the God-portrait present us with a Deity who ultimately cannot
be comprehended by man, except to the extent that He unveils Himself. This is
one of modern man’s problems in relating to God—that He eludes man’s
scientific analysis. The Psalms present such a God. Yet just when He appears in
all His ethereal glory, making man look like dust, that glory and transcendence
are translated into terms of immanence. The effect upon man is to improve his
self-image—that such a creature as he should be created and attended by so great
a God and be delegated the dominion of the world (Ps. 8:3–8). The Psalms,
therefore, have a therapeutic value. Those who read them seriously and
appropriate their content prayerfully cannot long have a low view of themselves
or a low view of God. One’s view of God is determinative of one’s self-image.
We may profit then by keeping in mind the two attributes of transcendence
and immanence and build our portrait around them. As transcendent God, He is
Creator of the world. That in itself puts Him out of man’s reach. The Psalms do
not espouse pantheism, which identifies the Creator with the creation. God is
always distinct from the world, even when He moves in the intimate functions of
everyday life. As Creator He manipulates His creation, mechanizes its parts as
His own will:

He makes the clouds His chariot;
He walks upon the wings of the wind;
He makes the winds His messengers,
Flaming fire His ministers.
(Ps. 104:3b–4)
Further, the ongoing process of the created world (which we call history)
cannot function without Him. He controls men and gods (97:6–9). Even when
the enigma of history baffles its observers, God resolves it in His own Person
(Ps. 78). That Person, of course, in some way remains a wonderful enigma
Himself.
Distinct from other national gods, Israel’s God created the universe, rules it,
and reveals Himself in it. He is indiscriminate in His general revelation:

The heavens declare His righteousness,
And all the peoples have seen His glory.
(97:6)

The heavens are telling of the glory of God; …
There is no speech, nor are there words;
Their voice is not heard.
Their line has gone out through all the earth,
And their utterances to the end of the world.
(19:1a, 3–4)
Yet He is discriminate in His special revelation:

For He established a testimony in Jacob,
And appointed a law in Israel,
Which He commanded our fathers,
That they should teach them to their children.
(78:5)
Such differentiation, however, had a beneficent purpose, that the nations, too,
might come to know Israel’s God:

God reigns over the nations,
God sits on His holy throne.
The princes of the people have assembled themselves as the people of the
God of Abraham; …
He is highly exalted.
(47:8–9)
He, therefore, is universal Lord, and seeks to be universal Savior. Israel is
always His tangible sign of that intention.
Though the majestic and transcendent Lord is written in large letters in the
Psalter, the immanent and condescending God is no less prominent. The latter
portrait is sketched out in two obvious ways: the Lord’s activity in and for the
community of Israel, and His personal intervention and aid in the lives of

individuals. Several psalms juxtapose His transcendent and immanent attributes
by depicting the Creator and Sustainer of the universe condescending to work in
Israel (e.g., Pss. 99:1–5 and 6:7; 136:1–9 and 10–25). It becomes evident that the
Lord is the moving force in the history of Israel.
In a second and no less important way, the Psalms translate His immanence
into comprehensible terms by relating God’s interpersonal designs and activities
as He helps individuals who appeal to Him. David found Him to be even a
substitute for father and mother (27:10). As already noted, the Psalms are
predominantly personal, and the imagery of the Psalter portrays God as
personally involved in the world. He is depicted in terms of daily life, a shepherd
caring for his sheep (23:1; 80:1), water for the thirsty (42:1–2; 63:1–2), a bird
that protects her young under her wings (91:1, 4), the judge who dispenses
justice (50:4, 6), the warrior’s shield of battle (18:2), a fortress when enemies
invade (27:1), and the king of Israel and the earth (98:6). He appears in a myriad
of circumstances, dispelling their complexity and dismantling their
apprehension. The God of the Psalms is always there, even when He seems far
away.

The Description of Man
If the Psalms graphically describe God, they are just as descriptive of man. On
occasion the question is formulated succinctly and candidly:

What is man, that Thou dost take thought of him?
And the son of man, that Thou dost care for him?
(8:4)

O Lord, what is man, that Thou dost take knowledge of him?
Or the son of man, that Thou dost think of him?
(144:3)
The first question is posed in the light of God’s marvelous creation, the
second in view of the brevity of man’s life. The ephemeral, transitory nature of
human existence is placed in sharp contrast to divine constancy, which is likened
to the “rock” (144:1). To deny the valid existence of God is tantamount to

denying man’s own essence. You cannot deny God and affirm man, because
God endows him with reality and purpose. Man does not validate God. The
creation of man at the same time conveys God’s esteem for him. The rabbinic
statement is biblically grounded—“for my sake was the world created”:

The heavens are the heavens of the Lord;
But the earth He has given to the sons of men.
(115:16)
Thus man is not an accident in the world but the central feature of God’s
universal design.
Moreover, the Psalms view man as corrupted by sin. The portrait of man in
the Psalms is a realistic one. Though there is no extensive effort to explain the
origin of his evil, that man is sinful is a foregone conclusion, a basic
presupposition of the Psalms. The realism of the Old Testament spirit would not
allow a glossing over of his sin. Rather the Psalms meet him where he is and
extend hope to him that he may find redemption in God, even though his sin has
victimized him.
The only remedy for the human condition is reorientation toward God. Divine
forgiveness is readily available to those who turn to their Creator and Redeemer.
The psalmists reach out pleading hands toward God, who is their deepest desire,
and in whom alone they find completion:

Whom have I in heaven but Thee?
And besides Thee, I desire nothing on earth.
(73:25)

Creation and Redemption
We have already observed the polarity of God and man that is typical of the
book of Psalms. That polarity, however, is resolved by God’s own saving deeds,
or, to put it another way, by intersection of the two doctrines of creation and
redemption. What a marvel that the Creator of the world should have intertwined
His creative and redemptive designs like warp and woof, as the New Testament

spokesmen transparently affirm.49 Creation is more than the presupposition of
redemption. It is God’s commitment to redemption. Even though we may not
have this position so lucidly set forth in the Psalms, the two doctrines are
interdependent.
Although Israel’s ancient neighbors had their creation stories too, it has been
observed that in no instance was creation a central doctrine in the religion in
which it was found.50 This observation sets the Hebrew faith in a category by
itself. The doctrine of creation is basic in the Psalms, and even where it is not
explicitly stated, it is presupposed.
Although the literal order of the two concepts may not be creationredemption, that is the theological order. Even when the redeeming acts of God
constitute the main theme, as in Psalm 74 (vv. 12–15), and the creation theme
follows (vv. 16–17), the basis for the psalmist’s faith in God’s past saving acts
(vv. 12–15) and His plea for the future acts of redemption (vv. 18–23) is
precisely His creative power and work. The inability of the gods of the nations to
do anything in the world (if they existed at all) is explained by the fact that they
did not create it:

For great is the Lord, and greatly to be praised;
He is to be feared above all gods.
For all the gods of the peoples are idols,
But the Lord made the heavens.
(96:4–5)
As Genesis 1–2 reveals, the doctrine of creation is basic to the Old Testament
generally. But even if we looked only at the Psalms, we would discover the same
centrality, because the doctrine of creation is the validating doctrine, the
legitimizing idea. It forever secures God’s place in theology and fixes Him at the
center of all things.

BASIC TYPES OF PSALMS
As we have already noted, the classifications of the psalms may follow a
functional or content method. Since either method falls short of being adequate,
we find it necessary to employ both in an effort of systematization. The
following categories will both indicate that and serve the student as an ingress to
a study of the psalms by types. The list is by no means exhaustive.

Hymns
The hymn is a diversified classification and belongs to the “functional”
method.51 Gunkel pioneered the study of this type of psalm. His basic criteria
were that it was a song of praise and that it was sung on holy days in the
Temple,52 either by the Temple choir or by the congregation. We will briefly
discuss two categories within this type, hymns of praise and hymns of Zion.
Weiser lists the following psalms among the hymns: 8, 19, 29, 33, 65, 67, 100,
103, 104, 105, 111, 113, 114, 135, 136, 145, 146, 147, 148, 149, 150; also
Psalms 46, 48, 76, 84, 87, 122 (hymns of Zion) and Psalms 47, 93, 96, 97, 98, 99
(so-called enthronement psalms)53 belong among the hymns.54
Frequently the hymns of praise open with a call to praise the Lord, followed
by the praise itself, which takes varied forms of expression (vocabulary of praise
like “hallelujah,” and descriptions of what the Lord has done). Sometimes the
psalm concludes with a final call to praise (e.g., Pss. 145–50). In general the
basis for praise was the saving deeds of the Lord in Israel, but creation also was
frequently the psalmist’s reason for praise.55
The hymns of Zion constitute another subgroup. Lists vary from commentator
to commentator, but we may include Psalms 46, 48, 76, 84, 87, and 122,
although some commentators would be more restrictive. The religious context of
these hymns is, in general, the three pilgrimage festivals when all Hebrew males
were required to appear in Jerusalem for worship: the feasts of Unleavened
Bread, Weeks, and Tabernacles (Deut. 16:16). The city of Jerusalem and the
Temple with all the paraphernalia and joy that attended those festivals are
celebrated in these psalms. One group of psalms (Pss. 120–34, called “Songs of

Ascents”), only one of which is generally designated as a Zion hymn (Ps. 122),
may have been sung by the pilgrims as they made their way in companies to
Jerusalem for those occasions.

Peniential Psalms
Although the ancient Christian church designated seven psalms as
“penitential” (Pss. 6, 32, 38, 51, 102, 130, 143), only three of them contain the
element of penitence. Psalms 51 and 130 are the clearest examples, both being
genuine prayers of penitence, as also is Psalm 38, yet the psalmist there views
his sin as the cause of the illness from which he suffers and over which he
laments. Although Psalm 143 is not penitential in the strict sense of the word, it
does take cognizance of the larger context of the sinfulness of the human race
(143:2). Two of these psalms (32, 102) are laments about some illness that the
worshiper has endured, whereas Psalms 6 and 143 lament the ill treatment of the
psalmist at the hands of his enemies. Yet the tone of all seven psalms is one of
submission to God and appeal for His favor.

Wisdom Psalms
In addition to the “higher” wisdom of the Old Testament, of which Job is the
example par excellence, much “lower” wisdom is contained in the Old
Testament (e.g., Proverbs), with a fair amount in the Psalter. Those psalms that,
like Proverbs, seek to describe and prescribe the way to achieve the good life are
of the “lower” wisdom type. Others may struggle with the problems of why the
wicked prosper; Psalms 37, 49, and 73 treat this question. Of interest are the
answers given, which remind us of the explanations offered by the friends of
Job. We may recall that their solutions were not invalid per se, but they were
given as the full explanation of the problem. That was the invalidating quality.
It is doubtful that these psalms are intended to give an easy and
comprehensive explanation for the prosperity of the wicked. In Psalm 37 the
solution is that their prosperity is transitory, whereas righteousness is enduring.
The solution of Psalm 73 is similar, for there the wicked are said to pass away
suddenly like a dream. The explanation of Psalm 49 seems to stretch forth
toward the doctrine of the life to come. The psalm declares that death will come

to the wicked and righteous alike, but even then the righteous will come off
better.

But God will redeem my soul from the power of Sheol;
For He will receive me.
(Ps. 49:15)
This is reminiscent of the degree to which Job’s faith soared when he affirmed
that his eyes would behold the Redeemer after his body has decayed (Job 19:25–
27).
Psalms 1, 112, 127, and 128 complete the wisdom psalms, and these are
largely composed of maxims, proverbs, and the wise counsel for which wisdom
teachers were known.

Messianic Psalms
As we have observed, the idea of redemption is a dominant one in the Psalter.
Although redemption for ancient Israel was a present reality, it was also both
immediately and distantly future. In the Old Testament the idea of future
redemption par excellence took the form of the personal Messiah. That is,
redemption would ultimately be accomplished by a superhuman Person. This
concept is prominent in Israel’s literary repository of faith, the Psalms. Due to
the influence of the form-critical school, however, the separate distinction of
“messianic” psalms has been rather generally neglected56 and the emphasis
placed upon the “royal” psalms.
Although we do not want to slight history and its significance, we must
contend that on some occasions the historical context was merely the skeleton
for a composition that was primarily future. We may suggest, for example, that
Psalm 2 was occasioned by historical events, but Psalm 110 had the future
Messiah as its center of gravity. Yet the implication of the psalm for David’s
time was that, however uncertain the times, the Lord would establish His
kingdom through the future Messiah. That reassurance might not have stabilized
the Davidic times, but it certainly would have stabilized the heart. Therefore, we
must view the messianic psalms as a legitimate classification by the content
method.
Yet, because history and not eschatology is most often the center of gravity,

we may agree that the “royal” psalms form a valid subgroup. And where they do
not speak directly of the Messiah, we can affirm Ringgren’s statement that “the
royal psalms prepare the way for the Christian belief in the Messiah, and thus
form an important and essential part of the history of revelation.”57
Our study may be facilitated by dividing the messianic psalms into two
subdivisions, those that refer to the king and his rule (2, 18, 20, 21, 45, 61, 72,
89, 110, 132, 144), and those that treat man and his life generally (8, 16, 22, 35,
40, 41, 55, 69, 102, 109). It is not too much to say that the New Testament view
of the Person of Christ identified Him with the aspirations and frustrations of
both royalty and commoner.
Messiah and His rule. Using the New Testament as our guideline, we observe
that from the first group only Psalms 2, 18, 45, and 110 are quoted, although
many allusions may be cited, whereas quotations from all these of the second
group (except Ps. 55) are applied to Christ by the New Testament spokesmen.
When such is the case, we have the messianic character already determined for
us by our Lord and the first-century disciples. Other criteria must be formulated
for those not applied messianically in the New Testament.
The most obvious figure for the Messiah in this first group of psalms is
“king.” Psalm 2:6 speaks of the king’s divinely appointed position in Zion,
reassuring Him that He is God’s Son (v. 7). This sonship of the king is cited in
Hebrews (1:5) to reinforce the argument of Christ’s superiority over angels.
Although Psalm 18 is likely a historical statement by David, and although it
could have been properly spoken by David in a limited frame of reference, the
absolute reference is to the Messiah (esp. vv. 20–30).58 Paul quoted verse 49 to
show that the promises to the patriarchs were also meant for the Gentiles (Rom.
15:9). A third psalm about the king, also quoted by the author of Hebrews (1:8–
9), is Psalm 45, which may celebrate the king’s wedding. The divine honors
enumerated in verses 6–7 are taken at full value by the author of the epistle,
applying them, as he did Psalm 2, to his argument for the Son’s superiority over
angels. Psalm 110, said Jesus, records David’s homage to the Messiah (Mark
12:36–37). This psalm was also quoted by Peter on the day of Pentecost (Acts
2:33–35) and by the author of Hebrews to establish the priestly function of
Christ as eternal priest after the order of Melchizedek (Heb. 5:6, 10; 7:1–28).
What then are the criteria for designating the other psalms “messianic” when
the New Testament does not identify them as such? We suggest three:
First, when the language outruns the abilities of the subject, presenting
achievements that are not humanly attainable, we may detect messianic
overtones. To illustrate, the accomplishments requested in prayer for the king in

Psalm 72 are so universally sweeping as to disallow the absolute fulfillment by
an Israelite king.
Second, when messianic terms occur, such as “anointed” and “son of man,”
we may suspect a messianic inclination. Although “son of man” occurring in
Psalm 144:3 means “mankind,” the description that follows leads some
commentators to look more closely for messianic associations.
Third, when the New Testament circumstances fit those described in the
psalm, permitting prophetic inferences from it, messianic associations may be
suspected. For example, Psalm 55:12–13, 20 applies very well to Jesus’ betrayal
and passion. In fact, a similar verse (41:9) was applied by Jesus Himself to Judas
(John 13:18). Although these criteria may be helpful, they are not foolproof.
Further, the application of more than one of them to a psalm in question
enhances the messianic credibility. We may find any one or a combination of
these criteria helpful when we study Psalms 20, 21, 61, 72,59 89, 132, and 144 in
the first subgroup mentioned above.
Man and his life. The second division of the messianic psalms, those treating
man and his life in general (8, 16, 22, 35, 40, 41, 55, 69, 102, 109), is composed
of psalms quoted in the New Testament (except Ps. 55). Although some of them
may have been spoken by the king, they do not deal with his royal position but
rather with the general lot of man or with the particular dilemma of the
worshiper. Psalms 35, 69, and 109 (Ps. 55 is similar) are designated
“imprecatory psalms” and will be treated later.
Generally the terms of these psalms are viewed as perfectly fulfilled only in
Christ. The human aspirations and frustrations have their ultimate extensions and
resolutions in Him. David’s cry of abandonment in Psalm 22:1 was used in its
Aramaic form by our Lord on the cross (Matt. 27:46), and the author of Hebrews
applied 22:22 to Christ (Heb. 2:12). Psalm 16 centers upon the importance of
finding one’s true identity in God. Peter quoted verses 8–11 in his Pentecost
sermon to say that David’s personal affirmation was fulfilled absolutely in
Christ’s resurrection (Acts 2:24–32). Our Lord Himself used Psalm 41:9 in
reference to Judas’ betrayal of Him (John 13:18), although the real situation was
that the psalmist had experienced some illness because of his sin (v. 4). There
was a definite sense in which the human dilemma described in these psalms
could not exhaust their meaning, and was, in fact, only a relative fulfillment. The
absolute satisfaction of the terms of the psalm was effected only in and by Jesus
Christ.

Imprecatory Psalms

The prize for the most perplexing of the psalms has long been held by the
imprecatory psalms, or the “cursings.” At least three fall clearly into this
classification—Psalms 35, 69, 109. In addition, many scattered verses qualify.
At the outset we should recognize that all questions relating to Scripture
cannot be solved like a mathematical problem. We can profit from the attitude
the apostle Peter expressed toward the epistles of Paul, “There are some things in
them hard to understand” (2 Peter 3:16 RSV). In light of the difficulty, therefore,
we want to avoid either of the two extreme approaches to the imprecatory
psalms—ignoring them because they throw our theology out of focus, or
declaring the spirit of them good because they are contained in the Bible.
Although both of these approaches have their own strengths, neither is
completely satisfactory.
A third alternative is to face them squarely, struggle with the spirit of them,
and ask how they are God’s Word.
Mowinckel believed these psalms represented a religious climate of black
magic, the psalms being an “effective curse” against an enemy.60 However, the
Old Testament is relatively free of this kind of sympathetic magic; if any bits
appear, the practice is not endorsed. Moreover, the allegation is leveled against
the psalmist that he was filled with a vindictive spirit and overwhelmed by rage.
But if we look very closely at these three psalms, we discover something quite
important—what is identified as personal vindictiveness is placed in a larger
context. The psalmist consigned the matter to God. There was absolutely no
effort on his part to take personal revenge. He seemed to have been aware of the
Mosaic principle, “Vengeance is Mine” (Deut. 32:35). And we may observe that
in all three psalms he was innocent; his adversaries had perpetrated their evil
designs “without cause.”
The larger context is the kingdom of God, that is, God’s people and His cause.
In Psalms 69 and 109 the psalmist clearly states that it was for God’s sake (69:7;
109:3, 21) that he prayed. We sometimes forget that God’s reputation is
intricately tied up with ours. Thus the larger context of these psalms is God’s
own nature and kingdom.
Yet this still does not remove the fact that the psalmist violated the spirit that
Jesus clearly taught:
You have heard that it was said, “You shall love your neighbor, and hate
your enemy.” But I say to you, love your enemies, and pray for those who
persecute you.
(Matt. 5:43–44)

We may try to solve the problem by saying that the psalmist represents the old
dispensation whose ethic was inferior to the new. And there may be some
relative truth to that. But when we look at the upper limits of the Old Testament
ethic (Ex. 23:4–5; Lev. 19:18) to love one’s neighbor as oneself, we must
conclude that in the final analysis the Old and New Testaments stand or fall
together. Therefore, the old-and-new-dispensation explanation is not satisfactory
by itself.
Another approach is to view these texts as purely messianic, strictly future.
But this denies the historical situation, and if divine revelation is to make sense,
we cannot ride roughshod over history. It is the receptacle of revelation. Yet it is
interesting how the New Testament uses these psalms. Jesus explained the
world’s hatred for Him by citing Psalm 35:19/69:4:
But they have done this in order that the word may be fulfilled that is
written in their Law, “They hated me without a cause.”
(John 15:25)
When reflecting upon the cleansing of the Temple, the disciples remembered
Psalm 69:9:
His disciples remembered that it was written, “Zeal for Thy house will
consume me.”
(John 2:17)
Further, the apostle Peter applied Psalm 69:25 and 109:8 to Judas:
“Let his homestead be made desolate, and let no man dwell in it,” and, “His
office let another man take.”
(Acts 1:20)
Paul applied Psalm 69:9 to Christ and obviously heard Christ speaking in it:
For even Christ did not please Himself: but as it is written, “The
reproaches of those who reproached Thee fell upon me.”
(Rom. 15:3)
Again, Paul interpreted the judicial blindness of the Jewish nation as a
fulfillment of the psalmist’s imprecations (69:22–23):

And David says,
“Let their table become a snare and a trap,
And a stumbling block and a retribution to them.
Let their eyes be darkened to see not,
And bend their backs forever.”
(Rom. 11:9–10)
We observe then that the New Testament writers discerned a prophetic spirit
in these psalms, which, of course, was in no way a denial of their historical
situation.
Yet there is another dimension that we should consider—do they teach us
anything? C. S. Lewis has remarked that we may learn from them that the
absence of indignation may be an alarming symptom.61. We should be disturbed
about sin and aroused for righteousness. A further lesson is that the most bitter
feelings can be resolved in the presence of God. The psalmist did not take the
matter into his own hands but laid it out before God. We should not jump to the
conclusion, however, that God shares his feelings about the transgressor,
although He certainly cannot endure sin. Moreover, these psalms help to renew
our confidence in the fact that God is just:

For He stands at the right hand of the needy,
To save him from those who judge his soul.
(Ps. 109:31)

“Enthronement” Psalms
The designation “enthronement” psalms is mainly associated with Sigmund
Mowinckel and generally refers to Psalms 47, 93, 95–99, all of which speak of
the Lord as King or use the language “The Lord [or God] reigns.” Mowinckel
formulated a theory that Israel celebrated a New Year festival at which the king
was reenthroned to commemorate the annual reenthronement of the Lord.62 His
logic assumed that the Israelite festival (which he believed was Tabernacles)63
was patterned after the Babylonian festival that annually celebrated the
resurrection of Marduk (Bel) after his death and descent into the netherworld.

Although Mowinckel has had an impressive following, the literary evidence for
such a festival in Canaan cannot be found either in biblical or extra-biblical
material. The declaration “The Lord reigns” does not mean “The Lord has
become king.” Nor did the Israelites invest their kings with deity. If such had
been the case, the prophets would certainly have inveighed against it.

HISTORICAL USE OF PSALMS
Probably no other book of the Bible has been so influential and widely used in
both synagogue and church as has the book of Psalms. Our appreciation for the
psalms and even our understanding of their power for life may be enhanced by a
few appropriate observations on their use in the Jewish synogogue and in the
Christian church.

In the Temple
Already at the time of the translation of the Hebrew Old Testament into Greek
(about 250 B.C.), the translators acknowledged the use of certain psalms for
each day of the week except the third and fifth days. This is in agreement with
the prescribed daily psalms given in the Mishnah64 (codified in late second
century A.D.), tractate Tamid 7.4. This tractate concerns daily services in the
Temple when the whole offering was made (Ex. 29:38–42; Num. 28:1–8).
Certain psalms were prescribed to be sung by the Levites day by day as indicated
on the following chart. They were sung after the offering of the sacrifice. Those
psalms chosen because of certain appropriate words or phrases for a particular
occasion are called “proper” psalms.
TRADITIONAL ASSIGNMENT OF PSALMS FOR TEMPLE WORSHIP
First
day
Second
day
Third day
Fourth
day
Fifth day
Sixth day

—

Psalm 24 (recounting God’s creation of the world)

—

Psalm 48

—
—

Psalm 82
Psalm 94

—
—

Seventh

—

Psalm 81
Psalm 93 (which seemed appropriate for the completion of
creation)
Psalm 92, A Psalm: A Song for the Sabbath Day (which is
so titled in the Hebrew Bible)

day

so titled in the Hebrew Bible)

Other proper psalms were used for the special festivals. The Hallel (Pss. 113–
18, so named because the first psalm and others in the group begin and/or end
with “Hallelujah”) was used at New Moon, Passover, Pentecost, Tabernacles,
and Dedication. In addition, Psalm 7 was used at Purim, Psalm 12 for the eighth
day of Tabernacles, Psalm 30 for the feast of Dedication, Psalm 47 for New
Year, Psalms 98 and 104 for New Moon, and the penitential psalms for the Day
of Atonement.65

In the Synagogue
Abraham Millgram has remarked that the Psalms became “the spiritual girders
of the synagogue worship.”66 It is generally believed that the worship of the
synagogue was largely patterned after the Temple services. Thus the psalms for
daily and festival use became part of the synagogue liturgy. Some scholars have
attempted to show that the Psalter was read in the synagogue in a triennial cycle,
like the Pentateuch, each of the five books of the Psalter begun simultaneously
with the five books of the Torah. Although this lectionary custom in the
synagogue was certainly true of the Prophets, if it was applied to the Psalter, it is
strange (as Lamb has observed) that it has not continued in the modern prayer
books alongside the Torah and Haphtarah readings (the latter being a selected
but prescribed portion from the Prophets).67 Whatever has been the history of the
Psalter in the synagogue, it still continues to be used extensively in modern
Jewish worship.

In the Church
The subject of the Psalms in the church is as broad and complex as that of
their use in the synagogue.68 And we should recognize the debt of the church to
the synagogue.69 Although evidence for the practice of the first-century church
is limited, we know by the frequent quotations from the Psalter in the New
Testament that the early Christians valued it very highly. Only three times does
the noun psalmos occur in a context of worship: 1 Corinthians 14:26; Ephesians

5:19; Colossians 3:16. And only in the first instance does Paul undoubtedly refer
to public worship, whereas the second two could refer to either public or private
worship. The fourth passage is James 5:13 where the verb “to sing a psalm”
occurs, but the question is also appropriate here whether private or public
worship is meant.
The evidence for the use of the Psalms in the second century is sparse, but
toward the third Christian century more frequent mention occurs. Origen (A.D.
185–254) mentions both hymns and psalms, and it is likely that Psalm 34 was
sung as a Communion hymn (v. 8, “O taste and see that the Lord is good”).
Tertullian (A.D. 155–223) spoke of psalms in public worship and said they were
taken over from the synagogue.
In the post-Nicene church (after A.D. 325) the popularity of the Psalter held
strongly. Chrysostom cited Psalm 141 as having long been used as an evening
psalm. With time, Psalm 63 became used as the morning psalm.
Since we cannot discuss the topic fully, the reader will need to refer to the
special studies on this subject.
We might add that the Reformation brought about some changes, yet John
Calvin had great respect for the psalms for liturgical use. The movement
encouraged by him and others resulted in the publication of the Genevan Psalter
in 1562. This contained the psalms transcribed into metrical form for singing.
The influence of this movement can be traced to Scotland through John Knox,
under whose influence the Genevan Psalter was partly included in the Book of
Common Order published in 1564. Thus began a long history of the use and
publication of the metrical psalms in the Scottish church.
Although many Protestant churches have resisted the tradition of prescribing
certain psalms for specific occasions, in actual practice the Psalter continues to
be the most popular book in Protestant worship today. And the interest is not
declining. The reasons are obviously those that have led the church through the
centuries to cling to this ancient book of praises. With the Psalms, the worshiper
can come before God without pretense, confessing his sin, expressing his
deepest emotions. He finds in them the language to say those things that lie
inarticulate in his heart, and the courage to affirm the unutterable. Hardly a
human situation occurs to which the Psalms do not offer some direct word of
comfort or exhortation. The church has drunk from the brook of psalmody
through the centuries and has discovered that it originates at the eternal spring of
living water.

THE QUMRAN SCROLL OF PSALMS
For the past three decades, one of the major interests in biblical studies for
scholar and student alike has been the contribution of the Qumran materials to
our understanding of the Bible. Though their major significance remains textual
and cultural, we may satisfy our curiosity in the area of Psalms studies by a few
comments on the Psalms Scroll from Qumram Cave II (11QPs).70 The vellum
scroll, composed of four separable leaves, came to the attention of scholars in
1956. Including four fragments identified as belonging to it, the scroll contains
parts or all of Psalms 93, 101–3, 105, 109, 118–19, 121–46, 148–51. The
Tetragrammaton (Hebrew divine name) is always written in the ancient PalaeoHebrew script. Except for orthographic differences, the scroll largely confirms
the Masoretic text. There are, of course, variant readings that are of considerable
interest and continue to be taken into account in recent commentaries. Also of
great interest is the presence of Psalm 151 in Hebrew, which in part parallels the
same number psalm in the Septuagint. The Qumran version acknowledges
David’s musical abilities and relates how the prophet Samuel came and anointed
David rather than one of his brothers as king.71 There is wide disagreement on
the dating of this psalm, and we can only speculate about its omission in the
Hebrew Bible and its inclusion in the Qumran Scroll. However, J. A. Sanders
rather convincingly argues that the Qumran psalm lies behind the Septuagint
(Greek) psalm; the evidence is that the Qumran version fills in details that the
Septuagint version omits.72
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THE BOOK OF
PROVERBS

Many persons who have become overwhelmed by a theoretical approach to
Christianity have been able to get a “handle” on the faith by reading the book of
Proverbs. For this book represents the commonsense approach to life and faith. It
touches the shared concerns of all who are given the gift of life and struggle with
how to live it. For those who are recipients of the gift of faith, this book distills
the theological substance of Old Testament religion into its practical essence.

INTRODUCTORY MATTERS ABOUT PROVERBS

Proverbial Forms
In its basic form, the proverb is an ancient saying that takes wisdom and
endows it with youthful vigor. In a few piquant phrases the proverb capsulizes a
practical idea or truth in such a way as to lift the commonplace to a new level of
mental consciousness. It reweaves the threadbare idea and shows the ordinary to
be quite extraordinary.
Yet the proverb is not the kind of form that one can assimilate in large
quantities at once. W. A. L. Elmslie has astutely called it “compressed
experience,”1 and in this kind of literature overindulgence has its peculiar
consequences. One needs time for gaining insight into some proverbs. Only
contemplation will unfold the full meaning of:

He who pursues righteousness and loyalty
Finds life, righteousness and honor.
(Prov. 21:21)
Although its face value is obvious enough, the meaning bears prolonged thought.
Yet others are highly volatile and yield their content with a sudden burst, which
is part of their appeal and power:

Better is a dry morsel and quietness with it
Than a house full of feasting with strife.
(Prov. 17:1)
The face value is all that is intended. Still other proverbs convey their truth with
a bit of humorous wit:

Why is there a price in the hand of a fool to buy wisdom,

When he has no sense?
(Prov. 17:16)
Fundamental to the proverbial form is that it bears a time-tested truth. Fads
have no place in proverbial literature, except as their shallow nature may need to
be exposed. Time and experience have bestowed their blessing upon proverbial
lore. They are the soil in which truth is germinated and sustained. But to that
which does not possess the innate substance for life, they are stony ground.
Much more can be said on the nature of the proverb, or aphorism, that is the
building block of the book of Proverbs. Some of that will become obvious as the
discussion proceeds, but much will depend upon time and experience to
appropriate the magnitude of this book and the necessity of viewing life and
faith from its practical perspective.

The Book Title
“The proverbs of Solomon the son of David, king of Israel” (1:1) was very
likely the original title of the book. The Septuagint has the slightly different title
“Proverbs of Solomon son of David, who ruled in Israel,” whereas the Vulgate
has simply “Liber Proverbiorum” (The Book of Proverbs). The abbreviated title
“The Proverbs of Solomon” at 10:1 is a subtitle within the larger collection
(chaps. 1–24), and another title at 25:1, “These also are proverbs of Solomon,”
begins the second Solomonic collection (chaps. 25–29). Many scholars assume
that the title of the first collection (1:1) has been borrowed from one of the other
titles as the opening title.2 Actually the title of the first Solomonic collection
may be 1:1–6, in which the author identifies himself and sets forth his purpose
for the book. We shall consider this matter further on in our discussion.

Nature, Function, and Purpose
Wisdom in Proverbs. The basic nature of wisdom as viewed by the author of
Proverbs is summed up in his statement “The fear of the Lord is the beginning of
knowledge” (1:7; cf. 9:10). That is, the fundamental nature of wisdom was
theological. Thus in Proverbs the underlying basis of life is one’s relationship to
God. Out of that relationship grow moral understanding and the ability to judge

what is right (2:6–22), a proper attitude toward material possessions (3:910),
industrious labor (6:6–11), the necessary equilibrium and sense of security for
living in the world (3:21–26), and the right relationship toward one’s neighbor
(3:27–29), to mention only a few of the more practical benefits of that
relationship.
Wisdom in this book capitalizes on the horizontal dimension of life (one’s
relations with other human beings and the natural world) and offers instruction
in affirmative and declarative tones3 compared to the exhortative word of the
Prophets. The person-to-person details of life are not dealt with in a theological
vacuum, however, but are viewed within the context of the Mosaic covenant and
law.4 It deals with the question “How ought we then to live?”
The personification of wisdom in chapters 8–9 constitutes another dimension
of wisdom in Proverbs. Although the descriptions in 1:20–22 and chapters 2–3
may be largely metaphorical, as in Job 28, in chapters 8–9 of Proverbs wisdom is
personified as a woman who speaks, offers wealth and prosperity to her devotees
(8:18, 21), witnesses of her existence before the creation of the world (8:22–23;
see p. 202 for meaning of 8:22), assists the Lord in creation (8:30), and
possesses a house and servants (9:1–6). Yet wisdom does not have the
ontological distinction that it has in the Wisdom of Solomon or that the Logos
(Word) has in John’s gospel. The purpose of personification in this instance is to
help us understand God by abstracting one of His attributes and endowing it with
personality and consciousness. The author wants to teach that wisdom is a divine
attribute that is eternally related to Him, understood only in relation to Him, and
is an extension of His dynamic Being to mankind. The method of personification
is the means by which the practical perspective of wisdom is connected to God.
It is the closest thing wisdom has to the prophetic formula “Thus says the Lord.”
By means of personified wisdom, the knowledge of God’s nature is delivered to
and integrated with the everyday life of men and women.
Based perhaps upon this method of personifying abstract ideas or divine
attributes, later noncanonical authors emulated the method and developed it
more fully. In Ecclesiasticus, wisdom is a direct emanation from God (24:3–5),
was created before the world (1:4; 24:9), and has an eternal nature (1:1; 24:9).
The most advanced level of this kind of thought is represented in the
noncanonical Wisdom of Solomon, which R. H. Charles dates after 50 B.C.5
There wisdom is hypostatized (cf. Wisd. of Sol. 1:6–7; 6:12–24; and chaps. 7–
8), that is, endowed with a distinct essence and consciousness, much as the
Logos is portrayed in the prologue to John’s gospel. Although scholars generally
have viewed chapter 19 of Proverbs as a late composition, possibly even

postexilic,6 basing their opinion in part upon the personification in chapters 8–9,
the idea of unilinear development of concepts and institutions in the ancient Near
East is dubious. In both Mesopotamia and Egypt, the personification of truth,
justice, intelligence, understanding, and other abstract ideas is known from the
third and second millennia B.C.7
The word used to designate the contents of the book is mashal, usually
translated “proverb.” Although the root is disputed among scholars, the general
opinion is that it derives from the verb mashal, “to represent, be like.”8 Thus the
meaning of the noun would be “likeness,” and a mashal, or proverb, would be a
statement that seeks to reveal the true nature of one thing by comparing it to
something else.9 In the Old Testament generally the term is used variously. It
may signify a simple folk saying (1 Sam. 10:12; 24:13), an allegory (Ezek.
17:2), an enigmatic saying (Ezek. 20:49), a taunt (Isa. 14:4; Hab. 2:6), a lament
(Mic. 2:4), a prophetic discourse (Num. 23:7; 24:15), a didactic discourse (Ps.
49:4), or a plea (Job 29:1). In the book of Proverbs it signifies either aphorisms
(as in 10:1–22:16) or discourses (as in chaps. 1–9; and 23:29–35; 27:23–27).10
Function of Proverbs. The function of the type of proverbs preserved in this
book was basically that of shaping men and women into socially and religiously
useful members of society. Whereas prophecy worked from the nation
downward to the individual, wisdom worked from the individual upward to the
nation. John Mark Thompson appropriately argues that the basic function of
Hebrew proverbs is philosophical (I would stress the religious function so as not
to give the erroneous impression that proverbs basically fill a secular role), with
three subfunctions: entertainment, legal usage, and instruction.11
Although the book of Proverbs is not primarily entertainment in any sense of
the word, there is honest humor involved in Proverbs from time to time. Elmslie
words it well: “Humor, divine gift, is no merely ornamental or superfluous
quality we can easily afford to do without, but is the active antagonist of many
deadly sins.”12 The absence of discretion in a woman annuls her beauty,
according to the witty expression in 11:22:

As a ring of gold in a swine’s snout,
So is a beautiful woman who lacks discretion.
The seriousness of folly evokes a chuckle in 17:12:

Let a man meet a bear robbed of her cubs,
Rather than a fool in his folly.
The animal world also provides a humorous illustration for the danger of
meddling in other people’s arguments:

Like one who takes a dog by the ears
Is he who passes by and meddles with strife not belonging to him.
(26:17)
The contentious woman somewhat amusingly reminded Solomon (and likely he
had had many lessons!) of a constant dripping of water:

A foolish son is destruction to his father,
And the contentions of a wife are a constant dripping.
(19:13)
Comically, he would even prefer to live in a corner on the rooftop or in a desert
than to live with a contentious woman (he does not mention his own faults):

It is better to live in a corner of a roof,
Than in a house shared with a contentious woman.
(21:9)

It is better to live in a desert land,
Than with a contentious and vexing woman.
(21:19)
A bit of humor is involved when the slothful man is described as too lazy to feed
himself:

The sluggard buries his hand in the dish,
And will not even bring it back to his mouth.
(19:24)

(19:24)
In another funny analogy, trusting a faithless person is like having a bad
toothache or a sprained ankle:

Like a bad tooth and an unsteady foot
Is confidence in a faithless man in time of trouble.
(25:19)
These examples are enough to illustrate the entertainment element, but obviously
it is entertainment that teaches.
The second subfunction is the mutual function of law and proverbs.
Thompson is inclined to think that some laws were the product of proverbs,
especially the apodictic laws of ancient Israel.13 His examples, however, could
just as easily be used to illustrate the other direction of movement, from law to
proverbs. And in view of proverbs as a teaching instrument, it would seem only
logical that legal principles and injunctions were couched in proverbial form to
make them more verbally memorable. The taking of bribes and the use of false
weights are subjects of legal proverbs:

Diverse weights and diverse measures,
are both alike an abomination to the Lord.
(20:10 RSV; cf. Deut. 25:13–16)
Deuteronomy 19:14 forbids one to remove his neighbor’s landmark. A parallel is
found in Proverbs 22:28:

Do not move the ancient boundary
Which your fathers have set.
Rephrasing laws in proverbial form was like the reweaving of an old fabric.
The third subfunction is that of ethical instruction. As in the Egyptian and
Mesopotamian instructions, the sages addressed their students as “my son.” The
topics of the book of Proverbs, while appropriate to the broad spectrum of age,
are clearly directed to the young whose surging emotions and untried idealism
needed to be tempered by experience. Their lives could still be shaped in the
ways of wisdom. The products of both theory and experience are offered in
short, pithy sayings that might be used as a rule of thumb for personal conduct.

R. B. Y. Scott has identified seven proverbial patterns according to which these
principles for living are expressed:
1. lIdentity (equivalence):
A man who flatters his neighbor
Is spreading a net for his steps (29:5).
2. Nonidentity (contrast):
A sated man loathes honey,
But to a famished man any bitter thing is sweet (27:7).
3. Similarity:
Like cold water to a weary soul,
So is good news from a distant land (25:25).
4. Contrariety (indicative of absurdity):
Why is there a price in the hand of a fool to buy wisdom, When he has no
sense? (17:16).
5. Classification (persons, actions, or situations): The naive believes
everything,
But the prudent man considers his steps (14:15).
6. Valuation (priority of one thing):
A good name is to be more desired than great riches, Favor is better than
silver and gold (22:1).
7. Consequences:
The sluggard does not plow after the autumn,
So he begs during the harvest and has nothing (20:4).14
In addition to the proverb, the book contains the longer, more reflective
passages (e.g., 1:8–19; 5:1–23; 23:29–35; 27:23–27). Based upon the reflective
type of wisdom, we know that it involved more than just memorization of terse,
practical sayings. The reflective and the pragmatic belonged together. Even in
the highly reflective book of Job we have brief proverbs imbedded in the
discourses (e.g., Job 4:8; 12:11; 21:19).
Purpose of Proverbs. The didactic nature of this book is a function of its
purpose. In fact, the introduction to the book (1:2–6) sets forth the purpose: to
initiate the reader into wisdom and instruction. The book then purports to be a
primer of right conduct and essential attitudes toward life, aimed at producing
lives in conformity to the divine will. The immediate object was to train and
educate for the preservation of the family unit, and social stability of the society
as a whole. Therefore, prominent in wisdom was the recognition that fulfillment
of God’s will is actualized in the personal and social conduct and institutions of

His people.
Proverbs is an instructional manual, much like the ancient instructions of
Egypt and Mesopotamia. The collecting activity associated with Hezekiah’s
reign (25:1), which produced chapters 25–29, may have been connected with the
reform of Hezekiah in the early part of his reign (2 Kings 18:1–6; 2 Chron. 29–
31). The didactic purpose then assumed greater proportions as a religiously and
socially decadent society began its arduous road back to spiritual health and
social stability.

Literary Structure and Growth
The consensus of current scholarship is that the literary structure of the book
is indicated by the titles heading up each section. Although these are rather
obvious in the Hebrew text, they are sometimes obscured in the English
translations. Three times the title “the proverbs of Solomon” appears, the first
time (1:1) applied to the entire book, while the other two occurrences (10:1;
25:1) are applied to sections within the book. At the end of the section begun at
10:1, two shorter collections were inserted, simply titled “words of the wise”
(22:17–24:22) and “Also these are for the wise” (24:23–34, author’s trans.).
Yet this consensus has not gone unchallenged. K. A. Kitchen has done a formcritical study of the instructions of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia and
proposed that there are two types of these documents. Type A is composed of a
title and main text. Proverbs 25–29, the words of Agur (30:1–33), and the words
of Lemuel (31:1–31) are Type A. Type B has a more elaborate structure,
composed of title, prologue, and main text, with subtitles optional. Proverbs 1–
24, proposed Kitchen, are Type A, and 10:1, 22:17, and 24:34 are subtitles that
do not signal a new document but only subdocuments within the larger work.15
That Proverbs 1–24 contains a rather long title (1:1–6) in comparison to the short
titles of 25:1, 30:1, and 31:1 is not inconsistent with the instructions, for they
also contain titles of varying lengths. On the contrary, they fit the evidence quite
well.16
Some scholars discount the historical value of the title that heads chapters 25–
29 (“These also are the proverbs of Solomon which the men of Hezekiah, king
of Judah, transcribed,” 25:1).17 Yet we really have no substantial reason for
rejecting its historical reliability.18 The “men of Hezekiah” is a technical phrase
for Hezekiah’s scribes maintained under the auspices of the royal court (cf.

“David’s men” in 1 Sam. 23:3, 5, and “Abner’s men” in 2 Sam. 2:31; 1 Kings
10:8). With the fall of the Northern Kingdom to the Assyrians in 733–722 B.C.,
a flurry of literary activity very likely occurred and involved not only wisdom
writings but also prophetic literature. In the wake of the cataclysmic events in
the North, the need for preserving the prophetic words, both fulfilled and
unfulfilled, was impressed upon the Southern counterpart, and a renewed
practical emphasis received strong encouragement from the eighth-century
prophets, who clearly perceived that the religiosity of both kingdoms was
contradicted by unethical personal actions (cf. Isa. 1; Amos 8:4–6).
While the prologue of Proverbs 1–24 (1:7–9:18) is quite long, more like
Ahiqar of the fifth century B.C., Proverbs likely represents a transitional stage
between the shorter prologue of the third/second millennia and the longer
prologue of the late first millennium.19
The last three sections fit Kitchen’s Type A identification. They are not
Solomonic, but constitute an appendix of sorts. They could have been a product
of Hezekiah’s school, although the evidence for dating both the composition of
these documents and their addition to the book is inconclusive. The first (“The
words of Agur,” chap. 30, and “The words of King Lemuel,” 31:1–31—note that
they are really his mother’s words) appear to be non-Israelite in nature.20
The growth of the book can be viewed in the following stages:

The Septuagint Order of the Text
Following Proverbs 24:22, the Greek textual order diverges markedly from
the Hebrew. The last two sections (30:1–33; 31:1–9) have been inserted into the
context of “words of the wise”:

Toy has seen in this different order the signs of an unsettled Hebrew text.21
But in view of other difficulties associated with the Greek version of Proverbs,
not the least of which is the translator’s mistranslation of words and phrases,22
caution must be exercised lest one put too much confidence in the Greek text.
There is no reason whatsoever to distrust the Hebrew order. In fact the Greek
order interrupts the long Solomonic sections. The probability is on the side of the
Hebrew arrangement, although the Greek translator evidently had editorial
reasons for his rearrangement.23

Date and Authorship
One must keep distinct the questions regarding date of composition and date
of compilation of the book; the first relates to authorship and the second to
editorship. Here we shall discuss the first of these; the second has already been
discussed under “Literary Structure and Growth.” Of course, it is not possible to
keep the two matters entirely separated, but the distinction must be maintained.
The Jewish tradition preserved in the Babylonian Talmud (Baba Bathra 15a)
recalled the role of Hezekiah’s men and ascribed the writing of Proverbs to
them, but this tradition more than likely referred to the editorship of the book
rather than to its authorship. Among the early church Fathers the opinion was
expressed that the entire book was written by Solomon, but that was based upon
the absence or obscurity of the titles of chapters 30 and 31 in the Greek and
Latin manuscripts.24
The modern view generally represents 1:1–9:18 to be the latest collection.
Eissfeldt concludes that it cannot be older than the fourth century B.C., a
position based upon the long sentences in this collection and the personification
of wisdom, both of which he attributes to Greek influence.25 Yet Kitchen has
observed that personification of abstract ideas was widely known in the ancient
Near East as early as the third and second millennia B.C.26 The implications of
this, as Kitchen has remarked, are that “the first few chapters of Proverbs (cf.
1:1–7) is something more than just the idle fancy of some late scribe.”27 Young,
responding to Eissfeldt’s opinion, has assented to the position expressed by
Kitchen on the basis of another contention, that the length of the passages in
1:1–9:18 is due to the subject matter and not to Greek influence.28
Delitzsch, in his thorough and helpful commentary, set forth the position that
the allegorizing author of chapters 1–9 probably belonged to the beginning of
Jehoshaphat’s reign,29 and that he based his composition on the Solomonic
proverbs.30 Delitzsch based his opinion upon the intensive teaching activities of
Jehoshaphat’s officials and Levites (2 Chron. 17:7–9), that king’s reform (2
Chron. 17:3–6; 19:4), and the fondness for allegorical forms during this general
period (2 Kings 14:8–11; 2 Chron. 25:17–21).31
The reasons for attributing chapters 1–9 to an author other than Solomon are
understandable and somewhat attractive to the occidental mind, but the
presupposition that Solomon could not have written the longer, more reflective
proverbs, even utilizing the method of personification, is unjustified.

Further, that the general editor(s) of the book believed Solomon to be the
author of this section (1:7–9:18) is beyond doubt. We do not question the fact
that this document was involved in the editorial process during Hezekiah’s reign,
but the compelling reasons for post-exilic dating or even post-Solomonic dating
have been generally struck down by archaeological and textual research.
The first subtitle occurs in 10:1 and signals the start of a section of proverbs
that divides into two sections (10:1–15:33; 16:1–22:16). The first section is
distinguished from the second by the predominance of antithetic parallelism.
This collection, heterogeneous in subject matter, is homogeneous in the fact that
all except one proverb (19:7, a tris-tich) is composed in distichs.32
Based upon Aramaisms in 14:34; 17:10; 18:24; 19:20, and so forth, Eissfeldt
maintained that 10:1–22:16 is not preexilic material.33 Toy, taking his cue from
the absence of certain concepts and social institutions, suggested that 10:1–22:16
and chapters 25–29 received substantially their present form between 350 and
300 B.C., the second collection a little later than the first.34 Delitzsch, on the
other hand, maintained that this section originated in the time of Jehoshaphat,35
and Harrison has more recently proposed the Solomonic era.36
In response to these positions, it is more generally recognized today that the
presence of Aramaisms in a document does not conclusively establish its date,
and certainly does not necessarily support the older scholarly opinion that
Aramaisms were indicative of postexilic dating.37 Further, there are no
compelling reasons to doubt the truth of the tradition preserved in 1 Kings 4:29–
34, which associates Solomon with the authorship of 3,000 proverbs and 1,005
songs, whose subject matter was taken from the flora and fauna of Palestine.
Solomon may have popularized a couplet form of the proverb, but we should not
assume that he adhered to that form without deviation. Scott’s proposal that the
title “proverbs of Solomon” (10:1; 25:1) refers to the distich or couplet38 is
unconvincing. We cannot agree, therefore, that the attribution of the major
portions of the book to Solomonic authorship is mere literary convention on the
part of the editor.
Delitzsch has done an analysis of proverbs that are repeated exactly or with
slight changes in comparative sections and concluded that 10:1–22:16 and
chapters 25–29 were not both the product of Hezekiah’s scribes. They knew the
first collection but did not borrow from it because they sought to produce
another book to be placed alongside it without making it superfluous.39 In part,
at least, this conclusion seems justified by the few proverbs repeated identically
in both sections:
That Hezekiah’s scholars worked with written sources already at hand is

implied in the heading of 25:1, and that these sources were Solomonic is
asserted. Although repetition of single proverbs within one section or from one
section to another says something about the process of compilation, it really does
not affirm or deny Solomonic authorship. Affirmatively, however, the peaceful
reign of Solomon was conducive to literary activity and the development of
wisdom. And in view of the national and international fame this monarch
achieved, there is no reason to disbelieve that his words and reflections were
preserved in writing for posterity.
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That these compositions were available to Hezekiah’s scribes almost three
hundred years after Solomon may be attributable to Solomon’s continuing
popularity in Judah and the literary activity associated with royal courts in the
ancient Near East. During David’s reign two scribes are mentioned, Seraiah (2
Sam. 8:17) and Sheva (2 Sam. 20:25), the latter mentioned in company with the
priests and other court officials. Hezekiah’s scribe, Shebnah, was a participant in
the events associated with the Assyrian invasion of Judah in 701 B.C. (2 Kings
18:18), and Shaphan was Josiah’s scribe when the scroll of the Law was
discovered in the Temple in 621 B.C. (2 Kings 22:9). One cannot fail to see the
implications of these literary figures and their maintenance under royal
patronage.
It is our opinion that 1:1–29:27 is Solomonic in authorship, although some
allowance may be made for editorializing in the process of compilation and final

edition of the book.
The authors of 30:1–33 and 31:1–9, although known by name, are otherwise
unknown. The date of their composition and the final acrostic poem in praise of
the virtuous wife (31:10–31) cannot be definitely established; however, little
convincing data can be presented against a preexilic date.

Canonicity
Sparse information on the disposition of the book of Proverbs in the
canonization process is found in the Babylonian Talmud (Shabbath 30b). A
question revolved around the alleged contradiction between Proverbs 26:4 and
26:5: “Do not answer a fool according to his folly…. Answer a fool according to
his folly” (KJV; cf. the interpretative effort of NASB, “as his folly deserves”).
The rabbinic resolution was to view the first as a reference to matters of the law
and the second to secular affairs. The doubts about the book were dispelled early
in postexilic times, and Proverbs exercised a pervasive influence upon Judaism
and early Christianity.

Poetic Structure
The book of Proverbs does not employ the one-line popular proverb (e.g., “A
rolling stone gathers no moss”) as the basic form but rather the two-line proverb
(distich), which was the basic form of māshāl poetry. The two-line proverb takes
four basic forms, the second line being the variant element.
The first form is that of synonymous meaning, where the second line repeats
the sense of the first line in slightly different words:

Pride goes before destruction,
And a haughty spirit before stumbling.
(16:18; also 16:13, 16; 11:25)
This form follows the basic type of parallelism that was characteristic of Hebrew
poetry.
The second form of the two-line proverb, which is predominant in 10:1–

15:33, is that of antithetical meaning. The second line expresses the antithesis,
or the contrary sense, of the first line:

The merciful man does himself good,
But the cruel man does himself harm.
(11:17)
The third form of the two-line proverb is that of synthetic meaning, which
extends the sense of the first line in an expanded, or amplified, form. Rather than
merely reiterating or contrasting in the second line the sense of the first, the
synthetic form adds to the primary idea:

He who conceals hatred has lying lips,
And he who spreads slander is a fool.
(10:18)
The fourth form is that of comparative meaning, in which case some ethical
point or practical truth is explained by an illustration from nature or experience:

Like cold water to a weary soul,
So is good news from a distant land.
(25:25)
In the last form, the primary idea may occur in the first or second line.
The two-line proverb forms multiples that are based upon the structures
discussed above. The four-line proverb (tetrastich) normally gives the variant
element in the last two lines. Examples of the synonymous (e.g., 23:15–16;
24:3–4), synthetic (e.g., 30:5–6), and comparative (e.g., 25:16–17) may be cited
among the four-line proverbs in the book.
The longer, more reflective proverbs sometimes take the six-line form
(hexastich). Frequently, the first two lines compose a prologue, and the
following four lines provide the substance (e.g., 23:19–21). The eight-line
(octastich) proverb may also be identified (e.g., 23:22–25).
The longer proverbs may be called the māshāl ode, or song. Many of these are
incorporated in 1:7–9:18 as well as elsewhere in the book (e.g., 22:17–21; 30:7–
9).
All of these are variations of māshāl (proverb) poetry and were probably in

vogue quite early in the history of wisdom literature. To confine Solomon to the
two-line proverb, as some scholars are inclined, is to commit oneself to a
monolithic process of literary development from the simple to the complex, a
position that is too simplistic to be credible. Further, Solomon’s literary activity
was evidently intensive and required the use of a variety of proverb forms. For
one man to write 3,000 proverbs and never advance beyond the two-line form is
in itself incredible, not to mention monotonous.
We may look briefly at the different sections of the book and observe the
variety of forms that each incorporates.
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HERMENEUTICAL CONSIDERATIONS ON
PROVERBS
The book of Proverbs is not a theological treatise in the same sense as Job and
Ecclesiastes; each of those books sets out to present a theological argument in a
highly structured way. Yet Proverbs is profoundly theological. Underlying the
book is a wisdom theology that seeks to bring individuals into a right
relationship with God and with their neighbors.

Theological Assumptions
The first hermeneutical principle is that the theological assumptions of the
book are often more important than the textual context. In many cases the
principles of arrangement have not as yet been determined. While a group of
sayings may deal with one particular subject, as a general rule each proverb
ostensibly stands on its own merits and its meaning is independent of the
preceding and succeeding sayings. So context will not always be as
determinative as in other biblical genres.

Natural and Social/Moral Orders
Second, the underlying principle of wisdom proverbs is that there is a
fundamental relationship between the natural and social/moral orders. What one
observes in the natural order has implications for one’s understanding of the
social/moral order:

Go to the ant, O sluggard,
Observe her ways and be wise.
(6:6)
That is, the slothful person can observe in the industry of the ant a principle that

ought to inform his own behavior.

Principles Versus Promises
Third, it is inappropriate to treat the proverbs of this book as promises. They
are theological and pragmatic principles.

Train up a child in the way he should go,
Even when he is old he will not depart from it.
(22:6)
We are inclined to accept that as a promise, but the proverb really states a
principle of education and commitment. That is, generally speaking, when a
child is properly instructed in the way of wisdom from an early age, he or she
will persist in that way. If, of course, other genres of Holy Scripture set forth that
truth as a promise, then it is appropriate to view the proverb in that manner,
while acknowledging that the promisory element does not originate with
proverbs. That is not their purpose.

Cognate Literature
Fourth, cognate literature is instructive for our understanding of Proverbs, but
our book assumes its own peculiar theological posture. While sharing both
literary and cognitive features with other proverbial lore of the ancient Near
East, Proverbs stands in its own class. We know that Mesopotamia and Egypt
were repositories of much wisdom material, very often dealing with the same
subjects and reaching similar conclusions as Israelite wisdom teaching. The
Edomites, for example, were famous for their wisdom, a point that Jeremiah
recognized:

Concerning Edom.
Thus says the Lord of hosts,
“Is there no longer any wisdom in Teman?
Has good counsel been lost to the prudent?

Has their wisdom decayed?”
(Jer. 49:7)
We may further mention that the book of Job, which was probably Israelite in
its theological origin, was most likely Edomite in its geographical provenance.
This fact is not necessarily indicative of the level of Edomite wisdom, but it does
suggest that the literary and spiritual climate was conducive to the development
and expression of wisdom ideas and forms. And that is one of the most valuable
benefits of a study of ancient non-Israelite wisdom. We learn that the same
literary activity was broad, and many of the same practical approaches to life
were held in common by more than one culture. Yet Israelite culture produced a
superior proverbial literature. The writer of Kings paid service to the superiority
of Solomonic wisdom over that of the East and Egypt: “And Solomon’s wisdom
surpassed the wisdom of all the sons of the east and all the wisdom of Egypt” (1
Kings 4:30). The greatest distinctive was the underlying theological foundation
of Israelite wisdom with its superior ethics. Whereas Mesopotamian and
Egyptian sages stressed the material advantages of heeding their counsel, the
foundation stone of Hebrew wisdom was “The fear of the Lord is the beginning
of wisdom” (Prov. 9:10). Wisdom was more than the good sense to follow good
advice; it was a whole way of life, as this key text of Proverbs testifies.43
The matter of Proverbs 22:17–23:14 and its relationship to the Egyptian
Instruction of Amen-em-opett44 has been discussed by scholars at length. The
eminent Egyptologist Adolf Erman first drew attention to the connection
between these two documents.45 The Egyptian document contains thirty
“houses,” or sections, addressed by an official to his son. Moreover, it shares
many similarities of subject matter with the Proverbs pericope, and they share
one very striking metaphor (“For wealth certainly makes for itself wings, / Like
an eagle that flies toward the heavens” [Prov. 23:5]; “They make themselves
wings like geese, / And fly to heaven” [Amen. x, 5]).46 The scholarly consensus
for some time accepted Whybray’s confident claim—”it is almost certain that it
was the Israelite author who knew and made use of the Egyptian work.”47
Whereas the similarities between Hebrew and Egyptian documents are
acknowledged, John Ruffle has raised serious questions about dependence. He
points out that in some instances the so-called parallels are complicated by large
gaps in Amen-em-opet.48 He is willing to allow that an Egyptian scribe working
in Solomon’s court could have recorded some proverbs from a document he
remembered,49 but the kind of dependence on the Egyptian document often
attributed to the Hebrew work has not been proved.50

The second document that may be non-Israelite, “the words of Agur” (chap.
30), has been adapted to Hebrew faith, if indeed it derives from another source.
The word massā’ in 30:1 is sometimes translated “oracle” (so NASB), but in
direct association with the phrase “son of Jakeh,” it would more likely be a
gentilic noun (Massaite). An Ish-maelite people by this name lived in northern
Arabia (Gen. 25:13–14; 1 Chron. 1:30), and very likely shared common religious
roots with the Hebrews. The impression of the Hebrew faith is discernible
(30:9), and nothing contradictory to Yahwistic religion is incorporated.
The third document, Proverbs 31:1–31, mentions King Lemuel, who is
otherwise unknown. Unless this is some kind of symbolic name (like “King
Jareb” in Hos. 5:13 and 10:6), we likely have another non-Israelite source.
Although most scholars do not consider the entire chapter a unit and confine his
words to verses 1–9, the description of “an excellent wife” (31:10–31) may
nevertheless belong to the Lemuel document, particularly because this poem
would tie in with the teachings of his mother very well (31:1). It contributes the
Yahwistic perspective: “But a woman who fears the Lord, she shall be praised”
(v. 30).
Nobody has the franchise on truth but God. If one culture has come by means
of natural revelation to share certain basic ideas and ethical principles with the
biblical faith (cf. Rom. 1:18–20), we are free to recognize that without
diminishing the value of and need for special revelation. The necessity for the
latter lies in the fact that natural revelation is indistinct in its content; in Romans
Paul may have been delineating its limits as the recognition of “His eternal
power and divine nature.” That is, natural revelation can offer evidence for the
existence of God but cannot fill in the details of His personal nature and
redemptive work. Faith in Israel’s God was viewed in ancient times to underlie
and validate all that was good, for no other gods existed. Therefore, to stake a
claim upon a piece of literature from a pagan culture and adapt it for the only
true faith was not incompatible with the universal perspective of ancient Israelite
wisdom.

SECTIONED ANALYSIS OF PROVERBS

Title and Prologue (1:1–9:18)51
The title (1:1–6). The title and prologue are generally thought by modern
scholars to belong to the latest stage of the book’s growth. However, Kitchen has
shown that the Egyptian and Mesopotamian instructions (Type B) had this
structure. So it may very well belong to the original edition of the book. The title
sets forth the purpose of the book by the use of five infinitives: “to know,” “to
discern,” “to receive,” “to give,” and “to understand.” Thus the object of the
book is clearly instruction, aimed at and dedicated to the youth (1:4).
The prologue (1:7–9:18). In this section there are wonderful reflections on
wisdom. Following the methodology of form-critical scholarship, recent scholars
have attempted to distinguish among the various strands of material in 1:7–9:18.
Buried in this collection, they contend, are ten discourses that have been
amplified and expanded by other materials, resulting finally in the present
collection. Whybray, as an example of this school of thought, has identified
three strands of material in chapters 1–9: (1) the first book, consisting of a
general introduction followed by ten short discourses, similar to the Egyptian
instruction, which set forth basic principles of conduct necessary for a happy
life; (2) a supplementary strand in which “wisdom” is viewed as a basic concept
and equated with the teacher’s words, sometimes personified as a female figure,
a teacher, and a bride; and (3) a second supplementary strand, which associated
wisdom with God and made her an attribute of God.52 In an effort to recover the
first book of ten discourses, which form-critical scholars have assumed existed,
Whybray extracts the material that is particularly instructive (in the vein of the
Egyptian instructions) and identifies the ten discourses as follows:

ONE FORM-CRITICAL ANALYSIS
OF THE PROLOGUE OF PROVERBS
1:8–19

First Discourse
Second Discourse
Third Discourse
Fourth Discourse
Fifth Discourse
Sixth Discourse
Seventh Discourse
Eighth Discourse
Ninth Discourse
Tenth Discourse

—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—
—

1:8–19
2:16–19
3:1–12
3:21–35
4:1–9
4:10–19
4:20–27
5:1–23
6:20–35
7:1–27

Following a different set of analytical presuppositions, older commentators on
Proverbs have generally identified about fifteen discourses rather than ten.
Although the form-critical school must generally be given commendation for its
methods of literary analysis, some of which are helpful, their application to this
collection before us presupposes that the editor(s) has slavishly followed the
Egyptian model and the discourses have been enlarged by further accretions. But
the search for such original documents is at best subjective. We are not
convinced that the underlying strands of material were as distinct as this school
of scholars has maintained.53 We prefer to discuss the material as it has come to
us rather than trying to treat it according to levels or strands.
Motto (1:7). In slightly different form this motto of the book stands also at the
end of this division (9:10). We find the same kind of inclusion in Ecclesiastes,
where the beginning and end of that book are marked by its motto “Vanity of
vanities! All is vanity” (Eccles. 1:2; 12:8).
This motto serves the book as a compass. The fear of the Lord is the
foundation of knowledge.54 “Beginning” may have either the temporal (“first in
order”) or qualitative (“first in importance”) sense. In the context of Proverbs,
both nuances are possible. The author further develops the meaning of this
statement in 3:5–12 (cf. Job 28:28 and Ps. 111:10).
First Discourse (1:8–19). The teacher recognized peer pressure and the
appeals to young people to abandon the fundamental teachings of their parents
and follow the evil ways of their companions. The temptation that he warns
against here is that of greed and ill-gotten gain. The substance of the enticement,
consisting not only in illicit seizure of property but also in casting one’s lot with
those who engage in such activity, is stated in verses 11–14. After the
admonition of verse 15, the teacher explains what is really involved in such

activity—it leads to self-destruction. Verse 19 sums up the principle very well:
violence deprives its executors of their own life.
It is characteristic of Hebrew, Egyptian, Babylonian, Assyrian, and Aramaic
wisdom to address the student as “son.”55
Second Discourse (1:20–33). Here, for the first time in the book, wisdom is
personified. In prophetic character, wisdom stations herself in the streets and city
entrances to proclaim her message. It is indicting and reproving. The indictment
is made in verses 24–25—the people have turned away wisdom as they have
diverted the prophetic word. The result of their behavior is judgment (vv. 26–28,
31), executed according to the lex talionis (the law of retaliation in like kind,
e.g., “an eye for an eye”). Wisdom warns that she will turn away from their call
when distress comes suddenly upon them.
The teacher turned to the crux of the indictment, given in terms reminiscent of
1:7: “They hated knowledge, and did not choose the fear of the Lord” (v. 29).
The expansion in verse 30 amplifies the meaning of their rejection of the fear of
the Lord. It was tantamount to the rejection of divine counsel.
Returning to the “naive one” and “fools” of verse 22, wisdom pronounces the
principle by which the world operates: abandonment to the foolish ways of the
unwise is self-destruction (v. 32), but commitment to the counsel of wisdom
provides peace and security (v. 33).
Third Discourse (2:1–22). Wisdom is the intermediary that directs men to the
Lord. The fear of the Lord is still to be the object of man’s search (vv. 4–5), and
wisdom is the means of arriving at that goal. The Lord is the giver of wisdom
(vv. 6–8), whereas wisdom is the agent of life, the element by which one
distinguishes between right and wrong (v. 9). Moreover, the outgrowth of
wisdom as a dynamic force in the individual’s life is protection from those who
are perverse and who devise evil against their neighbors (vv. 12–15), and
deliverance from adulterous temptation (vv. 16–19).
The alternative to forsaking wisdom’s ways and being victimized by both the
wicked and the adulteress is seeking wisdom (v. 4) and consequently dwelling in
the land (vv. 20–21). The discourse closes with a contrast between the end of the
upright and the wicked (vv. 21–22), very much like Psalm 1:6:

For the Lord knows the way of the righteous,
But the way of the wicked will perish.
Some see the description of the adulteress (v. 16) as an allusion to Israel’s
idolatry and practice of cult prostitution. Scott makes the pedagogical

observation that this chapter is “a kind of prospectus of the ‘course’ in wisdom
which the teacher offers.”56
Fourth Discourse (3:1–18). This prescriptive section capitalizes upon the
motto of the book (1:7), but in a slightly different form. The formulation here is
precisely that of Job 28:28: “Behold, the fear of the Lord, that is wisdom; and to
depart from evil is understanding.” First in this section, however, the teacher
called attention to his teaching (tôrāh) and his commandments (v. 1), associating
them with a long and peaceful life (v. 2). He concluded the discourse with the
assertion that the Lord disciplines those whom He loves (vv. 11–12). One of the
greatly loved verses of the King James Version is found here: “In all thy ways
acknowledge him, and he shall direct thy paths” (v. 6).
In a style typical of wisdom literature, the concluding pericope of this
discourse begins with “How blessed is the man” (cf. Ps. 1:1; Prov. 8:34; Matt.
5:3–11). Wisdom is depicted as a tree of life, recalling the tree in the Garden of
Eden (Gen. 2:9; 3:22, 24). This association with the original creation is not
coincidental. Rather it is precisely what we would expect of wisdom with its
theological emphasis on creation. Just as the Exodus became a paradigm for
redemption theology, the Garden of Eden was a paradigm for wisdom (3:18;
11:30; 13:12; 15:4).
To illustrate the method and results of the form-critical approach, Whybray
identifies verses 13–18 with the first supplementary strand in which wisdom is
considered a basic concept or is personified.57
Fifth Discourse (3:19–26). Verses 19–20 are considered by some to be a
poem separate from 13–18, an opinion that is difficult to establish. In fact, the
“tree of life” in verse 18 raises thoughts of creation, thus leading naturally into
verses 19–20 on the role of wisdom in founding the world. The remainder of the
discourse provides a description of the success and security of the life in which
wisdom is dominant (vv. 21–26).
Sixth Discourse (3:27–35). These practical admonitions regarding the proper
treatment of one’s neighbor (vv. 27–29) appropriately follow the above
description of the wisdom-dominated life (vv. 21–26). The concluding
admonition cautions against admiring the man of violence (vv. 31–32). Like
2:21–22, the final verses (vv. 33–35) contrast the life of the wicked and the
righteous in three different couplets.
Seventh Discourse (4:1–5:6). The metaphor of 4:1–9 is that of obtaining a
wife, and verse 9 is a reference to the wedding when the bride placed a garland
on the head of the bridegroom. The language of verse 5 (“acquire wisdom”)
suggests acquisition at a cost to the individual (Heb. “buy”). Although some

marriage payment was often transferred (cf. Jacob and Laban, Gen. 29), the
choice of the word may allude to the sacrifice that must be made to gain wisdom.
The two ways are contrasted at greater length in 4:10–19, here called “the way
of wisdom” (vv. 11–13) and “the path of the wicked” (vv. 14–17). The way of
wisdom occurs parallel to “upright paths” (v. 11), implying that wisdom is here
equated with practical moral goodness. Concluding this pericope are two poetic
couplets, which sum up the contrast of the righteous life and the wicked life
respectively (vv. 18–19).
The third pericope of this discourse is constituted by 4:20–27. Introducing it is
an admonition ending with the word “body” (v. 22), which becomes the point of
reference for the structure of the discourse. The parts of the body are named
along with their strategic functions in achieving the life of righteousness. The
“heart” is the source of all behavior. In Hebrew thought the heart, rather than the
head, was the center of human reason. From the heart everything else was
determined. The specific functions of the mouth, eyes, and feet follow.
The fourth pericope (5:1–6) interjects the teacher’s warnings a second time
(cf. 2:16–19) against adultery (cf. 6:24–29; 7:25–27).
Eighth Discourse (5:7–23). The division of chapter 5 between verses 6 and 7
is somewhat arbitrary, particularly since the theme of adultery extends beyond
verse 6. The criterion for the division, however, is the injunction “sons, listen to
me” (v. 7), with which the previous discourse also opened (4:1). Other
commentators would treat chapter 5 as a unit.
The address in verses 1 and 7 is to the pupil(s), who was probably not
married, but the words of counsel in verses 15–20 pertain to marital fidelity, and
some have assumed they were later additions. However, there is no sound reason
the teacher should not offer advice that would be appropriate later, just as youths
are often counseled about matters before they confront them. Observe that the
discourse does not close with the usual contrast between the two ways. Rather
verses 21–23 constitute a description of the way of the man who does not heed
the teacher’s counsel.
Ninth Discourse (6:1–5). The matter treated here is one of sound business
practice, that of lending to a foreigner. Becoming surety for a neighbor’s debt to
a foreigner was a risky matter. Becoming someone else’s surety was the
equivalent of vouching for another’s honesty. If the person making the debt
defaulted, the lender could hold responsible the person offering the surety or
pledge (possibly in the form of some item of collateral). Business transactions
with foreigners were not handled on the same principle as those with fellow
Israelites (cf. Deut. 15:2–3).
Tenth Discourse (6:6–11). The object of this discourse is sloth, or laziness.

The teacher referred his students to the industrious ant to learn a lesson.
Citations of animal behavior as a pedagogical method were common in wisdom
literature (cf. Prov. 30:19, 25–31). The writer of Kings informs us that Solomon
discoursed on subjects chosen from the plant and animal kingdoms (1 Kings
4:33): “And he spoke of trees, from the cedar that is in Lebanon even to the
hyssop that grows on the wall; he spoke also of animals and birds and creeping
things and fish.”
Eleventh Discourse (6:12–19). Here occurs a statement about and a word of
judgment upon the worthless person. The gestures mentioned in verse 13 were
probably movements conveying contempt and enmity,58 although they could be
magical gestures.59
The poetic device in verse 16, the numerical proverb (middāh), occurs
elsewhere in the Old Testament (Prov. 30:15–31; Amos 1:3–2:8; Job 5:19–22).60
The purpose was not only for poetic effect but for mnemonic purposes as well.
The proverb names seven things that are hateful to God.
Twelfth Discourse (6:20–35). Similar to 5:1–23 in theme, the introduction is
rather lengthy in comparison to the others (vv. 20–23). The teacher warns
against the sins of the flesh whose power is so great as to destroy those who
engage in them. Adultery is described with two metaphors, playing with fire (vv.
27–29) and stealing (vv. 30–31).
Thirteenth Discourse (7:1–27). This discourse is different in that the teacher
related a story in parabolic form to reinforce his teaching against adultery in the
preceding discourse. He followed the events from the young man’s passage
through the street to his seduction by the adulteress. The latter made reference to
peace offerings (cf. Lev. 7:11–36), part of which was eaten by the worshiper (v.
15). She evidently invited the young man into her house to share the meal,
making the sin all the more brazen. Her house, however, was no more than the
vestibule to Sheol (v. 27).
Fourteenth Discourse (8:1–36). The structure of this exquisite poem is
essentially that of the discourses as the form critics have characterized and
identified them: introduction (vv. 1–11), teaching (vv. 12–31), and conclusion,
including the contrasting ways (vv. 32–36). That shared structure, in addition to
the similarities of language (cf. 3:7/8:13; 3:15/8:11; 3:16/8:18, etc.) and the
synonymity of theme (cf. 1:20–33; 3:13–26), points in the direction of the same
author for this poem as for the discourses.
Although wisdom as a divine attribute is personified for poetic effect, we
would not deny that the nature of this composition points toward the ontological
meaning of the Logos in the New Testament (John 1:2–3; Col. 1:15–16; Heb.

1:3). Since wisdom is more to be desired than riches (vv. 18–21), we are directed
by the medium of His attribute to God Himself as the moving Desire of human
existence. Just as the Lord is eternal, so are His attributes. Thus wisdom was
present when He founded the world (cf. 3:19). Some scholars would render the
verb in verse 22 as “create,” but the sense of it is “possess.”61 The same word is
used in 4:5 to admonish the teacher’s students to acquire wisdom.
Fifteenth Discourse (9:1–18). This chapter is really composed of three
sections. (1) A concluding invitation to the house of wisdom is delivered by
wisdom herself. (2) Two responses to wisdom in order to highlight the way of
life are offered by wisdom in the first section, in contrast to the way of death
offered by folly in the third section. The speaker may be wisdom (note “by me”
in v. 11) who began her address in verse 4. The declaration “the fear of the Lord
is the beginning of wisdom” (v. 10) suggests that we have reached a summit and
recalls the motto originally stated in 1:7. (3) The final section is an invitation to
the house of folly, delivered as in the first section by the lady of the house. As
the language indicates, the unwary young should know “the dead are there” (v.
18), just as they should be told that wisdom’s way leads to life (v. 6).

Proverbs of Solomon: First Group (10:1–22:16)
This section is titled “Proverbs of Solomon” (omitted in Septuagint and
Peshitta), a much shorter superscription than that of Section 1, “The Proverbs of
Solomon the Son of David, king of Israel” (1:1). Some scholars62 believe that
the presence of identical or almost identical sayings evidences a process of
compilation from different collections. Though the degree of repetition is
significant, the context of the duplicates will generally indicate the purpose for
the repetition.
The collection is largely composed of aphorisms stated in the form of two-line
proverbs, or poetic couplets (distichs), and the parallelism, especially in 10:1–
15:33, is predominately antithetical.
It cannot be said that this thesaurus of aphorisms is purely secular, for the
Lord is sometimes mentioned, and the theological girders are righteousness and
the fear of the Lord. The range of subjects is wide, including business ethics,
personal conduct of one’s life and affairs, temperance, social propriety,
commonsense sayings, pedagogical advice, and familial relations.63 William
McKane, employing the form-critical approach, has proposed a system of

classifying this material into three groups:
Class A: Sentences that are set in the framework of old wisdom and aimed
toward educating the individual for a successful and harmonious life.
Class B: Sentences mainly composed with the benefit of the community rather
than the individual in view. They frequently focus on the effects of certain types
of antisocial behavior on the community.
Class C: Sentences identified by the presence of God-language or other
moralizing that originates in Yahwistic poetry.64
McKane’s view is that Class C represents a later stage in the history of Old
Testament wisdom development and was intended as a reinterpretation of Class
A material.65 He has subjected each chapter to this system of classification.
One of the problems with this critical method is that we may superimpose on
the material a system that is foreign to both the mentality and the intention of the
compiler(s). Further, McKane’s thesis assumes that the interpretive process was
at work to produce the final collection. It is just as possible, however, that these
different strands lay side by side in time and literary form, just as we have
already contended that Proverbs need not necessarily be seen as a monolithic,
evolutionary development from the simple one-sentence form to the longer
instruction. It is more likely that their different forms have long overlapping
histories.
There is no good reason for questioning the Solomonic connection to these
proverbs. The relatively frequent mention of “king” (e.g., 16:10, 12–15; 19:12;
20:2, 8, 26, 28; 21:1) may lend support to a preexilic date and even support a
Solomonic date, when the monarchy was still young and Israel still learning to
live under royal leadership. Although Solomon’s wisdom may not have persisted
in his personal and political conduct in later years of his reign, he did begin well
(1 Kings 3:6–28).

Words of the Wise: First Group (22:17–24:22)
Some commentators and translators emend the difficult Hebrew word in 22:20
(rendered by KJV and NASB as “excellent things”) to read “thirty,” requiring only
a slight vowel change (so RSV and NIV).66 The interpretation of the section,
however, is not affected by the emendation. Since Erman recognized the affinity
of this document with the Egyptian document Instruction of Amen-em-opet,67
scholars have expended much energy on the subject. However, it is generally

recognized that the verbal similarities between the two compositions are largely
confined to 22:17–23:14. Whichever document has priority, neither is a direct
translation nor a slavish imitation of the other.68
The topics of this section are almost as varied as those of other sections, and
their range of subjects about the same. They include proper treatment of the poor
(22:22–23), disassociation with an angry person (22:24–25), prudence in making
pledges (22:26–27), regulation against removing landmarks (22:28; 23:10–11),
admonitions against gluttony (23:1–3, 20–21), warning against inordinate
concern for obtaining wealth (23:4–5), teachings on selfishness (23:6–8),
disciplining children (23:13–14), admonitions against envying sinners (23:17–
19; 24:1–2, 19–20) and against intemperate drinking (23:20–21, 29–35), counsel
to heed parental advice (23:22, 24–25), warning against adultery (23:27–28),
commendation of wisdom (24:3–7, 13–14), and advice against glee at the fall of
the wicked (24:17–18).
It is quite possible that such a collection was used as a textbook in the royal
courts and other schools for the instruction of the young. It is also probable that
the flurry of wisdom teaching and formulation was largely associated with royal
courts, although wisdom was certainly not the exclusive possession of the courts.
That we have come to the end of the present section is signaled by the
presence of a new introductory formula, “These also are sayings of the wise”
(24:23). Further, the Septuagint places 24:23 after 30:14, a section that has
similar material, indicating that the Greek translator considered 24:23–34 a
separate unit.
The assortment of proverb literary forms in this division of the book is as
manifold as the subject matter, ranging from the simple two-line proverb to the
proverb ode, although the four-line proverb (tetrastich) is a favorite.

Words of the Wise: Second Group (24:23–34)
This section contains sayings against corruption in the courts (24:23b), against
flaunting evil as good (24:24–26), on one’s domestic priorities (24:27), against
false witness (24:28), against the law of retaliation (24:29), and one longer
passage that might be titled the wisdom work ethic (24:30–34). The longer
passages of this type in the book of Proverbs seem to be examples of the
teacher’s exposition of shorter wisdom sayings. The present one may be a
parable or the teacher’s personal reminiscence. This theme appeared earlier in
6:6–11 where the conclusion is almost identical (cf. 6:10–11/24:33–34).

The presence of such a counterstatement to the law of retaliation in 24:29 (the
law of retaliation, lex talionis, is contained in its classical form in Ex. 21:24
—”eye for eye, tooth for tooth, hand for hand, foot for foot”) marks a milestone
on the way to Jesus’ own teaching in Matthew 5:38–42. Wisdom literature in
some ways, as in this instance, perceived the genuine spirit of the Old Testament
law and accentuated it.

Proverbs of Solomon: Second Group (25:1–29:27)
Beginning with this collection, the book of Proverbs comprises a series of
three major sections headed by the names of authors: 25:1—Solomon; 30:1—
Agur; 31:1—Lemuel (the “words of Lemuel” were technically those of his
mother but directed to him).
Many commentators subdivide the first section into two parts. The first
collection (25:1–27:27) contains miscellaneous proverbs much like 10:1–22:16,
but they are generally longer. It has many comparisons and antithetic proverbs
that are largely two-line in form but also assume the three-line and four-line
forms. In comparison, the second collection (28:1–29:27) is more strongly
reminiscent of the content and form of those proverbs in 10:1–22:16. There is
really no reason, however, to assign the first collection to another author, since
Solomon’s literary activity was known to be diversified.
Hezekiah’s instrumentality in the collection and transcription process is both
interesting and enlightening. It would appear that the literary activity that
characterized Solomon’s court continued among the royal courts of Judah, or at
least was revived by Hezekiah. We cannot determine the extent of the
“transcription” activity—whether it went beyond mere transcription and
included an active collecting and editing process. But the meaning of the verb in
25:1 (“transcribed,” “remove from one book or roll to another”)69 implies that
written records were available, most likely preserved in the royal archives. From
these the scribes of Hezekiah copied our present collection (chaps. 25–29) and
edited a larger instructional manual for their own pedagogical purposes.
This section opens with a brief discourse on the sagacity of kings and the
proper conduct of oneself in their presence (25:2–7). The attention given to
kings and rulers (25:2–7, 15; 28:15–16; 29:4, 14, 26) is certainly in alignment
with a collection of proverbs attributed to a king and collected under the
direction of a king. Moreover, the consideration accorded justice and law (esp.
28:1–13), as well as proper treatment of the poor and oppressed, points to the

religious and judicial responsibilities of the ancient Israelite monarchs. We may
submit that in light of these matters, these proverbs originated in the earlier years
of Solomon’s reign, when his leadership was characterized by understanding and
wisdom (1 Kings 3:6–15).
Although much of the material in this section constitutes disjunctive proverbs
on miscellaneous subjects (esp. 27:1–22 and chap. 29),70 certain units may be
identified by unifying themes or ideas:

25:2–7
25:8–28
26:1–12
26:13–16
26:17–28
27:23–27
28:1–13
28:15–16

THEMATIC UNITS IN PROVERBS
The sagacity of kings and proper conduct in their presence
The potencies and perils of verbal communication
The fool and his folly
The sluggard
The busybody and the malicious person
The value of flocks
Justice and law
Wise leadership

Even within some of these units, certain proverbs are only loosely imbedded.
Yet, even though chapter 29 is disparate in nature, there is still a unifying factor
with which Hezekiah’s scribes seemed to be working. They intended to
summarize in many different proverbial statements the difference between the
foolish and the wise, or the wicked and the righteous. At the very heart of
wisdom literature is the motive to hold up before youth these two models for life
and to show how the advantages of the righteous life far outweigh those of the
wicked.

The Words of Agur (30:1–33)
The Septuagint arrangement of the last two collections diverges from the
Hebrew. The following is the Greek order:
SEPTUAGINT REARRANGEMENT
OF PROVERBS 22:17–31:31

22:17–24:22
30:1–14
24:23–34
30:15–33
31:1–9
25:1–29:27
31:10–31
The Septuagint translator failed to recognize any of the proper names,
translating Agur as a verb (“fear”) and Ithiel as “those who believe in God.”
Even though the rearrangement of the material in the Greek translation helps us
to identify some of these sections as distinct (e.g., 24:23–34), we need not take
our cue from him and conclude that the Hebrew text is in disarray. The Greek
translator may have worked from a Hebrew or Greek text already disarranged or
undertaken to reorder it himself. The Hebrew order is preferable.71
The Hebrew word in verse 1 rendered as “the oracle” (hammassā’) by the
New American Standard Bible and “the prophecy” by the King James Version
stands in direct association with the phrase “son of Jakeh,” and may indicate a
gentilic noun. There was such an Ishmaelite people of northern Arabia (Gen.
25:13–14; 1 Chron. 1:30). The rest of the verse is obscure. Some have vocalized
the Hebrew (usually translated “to Ithiel, to Ithiel and Ucal”) as Aramaic and
read, “There is no God! There is no God, and I can …”72 That leaves us,
however, with an incomplete statement, which is somewhat unlikely. However,
if the change is accepted, then verses 1b–4 become the challenge of a skeptic
and verses 5–6 an answer to his challenge.
Numerical proverbs are found in verses 7–9 and 15–31.73 The three sayings in
verses 11–14 have in common the same first word, “generation” (NASB “kind”).
The final two sayings (vv. 32–33) are difficult.

The Words of Lemuel (31:1–9)
This is the only instruction in Proverbs made to a king. Such do occur,
however, in Egyptian and Mesopotamian literature. Again massā’ may be a
proper name as in 30:1, but Lemuel is nowhere else mentioned in the Old
Testament. He was obviously a non-Israelite king.
Other references have been made to the teaching of the mother and its

importance (1:8; 6:20), and even when only the father’s instruction is mentioned,
the mother’s may be included. Quite appropriately this passage is spoken by the
king’s mother, who may have exemplified the “excellent wife” described in the
final section. Further, the content of this discourse is an apropos conclusion for a
book largely written by a king and collected by one. It focuses, not upon the
privileges of kingship, but upon the responsibilities of the office.

In Praise of a Virtuous Wife (31:10–31)
This poem is interesting and revealing in several respects. It is an acrostic
poem; each new verse begins with a different letter of the Hebrew alphabet in
sequence. In 18:22 a blessing is pronounced upon him who finds a wife. That
thought is developed further here. Moreover, the responsibilities this woman
implemented are indicative of the important role of the woman in ancient
Israelite society: she provided both clothing and food for her family and servants
(vv. 13–15), managed the estate (v. 16), cared for the poor (v. 20), sold her own
handwork (v. 24), and engaged in teaching (v. 26). To put the poem in context,
the value and success of the “excellent wife” were determined by the same
religious criterion that was applied in the beginning of the book: “A woman who
fears the Lord, she shall be praised” (v. 30b). This extended poem on the
significance of the mother and wife balances out the social spectrum of the book
of Proverbs very well. And lest the male-dominated language of the book appear
to excuse the women of society from religious obligations, this poem puts the
joyful yoke of religious observance upon women too.
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THE BOOK OF
ECCLESIASTES

The Hebrew and Christian faiths have always provided a certain margin within
which the skeptical spirit of man could be accommodated. The fact that
Ecclesiastes stands within the canonical circle of Holy Scripture is a virtual
witness to that truth. Although the Hebrew-Christian tradition has required faith
of its adherents, it has recognized that life and faith have their high and low
altitudes, and sometimes out of doubt and skepticism faith is born and nourished.
We can be grateful that the circle of the Hebrew faith was wide enough to
include Job and Ecclesiastes. And in a day of skepticism we can offer the skeptic
a starting point in the book of Ecclesiastes. Moreover, those who feel their case
is best made when expressed in radical terms may profit from the moderate
attitude of Ecclesiastes. This book rounds out the picture of biblical wisdom very
well.

INTRODUCTORY MATTERS
ABOUT ECCLESIASTES
Whereas Job was a challenger of man and God, Qôheleth—the speaker in
Ecclesiastes—shared Job’s daring spirit, but his search was for happiness and the
enduring quality rather than for personal vindication. He was no challenger and
had no contempt for God or man. He, like Job, was a man of wealth, but unlike
Job, he had lost nothing tangible. Yet he realized that much needed to be gained.
Wealth could not soothe a heart that was troubled by the transience of human
life, especially when so much else in the world caused him pain, but he did not
demand that God provide an explanation, as had his spiritual brother Job. He
accepted the fact, though commending a life of charity to his wealthy students,
and waited for the day of judgment. To compensate for the transience of human
life, he urged the enjoyment of the present moment, recognizing it as a gift from
God.
Ecclesiastes serves as an appropriate balance for the practical wisdom of
Proverbs. Although Qôheleth, too, had found practical wisdom beneficial, he had
come to it along a reflective path. Wisdom aphorisms for Qôheleth were not
stones he had gathered along the way but jewels he had mined out of the earth.
The quality of his proverbs was the result of his long, frustrating pursuit of
happiness and meaning. Although he most likely wrote later than Job and
Proverbs, he stood somewhere between them in philosophy and spirit. He
represented, in a sense, the mediation of reflective and practical wisdom.

Title
The English title, Ecclesiastes, comes to us, as have so many other Old
Testament book titles, through the medium of the Septuagint, which called this
book Ekklēsiastēs. The Hebrew title, however, is Qôheleth, a feminine singular
participle from the root meaning “to assemble, gather.” Based upon that idea,
Jerome titled the book Concionator (i.e., “one who gathers an assembly”).
Modern English versions have generally translated the Hebrew word as
“Preacher,” particularly in view of Solomon’s role as an assembler (1 Kings 8:1)

and exhorter, or preacher (1 Kings 8:55–61). However, the choice of the
feminine participle to designate Solomon has provoked much discussion.
Generally two explanations are given: (1) the name Qôheleth refers to wisdom,
which is feminine in gender, and is thus applied to Solomon as the exemplar of
wisdom, or (2) it refers to an office, like sôfereth (“office of scribe”?—occurs in
Ezra 2:55 and Neh. 7:57 as the name of a family, but they may be called by the
name of their professional office) or pôkereth (“binder” [of the gazelles], Ezra
2:57, also a family name designating an office).1
The last two phrases of the title verse have historically contributed to the idea
that Solomon was the author of the book, namely, “the son of David, king in
Jerusalem.” Although the name Solomon does not appear anywhere in the book,
he was the only son of David who was also king in Jerusalem. Twice the author
specifically called himself king in Jerusalem (1:1, 12), and three times he
referred to his position in Jerusalem in relation to his predecessors (1:16; 2:7, 9).
The implication is that he had been preceded by a relatively large group of kings,
which was certainly not true of Solomon. W. F. Albright proposed that melek
might be emended to môlēk or mallōk (“counselor”),2 necessitating only vowel
changes. This would, of course, alleviate the problem of Solomonic authorship,
since it would mean that the author was possibly a descendant of David who was
an official in Jerusalem but not king. Although this proposal is attractive, the
textual emendation may be too easy of a solution. We will discuss the
ramifications of the title later when we consider authorship.

Literary Structure
One of the difficulties in determining the literary structure of Ecclesiastes is
that there is no logical progression of thought by which the book is held together
(except in chaps. 1–2). Eissfeldt goes so far as to say that it is “a loose collection
of aphorisms.”3 That proverbs are imbedded in the text is certainly not to be
denied, but it is definitely possible to identify thought segments and recurring
themes. Moreover, in the absence of a unifying thought progression, these give a
semblance of unity and coherence to the whole. Gordis observes that Qoheleth
generally concluded a section with one of three or four ideas: (1) the weakness
or transcience of man’s accomplishments, (2) the uncertainty of his fate, (3) the
impossibility of attaining true knowledge in this world, and (4) the need to enjoy
life.4 Using these criteria he counts nineteen sections, whereas Scott treats the

book in twenty-four pericopes.5 An attempt to identify broader sections is
represented by Ginsburg, who identified four sections flanked on either side by
the prologue and epilogue:

Prologue
Section 1
Section 2
Section 3
Section 4
Epilogue

AN ANALYSIS OF THE STRUCTURE OF ECCLESIASTES
1:2–11
1:12–2:26
3:1–5:20
6:1–8:15
8:16–12:7
12:8–126

The book begins and ends with essentially the same phrase, “ ‘Vanity of
vanities,’ says the Preacher…. ‘All is vanity!’ “ (1:2; 12:8). Further, the end of
each of the first three sections is signaled by a recurring formula that gives the
results of the author’s inquiry (2:26; 5:20; 8:15), the fourth being followed by
the repetition of the opening declaration (12:8). There are obviously smaller
pericopes within these broad sections, and we will recognize those in the
analysis of the book.
Those scholars who have viewed the book as a collection of sayings have
often seen certain recurring orthodox themes as an effort by a later editor(s) to
bring the book within the circle of orthodox Judaism. Eissfeldt is a
representative of that school. He views these passages as interpolations: 2:26;
3:17; 7:18b, 26b; 8:5, 12b, 13a; 11:9b; 12:7b; 12:12–14 (v. 12 and vv. 13–14
being by two different hands).7 Increasingly, however, the literary unity of
Ecclesiastes is being recognized by scholars.8 The same stylistic features as well
as the same pervasive philosophical tone are sustained throughout the book.
As a rule Qoheleth gave his observations on life in the first person (see 1:12;
2:1, 13, 18; 3:12, 16; 4:1, 4, 7; 5:18; 6:1; 7:15, 25, 26; 8:10, 16; 9:1, 11, 13;
10:5), although the words “says the Preacher” occur at 1:2; 7:27; and 12:8, and
Qoheleth is also spoken of in the third person in 12:9–10. Some scholars see
these third-person references to be the work of a later editor,9 but there is really
no sound reason for assuming that the author could not speak of himself in the
third person, just as the prophets sometimes did. Particularly when we consider
that Qo-heleth was a literary name for the author, the awkwardness of the third

person disappears, thus removing the objection. The words “says the Preacher”
are just as much Qoheleth’s as the “I” passages.

Purpose and Meaning
The primary purpose of Qoheleth was didactic. He was a wisdom teacher who
sought to transfer to his young pupils the conceptual and practical benefits that
he had gathered over many years of thought and experience. He himself was
obviously a wealthy individual and instructed upper-class youth who were
potential leaders (2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:18–19; 8:1–9; 11:1–6). Aware of their
potential for hoarding that wealth or enjoying it, for using it as a weapon of
oppression and injustice or as a tool of beneficent brotherhood, Qoheleth sought
to direct them upon the latter course. His experience and observation had taught
him that. As a good teacher, therefore, he desired to give to his students an
approach to life that would avoid the consequences of greed on the one hand and
the dissipation of folly on the other, and would put them on the middle course
where they could have the best of wealth and wisdom too. His philosophy of life
was earthy, but not one that groveled in the dust. He, having become discontent
with practical wisdom, had attempted to fathom the mysteries of life and the
world but failed to discover them (7:23–25). At last he turned again to practical
wisdom, but not to an empty pragmatism. Rather it was a practical philosophy
that had been informed by his reflective approach. At points Qoheleth’s advice
was quantitatively no higher than that which characterizes the book of Proverbs,
but qualitatively it was superior. It was that qualitative difference that he wished
to transfer to his students.
The meaning of Qoheleth may be grasped in part by viewing three trademarks
of his thought: (1) the search for happiness and enduring substance, (2) divine
sovereignty and providence, and (3) the golden mean of human conduct. The
book is obviously not itself the search for the meaning of life but rather the
conclusions to which that search had led Qoheleth. Yet those conclusions, to be
convincing, must be shown to be presupposed by valid experiments, and the
author has well informed us of their details.
First, he had sought for the one activity or principle that would give happiness
and the enduring quality to life. That is, when he set the transience of man’s life
over against wisdom (1:12–18) and pleasure (2:1–11), neither wisdom nor
pleasure tipped the scales in its favor. The transience of human life was enough
to deprive man of his happiness, to say nothing at all of his stability. It carried a

leaden quality that could overbalance any of the more beneficent features of
human existence. Therefore, Qoheleth had reached his skeptical conclusion,
“Vanity of vanities! All is vanity!” (1:2; 12:8). This conclusion punctuates the
book and lays over it a hovering haze of pessimism and despair. But we may be
thankful that those who despair of life have such a cathartic resource in Holy
Scripture.
The second trademark of Qoheleth’s thought was his deep conviction of the
sovereignty and providence of God. The life and destiny of man had been
predetermined by God, who directs earthly affairs (2:26; 3:14; 7:13–14; 8:16–
9:1; 11:5). Primary among His plans for man in the universe was the enjoyment
of what He had provided. This undergirding thesis is important to the
interpretation of the book. Qoheleth was not only convinced that this conclusion
was verified by his personal experience, but that it was of such consequence as
to merit theological status. Therefore, growing out of this conviction and
supported by the harassing fact of man’s fleeting life and the inevitability of
death (8:16–9:3), Qoheleth urged the enjoyment of life: “There is nothing better
for a man than to eat and drink and tell himself that his labor is good. This also I
have seen, that it is from the hand of God” (2:24; also 3:12, 22; 5:18; 8:15; 9:7–
9; 11:7–10).
The third trademark of the book is that the only model for life that Qoheleth
deemed viable was the golden mean of conduct. This entailed avoiding certain
excesses in conduct and following a path of moderation. Qoheleth had the
capability of the deepest melancholy, but he was too much a patron of life to be
overwhelmed by it (7:5–14). Life was a gift of God, and encumbent upon man
was the responsibility to utilize it to the fullest measure. To throw it away in
frivolous and immoral living was tantamount to ingratitude for the gift and could
only result in bitter disappointment (9:18; 10:1–3). The ideal pair of ingredients
for the full enjoyment of life were wealth and the opportunity of enjoying it.
Whether greed or lack of opportunity prevented one from enjoying riches, the
end was the same—it was vanity (6:1–6; 7:11).
Qoheleth manifested the moderate spirit in other perspectives of his
philosophy of life. Although eager for enjoyment and pleasure, he was content
with the present (7:10). Cognizant of injustice and concerned with its causes, he
was nevertheless cautious about extreme measures to correct it (8:1–9; 10:8–11).
He was conciliatory (10:12–14) and not given to anger or hasty action (7:8–9).
In religion, this man of mind and means was neither unduly pious nor
iconoclastic (7:15–25). Again his motto was moderation. His was not the
popular religion, but a fundamental faith in the sovereign God, illuminated by
experience. Unlike Job, he had no strong theological tenets to prove or defend.

The basic element of his religious faith was the “fear of God” (5:7; 12:13). This
disposition did not obligate one to verbose prayers and profuse vows, but only to
obedience (5:1–7; also 12:13). Thus Qoheleth’s life and philosophy were marked
by a moderation in religion as well as in politics and personal conduct. He
walked a tight line between despair and arrogance, balanced only by the fear of
God. Although experience was important and validating, he was never so
confident of its dogmas as the book of Proverbs, even though one must live as
best one could with its conclusions. Nor was his faith ever as dynamic as Job’s,
for he was too cautious and moderate for a faith so daring and challenging.
It is too easy to lose patience with Qoheleth and Job because their spiritual
perspective, though wide and deep, lacked the dimension of the New Testament
revelation of God in Christ. Delitzsch is eloquent on this point:
The Book of Koheleth is, on the one side, a proof of the power of revealed
religion which has grounded faith in God, the One God, the All- wise
Creator and Governor of the world, so deeply and firmly in the religious
consciousness, that even the most dissonant and confused impressions of
the present world are unable to shake it; and, on the other side, it is a proof
of the inadequacy of revealed religion in its O.T. form, since the discontent
and the grief which the monotony, the confusion, and the misery of this
earth occasion, remain thus long without a counterbalance, till the facts of
the history of redemption shall have disclosed and unveiled the heavens
above the earth.10

Matters of Origin
Authorship. Even though Solomon’s name is not mentioned in the book,
based upon the title verse and other allusions to Qoheleth’s royal status (1:12;
2:7, 9), Jewish tradition attributed Ecclesiastes to Solomon (Babylonian Talmud,
Megillah 7a, Shabbath 30; Aramaic Targum; Midrash Ecclesiastes Rabbah).
Further evidence has been alleged in support of this from reference to great
wisdom (1:16) and great works (2:4–11) achieved by Qoheleth. Until the time of
Luther, Solomonic authorship was generally assumed by Christian scholars.
Even though Luther assumed the same in his commentary on Ecclesiastes,11 in
Table Talk he attributed the book to Jesus Ben Sirach.12 Actually the strongest
supports Solomonic authorship has in its favor are the title verse (1:1) and

Jewish tradition. One modern proponent of Solomonic authorship, A. Cohen,
contends that the alleged Greek influences were really negligible. To that we can
agree. Further, states Cohen, the conditions describing Qoheleth’s life were the
same as those ascribed to Solomon. Moreover, the language, though akin to
Mishnaic Hebrew, cannot conclusively date the book in the postexilic era
because there is really insufficient Hebrew literature for comparison.13
On the other side of the question, reasons for rejection of Solomonic
authorship include, first, that the book does not claim to be written by Solomon.
Gordis remarks: “Had it been the author’s intention to palm his work off as the
work of Solomon, he would not have used the enigmatic name ‘Koheleth,’ but
would have used the name ‘Solomon’ directly, as happened time without number
in the Pseudepigrapha, roughly contemporaneous with our book.”14 All other
writings of Solomon bear his name (e.g., Proverbs). It is not likely that a person
so prominent as this king would have felt any need to choose a pen name. Even
if we view the book as a satire on Solomon’s reign written by him, we still are
left with problems. Although injustice and oppressive politics were evident in
Solomon’s reign (1 Kings 12:1–4), Qoheleth, if he were Solomon, seemed
impotent to do anything about the injustice (e.g., 3:16; 4:1; 5:8). As Driver
remarked, “When he [Qoheleth] alludes to kings, he views them from below, as
one of the people suffering from their misrule.”15
Those who favor Solomon’s authorship contend that the title verse leaves the
impression that Solomon was the speaker. Any position otherwise, they hold,
calls the truth of Scripture into question. We must admit, however, that the title
verse is enigmatic. Although it appears to allude to Solomon, it leaves an
unsolved riddle: Why would Solomon choose a pseudonym under which to
write? If toward the end of his life he wished to convey the skeptical conclusions
to which life had led him, their impact upon subsequent readers would have been
much greater and more convincing had he written under his own name.
The phrase “king in Jerusalem” (1:1) does not occur elsewhere as a
designation for Solomon. Usually he is called “king of Israel” (e.g., 2 Kings
23:13), and in Nehemiah 13:26 he is referred to both as “king of Israel” and
“king over all Israel.” In 1 Kings 11:42 it is said, “Solomon reigned in Jerusalem
over all Israel,” but that is the closest parallel to this phrase in the title verse of
Ecclesiastes. Yet the phrase “son of David” certainly alludes to Solomon, and
this raises the question whether the author intended to pass off the book as
Solomon’s. As mentioned above, Gordis has answered negatively.
We should distinguish between impersonation as literary form and literary
forgery. The latter occurs when the author makes a conscious effort to conceal

his own identity and write under the name of an ancient worthy in order to win
an immediate hearing and esteem for his work. Impersonation as a literary form,
in comparison, has no such motivation, but seeks to recapture a certain spirit
represented by a historical person and to speak through his spirit. It provides a
particular atmosphere for the message the author wishes to convey, one that
could otherwise be provided only by laborious literary exertion. Moreover, much
of the effect hoped for stands to be lost in building the necessary atmosphere.
However, as in the case at hand, to reach back into the tenth century B.C. and
permit the spirit of Solomon to convey the message of Qoheleth is highly
effective and needs no preliminary preparation. Qoheleth provided ample clues
that he was not, nor did he mean to pose as, Solomon. What he had to say, and
the context from which he said it, both qualified for representation by a man of
such wealth and opportunity as Solomon. It may be noted that, although my own
view is to regard Job as a real person and the dialogue as a substantial record of
a real interchange, some scholars have opted for dramatic impersonation. Much
can be said for either position. But we would like to recognize the legitimacy of
dramatic impersonation as a literary form.
Our Lord Himself seems to have recognized the validity of the form in His
parables, for example, the parable of the rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19–31).
Abraham in that parable represented the essence of the Old Testament faith and
spoke in defense of the Law and the Prophets. To have the patriarch Abraham,
the father of the faith, speak to the rich man called forth the full context of the
covenantal privileges and responsibilities. Moreover, in this instance the form of
the parable16 itself is the clue that impersonation may be anticipated. As in the
case of Ecclesiastes, however, the clues are found in the title verse (1:1), the
statement “I was king over Israel in Jerusalem” (1:12 KJV, “I was” suggesting
that the condition no longer prevailed), and Qoheleth’s inability to correct the
abuses he had observed (3:16; 4:1; 5:8), to name only three such clues.
To mention the other side of the argument, it is possible to render 1:12 as “I,
the preacher, became king over Israel in Jerusalem,” or “I, the Preacher, have
been king over Israel in Jerusalem” (NASB), thus obviating the difficulty cited
above. Yet the apparent inability of the speaker to correct the abuses he had
observed is a more difficult objection to answer. If we assume that Solomon was
merely being philosophical or that he was describing elapsed history, then we
detract from the force of the book by removing the author from the situation he
described. It was his firsthand observation that made the problems he treated so
acute.
Generally, one of the strongest reasons against Solomonic authorship is
considered to lie in a linguistic analysis of the book. Recent scholars have in

general recognized the lateness of the Hebrew of Ecclesiastes, which has many
affinities with Mishnaic Hebrew, incorporating Aramaic words and including
two Persian loan words (pardēs, “park”—2:5; Pitgēm, “decree”—8:11).
Delitzsch provides a list of those words that are hapax legomena and those that
belong to the later period of the language. 17 So strong were his convictions
about this point that he declared, “If the Book of Koheleth were of old
Solomonic origin, then there is no history of the Hebrew language.”18
On the other side of the argument, Gleason Archer disqualifies linguistic
considerations as determinative, as does also A. Cohen, already mentioned.
Archer proposes that the unparalleled style and language of Ecclesiastes may be
explained by recourse to the original style and vocabulary of a distinct genre,
which, he explains, tended to dictate the subsequent style and language of later
compositions within that genre. Thus, according to this hypothesis, Ecclesiastes
belongs to a genre of philosophical discourse developed in North Israel prior to
the Solomonic era, and it is our only example of the style and language peculiar
to that genre in Hebrew literature.19 Although this is a bit too speculative to
build upon, we may agree with Archer that linguistic analysis is not
determinative. Delitzsch ironically touches upon a point too infrequently
admitted, that a definitive history of the Hebrew language is still not possible
from our present linguistic resources. Linguistic argument as a rule must remain
tentative.
If we are not persuaded, however, that the evidence warrants the older view of
Solomonic authorship, we find ourselves in company with most recent orthodox
Protestant scholars. E. J. Young, for example, makes strong argument against
it.20 In that case, just who the author of Ecclesiastes was is impossible to
determine. He was, to be sure, a Jew who was a wisdom teacher (12:9–10) of
ample wealth and opportunity.
Date. If the work is Solomonic, then it probably dates from the end of his
reign (late tenth century B.C.). However, if the evidence for non-Solomonic
authorship presented above is accepted, we are dealing in terms of the postexilic
era. Hengstenberg thought the evidence of internal corruption in Israel and decay
in the imperial power, which he believed to be Persia, pointed to the period
between Cyrus and Xerxes (last quarter of the sixth and first quarter of the fifth
centuries). Reinforcing this thesis, he cited certain affinities of the book with the
prophecy of Malachi, proposing that both books were addressed essentially to
the same period.21 Delitzsch opted for a little later date, the time of EzraNehemiah (last half of the fifth century B.C.),22 Ginsburg for the later Persian
period (c. 350–340 B.C.),23 and Gordis for c. 250 B.C.24 We may suggest a

terminus a quo of the beginning of the Persian period (late sixth century B.C.)
and a terminus ad quem of the age of Ben Sirach, since he was dependent upon
Ecclesiastes (Ben Sirach wrote in about 190 B.C.).25 The evidence is not
sufficient to warrant dogmatism, but the earlier Persian period, such as
Hengstenberg proposed, deserves careful consideration.
Two passages have been sometimes understood to contain historical allusions
—4:13–14 and 9:14–15. The first mentions a pair of rulers, and attempts have
been made to identify them with several historical persons. The second refers to
a city that was besieged but saved by a poor, wise man. Efforts to identify this
city have been as precarious as the identification of the persons in 4:13–14.26
Gordis is probably correct in his view that these passages were not meant to be
historical but typical.27
Provenance. Although much attention has been given to the Greek influence
upon Ecclesiastes,28 a geographical location of Palestine (probably Jerusalem) is
probable,29 particularly in view of the author’s reference to the sacrificial system
and the Temple (5:1–6). Plumptre and others have attempted to find traces of
Stoic (3:1–9) and Epicurean (3:18–22; 5:18–20) philosophy in the book.30 Yet
these appear to be more coincidental than real.
The case made by Zimmermann31 and Ginsberg32 for an Aramaic original has
not generally found wide support. However, it can be confidently concluded that
the author was well acquainted with Aramaic, for his vocabulary and syntax
show definite signs of Aramaic influence.33 Yet the language of the original
work seems to have been Hebrew.

Canonicity
That Ecclesiastes was a long time achieving canonical status generally may be
deduced from the attitude of two ancient apocryphal books toward it and from
the controversy between the School of Sham-mai and the School of Hillel over
its sacred status. Wright34 and other scholars have recognized the use Ben Sirach
(c. 190 B.C.) made of the book, as if it were canonical.35 Yet another apocryphal
book, the Wisdom of Solomon (c. first century B.C.), takes strong exception to
Ecclesiastes, as Wright and others have demonstrated.36 The Mishnah informs us
of the controversy that the Schools of Shammai and Hillel conducted over the
book. In the tractate Eduyoth (5:3), Shammai’s rejection and Hillel’s acceptance

were pointed out as a noteworthy exception to Shammai’s generally conservative
stance on Scripture and the liberal stance of Hillel. The controversy was
recognized also by Rabbi Judah in the tractate Yadaim (3:5). Eventually the
liberal School of Hillel won out, and Ecclesiastes was accepted as part of the
canon by the Council of Jamnia (c. A.D. 90).
The New Testament is not much help on the subject of canonicity, because
Ecclesiastes is not quoted directly, although Plumptre insisted that traces may be
detected in Romans 8:20 and James 4:14.37
The early church bore witness to its acceptance, however. Hermas quoted
Ecclesiastes 12:13.38 Justin Martyr alluded to 12:7,39 and Clement of Alexandria
quoted Ecclesiastes 1:16–18 and 7:13 by name.40 Tertullian quoted Ecclesiastes
3:1 three times.41 Origen used several quotations from the book. Therefore,
though some disagreement over its canonicity existed in Jewish circles, the
triumph of the School of Hillel, favorable to Ecclesiastes, was probably the
development, at least in part, that paved the way for its relatively wide use in
early Christian circles.

HERMENEUTICAL
CONSIDERATIONS ON ECCLESIASTES

Cognate Wisdom Literature
One’s approach to Ecclesiastes, as with other wisdom literature, should be
characterized by an awareness of the broader context in which Hebrew wisdom
came into being and developed.42 Early Egyptian wisdom literature provides
examples of instructions, the literary form in which the older and experienced
person instructed the younger. One such document is The Instruction of Amenem-het, in which the father king advises his son, who is to succeed him.43 From
Babylonia come examples of the same spirit reflected in Ecclesiastes. We
mention two. The first is called A Pessimistic Dialogue between Master and
Servant,44 in which the master enjoined the servant to obedience (cf. Eccles.
8:2–5). Moreover, both the cautious attitude toward women and the need to
enjoy them (cf. Par. VIII and Eccles. 7:26–28 and 9:9) are expressed, as well as
an attitude of moderation in religion (cf. Par. IX and Eccles. 5:1–6). The second
document, A Dialogue about Human Misery,45 has been called the “Babylonian
Ecclesiastes.” It seems to have been spoken by a wise slave who complained
about injustice and human misery (cf. Eccles. 3:16; 4:1; 5:13). Yet based upon
the translated document, the slave’s religious fervency seems to have exceeded
Qoheleth’s moderate position.
Although it is helpful to know that Hebrew wisdom was not an isolated
phenomenon, it is also appropriate to recognize that we have no documents from
Egypt or Mesopotamia that represent such an advanced stage of thought as do
Qoheleth and Job.

Literal Interpretive Approach
There is no reason to interpret Ecclesiastes other than literally. Some efforts

have been made to allegorize it; the commentary of Jerome supplied evidence as
early as the fourth century. Jerome related that the Jew interpreted 3:2–8 as
referring to their past and future.46 However, any effort to allegorize appears
forced.

Implications Versus Imperatives
Another hermeneutical matter commends itself to us. Since Ecclesiastes has a
place among the inspired Scriptures, should we view Qoheleth’s thesis as a
divine imperative? The answer to that question may be found in the nature of
wisdom literature itself. The formula for the divine word (“thus says the Lord”)
is infrequently found in the wisdom books. The divine imperative in wisdom
literature is generally limited to the essential “Fear God,” sometimes in
imperative and sometimes in declarative form (Job 28:28; Prov. 1:7; 9:10; 15:33;
Eccles. 3:14; 12:13). Although that presupposes the divine imperatives of the
Law and the Prophets, wisdom literature itself may be viewed as revealed
religion that has been lived in. It draws out the practical implications of the fear
of God and draws attention to some time-tested ways of achieving that goal.
Therefore, the divine imperative of Ecclesiastes is the fundamental “Fear God
and keep His commandments” (12:13).
Moreover, even if some of us wanted to espouse Qoheleth’s thesis, we could
not, because we lack either or both of the necessary ingredients—wealth and the
opportunity to enjoy it. Yet, if we need not embrace his thesis, we may
nevertheless adopt his attitude. It was one that called for the enjoyment of the
present, not in dissipation and foolish living, but in accepting today and its
pleasures as gifts from the Lord’s hand. Our Lord Himself commended to us the
same attitude: “Therefore do not be anxious for tomorrow; for tomorrow will
take care for itself. Each day has enough trouble of its own” (Matt. 6:34).

Fundamental Mediating Premise
Finally, as we have already observed, Qoheleth shared the fear of God as a
common element with wisdom literature, and this fundamental premise became
the mediating element in his philosophy. It was the momentum that swung the
pendulum to the center again, and that is where he wanted to live. He had the

capacity for entertaining the extremities of human experience, moving from
pleasure to the desire for nonexistence (4:2–3). We must not insist that he was a
hedonist on the one hand or a nihilist on the other. He could see the advantages
of both, but he had opted for a philosophy somewhere in the middle, a
philosophy close enough to both so that he could never forget their
disadvantages, a philosophy confirming and commending his golden mean.
Qoheleth’s thought was not the kind that conquers the world, nor was it the
kind that is likely to lose it. It would hardly transform society—it was too
moderate for that. Yet it was realistic enough to realize when radical
transformation would lead only to annihilation. When the world could not be
conquered, Qoheleth would recognize that fact and surrender to the pleasures
that could be derived from the status quo. He represented a realism that needs at
some point to take hold of all of us lest we be broken in mind and exiled in spirit
before we can fulfill our destiny. It is not, of course, a realism that should
necessarily become the sum of our philosophy of life, but only one part of the
whole. A world populated with Qoheleths would be a tragic place indeed so long
as sin and suffering occupy it too. He lacked a sense of righteous indignation.
But a world without its Qoheleths would ultimately be reduced to ashes in the
fires of hatred, greed, and radical excess, or it would lie down and die of despair.
Qoheleth offers a place for the believer to rest awhile and soothe his heart.
This place is not a permanent home for him but can certainly provide his spirit
with a lavish resort to recoup and rethink. While he is there, he can make certain
mid-course corrections, learn the advantage of the moderate attitude, recapture
the importance of the present moment, and regain his perspective on the
transience of human life. And then he can be on his way to fulfill his divinely
appointed destiny. God forbid that the spirit of Qoheleth should conquer the
world! But, on the other hand, God forbid that it should die!

EXPOSITORY ANALYSIS OF ECCLESIASTES

Title (1:1)
We have above taken the position that the title contains the clues that
Qoheleth was not Solomon and that he sought to inform us of that by means of
the enigmatic name that he chose and the unusual phrase “king in Jerusalem.”47
Nevertheless he assumed the personality of Solomon as a literary device to
convey his ideas. Gordis remarks:
The book of Koheleth is not a pseudepigraph, which the author seeks to
attribute to Solomon, like “the Wisdom of Solomon.” He impersonates
Solomon only in the opening section because he wishes to prove that both
wisdom and pleasure are worthless as goals in life (1:16–18; 2:1–12), and
Solomon had the reputation of possessing both in superlative degree.48
The name Qôheleth occurs seven times in the book (1:1, 2, 12; 7:27; 12:8, 9,
10) and is used as a masculine noun except in 7:27, where the feminine verb
form is used with it. Once (12:8) the article is prefixed. The usual translation of
the word is “preacher” or “assembler.”49 In view of the teaching role of the
speaker in the book, either meaning seems appropriate, for he has a thesis to
proclaim to his students whom he has assembled for instruction.

Thesis and Prologue (1:2–11)
The message of the vanity of all earthly things makes a greater impact because
it is preached through Solomon redivivus, a man who had both the resources and
opportunity to enjoy everything life could offer. The word “vanity” (hevel, “that
which is unsubstantial”) suggests that which does not endure (from “to
breathe”). Although the word occurs many times in the book, and this
exclamation occurs again in 12:8, it is not the single theme of Ecclesiastes. The

idea is that both individuals and their experiences are fleeting and transient. The
reason the writer declared everything useless was that nothing he did or gained
provided him with enduring substance and happiness.
Hengstenberg has rightly remarked that there is no “subjective bitterness” in
these words, for Qoheleth had both recognized and accepted as a fact the futility
of earthly things. He further observed: “Negative wisdom is the condition and
groundwork of positive. We cannot really see in God the highest good unless we
have first of all discerned the vanity of that pretended good which is laid before
us by the world.”50
The word for “advantage” (yitrôn) means that which is left over, remainder,
difference, thus benefit. It occurs only in this book of the Bible (2:11, 13; 3:9;
5:8, 15; 7:12; 10:10, 11), but is found frequently in later Hebrew writings. The
evidence for the author’s declaration came from a cyclical process in nature that
he had observed—one generation displaced another; the sun rose and set and
then repeated its course again; the wind followed a regular pattern; the waters
flowed into the sea, never filling it, and from there they flowed again.
Everything was in flux. If the beholder perceived something as new, it was only
because he had not observed the phenomenon before (vv. 10–11).

The First Test (1:12–18)
Then the author proceeded to offer further proof of his thesis that all human
efforts to satisfy the longing of man for the immortal were in vain. In a style
characteristic of him, he offered his conclusions first (vv. 14–15) and then
related how he set about arriving at them (vv. 16–17), finally summarizing his
conclusions briefly (v. 18). He followed two lines of proof: wisdom (1:12–18)
and pleasure (2:1–26).
He impersonated Solomon, using the literary name by which he introduced
himself in 1:1, but not with the intention of misrepresenting the authorship of the
book. The King James Version’s “I the Preacher was king over Israel in
Jerusalem” (italics added), or the New American Standard Bible’s “I … have
been” (italics added), may (but does not necessarily) imply that Solomon was no
longer king at the time of speaking.51 Our historical records do not permit such
an opinion, because this monarch was king until his death. The author stepped
into the person of Solomon in chapters 1 and 2 and spoke through him to
illustrate his thesis. But he was not deceitful about this, because he nowhere
claimed to be Solomon. Rather, by the use of the literary name Qoheleth (“the

Preacher”), he left no false impression. It was mere literary convention.
Delitzsch says, “It is Solomon, resuscitated by the author of the book, who here
looks back on his life as king.”52 The implication that Qoheleth had been king
but was not when he spoke these words led the Aramaic Targum to resort to an
old midrash that speculated that Solomon was deposed as king and wandered
around the country for a time before he was restored.53
The assumption of the person of Solomon freed the writer of certain restraints,
for a king could afford any luxury in his search for wisdom and meaning in life.
Further, Solomon was the ancient exemplar of wisdom. The author sought to
prove his thesis wrong but disappointingly proved it right. The mode of
investigation was wisdom (“by wisdom,” v. 13), and his conclusion was that the
mode only intensifies the grief and pain that initiated the search in the first place
(v. 18).

The Second Test (2:1–11)
Qoheleth then conducted in the person of Solomon a second experiment to test
his thesis, that is, to prove that man’s life was not all devoid of happiness and
meaning. He turned to pleasure.
The passage (2:1–11) begins and ends with his conclusion, as is the author’s
manner (2:1–2, 11). The description of the experiment is found in verses 3–10.
Among the measures tried was the stimulation of wine. It was not a selfabandonment to intoxication but the intake of sufficient quantities to provide the
necessary stimulus for pleasure without the loss of the rational faculties (v. 3).
The second measure consisted of the enlargment of his real and personal
possessions, including proliferation of slaves, entertainers, and concubines. Here
was the man who had anything he wanted—”And all that my eyes desired I did
not refuse them. I did not withhold my heart from any pleasure” (v. 10). Yet his
conclusion was depressively negative: “behold, all is vanity and striving after
wind,” the same resolution he had reached in his first pursuit after wisdom and
knowledge of the world (1:14, 17). Enlarging this second conclusion somewhat,
the author added, “and there was no profit under the sun” (2:11; cf. 1:3). That is,
there was nothing that, when added to offset the deficits of human experience,
brought about a credit balance. The debits always outweighed the credits.
That the author had impersonated Solomon may be observed in the historical
accounts. Solomon’s servants imported 420 talents of gold from Ophir (1 Kings
9:28), and the Queen of Sheba gave him 120 talents of gold. We are informed

that in one year this monarch amassed 666 talents of gold in addition to the
tribute paid by his conquered states (1 Kings 10:14–15). So profuse was silver
during Solomon’s reign that the author of Kings declared it was as common as
stones in Jerusalem (1 Kings 10:27). The experience of the queen of Sheba
reveals a bit of the emotion one might have sensed upon seeing Solomon’s
wealth:
When the queen of Sheba perceived all the wisdom of Solomon, the house
that he had built, the food of his table, the seating of his servants, the
attendance of his waiters and their attire, his cupbearers, and his stairway by
which he went up to the house of the Lord, there was no more spirit in her.
(1 Kings 10:4–5)
Solomon’s building projects occupied much of his servant labor and absorbed
much of his pecuniary possessions (1 Kings 7:1–8; 9:17–19).
In the first two chapters Qoheleth showed that both wisdom and pleasure were
valueless in securing happiness (1:13–18; 2:1–11).

Wisdom and Folly Compared (2:12–17)
The author, through the experience of Solomon, next examined the advantage
of wisdom over folly as a way of life. The comparison is introduced in verse 12.
His earlier rejection of wisdom (1:12–18) was a recognition that it cannot
achieve the goal of securing life and making it worth living. His investigation
brought him to two conclusions: (1) wisdom has an advantage (yitron—this
word occurs in Eccles. 1:3; 2:11, 13; 3:9; 5:9, 16; 7:12; 10:10–11) in that it
increases man’s understanding, yet (2) by that very truth it intensifies the
depression that results from the fact that the world endures but death snaps the
silver cord of life. The advantage endemic to wisdom, while it may suffice for
life, is ultimately neutralized by death, the common fate of the wise and fool
alike (vv. 14b–16). Qoheleth’s contemplation threw him into a state of
depression and led him to the same conclusion that he had reached previously,
“everything is futility and striving after wind” (v. 17; cf. 1:14, 17; 2:11).

The Only Viable Alternative (2:18–26)

In a depressive state of mind, Qoheleth deplored all his work, the results of
which sometimes could not even be bequeathed to one’s children but must be
left to strangers who may be wise or foolish (vv. 18–19). After concluding that
neither wisdom (1:12–2:11) nor pleasure (2:12–23) could satisfy man’s yearning
for the enduring, Qoheleth resolved that the existential enjoyment of the present
was the only viable alternative (v. 24a). But even that was not something man
could have at will—it was the gift of God (vv. 24b–26). Yet the truth must be
acknowledged that even this sole alternative “too is vanity and striving after
wind” (v. 26c). Nothing can assuage the deep yearning in the soul of man for
that which endures. Gordis observes what this final declaration reveals: “This
goal of pleasure represents for Koheleth resignation to the inevitable, rather than
the cheerful contentment of a pious believer who sees God’s will in his
destiny.”54

The Times and Meaning of Life (3:1–15)
Although one might find in this catalog reason to understand that man’s deeds
all have their appropriate time, that is not the purpose the author intended.
Rather, based upon the interpretative section (vv. 9–15), he sought to say that
God has appointed an appropriate time for everything. The endless cycle of
human experience is not accidental or even dependent upon humankind. On the
contrary, it is planned and executed by God Himself (v. 11). Furthermore,
Qoheleth was confident that God’s work and plan are all-sufficient (v. 14), and
that they are so designed as to create in man a sense of awe and reverence: “for
God has so worked that men should fear Him” (v. 14).
Thus, all things being immutably fixed by God, and human effort being
fruitless to change them (v. 9), Qoheleth found in these facts two lessons, both
introduced by “I know” (vv. 12, 14): (1) man’s lot is to enjoy what God has
ordered for him (v. 12; also 2:24 and 3:22), and (2) God’s work is enduring and
is all-sufficient (v. 14). Man can neither add to it nor take from it.
In general the pairs in verses 2–8 are opposites or near opposites. One
suggests the other, if not contradicts it.
“He has also set eternity in their heart” (3:11)—some commentators argue that
the word ‘ôlôm (NASB “eternity”) means “world.”55 Ginsburg argues that the
word never means “world” in the Old Testament, nor does it ever denote
“worldly affairs,” “worldly pleasures,” or “worldly wisdom,” as some have held.

In this book it is used of “time past” or “present, unmeasured time, eternity”
(1:4; 2:16; 3:14; 9:6; 12:5). Further, it is here used in antithesis to ‘ēth (“time”).
Thus he opts for “eternity.”56 Delitzsch has concluded:
The author means to say that God has not only assigned to each
individually his appointed place in history, thereby bringing to the
consciousness of man the fact of his being conditioned, but that He has also
established in man an impulse leading him beyond that which is temporal
toward the eternal: it lies in his nature not to be contented with the
temporal, but to break through the limits which it draws around him to
escape from the bondage and the disquietude within which he is held, and
amid the ceaseless changes of time to console himself by directing his
thoughts to eternity.57

Injustice (3:16–4:3)
Qoheleth then considered one of the obstacles that frustrates human striving
toward happiness—injustice. First he entertained the solution that there will be a
judgment when both the righteous and the wicked will have their day in court (v.
17). Yet he did not seem fully satisfied by that answer, for he turned
immediately to consider the difference between man and beast, which is no more
than man’s ability to recognize that he is like the beasts. The sentence of death
lay upon both human and animal life. Both man and beast were caught in that
endless cycle of nature, from dust to flesh and from flesh to dust (v. 20).
Qoheleth, regardless of his despair, would not dogmatize on the matter of
man’s future life as compared to that of the beasts. Rather he left the question
open, neither affirming nor denying. In the absence of the data to do either,
however, the only formula he could offer with any degree of confidence was the
enjoyment of life in the present (v. 22; also 2:24 and 3:12).
Continuing to relate his firsthand observations on human life, the author
considered the inequities that had been perpetrated by those who had power. The
victims of their oppression had no one to comfort them (4:1). In view of the
magnitude of injustice in the world, he expressed the conviction that the dead
and those yet unborn were better off than the living (4:2–3).

The Futility of Human Effort (4:4–16)
Qoheleth took up the alleged advantages of hard work. First, contrary to
popular opinion, hard work was basically motivated by the spirit of rivalry (v. 4).
Whereupon, the author likely quotes a popular proverb that encouraged hard
work: “The fool folds his hands and consumes his own flesh” (v. 5), which
probably carries the sense that he wastes away because he does not work and
provide his own food (cf. Prov. 6:10–11; 19:15; 21:25; 24:33). The following
verse likely was Qo-heleth’s own remonstrance to this attitude, that is, that rest
was far better than work (v. 6).
We may observe that neither of these proverbs is introduced by a formula that
would alert us to a direct quotation, but this is not unusual in Qoheleth or in
many other books of the Old Testament.58
The second alleged advantage of hard work was introduced by the typical
miser who had no family connections or responsibilities. Here in verse 8 is an
illustration of a quotation without an introductory formula: “and he never asked,
‘And for whom am I laboring and depriving myself of pleasure?’ “ The italicized
words are not found in the Hebrew text but are offered by the translators for
clarity. What passed off as sheer industry belied a selfish and noncommunicative
attitude, just as Qo-heleth had seen the deeper spirit of neighbor rivalry in work
and skill (v. 4). To negate this idea, he offered four advantages of
companionship: (1) much more could be accomplished by two than by one alone
(v. 9), (2) if one fell, his companion would pull him up (v. 10), (3) in the cold
Eastern night two warmed each other when they slept (v. 11), and (4) two or
three could not easily be overpowered by robbers or marauders (v. 12).
The third reason that hard work was not to be preferred was that its
achievements were too ephemeral. The illustration was that of an old foolish
king whose fame, achieved as the result of arduous labor, was displaced by a
young, inexperienced monarch. Yet even the latter’s fame was soon forgotten by
the numberless people who came after him (vv. 13–16).

Advice on Religious Matters (5:1–7)
Qoheleth laid down three rules regulating religious practices. First he enjoined
an attitude of obedience59 as far more advantageous than sacrificial ritual (5:1).

The second rule related to prayer. His advice was that few words were far better
before God and were more reverent than verbosity (5:2–3). Ginsburg remarks:
“Fewness of words, in the presence of our superiors, indicates a due reverence
for their elevated position, and a modest acknowledgment of our inferiority.”60
The third rule concerned making vows. After having spoken of two matters
related to the Temple, Qoheleth addressed himself to one’s conduct outside it.
Vows that bound one to a certain task or way of conduct were frequently made
(Lev. 27:3–13; Deut. 23:21–23). They were not required but were purely
voluntary. Thus to volunteer a vow and not fulfill it was doubly offensive.
The final injunction was the underlying principle of his religion and wisdom
in general—”fear God” (v. 7). This was far more than an emotional disposition.
The fear of God included the conduct of worship and ethical deportment.

The Oppressive Political System (5:8–9)
Delitzsch observes that the conjunctive wisdom principle of fearing God and
the king (Prov. 24:21) is evidenced here in the thought of Qoheleth.61 The
essence of verse 8 is to obviate undue anxiety over an oppressive system of
government. When oppression and injustice are dispensed on the popular level
of the system, the ascending order of officials and supervisors will, it is hoped,
be self-corrective.
Verse 9 is difficult and has been interpreted variously. Hengstenberg
understood the “king” to be God, saying the point of verses 8–9 was to direct
attention away from the tyrannical government of the time to “the heavenly King
who in his own appointed time will bring everything again into order.”62 The
idea seems to be, however, that even the top official, the king, was ultimately
dependent upon the ground level of the system, which was agriculture. The
Targum so understood it: “And the great advantage of cultivating the land is
above all, for when the subjects of a country revolt, and the king flies from them
into the country, if he has no more to eat, this very king becomes subject to a
labourer in the field.”63

Life and Wealth (5:10–6:9)
Qoheleth countered the false premise that life without wealth was vanity with

his premise that wealth without enjoyment was futile. In fact, contended
Qoheleth, the acquisition of wealth was subject to the tyrannical law of
diminishing returns—the more one got, the less he was satisfied (5:10).
Moreover, the proliferation of pecuniary resources proportionately increased
those who consumed them (v. 11). The false premise underlay the typical
illustration given in verses 13–15, that of the person who hoarded wealth for its
own sake. The principle stated in verse 15 was reminiscent of Job 1:21. Having
exposed this false premise, Qoheleth formulated his own premise, that wealth
without enjoyment was vanity (v. 18; also 2:24; 3:12, 22). The theological
implications of wealth undergirded the premise: Wealth is God’s gift (v. 19; also
2:24–26).
Introducing again a typical example by a formula similar to that of 5:13,
Qoheleth addressed himself to the case of a man to whom God had given wealth
and honor but had not permitted him to enjoy it (6:1–6). Nothing was said of this
man’s intended utilization of his resources, but whether wealth was compounded
with the element of greed (as in 5:10–15) or with lack of opportunity to enjoy it,
the end was the same—it was vanity.
Therefore, he had demonstrated that wealth had no inherent goodness or
satisfaction. It was merely a means to an end, and only the end brought human
contentment. To make his point more pungent, he declared the stillborn child
better off than the frustrated plutocrat (vv. 3b–5). For Qoheleth, life without
enjoyment was worse than never existing at all. It might be argued, however,
that length of life can compensate for the lack of enjoyment. To this idea
Qoheleth offered his conviction that the length of life was not self-validating,
nor could it compensate for the absence of pleasure. Only the quality of life
validated human existence (v. 6).

Man’s Ill-Fated Lot (6:10–12)
If there was a better explanation why riches fail to secure the happiness that
man desires and needs, it was found in the fact that God had immutably fixed the
affairs of human life so that the most attractive things of the physical world (i.e.,
wealth) had no inherent power to change them. Again underlying Qoheleth’s
philosophy of life was his undergirding view of divine sovereignty.

Miscellaneous Proverbs: First Group (7:1–14)

The wisdom teachers did not confine themselves to one didactic method. The
reflective teacher sometimes engaged the conventional form of the proverb to
teach his students. Imbedded in the reflective Job and the reflective portions of
Qoheleth are proverbs of the type popularized in the book of Proverbs (cf. Prov.
10:1–22:16). Therefore, we should not be surprised to find this pericope, which
is composed of conventional proverbs. Although some scholars have concluded
that these verses represent a later addition to the book, based upon their
conventional style and content (vv. 3–5, 7–8), the themes contained here are
both conventional and unconventional. Qoheleth’s theme of the inevitability of
death (v. 2b; cf. 4:2), the futility of human effort (v. 6), and the cyclical pattern
of history (v. 10; cf. 1:9–10; 6:10a) all mark the section as Qoheleth’s.
The core of this pericope is a series of seven sayings each beginning with
“good” (vv. 1, 2, 3, 5, 8 [two], 11). Structurally, synonymous (vv. 1, 7, 8) and
antithetic parallelism (v. 4), the use of contrasts (vv. 2, 3, 5), and the disjunctive
relation between the proverbs may be identified.64 In terms of content, verses 1–
4 deduce lessons from death for the living, whereas verses 5–14 present lessons
from life for the living.
Lessons from death (7:1–4). Since wealth could not achieve happiness, a
good name was to be preferred above ointment, which was highly prized for
prevention of body odors (v. 1; cf. Prov. 22:1). Qo-heleth had begun this series
of proverbs with reference to birth and death, just as he had begun the catalog of
seasons (3:2). The preference of the house of mourning over the house of
feasting (v. 2) is to be seen in the context of Qoheleth’s thought that we need to
be reminded of the transitoriness of life. In the same vein he commended the sad
face of the suffering over empty frivolity because behind that face is the
contemplative mind (v. 3). This was not contradictory to his thought that
pleasure was the preferred manner of life (cf. 2:24). Rather he seemed to speak
of frivolity that was incognizant of the transience of life. Thus verse 4 amplifies
the thought of verse 3.
Lessons from life (7:5–14). Despite Qoheleth’s melancholy propensity, he
never permitted the thought of life’s transitoriness to cancel out the prudence of
learning how life should best be lived. So he enjoined his pupils to listen to the
wise, even though their words took the form of reproof, rather than to the
frivolity of fools (v. 5). Expanding this injunction in verse 6, the author
compared the frivolity of the fool to the crackling of thorns in a fire. They
burned furiously but quickly and did not cook the food in the pot. Verses 7 and 8
constitute a further expansion of the idea of verse 5a, for the wise person who
did not retain proper judgment would be overcome by the perverted attraction of

a bribe (cf. Ex. 23:8; Deut. 16:19). Further, the reproof of the wise, though
perhaps initially hurtful, would prove to be beneficial when the matter was
summed up and could be clearly evaluated. Thus the end was to be preferred to
the beginning, and the only proper disposition in the process was patience rather
than conceit.
The conclusion of verse 8 is expanded in verse 9 by Qoheleth’s counsel to
restrain the “uncontrolled bad temper.”65 Although verse 8 in one sense
concludes the matter raised in verse 5, it introduces another, that of the patient
spirit, which, Qoheleth contended, will manifest itself in contentment with the
present (v. 10). Impatience with the present may express itself in the form of
glorifying the past.
One of Qoheleth’s trademarks was his assertion that wisdom and wealth form
the perfect pair to produce the greatest pleasure and happiness in life (v. 11). Yet
in an enhancing thought, he asserted that wisdom really had the edge of
advantage over wealth (v. 12), for it “preserves the lives of its possessors.”
To conclude this pericope, the author reiterated the theme of 3:14, that God’s
plan is immutable, so man must submit to His ways and wisdom.

Temperate Living (7:15–25)
First Qoheleth made the observation that the conclusions of popular theology
were not always validated by experience. That is, the righteous sometimes died
prematurely whereas the wicked sometimes lived to old age (v. 15). From this
observation he deduced the idea that one should not, therefore, give oneself to
fanaticism in religion or to sinful indulgence (vv. 16–18). What he could
recommend, however, was achieving the golden mean of the good life without
resorting to either extreme. Showy piety may isolate others, whereas sinful
indulgence may end in premature death.
Verse 19 may have been a commonly accepted proverb (cf. Prov. 21:22;
24:5), which Qoheleth countered with his own idea in verse 20. Having
recognized that there is no such thing as the perfectly righteous person, he
proceeded to point out that the recognition of man’s weakness and failure
militates against self-righteousness and hypocrisy (vv. 21–22; cf. Gal. 6:1).
Qoheleth was never truly satisfied with the benefits of practical wisdom, so he
sought to fathom the mysteries of God’s providence and discover the hidden
meaning of life, but, like Job (Job 28), he failed. Thus he resorted to the benefits
of practical wisdom again (v. 25).

Qoheleth on Women (7:26–29)
Qoheleth’s distrust of women, as Gordis observes, revealed their great
attraction for him.66 The conduct of men since Adam (Gen. 3:6, 12) in trying to
exonerate themselves of guilt by transferring the culpability to woman is neither
noble nor endorsed by Scripture. It is indicative of the weakness of the male of
the species rather than his innocence.
However disparaging may have been Qoheleth’s opinion of woman, he
concluded in verse 29 that both sexes (“men” is the generic term, “mankind”)
were created upright by God, but they have diverted their course from the way of
the Creator.

Obedience to Kings (8:1–9)
There is no question that Qoheleth spoke to a class of pupils from the upper
echelons of society. The emphasis upon wealth and the necessity of wisdom as
its complement is evidence of this. Here also he considered a matter that would
be most beneficial to the upper-class youth who might have access to the royal
court. Then this wisdom teacher instructed his students to render obedience to
the king, particularly since they took an oath to that effect at his coronation (v.
2). Further, another reason for rendering loyal obedience to the monarch was
that, even though he meted out injustice, there was a day of retribution for him
(vv. 6–8). Thus patient endurance on the part of the king’s subjects had its
eventual vindication.

The Futility and Fate of All (8:10–9:3)
The failure of retributive justice (8:10–15). Although having affirmed his
belief in an appointed time of retribution (8:5–8), Qoheleth could not ignore the
fact that the wicked were sometimes buried and eulogized (the uncertainty of the
text and the meaning of v. 10 are reflected in the commentaries). When others
saw that retributive justice was not forthcoming, they too engaged in wickedness
(v. 11). Yet, despite observations to the contrary—that evil was sometimes

rewarded and righteousness sometimes punished—Qoheleth could not let go of
the belief that righteousness had its special virtue and evil its particular
retribution (vv. 12–13), even though the optical evidence may have contradicted
the theoretical principle (v. 14). In the absence, however, of any better
alternative to counterbalance this state of injustice in the moral government of
the world, the teacher again urged his philosophy of the enjoyment of life (cf.
2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:18).
The common fate for all (8:16–9:3). Now Qoheleth informed his students
why he had reached his philosophical position stated in 8:15. His commitment to
discover the mysterious workings of divine providence, that is, why the moral
fabric of the world so frequently broke down, proved to be futile (vv. 16–17).
Man was really left to the mercy of God, not knowing whether things would go
well or ill with him (9:1). But, strangely, he was left with one certainty, whether
he be righteous or wicked, that death awaited him (vv. 2–3). Qoheleth had
stressed this theme earlier (2:14–16; 3:18–21; 7:15; 8:8), and we have seen how
it helped to shape his philosophy of life, that all should enjoy the pleasure of the
present moment.

The Chief Duty of Man (9:4–12)
Moving from his theme of the common fate for all men, Qoheleth returned to
another major theme, that as long as man lives, he should derive all the
happiness from life that he can. The climax of this pericope is verse 7, where this
theme is expressed. To balance out the disparaging view of woman found earlier
(7:26–28), the injunction to pleasure includes the enjoyment of the woman of
one’s love (v. 9). The white clothes and oil of verse 8 suggest times of festivities.

Wisdom Obscured by Folly (9:13–10:1)
“Also this I came to see” introduces a new section. Some have tried to identify
the city under enemy siege, but Qoheleth was probably inventing a typical story
to show just how temporary are the results of wisdom without concomitant
wealth or power. The poor man who saved the city by his wise counsel was
forgotten. Thus came the conviction set forth in 9:1, that even the deeds of wise
men were in the hand of God and subject to His overpowering providence.

Qoheleth closed this pericope with two proverbs that illustrate his point that folly
can destroy much wisdom (9:18b; 10:1).

Miscellaneous Proverbs: Second Group (10:2–11:6)
Even though wisdom is ignored and its benefits canceled by folly, Qoheleth
still believed that it had an advantage over folly (10:2); both showed themselves
in the common features of life (10:3).
In 10:4 the author put forth a principle that submission to the tyrannical ruler
would prevent his committing still greater atrocities.
Qoheleth had seen many an evil despot who elevated the fool and deposed
wise men (10:5–7). Yet he recognized that a vigorous attempt to dislodge the
despot may endanger one’s own life, just as the hunter who falls unwarily into
the pit he has dug for the wild animal, or the person who is victimized by the
vipers whose nest he tried to destroy in the wall of a house (10:8). The
illustration continues in verse 9 to include those craftsmen who start out to do a
good thing but are injured in the process. Verse 10a has been variously rendered,
but the sense seems to be that to undertake a task unprepared will require the
exertion of too much strength, thus illustrating further the wise counsel of verse
4.67 Verse 11 contains the final proverb to illustrate that submission to the
monarch is the most prudent way. The despot could strike quickly so that the
premature efforts of the opposition would be futile.
The best course of action is conciliation (vv. 12–14), and language is one of
the best conciliatory tools. The fool illustrates his folly by much talk about
things the future of which he knows nothing (v. 14). His ways are as foolish as
his words, and he does not even know how to find his way to the city (v. 15).
That is, he does not even know the most ordinary things.68
Then Qoheleth showed that the policy he had just urged was not one of
implicit approval of despotism. He lamented the land whose king and princes
engaged in intemperate practices. Feasting and drinking in the morning were
signs of dissipation (cf. Isa. 5:11; Acts 2:15). In verse 17 he phrased the opposite
of the condition described in verse 16: the land “whose king is of nobility and
whose princes eat at the appropriate time” (v. 17), the land “whose king is a lad
and whose princes feast in the morning” (v. 16). Hengstenberg, following his
proposal that the book originated in the early Persian period, referred these
verses to the state of the empire and Persian royalty, understanding “lad” to

connote the “boyish character” of the Persian rulers rather than age.69 Whether
or not the allusion is to Persian kings, his interpretation of “lad” is likely correct,
for Qoheleth was inveighing the spirit and disposition of certain rulers of his
time. In view of the general instruction offered to youth to prepare them for
royal service, however, we may suggest that this is more didactic than the
description on the political situation.
In verses 18 and 19, Qoheleth further exposed the meaning of verse 16. The
state plagued by despotic rulers will inevitably be marked also by neglect and
excessive indulgence. Then to complete the section of reflections on submission
to the despot begun in verse 4, Qoheleth returned in verse 20 to the thought of
prudence.
Having considered the appropriate disposition toward those above his upperclass students, next Qoheleth entertained the appropriate attitude toward those
who were socially beneath the privileged class (11:1–6). It took the form of
charity. Since man did not know or could not control either the future or the
outcome of his own activities, he must not be overprovident but engage in deeds
of charity and industry. Again he acknowledged the sovereignty of God in
worldly affairs (cf. 1:13; 2:26; 3:14; 7:13–14; 8:16–9:1).

Final Advice on Youth and Age (11:7–12:8)
In an impassioned and eloquent appeal to youth, Qoheleth first laid upon them
the responsibility of enjoying the pleasures of life while their physical and
mental powers were still intact (11:7–12:1). He inculcated his theme three times
(11:7–8a; 11:9a; 11:10a), and three times he offered a reason for his advice
(11:8b; 11:9b; 11:10b). The reasons were that life was fleeting (8b, 10b) and
each would be called into judgment for the way he appropriated his opportunity
to derive the most pleasure out of life (9b).
Although some scholars consider 11:9b a later gloss by a pious editor,70 the
author had at 3:17 already proposed the idea of judgment, and the book closed
with the same warning (12:14). Delitzsch71 and Ginsburg72 both recognize in
Qoheleth an undefined concept of a future judgment. This appears plausible,
particularly in view of his contention that the wicked often escape punishment in
this world (8:14).
In a second superb literary piece, Qoheleth put youthful opportunity over
against the inevitability of old age and its debilitating effect (12:1–8). Several

views on this passage have been held:
DIFFERENT INTERPRETATIONS OF ECCLESIASTES 12:1–8
1. It describes the diminishing strength and health of specific organs of the
body (Babylonian Talmud, Shabbath 152a; Targum).
2. It describes the feebleness and debility of advancing age with the metaphor
of an approaching storm (Ginsburg).73
3. The conditions of old age are compared to the rainy Palestinian winter
(Delitzsch).74
4. old age is depicted as the ruin of a wealthy estate (Gordis).75
5. old age is depicted by an eclectic representation of metaphors.
The last method seems best in view of the difficulty of forcing all these
metaphors into any one of the above models. In verse 2 the metaphor is that of
the rainy Palestinian winter, whereas verses 3–4 may describe the declining
estate.76 Still verse 5a seems to describe literally the fears of high places and of
venturing out on a stroll—fears that have developed in the old man because of
his failing powers. Gordis and others, however, understand the first part of this
verse to allude to failing sexual powers.77 Since the almond blossom is white, it
may suggest the white hair of the aged.78 The end of verse 5 is clear—old age
brings man to the grave (“eternal home”). The approach of death is depicted in
verse 6 by two metaphors: A golden lamp held by a silver cord is broken when
the cord is severed, and the pitcher and the wheel that raises it are broken at the
cistern, thus making it impossible to draw water.
Whether Qoheleth expressed a view of the afterlife is doubtful, but he knew
very well that life originated in God (v. 7). We may say that his view of the
afterlife was hardly more advanced than Job’s. He could not embrace the idea
confidently, but he did not engage in a polemic against it. Rather he operated
upon the basis of what he did know and had experienced. He could not afford the
luxury of heavenly contemplation to disengage himself from the pain and trouble
of earthly affliction. This life, this present moment, was all he had, and he
advocated draining its cup of pleasure to the dregs. Thus he ended his book as he
began it (1:2)—with a solemn declaration that nothing was capable of giving
man happiness and security (v. 8). He believed he had adequately demonstrated
his thesis that, in view of the improbability of achieving happiness, the only
sensible alternative was that which he had advocated (2:24; 3:12, 22; 5:18; 8:15;
9:7–9; 11:7–10).

Epilogue (12:9–14)
Although many scholars hold that the epilogue is the work of another
author,79 the style and vocabulary share common features with the book itself.80
The concluding counsel of the book is “fear God and keep His commandments”
(v. 13). This is the whole duty of man.81 The last word issues a warning that
every human deed is slated for divine judgment.

QUMRAN FRAGMENTS OF ECCLESIASTES
Among the fragments from Qumran Cave IV were three that contained brief
passages from Ecclesiastes. The first fragment contained a few words from
5:13–17, substantial portions of 6:3–8, and five words from 7:7–9. Two
miniature fragments contained 7:1–2 and 7:19–20. Based upon paleographical
evidence, Muilenburg dated the fragments in the middle of the second century
B.C. and suggested that Ecclesiastes had attained canonical status by that time.
He further offered the opinion that the fragments provided no evidence of having
been translated from an Aramaic original but of having been copied from a
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THE SONG
OF SONGS

CULTURAL PERSPECTIVES ON THE SONG

In a world where mankind has become enamored of himself and has turned
sensual pleasure into the highest good, the Song of Songs provides a point of
contact with the biblical faith.
Although the modern mind frequently cannot think beyond the sensual side of
human sexuality, the ancient Hebrew mind saw the sensual side of man’s nature
and recognized it as good—not merely sensual—and as an inevasive allusion to
God. That is, the creation of man as male and female constituted an important
part of the divine image in man (Gen. 1:27–31). It would forever be a tangible
sign of the communicative nature of God whose oneness is ultimately
understood in terms of His complexity. And in man’s duality God would ever
seek to teach him of the divine oneness (Gen. 2:24).
Underlying the Song of Songs is the basic loyalty of woman to man (Gen.
2:23) and man to woman (Gen. 2:24), and the mutual interdependence they
enjoy (Gen. 2:25). The ancient Hebrew mind could no more isolate and alienate
the sexuality of man from God than he could conceive of man as a self-made
creature cut loose from his divine moorings. The modern capability of mankind
to conceive of himself as a biological creature whose psychosociological nature
can potentially be comprehended in relation only to the phenomenal world is not
evidence of his sophistication but of his spiritual poverty.
Basic, therefore, to much recent commentary on the Song of Songs is a
humanism that begins with man and ends with man. It is as much or more a
commentary on our own time as an exposition of the Song. Exegesis, although it
can never completely throw off the element of the exegete’s own
contemporaneity, seeks to be aware of that factor and, to the degree that is
humanly possible, minimize it so that the voice of the Holy Spirit in the text may
be heard clearly. One of the basic ways of doing that is to recreate the psyche of
the author and the major characters in the literature from the literature itself and
from the historical and archaeological records contemporary with it. This task
always carries with it an element of courageous risk, but that element inheres in
the communication process in general. To communicate is to risk being
misunderstood. And being misunderstood necessitates further communication.
The outgrowth of this process, it is hoped, is a greater clarity in comprehending
the original message.

The Song of Songs, probably as much as any other biblical book, has been the
victim of this courageous risk. Sometimes the effort has been more brashly
adventuresome than courageous. Fortunately we stand at this end of a long chain
of interpreters who have agonized over the complexities of the Song. The
observation may be made that the more difficult the book, the more bizarre the
interpretations become. Yet much may be learned from these attempts that have
varying degrees of success. Even the most bizarre may teach us something, if
nothing more than what the Song is not.

HERMENEUTICAL APPROACHES TO THE
SONG
The history of exegesis of the Song of Songs is most fascinating, and
represents not only the ability of the human mind to create, but also the deepseated desire of the human heart to understand. Although we cannot review this
history in the present study, the reader will find an excellent review by Christian
D. Ginsburg in the introduction to his commentary, to which numerous
commentators of the last century are indebted, and an update in the reprinted
edition written by Sheldon H. Blank.1 We will do no more than summarize the
major hermeneutical methods and refer the reader to this and other secondary
works.

The Allegorical Method
Allegory as a type of literature incorporates obvious symbolism intended to
suggest deeper or hidden meaning. Some examples of this literary form are
Judges 9:8–15; Isaiah 5:1–7; Ezekiel 16; 17:1–10; 23. In all these instances, the
type of literature was consciously prescribed by the author. However,
allegorizing, as distinct from allegory, may take place in the mind of the
interpreter even when it was not so intended by the author. Such an example was
Paul’s allegorizing of Sarah and Hagar in Galatians 4:21–31. In general, the
hermeneutical method applied to the Song falls within the range of allegorizing,
although some interpreters would insist that the literary type is allegory.
Some scholars believe that Rabbi Akiba (martyred A.D. 135) alluded to the
interpretation of the Song as allegory when he called it “the holy of holies”
among the biblical books.2 This is the earliest Jewish interpretative reference to
the book known to us.
The Targum of the Song, the first full allegorical treatment that has survived,
interprets it as an allegory on the history of Israel from the time of the Exodus to
the coming of the Messiah and the building of the third Temple, viewing the
“beloved” as the Lord and the maiden as Israel.3 The date for this anonymous
interpretation, however, seems in its present form to be no earlier than the sixth

century A.D.,4 although its origin is far more ancient. The Christians adopted this
method by interpreting the “beloved” as Christ and the maiden as the church.
This is evident from the fragmentary remains of Origen’s commentary on the
Song (third century), even though he was willing to admit the historical sense as
an epithalamium on the marriage of Solomon to Pharaoh’s daughter.5 Further,
the honorable champion of the Nicene faith, Athanasius (296–373), Archbishop
of Alexandria, found in the Song the doctrine of the deity of Christ, commenting,
for example, on 1:2 (“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth,” KJV) that it
was the plea of ancient Israel to the Word that He become flesh.6
In the Middle Ages this method even received a certain impetus from
philosophy. Joseph ibn Caspe (thirteenth century) maintained that the beloved
was the active intellect and the loved one the receptive material intellect. Others
of that era followed this philosophical trend.7
Closer to our own era, Matthew Henry’s commentary on this book provides a
good illustration of the Christian allegorist interpretation. In his introduction to
the Song, he remarked that it could be viewed as an allegory depicting God and
Israel in their mutual relationship. Then he added:
It may more easily be taken in a spiritual sense by the Christian church,
because the condescensions and communications of divine love appear
more rich and free under the gospel than they did under the law, and the
communications between heaven and earth more familiar…. Pursuant to
this metaphor Christ and the church in general, Christ and particular
believers, are here discoursing with abundance of mutual esteem and
endearment.8
Objections to this method include the observation that Solomon was hardly a
worthy candidate to represent God or Christ. The writer of Kings assessed
Solomon’s life and reign clearly enough: “For when Solomon was old his wives
turned away his heart after other gods; and his heart was not wholly true to the
Lord his God, as was the heart of David his father” (1 Kings 11:4 RSV). A
further criticism has arisen from the fact that many interpreters who have
followed this age-old method have done so on the presupposition that a book
presenting the pleasures of virtuous love is not worthy of the inspired canon of
Scripture. Therefore, the author must have intended an allegory. However,
underlying this presupposition may be the conviction that the sexual relationship
between husband and wife belongs more to man’s fallen than to his original
state. But we may observe that the command to procreate was prior to the Fall

(Gen. 1:28). H. H. Rowley has appropriately said: “The Church has always
consecrated the union of man and woman in matrimony, and taught that
marriage is a divine ordinance, and it is not unfitting that a book which expresses
the spiritual and physical emotions on which matrimony rests should be given a
place in the Canon of Scripture.”9
Still further, the allegorical method has fallen into difficulty with those who
believe that the main characters are three and not two, and that the object of the
maiden’s affections is the shepherd, not the king. Although the allegorical
method has fallen on stony ground in modern times, it has been reincarnated in
our own era in the form of the mythological method, which will be discussed
below. Even though we may not follow the method, we cannot flaunt our own
exegetical sophistication in the face of this ancient hermeneutic, which has given
a peculiar kind of life and meaning to the Song for both Israel and the church
through the centuries.
Admittedly the book is profuse with symbolism. The maiden is compared to a
flower (2:1–2), the beloved shepherd to an apple tree (2:3), the charms and joys
of love to fruit (2:3), wine (1:4; 5:1; 7:2), and a vineyard (8:12). The maiden’s
resistance to the advances of her lover is compared to a sealed fountain (4:12)
and a high wall (8:9), and the lover’s invitation to enjoy love is symbolized by a
call to enjoy the vineyard (2:15), the fountain (4:15), and the garden (4:16). Such
extravagant symbolism tends to push the interpreter in the direction of allegory
or typology, because the richness of the symbols seems difficult to exhaust by
means of a literal interpretation. Gordis expresses the richness of symbolism
thus:
When, for example, the maiden, in 2:4f., announces that she is faint with
love and asks to be sustained with raisins and apples, she is calling for
concrete food, to be sure, but at the same time, by her choice of fruits that
are symbolic of love, she is indicating that only the satisfaction of her
desires will bring her healing.10
Although Gordis does not embrace the allegorical approach, he has
recognized the power of literary symbolism to demand appropriate
compensation from the interpreter. Allegory or allegorizing has been the primary
method of providing that compensation, and if it has overcompensated, we may
recognize it as more an error of the mind than of the heart.
Andrew Harper, quoting a late nineteenth-century scholar, has observed that
the Oriental mind treated sensuality and mysticism as twin moods:

The truth is that sensuality and mysticism are twin moods of the mind,
interchanging in certain natures with an inborn ease and celebrity,
mysterious only to those who have confined their study of human nature to
the conventional and the common-place. Hardly conscious themselves of
the accepted antithesis, such carnal-spiritual minds delight to express
themselves in terms of spontaneous ambiguity, for this very ambiguity lies
at the root of their being.11
To abandon the allegorical method altogether and rule it invalid might
constitute one of the many exegetical manipulations of the Western mind that
superimposes our psychological and literary structures upon the ancient Oriental
writer. Although our attitude toward the method may legitimately be one of
caution, modern biblical hermeneutics should give no place to exegetical
snobbery, nor are we in a position to look down upon the absorbing and
passionate love for God that has characterized the saints of Israel and the church
who had fed upon the allegorical meaning of this book.

The Typological Method
Whereas allegory is basically a literary type consciously formulated by the
author, typology is a method employed by the interpreter (as is also
allegorizing). Indeed, the original author or audience may have had little or no
notion of the typological significance of the historical event, person, or thing
represented in the original composition. History, in fact, is one of the basic
differences between allegory and typology. Allegory as a literary type may relate
historical events in symbolic form, or the symbolism may be nonhistorical,
whereas typology depends upon the fact of the literal presentation of history.12
Some who have followed this method for the Song of Songs have insisted that
the historical foundation of the book was Solomon’s marriage to Pharaoh’s
daughter or some other princess, and that the marriage typically represents the
union of Christ and the Gentiles.13
Luther, in the preface to his commentary, dismissed the thesis that it was a
love song about the daughter of Pharaoh: “For we shall never agree with those
who think it is a love song about the daughter of Pharaoh beloved by Solomon.
Nor does it satisfy us to expound it of the union of God and the synagog, or like
the tropologists, of the faithful soul.”14 He believed himself to propose a new

approach by which he got the “simplest sense and the real character of this
book,” which he believed to be Solomon’s praise to God for his divinely
established and confirmed kingdom and government.15 Yet before one is quite
done reading his commentary, Luther has clearly espoused the typological
interpretation. For example, of Solomon’s vineyard at Baal-hamon he comments,
“Solomon calls the whole church his vineyard and says that it is in Baal-hamon,
that is, in an exceedingly great multitude and in a most plenteous place, since
Baal means ‘master,’ and Hamon means ‘multitude.’ ”16
No lesser modern scholar than Franz Delitzsch, denying the allegorical nature
of the book, accepted the validity of the typical interpretation:
But because Solomon is a type (vaticinium reale) of the spiritual David
in his glory, and earthly love a shadow of the heavenly, and the Song a part
of sacred history and of canonical Scripture, we will not omit here and there
to indicate that the love subsisting between Christ and His church shadows
itself forth in it.17
Yet, the Song never actually depicts the marriage of the bride and bridegroom.
Further, the bride was a common keeper of the vineyard (1:6; 8:12), and the
bridegroom a shepherd (1:7). And though the typological method has offered a
way out of the allegorical forest, it has never achieved the popularity of the
allegorical method, and to a much lesser degree does it possess that strange
attraction that the allegorical method has commanded.

The Mythological Method
History has many ironies, and so does exegesis. The bizarre and absurd
sometimes expire at the hands of advancing knowledge and technology, only to
rise again in more contemporary garb. Old Testament exegesis has experienced
its share of such phenomena. The mythological, or cult, theory qualifies
admirably for this category. This position was strongly set forth by T. J. Meek,
who proposed that the Song was a liturgy of the Tammuz-Ishtar cult.18 It is
claimed that, representationally, two people assumed the roles of the god
Tammuz and the goddess Ishtar and enacted the death of Tammuz and his
reemergence from the netherworld through the efforts of Ishtar. Meek proposed
that dôdî (usually translated “my beloved”) was a proper noun and was none
other than the god Addu, or Adad, who in Syria-Palestinian texts was called

Addu and Dad, or Dadu,19 the Syrian counterpart to the Sumero-Akkadian
Tammuz. He cited 5:9 as definitely being attached to the god Dod—”Who but
Dod is thy Beloved!”20
This position has enjoyed wide popularity in the modern era, and most
recently Marvin Pope has affirmed his belief that the cultic associations provide
the best context for interpreting the Song. Observing the prominence given the
power of love over death in 8:6, he proposes that it may have been associated
with an ancient cultic funeral feast at which life was reaffirmed in the most basic
ways, involving lavish feasts and sexual orgies.21 Pope, along with many
commentators, views this profound declaration as the climax of the Song.22
Using this as a cue, he theorizes that the cultic reaffirmation of love was made in
the face of the power of death, for love is the only power that can cope with
death.23
We are informed by Ezekiel 8:14 that the Tammuz cult had gained some
popularity prior to the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. We are also told that Ezekiel
considered this an abomination. The possibility that any cultic associations of the
Song were gradually displaced by the allegorical interpretation, thus paving the
way for orthodox acceptance and canonization, is indeed remote. The process of
throwing off such strong associations would have been quite difficult in the early
postexilic era, especially in view of the strong anti-idolatry mood. The situation
might have been eased somewhat in the later era of Hellenization, but even then
the priestly and scribal guardians of Holy Scripture would possess a certain
sensitivity to the matter not common among the laity.
A further observation, the idea that Tammuz returned to life from the
netherworld, has been challenged. S. N. Kramer has come down on both sides of
the issue, contributing to the ambiguity. In an earlier statement he stressed the
absence of evidence for the resurrection of Tammuz.24 Other scholars agreed.25
Later, however, when the end of the Sumerian myth was discovered, he went so
far as to suggest that Dumuzi’s (Tammuz’s) death and resurrection even left
their mark on the Christ story.26 The present ambiguity on the matter marks the
data as simply too tenuous to draw hard conclusions. However, we may submit
that the cultic hypotheses put forth in Old Testament studies generally have been
overemphasized. The Old Testament in many respects is a reaction against
heathen cults, whereas the presupposition underlying modern cult theories is that
the Old Testament represents an absorption of cultic elements that eventually
were rendered innocuous by time and lapse of memory. Of interest also is the
fact that scholars who advocate the cult view are not agreed whether the Song
has been reworked to make it acceptable to the Israelite faith. Meek was of the

opinion that many of the cultic associations had been forgotten and some
consciously changed.27
The relationship of this position to the allegorical method may be seen in the
contention that the Song does not celebrate human love but the marriage of a god
and goddess. Further, just as the allegorical method begins with a hypothetical
approach to the Song, so does the mythological, or cult, theory. The assumption
is that the Jews took the allegory and engaged also in allegorizing to hide the
mythical nature of the Song. The merits of this position go no further than an
attempt to take seriously the religious and cultural milieu in which ancient Israel
lived and developed. From that point on the hypothesis is largely extrapolation.

The Literal Method
If we can agree that a book that celebrates virtuous love between man and
woman deserves a place in the canon of Holy Scripture, then we will have no
difficulty with interpreting the Song in its literal sense. The creation of mankind
as male and female and their sexual relationship were part of the original order
and not a post-Fall alteration. Paul’s view of marriage was that it mirrored a
much higher sphere of relationships, that between Christ and the church (Eph.
5:21–33), and John described the consummation of redemption as the “marriage
of the Lamb” (Rev. 19:7–9). The Scriptures elevate the love relationship
between husband and wife, and we should not disparage a book that presents
such ideal love, nor ought we to indict those who choose on sound exegetical
grounds to interpret the Song literally and stop short of seeking a deeper
meaning, even though this option may not be viable for us.
Generally, modern commentators prefer the literal method. Ginsburg traced
this trend in the modern era back to Moses Mendelssohn (1729–86).28 Ginsburg
himself gave impetus to this view, and numerous others have followed. Aside
from the proponents of the mythological approach, the literalists have held the
field for a century. Having, therefore, settled upon the plain sense of the Song,
scholarship has largely concerned itself with the literary nature of the work.
In this regard, some scholars have drawn attention to the love songs of ancient
Egypt and compared the Song to them. They are generally love poems that
celebrate human love, much like our book. Michael V. Fox has done a thorough
study of these songs and their importance for the Song of Songs, concluding that
the Song is a literary unity but lacks a narrative or schematic design.29 While its

structure is loose, its unity is maintained by a coherence of thematic and verbal
elements.30 “The Song takes a single romance and turns it around and around
like a gem, displaying all its facets. The reader finally sees the gem as a whole,
and the order in which the facets were shown does not much matter.”31 In Fox’s
view, such love songs were likely sung at banquets held during the leisure time
of religious holidays.32

INTRODUCTORY MATTERS ABOUT THE SONG

The Nature and Purpose
Whereas the allegorists have generally been more interested in meaning than
in literary form, those who have felt compelled to abandon the allegorical
method have at the same time been constrained to inquire into the literary nature
of the Song, for there is always an essential relationship between literary form
and meaning of any composition. The Bible is no exception. Robert Lowth in
1787 proposed, along with others, that the Song was an epithalamium
celebrating the wedding of Solomon33 and assigned it to the category of the
mystical allegory, “which, under the veil of some historical fact, conceals a
meaning more sacred and sublime.”34 The form of the book called for more
exact description, however, and Lowth typed it within the dramatic form but not
regular drama.35
Delitzsch also followed the dramatic theory and called the Song a “dramatic
pastoral,” recognizing, as did Lowth, that it was not drama in the theatrical
sense, since the theater was not a Semitic institution, but a development
somewhere between lyrical poetry and drama. The “daughters of Jerusalem”
suggested to him, as to Lowth, a function like that of the chorus of the Greek
drama. Whereas Lowth accepted the hebdomadal division proposed by M.
Bossuet, based upon the seven-day marriage festival (see Gen. 29:27; Judg.
14:12), Delitzsch divided the book into six acts of two scenes each.36
The dramatic theory has been criticized because it presupposes the unity of the
Song,37 which assumption, say its critics, cannot be made. If, however, some
narrative base is not presupposed, the interpreter is left with a disparate
collection of love songs having an ostensibly secular disposition. It is, of course,
possible that these songs assumed a religious interpretation before they achieved
full canonicity.
We can easily see many reasons that such an anthology as the book of Psalms
would be included in the Hebrew canon, not the least of which was the
predominant praise of God, but it seems rather unlikely that a collection of love

songs intended only for the praise of human love might find approval among the
ancient saints and sages. This in no way pronounces the virtues of human love
unworthy of the biblical canon, but rather recognizes that even the virtue and
validity of human love do not stand alone but allude to a love that has religious
dimensions.
Some may object that other Old Testament books, such as Ruth and Esther,
have their own peculiar problems when their merits of canonicity are considered.
And that we cannot deny. However, in the case of Ruth, the divine control of
historical events and persons was preparatory for the birth of David and his
influence and place in the divine economy. As regards Esther, a casual reading
will supply the justification, for this book records the power of God to direct and
save His people from the most formidable enemy.
Therefore, the bare minimum with which we can be content is that of
Christian D. Ginsburg: “In its literal sense, the Song of Songs teaches a great
moral lesson, worthy of Divine inspiration.”38 Thus Ginsburg concluded that the
purpose of the book is not to celebrate love, even though that be worthy of
canonicity, “but to record an example of virtue, which is still more worthy of a
place in the sacred canon.”39 Our society and world can profit immensely from
that message.
One of the hypotheses most appealing to modern scholars, and one that has
contributed to the “collection” theory of the Song, is the “threshing board”
theory set forth by J. G. Wetzstein in 1873.40 While serving as German counsel
in Damascus, Wetzstein observed Syrian weddings in which the bride and
bridegroom were honored by being elevated upon the threshing sledge and
designated “king” and “queen.” During the festive dancing that followed the
declaration that the wedding had been consummated, a song called a wasf,
referring to the bodily perfection and beauty of the two, was sung. In the Song of
Songs, 7:2–7 especially answers to this category, along with 4:1–7 and 5:10–16.
Further, several times the “king” is referred to (e.g., 1:4; 3:9, 11; 7:5).
Subsequent analysis of this book has been greatly influenced by Wetzstein’s
thesis. Gordis, for example, has praised the merits of this theory and has
suggested the Song is
a superb lyrical anthology, containing songs of love and nature, of courtship
and marriage, emanating from at least five centuries of Hebrew history,
from the days of Solomon to the Persian period. The Song thus constitutes a
parallel, though of considerably smaller compass, to the Book of Psalms,
which is a florilegium of man’s yearning and love for God.41

Leroy Waterman, on the other hand, has criticized the “threshing board”
theory because it requires too many deletions, transpositions, and modifications
of the text, as well as offering analogies that are strained and cannot be traced as
far back as the early Christian era.42
Although the unity of the book must be established upon internal grounds,
there are several indicators in that direction. The “daughters of Jerusalem” are an
element that may be considered to play a unifying role in the book (1:5; 2:7; 3:5;
5:8, 16; 8:4). They are likely the ladies of the court whom the maiden addresses
and who also address her. A second unifying indicator is the recurring formula
of adjuration at 2:7; 3:5; and 8:4. The third obvious element that supports unity
is the leading characters. The song is of such a nature that much disagreement
exists over whether there are two, the maiden (called “Shulammite” in 6:13) and
Solomon (traditional view), or three, the maiden, a shepherd who is the maiden’s
true love, and Solomon, who attempts to redirect the maiden’s devotion from her
shepherd lover to himself by royal blandishments (modern view, or “shepherd
hypothesis”). It would seem that the fewest difficulties are associated with the
latter position, which Ginsburg has attributed to J. T. Jacobi (1771).43 It is
followed by Ginsburg,44 Harper,45 and Driver,46 to name only a few
representatives. Although these evidences may not be conclusive, they are at
least supportive of unity.
It is extremely difficult to reconstruct the story line, if one was intended at all
by the composer of the Song. It is a fair assumption that the majority of
interpreters from the period of the book’s canonization have provided the story
line, whether or not the author intended it. The modern mind may be able to
handle the idea of a collection of love songs with no religious associations, but it
is very doubtful that the canonical process could ever have reached completion if
the book had been viewed in that way. In fact, in the final analysis we must deal
with the canonical reality. The question then is whether it is appropriate to
assume less than those whose understanding of the Song, and whose esteem for
it, led them to consider it divinely inspired. Moreover, we should not ignore the
providential work of the Holy Spirit in bringing this book within canonical
bounds. I am personally convinced that the ethical demands of Scripture could
not make allowance for a book that celebrated illicit love between a man and
woman. In the context of a commitment toward marital fidelity between a man
and woman, contemplating the marital sexual relationship has a certain
legitimacy. But outside of those bounds, a purely secular collection of erotic
songs stands counter to biblical propriety.

The interpreter of the Song, then, ought to begin at the point where the
canonical success of the book was achieved. That, it seems to me, involved the
assumption of some kind of story line with a religious meaning assumed. We
must, of course, acknowlege the risk involved when we try to reconstruct the
fabric of the narrative, as Delitzsch and Ginsburg, for example, have done.
In the early part of this century Leroy Waterman proposed that the Song was a
satire,47 working from the belief that the key to understanding the Song is
contained in the word dôdî, usually translated as “my beloved.” Upon examining
the biblical use of dôd, which commonly carries the meaning of “uncle” in the
biblical literature outside the Song, he concluded that the translation “my
beloved” had no justification.48 Dôdî was, said Waterman, a proper name,
Dôdai.49 He rendered 5:9 as, “What is thy Dodai in comparison with David?”50
The reference then would be to the house of David in the person of the reigning
king. Waterman further expostulated that when the literature of the Northern
Kingdom fell to the responsible keeping of the Southern Kingdom after the fall
of Samaria in 722 B.C., the term dôdî was misinterpreted and Solomon glorified
by it, whereas originally he had been the villain of the story.51
Although I remain unconvinced of the necessity of rendering dôdî as a proper
name, ingenious though Waterman’s proposal was, I do agree with his essential
conclusions on the nature and purpose of the Song: “The poem is a very definite
satire upon the age and ideals of Solomon and a glorification of the northern
schism, and that too without the necessary deletion of a single letter of the
original.”52
Originating in the Northern Kingdom,53 therefore, it may celebrate one of
those rare occasions when Solomon’s amorous designs were thwarted by a
simple, rustic maiden whose home was located in the Plain of Esdraelon. Based
upon the interpretation that follows the shepherd hypothesis (modern view),
Solomon does not appear in the best light of the Song. Further, the reputation by
which the writer of Kings remembered him (1 Kings 11:1–11) would not
contradict the portrait of a king who believed his wealth and position could
attract the country maiden and divert her love from the simple shepherd.
Furthermore, we are informed that conditions in the Northern Kingdom had
deteriorated so badly during Solomon’s reign due to forced labor and heavy
taxation, that by the time of his death, the sentiment of the northern tribes had
already turned toward secession (1 Kings 12). The satirical mood would be
conveniently accommodated and bolstered by the emotional climate in the
Northern Kingdom, particularly during the latter years of Solomon’s reign. Thus,
in addition to the king’s overtures being deflected by the maiden in deference to

her shepherd lover, we find the final section introduced by the same question as
was Solomon’s approaching cortege (3:6/8:5). Whereas the first had all the
paraphernalia of royalty, the second was marked by the simplicity of the
countryside. And the kind of love the maiden represented is celebrated (8:6–7)
rather than the blandishments and manipulative powers of royalty.
The Song then may be viewed in its literal sense as a celebration of love
between man and woman, but more than that, the elevation of a love so genuine
that it cannot be purchased with royal enticements. It is, like divine love, given
freely and unmeritoriously.

Literary Structure
To determine the literary structure of a book like the Song, we must turn to an
examination of the content. Since we have direct discourse in the Song, this will
both aid and complicate our efforts, for generally we are not told who is
speaking, and often the content of a given speech is not decisive for
identification.54 However, some design may be detected. Three times the maiden
adjures the daughters of Jerusalem (2:7; 3:5; 8:4), and 5:1 may be a concluding
formula. Further, the Song as a satire on Solomon’s love life may elevate the two
similar but contrasting scenes introduced by the question, “Who is this coming
up from the wilderness” (3:6/8:5), in order to highlight the satirical spirit. On the
one hand was the king who had all the wealth and machinery to lure the object of
his amorous intent, and on the other the maiden who was unaffected by the
allurements and whose heart was possessed by pure, unmerited devotion.
Delitzsch found the material to fall into six acts of two scenes each:55

Ginsburg’s division of the book into five sections will serve our exposition well:
(1) 1:1–2:7, (2) 2:8–3:5, (3) 3:6–5:1, (4) 5:2–8:4, and (5) 8:5–14.56
Those scholars who believe the Song to be a collection of love songs propose
varying numbers of distinct pieces. Gordis, for example, divides his translation

into twenty-nine sections,57 and Eissfeldt suggests twenty-five.58

Date
Establishing a date for the Song is no easier than deciding upon the
appropriate hermeneutic. If we could be confident about the meaning of the
phrase in the superscription, “le-Shelomoh” (“of/to/for Solomon”), then we
would be in a better position to make a judgment. But as we have observed of
the psalm superscriptions, the preposition is not always indicative of authorship,
but sometimes refers to origin or, in the case at hand, possibly to dedication.
Since, therefore, the superscription can hardly be accepted as a settlement of date
and authorship, we must resort to other criteria. In addition to the superscription,
three criteria are generally used: (1) the appearance of Solomon in the book, (2)
the mention of Tirzah parallel to Jerusalem in 6:4, and (3) the language of the
Song, especially the use of non-Semitic words and Aramaisms.
We may observe that Solomon’s name appears in the book seven times: 1:1,
5; 3:7, 9, 11; 8:11, 12. Five of these occurrences are connected with actual
appearances of Solomon in the action (3:7, 9, 11; 8:11, 12),59 whereas 1:5
mentions the “curtains of Solomon” as a simile. Apart from the loan words that
appear (see below), the superb poetry of the book certainly points to a time when
the Hebrew language was in good form. The Solomonic era could well qualify.
The second criterion, the mention of Tirzah in parallelism with Jerusalem, has
been cited as evidence that the composition of the Song cannot be dated earlier
than the time when Tirzah was the capital of the Northern Kingdom (probably
made the capital by Baasha, 1 Kings 15:21). But there is evidence that it may
have been a secondary royal residence as early as Jeroboam I (1 Kings 14:17).
Actually the city may have been very prominent and beautiful even before it
became the capital. So this argument is rather weak.
Arguments based upon the language often have a tenuous quality about them
because we still do not have sufficient data for a definitive history of the Semitic
languages. At one time, for example, Aramaisms in a book were widely held to
be indicative of exilic or postexilic composition because the Israelites seem to
have become influenced strongly by Aramaic during and after the Babylonian
Exile. Yet we now know that Aramaic influences extend all the way back to the
second millennium B.C.60 Of particular note is the occurrence of the Aramaic
form of the relative pronoun in the Song (she rather than ‘asher, the latter

occurring in the superscription, “which is to Solomon,” italics added). This
element may also be found in early biblical poetry (Judg. 5:7) and prose (Judg.
6:17; 7:12; 8:26).61 See Driver, An Introduction to the Literature of the Old
Testament, 449, notes. Gordis attributes the use of this element in the Song to its
northern provenance.62 Thus the argument based on Aramaisms is really not
decisive for an early or a late date. Though the loan words, such as pardēs
(Persian for “park” or “garden”) in 4:13, appiryon (possibly related to Greek
phoreion, “palanquin”) in 3:9, as well as other terms, certainly seem to tip the
scales in the direction of a late date,63 we may very well have here evidences
that the book in its continuing usage came under the influence of Persian and
Greek elements during the postexilic era. The exotic items of possible Indian
origin mentioned in 1:12 (nard), 4:13, 14 (nard, saffron, calamus, and aloes), and
so on, could understandably be known and acquired during the Solomonic era
due to the active commercial interchange of the time.
Chaim Rabin has made a strong case for the influence of the Indian culture
and poetry of the Indus Valley upon Mesopotamia and neighboring cultures in
the third and second millennia B.C.64 Pope has added evidence for the
interchange between the Indus and Mesopotamian valleys by calling attention to
a seal impression from Southern Babylonia with an Indus design and dated in the
twentieth century B.C.65 Rabin’s proposal is that the Song was written in the
heyday of Judean trade with South Arabia and South India by one who had
traveled to both places and was familiar with Tamil poetry. Assuming both
thematic and stylistic features of that strain of Indian poetry, Rabin proposed that
a Judean author composed the Song or put together the shorter pieces.66 This
means, of course, that the time of Solomon is a potential candidate for the
composition of the Song. Pope observes, however, that one of the objections to
Rabin’s hypothesis is the repeated use of the verb “pasture” (r’y) and its
participial form “pastor, shepherd,” which has usually been seen to mark the
Song as a pastoral idyl.67 Rabin’s solution is to see in the term a technical
meaning connected with the management of camels, thus obviating the
difficulty.68
The Song has also been assigned to the Solomonic age by M. A. Segal69 and
acknowledged to have strong Solomonic connections, although not written by
Solomon himself.
In conclusion, the arguments for date possess various degrees of momentum
capable of swinging the pendulum from the Solomonic era to the Persian period.
In view of the observations already made, we may conclude that no substantive

obstacles stand in the way of a composition date in the Solomonic era.70 The
active international trade policies of that era, the luxurious life of the court, and
the exquisite Hebrew poetry all contribute momentum in that direction.

Authorship and Provenance
In the modern era most scholars have rejected the idea of Solomonic
authorship. H. H. Rowley, for example, though not espousing Solomonic
authorship, advocates a unity of authorship based upon the repetitions and the
unity of theme and style.71 Among those holding to Solomon’s authorship,
Gleason Archer lists among his reasons the author’s knowledge of the flora and
fauna (cf. 1 Kings 4:33), which includes twenty-one varieties of plant life and no
less than fifteen species of animals, as well as many expensive imported items, a
luxury of which Solomon was capable.72
Some commentators (e.g., Eissfeldt73) have suggested a southern provenance
in or near Jerusalem, but the predominance of northern and eastern names directs
us to the Northern Kingdom.74 Admittedly we are in a speculative area, but the
fact that Solomon does not appear in the best light in the Song might also point
toward the northern region of the kingdom, where sentiments were directed
against this monarch by the heavy burdens of taxation and forced labor that he
levied upon the northern tribes.75 We should not be surprised, therefore, to find
such a satirical composition written in the north during the later years of
Solomon’s reign or soon thereafter. A king who had his way in the political
dimensions of Israel’s life may purposely be depicted by an anonymous author
as one whose social designs, at least on this one occasion, were frustrated. Thus
political power takes a back seat to the power and fidelity of love.

Canonicity
We are not well informed about the vicissitudes involved in the process of
canonizing the Song. Rabbi Akiba regarded the matter settled:
No man in Israel ever disputed about the Song of Songs [that he should say]
that it does not render the hands unclean, for all the ages are not worth the

day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel; for all the Writings are
holy, but the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies.76
This passage in the Mishnah, however, suggests that there was vacillation on
the matter:
R. Judah says: The Song of Songs renders the hands unclean, but about
Ecclesiastes there is dissension. R. Jose says: Ecclesiastes does not render
the hands unclean, and about the Song of Songs there is dissension.77
We do not know the precise nature of the dissension, but we can speculate that it
had to do with the sensual nature of the Song. Undoubtedly the allegorical
method helped to ameliorate the difficulties. The list of canonical books in the
Talmud contains the Song.78 But if we accept the view that the book is didactic,
teaching fidelity and the virtues of pure love between man and woman, the Song
deserves a place in the canon on those merits alone.

EXPOSITORY ANALYSIS OF THE SONG
The following interpretative comments follow predominantly the literal
method. The reader may have recourse in the commentaries to other meanings
yielded by the text when examined under the allegorical, mystical, and cultic
methods. Especially is Pope’s commentary helpful because he has consistently
brought forth these three treatments of the Song in ancient and modern writings,
even though he tends to resolve many of the problems by appeal to Ugaritic
mythology.

Title (1:1)
The title “The Song of Songs” means “the best of songs” in the same way that
“Holy of Holies” means “the holiest place.” As we have observed above, the
second phrase, “which is of/to/for Solomon,” is generally used to suggest either
authorship or origin. However, here the phrase may be used in a dedicatory
sense—the book is about an incident in Solomon’s life but actually may not have
been written by him. Pope observes that the Ugaritic texts have superscriptions
consisting of l (“of/to/for”) plus a proper name that is sometimes the god Baal or
the hero Keret or Aqhat. The texts cannot, of course, have been written by those
mythical figures, so a superscription need not always carry the sense of
authorship but may mean that the composition deals with the hero named.79 In
view of this, the dedication is hardly in a purely honorific sense, since
Solomon’s designs were frustrated, but likely has a satirical nuance.80

Section One (1:2–2:7)
Maiden (1:2–7). The position we take in this study is that the characters in the
Song are likely three rather than two: the maiden, King Solomon, and the
shepherd who is the maiden’s true love. Though some passages in the Song may
be accommodated without injustice to this view or to the traditional view of two
primary characters, the maiden and King Solomon, fewer difficulties seem to be

associated with the modern view when applied to the book as a whole.
The maiden may be in the royal court of King Solomon, but we are not
informed how she came to be there. Those who hold the traditional view
understand the maiden to address King Solomon in verse 4, and those espousing
the modern view hear her addressing her absent lover.
The Christian allegorists view the king as Christ and the maiden as the church.
They express their esteem for each other.81
The maiden’s address to her absent lover is interrupted in verses 5–6 by a
parenthetical explanation of her swarthy complexion.82 Her words are directed to
the court women, and we can only surmise that some disdain of her complexion
on their part evoked this explanation. It is simple enough—her brothers made
her the keeper of the vineyards. The reference to “my mother’s sons” and the
paternal responsibility the brothers were exercising would suggest that her father
was dead. Delitzsch has seen some step-brotherly harshness in this passage,83
but actually we are not apprised of the reason for the brothers’ action.
The maiden resumes her apostrophe to her lover in verse 7, wishing that he
might tell her where he pastures his flock.
The fact that the maiden’s lover is here pictured as a shepherd would raise
doubt about his identification with Solomon.
In the Christian allegorist view presented by Matthew Henry, the daughters of
Jerusalem are the church in general speaking to individual churches to encourage
them not to be offended at the church’s suffering.84
Court women (1:8). The court women respond to the maiden’s question to her
absent lover, evidence that they were listening as she addressed him in absentia.
That the maiden, too, was a shepherdess is implied by mention of “your kids.”
Solomon (1:9–11). This is the first address that can be attributed to
Solomon.85 Using an affectionate term, “my darling” (or “my female friend”),86
the king makes his first attempt to divert the maiden’s love from her shepherd
lover to himself. His comparison of her to a mare of Pharaoh’s chariots is in no
way disparaging, for horses were objects of high esteem. Yet neither his
blandishments nor his offer of exquisite ornaments wins the maiden’s affection.
The Christian allegorical interpretation has usually been that the addressee was
the church, and Christ or God the speaker.
Maiden (1:12–14). From the language of this passage we know the maiden is
the speaker. This is obviously her reply to Solomon’s overtures. She refers to the
king’s couch, which was probably a divan on which he reclined to eat. The
meaning seems to be that as long as the king was out banqueting (if we accept
the suggestion of Delitzsch) she thought of her true lover. The terms used for

him are nard (a fragrant plant imported from India), myrrh (an aromatic plant
whose leaves and flowers were tied in bags and worn for their fragrance),87 and
henna blossoms (cypress flowers)88 in the vineyards of Engedi (Engedi is a place
on the western side of the Dead Sea; it has a fresh-water spring).
Shepherd (1:15). That the speakers in verses 15 and 16 are different is
indicated by the Hebrew feminine pronouns and adjectives (v. 15, pointing to
either Solomon or the shepherd as the speaker), and the masculine pronouns and
adjectives (v. 16, indicating the maiden’s reply).
Maiden (1:16–2:1). The three-character scheme more easily accommodates
the shepherd as the speaker of verse 15, because the maiden’s response is
reciprocally affectionate. The maiden recalls the rustic scenery in which their
love had begun, where the cypress and cedar formed the arches of their house.
Then, turning off the compliment of her lover, she describes herself as one of the
ordinary flowers that grow in abundance in the valley.
The allegorist view sees Christ condescendingly declaring Himself as the
“rose of Sharon” (2:1) and the church as the lily (2:2).89
Shepherd (2:2). The shepherd turns the compliment back upon the maiden in
verse 2 in what Delitzsch calls “reciprocal rivalry in the praise of mutual love.”90
Using this same word, “lily,” to describe her, he does not accept the idea of
commonness, but converts it into extraordinariness—she is like a lily among
thorns. This flower was probably a red or dark purple flower because in 5:13 the
beloved’s lips are compared to the lilies.
Maiden (2:3–7). The maiden reciprocates. Her beloved, when compared to
other young men, is like an apple tree among the trees. Here the traditional view
finds support, for the simple shepherd and “the banqueting house” seem to be
inconsonant, unless, of course, we take the thought figuratively (so Ginsburg).91
Although Delitzsch suggests that the Hebrews were permitted to adjure by one
other than by God (but not to swear by another), he admits that this is the only
such instance in Scripture.92 Gordis makes an attractive proposal that the lover
desires to avoid mentioning God’s name in this connection with the physical
attractions of love, and so he substitutes for the customary oath bē’lohei
sebhā’ōth (“by the God of hosts”) the similar sounding phrase bisebhā’ōth’ ō
be’aye’ lōth hassādeh (“by the gazelles or by the hinds of the field,” v. 7),
choosing for the substitutions animals that are symbolic of love.93 If this is true,
and the original audience knew of the practice, then the religious nature of the
Song is certainly implied.

Section Two (2:8–3:5)
We do not have any indication that the scene has changed, but the opening
line, “Listen! My beloved! Behold, he is coming,” would imply a new scene in
the chain of events. It may still be that of the royal court because the court ladies
are present and speak. It would appear, as in the first address to the daughters of
Jerusalem (1:5–6), that the purpose of the maiden’s address is explanatory,
possibly elucidating the circumstances that brought her to the vineyards. The
closing adjuration is the same as that for the first scene and seems to be spoken
to the court ladies (2:7/3:5).
Maiden (2:8–10a). In a reminiscent tone, the maiden recalls how her shepherd
lover had approached her at the end of winter (the rainy season, v. 11) and
invited her to come with him into the fields.
Shepherd (2:10b—14). Pope’s suggestion is that the bridegroom stands
outside the bride’s house while she beautifies herself, and he peers through the
windows coaxing her to come out, just as the Sumerian goddess kept her lover
waiting until she was properly prepared.94 He, of course, sees a cultic meaning
behind the passage.
The description of spring includes the blossoming flowers, the voice of the
turtledove (which spent the winter south of Palestine and returned with the first
verdure of spring in early April), and the ripening of the figs (vv. 12–13). The
maiden’s reticence may be suggested by the image of the dove in the clefts of
the rock, from which doves can hardly be coaxed when they are frightened (v.
14).
The Christian allegorist sees the bride rejoicing (2:8) in the approach of Christ
(John 3:29). He comes and calls her to Himself: “Let me see your form, let me
hear your voice” (2:14).95
Maiden (2:15–3:5). Though Ginsburg says the instructions of verse 15 were
given by the brothers who sent the maiden away from her lover, a more likely
possibility is that this is a song sung by the maiden in response to her beloved’s
request in verse 14 to let him hear her voice.96 It further serves the purpose of
expressing to her beloved her apprehension about circumstances or persons (we
cannot tell for certain what the foxes represent, except that they are detrimental
to the vineyard) that would destroy their beautiful relationship, described here
with the metaphor of vineyards in blossom.
The mutual relationship between the two lovers is summed up in verse 16a,
“My beloved is mine, and I am his,” and repeated in 6:3. Verse 16 may be a

monologue by the maiden, or an address to the court ladies, or a continuation of
the song begun in verse 15. Verse 17, however, is obviously spoken to her
beloved (“my beloved” is masculine), instructing him to go away until evening
when, apparently, his visit would be less likely detected. The expression “until
the day breathes” (NASB “until the cool of the day”) seems to refer to evening
(cf. Gen. 3:8, “at the breezy time of day,” rendered by the KJV and the NASB
“in the cool of the day”), as does also the clause “the shadows flee away.” The
description is synonymous with that of the lover in 2:9.
In the Christian allegorical view, verse 16 may be the church’s profession of
her relation to Christ.97
The faithful maiden either continues to reminisce or she relates a dream.98 The
allegorist has no special difficulty with the terms of this scene (e.g., the maiden
seeking her lover in bed beside her and her search for the shepherd within the
city) because he is not bound to explain the literal sense. Disappointed that her
beloved did not return in the evening as she had expected, she determined to
search for him. Upon entering the city or village, scarcely had she inquired of the
watchmen when she found him and took him to her mother’s house (v. 4).
Though the meaning of the adjuration is somewhat uncertain, the sense may be
that she entreats the court ladies not to solicit her love for another (v. 5).

Section Three (3:6–5:1)
Solomon had entered and offered his solicitations to the maiden in 1:9–11.
But he has not appeared again until now. We cannot tell where he has been, but
this scene describes his retinue as it approaches, most probably, Jerusalem.
Unidentified speaker(s) (3:6–11). The speakers in this passage are not
specified, nor can they be identified from their speech. Perhaps it is the maiden
or the court women speaking in verse 6. Verses 7–11 seem to be spoken by the
maiden. Someone asks who this is that is coming from the wilderness. The
approaching retinue arouses attention by the “pillars of smoke,” which were
either dust clouds created by the members of the party or, very likely, columns
of smoke from incense burned before the procession in the king’s honor.
The identification and description of the cortege in verses 7–10 leave no doubt
that King Solomon is the honored visitor. The king’s palanquin probably
resembled a couch on which the important person would sit or recline, covered
with a canopy and surrounded by curtains, which kept out the sun. It would be

borne by the king’s attendants.99 This one was extremely elaborate and
beautifully decorated by the women of Solomon’s court to show their love for
him (v. 10).
The final speaker in this passage instructs the women of Jerusalem to go forth
to see King Solomon, who wore a crown symbolic of his happiness. Since this
maiden has not, to our knowledge, become Solomon’s bride, this could not be
the wedding crown unless, of course, his intentions were to marry her on that
day. The latter might very well be suggested, thus heightening the suspense of
the story. The maiden is very close to being married to the king against her
wishes. Jewish bridegrooms and brides were customarily crowned with crowns
until the war against Rome in A.D. 70 when, as a sign of mourning, this custom
was adandoned.100
Solomon appears in the Christian allegorical view as a type of Christ. The
couch (3:7) may represent His church, and some would view the chariot (3:9–
10) as His human nature in which His divine nature rode.101
Solomon (4:1–5). Since Solomon’s cortege has just been seen, it seems
logical to identify him as the speaker here. Although the first part of verse 1
(“How beautiful … like doves”) is identical with 1:15, which we have suggested
was spoken by the shepherd lover, if our identification of this speaker is correct
(i.e., Solomon), then the maiden’s response to the two speeches (1:16–17 and
4:6) stands them in contrast to each other. The first was reciprocally affectionate,
whereas the second was a decision for reclusion.
Solomon praises the maiden with a sevenfold description of the beauty of her
body: her eyes, hair, teeth, lips and mouth, cheeks, neck, and breasts. The beauty
of the maiden is overwhelming, as is the speaker’s poetic imagery. Taking most
of his metaphors from nature, the king is nothing but complimentary of the
young woman. But the comparison of her neck to the “tower of David,” though
complimentary, leaves us wondering what tower he refers to. It seems to have
been used as an arsenal, or else the shields were merely decorative. Ezekiel
mentions such a custom in Tyre (Ezek. 27:11).
This descriptive section may be viewed allegorically as Christ’s description of
His espoused church. The eyes may be her ministers, the hair her comely
behavior, the teeth her ministers again, the lips her praise of God, the cheeks her
humility and modesty, the neck her faith, and her breasts the two testaments.102
Maiden (4:6). The speaker is the maiden, not Solomon. In 2:17 she had used
the same words to admonish her beloved to flee away. That the purpose of her
desire for reclusion may have been meditation is suggested by the imagery of
myrrh and frankincense, which were used in the Temple every morning and

evening (Ex. 30:34–38).103
Shepherd (4:7–16b). If we have three leading characters in the book, as the
material seems to suggest, the speaker’s recurring use of “bride” in reference to a
maiden who had not been given to him in betrothal would be strange indeed.
That Solomon would be the speaker in 4:1–5 seems natural because his cortege
was approaching prior to that passage (3:6–11). But the use of “bride” here
would point rather toward the shepherd as the speaker. In 2:17, after the maiden
had used the same language as in 4:6, she went out and sought her beloved
diligently, whereas here he actually appears following her statement. The fact
that he reappears unannounced is part of the literary style of the author.
The shepherd lover seeks to retrieve the maiden from the mountain retreat
where Solomon has taken her, a change of location of which we are totally
incognizant otherwise. The verb of verse 9 may mean “to make courageous” or
“to steal one’s heart” (NASB “made my heart beat faster”), since the Hebrew stem
(piel) may have either the intensive or privative sense.104 We agree with
Ginsburg that the intensive sense (“to make courageous”) is more meaningful
here,105 but must admit that if Solomon is thought to be the speaker, the
privative meaning (“to steal one’s heart”) would do as well.
The address of the maiden as “sister” is in keeping with Hebrew usage, which
sometimes speaks of one’s beloved with a familial term. That the wedding had
not been consummated and that the kind of love treated in the Song is not
promiscuous are clear from the beloved’s description of his betrothed as “a
garden locked” and “a spring sealed up” (v. 12). Oriental gardens and fountains
were customarily enclosed to prevent intruders. Very beautifully the lover
continues the metaphor of love as a garden by describing the extraordinary
contents, which included a freely flowing fountain (vv. 13–15).
Maiden (4:16c). In the first part of this verse the fact that the speaker still
refers to the maiden’s love as “my garden” suggests the shepherd as the speaker.
The last third of the verse, however, may be the maiden’s invitation to her
beloved to accept the love she offers:

May my beloved come into his garden
And eat its choice fruits.
The allegorical hermeneutic sometimes views 4:16 as a prayer for the Holy
Spirit upon the life of the church, a prayer that was answered in the descent of
the Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost (Acts 2).106

Shepherd (5:1). Here the maiden’s beloved evidently accepts his bride’s offer
of love. Though the verbs (come, gather, eat, drink) may be construed as past or
present, if 4:16c is the maiden’s offer of love, then this is appropriately read as
the bridegroom’s acceptance, and the verbs rendered as present tense. The call to
eat and drink is made either to friends gathered for the occasion or to the bride
and bridegroom. Whoever the addressees, this is a climactic point in the Song;
love has been mutually offered and accepted.

Section Four (5:2–8:4)
Maiden (5:2–8). The maiden has a dream in which she thinks her beloved
knocks at the door. The setting seems to be prior to marriage. When the shepherd
lover approaches the door, he tells her that he is drenched with the night dew (v.
2). But the maiden has retired for the night and hesitates to open the door.
However, once the beloved has quit knocking, she proceeds to open the door
only to find that he has gone away (vv. 5–6a). She then proceeds into the city to
look for him and is taken as a suspicious woman by the watchmen. Evidently in
an effort to free herself from them, she leaves her outer garment in their hands
(v. 7). This passage has details very similar to 3:1–4, which may also have been
a dream.
Delitzsch maintains that her search through the city rather than the fields is
fatal to the shepherd hypothesis.107 But we must remember that this was a
dream, not a report of reality. Therefore, the objection hardly stands up.
Although the dream has ended in verse 8, it seems so real still that she
requests the daughters of Jerusalem to tell him of her intense love if they see
him.
Matthew Henry’s presentation of the allegorical interpretation views this
scene as one of those occasions when the church’s ill behavior has caused Christ
to withdraw from her.108
Court women (5:9). The daughters of Jerusalem, moved by the deep devotion
of this maiden for her beloved, inquisitively ask what makes him special among
men. As Ginsburg has remarked, their question shows that Solomon was not the
beloved, for the question in reference to him would have been unnecessary.109
Maiden (5:10–16). In response to the women’s question, the maiden describes
her beloved, first by his beautiful complexion. Then, moving from his head
down, she draws a word picture of his body in the most splendid of metaphors,

summing up with the simile that his body is as strikingly beautiful as Lebanon,
which was known for its attractive vegetation, scenery, and mountains.
Court women (6:1). In 5:9 the daughters of Jerusalem asked the maiden what
made her beloved superior to other men; here they are again moved by her
description of him, and they ask his whereabouts so that they may seek him with
her.
Maiden (6:2–3). The maiden, probably growing suspicious of their
inquisitiveness, gives an evasive answer. Her beloved, she says, has gone down
into his garden, which may be a circumlocution for the field where he feeds his
flock, for he is a shepherd. Yet in 4:12 and 5:1, a “garden” is a symbol for the
maiden. She reaffirms their mutual pledge to each other, possibly in a
reactionary response to the offer of the other maidens to search for him with her.
The affirmation of verse 3 is a slightly altered duplication of 2:16.
By the allegorical view, those who seek Christ are directed toward Him (6:2–
3). He is to be found, not in the common places (streets, etc.), but in reclusion
apart from the world.110
Solomon (6:4–10). The terms of this speech suggest that Solomon is the
speaker, for he mentions his queens and concubines (vv. 8–9). Just as he had
interrupted at 1:9 after the maiden had inquired about her beloved’s whereabouts
in 1:7, so he again makes his entrance just when she has spoken of her lover. He
describes her beauty in terms of two cities, Tirzah in the Northern Kingdom, and
Jerusalem in the Southern. Tirzah was an important city, if not the capital, in the
Northern Kingdom at the time of Jeroboam I (1 Kings 14:17). It remained the
seat of the monarchy until the reign of Omri (887–876 B.C.), when he moved it
to Samaria (2 Kings 16:24). The word etymologically means “beauty,” and
Tirzah may have already had a reputation for its beauty even during the reign of
Solomon.
If we are correct in our assumption that the speaker of 4:1–5 was Solomon,
then the description of the maiden used here would reinforce that contention
because, with the exception of two or three words, the Hebrew text of 6:5b–6
and 4:1b–2 is a duplication. The substance of the court women’s praise of this
comely maiden is evidently given in verse 10.
If the text is viewed allegorically, then Christ has returned to His church,
having forgiven her sinful behavior.111
Maiden (6:11–12). The maiden may now relate how she came to be in
Solomon’s court. She had been inspecting the plants of the garden (probably
near her rural home) when she was abducted. Admittedly verse 12 is extremely
difficult and has confounded expositors. Pope renders it, “Unawares I was set/In

the chariot with the prince,” but his interpretation appeals to Ugaritic mythology
for enlightenment.112
Unidentified speaker(s) (6:13–7:6). The speaker may be the court women or
Solomon. This is the first time we have had the maiden referred to as
“Shulammite.” This has been traditionally identified with Shunem (modern
Arabic, “Sulem”), which was located in the Esdraelon plain within the tribal
claim of Issachar. Abishag the Shunammite, who was brought to the failing
David (1 Kings 1:3), and the Shunammite woman who befriended Elisha (2
Kings 4:8–37; 8:1–6) were probably from this town.
The place Mahanaim is not, to our knowledge, associated with any kind of
festival where sacred dancing was done. We do know, however, that such a
festival was held at Shiloh (Judg. 21:19). The maiden appears to enact some
such dance, and the description of her body is given as she performs. Harper,
however, contends that the women describe her body as they help her to dress in
the women’s apartments. Thus the purpose would be to move the maiden to
accept the king’s offer of love.113 Verse 5 would seem to support this view of
their purpose, but it does appear that the maiden performs some kind of dance
before the women and/or Solomon. The description begins with her feet and
moves upward (cf. the description in 4:1–5, where the movement was from the
head down).
Solomon (7:7–9). The clue that the speaker here is probably Solomon is found
in verse 5, where the king is mentioned. Whether the king witnessed the
maiden’s dancing, we cannot tell, but the metaphors resemble those used by the
king in 4:1–5 (cf. esp. 4:5 and 7:3). For the final time Solomon asks for her love.
He does not appear again.
Maiden (7:10–8:4). The Shulammite maiden rejects the king’s advances,
reaffirming her loyalty to another (v. 10). We may assume that the king
withdraws, for the maiden seems to engage in monologue, calling her beloved to
go away with her (v. 11). Her desire was still for her beloved (7:13), who, she
wishes, were like her brother so that she might show him her love without social
constraint (8:1–2).
For the third and last time she adjures the maidens not to attempt to draw her
affections away from her beloved (8:4; see 2:7; 5:8).
Viewed allegorically, in 7:1–9 Christ may again express His great love for His
church, followed by the church’s expression of delight in Him (7:10–13).
Subsequently she says that her desire is for more intimate communion with Him
(8:1–3), and adjures the daughters of Jerusalem not to interrupt that communion
(8:4).114

Section Five (8:5–14)
The scene changes from the court or palace to the countryside, where the
maiden and her lover now appear.
Unidentified speaker (8:5a). As in 3:6, we hear an unspecified voice
announcing the approach of the maiden, leaning upon her beloved. She is finally
rewarded for her fidelity by being united with him. At 3:6 this question
announced the approaching cortege of Solomon, whereas here it calls attention
to the approach of the simple maiden and her bridegroom. The Hebrew feminine
forms make the maiden’s identification certain. Here we sense a bit of the
satirical spirit in which this book is dedicated to Solomon. The pomp and
circumstance are absent from this occasion (cf. 3:7–11), but the intense desire of
love is fulfilled.
Maiden (8:5b—c). The Shulammite maiden addresses the shepherd lover (the
pronominal suffixes are masculine) and recounts their earlier moments of love
under a certain apple tree to which they have now returned (v. 5b).
Maiden (8:6–7). This seems to be the climax of the Song. It is a panegyric of
love, which rises to a summit, praising that genuine love that has been portrayed
in the Song, a love that is as strong as death, and a most vehement flame,115
which has its origin in God Himself. It cannot be quenched by a flood of waters,
nor can it be purchased with wealth, as Solomon had tried to do (1:11). The
word translated by several versions as “jealousy” in verse 6 does not have that
meaning here, but rather suggests “devout affection, ardent love.”116 The idea
seems to be that love, like Sheol, will not give up its object.
Unidentified speaker (8:8–9). The speaker may be the Shulammite maiden or
one of the brothers. Harper makes the attractive suggestion that the maiden
speaks and recalls the words of her harsh brothers when she was younger (cf.
1:6).117 In this view, the brothers had planned their protective strategy before
their sister was of the marriageable age.
Maiden (8:10–12). The bride now claims that she has proved to be an
impregnable wall of virtue. The brothers had said they would bestow high honor
upon her if she proved to be virtuous (v. 9).
In verses 11–12, the maiden continues to relate how Solomon had put at her
disposal a highly desirable and exquisite vineyard, but she had decided to keep
her own. She recites her rejection of the king’s overtures and acceptance of her
own humble but happy lot.
The location of Solomon’s vineyard is not known for certain. The name

“Baal-hammon” may have been created for effect (“master of wealth”),118 but if
so it would seem strange that the other proper names do not seem to be so
created. It may have been located in the environs of Jerusalem.
Shepherd and maiden (8:13–14). The shepherd calls upon the maiden to sing
a song, which she actually does in verse 14. In 2:14 her beloved had asked to
hear her voice, and she had ended that song (2:17) with almost the exact words
we have here.
The Christian allegorical view sees 8:13–14 as the temporary parting of Christ
and His church, He to go to heaven (“mountains of spices”) and she to remain on
the earth (“the garden”). She pleads with Him to hasten His return.119
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PREFACE

To

be a prophet,” said Abraham Heschel, “is both a distinction and an
affliction.”1 Writing a book about them is hardly otherwise. The deep
satisfaction of studying the words of some of history’s most profound
spokesmen is indescribable. But so is the deep anguish of the message they
delivered to their ancient audience with its application for the modern world.
Their call to righteousness, their summons to fasten social structures to the
character of an ethical God, and their insistent proclamation that the Lord’s
patience would not endure forever, even though in the end sin could not outdo
His grace or undo His love—those were emphatic precepts that the prophets
iterated and reiterated to their world, precepts that still have not lost their potent
relevance.
The satisfaction of learning from others who have pored over the prophetic
oracles along with the anguish of trying to represent them fairly and to learn
from their erudition as well as their theological anomalies are part of the mixed
package of writing a book on the prophets. Their erudition has taught me far
more than their anomalies, and to my teachers who have instructed me both from
the lectern and the published page, I am inexpressibly grateful. I hope they can
find gratification in the positive features of this book while letting the
responsibility for its contraventions rest squarely on my shoulders.
Our technological distance from the age of the prophets is almost a
measureless chasm. From ancient writing methods to the modern computer is an
expanse that can hardly be appreciated even by those who have been liberated
from pen and page to the efficiences of word processing. Yet God forbid that we
should make the mistake of assuming that efficiency and technology have
removed us also from the demands of the prophets’ God, who comprehends the
broad time expanse that technology has made so wide. At this point I gratefully
acknowledge those who have assisted me in writing the manuscript until my own
computer skills matured. Mrs. Jane Marston typed portions of the manuscript
from my rough copy, and Mrs. Mary Lou McCurdy put portions of it into the

computer. Their technical skills and their personal friendship have given a
dimension to the manuscript that only I can readily discern but from which the
reader will also unconsciously profit.
In addition, my graduate assistants have contributed to the growth of this book
at various levels: Henry Sun, Brad Blue, and James Cole-man. Their help has
freed me to concentrate on the task of research and writing. Another person who
deserves far more thanks than a line of text can provide is my friend and former
student Don Patrick, who did the footwork for the bibliography. Members of my
family also merit much thanks for their patience with me. My wife, Rhonda, has
at times felt that her husband and the computer were synonymous, and my
children, Scott and Becky, have often wished that their father would allow them
more computer time for their playful moods. Finally, I am heartily grateful to the
Board of Trustees of Wheaton College for a sabbatical leave in the fall of 1984,
when much of this work was accomplished.
A notable part of the distinction of writing this book has been that I have done
it as an offering of thanksgiving for my parents, Erbie L. and Agnes C. Bullock,
whose love for God and faithfulness to His church and their family of six
children have indelibly recorded their names in the roster of those “of whom the
world was not worthy.”
The value of the Hebrew prophets has been assessed and weighed by three
millennia of history, and thankfully they, being dead, yet speak. The distinction
and the affliction are still part of their legacy. If writing this book brings the
minutest participation in that legacy, even if it be overweighted more with
affliction than distinction, and if the God whose will the prophets sought to
proclaim has been glorified, the effort expended has been well worthwhile.
1. Abraham J. Heschel, The Prophets (New York: Harper & Row, 1962), 1:17–
18.
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1

INTRODUCTION

The focus of this study is the latter prophets, as they are known in the Jewish
canon, or the major and minor prophets, as they have come to be called in the
Christian canon.
The plan of this book is to follow a historical line through the literary
prophets, to the degree that it is visible to modern scholarship. Of course, all
scholars do not agree on such fundamental issues as the date, authorship, and
literary integrity of the books and their component parts. Those matters will be
discussed in some detail in the chapters that follow. My attempt to line the
prophets and their books up on a time line rather than treating them in the
canonical order carries an element of risk, but it seems worth the venture in
order to see the cultural, theological, and historical interrelationships that existed
among the canonical prophets. This perspective is not easily appreciated by
either the beginner in prophetic studies or the advanced student who
concentrates on the prophets book by book and never sees the broad picture,
with the individual prophets in their historical and theological niches.
Though the prophets were not given to quoting one another by name, they did
draw upon one another, some more than others. Once that dependence is
recognized, a new view of the prophetic movement emerges. They were not lone
individualists who knew nothing and cared nothing for what others who bore the
name “prophet” had said. Rather, they saw themselves in a line of succession
and were aware of the tradition they had received from their predecessors.

THREE ERAS OF PROPHETS

The prophets spoke to Israel in times of crisis. In fact, historical and moral
crisis, if the list of canonical prophets is any indication, called them forth. Had
there been no crisis, there would have been little need for the prophets. When the
list of literary prophets is posted, it will be noted that they are clustered around
critical historical events or eras.
The historical continuum of Israel’s history from the eighth to the fifth
centuries B.C. can be sketched, even if roughly, in the literary prophets. Three
centers, corresponding to the three international eras, bring them into sharp
focus. Or, it might as accurately be said that the literary prophets bring three
historical centers into sharp focus.
The first category includes those of the Neo-Assyrian period, whose attention
fell upon the circumstances leading up to and the conditions following the fall of
the Northern Kingdom (Israel) in 722 B.C. The constellation of prophets who
assessed the moral and theological climate that led to the end of Israel was
constituted by Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah. In varying ways but with
sympathetic insight, they saw the end of Israel and its implications for Judah.
The critical nature of this era had much to do with the preservation of the
prophetic oracles as sacred literature. Although Jonah was not preoccupied with
that event and obviously belongs on the periphery of this era, it might be said
that the judgment he reluctantly saw submerged in Yahweh’s compassionate
nature reemerged in the era of this prophetic constellation.
The second group of prophets is composed of those of the Neo-Babylonian
era, whose focus marked out the attendant circumstances and succeeding
conditions of the fall of the Southern Kingdom (Judah) in 586 B.C. At the end of
the Assyrian period, when the shifting lines of international domination blurred
and then cleared again with the rise of the Chaldean-inspired Babylonian empire,
some of the most powerful and discerning voices of history addressed the
developing crisis. Zephaniah, Jeremiah, Habakkuk, Nahum, Ezekiel, and
Obadiah contributed their distinctive insights to their contemporaries and
delivered their message from the Lord to Judah. The tragic model of Israel and
her adamant persistence in idolatry was like a dark, foreboding cloud that settled
over Judah. With the passing of time historical memory faded; the tragedy of
722 diminished as a moral example, and Judah stood on the same treacherous
precipice as had her sister Israel. This group of prophets, with irresistible

compulsion, tried to coax Judah away from the edge of the abyss and announced
the bad news of what would happen if she did not move back into the safety
zone of covenantal observance. Yet thankfully the news was not all bad, for the
fall of Jerusalem, at a certain point as inevitable as Samaria’s fall, carried a
message of hope that Judah would miraculously revive.
After the Exile, during the Persian period, the third group of prophets built
upon that hope. They set forth Yahweh’s new order as Babylonian austerity
passed into Persian indulgence. With a new landlord, Judah’s fortunes, partly
smothered in the long exile but kept alive by religious enthusiasts, took a turn for
the better. The decree of Cyrus in 538 B.C. marked the beginning of that era. The
first faint flurry of hope might even be traced to the release of Jehoiachin from
prison after the death of Nebuchadnezzar in 562 B.C. Daniel, Haggai, Zechariah,
Joel, and Malachi in their respective ways articulated the hope and implicated
the changing conditions of the first hundred years of post-exilic life in Judah.
The ebbing tide of history had fallen to its lowest mark in the fall of Jerusalem, a
disaster once popularly thought to be impossible. The rise of Cyrus after the
Exile represented the incoming tide of Judean history.

THE PRELIMINARY STAGES

The roots of prophecy are deeply imbedded in Israel’s history and in the
culture of the ancient Near East. From patriarchal times eminent leaders gave
guidance to the people of God. The patriarchal mode of leadership developed in
a later era into the charismatic guidance of Moses and Joshua and the judges.
When such leaders led Israel, the need for prophets was minimal, although the
prophetic phenomenon was known even during those eras (Num. 11:24–30;
Deut. 18:15–22). However, from the closing phase of the period of the judges to
the end of the biblical period as it is recorded in the Old Testament (OT), the
word of the prophet is one of the most distinctive traits of Israelite culture and
religion.
Four terms were applied to individuals, both men and women, who
demonstrated prophetic traits: “man of God” (’îsh hā-elōhîm), “seer” (rō’eh),
“visionary” (hozeh), and “prophet” (nābî’). The word “diviner” or “soothsayer”
(qōsōm) is used of those who practiced formal divination, perhaps using lots or
other methods of discerning the will of the deity, but that term was not applied to
those prophets who receive legitimate sanction in the OT. The terms “seer” and
“visionary” (rō’eh and hōzeh) are descriptive of the individual’s experience, the
first emphasizing the extraordinary insight that came to the prophets, and the
second the method of reception by means of visions or dreams. The terms “seer”
and “man of God” are both attested in the case of Samuel (1 Sam. 9:9), the
former term being the older of the two. The implication of the phrase “man of
God” is that the person was possessed by God for special service. In the
transition period between the nonliterary (those whose words have not been
preserved in books that carry their names) and literary prophets (those whose
words have been preserved in written form under their respective names), little
distinction can be detected between the terms “man of God” and “prophet”
(nābî).1 With the dawn of literary prophecy, however, the Hebrew term nābî
became the common name for the prophet. Some scholars believe the word came
into disrepute in the time of Amos, inciting him to protest the allegation that he
was a nābî. His protestation, however, was more likely provoked by the motives
that the priest Amaziah attributed to his ministry in Bethel—that he was there to
earn his bread. The reply of Amos in which he explains his real occupation
supports that interpretation (Amos 7:14–15).
A bygone generation of scholars deprecated the predictive or “foretelling”

element in the prophets in favor of the “forthtelling” role.2 The Septuagint
(LXX) translation of the word nābî as prophētēs (one who speaks for, in behalf
of) has been cited as evidence that the prophets were “forthtellers” rather than
“foretellers.” Yet that word is quite a general term and does not capture the
entire function of the nābî in itself. Although it can accurately be said that the
prophets were basically preachers—that is, that they spoke to their own times
and situations, interpreting current events of history in light of God’s will for
Israel—the predictive element was a distinctive part of their message (Amos
3:7). Subtract that and, as Alfred Guillaume has said, they would become
preachers and not prophets.3

Origins of Prophecy
The origins of Hebrew prophecy have been variously traced to Canaanite,
Egyptian, and Arabic sources, but more recently attention has shifted to
Mesopotamia, especially the ancient city of Mari,4 for enlightenment on the
phenomenon of Hebrew prophecy. The Mari texts, dating from the first half of
the second millennium B.C., are particularly interesting in their exposure of a
group of prophets, both men and women, who practiced intuitive divination.
That is, they were not practitioners in the standard techniques of divination but
were dependent upon inspiration for their oracles, much in the same way as the
Hebrew prophets.5 Found in administrative records, their oracles were short and
limited to materials relating to the reign of King Zimrilim. As a consequence of
the nature of those texts and their direct relation to the royal court, we do not get
as full a picture of the Mari prophets as we do of the Hebrew prophets. Further,
the documents of Mari were most likely preserved within the royal court,
whereas those of the Hebrew literary prophets were for the most part preserved
apart from the court, thus exercising a kind of independence from the kings.
The evidence is still insufficient to draw any confident conclusion regarding
the origins of Hebrew prophecy. The one thing that can be said confidently is
that prophecy, like temple and sacrifice, was a general phenomenon in the
ancient world of the Bible. The attempt to trace its origins to any one culture
outside of Israel is no more possible than it would be to trace Mari or Canaanite
prophecy to its derivation. So far as the OT generally and the prophets
particularly were concerned, prophecy had its origins in the call of Yahweh.
Through the prophets He revealed His will for Israel and spoke His Word of

judgment and salvation. To be sure, it was not a unique phenomenon. Yet
although the study of parallels may produce useful results, the question of
origins remains unanswered. The best and most illuminating sources for
understanding Hebrew prophecy are found in the OT itself.

Nonliterary Prophecy
Running parallel to literary prophecy in its earlier phase was the preliterary or
nonliterary prophetic movement, so called because it did not leave a literary
legacy, except as it impinged upon the history and fortunes of the monarchy (as
found in Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles). Judging from OT literature, the
prophets did not become a significant factor in religious history until the rise of
the monarchy. Samuel was both a transitional and foundational figure in that
process. The records of nonliterary prophecy are not entirely lost to us, for they
are interwoven into the histories of Israel as they are told in the books of Samuel,
Kings, Chronicles, Ezra, and Nehemiah.
In fact, the author of Kings viewed the prophetic movement as the only hope
of reformation in the Northern Kingdom, particularly in view of the religious
apostasy and moral corruption of the northern monarchy for which Jeroboam I
established the determining and insurmountable precedent. The religious reforms
that were instigated in the north were the direct result of such courageous
prophets as Elijah and Elisha. But in the view of the writer of Kings, virtually no
reforming elements originated with the northern kings themselves. In stark
contrast, the religious and social reforms in the Southern Kingdom, ruled by the
Davidic dynasty whose beginnings and continued existence were tied directly to
prophetic authority, originated with the kings. That is especially evident in the
religious revivals initiated by Asa, Jehoshaphat, Hezekiah, and Josiah. The only
literary prophets mentioned by the author of the book of Kings are Jonah and
Isaiah. Thus not even honorable mention of the majority of the literary prophets
is part of the plan of that writer. That silence is an enigma. Its explanation,
however, is probably to be found in the purpose of the book, especially its deep
respect for the legitimacy of the Davidic dynasty, which came into being through
the instrumentality of the prophets, particularly Samuel and Nathan. The
author’s main interest lay in the Judean monarchy and its internal power to
survive and revive. Perhaps the author wrote his history as a record of hope that
David’s house would rise again. The release of Jehoiachin from prison, with
which the book ends, implies that hope.

The main sources of our knowledge about the nonliterary prophets, the books
of Samuel and Kings, disclose the public life of those individuals. But like their
literary successors (sometimes called the classical prophets), they had their
private lives too. They maintained private domiciles, where they were on
occasion consulted (1 Kings 14:4; also 13:18). However, their understudies, the
“sons of the prophets,” maintained some kind of communal existence. We see
them involved in a unified effort to move their residence to the Jordan River
during the time of Elisha (2 Kings 6:1–7). Yet, in light of 2 Kings 4:1 it seems
safe to assume that they led a life with the ingredients of that of a private citizen.
Here the wife of one of the sons of the prophets appeals to Elisha on behalf of
her two children, whom her dead husband’s creditor threatens to enslave.
Some evidence points to the receipt of fees for prophetic services. That was
certainly true of the court prophets, and in some cases it may have been true of
others. In 1 Samuel 9:8 Saul’s servant had money to pay for the services of
Samuel to locate the asses of Kish. So also Jeroboam sent a gift by his wife
when she went to inquire of Ahijah (1 Kings 14:3). Such a practice was even
known by Ben-hadad of Syria, for he sent Elisha a gift by Hazael when he
wanted to know whether he would recover from his sickness (2 Kings 8:8). Yet
we should also note that these prophets could not be manipulated by
remuneration. Elisha refused to accept the gift that Namaan brought him when
he requested healing of his leprosy (2 Kings 5:16),6 and his servant Gehazi was
struck with leprosy when he accepted the gift (vv. 24–27).
The psychological orientation of the nonliterary prophets reveals that they
sometimes had ecstatic experiences, especially in association with the bands of
prophets (1 Sam. 10:5–13). They were given to dreams, visions, ecstasy, and
divining. The word of Yahweh to Micaiah ben Imlah took the form of a vision (1
Kings 22:13–23), and Yahweh’s word to Nathan regarding the construction of
the Temple was described as “in accordance with all these words and all this
vision” (2 Sam. 7:17). The visions often occurred at night.7
Generally these prophets were not concerned with moral issues as such,
except as they had a direct bearing upon the destiny and welfare of Israel. So
although they spoke to individuals rather than the nation, their fundamental
concern was national destiny. In that sense the literary or classical prophets were
truly their spiritual successors. The non-literary prophets were a kind of
conscience to the king, admonishing him to faithfulness to Yahweh. There was
no set pattern of consultation. Kings called on prophets, and prophets called on
kings.

THE PROPHETS AND THEIR CULTURE

We cannot ignore the basic fact that the prophets found their legitimacy and
valid credentials first of all in Yahweh’s call. The prophetic call is the
frontispiece of several of the prophetic books (Hosea, Jeremiah, Ezekiel), and
Amos and Isaiah record their calls later in the collection of their oracles (Amos
7; Isa. 6). The book of Jonah is a treatise on the call and execution of the
prophetic office. Even where the prophetic call is never formally recorded, it is
nevertheless imbedded in the books in the form of the reception formulas, which
fix the prophet’s word as the Word of the Lord (“Thus says the Lord” and
others). The importance of Yahweh’s call of the prophet cannot be exaggerated.
Even when a record of the formal call has not survived among a given prophet’s
oracles, we must nevertheless assume that his audience was somehow assured of
his credentials.
It has been said that history makes the man, and that was true with the
prophets. Of course, the man also makes history, and that was true of the
prophets as well. Which perspective was more important is impossible to
determine. They are complementary perspectives. I will discuss four of the
forces working within the culture that shaped the prophets and were shaped by
them: historical events, the monarchy, idolatry, and social oppression.8

Of History and Prophets
History was intimate with the prophets, an intimacy that partially stemmed
from their deep relationship to the Lord of history. Yahweh had entered into the
historical process to protect His vital interests in the world He created. Israel was
at once the end and means of His actions, and the prophets were the witnesses of
His vital concerns. Unlike the nature religion of Canaan, Yahweh’s revelation
came through historical events. The prophets were patrons of that conviction,
and their insistent preaching, even if it did not turn the nation to repentance,
fortified the faith against the naturalism of the Baal cult. In the long run they
preserved this vital element, which has been passed on to Judaism and
Christianity.
Vying for the helm of Israel’s spiritual craft, the prophets frequently

positioned themselves against the power structures of priesthood and monarchy.
They attempted to steer Israel through the narrow straits of political uncertainty
and moral inexactitude. One only wonders what horrible thing might have
happened to Israel that did not in fact happen—perish the thought!—if the
prophets had not guided the nation through much historical change.
Assyria, buzzing like a swarm of bees, alighted upon Israel in the eighth
century and left the Northern Kingdom stunned beyond recovery and the
Southern Kingdom put on notice that her future hinged only on the contingency
of spiritual change. That was the message of history as read by the eighthcentury prophets. The two groups that stood to benefit most from the disaster of
722 B.C., the Jerusalem priests and Judean kings, still were not the major
initiators of change that evoked God’s mercy. Hezekiah’s reform that followed
this catastrophe, it might be admitted, temporarily staved off a like disaster for
Judah. But his despicable son, Manasseh, reversed his father’s policies and put
the nation in jeopardy again. Yet the prophets were stabilizers of national
destiny, or so they sought to be. They were present and speaking when kings
clammed up and shut their eyes to the signs of the times.
Perhaps we should not overrate the prophets’ objectivity, because they had
their special interests. But life viewed through Yahweh’s covenantal demands
was, from a theological point of view, as objective as one could be. So the
prophets spoke not theirs but Yahweh’s Word. They were in line for no political
advantage and sought no permanent institutional power. Through divine
revelation they foresaw the crisis of 722 B.C. and sought to steer the survivors
through it. Amos announced the awful day and its unavoidable consequences,
“as when a man flees from a lion,/And a bear meets him” (Amos 5:19). Hosea,
caught between divine judgment and incomparable love, declared the severance
of Israel’s covenantal status but reaffirmed the hope of a future with Yahweh.
The Babylonians, the greedy successors of international dominance, played
their role against Judah as meticulously as Assyria had done against Israel.
Zephaniah, standing in the position that Amos had occupied in the Assyrian era,
announced the Day of the Lord for Judah, and proponents of that message were
found also in Jeremiah, Habakkuk, and Ezekiel. With their unstoppable army the
Babylonians marched against Judah. Pawns of Yahweh’s wrath and instruments
of His irresistible power, in 586 those pagans reiterated the disaster of 722 on a
more southerly latitude and again proved that the prophets were justified in their
spiritual discernment.
Yet the hope that had from the beginning of literary prophecy been
irrepressible began to take a more distinct form in the message of Ezekiel and
later in the visions of Daniel and Zechariah and the oracles of Haggai, Joel, and

Malachi. Now that the Day of the Lord had come for Judah as well as for Israel,
when would its counterpart arrive for the nations and the unadulterated blessings
of the new order be showered upon the Lord’s remnant? The question was
renewed and the answer formulated afresh in the postexilic era when Cyrus, the
Lord’s shepherd, aroused new hopes that the anticipated era of restoration had
dawned. Indeed it had, but not to the extent that Isaiah had described it. In fact,
the horrible thought of the Day of the Lord was reintroduced by Joel to remind
the reforming nation that moral demands were still part of God’s program for
Israel and that judgment always loomed when moral obedience and cultic purity
were not observed. The Persian era was one of hope.
The prophets were pawns of no power structures and represented no vested
interests—except the irresistible power of God and the vital interests that He had
vested in Israel through the Sinai covenant. “The Lord took me from following
the flock” (Amos 7:15), and “The Lord God has spoken! / Who can but
prophesy?” (Amos 3:8b)—these were the trademarks of that irresistible force
that moved the prophets. “Then in my heart it becomes like a burning fire / Shut
up in my bones; And I am weary of holding it in, / And I cannot endure it” (Jer.
20:9) was Jeremiah’s expression of the same inner compulsion. His reluctance
that preceded his response was the reversal of Isaiah’s response that preceded his
reluctance: “Here am I. Send me!” and “Lord, how long?” (Isa. 6:8, 11).
No figure was out of the prophets’ speaking range. Amos’s words reached to
the defiant ears of King Jeroboam, Isaiah’s challenge to the impious Ahaz, and
Jeremiah’s words of doom to the impervious Jehoiakim. Even the kings of
foreign nations, at least theoretically, came within earshot of the prophets’
oracles.
The symbolic actions of the prophets were a sign of their involvement in the
historical process. Isaiah’s naked promenade, Hosea’s marriage to a harlot,
Jeremiah’s wearing of an ox’s yoke, and Ezekiel’s extended repose all fall in that
category. The prophets could no more extricate themselves from history than the
Lord Himself could. They blended into the brocade. Just how effective they were
in turning the course of history is a matter of debate. Certainly they did not
achieve the goal of bringing Israel to repentance and thus averting the national
disasters of 722 and 586. But in the long range of history they were proved right
and their opponents wrong. History became their vindicator.
The prophets’ interest in the future grew out of deep theological conviction.
They believed the ideal for society was laid down in covenantal legislation of the
past. Justice and righteousness, which the law prescribed as the pillars of a
theocratic society, were to be the order of every age. The present found its
anchorage and preshadowing in the past. As has been observed, psychologically

and terminologically the OT has its face to the past and its back to the future.
Society should perpetually reflect the ideals set forth in the law, a law that was
itself imparted by the prophet Moses: “But by a prophet the Lord brought Israel
from Egypt, and by a prophet he was kept” (Hos. 12:13). In Hosea’s view, law
and prophecy were forever united in Moses. Rejection of the law was
tantamount to rejection of prophecy, and so exactly did he see the prophets as
representatives of the covenantal position that the opposite could also be said—
rejection of prophecy signaled rejection of the law. Yet it was the quality of that
legislation, not its quantity, that Israel had rejected; “Though I wrote for him ten
thousand precepts of My law, they are regarded as a strange thing” (Hos. 8:12).
The detached relationship to the law, exhibited in a continuous chain of legal
violation and moral transgression, was Jeremiah’s concern when he analyzed his
society and predicted the day when the law would be written on tablets of flesh
rather than tablets of stone (Jer. 31:31–34). Therefore, when society deviated
from the covenantal norm, the prophets called Israel back to it and anticipated a
reformed order in the future.
Their corrective program called for the establishment of justice up and down
the social ladder, especially to widows and orphans and the socially oppressed.
Through a reformation of the legal system, corrupted by greed and bribery, a
new order of justice could come. That was not bare social reform divested of
religious underpinnings. The prophets had no such concept. The new age would
begin with the reforming forces of moral change in the present and climax with
the dramatic new day of peace, justice, righteousness, and holiness, with Israelite
political and religious domination of the world. Repentance, which the prophets
demanded in unalloyed genuineness, could effect a drastic turn in Israel’s
fortunes and redirect the forces of history for the shaping of the new order. That
order would be geographically located in this world with Jerusalem as the
religious center. To her the nations would turn in order to acquire a knowledge
of the Lord.
Not historians in the technical sense, the prophets displayed an interest in
future events that was tied to the concerns of the present. It is erroneous to
assume, as was done by an earlier generation of scholars, that the predictive
element was extraneous to prophetic preaching. On the contrary, the future was a
vital part of prophetic theology. Yet repentance did not occur in broad enough
proportions to alter Yahweh’s plans for judgment. Therefore, judgment was
unavoidable. It was both punitive and rehabilitative. In the absence of general
repentance, the prophets expected divine intervention on a scale like that of the
Exodus to put the society back in order. The new day would come no less as a
result of God’s self-initiated action than the deliverance from Egypt. Thus,

although built upon the present order, the future would be drastically different
from it.
Furthermore, the prophetic future was both immediate and remote. The depth
of their view is not readily discernible because the prophets merged the present
and future so unpretentiously in their descriptions of time. The line of division is
faint, and the time elements of the prophetic books—that is, whether a statement
applies to the past, present, or future—is a critical hermeneutical issue. It is my
opinion that there was a remote future involved in prophetic eschatology. Thus
statements with future implications did not always involve events just around the
next bend in the road. When that future had come to pass, it would definitely
have similarities to the present order.
The trophy of prophetic preaching was not the decline and fall of the Israelite
and Judean states. That was a message they reluctantly proclaimed; they hoped
against hope that it would not happen. Rather, their triumph was the survival of
the people of God in the Exile and the restoration of the Judean state in the
postexilic period. Whereas the Assyrian and Babylonian disasters proved their
message of woe to be well founded, the turn of events in the Persian era proved
their message of weal also to be motivated in the divine will. Most of the
preexilic prophets had a major interest in the era of restoration.

Of Kings and Prophets
Within Israelite society the strongest power structure with which the prophets
had to deal was the monarchy, first of the United Kingdom (Saul, David, and
Solomon) and then of the separate monarchies of Israel and Judah.
The kingship came into being through the intermediate agency of the prophet
Samuel (1 Sam. 8); Saul, the nation’s first king, participated in the ecstatic
practices of the prophets of his day (1 Sam. 10:1–13). The importance of Samuel
as a transition figure is strongly emphasized in the first book of Samuel, and his
precedent-setting role of making the kingly office responsive to the prophet
should be noted well. The model can be seen in the reign of David with Nathan’s
transmission of Yahweh’s master plan for building the Temple (2 Sam. 7) and
his aggressive role in putting Solomon on the throne (1 Kings 1:22–48).
Amid the uncertainties that marked the end of Solomon’s reign, Ahijah of
Shiloh fanned the fire of secession and offered Jeroboam a five-sixths share of
tribal loyalty (1 Kings 11:29–40). When civil war threatened to deepen the
schism after Solomon’s death, Shemaiah, the man of God, sued for peace and

averted Rehoboam’s plans for war against the north (12:21–24).
Jeroboam’s religious apostasy, centralized in Dan and Bethel, brought the
anonymous man of God from Judah to announce that a Judean king would bring
an end to the apostate priesthood (1 Kings 13:1–10).
The interaction of prophets and kings in the preliterary stage came to a climax
in the relations between Elijah and Elisha and the Israelite kings. Especially did
Elijah’s zealous ministry for Yahwism concentrate upon restoring national
loyalty to the ancient God of Israel. With unprecedented success against
Baalism, aided by the reform movement of the Rechabite Jehonadab (2 Kings
10:15–17), Elijah dealt a devastating blow to the alliance between the northern
monarchy and Baalism. Sadly, however, it did not endure.
It has been proposed that the prophets after the division of the kingdom, at
least down to the eighth century, were proponents of national reunion.9 That
element was likely an integral part of their platform, but their interests were
broader than that. They were basically religious, calling for the purge of pagan
elements from the national religion. They were politically inclined but
religiously motivated. The two were paired.
The role of the preliterary prophets in national emergencies is indisputable,
but we should reiterate that their motive was basically religious. Samuel,
architect of a new age and government, recalled Yahweh’s miraculous
deliverance from Egypt and His ensuing care. He asserted the principle that
faithfulness to Yahweh’s commandment was the path to national prosperity (1
Sam. 12:6–17). As already noted, Elijah’s theological diplomacy called for the
same platform (1 Kings 18:18). It should be no surprise, therefore, that the first
of the classical prophets, Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah, were intensely
interested in the monarchy. Amaziah of the Bethel priesthood sized up Amos’s
message as conspiracy against Jeroboam II (Amos 7:10). Hosea condemned the
northern monarchy as illegitimate (Hos. 8:4), and Micah envisioned the rise of a
future ruler from the unpretentious town of Bethlehem (Mic. 5:2). Isaiah, among
those prophets, was most directly involved with the monarchy. He personally
challenged Ahaz to ask a sign of Yahweh (Isa. 7:3–17) and was chief prophetic
counsel to Hezekiah (36–39).
Yet it should be noted, as will be developed further in the discussion on Jonah,
that with the literary prophets the addressees of the divine oracles were less
frequently kings and more often the population at large. It is very likely that the
prophets carried their message directly to the people in the hope that they would
repent and instigate national reform. That strategy was logical in view of the
failure of the monarchy to instigate lasting reform. As noted above, the author of
Kings saw the Judean monarchy as a source of religious reform, but at the same

time the monarchy, particularly as represented by Manasseh, was the cause of
the fall of the state. In its hands was the power to turn the nation toward good or
evil.

Of Gods and Prophets
The books of Kings and the majority opinion of the literary prophets are in
agreement that the fall of the Judean state was a result of idolatry in its various
forms. After Hezekiah’s courageous reforms that turned Judah in a divergent
direction from the recently fallen Israelite state, his son Manasseh’s reversal of
the reforms inalterably determined the fate of the nation (2 Kings 21:10–16;
23:26–27; 24:3–4).
Especially was the prophetic opposition strong against the form of idolatry
known as Baalism, a fertility cult that the Israelites found deeply rooted in the
native culture of Canaan at the time of the settlement. The alleged suzerainty of
the god Baal over the land of Canaan came into conflict with prophetic belief
that Yahweh was Lord of the land. The prophets were keenly aware that He had
brought the Israelites out of Egypt and caused them to inherit the Promised
Land. The Exodus and the conquest were lodged in prophetic memory and
belonged to that same line of tradition that gloried in the rise of Nazirites and
prophets as Yahweh’s agents (Amos 2:9–12).
Both the prophetic view and that of Kings were grounded in the Mosaic
understanding of the sovereignty of the Lord and His demand for exclusive
worship (Ex. 20:3–6; Deut. 5:7–10). In fact, the fundamental problem with
idolatry was its defiance of God’s sovereign rule over His world. Isaiah, for
example, emphasized the Creator’s right to rule the world and to demand honor
from His creatures (Isa. 40:12–31).
The worship of idols violated another critical principle in OT religion. It
disregarded the ethical undergirdings of Yahwism. Basic human relationships,
defined and guarded in the Pentateuch, were broken down in the Baal cult. The
boundaries that secured family ties, especially sexual regulations, were erased by
the fertility rites performed in the pagan sanctuaries. The ethical demands of
justice and righteousness, with their implications for the court of law and the
marketplace, lost their tenacity within Baalism. Its fundamental moral
assumptions were in contradiction to those of prophetic persuasion. Idolatry
summed up all that was wrong with Israel. Somewhere in its mystic anatomy
was a cavity where every sin had its fullest expression and found its perfect lair.

It is generally recognized that the Exile cured Judah of her idolatry.10 A
painful cure, to be sure, the deep soul reflection that caused the covenant people
to abandon paganism as a religious option was one of the monumental
accomplishments of the prophets. In addition to predicting the catastrophe, they
offered the monotheistic explanation that originated in the Sinai revelation.
The popular religion set forth in the Pentateuch was basically a priestly
religion. It did not develop in the Exile, as the Wellhausen school has
propagandized. (Julius Wellhausen’s formalization of critical thinking on the
Pentateuch, known as the documentary hypothesis, advanced the idea that four
distinct documents—J, E, D, and P—went into the final composition of the
Pentateuch in the postexilic era. In his view, the prophets were strongly
influential in shaping OT religion that had its crowning expression in the
Pentateuch.) The relationship of the prophets to it has been explained as a
creative role. That we can readily affirm, for the prophets were not mere
reflectors of an ancient theology. With creative insight they proclaimed the
Word of God. Among their theological developments was the eschatology that
described Israel’s future as the renewal of historical events, such as the Exodus,
wilderness, and conquest.
However, the prophets’ role was not genetic in the sense that they created OT
religion. Although it is legitimate to speak of prophetic religion, it should be
remembered that its base rested upon Mosaic foundations. The monotheism of
Mosaism moved the prophets to announce judgment and salvation oracles within
the context of the faith. Whether they formally engaged the curse-blessing
literary form for their oracles is an arguable point. However, the curse-blessing
motif was inscribed on the prophetic mind, and the assumption that the people of
God accepted that theological premise is clear, for the literary prophets did not
try to prove the premise. When announcing judgment, the justification they gave
was the sins of the nation. They did not need to explain that sin deserved
judgment. That was popularly assumed. Even when the false security of the
eighth century had grown up around the concept of election, the prophets found
compelling warrant within the ancient faith to base security upon the
contingency of moral obedience (Deut. 28). The point is that prophetic
monotheism and its opposition to idolatry was not an innovation of the eighth
and subsequent centuries. Its roots were anchored deeply in convenantal
theology of the Mosaic era.

Of Social Oppression and Prophets

The Israelite settlement in Canaan and the gradual assimilation of Canaanite
civilization created a social problem for the fledgling nation, that of a new class.
As the tribal organization and the collective solidarity that went with it began to
dissolve, the individual and his interests became more evident. The right to hold
private property and the practice of amassing wealth were both recognized and
practiced by the Hebrews in Canaan. Thus we have the basis for class distinction
between the rich and the poor.11
The Israelite monarchy played no small part in deepening class distinctions.
David left a kingdom that stretched from the Euphrates River to the
Mediterranean Sea and from Dan to Beersheba (1 Kings 5:4–5). With Egypt and
Assyria at a low political ebb, Israel was at peace. Thus the people could develop
their agricultural or pastoral production. Julian Morgenstern suggests that that
was the period when Israel began producing more than her people utilized for
their own needs. Such commodities could be bartered for things the people did
not themselves produce. The merchant interest would explain the motives of
David’s and Solomon’s friendly relations with the Phoenicians (cf, e.g., 1 Kings
5).12
Yet not all of the people enjoyed the same prosperity. Cities became more
important as business and cultural centers of exchange. A definite class interest
began to assert itself. The rich became richer and the poor became poorer. A
society that only two or three centuries earlier had been seminomadic with,
ideally at least, no class distinctions among its citizens, now accommodated the
wealthy and the poor. And as is generally the case, the economic differences
gave rise to social distinctions that bred corruption, oppression, and injustice.
Samuel warned Israel that the monarchy would introduce alarming social change
(1 Sam. 8:11–18). The thought of an aristocracy was most distasteful to Samuel.
The prophets were not social reformers. They were theological reformers, for
their basic motivation was generated within their commitment to the
fundamental laws of God. Their reaction against the developing social order can
be seen as early as Elijah and his defense of Naboth against Ahab and Jezebel (1
Kings 21). The king as chief guarantor of justice to his people was a common
understanding in the ancient Near East. Yet he had taken on the reverse role.
Having no channel of authority except Yahweh’s Word, the prophets stepped
forth to defend the oppressed, the widow, the orphan, the poor, and the resident
alien. Assuming a role that otherwise belonged to the king, they provided a
third-party defense. Their concern emanated from Yahweh’s own compassionate
nature (Deut. 15:11; 24:14–15; Ex. 22:21–27) and the responsibility of each
citizen to dispense justice (Mic. 6:8). Abraham Heschel has stated that justice

was important to the prophets because it was God’s stake in human life.13 It is in
man-to-man relations that the life of God is expressed, and it is between man and
man that the reputation of God is at its greatest risk.
The poor did not in any sense constitute a party or a social class in the modern
sense of the word; nor is there any evidence that the prophets were members of
that class in whose behalf they spoke. Further, there is no indication that the poor
had asked for a spokesman; but the prophets arose to their defense as a
consequence of the call from a God whose nature demanded justice. They bore
no hatred of their society; rather, they wanted to see the social decay reversed
and devotion to Yahweh restored. That social concern, which was keenest
among the preexilic prophets, was an index to covenant loyalty. At some point
the prophets believed that the ills of the society could be cured in part by a
reversal of social behavior, particularly by caring for and ensuring justice to the
poor. Security was to be found in making others secure—”Here is rest, give rest
to the weary” (Isa. 28:12a). No less fittingly Isaiah verbalized the prophets’
experience of bitter rejection—”but they would not listen” (28:12b).
As a third party the prophets stepped forth unbidden by anyone, except
Yahweh and their own sense of justice, and interceded for those who had no
intercessor. Nowhere was the decay of the society better registered than in the
neglect of the indigent poor, and nowhere was the true nature of Israel’s God
more faithfully conveyed than in the words of the prophets for the disadvantaged
and oppressed. The most fatal consequence of poverty was to be without
defense, and where the king and officials, either because of apathy or
inaccessibility, stepped out of their expected role, the prophets stepped in. They
saw justice as the golden thread that bound Yahweh’s society together in
wholeness.

The Culture and Its Prophets
Culture has a way of producing its own religious forms and expressions. The
literary prophets and their predecessors were affected by their culture, but their
credentials were issued by Yahweh Himself. Yet already in the preliterary period
the culture, especially the Canaanite cultic strand of it, had produced a strain of
prophets that greatly influenced royal policy. We see them operating in force in
the court of Ahab in the middle of the ninth century (1 Kings 22), and it was
against their kind that Elijah contended on Mount Carmel (1 Kings 18). To what
degree the counter-profession of prophets in the literary period owed its origin to

the Baal prophets is impossible to determine. However, by the time of the eighth
century there had come into being a profession of prophets, usually called “false
prophets,” who operated in parallel order to the literary prophets. Whether they
ever produced a literature is not known, but if they did, it would not likely have
survived, for eventually the events of history proved their message to be false.
Thus we only know them through the eyes of their principal critics, the literary
prophets.
Judging from the attention that Micah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel gave them, the
false prophets made up quite an influential movement. Perhaps more than any
other profession of their day, they represented the popular religion. In fact, their
origin may be attributed partly to the popular beliefs of the people. They filled a
popular need to hear a word of direction from God. Thus the people, including
the leaders, consulted them and paid them for their services. One of the claims
made against them was that they were mercenary (Mic. 3:5, 11; Jer. 6:13; 8:10).
Speaking in the name of Yahweh was the critical feature of prophetic speech.
Yet many spoke in that name, and many spoke presumptuously. The issue was
really what security the public had against these devious spokesmen.
Deuteronomy adds another test to that one—that if the prophet’s word came to
pass, he was a true prophet (Deut. 18:22). The unfolding reality of the prophetic
word was a test that had to be performed in the laboratory of human experience,
sometimes requiring long periods of time. Therefore, that was little security
against the deceitful words of the false prophets. Thomas Overholt, recognizing
that there were no absolute criteria which the public could draw upon to test the
prophetic word, points to Jeremiah’s conflict with false prophets in chapters 27–
29 and submits that valid judgments could be made about their genuineness.
Hananiah in particular ignored the historical situation when he predicted that the
Exile would last only two years (Jer. 28).14
H. B. Huffmon takes note of the problem and concludes that “only internal
and subjective confessional criteria can distinguish true and false prophecy.”15
During Jeremiah’s ministry, for example, the false prophets cried, “Peace,”
while the true ones declared there was no peace (Jer. 8:11; 23:17/6:14; Ezek.
13:2–10). The false said sword and famine would not be in the land, while the
true said the false prophets themselves would be their victims along with the
people they had misled (Jer. 14:15). The false said Judah would not serve the
king of Babylon, and the true countered their message with a prediction of exile
(Jer. 27:9–14; 28:11/27:4, 6–7). The false prophets predicted that the vessels of
the Lord’s house would be shortly brought from Babylon, and the true said the
rest of the vessels still in the Temple would be carried to Babylon (Jer.

27:16/27:19–22). Operating by point/counterpoint, gradually a certain platform
became clear for the false prophets as well as the true. The public, depending
upon its given disposition, could appeal to that body of formulations. Thus the
subjective and internal nature of the matter produced a set of external criteria for
judgment.
Yet, although we recognize that certain cases were dependent upon very
subjective standards, there seems to have been a more objective criterion, which
the literary prophets applied in other cases: the life of the prophet, whether he
lived in accord with the demands of Yahweh. The widespread use of formal
divination by the false prophets may both explain their popular appeal and
constitute one of the marks by which they were identified as false. The
Deuteronomic law forbade the use of divination (Deut. 18:10, 14), and that
practice played no part in the ministry of the literary prophets. The means by
which the false prophets divined God’s will is not explained. The use of lots,
which was a priestly method of determining the divine will, could have been one
of them, but that is by no means certain. Yet the technical term for divination
(qsm) occurs frequently in reference to the false prophets. From what we know
of those methods, they would have provided the client with almost immediate
results, not leaving him to wait it out. Evidently their technicians derived a
comfortable living from public use of their services. Frequent use of dreams and
visions is also mentioned. The picture we are given is that of men and women
who received their word largely by those three methods—divination, dreams,
and visions. Although the literary prophets did receive visions and had dreams,
they were much more dependent upon the direct communication of Yahweh’s
Word. Jeremiah said the false prophets’ dreams were like straw compared to the
true prophets’ oracles, which were like wheat (Jer. 23:28).
So the culture produced its own prophets. Their ears were cocked to what the
people wanted to hear; and whatever the current trend happened to be, they
offered the popular wares. Judging from the literature, the law of supply and
demand worked well for them.

PRESERVATION AND VINDICATION: THE SHAPING OF THE
PROPHETIC LITERATURE

With the rise of modern biblical criticism the prophetic books have come
under a scrutiny that has both illumined and eclipsed our understanding of their
message. The vast body of literature on the prophets has shown them to be first
of all religious spokesmen in their own world and to their own times. That view
is certainly correct, but not to the exclusion of their theological relevance for the
future of Israel and the world. Unfortunately modern critical methodology has
not consistently set the stage for greater confidence in the integrity of the biblical
prophets and the authenticity of their oracles and writings. The ongoing and
asymmetric editing of the prophetic materials in the biblical period, as suggested
by some modern approaches to this literature, is at best hypothetical. Much
remains to be discovered about the literary process, and that inquiry must take
place not only in a literary context but in a theological one as well. At the risk of
oversimplification, we must ask whether the prophetic commitment to ethical
behavior and moral principles does not itself cast light on the extent to which
succeeding prophets could and would alter the oracles and message of a prior
prophet.

A Description of the Literature
The books of the prophets are for the most part collections of various kinds of
utterances made on different occasions and called forth by varying
circumstances. As a rule, the ancient compilers of these books did not have the
same reverence for chronology that a modern collector might have. They were
far more interested in getting a message across. Thus a book like Jeremiah
cannot be read consecutively with any chronological appreciation unless the
reader takes that fact into account. The prophets of the Assyrian period had very
little interest in chronology. Basically the superscription to the book provided the
major time clues, and many scholars are of the opinion that they were editorial.
If that is true, the editor was quite well aware of the period of the prophet’s
ministry; “editorial” is not a euphemism for inaccurate. With the Babylonian
period, however, we see a heightening interest in chronology. It first becomes

evident in the prophecies of Jeremiah and then becomes a more general method
of recording prophecies in Ezekiel, Daniel, Haggai, and Zechariah. Yet that
developing interest in dating oracles still did not become the principal criterion
for their arrangement in the final collected editions.
The contents of the prophetic books fall into five literary classifications:
oracles, visions, poetry, biographical narrative, and autobiographical narrative.
Those categories are condensed by Claus Westermann to three (accounts,
prophetic speeches, and prayers) and by Geo Widengren to four (oracles, poetry,
autobiographical prose, and biographical prose),16 and one will encounter other
variations in the literature on the prophets.
Prophetic oracles. These are commonly introduced by “Thus says the Lord,”
“The Word of the Lord was to (the prophet),” or a similar messenger formula
verifying the message as Yahweh’s Word to the prophet. These oracles, which
make up the major part of the prophetic books, generally contain a word of
judgment against Israel or Judah or a comforting message of salvation. In
addition to oracles addressed to the nation, there are a few oracles directed to
individuals. Westermann has observed that in the books of Kings the judgment
oracles are without exception pronounced against individuals rather than the
nation as a whole. It is in the literary or classical prophets that we first encounter
judgment oracles against the nation.17 In view of the fact that the judgment
speeches arise out of social situations that represented violations of the old law,
it is not surprising that eventually the prophets came to pronounce judgment
against the nation rather than individuals. It is Yahweh’s legal proceedings
against an erring people, and perhaps the judgment speeches are best understood
against the backdrop of legal proceedings in the court of law.18
The fact that oracles of judgment are often punctuated by words of salvation
for Israel should not be surprising. Israel’s understanding of her relationship to
Yahweh had from earliest times included an eminent word of grace. Prophetic
theology was based upon the ancient revelation of God in the lives of the
patriarchs and His special revelation at Sinai, and the element of divine grace
was part of those revelations. As prophetic theology took form and eschatology
acquired its detail, the word of salvation was an integral part of it. Hosea
testified to that as early as the middle of the eighth century. Having doomed
Israel by canceling the Mosaic covenant with her (Hos. 1:9), he followed it with
words of restoration under the patriarchal covenant, which he may have
considered to be the primary and unconditional covenant. Moreover, the Mari
documents, which contain oracles both of judgment and salvation, have
confirmed the existence of salvation and judgment prophets alongside each

other. In Israel a single prophet normally incorporated both theological aspects
into his preaching. Thus the older inclination of scholarship to exclude words of
comfort and salvation from some of the prophetic books (Amos, for example)
failed to take into account the broader base of prophetic theology.
In addition to oracles against Israel and Judah, there are numerous oracles
against foreign nations, often gathered together in special collections in the
prophetic books (Isa. 13–23; Jer. 46–51; Ezek. 25–32; Amos 1:3–2:3; Zeph. 2:5–
15). Some of those oracles were occasioned by historical circumstances. The
nation addressed had turned against Israel and created a situation that caused the
prophet to address the nation with words of judgment. Other national oracles,
however, arose from the general eschatology espoused and preached by the
prophets. No particular historical occasion prompted the oracle, but the general
relationship of Israel to the Gentile world, and especially the Gentile world to the
God of Israel and His law, occasioned the oracle. It was not because the prophet
hated the foreign nation that he spoke, but because Yahweh would not tolerate
evil. Zephaniah may provide the best illustration of that kind of national oracle.
One problem with the national oracles as with other oracles that involve
prediction is that many scholars believe there is no genuine prediction, only
“prediction” after the event (vaticinium ex eventu). That is the problem with
some of the oracles in Zephaniah, for example, 2:4–15. To solve that problem
Hyatt rules the superscription of Zephaniah invalid and opts for a date during the
time of Jehoiakim.19 Yet a better solution is to be found in the rather welldeveloped eschatology of the prophets that was current in Zephaniah’s time. As
indicated above, it was out of their eschatological and theological understanding
that the prophets issued their oracles against the nations. Thus they were not
occasioned by specific historical events.
Were the oracles ever delivered to the Gentile nations with which they were
concerned? Generally scholars answer that question negatively.20 It has been
suggested that the oracles functioned more as comfort to Israel than judgment
against the foreign nation.21 That function cannot be denied, but still the
explanation is far too simple. In the case of Amos, for example, the foreign
oracles led to a denunciation of Israel too. So comfort was hardly one of their
purposes.22 Two passages in Jeremiah may suggest that sometimes (even though
it may have been the exception) the oracles were transmitted to the rulers of the
foreign nations. When foreign envoys had gathered in Jerusalem for
consultations with Zedekiah, Yahweh instructed Jeremiah to make straps and
yoke-bars and send them to the kings of Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon
with a warning about plotting against the king of Babylon (Jer. 27). In a second

but quite different incident Jeremiah sent one of his prophecies to be read by the
Euphrates River and then cast into it (51:59–64). In that case the king of
Babylon could hardly be expected to hear the oracle. It was enough to pronounce
it against him. However, delivery of the oracle on Babylonian soil seems to carry
some significance.
Very few words of salvation are found in the oracles against the nations,
although words of salvation assurance for Israel are frequently interspersed in
them. We will discuss the reason for the absence of salvation promises
elsewhere (see chap. 12).
Visions. Visions constituted another experience and literary form, although a
minor one. Among the nonliterary prophets, Micaiah’s vision during Ahab’s
reign gives evidence that the form was an old one (1 Kings 22:17–23). Its
earliest occurrence in the literary prophets was brief and contained a terse
message for the prophet or his audience. Sometimes the prophet was merely a
spectator (as with Amos), whereas in other cases he was a participant in the
action of the vision (as with Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah). As a rule the
accounts are related in autobiographical form. In the later period the presence of
an interpreter was also a feature. Amos records five visions (7:1–3, 4–6, 7–9;
8:1–3; 9:1–4), even though they are not specifically called “visions” (the verbal
form does occur in 1:1). Isaiah and Jeremiah both received their call in visions
(Isa. 6; Jer. 1), and the popularity of the visionary form in the Babylonian and
Persian periods is attested in Ezekiel (1; 8–11:4; 37; 40–48), Daniel (7–12), and
Zechariah (1:7–6:15). Judging from the polemic against the false prophets, the
visionary experience was also very common among those prophets who did not
receive canonical sanction.
Poetry. As has been recognized since Robert Lowth’s famous work on
Hebrew poetry, much of the prophetic materials are written in poetic style.
However, what I mean by this category is those compositions that are poetic and
do not fall into the category of oracles, such as doxologies (e.g., Amos 4:13;
5:8–9; 9:5–6), short sayings (e.g., Ezek. 18:2), and prayers (e.g., Amos 7:2b, 5;
Isa. 6:11a; and Jeremiah’s prayers).
Autobiographical narrative. This literary form shows how important the
individual prophets believed their words and experiences to be. The very fact
that they recorded them points up their personal assessment of the gravity of
their call and ministry. By the personal nature of the form, it follows that it is
written in the first person. The call narratives generally fall into this category
(e.g., Hos. 3; Isa. 6; Jer. 1).
Biographical narrative. This is the record about the prophet composed in
prose style. Isaiah 37–39 and the biographical narratives of Jeremiah (26–29 and

32–45) are among the fine illustrations of this literary component. If
autobiographical prose was a clue to the prophet’s own assessment of the value
of his work, this form may be evidence of the value of the prophet’s work in the
eyes of those who were closely associated with him.
All of these five components have a place in the larger collections of the
prophetic works. Therefore, when we talk about prophetic literature, we must
think in terms of all these literary forms rather than oracles only. Whereas the
oracles are the center of attention on the canvas, the other forms fill out the
literary picture of the activity and words of the prophets.

The Formation of the Literature
When we have spoken of the literary forms, we have still only detailed the
literature as it has reached us. The actual process by which the forms have taken
shape and assumed written status is a much more complicated and elusive
matter. It involves recording, collecting, preserving, and diffusing the literature.
Daniel I. Block gives seven stages in this process:
1. The prophetic event—the prophet’s reception of the message from God.
2. The rhetorical event—the prophet’s transmission of the message to his
audience.
3. The transcriptional event—the writing of the oracle.
4. The narratorial event—the circumstances of the prophetic event are added
to the oracle, thus producing a complete unity (for example, the addition of
the prophetic formula, “The word of the Lord came to me saying,” and
other forms of the formula).
5. The compilation event—the gathering of the literary units.
6. The editorial event—the oracles are organized and given some kind of
structure, producing a “book.”
7. The nominal event—a formal name is given to the book, often identifying
the prophet and the circumstances in which he prophesied, sometimes
giving a name to the genre of the collection.23
While these stages of the process seem logical, they should not necessarily be
seen as so distinct that they could each be described as a separate process. For
example, steps 6 and 7—the editing and naming of the book—could easily occur
together, as could also the compilation and editorial events. The process, from

speaking to the completion of the book, should probably be viewed in a much
narrower time frame than is allowed by many scholars. K. A. Kitchen records
the procedures of the Mari prophets (19th/18th centuries B.C.) and the NeoAssyrian prophets (the 7th century B.C.), and takes note of the process of making
mini-collections of the oracles of certain prophets and prophetesses. The normal
practice was to write down the prophecies or to commemorate the victories in
writing very soon after the event, leaving little place for the process of oral
transmission as assumed and propagated by modern scholars.24 Thus the
centuries-wide expanse for the formation of the prophetic books as described in
the secondary literature may very well be an exaggeration.
In this regard, the motivational factor behind the formation of the literature is
important. The most significant motivational factor was the nature of the Word
of the Lord. The prophets understood how serious was the will of God, and they
knew that man could not survive without it, much less flourish. When Yahweh
had spoken, who could keep from prophesying (Amos 3:8; Jer. 20:9)? God’s
Word would outlast nature (Isa. 40:8), and whatever the Lord sent it out to do, it
would accomplish without fail (45:23; 55:11). Given that understanding of the
eternal significance of the divine Word, we should expect the prophets to
commit their words to writing.
A second motivational factor was the need that the prophet be vindicated. This
can be seen in two dimensions. First of all, from the earliest period of the
prophetic movement there was a general concern for the legitimacy of the
prophet. As we have already noted, a popular and lucrative profession of
prophets offered its verbal products to the highest bidder. Moreover, such
prophets operated alongside the true prophets, making public differentiation
most difficult. The fear of having one’s words disqualified ran high among the
prophets. So the value of committing their words to written form so that they
might pass the test of time and experience was of much importance to them. It is
also widely recognized that in the ancient Near East a messenger customarily
carried his message in written form. In addition to delivering it orally it could be
verified against the written document. Further, with the passing of the age in
which prophets spoke mainly to kings and officials and their oracles were
preserved in the court annals as at Mari (see also 2 Kings 8:4–6), the need arose
for private initiative in the matter.
The second dimension of vindication was the prophets’ future predictions and
the need for history to verify their accuracy. That may be involved in Yahweh’s
command to Isaiah to write the words “Belonging to Maher-shalal-hash-baz” on
a large tablet (Isa. 8:1). There would later be evidence that Ahaz had indeed
heard the words of Isaiah. Perhaps also that motive is involved in Isaiah’s

sealing his teaching among his disciples (8:16). It was definitely the concern of
Habakkuk (2:2–3), Daniel (12:4), and Jeremiah (28:5–9); Deuteronomy (18:20–
22) also emphasized the test. If the prediction came true, the prophet was
exonerated of any false pretenses.
The prophet’s role in the formation process included the activities of speaking,
writing, and dictating. No more proof is needed than is found on the face of the
prophetic literature to establish the prophets as speakers. Not even the most
radical critic would deny that. However, not as much consensus can be found on
the matter of the prophets as writers. However, the general use of writing in the
period of literary prophecy and the references to writing within the books
themselves bolster the idea that the oral and written stages of the literature were
simultaneous. Against the Scandinavian school, which has urged the primary
status of oral transmission,25 a good case has been made by Widengren for the
simultaneous functions of speaking and writing.26 Evidence that the prophets
could and did write can be found in several texts (Isa. 8:1, 16; 30:8; Jer. 36:2;
51:60; Ezek. 2:9–10; 43:11–12; Hab. 2:2). In the case of Jeremiah, he dictated
some of his words to his scribe and friend Baruch, who wrote them down and
read them to the intended audience (Jer. 36). However, it should be pointed out
that the occasion was one on which Jeremiah was physically hindered from
going to the Temple to deliver his words. On another occasion he personally
wrote the prophecy against Babylon (51:60).
The evidence that others were involved in the writing and transmission of the
prophets’ words is more difficult to collect. Gehazi, Elisha’s servant, transmitted
stories about his master (2 Kings 8:4–6). The warrant for assuming that the
prophets had disciples is based in part upon the practice among the nonliterary
prophets and in part upon the reference to “disciples” in Isa. 8:16. But the extent
to which those devotees assisted their masters is impossible to determine. There
is also some evidence in Jer. 26 that the elders of the nation had a part in
transmitting, whether orally or in written form, the prophetic words, for they
came to Jeremiah’s defense with the words of Micah (Jer. 26:17–18).
It should not be underemphasized that the prophet himself was the major
means of retrieval of his words. As has been observed, after about two decades
Jeremiah dictated many of his prophecies to Baruch, and when Jehoiakim had
burned the scroll, he added still more words to the second edition. He obviously
remembered his prophecies well and was capable of recalling them. The
transmission process, therefore, began with the prophet himself, a fact that is
attested also by Isa. 8:16, Ezek. 43:11, Dan. 12:4, and Hab. 2:2.27
I am in agreement with Widengren that it is wrong to build too great a contrast

between the oral and written stages of prophecy.28 The two aspects of the
process were taking place at the same time. A further word of prudence
regarding oral transmission may be mentioned: it carried a heavy baggage of
inaccuracies.29
In summary, the prophets committed many of their words to writing, among
them oracles, poetry, and autobiographical narratives. Whereas the time lapse
between speaking and writing was in some cases brief, in others it may have
been as long as a decade or two. But the prophet remembered his words and
could recall them. The written (and not the oral) form was the principal form of
the prophetic materials. When oral transmission did occur, it sometimes could be
checked against a written document. When it could not, other controls over
accuracy included the prophet himself, or his associates, and perhaps even the
people who had heard him.
It is quite possible that some of the prophets lived long enough to collect their
own oracles and give their books their final form. The ministries of Isaiah,
Jeremiah, and Ezekiel were long enough that they could recognize the need to
put their prophecies in basic form for preservation. In other cases, however, the
task of editing must have fallen to their close associates or disciples. But it is
unlikely that more than a generation intervened between the life of the prophet
and the final edition of his book. That is not to deny that minor editorial changes
have occurred in the transmission of the documents, but generally those were of
little import. In view of the data available to us, the extensive editing
presupposed by modern scholarship, particularly the tradition criticism, is
incredible. The books in the forms as we have them are reliable sources of the
prophets’ words and activities.

Canonization of the Prophets
The question of canonization involves the degree of authority attributed to the
prophetic oracles and books by the ancient Israelite community. To what degree
were the prophets’ words considered authoritative, and thus their writings?
Moreover, at what point in time were the Latter Prophets collected into an
authoritative corpus?
The authority of the prophetic word could hardly be a doubtful issue after the
fall of Samaria in 722 B.C., for that event verified the prophets Amos, Hosea,
Micah, and Isaiah as accurate both in their perception of Israel’s spiritual
problem and its disruptive consequences. Whereas Isaiah and Micah continued

to speak beyond that crisis, Amos and Hosea had been definitely vindicated by
it. The authoritative status of their word was transferred quite naturally to their
literature, whether or not it dealt specifically with the end of the Northern
Kingdom.
The predictive accuracy of the prophets, however, was only one factor that
helped them to achieve canonical status. Another factor, and perhaps a more
important one, was their loyalty to the covenant religion with its emphatic
insistence upon obedience to the ethical demands of Yahweh. In that respect the
prophets were on dead center. Regardless of the popular opposition they
encountered from those who did not want to hear their words, the element of
Israelite society that preserved their message was in agreement with their loyalty
to the covenant demands.
The circles within which the preservation of the prophetic oracles became a
reality naturally exerted an influence in the direction of canonical authority.
Israel’s elders and the prophetic order with its adherents were most likely
responsible for maintaining the momentum of the canonical process in the
preexilic period. In the year 609 the elders of Judah came to Jeremiah’s defense
by citing Micah’s message that Jerusalem would be destroyed (Jer. 26:16–19).
By that time Micah’s oracles carried the weight of authority, which is especially
evident in the fact that his prophecy was so negative but was nevertheless
preserved and viewed as a precedent for Jeremiah’s oracles of destruction. By
the last half of the seventh century the eighth-century prophets had achieved the
equivalent to what we call canonical authority. Zephaniah’s use of Amos’s
concept of the Day of the Lord is further evidence of that. Therefore, the
prophets of the Neo-Babylonian period had a powerful precedent to build upon.
The Exile, like the fall of Samaria, again vindicated the word of the prophets
who foresaw the impending crisis and called Judah to repentance. By the end of
that critical period Daniel had at his disposal certain “books,” among them
Jeremiah, in which he searched to see how long the Exile would last (Dan. 9:2).
He even perceived that the Lord had set His laws before Israel through His
servants the prophets (Dan. 9:10). The violation of those laws had resulted in the
Exile, just as Moses had warned. Zechariah shared that view and declared that
calamity came because Israel disregarded Yahweh’s words and statutes, which
His servants the prophets had delivered to them (Zech. 1:2–6). The prophetic
message and literature were by that time as much a part of the life of Israel as the
law of Moses. The prophets had put forward the demands of the covenant laws.
That agreement with Mosaic religion went a long way to assist the prophetic
word in achieving canonical status.
With the alliance between the priestly and prophetic circles in the early

postexilic era, especially represented by Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi, a
collection of the preexilic or “former” prophets (Zech. 1:4) existed and exerted
an authoritative force in the community. The question of canonical authority for
prophetic literature had been settled, and the prophetic word was a vital part of
Israelite life. The postexilic prophets probably found life a bit easier vis-à-vis
their society than did the preexilic prophets. The element of popular opposition
that looms quite prominently in the preexilic literature is in low profile in the
postexilic prophets. Their authority as Yahweh’s spokesmen was
unquestionable. Therefore, it may be assumed that the time lapse between a
postexilic prophet’s oracles and their canonical status was no more than the time
between the speaking and writing of the oracles, barring any theological
contradictions between the message itself and covenant religion. The canonical
process was much swifter. Thus the oracles of Haggai, Zechariah, Joel, and
Malachi likely carried canonical authority within their lifetimes.
So by the middle of the fifth century the prophetic corpus was complete. That
does not necessarily mean that all of the books were fixed in their present form
by that time. The fluidity of the text is implied by the different order of certain
books in the Greek version, notably Jeremiah. However, it should be recognized
that the history of the Greek text tradition is a separate tradition from the
Hebrew. Consequently we ought to be cautious not to extrapolate and attribute a
similar fluidity to the Hebrew text of the prophets. At the same time, however,
we ought not rule out a minimal amount of textual additions of genuine but
independently circulating oracles. Yet wholesale revamping of prophetic books
is not very likely, due to the general acceptance of the prophets as canonical in
the postexilic era and the familiarity with the material within the community and
its circles of custodians (such as the prophets, priests, and elders).
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PART 1

THE PROPHETS
OF THE
NEO-ASSYRIAN
PERIOD
JONAH AMOS HOSEA MICAH ISAIAH

ABOUT THE NEO-ASSYRIAN PERIOD
Just as the Jehu dynasty of the kingdom of Israel was coming to an end, an
Assyrian resurgence was taking shape in the East. Following almost half a
century of weakness in Assyrian politics, a usurper, Tiglath-pileser III, gained
the throne. The time was politically advantageous for Assyria but most
inopportune for Israel and Judah. Both of those nations had enjoyed a long
period of prosperity and relative peace from pesty neighbors. The long reigns of
Jeroboam II in Israel (793–753) and of Uzziah in Judah (792–740) had created
luxury and ease for many and spawned poverty and injustice for numerous
others. Assyrian weakness had allowed the two countries to focus their attention
on their home turf without the economic and emotional drain that war always
caused. However, the century-long Jehu dynasty in Israel ended within a year of
the death of Jeroboam II, and a time of insecurity set in. In Judah the long-term
reign of Uzziah terminated a decade after Jeroboam’s passing, and although the
Davidic dynasty in the south gave a greater sense of stability to Judah than Israel
enjoyed, the spiritual and social problems in Judah were similar to Israel’s.
Tiglath-pileser III was an aggressive king, and soon after stabilizing his rule in
the East he turned his attention westward. The Assyrians could brag about a
highly organized standing army that did not need to return home during the

harvest season to pick the crops, like the armies of smaller countries. While they
were not known for their literary and intellectual contributions to the world, their
technology in siege warfare was especially advanced.1 Their policy of exiling
conquered populations was greatly effective and was mimicked by their
Babylonian successors. The ministries of the prophets Amos, Hosea, Micah, and
Isaiah all dealt at some time with the Assyrian crisis, first posed by Tiglathpileser and then by his successors, Shalmaneser V (726–722), Sargon II (721–
705), and Sennacherib (704–681). The prophecy of Isaiah in particular and that
of Hosea and Micah more generally reflect the five Assyrian invasions of SyriaPalestine.
Tiglath-pileser’s first campaign to the West occurred in 743–738 and is more
difficult to identify in the eighth-century prophetic oracles than the following
invasions. It is the subject, however, of 2 Kings 15:19–20. At that time King
Menahem of Israel paid the Assyrian monarch the exorbitant tribute of one
thousand talents of silver. In his second major invasion, provoked by the alliance
of Syria and Israel against the Assyrians, Tiglath-pileser dealt a fatal blow to
Damascus, the capital of Syria, and captured the Galilean tribes of Israel, thus
depriving Samaria of her buffer zone in the north. When Rezin of Syria and
Pekah of Israel tried to force Judah into their anti-Assyrian coalition, Isaiah
challenged Ahaz to ask from the Lord a sign that his enemies would not succeed.
Although rejected by Ahaz, this alternative was the occasion for the “Immanuel”
prophecy of Isaiah 7. The cost to Judah for overturing Assyria for help was her
independence, for after the Assyrians obliged Ahaz, Judah was virtually a puppet
state in the Assyrian axis.
The third major Assyrian campaign with which the eighth-century prophets
interacted was conducted by Shalmaneser V in 725–722 and resulted in the fall
of Samaria in 722 B.C. Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah predicted this awful
tragedy. Probably more than any other event of this century, the fall of Samaria
vindicated the prophets in the eyes of Israel. The reputation of the prophets was
raised to a new plane of authority and respect. The memory of this event would
henceforth turn listeners from an unheeding disposition to an uncanny
discomfort when the prophets talked about judgment and disaster.
The fourth Assyrian invasion was led by Sargon II in response to an uprising
instigated by the city of Ashdod. Isaiah opposed Judah’s participation in this
rebellion and symbolized the Assyrian devastation of Egypt and Ethiopia by
walking naked and barefoot for three years (Isa. 20).
The final invasion was the well-publicized campaign of Sennacherib against
Hezekiah in 701 (Isa. 36–37; 2 Kings 18:13–19:37; Mic. 4:6–13). The Assyrian
defeat was a great victory for Hezekiah’s orthodoxy; yet the Assyrian influence

by no means ended at that point. It was sustained for almost a century longer.
Although the prophets had much more to say than pronouncements about the
political perils of their time, they can only be understood within the political
context of their age.
1. Joseph Blenkinsopp, A History of Prophecy in Israel (Louisville:
Westminster/John Knox, 1996), 67.

2

JONAH

Prefacing a study of the prophets with the book of Jonah may at first seem
inappropriate. A book around which so much controversy has revolved in
modern biblical scholarship could cast a veil over the entire study at the start.
However, my aim is to introduce the study of the prophets, a task whose
proportions are staggering to scholar and student alike. The choice of Jonah,
rather than the more standard introduction that begins with Amos, is dictated by
three considerations: the early date assigned to Jonah by the writer of Kings (2
Kings 14:25), the book’s emphasis upon the prophetic career, and the
transitional nature of Jonah’s prophecy from the preclassical to the classical
model.

JONAH AS INTRODUCTORY TO THE PROPHETS

The Reference in the Book of Kings
First, laying aside for the moment the question of the date of composition of
Jonah, the reference by the author of Kings to his prophecy in the reign of
Jeroboam (793/92–753 B.C.) fixes his activity in the first half of the eighth
century and prior to this king’s expansionist success. Even in view of the exilic
date for the book of Kings, few scholars today would question the identity of the
subject of this book with the “Jonah, the son of Amittai, the prophet, who was of
Gath-hepher” in Kings. Even the summary of his message, that Jeroboam would
restore the border of Israel “from the entrance of Hamath as far as the Sea of the
Arabah,” is no surprise, for we might have guessed from the tone of the book of
Jonah that he had strong nationalist leanings. We may recognize that fact
without simultaneously accepting the view that the purpose of the book was to
countermand those convictions.
It may not be possible to determine conclusively whether Amos preceded
Jeroboam’s territorial expansion, but the luxury and leisure of Israelite society as
Amos described it points, it would seem, more toward the post-expansionist
period than the years prior to it (Amos 4:1; 6:1, 4–7). The sense of security that
characterized the era in which Amos spoke (6:1, “Woe … to those who feel
secure in the mountain of Samaria”) further suggests the post-expansionist
period. Moreover, it is obvious from Amos 5:18–20 that something had occurred
that inflated Israel’s false anticipation of the “Day of the Lord” as a time of
victory and success. Perhaps it had been the prophecy of Jonah regarding
Jeroboam, or maybe even the military triumphs themselves, that had evoked
Amos’s rebuke. In any event, there was undeniably a bloated sense of security in
Jeroboam’s Israel when Amos delivered his threatening prophecies in the king’s
sanctuary. That is in no way to put Amos in opposition to Jonah, for Jonah may
not have been responsible for any negative implications that developed in the
Northern Kingdom as a result of his prophecy. In fact, the editorial comment in 2
Kings 14:26 seems to be the explanation for Yahweh’s favorable treatment of
Jeroboam, even though the author had already written that “he did evil in the
sight of the Lord” (v. 24). Divine mercy, which looms so large in the book of

Jonah, is seen to have been the result of God’s grace in Israel as it was also in
Nineveh. When the writer of Kings continued his editorial statement, that “the
Lord had not said that He would blot out the name of Israel from under heaven,
so he saved them by the hand of Jeroboam the son of Joash” (v. 27, RSV), he
made that remark in reference to the Exile that he later reported, the Exile that
Amos among the prophets first predicted. If we are correct to read the verb (with
RSV) in v. 27 as a pluperfect (“had not said”—at that time), then the writer may
well have had in mind Amos’s prophecy in which the prediction was clearly
made. That is, after He showed mercy through the military advances of
Jeroboam, then He announced (by Amos) that He would destroy Israel,1 thus
putting Amos after the prophecy of Jonah.

The Career of a Prophet Exemplified in Jonah
The second consideration that prompts me to use Jonah as a foreword to the
prophets is that the book concentrates on the career of a prophet. Whereas a
number of secondary themes can be identified, the major theme of the book is
really the story of Jonah the prophet, not the repentance of Nineveh or the
narrow nationalism of Israel. Yahweh called Jonah, detailed his mission, and
sent him to fulfill it. Any intermediate detour on the prophet’s part was just that
—intermediate—because the sovereign Lord of the world would have obedience
and nothing less. Every prophet whom Yahweh called subsequently had Jonah’s
model before him, and the compelling power of God could not be resisted. The
inner tension was undeniable. Amos, for example, felt that the Lord “took” him
from following the sheep (Amos 7:15). In this sense Jonah is a microcosm of the
prophetic career. None could be more traumatic, more demanding, more
frustrating.
Third, Jonah makes a helpful prologue to the classical prophets because he
was a transition prophet, representing the shift from the pre-classical model that
we have in Elijah and Elisha to that of Amos, Hosea, Micah, and Isaiah. The
preclassical prophets addressed their message to the king and his court, whereas
the classical prophets addressed all levels of the society. J. Holladay has
proposed that this shift took place as a result of the Assyrian crisis. The
Assyrians, whose blossoming new empire began at the end of Jeroboam’s reign
with the rise of Tiglath-pileser III, instituted a policy of torture and wholesale
deportation of conquered peoples. Such action swung the attention from king to
commoner. So Holladay theorizes that the result of this shift in political policy

was paralleled by a change in the function of the prophet, who had formerly
addressed the king and his officials. Now the prophet had to speak to everyone.2
Yet Holladay’s explanation for that change of prophetic focus from king to
people is only a partial reason, belonging to a web of causes, not the least of
which was God’s determination to call His people back to Him.
Further, the preclassical prophets, when announcing judgment, do not appear
to have preached a message of repentance. Yehezkel Kaufmann has made the
observation that the earliest biblical stories, the Flood, the tower of Babel, and
the overthrow of Sodom, give no place to repentance. God may repent (Gen.
6:6), but punishment is not staved off by human repentance. Even David’s
repentance of adultery did not avert punishment (2 Sam. 12), and Ahab’s
repentance only delayed it (1 Kings 21:27–29). The book of Jonah brings
forward the concept that repentance may avert divine punishment.3 And in Jonah
the repentance of Nineveh triggered divine repentance (3:10). The classical
prophets, with few exceptions, capitalized on that principle. John Walton has
insightfully applied that observation to Jonah and has proposed that the book
focuses on the changes that took place between preclassical and classical
prophecy: “It is the mechanism by which the age of classical prophecy is
introduced.”4

Outline of Jonah
1. The Lord’s First Word to Jonah (1:1–17)
1. Jonah’s Call and Flight (1:1–3)
2. His Plans Complicated (1:4–10)
3. The Miraculous Calm (1:11–16)
4. Judgment on Jonah (1:17)
2. Jonah’s Response to Divine Mercy (2:1–10)
1. His Prayer (2:1–9)
2. His Deliverance (2:10)
3. The Lord’s Second Word to Jonah (3:1–10)
1. Jonah’s Second Call and Mission (3:1–4)
2. Nineveh’s Response to the Prophet (3:5–9)
3. God’s Response to Nineveh’s Repentance (3:10)
4. Jonah’s Response to Divine Mercy (4:1–5)
1. His Prayer and God’s Response (4:1–4)
2. Waiting for Judgment (4:5)

5. Final Dialogue between God and Jonah (4:6–11)
In summary, the book of Jonah represents prophetic activity that precedes
even Amos, providing a model of Yahweh’s sovereign control over the prophet
and his message, and lays a plank for moving from the preclassical to the
classical era of prophecy. The date of composition of the book is another
question to be dealt with below, but the historical setting and the nature of the
prophetic ministry captured in its intriguing story provide a fitting preface to our
study of the classical prophets. Obviously the editor of the prophetic corpus was
working with other criteria for his arrangement of the prophets. However, we
have chosen to follow a chronological sequence to the degree that it is
determinable, and by beginning with Jonah we have chosen both chronology and
theology as justification.

JONAH THE MAN

Little personal information is known about Jonah. Both Jonah 1:1 and 2 Kings
14:25 identify him as the son of Amittai, and Kings gives the further information
that he was from Gath-hepher, a town in lower Galilee about three miles
northeast of Nazareth in the ancient tribal claim of Zebulon. The character lines
in the book are well drawn, and we feel that we know Jonah quite well when the
story concludes. He had a mind of his own. Even when he knew he had lost the
war, he still waged his personal battle (4:1–11). The book is short on oracular
material (only 3:4b), and the psalm of chapter 2, although not an oracle, reveals
one side of the prophet’s disposition, balanced precariously against another side
drawn out in chapter 4. We need not view that as editorial shaping of the
literature. It was a very human reaction that Jonah should be thankful for his
own deliverance but resentful about Nineveh’s.5

THE NATURE OF THE LITERATURE

Theories of Interpretation
Three major schools of thought exist regarding the literary type of the book of
Jonah, with variations within each of the schools. The types are allegory,
parable, and history.
Allegory. The OT has several examples of allegory.6 All of them are rather
brief and contain clear evidence that they are allegories. Those who propound
this interpretation of Jonah make the point that his name means “dove,” a word
that later (much later!) became the symbol for Israel.7 So Jonah becomes the
figure to represent Israel, and the fish becomes the world power (Babylon) that
swallowed up Israel. Nineveh would be the symbol of the conversion of the
Gentiles, and Jonah’s subsequent complaint the theological objection to their
inclusion in the covenant.8 However, if that be the case, no OT allegory is
written so straightforwardly as historical narrative as is Jonah. T. T. Perowne
comments that the setting of the book “is too exact, too detailed, too closely in
accordance with facts, to be in keeping with the allegory itself.”9
Parable. In current scholarship this is the prevailing opinion. G. Ch. Aalders
gives two characteristics of the OT parable: (1) simplicity, treating one central
subject, and (2) an accompanying interpretation. Yet Jonah is a compound story
and has no interpretation.10 The exponents of this position stress the didactic
nature of the book. It exposes the narrowness of nationalism, or teaches the
universalism of God or some other worthy idea. Objections to this interpretive
method are the length of the story in contrast to the shorter form of the parable
and the inclusion of miracle elements, which do not occur in other ancient Near
Eastern parallels.11
History. Until modern times the book was generally viewed as a historical
account of the prophet Jonah. Christians appealed to the use Jesus made of the
story in Matt. 12:39–41 and Luke 11:29–30. C. F. Keil has pointed out that as
narrative the book of Jonah is similar in content and form to the history of Elijah
and Elisha (1 Kings 17–19; 2 Kings 2:4–6).12 G. A. Smith remarked that “the
peculiarity of the Book of Jonah is not the presence of narrative, but the apparent

absence of all prophetic discourse.”13 We have already observed that the only
semblance of prophetic oracles is 3:4b, “Yet forty days and Nineveh will be
overthrown.” The double call (1:2; 3:2) as well as the dialogue between Jonah
and God (4:2–11) also fall within natural categories of prophetic material, even
though they are not oracles per se. Nevertheless, Smith’s observation does raise
the question of why Jonah is included among the prophets. Yet the ancient
arrangement of the Jewish canon into Former and Latter Prophets (Joshua-Kings
and Isaiah-the Twelve Prophets) was dependent, especially in the Former
Prophets, upon the prophetic character of persons involved rather than prophetic
oracles.14 On that score there should be no problem with Jonah’s qualifications.
We can unhesitatingly agree that the book is different from the other books
among the Latter Prophets. Yet when placed alongside the Elijah/Elisha
materials in Kings we recognize that Jonah was written with the same kind of
motive in mind. That is, it was written as a refined theological treatise on the life
and activity of an ancient prophet. The writer has skillfully analyzed and utilized
the activities of Jonah to elevate the theological motifs that his prophetic
ministry illustrated, so that theology and history are artistically interwoven. The
motifs of the book illustrate the author’s theological interests: the sovereignty of
God over individuals, nations, and nature, the inclusion of Gentiles to divine
grace, and the grief of the Almighty over His erring creatures. It is an illustration
of a prophet’s career that has been written in contemplative retrospect. The
literary character of the book takes us a step beyond the literary nature of Hosea
1 and 3. As in Hosea’s marriage, the prophetic actions have been maximized,
illuminating them and interpreting their theological significance by means of
Hosea’s oracles, especially those in chapters 2 and 4–14. Perhaps Jonah’s
prophetic oracles had not survived except in summary form (3:4b and 2 Kings
14:25), so the story line itself, as so often in the Kings material, became the
means of interpretation.
Regarding Jesus’ use of the book (Matt. 12:39–41; Luke 11:29–30), His
reference to the repentance of the Ninevites and, even more compellingly, to the
queen of the South, whose existence and embassy are verified in 1 Kings 10:1–
10, certainly indicates His belief that Jonah was historical. If the reference to the
Ninevites is taken to be merely illustrative and not historical, then we have a
confusing mixture of non-historical and historical material in the same analogy.
Further, the condemnation of Jesus’ generation is far less effective if the
repentance of the Ninevites is nonhistorical. There is little question that Jesus
believed His references to be historically valid.

Problems of Historicity
Some of the problems that have been cited as obstructions to historicity fall
into two areas: those relating to Nineveh, and the miracles in the story.
Nineveh. The book calls Nineveh “the great city” (1:2; 3:2; 4:11; and a variant
form in 3:3), a phrase that may have a theological implication, that is, great in
God’s estimation.15 Actually the only possible reference to the size of the city
occurs in 3:3, “a three days’ walk.” In 3:4 Jonah is said to have begun to go
through the city “one day’s walk,” implying that the term “walk” (mahalāch)
referred to distance. Yet A. H. Layard’s excavations of the site of Nineveh in
1843 revealed a much smaller area. Subsequently attention was turned to the
circumference of the city walls that were enlarged by Sennacherib from 9,300
cubits to 12,515, giving a distance of about seven and a half miles.16 Yet a threedays’ journey could easily be forty-five to sixty miles. So a strict reference to the
size of the city is not likely. It has been proposed that “a three days’ walk” may
refer to the size of the administrative district, composed of Asshur, Calah
(Nimrud), and Dur-Sharruken (Khorsabad). All three of those were occupied
within the period between 850 and 614, and all were within one to three days’
walk of each other.17 That solution makes good sense.
Another proposal is that the phrase refers to the size of the project. Jonah’s
task, which included preaching to the citizens (3:5) and perhaps also an official
visit to the king,18 thus required three days to complete. It is conceivable that he
could have delivered the bad news to all of Nineveh’s citizens in a period of
three days, stopping at the main gates (Nineveh had over a dozen), the temple
courts, and perhaps the king’s palace.19
Related also to the questions surrounding the city of Nineveh is the
population, said to be “more than 120,000 persons who do not know the
difference between their right and left hand” (4:11). D. J. Wiseman cites a text
discovered at Calah (Nimrud) that King Asshur-nasir-apli II, at the opening of
his new city in 865, entertained 69,574 guests in a period of ten days.20 Those
probably came from Calah as well as neighboring cities, but if we are dealing
with the administrative district rather than Nineveh by itself, then 120,000
people is a plausible figure.
The term “king of Nineveh” (3:6) has caused problems for interpreters on two
counts. First, in Jonah’s day Nineveh does not seem to have been the principal
royal residence. Shalmaneser I had a palace there from 1265 to 1236 B.C. In the

tenth century the city served as the capital, and again from the reign of
Sennacherib (about 700) it was the capital city, but in the early eighth century it
does not seem to have been the capital. Nineveh was finally destroyed by the
Medes and Babylonians in 612. Even though the city was not the capital, if the
king had a palace there, as Shalmaneser I had, that would solve the problem.
Unfortunately, we have no such information, but the objection hardly seems
substantive enough to disqualify the term as historically valid.
The second problem with the phrase, in the opinion of some scholars, is that
the king of the empire is called “king of Nineveh.” Yet there are other instances
of this in the OT. Ahab was called “king of Samaria” (1 Kings 21:1) and
Benhadad of Syria “king of Damascus” (2 Chron. 24:23). Some interpreters have
opted to understand “king” in the sense of a lesser official such as governor.21 In
any event the difficulty of retaining the standard meaning of “king” does not
seem insurmountable.
Miracles. In this respect the book of Jonah (unlike most of the classical
prophets) again has interesting similarities to the Elijah/Elisha stories, in which a
number of miracles are recorded. Whatever similarities there may be, the
miracles have been a stumbling block in the way of historicity for some scholars.
We need not, however, belabor the point. It comes down to the simple question
of whether or not miracles are possible. Yet if one wishes to pursue the matter
further, the secondary literature on Jonah provides evidence that a few people in
modern times have been swallowed by the sperm whale and survived.22
Moreover, the nocturnal growth of the plant (4:6), sometimes identified as the
castor-oil plant,23 is another miracle that need not be explained by naturalistic
means. Both are introduced by “the Lord appointed,” a formula that signals
divine action. They are presented as miracles, and any amount of explaining will
fail to convince the skeptical that God could and would do them.
In summary, the narrative texture of the book, in which very little of the
authentic oracles of Jonah has survived, tends to draw attention to the well-told
story and its meaning rather than the historical and cultural data, although such
data are definitely included. The book is a refined account of a prophetic career
written for its theological value. Yet the author has not abused history in order to
communicate that theology. The objections raised against the historicity of the
book, though sometimes substantive in nature, are not sufficient to disqualify it
as historical.

The Psalm and the Structure of the Narrative

The narrative is structured along the story line. The action of the book is fast
and compressed. The narrative is not heavy with details; therefore the reader
may move through it smoothly and as quickly as the rapid succession of events
requires. The dialogue perfectly supports the action and the action the dialogue.
That is, the action is as important, if not more important, than the dialogue. The
statements are brief, the questions to the point, and the answers give only
essentials. Other than the psalm in chapter 2, the most sustained statements
(which are still brief) are balanced against one another, the one being Jonah’s
complaint (4:2–3) and the other God’s rebuke of the prophet (4:10–11). The first
defends Jonah’s actions (“That is why I made haste to flee to Tarshish,” RSV),
whereas the second defends God’s (“Should I not have compassion on
Nineveh?”).
The book is broken down into five parts. The criteria that determine the
sections are the word of the Lord to Jonah (1:1; 3:1) and Jonah’s prayers (2:1;
4:2). The threads of the message are tied together in the final dialogue between
God and Jonah (4:5–11). It was not a Joban submission with Jonah repenting in
dust and ashes, but it was nevertheless a triumph of God’s will over the
prophet’s. The reader is left hanging on to the rhetorical question at the end, but
it is rhetorical only in a formal sense because the answer has already been given
in the Lord’s mercy on Nineveh. Indeed, Jonah had admitted against his own
obstinate judgment that Yahweh was that kind of God (4:2). It was a forced
resolution that showed the prophet’s will vanquished by divine mercy. The basic
outline may be diagrammed as follows:

The action of the story is initiated by Yahweh’s first word to Jonah (1:1–17).
When the action has reached a climax, then Jonah offers his prayer of
thanksgiving, with his deliverance following (2:1–10). The Lord’s Word to
Jonah the second time initiates the second cycle of action, which climaxes in

another act of divine mercy, the deliverance of Nineveh from judgment (3:1–10;
compare 2:10, Yahweh’s first act of mercy). The second cycle of events brought
Jonah to prayer a second time (4:1–4). Yahweh’s question, “Do you have good
reason to be angry?” (4:4), breaks off the dialogue (such as it was). The closing
section creates a new situation wherein Jonah repeats his request to die (4:8; cf.
4:3), and God repeats His question (4:9), which gets a response this time,
opening up the closing dialogue. The threads are tied together in the exchange,
“You had compassion on the plant for which you did not work … And should I
not have compassion on Nineveh …” (4:10–11). Finally the essence of the
narrative is laid out—Is it your way or mine, Jonah? Is it you or God? You pitied
the plant that you did not make, and you don’t think I should pity Nineveh (that I
did make)?
The psalm in 2:2–9 is similar in language and subject to the psalms of
thanksgiving in the Psalter (compare Pss. 5:7; 18:6; 31:22; 42:7; 120:1; 142:3;
143:4). Three lines of interpretation have been followed: (1) literal—Jonah
actually prayed the prayer while still in the fish’s belly; (2) figurative—the
writer describes deliverance from some mortal danger he has faced, and the
metaphors for drowning are figures for that danger; (3) allegorical—the psalm
refers to the Babylonian Exile.24
The theory has been advanced that the psalm has been interpolated after 2:1
where it does not fit. It would be better after 2:10, that is, after Jonah had been
regurgitated. The observation that the psalm does not speak specifically of
Jonah’s experience in the fish’s belly is valid enough. But, as Aalders keenly
speculates, a later editor would have precisely written in the actual
circumstances so the psalm would fit the situation perfectly.25 Even though the
prayer is a psalm of thanksgiving for help received, from Jonah’s viewpoint of
faith he was already saved when he was swallowed up by the fish. The psalm
fills out the prophet’s personality profile, grateful for divine mercy when it came
his way, but resentful when it turned toward Nineveh.

PURPOSE OF THE BOOK

B.S. Childs is right when he says the purpose of the book is the “most crucial
and perplexing problem of the book.”26 Views on purpose have ranged widely.
Smith summed it up as God’s care and provision of His Word to the Gentiles,27
and a more recent, and attractive, proposal is that it affirms the possibility of
repentance for man, and where this occurs, God may avert the disaster that the
prophet had announced.28
In my discussion above I have offered the thesis that the book of Jonah
introduces the classical prophets well, because he was a transition figure
between preclassical and classical prophecy. By that, however, I do not mean
that the author wrote the book for that purpose. It serves that function for our
study of prophecy, even though it need not have been the author’s purpose for
writing. He set out to tell his own story (if Jonah authored it) or the story of the
eighth-century prophet whose reputation was at best one of reluctant obedience
to the prophetic call. That, however, in no way disqualified him as God’s
prophet. It is quite possible that prophets in subsequent generations saw their
own reluctance vis-à-vis God’s sovereign will illustrated in Jonah’s experience.
We suggest that the purpose of the book, therefore, is to affirm God’s irresistible
will in His world. That world extends beyond the borders of Israel, includes the
elements of nature, and centers itself on the word and actions of His prophets.
There are, of course, minor developments of that theme woven into the story.
Yet the purpose must be located in the story itself, and Yahweh’s sovereign will
effected through His prophet is the most obvious element.

DATE OF COMPOSITION

The ministry of the historical Jonah (to keep distinct the date of his ministry
and the date the book was written) is generally placed within one of two time
frames, either that of the Assyrian king Adad-nirari III (810–783) or the reign of
Asshur-dan III (771–754). It is assumed that the kind of international exchange
represented in the book could only have taken place during a time of Assyrian
weakness. The brief note in 2 Kings 14:25 dates Jonah in Jeroboam’s reign, but
that overlapped both of those Assyrian kings’ reigns. Some kind of revival
occurred during the rule of Adad-nirari III, but its purpose was to concentrate
worship upon the god Nabu (Nebo). That could hardly have been the revival that
followed Jonah’s preaching. The reign of Asshur-dan III was a particularly
troubled time in Assyria, with the solar eclipse of June 15, 763, and a famine that
began in 765 and continued to or recurred in 759. Perhaps when Jonah arrived in
Nineveh, the ominous eclipse and famine had already ripened the city for
repentance.29
The book could have been composed any time between the middle of the
eighth century and the canonization of the Twelve Prophets by the end of the
fifth century. A good number of scholars date the writing of the book some time
between the Exile and the era of Ezra-Nehemiah, and Julius A. Bewer even puts
it somewhere between 400 and 200 B.C.30 The late date is based upon the tension
between universalism and nationalism in the book, but Kaufmann has
convincingly demonstrated that universalism was an early phenomenon in Israel,
and the kind that is found in Jonah belonged to that of the preclassical prophets.
They did not foresee the nations giving up idolatry as did the classical prophets.
In Kaufmann’s view that demands a date as early as the dynasty of Jehu, that is,
the time period in which the book of Kings places him.31
It is likely that there were circulating in preclassical times collections about
the prophets, just as their works circulated in the classical period. The
Elijah/Elisha collection, to which we have compared the book of Jonah, may
have been among those materials the writer of Kings had at his disposal. Sellin
and Fohrer’s comment that Jonah was not extant by 600 because Kings did not
use it is unjustified.32 The narrative would hardly have fit his theological
scheme, so we would not expect him to use it even if he had it at his disposal.
The presence of Aramaisms33 in the text has become a weak argument for an
exilic or postexilic date as the study of ancient Semitic languages has

progressed. Aramaic was the language of correspondence in early times, and the
book of Kings verifies that that was true as early as the reign of Sennacherib (2
Kings 18:26).
The book of Jonah could have been composed as early as the middle of the
eighth century. There are no compelling reasons that it could not have been. Yet
it is also possible that it may have come into existence in its present form at a
later time, but before or soon after the fall of Samaria and the dispersion of the
northern tribes. The story has a northern air about it, almost a pride in this
prophet who undertook a mission to one of Assyria’s major cities and preached
the bad news. The fact that Yahweh spared Nineveh upon her repentance was a
faithful witness to His sovereign control over that foreign power.
There is no way we can determine who might have written the book. The
narrative is in the third person, with only Jonah’s words in the first person. The
prophet himself could have been the author. Certainly he composed the psalm.
Yet it is not necessary to insist that the book was written by Jonah. Whoever the
writer was, he was a skilled author. His Hebrew is smooth and simple, and his
literary ability to tell a story is unsurpassed by any other author in the Old
Testament.

THE MESSAGE OF THE BOOK

We have already made the point that Jonah provides a bridge between
preclassical and classical prophecy. It has something old, something new. With
his face to the era of preclassical prophecy, Jonah preached judgment but not
repentance. Further, as in the stories of Elijah and Elisha, miracles figure
prominently in the book. With his face to the era of classical prophecy, Jonah
proclaimed his message to the citizens of Nineveh rather than just to the officials
(3:4–5). Moreover, he presented motifs that found prominence in the preaching
of the prophets of the eighth century and onward. Among them was the idea that
repentance may divert God’s wrath—though this theme was forced upon Jonah
rather than preached by him. The sovereignty of God over the gods, over man
and nature, and over Assyria is another thread woven into the fabric of the
narrative. Further, the relationship of the prophet to God and the irrevocability of
the prophetic call figure eminently in the book.

God and the Gods
The polemic against the pagan gods does not come up to the syllogistic
argument of Isaiah. Rather it operates on the same level as the contest Elijah
conducted on Mount Carmel. “Then you call on the name of your god, and I will
call on the name of the Lord, and the God who answers by fire, He is God” (1
Kings 18:24). Though not put in quite the same terms, the effect was the same.
When the Lord who made the sea and dry land (1:9) calmed the storm, the
sailors feared Him greatly and offered sacrifice and made vows (1:16). The
“each to his own” theology practiced by the men aboard ship had no effect on
the sea that Yahweh had made (1:5). The deity who could control nature was
Jonah’s God.

Yahweh Sovereign over Men and Nature
The real hero of the story is the Lord God. He dominates the action in the
narrative: the Lord hurled a great wind on the sea (1:4); the Lord appointed a

great fish to swallow Jonah (1:17); the Lord commanded the fish (2:10); God
relented concerning the calamity (3:10); the Lord God appointed a plant (4:6);
God appointed a worm (4:7); God appointed a scorching east wind (4:8). His
control of the world extended to nature, to prophets, and to pagans. He was
sovereign in judgment and even in mercy. “He did not do it” was Yahweh’s
“cancelled” stamped across His decree of judgment (3:10).

Whose Servant?
It is interesting that the writer of Kings calls Jonah the Lord’s “servant” as
well as “prophet.” Evidently the prophet had a considerably longer career than is
represented here and by the brief note in 2 Kings 14:25. We really have no other
basis on which to evaluate Jonah’s role as servant except the book that bears his
name. And the question here is, “Whose servant was he?”
Although we have no basis for quibbling with the author of Kings, in the book
of Jonah this prophet is rather self-serving. His flight from the presence of the
Lord (1:3, 10) was a flight toward his own ego. Our author in the beginning
leaves us with only the bare fact that “Jonah rose up to flee to Tarshish from the
presence of the Lord” (1:3), providing no explanation. Not until God repented of
the calamity He had declared upon Nineveh did Jonah offer an explanation for
his elopement: “Was not this what I said while I was still in my own country?
Therefore, in order to forestall this I fled to Tarshish, for I knew that Thou art a
gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in lovingkindness,
and one who relents concerning calamity” (4:2). Jonah knew God well, knew
Him too well for his own comfort. Although this was a very real theological
struggle for him, his pity, which at some point ought to mature and turn toward
Nineveh, turned upon himself. Angry over God’s mercy on Nineveh and happy
about the plant that shaded him, the scorching east wind and hot Near Eastern
sun brought his self-pity to the surface.34 A plant and a city of 120,000 people—
how do they compare? A prophet called to preach to Nineveh and the God who
made the city—how do they compare?
In this book, at least, Jonah was the Lord’s servant only because he could not
say no to God. The call of God was irrevocable. A servant can have his own
mind, and he may turn his attention to what he wishes God had said rather than
what He in fact has declared; but God’s call to prophesy will arrest him
wherever he is and compel him to obedience. Yes, even the self-seeking servant
is God’s servant, for he cannot say no to God. He can flee to Tarshish, but God
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AMOS

The prophet from Tekoa found, as did his eighth-century contemporaries Hosea
and Micah, that being a prophet was not an easy or well-appreciated occupation.
Hailing from the little town of Tekoa about six miles south of Bethlehem in the
Judean hills, Amos made his entrance into the kingdom of Israel with a message
of judgment. Yet it would be inaccurate to say that he was exclusively a prophet
of judgment, for he, perhaps to a lesser degree than Hosea, bore witness to
Yahweh’s grace and mercy. His voice was not a welcome sound in the sanctuary
of Bethel, but he was aware of the irresistible compulsion that brought him there
even though his audience may have had no appreciation for that driving force.
Amos was called from his pastoral occupation to one of the flourishing urban
centers made infamous by Jeroboam I. His hometown was among the cities that
Jeroboam’s Judean rival, Rehoboam, fortified to provide his kingdom with a
defensive chain of fortresses (2 Chron. 11:6). It was in that region also that
Jehoshaphat defeated the Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites (2 Chron. 20:20–
30), three peoples that interestingly enough fell under Amos’s indictment.
With Amos, Hebrew prophecy reached a new plateau.1 The moral character of
Hebrew religion was incorporated into the fabric of his prophecies. That was not
an entirely new phenomenon, for Nathan had expected ethical, or at least
compassionate, behavior from David (2 Sam. 12), and Elijah had condemned the
illegal seizure of Naboth’s vineyard (1 Kings 21). But no prophet before Amos,
with the exception of Moses, had linked the welfare and survival of the nation to
the moral obedience of the people. Moses had in fact warned the fledgling nation
that national welfare and moral or covenantal faithfulness were vitally linked
(Deut. 28). Amos applied that theological principle to the Northern Kingdom
and set a standard for his successors.

AMOS THE MAN

This Judean prophet, so easily moved to righteous indignation, had his
beginnings among the shepherds (nōqedîm) from Tekoa. The word nōqedîm
occurs in the Old Testament only one other time (as a singular form), to describe
the king of Moab, who dealt in sheep (2 Kings 3:4). The word is reputed to be a
cognate of the Arabic nakkad, which is a breed of short-legged sheep producing
very fine wool. The Septuagint translator of 2 Kings 3:4 evidently did not know
the meaning of nōqēd, for he simply transliterated it.
In 7:14 Amos uses another unique word (bôqēr) to describe his occupation,
and generally the two words are taken synonymously, some scholars even
suggesting, without textual warrant, that bôqēr should be emended to nōqēd. The
Targum (Aramaic translation) recognized the two terms to be synonymous and
rendered them with the same term “master of the flocks.” The reference to “the
flock” in 7:15 would suggest the association of bôqēr with sheep. Whereas some
scholars have understood nōqēd in 2 Kings 3:4 as “sheep breeder,” Arvid S.
Kapelrud has associated that word with the Mesopotamian temple herds.
Working under the supervisors of the herds were several naqidu, who were
sometimes temple officials and responsible for the temple cows and sheep. Thus
he proposes that Amos was such an official.2 Although that is an interesting
proposal and would certainly make him a cult figure, the evidence for it is not
easily gathered. In fact, there is a serious question whether Amos had any cultic
associations other than those that any eighth-century Judean layman would have
had. Although he had a vision of the Lord standing beside the altar, which was
probably the altar of the Jerusalem Temple (9:1), there is little firm evidence in
the book that he was a cultic functionary or a prophet associated with the cult.
We may concede that some prophets were closely linked to the Jerusalem cult,
but that seems to have been the exception rather than the rule. Perhaps some
modern scholars have been overly enthusiastic in their effort to find cultic
associations in the prophetic materials, just as others of a bygone era
overemphasized the cleavage between prophet and cult.

Outline of Amos
1. Introduction (1:1–2)

1. Superscription (1:1)
2. Announcement of Judgment (1:2)
2. Oracles against the Nations (1:3–2:16)
1. Oracle against Damascus (1:3–5)
2. Oracle against Gaza (1:6–8)
3. Oracle against Tyre (1:9–10)
4. Oracle against Edom (1:11–12)
5. Oracle against the Ammonites (1:13–15)
6. Oracle against Moab (2:1–3)
7. Oracle against Judah (2:4–5)
8. Oracle against Israel (2:6–16)
3. Additional Oracles (3:1–6:14)
1. Hear This Word, People of Israel (3:1–15)
2. Hear This Word, Cows of Bashan (4:1–13)
3. Hear This Word, House of Israel (5:1–17)
4. Woe to Impenitent Israel—Captivity beyond Damascus (5:18–27)
5. Woe to Impenitent Israel—Destruction by Invasion from the
North (6:1–14)
4. The Visions and Appendixes (7:1–9:15)
1. Vision 1—the Locust (7:1–3)
2. Vision 2—the Devouring Fire (7:4–6)
3. Vision 3 and Appendix A (7:7–17)
1. Vision 3—the Lord’s Plumb Line (7:7–9)
2. Appendix A—Amos’s Encounter with Amaziah (7:10–17)
4. Vision 4 and Appendix B (8:1–14)
1. Vision 4—the Basket of Summer Fruit (8:1–3)
2. Four Oracles (8:4–14)
1. Hear This, You Who Trample the Needy (8:4–8)
2. Sundown at High Noon (8:9–10)
3. The Unexpected Famine (8:11–12)
4. The Devastating Drought (8:13–14)
5. Vision 5 and Appendix C (9:1–15)
1. Vision 5—the Lord by the Altar (9:1–4)
2. Appendix C (9:5–15)
1. The Lord, Creator and Sustainer of the Earth (9:5–6)
2. The Lord, Israel, and the Nations (9:7–8)
3. Judgment upon Skeptical Israel (9:9–10)
4. Restoration of David’s Dynasty and Kingdom (9:11–12)
5. Renewal of the Earth, the People, and the Homeland (9:13–

15)
The most that we can say confidently from the biblical evidence is that Amos
was a sheepherder. That is borne out by the association in 7:15: “But the Lord
took me from following the flock….”
In addition to being a shepherd, Amos also refers to himself with the term
bôlēs to describe some part in the growing of sycamore figs. That fruit was
produced by an evergreen tree that reached a maximum height of forty feet. The
fruit was smaller than the common fig, had a sweet taste, and had to be pinched
or pierced about four days before harvesting so that it would ripen.3 The
Septuagint rendered the Hebrew participle knizōn, which means “nipping” or
“pricking.” Evidently Amos was a pincher or piercer of those figs. King David
appointed a special supervisor for the sycamore fig industry (1 Chron. 27:28),
suggesting its importance to the national economy.
Because the high elevation of Tekoa was unsuitable for sycamore figs, some
commentators have suggested that Amos was not a native of Tekoa. The
rabbinic tradition located Tekoa in the tribal claim of Asher (e.g., Ibn Ezra and
David Kimchi on Amos 1:1). Yet it is probable that Amaziah considered Judea
to be the prophet’s home (7:12). Most likely those involved in the sycamore
trade traveled to the Shephelah (which seems to be the suggestion of the Targum
on 7:14 as well as 1 Chron. 27:28) or down toward the Dead Sea, where the
climatic conditions were more favorable for the fruit.
The ancestry of Amos is not mentioned at all, some commentators interpreting
that to mean that his family was well known and there was no need to mention
his father,4 others hearing from the silence a word about the poor class from
which Amos sprang. We simply do not know how to interpret the absence of
family names in the superscription. It is the case also in other prophetic books
(e.g., Micah and Malachi). One thing for certain, however, is that when Amos
stepped forth in the sanctuary at Bethel to proclaim a word of judgment upon
Israel, he made his authority clear enough—”The Lord took me … and the Lord
said to me, ‘Go prophesy’ “ (7:15).
The question of Amos’s relation to the cult has already arisen and deserves
further consideration. On the one hand, this prophet declares the Lord’s Word on
the matter:

I hate, I reject your festivals,
Nor do I delight in your solemn assemblies.
Even though you offer up to Me burnt offerings and your

grain offerings,
I will not accept them;
And I will not even look at the peace offerings of your
fatlings.
Take away from Me the noise of your songs;
I will not even listen to the sound of your harps.
But let justice roll down like waters
And righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.
Did you present Me with sacrifices and grain offerings in
the wilderness for forty years, O house of Israel? (5:21–25)
Yehezkel Kaufmann has advanced the opinion that Amos did not reject the
cult unconditionally. That would have been a rejection of the tradition upon
which 5:25 itself is based. Rather, says Kaufmann, Amos rejected the cult in
favor of morality.5
On the other hand, in his fifth vision Amos saw the Lord standing beside the
altar (9:1). Kapelrud, adopting a cultic interpretation of Amos, cites 5:4 and 6
and interprets the imperative “seek” in a cultic sense, that is, to seek an oracle
from the priest or prophet. Perhaps Amos was instructing the Israelites to “seek”
the Lord in Jerusalem.6 John D. W. Watts also argues for a formal relationship to
the cult and cites the prophet’s mention of major sanctuaries, Gilgal (4:4; 5:5),
Carmel (1:2; 9:3), Beersheba (5:5; 8:14), and Dan (8:14), as well as his
knowledge of cult functions (1:2; 2:14; 4:4–5; 5:5; 5:21–23, 25; 8:10) and cult
abuses (2:7–8, 12; 5:26; 7:9; 8:14). In fact, queries Watts, was it possible to
perform the function of a prophet without being related to the cult in some way?
His somewhat ambiguous answer is that if Amos did function within the cult he
did so as one who preserved the right relations to the covenant as Yahweh’s
spokesman, as a preacher of repentance, and as intercessor for his people.7
Yet there is no reason a layman could not perform all of those functions apart
from the cult without any official relationship to it other than that of a lay
worshiper. We should not at all be surprised that the prophets knew a great deal
about the cult, for they were covenantally involved with it even if they were not
functionaries in it. We may, therefore, assume that they knew parts of the
liturgy, and even liturgical compositions within the prophetic material can hardly
prove the case for cultic associations.
Moreover, it is difficult to see how the prophets, whose message presupposes
the Mosaic covenant, could so easily abandon an institution established by that
legislation. As is evident, we cannot accept the Wellhausen developmental and

evolutionary scheme of Old Testament religion. Of course, a developmental
approach is in some respects justifiable, but the inverted pyramid of ideas and
institutions popularized in the last century of biblical scholarship is a bit
simplistic and overtaxes the archaeological and literary evidence. It seems much
more likely that the prophets intervened to reveal the ethical intent of the
sacrificial system. It was designed to ensure and promote Israel’s basic
relationship to Yahweh. Walter Brueggemann has correctly assessed the
prophetic protest against sacrifice and cultic worship as protests “against
worship which had ceased to edify covenant, against rites which did not serve
the dialogue of Word and answer, against a liturgy which did not function as a
legitimate vehicle for relation between the speaker of the Word and the creature
of the Word. The cult the prophets denounced had ceased to be a genuinely
Israelite form of worship.”8
Although it would be ill-advised to say there were no cult prophets in this era,
the evidence that Amos was one is quite meager.

DATE OF HIS ACTIVITY

Dating the book of Amos at first would seem to be an easy task. The
superscription (1:1) provides three bits of evidence. His ministry occurred during
the reigns of Uzziah of Judah and Jeroboam of Israel and two years before the
earthquake. We know from 2 Kings 14 that the reigns of Uzziah (Azariah) and
Jeroboam had a rather long overlap. Edwin R. Thiele gives 782–753 B.C. as the
years of Jeroboam as sole ruler of Israel and 767–740 as the reign of Uzziah as
sole ruler in Judah.9 Using that system, the ministry of Amos had to occur
sometime between 767 and 753 B.C., within a span of sixteen years at the most. If
we knew the date of the earthquake, which was still remembered in the days of
Zecharaiah (520–518 B.C., Zech. 14:5), then we could date Amos’s ministry with
no difficulty. Unfortunately, we can only guess.
Another bit of corroborative, though not definitive, evidence is supplied by 2
Kings 14:25. The prophet Jonah had predicted, and Jeroboam had accomplished,
the reinstatement of Israel’s borders from “the entrance of Hamath as far as the
Sea of the Arabah.” Disappointingly, we cannot determine at what point in
Jeroboam’s reign that territorial expansion was completed. Evidently, however,
the indicting and threatening prophecy of Amos 6:14 presupposes its
completion:

For behold, I am going to raise up a nation against you,
O house of Israel,” declares the Lord God of hosts,
“And they will afflict you from the entrance of Hamath
To the brook of the Arabah.”
Although we cannot be dogmatic at this point, the fact that Amos does not
mention the Assyrians at all might, against the opinion of Richard S. Cripps,10
indicate a date before the rise of Tiglath-pileser III (744 B.C.). We may suggest
that the bloated self-confidence of Israel during the ministry of Amos could fit
into most any period of the overlapping reigns of Jeroboam and Uzziah, if
indeed the territorial expansion of Israel had been completed by 767, a fact we
cannot ascertain. William Rainey Harper seems to be on safer ground by
suggesting a range of years, 765–750 (using a lower chronology than Thiele).11
Hans Walter Wolff has dated Amos’s activity about 760, whereas the latter years

of Jeroboam’s reign are selected by R. K. Harrison12 (750), Watts13 (c. 752), and
Julian Morgenstern14 (752 or 751). Certainly Morgenstern’s proposal of the fall
equinox of 752 or 751 involves more specificity than can be justified from the
book itself.
Perhaps Amos 8:9 is a prediction of the solar eclipse that occurred in 763 B.C.,
according to Assyrian records. If that is the case, then his prophecy occurred
sometime between 767 and 763, if we assume a relatively short period of
prophetic activity. Admittedly, however, Amos could be employing
metaphorical language, but we know that ancients did pay close attention to
natural catastrophes as the voice of God. It is interesting that in 8:8 Amos seems
to speak of an anticipated earthquake, following that up in 8:9 with the
prediction of a solar eclipse. If the two occurred in proximity to each other, they
would provide a double confirmation of Amos’s prophecy. The Assyrian
weakness during that period would contribute more heavily to the growing sense
of security and ease that marked the reign of Jeroboam II. Arguing with our own
thesis, however, we might wonder why Amos mentioned only the earthquake in
1:1 if the solar eclipse had also been a major confirming factor. The eventualities
of the data are so tentative that we might settle back on safer ground and broaden
the range of possibilities to that suggested earlier, the co-regency of Jeroboam
and Uzziah (767–753).
Morgenstern’s thesis that Amos only prophesied on the one occasion,
delivering his message in about thirty minutes,15 has the appeal of novelty, but it
is hard to believe that so influential a prophet would have had no greater
prophetic involvement. In fact, the allegation of the priest Amaziah, that Amos
had conspired against Jeroboam (7:10), implies time for Amos to have spoken
more than once, and the interchange between the two men as well as the
message dispatched to the king (not to mention a reply) would suggest a longer
period of time, perhaps weeks or even months.

THE LITERARY NATURE AND PLAN OF THE BOOK

About half the book of Amos is composed of the oracles against the nations
(1:3–2:16) and the five visions (7:1–9; 8:1–9:10), plus their appendixes. Those
two segments occupy a prominent place in the literary plan, which has led some
scholars to advance the thesis that the book has two literary centers, the oracles
and the visions, and that the rest of the prophecy has clustered around those two
collections. Artur Weiser, for instance, proposes that the two collections
circulated independently for a time, and that the oracles in chapters 1–6
(originally concluded with 7:10–17) were prefixed to the visions, already
actualized by events, in an effort to preserve the oracles.16 Hughell E. W.
Fosbroke speaks of “floating oracles” among the admirers of Amos that were
written down to form the first collection of the sayings of Amos. The visions
were, in his estimation, probably written or dictated later by Amos when the
delay in the destruction that he predicted prompted him to record them for the
day when his message would be vindicated by history.17 Even though such a
scheme correctly recognizes the centrality of the oracles and visions, it may also
introduce much disparity into the various parts of the book. Moreover, as
Harrison argues, the integration of the oracles and visions to obtain a wholistic
picture of Amos’s ministry is necessary. In fact, already in the first vision (7:1–
3) Amos entreated Yahweh for mercy upon Israel, for whom he had already
predicted disaster in the oracle of 2:6–16.18
Harper’s analysis of the book divides the material into three parts: oracles
(1:3–2:16), sermons (3:1–6:14), and visions (7:1–9:8b). Within those three main
sections are numerous secondary passages that did not originate with Amos. In
addition to them, 1:1–2 and 9:8c–15 are by later hands.19 The analysis of
Sellin/Fohrer is similar in that they view the books as being composed of many
short sayings and reports of visions spoken in isolation. According to their
assessment, 1:3–2:16 is the only large unit of oral proclamation, with 7:10–17
the only other longer section.20 Eissfeldt, whom Fohrer follows, counts twentyfive individual sayings in those passages outside of the oracles and visions.21
A much more coherent literary plan is detected by S. R. Driver, who sees a
thematic development through it. Chapters 1–2 introduce the theme of the book,
judgment upon Israel, chapters 3–6 argue against the privileged guarantee of
safety that the Israelites believed they enjoyed, and chapters 7–9 reinforce that

theme of divine judgment.22 Keil’s analysis follows the same thematic criterion
and falls into the same three parts.23 Although modern criticism of the book has
often paid little attention to a synthetic theme and instead has accentuated the
disjunctive nature of much of the material, the thematic criterion remains a
logical approach to understanding the prophets generally and Amos particularly.
The assumption of Hermann Gunkel’s form-critical method—that short
sayings constituted the basic building blocks of the prophetic writings—is highly
questionable. Whereas most modern scholars would not accede to the thesis in
that form, at least for practical purposes many of them do underwrite it as a basic
working hypothesis. However, if Amos had anything to do with the composition
of his own book, a proposition we shall consider further, it is highly unlikely that
he would have given his book the stamp of disarray that many commentators
believe they see there. The phrase “two years before the earthquake” suggests
that Amos gave his prophecies their present literary form after the earthquake
that he predicted (8:8), which confirmed him a true prophet. His intent was
obviously to present his oracles and visions that had conveyed the message of
destruction in order to vindicate himself and all prophets—“Surely the Lord God
does nothing unless He reveals His secret counsel to His servants the prophets”
(3:7).
It might very well be that at that time Amos added the message of restoration
(9:11–15), which would be most appropriate in the face of the catastrophe, as
well as encouraging Israel in anticipation of the future captivity he had earlier
predicted (5:27; 9:4). Now they could be even more confident that he had not
been speaking amiss. We have no way of knowing whether Amos personally
delivered any additional oracles in the Northern Kingdom after the earthquake
ratified his prophetic credentials; but we can be sure that the thunderous words
of judgment and the ensuing encounter with Amaziah the priest had not been
forgotten. If the prophet himself had not made believers out of some of the
northern citizens, the earthquake did. And those whose ears had been opened to
the voice of God, whether by prophetic proclamation or natural calamity, would
be glad to listen to Amos’s words again and review his forebodings, whether
they should be delivered by him personally or his appointee.
We may theorize consequently that the book received its present form two
years after his ministry in Bethel. The final plan of the book (1) details his
oracles and visions delivered in the north two years prior, (2) recognizes the
confirmation of his prophecy by the earthquake, and (3) offers hope in
anticipation of the impending storm yet to occur at the hands of the unnamed
Assyrians. Thus the published form of the book in its entirety reviewed how

Amos had accurately foretold what had actually happened, and it reminded Israel
that there was more to come.
It is most probable that the bulk of the oracles and visions had already been
committed to writing before the final edition of the book. In addition to the work
of arranging and editing, Amos or a disciple added 1:1 and perhaps also 1:2, the
latter a reminder to the near-pagans of the Northern Kingdom that the prophet
speaks for Yahweh from Jerusalem, and His Word has a devastating effect on
the extremities (“the summit of Carmel”) of His land. No defiant priest need
threaten with expulsion the prophet who speaks in the name of that God.

THE ORACLES AGAINST THE NATIONS (1:3–2:16)

Form
Eight oracles against the nations begin the main body of the book, climaxing
with the oracle against Israel. A standard form, with only slight variations, is
shared by the first seven oracles, whereas the eighth departs considerably from
it. Five items characterize this oracular form: (1) the introductory formula, “Thus
says the Lord"; (2) a terse formulaic statement of Yahweh’s irrevocable
judgment, “For three transgressions of [city or state] and for four I will not
revoke its punishment"; (3) the indictment proper, introduced by the Hebrew
preposition ‘al (“because”) and an infinitive with the subject suffix (“they
threshed”), followed by the details of the crimes; (4) a statement of the
punishment introduced by the formula “So I will send fire upon [object of
punishment] and it will consume the citadels of” (absent from the Israel oracle,
and the Ammonite oracle has the variation, “So I will kindle a fire,” rather than
“send fire”); (5) the concluding formula, “Says the Lord” (missing in the Tyre,
Edom, and Moab oracles, and in the Gaza oracle it has the form “Says the Lord
God,” whereas in the Israel oracle its form is “Declares the Lord” or “Oracle of
the Lord”).
Aage Bentzen has argued that the form of these oracles is that of the Egyptian
cultic execration texts.24 Those were texts written on pottery vessels and
contained the names of people and places the priest or worshiper wished to
curse. Then the priest would break the vessel in a ritual of sympathetic magic to
bring about the desired curse upon the person or place named. Wolff, on the
other hand, has argued persuasively against that thesis, pointing out the
difference in literary form (execration texts are just lists of names) and other
divergences from the form of the Amos oracles.25 John H. Hayes, considering
the general nature and Sitz-im-Leben of the oracles, has proposed that their
origin is to be sought in speeches made against enemies before battle. The giving
of such oracles, in his judgment, was primarily a prophetic function. Eventually
the form was adapted in the cultic liturgy, very likely the setting that most
influenced Amos.26 That hypothesis, however ingenious, does not satisfactorily

explain the oracles of Amos. As John Barton has observed, the similarity
between Amos 1–2 and other prophetic oracles against the nations is not very
great.27
If any benefit is to be derived from identifying the origin of the form of these
oracles in ancient Israelite society, Wolff’s insistence that they are associated
with the “messenger speech” does most justice to their form and function in
Amos. Wolff’s hypothesis results from an examination of speeches made by
diplomatic messengers in the ancient Near East, both biblical and nonbiblical.28
We might surmise that if Amos was searching for a literary form in which to
couch his message of judgment against the nations, that would have served very
well.

In view of the irresolute nature of the question of form, we must agree with R.
E. Clements’s conclusion, also followed by Barton, that the oracles are a
distinctive genre of their own and draw from many aspects of Israelite life.29
The Amos oracles have generally been grouped into three categories based
upon form and content: (1) oracles against Damascus, Gaza, Ammon, and Moab;
(2) oracles against Tyre, Edom, and Judah; and (3) the oracle against Israel. The
first group shares an identical form and content, whereas the second shares the
trait that the punishment (element no. 4) is apocopated, ending with “So I will
send fire upon … and it will consume the citadels of …” (or “her citadels”).
Further, those three oracles do not contain the concluding formula, “Says the

Lord.” The content of the Judah oracle is different from Tyre and Edom. The
latter two are indicted for wartime atrocities, whereas Judah is only condemned
for religious apostasy. But the reason for that is not hard to find. The Judah
oracle is a transition oracle, providing the hinge between condemnation of
Israel’s neighbors for military crimes and condemnation of Israel for her social
crimes and religious apostasy. Because the oracle against Israel is the climax,
Amos is more explicit about the sins of Israel, whereas he only mentions Judah’s
sins in general. His purpose was to indict Israel, not Judah. So Judah slips by
with the bare mention of her general backsliding nature, whereas Israel receives
a caustic rebuke in the most explicit detail.
The oracles, except for that against Israel, are brief and to the point. They
have an arresting psychological force about them, preempting the agreement of
the audience. But once the auditors have been quite won over to the prophet’s
assessment of their neighbors, then Amos turns the tables and judges them
according to the same standards. It was a trapdoor, and once inside, the door
closed hopelessly behind them.
The conclusion of Wolff and the majority of modern scholars that the oracles
of the second group (Tyre, Edom, and Judah) are later additions is not as
“inescapable” as he claims.30 To coerce Amos into agreement with modern
form-critical analysis does injustice to the literary ingenuity of this prophet; it
requires a uniformity of style that is pleasing to the literary analyst but that may
misrepresent the literary sensitivities and psychological frame of mind of an
eighth-century prophet. By the same method we might feel compelled to deny
the Israel oracle to Amos as well. In fact, in form and content that oracle is the
most divergent of them all. But if we are willing to allow Amos the excellence of
literary skill to which the book as a whole testifies, the oracle against Israel gives
evidence of the prophet’s literary versatility.

Purpose
The oracles against the nations obviously had a cumulative effect, whose sum
was the absolutely inescapable judgment of Israel. Driver says it well: “As none
of these will escape retribution for having broken the common and universally
regarded dictates of morality, so Israel, for similar or greater sins (2:6–8),
aggravated, indeed, in its case by ingratitude (vv. 9–12), will not be exempt from
the same law of righteous government.”31
More generally, however, the oracles against the nations pose a problem for

the interpreter. What was the need to speak of or to nations that could not hear
and consequently could not respond to the prophet’s warning or word of
judgment, whether in repentence (cf. Jonah 3:4–10) or self-defense? Probably no
single answer to that question is possible, but in the case of the Amos oracles,
there seems to have been no external purpose involved. That is, Amos had no
motive that might benefit the nations outside of Israel. His purpose was aimed
solely at Israel. The foreign nations are illustrations of Yahweh’s irrevocable
judgment. In fact, the oracles, as with numerous other foreign oracles, do not
contain a direct address to the nations but speak of them in the third person.
Those oracles that address a foreign nation directly (cf. Isa. 18:1–7; Jer. 49:7–22;
Ezek. 27:3–36; 28:2–19; and others) may constitute a different aspect of the
problem. Does the prophet expect a response? If so, how does the nation hear the
word of the prophet? With the exception of Jonah among the writing prophets,
none seems to have spoken to the nations on location.
The idea of sympathetic magic, as some have proposed, is not very
convincing, because the Old Testament generally is adverse to the use of magic
and sorcery. Perhaps the matter may be put to rest for our purposes by
suggesting that the prophets, because they did not call upon the nations to repent,
did not expect a response from them. The accountability for the execution of
judgment was left with God, as is clearly the case in Amos. The prophets were
not manipulative in the exercise of their function against the nations. Even
though foreigners did not enjoy the covenant privileges and responsibilities, they
nevertheless had a knowledge, though indistinct, of the ethical demands of
Yahweh.32 The nations, therefore, were accountable, not because they had heard
the voice of God through the law and prophets, but simply because they had
heard His voice through nature and social convention, what has come to be
called natural revelation. Whereas Israel had a distinctly unique relationship to
Yahweh (“You only have I chosen among all the families of the earth,” 3:2a),
the foreign nations had not been left devoid of some relationship to Him either:

Are you not as the sons of Ethiopia to Me,
O sons of Israel?” declares the Lord.
“Have I not brought up Israel from the land of Egypt,
And the Philistines from Caphtor and the Arameans from
Kir?” (9:7)

Time Span
The general view is that the time period in which the numerous and sundry
atrocities were committed was approximately the century before Amos, around
850 to 753 B.C. Keith N. Schoville’s analysis leads him to opt for the period
around 841, especially because Amos’s time was relatively stable.33 Norman K.
Gottwald, following Kaufmann, dates the atrocities in the fifty or seventy-five
years before Amos, identifying the events of the Damascus oracle as the attacks
of Hazael against Transjordan during the reigns of Jehu and Jehoahaz between
837 and 805 (2 Kings 13:1–9, 22, 25). The “covenant of brotherhood” in the
oracle against Tyre might be dated during the purge of the Omri dynasty by Jehu
in 841; although, if that be true, the reference is probably to retaliatory measures
by Tyre after the murder of Jezebel.34 Barton, in his helpful analysis, more or
less follows the recent or near-recent position taken by Wolff.35 Even though
recent events would seem to affect Amos and his audience more acutely, we
must keep in mind that those were traditional enemies of Israel. So just the
mention of the names, whether the crimes were recent or a century past, might
accomplish the effect Amos intended.

ADDITIONAL ORACLES (3:1–6:14)

Five proclamations follow the oracles against the state of affairs in the
Northern Kingdom and expand the indictment of the Israel oracle. The first three
are introduced by “Hear this word!” and are addressed to the Israelites generally
(3:1), the women of Samaria (4:1), and the house of Israel (5:1) respectively. In
the first oracle (3:1–15) Amos indicted the whole of Israel for abusing the
privileged relationship that they had with Yahweh. Israel’s Exodus from Egypt
carried with it responsibility, which they had not accepted. So the Lord would
punish them for all their iniquities (3:2). Just as the visions are interrupted with
Amos’s account of his call (7:10–17), in like manner the oracles against the
nations are followed by a biographical defense of his prophetic involvement
(3:3–8). Things do not just happen. There is a cause-effect pattern evident in
nature and history. By a series of rhetorical questions that require a negative
answer, the prophet moves toward his climax: “A lion has roared! Who will not
fear? The Lord God has spoken! Who can but prophesy?” (3:8).
The second oracle (4:1–13) addressed the women of Samaria, who were a part
of the oppressive machinery of that society. To be such an evil time, one might
think that religion was at a low ebb, but that was not so. The people enjoyed
being religious and were good at it: “ ‘Offer a thank offering also from that
which is leavened, and proclaim freewill offerings, make them known. For so
you love to do, you sons of Israel,’ declares the Lord God” (4:5).
But tragically their religion did not get beyond the shrines where they
worshiped. The last part of the proclamation (vv. 6–12) builds a case for
obedience and faithfulness out of Yahweh’s unrelenting attention to Israel and
her needs, and in view of the ungrateful response, the Lord vows judgment and
commands Israel to prepare to meet her God (v. 12). Judgment is certain. Now
Israel must get ready for its dreadful arrival. This is not a call to repentance. It is
a pronouncement of doom.
The third oracle (5:1–17), addressed to the “house of Israel,” begins with a
lamentation (v. 2) over the doom that Amos has pronounced upon Israel. There
is no evidence that Amos lived to see the fall of Israel in 722, so this lament is in
anticipation of it. But no sooner had he said the last rites at the graveside than he
summoned this people to seek the Lord and live (5:4, 6, 14). The future was
contingent upon Israel’s response to the summons—”Perhaps the Lord God of
hosts may be gracious to the remnant of Joseph” (v. 15). If judgment came, for

there was no effort to stave it off, the wailing and lamentation would be like the
mourning of the Egyptians for their only sons, because the Lord would again
pass through their midst (vv. 16–17).
The last two proclamations are introduced by the exclamation “woe” (NASB
“alas” in 5:18). The fourth (5:18–27) pronounces woe upon impenitent Israel and
ends with the prediction of exile beyond Damascus. Interestingly there were
those in Amos’s audience who were eagerly awaiting the “day of the Lord,” for
they expected a day that would signal victory for Israel and defeat for her
enemies. But Amos inverted that concept and declared that it would be a day of
darkness from which no one could escape (v. 18). They may have evaded
dangerous perils before and acquired a false security in the process, but the Lord
had sufficient auxiliary systems to accomplish His plans and execute judgment.
It would come when they thought they were safe at last, “As when a man flees
from a lion and a bear meets him, or goes home, leans his hand against the wall
and a snake bites him” (v. 19).
The fifth oracle (6:1–14) was addressed to the political leaders of Judah and
Samaria who had been lulled into a sense of false security by their wealth and
success. Their real sin was that “they have not grieved over the ruin of Joseph”
(v. 6). The reference in verse 2 to Calneh and Hamath, which did not fall to the
Assyrians until around 738 B.C., and to Gath, which fell to Assyria around 734,
has led some scholars to suggest a later date for this oracle. Wolff assigns it to
Amos, but he sees a reinterpretation during the time when those cities fell.36 J.
A. Motyer regards the reference as an indication of their affluence rather than
their fate, and he translates “better” as “better off.”37 Just as the first woe-oracle
ended with a prediction of exile, this one concludes with a reference to the
nation that will inflict the fatal wound upon Israel.

THE VISIONS AND THE APPENDIXES (7:1–9:15)

The Five Visions
The five visions stand alongside the oracles against the nations as one of two
major literary centers to which the other materials of the book are attached. That
does not mean that the words of Amos outside those two centers are not
important. On the contrary, they provide a fuller account of the nature of Amos’s
preaching. With the exception of the Israel oracle, we would not know Amos as
a preacher of social righteousness were it not for those additional words. The
visions, although revealing much about Amos’s prophetic experience, do not
detail the religious and social sins of Israel. It is quite probable that Amos took
the two collections and enlarged them with other oracles and words to
underwrite and justify the broad terms of judgment declared in the national
oracles and visions. In fact, we can see that function discharged by the materials
interwoven into the visions.
Form. In literary form the visions proper fall into two pairs and a single
vision. Visions 1 and 2 are a literary pair as are also visions 3 and 4, whereas
vision 5 stands alone. The first four visions are introduced by “Thus the Lord
God showed me,” with a variant in the third (“Thus He showed me,” 7:7),
whereas vision 5 begins with “I saw the Lord” (9:1). Vision 1 (7:1–3) reports a
locust plague in the spring that was destroying the crop. The prophet interceded
for Israel: “Lord God, please pardon! How can Jacob stand, for he is small?”
(7:2). The Lord’s response to the prophet’s prayer follows. Then the vision
concludes with the voice of Yahweh: “ ‘It shall not be,’ said the Lord” (v. 3b).
Vision 2 (7:4–6) exhibits the same form. The Lord showed Amos a consuming
fire that threatened to devour the great deep and the land. A second time Amos
interceded: “Lord God, please stop! How can Jacob stand, for he is small?” (v.
5). The same statement of the Lord’s relenting response follows, and the
conclusion parallels that of vision 1: “This too shall not be,’ said the Lord God”
(v. 6).
ANALYSIS OF VISIONS

Vision 5 (9:1–4)
Introductory formula
I saw the Lord (v. 1a)
2. Yahweh’s command
“Smite the capitals … and break them”
(v. 1b–c)
3. Yahweh’s judgment
“Then I will slay the rest of them”
(vv. 1d–4a)

(vv. 1d–4a)
4. Concluding verdict

“And I will set My eyes against them
for evil and not for good”

(v. 4b) + Appendix 9:5–15
The second pair of visions employs symbolism to communicate their message.
Further, they were written as a dialogue between Yahweh and Amos. There is no
prophetic intercession but only the dreadful verdict: “I will spare them no
longer” (7:8; 8:2). Each of the visions appends an additional word of judgment,
in vision 3 judgment upon the sanctuaries and the house of Jehoboam (7:9) and
in vision 4 upon the palaces (8:3). In vision 3 (7:7–9) Amos saw the Lord
standing by a wall with a plumb line in His hand, whereupon He questioned
Amos about the identity of the object He had shown him. The purpose of the
question-answer pattern in vision 4 was evidently to provide the sound for the
word-play on “summer” that follows (“summer” =qayits, “end” = qēts, both
words using the same consonants). Following Yahweh’s question is Amos’s
answer and then Yahweh’s interpretation of the object that Amos identified.
Concluding both visions, as already noted, is the Lord’s avowal that He will
spare them no longer, perhaps a reference to His mercy extended to Israel when
Amos pleaded for His forebearance in the first two visions (7:2–3, 5–6).
We should also note that visions 3, 4, and 5 have long appendixes. After
vision 3 the appendix takes the form of the encounter between Amaziah, the
priest of Bethel, and Amos (7:10–17). The form of the appendix to vision 4 is
that of an oracle prefaced by “Hear this” (8:4–8), followed by three doomsday
oracles (8:9–10, 11–12, 13–14), each using the eschatological language of the
day of the Lord (“And it will come about in that day,” v. 9; “Behold, days are
coming,” v. 11; “In that day,” v. 13). To vision 5 is attached an appendix (9:5–
15) that includes a hymnic interlude lauding Yahweh as controller of the earth
(9:5–6), a restatement of the coming judgment upon Israel (9:7–10), and two
statements (9:11–12, 13–15) describing the eschatological future, both using
eschatological language (“In that day,” v. 11; “Behold, days are coming,” v. 13).
Vision 5 opens differently from the first four. Amos “saw the Lord standing
beside the altar” (v. 1). There is no dialogue here as in visions 3 and 4, only the
Lord’s command to smite the capitals of the sanctuary. The message of the
vision is the same as that of 5:18–20—there will be no escape when judgment
falls!
The critical discussion of the visions has been rather extensive. Morgenstern,
observing that the announcement of the end came in 8:2, would move vision 3 to
follow 7:6, giving the pattern of two intercessions that brought no results among
the people, only a respite for Israel, and finally the announcement of the end. He

suggests, therefore, that the first four visions (in the order of 1, 2, 4, 3) were the
preparation for Amos’s ministry. Vision 1 is dated in the spring, vision 2 in
midsummer when the summer produce had ripened, vision 4 only three or four
weeks after that, and vision 3 at the end of summer, just before the annual
harvest festival. Vision 5 then came while Amos was in Bethel on the occasion
of the harvest or New Year’s festival, after he had finished his prophetic address
and denounced Amaziah.38 Watts also puts vision 5 at the end of Amos’s
ministry, proposing that he reported them over a succession of three harvest or
New Year’s festivals.39
Although in general Morgenstern’s timetable for the visions is plausible, the
rearrangement is not necessary, particularly because both visions 3 and 4 are
quite foreboding in their declaration that the Lord would no longer spare Israel
(7:8; 8:2). Moreover, the pronouncement in vision 4 that the end had come
would understandably provoke Amaziah to deliver his pungent denunciation of
Amos. Evidently Amos was present in Bethel during a major festival, perhaps
that which had been instituted by Jeroboam I on the fifteenth day of the eighth
month as the Northern counterpart of the Feast of Tabernacles in Judah (1 Kings
12:32–33). There is simply no way to determine absolutely when and where
vision 5 occurred. Because very few of the prophecies in the book concern
Judah, it is probable that most of them were delivered in the sanctuaries of the
Northern Kingdom, even though they may not have occurred there. Bethel is the
only one we can be certain about. It is likely that all of them were announced
there.
Purpose. As mentioned above, Morgenstern suggests that the first four visions
provide an account of Amos’s preparation for his ministry. There are other
scholars who have suggested more specifically that these visions constitute his
call.40 Driver takes them merely as reinforcement of the lessons of the previous
discourses,41 and they are indeed that. Again we must recognize the speculative
nature of the question. The only account of Amos’s call that can be definitely
identified is that of 7:14–15, which is a very general statement without the kind
of detail that appears in the call of Jeremiah (chap. 1) and Ezekiel (chap. 1). Yet
it should be noted that both of those prophets had visions in conjunction with
their call. And although we ought not extrapolate from their experience
backward to Amos, the idea that the first four visions may constitute the details
of the prophet’s call is worthy of our attention, especially because the only
reference to the call is associated with the visionary records.

Purpose and Function of 7:10–17
Rather than consider this interchange between Amos and Amaziah as an
intrusion, I have recognized it as an appendix to vision 3. The reference to the
“house of Jeroboam” in 7:9 is no mere catchword that joins the two passages.
Rather, it is quite likely that the threat against Jeroboam, delivered in the
sanctuary at Bethel, provoked this strong reaction from the priest Amaziah. He
heard in Amos’s words no less than conspiracy against Jeroboam and his
dynasty.
Peter R. Ackroyd’s contention that its purpose was to pronounce doom against
the dynasty of Jehu may be true enough, but his hypothetical assertion that 7:9–
17 is not autobiographical, and that it is associated with a grave tradition (like 2
Kings 13 and 23) of Amos in Bethel,42 requires a hefty stretch of the
imagination. Fosbroke also disassociates the passage from the prophet Amos and
attributes it to a later writer who saw in Amos the greatness of a true prophet.43
Yet the signature of Amos is obvious. The same irresistible compulsion that he
expresses in 3:8 is present here. The character of those who forbade the prophets
to prophesy, so pungently condemned in the oracle against Israel (2:12), is taken
account of here also in the direct address to Amaziah—”you are saying, ‘You
shall not prophesy against Israel’ “ (v. 16). Moreover, the prediction of exile, so
prominently declared elsewhere (5:27; 9:4), is part of this account (v. 17). There
can be little doubt about the originality of this passage. It stands here as a report
of the response to Amos’s preaching in Bethel and a defense of his authority.
Amaziah’s order that Amos return to Judah and carry on his prophetic work
there (“Go, you seer, flee away to the land of Judah, and there eat bread and
there do your prophesying!” v. 12) evoked from Amos a self-defense of his
ministry, a statement that has been the point of much discussion: “I am not a
prophet, nor am I the son of a prophet” (v. 14). Watts claims that the discussion
of the time element (past or present) is a fruitless one. Rather, the syntactical
problem is one of mood instead of tense. He calls it a kind of subjunctive of
volition and renders the sentence: “No prophet did I choose to be! Nor did I seek
to become one of the prophetic guild. For I (had chosen to be) a herdsman and a
tender of sycamores, when Yahweh took me from following the flock.”44
Ackroyd prefers to interpret the negatives interrogatively: “Am I not a prophet?”
That, of course, has the opposite effect normally assumed for the passage, giving
Amos the status of prophet as well as assigning him to one of the prophetic
guilds.45 J. Alberto Soggin’s explanation, taking into account the past tense of

the verbs in the passage, insists that the present could not be understood here (it
is a verbless clause), only the past: “I was not a prophet, nor did I belong to an
association of prophets.” The implication would then be that Amos was not a
prophet at first, but later he was.46
Wolff takes the more traditional view that Amos was denying any vocational
connection with professional prophetism (i.e., he did not earn his living that
way) either as a prophet or a prophet’s disciple (“son of a prophet”).47 That
interpretation does greater justice to the grammar of the sentence than the above
attempts to make it say more than the obvious. In fact, Morgenstern’s proposal,
that Amos was disassociating himself from the older connotation of the
professional prophets who were known to foment rebellion,48 makes much sense
in this context.

Hymnic Material
Several scholars have identified the doxologies in 4:13; 5:8–9; and 9:5–6 as
remnants of an older cultic hymn or hymns. These three passages laud Yahweh
as Creator and Sustainer of the earth, and they share a common refrain, “The
Lord is His name” (“the Lord God of hosts” in 4:13). Watts argues that these
fragments (he does not include 5:9) belong to an old hymn announcing
Yahweh’s coming and judgment, and that it was sung at the annual New Year’s
festival. In his view, the “Day of Yahweh” was the climax of the festival. The
hymn originated sometime between Elijah and Amos.49 Brevard S. Childs
considers these fragments to be the effort of the redactor to reinforce the
theological focus of the book.50
Although there is an obvious relationship among these three doxologies, it is
not so obvious that they belong to an earlier hymn or that they represent a later
theological emphasis. Harrison correctly observes that they are so well
integrated into the text that they cannot be extricated and assigned to other
sources.51 The theological climate of the eighth century was sufficiently
adequate for Amos to laud Yahweh as the Creator and Controller of the world.
We must, therefore, adopt the position that Amos was the author of these
doxologies, and that he himself used them to reinforce the theological focus of
his message.

Concluding Oracles (9:11–15)
As part of the appendix to vision 5, two brief oracles are marked off here by
an introductory formula (“In that day,” v. 11; “Behold, days are coming,” v. 13)
and a concluding formula (“Declares the Lord who does this,” lit., “utterance of
the Lord,” v. 12; “Says the Lord your God,” v. 15). The first oracle predicts the
rebuilding of the “fallen booth of David” and the conquest of Israel’s
archenemy, Edom. The “booth of David” has been understood as his dynasty, his
empire (so the Targum), and his capital city, Jerusalem. If the reference is to the
kingdom of David, as the Targum interprets, then there is no problem, for the
kingdom of David had long disintegrated with the division of the united
kingdom and the loss of other territories. That would then be another threat
hurled against the house of Jeroboam. The Lord will again restore the united
kingdom. But if the reference is to the future fall of Judah and the loss of the
Davidic dynasty, which admittedly would satisfy the terms of this passage very
well, there is still no reason to deny the prophecy to Amos. A few years later in
this same historical time frame, Micah predicted the fall of Jerusalem (Mic.
3:12). The futuristic outlook, in fact, seems to be the most satisfactory.
The second oracle (9:13–15) in this concluding section speaks of future
agricultural plenty and return from captivity. That, of course, amounts to a
reversal of Amos’s earlier prediction of exile. Although many scholars have
ruled out any part for Amos in writing this oracle,52 the critical question here is
whether Amos had an eschatology that involved so abrupt a break with the
conditions he saw developing in the immediate future. Could the prophet who
said the Day of the Lord was darkness instead of light make such a clean break
with his own message and declare a totally different future in the same
theological framework? The only way to answer that question fully is to examine
Amos in relation to other prophets of his own general time period; and when one
approaches the scholarly literature, the vast array of presuppositions with which
the literature is examined hopelessly confuses the undertaking. As we have
indicated in the general introduction, however, the prophets of the eighth century
did have a rather well-developed eschatology of the future. They were not
merely prophets of doom. Amos, though a pioneer among the classical prophets,
shared that view of eschatology. The glorious future predicted here is well
within the expectations of the eighth-century constellation of prophets. The
language of verse 13 is metaphorical, but the message is clear—the days of
prosperity were coming. The association of that idea with verses 14–15 leads us

to conclude that return from captivity and prosperity were to characterize the
new era.

Writing and Compilation
We need to recognize that writing and compilation may be two different
processes. It is possible, though in our opinion not probable, that Amos’s part
was limited to writing or dictating his prophecies, and admirers or disciples
compiled the book. On the other hand, it is quite possible, perhaps likely, that
Amos not only wrote the prophecies but also put the book in its present shape.
As noted in the general introduction, the prophets were concerned with the
preservation of their message and the vindication of their prophetic office. With
regard to Amos, some passages were written in the first-person singular style;
for example, his self-defense before Amaziah (7:10–17) and the five visions
(7:1–3, 4–6, 7–9; 8:1–3; 9:1–4). Those give the most obvious expression of
authorship by Amos himself. And as I have suggested above, there is sufficient
grounds for believing that the oracles against the nations, including those against
Tyre, Edom, and Judah, were written by the prophet Amos. In addition to those,
Amos delivered many more oracles of both weal and woe, which he included to
reinforce the message of the oracles and visions. We need not assume that they
were delivered in the order in which they have been given in the book; but we
can be certain that the present structure, which has theological implications, does
not misrepresent the thrust and force of his prophetic ministry.
The earthquake appears to have marked the compilation of the book, although
we should not assume that nothing was written before that time. As significant as
the visions and national oracles were, Amos might have committed them to
writing before that catastrophe, including the appendix to vision 3 in 8:4–14 in
which the earthquake was predicted. When the calamity came, it provided the
impetus to collect all the prophecies and give them a form to remind Israel that
he had predicted what had actually happened and, further, to renew the prophecy
of exile. Although we have no way of knowing, the earthquake, by its
confirmatory force, may have opened the northern borders to Amos again.
Perhaps on that occasion he both renewed the predictions of captivity and exile
with the oracles of 9:7–10 and soothed the suffering of this people with his
hopeful message of 9:11–15.
Weiser hypothesizes that there were two quite separate collections, the
“visions,” containing the visions proper in chapters 7–9, and the “words,”

containing the oracles of chapters 1–6. Watts has similarly proposed that the
“words” of chapters 1–6 were spoken and copied down in the north and were
probably taken to the Southern Kingdom by refugees, where they were united
with the other book of “visions” sometime between the fall of Samaria in 722
and the completion of the scroll of the twelve prophets.53 The assumption is that
Amos had little or nothing to do with the compilation of the book. In essence
Fosbroke agrees with that late date of compilation, viewing the final stage to be
represented by 4:13; 5:8–9; and 9:5–6, which extol Yahweh as Creator and
Sustainer of nature.54 Morgenstern’s study led him to suggest that Amos wrote
down the record of his message delivered at Bethel after the earthquake had
occurred,55 although he views much of the book as secondary.
Certainly we may assume that there was much interest in prophetic literature
after the fall of Samaria, the event above all events that had confirmed the
message of the eighth-century prophets. But it is not necessary to relegate the
major work of compilation to that era, although much literary activity was
probably associated with the reform of Hezekiah in Judah (2 Kings 18:4–6; 2
Chron. 31; Prov. 25:1). We can readily agree with Motyer that, although we
cannot be certain that Amos compiled his own book, the opinion of scholarship a
generation ago that he could not have done so has been discredited to a great
extent by current research.56

THE MESSAGE OF AMOS

God Is Greater Than Religion
The words of Amos reverberate from Bethel to Dan to Samaria to Gilgal, the
places of religious and political authority, that there is an authority who
supersedes the bloated self-confidence of the religious and political systems of
Israel. He stands above them first in judgment and finally in grace. The power
and prerogative of this God, Yahweh by name, are most clearly attributes that
flow out of His nature as Creator and Sustainer of the world:

He who made the Pleiades and Orion
And changes deep darkness into morning,
Who also darkens day into night, Who calls for the waters of the sea
And pours them out on the surface of the earth,
The Lord is His name.
It is He who flashes forth with destruction upon
the strong,
So that destruction comes upon the fortress. (5:8–9)
The Lord is no fly-by-night, local deity whose dominion is circumscribed by
geographical boundaries. By virtue of His creating power, He walks on the high
places where the Israelites had built their pagan shrines and prayed to their
nature god. It seems significant that, in view of the fertility emphasis of Baalism,
Amos twice speaks of the Lord “who calls for the waters of the sea and pours
them out on the surface of the earth” (5:8; 9:6). One might wonder if Amos did
not snatch that right out of the Baal liturgy and annex it to his own description of
Yahweh. He and Hosea after him knew full well that the rain, that most precious
and vital commodity of nature, was Yahweh’s prerogative, not Baal’s. As
Hosea’s adulterous Israel came to consider in one of her better moments,
perhaps Baal did not exercise the authority as Israel had supposed. At least it had
been better for her with her old husband than in her new life (Hos. 2:7). But
those prophets knew that Israel, so calloused by disobedience, had mistakenly

attributed that authority over nature to another god. The Lord who created the
world also sustained it.
Israel’s true God had taken the initiative in the covenantal relationship that
was fundamental to her welfare: “You only have I chosen among all the families
of the earth” (3:2a). That special bond, far from ensuring privilege without
responsibility, did not indemnify Israel against punishment. That was obviously
a contradiction of the popular belief.57 The fact that the Lord had “known” (NASB
“chosen”) Israel is Amos’s way of expressing the covenantal relationship. Hosea
also uses that term along with the word ḥesed, lovingkindness, to describe the
special affinity of Yahweh for Israel and vice versa. The latter term does not
enter into Amos’s vocabulary, even though he was aware of the concept. As
expressions of the covenant, Yahweh had brought the Israelites out of Egypt
(3:1; 2:10a), led them in the wilderness forty years (2:10b), destroyed the
awesome Amorites before them (2:9), and raised up prophets and Nazirites
among them (2:11). In comparison to other nations, He had brought them into
existence just as He had Israel (cf. 9:7); yet He had endowed them with neither
the privileges nor the responsibilities of His chosen nation, Israel. Therefore,
because privilege engendered responsibility, a principle that Israel had not
comprehended, Yahweh would punish her for her default of the covenant
responsibilities (3:2b; 9:8a).
In some respects Amos was a pioneer in prophetic thought. His theology laid a
foundation for that of Isaiah a generation or so later. That is particularly true in
his description of the Lord as Creator and Sustainer of the world, a concept
Isaiah so beautifully developed. Further, his practical universalism, “Israel for
the world’s sake,” rather than “the world for Israel’s sake,” as Harper expresses
it,58 prepared the way for Isaiah’s advancement upon that theme.

Religion and Society
There was no lack of religion in the Northern Kingdom. The patrons of the
cult brought their offerings and tithes, and they enjoyed doing it; but contrary to
their intended purpose, they amounted to more transgression:

Enter Bethel and transgress;
In Gilgal multiply transgression!
Bring your sacrifices every morning,

Your tithes every three days.
Offer a thank offering also from that which is leavened,
And proclaim freewill offerings, make them known.
For so you love to do, you sons of Israel,”
Declares the Lord God. (4:4–5)
Their religion, though lavishly supplied with enough offerings and festivals to
placate any self-gratifying god, could not pacify Yahweh, whose demands
included justice and obedience (cf. 5:21–23).
Religion that is confined to the sanctuary is worse than no religion at all, for it
is false. Amos and the prophets generally issued their most stinging rebukes
against those who practiced pseudo-piety. Hypocrisy is worse than atheism, for
it camouflages the sickness that grace is meant to heal. It is a denial of both the
reality of sin and the power of grace. And more hopeless still is hypocrisy that
has advanced to the stage where it is not even recognized by its adherents.
Amos’s audience was at that stage:

Seek good and not evil, that you may live;
And thus may the Lord God of hosts be with you,
Just as you have said! (5:14)
The enthusiasm that marked Israel’s religion was branded by a spirit of selfgratification. Although performed with zeal and prodigality, the selfish motive
was unmistakable:

Hear this, you who trample the needy, to do away with
the humble of the land, saying,
“When will the new moon be over,
So that we may buy grain,
And the sabbath, that we may open the wheat market,
To make the bushel smaller and the shekel bigger,
And to cheat with dishonest scales,
So as to buy the helpless for money
And the needy for a pair of sandals,
And that we may sell the refuse of the wheat?” (8:4–6)
We can be sure that Amos had not actually heard the people saying all those

words, for they were too self-indicting, but he employs irony of attribution to
describe their real motives. It is what he had heard in their actions.
For a people whose fear of famine and dread of infertility drove them to the
Baal rituals, Amos was aware of a greater fear that should have motivated their
actions. In fact, they had been contemptuously brazen in the face of that entity,
the prophetic word, and had forbidden the prophets to prophesy (2:12). Their
audacious cultic leader, Amaziah, had capsulized that spirit in no uncertain terms
when Amos himself posed a threat to his liturgical realm (7:12–13). But even if
the thing they feared did not happen, the thing they did not fear would—there
would be a dearth of the prophetic word:

Behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord God,
“When I will send a famine on the land,
Not a famine for bread or a thirst for water,
But rather for hearing the words of the Lord.
And people will stagger from sea to sea,
And from the north even to the east;
They will go to and fro to seek the word of the Lord,
But they will not find it.” (8:11–12)
The social texture of Israelite society in Amos’s day was characterized by
injustice in the court (5:10–12) and fraud in the marketplace (8:4–6). The poor
had become the pawns of the rich, and poverty and injustice were virtually
synonymous terms. Affluent living involved a winter and a summer house with
ivory-inlaid furniture (3:15; 6:4), plenty of wine to drink (4:1), and the
satisfaction of one’s carnivorous appetites (6:4). Samaria and Jerusalem alike
were seats of a lamentable false security (6:1).
Yet when the crust of that decaying society was removed, the creature inside
was even worse. Against the clamor of social festivities, commercial hawking,
and liturgical chanting was the dreadful silence of society’s patrons, who “have
not grieved over the ruin of Joseph” (6:6). If there is a sin that bottoms out the
empire of evil, that is it. Israel’s social and political leaders had sunk to that
level.
At some point in Amos’s ministry, likely as early as his itinerant mission to
Bethel, he offered a program to reverse the forces of decay that were wasting the
society. It involved doing exactly what the Israelites thought they had been
doing—seek Yahweh and live (5:4, 6, 14). But at that stage of the putrefaction
he could only offer the hope of a fragile “perhaps": “Perhaps the Lord God of

hosts may be gracious to the remnant of Joseph” (5:15).
The dreadful alternative to repentance was the curse of ancient Near Eastern
culture—conquest and exile. Even though Amos never names the Assyrians, the
time of his ministry demands that we identify the agent of destruction as the
Neo-Assyrian Empire that Tiglath-pileser III built. One might describe Samaria
topographically as located at the bottom of a shallow bowl whose sides are
formed by the surrounding mountains. To itensify the humiliation and also
provide the two witnesses needed for condemnation, the prophet summons
Ashdod and Egypt to assemble on the mountains of Samaria and see the tumult
and oppression in her midst (3:9).
Worship and the common life constitute the whole. Liturgy, however refined
and well intended, is a broken reed without the validating effect of justice and
morality in the sphere of everyday life. “Worship,” says Carl G. Howie, “must
be identification with the character and purpose of him whom we worship. God
demands justice because he is just.”59 If God had to choose one over the other,
Amos reminds us that He would unhesitatingly choose justice over liturgy, for
the purpose of liturgy is to teach us who God is and what He requires. The
essence of prophetic religion was ethical. The cult was auxiliary to that.

Hope and the Future
Moved by an irresistible force to proclaim doom in Israel, Amos introduced
the term “the day of the Lord” (5:18–20), obviously a popular doctrine already,
but with a repeal of its positive features. It would be “darkness instead of light”
(5:20). Further descriptions of “that day” may be found in 2:16; 8:3, 9–10, 13;
9:11–12, and 13–15. The description found in 9:11–15 stands in
contradistinction to the other references because “that day” (“days” in 9:13) is
characterized as a day of restoration and renewal. The dynasty of David will be
restored (v. 11), the kingdom of God will be widened (v. 12), the earth will
become extremely fruitful (v. 13; cf. Gen. 3:17b–19), the people will be returned
from captivity (v. 14), and they will be securely planted in the land of Israel
again (v. 15). Many scholars will not acknowledge that that passage was written
by Amos,60 but that is to deny to him the prerogative of hope. Prophetic religion
without hope, even as early as the time of Amos, was inconceivable. The
eschatology of Amos’s audience, so hopefully formulated, was founded on
shifting turf. Although Amos deflated their false hope, we cannot conclude that
he himself had no hope to offer them once divine judgment had been served

upon their sins.
It is impossible to judge just how distant Amos thought the day of restoration
was. But we can be confident that he could not envision the day of doom apart
from the day of renewal.
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HOSEA

Hosea exemplified the dilemma of the ancient Israelite prophet as well, if not
better, than any of the writing prophets. Possessed by an awareness of having
been grasped by God—a knowledge that dominated the prophet’s activity—the
Hebrew prophet was also held by intense love for his people. Hosea’s personal
life symbolized that traumatic predicament.
Much could be said about the strength of this man in the face of personal and
national crisis, but he, as well as the prophets in general, was acutely aware that
his strength to face up to the crisis had its divine source. In fact, the determined
grip of Yahweh on His elected people provided the courage for the prophet
Hosea to storm the walls of a decaying society, pronounce divine judgment, and
sue for peace between God and Israel. It was not an easy task even for the
strongest of men. If it was not easy for Yahweh, it certainly could not be easy for
His prophet. The divine anguish expressed from a father’s perspective (11:8)
parallels the pleading of husband and children to their negligent wife and mother
(2:2).
To be caught up in one’s mission was normative for the prophets. Personal
involvement and risks were all part of the execution of the call. No prophet took
a greater risk than Hosea, and no prophet suffered more personal anguish than
he. Yet risk and suffering were means by which his heart was borne more
closely to God. But to be borne toward God was not to be carried away from the
people in whose behalf he ministered. Rather, to be close to God was to be close
to Israel, whom God had elected. Thus Hosea’s dilemma was Yahweh’s
dilemma:

How can I give you up, O Ephraim? How can I surrender you, O Israel?
How can I make you like Admah? How can I treat you like Zeboiim? My
heart is turned over within Me, All my compassions are kindled. (11:8)

HOSEATHE MAN

Due to the biographical and autobiographical accounts in the book (chaps. 1
and 3), we know a good deal about this prophet. Although the book does not
inform us of the place of Hosea’s birth, the internal evidence suggests that he
was a native of the Northern Kingdom, for he knew that region very well; and
judging from his beautiful metaphors, it was a land that he loved very much.
Adolphe Lods and Robert Pfeiffer1 have suggested that he might have originated
in the part of Benjamin that belonged to Israel, because he knew that land so
well (4:15; 5:8; 6:7; 9:9; 10:9; 12:11). But that may require too much of those
texts. His references to Judah are general, and never does he mention the name
of any Judean city, not even Jerusalem. Israel is called “the land” (1:2) and her
king “our king” (7:5), although Hosea is not proud of the northern monarchy
(13:10–11).
Nothing is known of Hosea’s father, Beeri, unless he was the person by that
name whom Tiglath-pileser III deported (1 Chron. 5:6), as early Jewish tradition
held. But that is not at all certain. Leviticus Rabba (VI.6; XV.2) preserves the
tradition that Beeri was a prophet and that his prophecy is preserved in Isaiah
8:19 and following.2
Even though Hosea was intimately familiar with the ways of the farmer (6:11;
8:7) as well as the baker (7:4–7), the book uses rich and diversified imagery. So
on that basis we could easily assign to him several occupations. The truth is that
we do not know what his occupation was, aside from being a prophet. We may,
however, agree with R. K. Harrison3 and others who propose that, based upon
his knowledge of history and politics, he was not a peasant but likely a middle-or
upper-class citizen.
His marriage to Gomer, which will occupy our attention later, produced two
sons and a daughter before the marriage fractured from Gomer’s insistent
promiscuity. His life and profession made such a negative impression on his
contemporaries that they called him “a fool” and “demented” (9:7). But his
courage and obedience never flagged, even when Yahweh instructed him to “go
again” and retrieve the faithless wife who had heartlessly abandoned husband
and child alike.
This prophet’s public addresses were likely delivered in the cultic centers of
Bethel and Gilgal, and perhaps also in the capital, Samaria. Based upon the
speech forms of the legal dispute (2:4; 4:1, 4; 12:3) and the watchman (5:8; 8:1;

9:8), Hans Walter Wolff surmises that Hosea probably spoke in the city gates of
those urban centers. Of course, he may also have trespassed the courts of the
cultic centers (2:4–17; 4:4–19; 9:1–9).4

DATINGTHE ACTIVITY OF HOSEA

The dating of Hosea’s activity hinges upon two generally accepted facts and
one contingency. The facts are that the superscription (1:1) distinctly places his
prophecy within some part of the reign of Jeroboam II. Further, it is also
generally agreed that his ministry likely ended before the fall of Samaria because
that event is nowhere mentioned in the book. The contingency is whether or not
the Syro-Ephraimite War is alluded to in the book. If not, Hosea’s prophecy
must have ended before or about 735 B.C.
Among those who hold that Hosea does not mention the Syro-Ephraimite War
are G. A. Smith and F. C. Eiselen.5 Smith, for example, notes that Gilead and
Galilee, taken by Tiglath-pileser III in 734–733, are still referred to as part of the
political entity of Israel (5:1; 6:8; 12:11). But that is a weak case, because
conquest and Assyrian provincial status would not necessarily mean that they
were not still thought of by the natives as belonging to Israel. Moreover, other
times than those years prior to 735 could accommodate those references. Wolff,
in fact, finds in 12:11 an allusion to Tiglath-pileser’s conquest of Gilead as a
punishment for her sins.6 He would date 11:12–12:14 in the beginning of the
reign of Shalmaneser V, because Ephraim again is suspended between Assyria
and Egypt.7 The imagery of Israel as a “silly dove” (7:11) flitting between Egypt
and Assyria also fits into that period (727–726).
John Mauchline, while finding reference to the Syro-Ephraimite War in 5:8–
10, 13, sees no evidence that Hosea continued after 734.8 Yet, as Harrison
suggests,9 the relations of Israel to Egypt mentioned in 7:11, 9:6, and 12:2 would
push the date down into the reign of Hoshea, the last king of Israel.

Outline of Hosea
Introduction (1:1)
1. Hosea’s Marital Experience (1:2–3:5)
1. Marriage and Family, Symbols of Covenant and Judgment (1:2–9)
2. Covenant Renewal (1:10–2:1)
3. Israel’s Idolatry and God’s Judgment (2:2–4)
4. Indictment and Judgment (2:5–8)

5. Israel’s Harlotry with Baalism (2:9–13)
6. Covenant Renewal (2:14–23)
7. Hosea’s Marital Reconciliation, Symbol of Covenant Renewal (3:1–5)
2. Hosea’s Message (4:1–14:9)
1. Yahweh’s Dispute with Israel (4:1–5:14)
1. General Accusation (4:1–3)
2. Dispute with the Priesthood (4:4–10)
3. Dispute with the Populace (4:11–19)
4. Dispute with the Leaders (5:1–14)
2. A Liturgy of Repentance and the Realities of Sin (5:15–6:10)
1. A Liturgy of Repentance (5:15–6:3)
2. A Morning Cloud and Early Dew (6:4–5)
3. Steadfast Love and Knowledge of God/Israel’s Harlotry (6:6–10)
3. Images of Judgment (6:11–7:16)
1. A Harvest for Judah (6:11)
2. Thieves Within and Without (7:1–3)
3. A Heated Oven (7:4–7)
4. A Cake Not Turned (7:8–10)
5. A Flitting Dove (7:11–12)
6. A Treacherous Bow (7:13–16)
4. Religious and Political Improprieties (8:1–14)
5. Israel’s Harlotry and the Prophet’s Behavior (9:1–9)
6. Images and Infringements of Yahweh’s Covenant (9:10–11:12)
1. Grapes in the Wilderness (9:10–17)
2. A Luxuriant Vine (10:1–10)
3. A Trained Heifer (10:11–15)
4. A Toddling Child (11:1–12)
7. History and Harlotry (12:1–13:16)
1. Jacob and His Ways (12:1–6)
2. The Exodus and Wilderness Renewal (12:7–9)
3. Moses the Prophet (12:10–14)
4. The Exodus and Wilderness Rebellion (13:1–9)
5. The Impotent Monarchy (13:10–11)
6. Judgment on Samaria (13:12–16)
8. Call to Repentance and Covenant Renewal (14:1–9)
1. National Confession (14:1–3)
2. Covenant Renewal (14:4–8)
3. A Word to the Wise (14:9)

A host of scholars have identified references to the Syro-Ephraimite War,
especially in 5:8–14, following Alt’s study.10 The reference to Ephraim’s
oppression in 5:10 leaves the impression that the devastating hand of the
Assyrians had fallen upon them. That would qualify well for 733 B.C., when the
Northern tribes fell into Tiglath-pileser’s hands. Actually it could even cover the
tribute paid by Menahem to the Assyrians in 739–738 (2 Kings 15:19–20). But
the “wound” of Ephraim (5:13) implies some heavy blow, answering perfectly to
the conquest of Gilead and Galilee.
Thus Hosea’s ministry likely spanned at least three decades, perhaps around
752 to 724, from the later years of Jeroboam II’s reign to the last years of the
Israelite monarchy.
Perhaps a word about Yehezkel Kaufmann’s novel thesis11 is in order,
although it has not gained much support. Noting that the two explicit references
to the Baal cult in chapters 4–14 (9:10; 13:1) refer to the past, he proposes that
chapters 1–3, which clearly have the Baal cult in view, must have predated the
reign of Jehu, who destroyed the cult (2 Kings 10:28). Unfortunately Kaufmann
makes no allowance for its revival in the century that came between the rise of
Jehu and the death of his descendant Jeroboam II. Further, the historical
references to the Baal cult in chapters 4–14 illustrate Hosea’s interest in
explaining the roots of Israel’s sins, just as he construes the nation’s political
conniving to go all the way back to the patriarch Jacob (12:1–4, 12–14).

THELITERARY NATURE OF HOSEA: POETRY OR PROSE?

The form of the Masoretic text and its resultant form in our modern English
versions would suggest that most of the book is written in poetry. However, the
literary style is not uniform. Chapters 1–3 are not easily scanned as poetry
because they do not consistently exhibit the typical Hebrew parallelism. Yet
their form is not prose either. Francis Anderson and David Freedman12 prefer to
speak of a special literary style between prose and poetry, a style characteristic
of the prophets. William Rainey Harper13 explains the difference between psalm
poetry and prophetic poetry by the fact that the former was written and the latter
was spoken, the spoken form allowing much more freedom in style. Norman
Snaith14 answers the question differently, suggesting that chapters 1 and 3
(excepting 1:10–11) are prose, whereas 2:2–23 is written in oracular form and is
poetry, following Mowinckel’s Type A (Type A—oracular and poetic; Type B
—biographical and prosaic; and Type C—autobiographical and prosaic15).
The work of Anderson and Freedman has further explored the nature of
chapters 4–14, and the conclusion they draw is that those chapters are the most
“poetic” of all prophetic writings. That conclusion is based upon the occurrence
of certain prose elements, the Hebrew article (h), the sign of the definite object
(eth), and the relative pronoun (’asher).16 Because those particles have a lower
frequency level in chapters 4–14, that would point toward the poetic nature of
the segment.

THE LITERARY NATURE OF CHAPTERS 1–3

The critical question at this point is the relationship between chapters 1 and 3
and the place of chapter 2 in that interrelationship. Stylistically chapter 1 is
written in the third person, whereas chapter 3 is first person. Both accounts
record Hosea’s marriage, first (chap. 1) to Gomer and then (chap. 3) a
subsequent marital experience with an unnamed woman. Perhaps then the best
way to approach the literary nature of the chapters is to consider Hosea’s
marriage.

Literary Nature Based on the Marriage(s) of Hosea
Some have considered the prophet’s marriage a dream or vision (e.g.,
Maimonides17). Others, like Kimchi and Calvin,18 insisted that it was a parable.
A recent proposal by Kaufmann19 is that it was a stage play. Obviously those
positions are adverse to a literal interpretation, as Calvin muses: “How could he
expect to be received on coming abroad before the public, after having brought
on himself such a disgrace?”20 Yet if the events here recorded did not actually
take place, the impact of the story is greatly diminished. Prophetic symbolism
even at that early time was practiced by Hosea’s contemporary, Isaiah, who
walked naked and barefoot for three years as a sign of the Assyrian defeat of
Egypt and Cush (Isa. 20). Actually the Pentateuch forbids a priest to marry a
harlot (Lev. 21:7), implying that it was permissible for a layman. However, if
Gomer was a cult prostitute, we really have no legal judgment on such a case,
because Lev. 21:7 seems to refer to a non-cultic prostitute. We may be sure of
one thing, however: Fidelity within marriage was strictly enjoined. The literal
interpretation, although perhaps offensive to our moral decorum, does justice to
the personal involvement of the prophet in his message. The message of the
eighth-century prophets was sometimes graphic and animated, as illustrated not
only by Isaiah but by Micah as well (Mic. 1:8).
Three distinctive interpretations of the order of the events of chapters 1–3 can
be found in the literature. The accounts are (1) about different events and
different women; (2) about different events but the same woman; (3) parallel and
variant records of the same event.

Different events and different women? The first position takes into account
that chapter 1 names the woman, whereas chapter 3 does not. Moreover, the
details of the events are sufficient to differentiate them from each other. In
chapter 1 three children are born to the marriage, whereas in 3:3 the woman
must be sexually abstinent. In chapter 1 no price is paid, but in chapter 3 Hosea
pays a considerable sum for her. It has been suggested that the unnamed woman
of chapter 3 was a secondary wife,21 that being permitted by the law (Deut.
21:15–17). But that possibility seems remote because it would destroy Hosea’s
message that the Lord loved Israel even though she had been unfaithful.
Although he does not call the woman of chapter 3 a secondary wife, that
seems to be the gist of Pfeiffer’s proposal that “again” in 3:1 modifies the verb
of the introductory formula, thus giving the reading, “And the Lord said unto me
a second time.” Further, he understands the meaning of 1:2 to be figurative of
religious apostasy, thereby removing “the slanderous insinuations against
Gomer’s wifely virtue.” The woman of chapter 3, submits Pfeiffer, was a
different person, a common streetwalker, and the action did not involve Hosea’s
family life at all. By that action he merely symbolized the message that the Lord
still loved the adulterous Israel and would take measures to bring her to her
senses.22
Sellin and Fohrer23 see Hosea’s developing theology in the two stories. They
conclude that Hosea married two women, the first marriage inaugurating his
career and the second concluding it. The first signified the judgment of Yahweh,
whereas the second denoted hope for Israel.
Different events but the same woman? This view has many proponents in
current scholarship, and there are a variety of species within this category. H. H.
Rowley, Harrison, Harper, and a host of other scholars take this view with
variations.24 Robinson, opting for this position, remarks that its chief fault seems
to be that “it has lost the charm of novelty.”25 The story runs approximately as
follows. Hosea was commanded by Yahweh to marry a prostitute. In the course
of the next five to ten years the couple had three children, to whom they gave
portentous names. Perhaps after the children were born Gomer became
enamored of other lovers and left her family (2:5). Subsequently she fell into
difficult circumstances and mused on her former life with her husband and
children (2:7). Some of the links in the chain of events have been lost, but Hosea
was instructed by the Lord to go again and love the adulteress, whereupon he
paid the price of a slave for her and subjected her to disciplinary measures for a
time (chap. 3).
The major advantage of this view with its order of events is that it does justice

to the message of Hosea. That is to say, God loved Israel even when she was
idolatrous, and He entered into a covenant with her. When she subsequently
returned to her idolatrous ways, He resolved to pay whatever price was
necessary to show her that He still loved her. But the penalty for her own erring
behavior was a period of isolation, which seems to allude to exile.
Robert Gordis has shown that the adverb “again” (‘odh) in 3:1 can be
construed with either the verb of the opening formula (“And the Lord again said
to me”) or the imperative of the oracle (“Go again”), because the Masoretes have
supplied both words with a disjunctive accent, setting “again” off from the
preceding and following words.26 Therefore, we must decide the matter of the
relationship of the two experiences on other grounds.
Harper, Harrison, Davison, Archer,27 and others, although distinguishing the
two events, have advanced the suggestion that “wife of harlotry” in 1:2 is used
proleptically (i.e., in anticipation of the event), especially in view of the moral
problem such a marriage would have posed for Hosea and in view of the use of
the rare phrase “wife of harlotries” (plural form). But that still avoids the clear
notion of the text that Gomer is called a “wife of harlotry” (1:2) and ignores the
message behind the symbolism, “for the land commits flagrant harlotry,
forsaking the Lord.” The simple interpretation, therefore, is to be preferred
because the situation necessitating this object lesson was one of flagrant harlotry
(idolatry). For Hosea to have taken a wife from among the prostitutes perfectly
symbolized the historical situation.
An interesting proposal by J. Lindblom places chapter 3 before chapter 1 in
the order of events, yet maintains that they are distinct stages in the experience
of Hosea. He married a woman known to be immorally inclined, disciplined her
for a while by denying to her social and sexual intercourse, and later had the first
child by her. Afterwards she was found to be an adulteress, prompting Hosea to
give the next two children names of ill omen.28 The description of Gomer as a
wife of harlotry (1:2) is therefore after the fact. That view diverges from the
proleptic views above in that Lindblom has rearranged the order of events, not
merely reading Gomer’s adulterous character back into the events of chapter 1.
The same criticism, however, applies to Lindblom’s position as to the one above.
Parallel Events? The view that chapters 1 and 3 are two versions of the same
story has been propounded by many of Hosea’s modern expositors.29 One of the
easiest ways to arrive at this hypothesis is to consider “again” (’odh) as an
editorial insertion, as does Henry McKeating, who explains the differences as
the result of different purposes. Perhaps, hypothesizes McKeating, the prophet
told the story as it is preserved in chapter 3, and a disciple or collector of the

oracles composed chapter 1.30
Gordis propounds the view that the two accounts represent two interpretations
of the same event by Hosea at two different times in his career, the first (chap. 1)
prior to 743 B.C. and the second (chap. 3) before the fall of Samaria about twenty
years later. The prophet’s message of judgment upon idolatrous Israel is couched
in the first account, whereas the second extends hope to the nation tottering on
the brink of disaster.31 Yet, as Rowley observes, if chapter 3 is a parallel record,
it is certainly curious that the author should pass over so many details recorded
in chapter 1.32 The price paid for the woman and her period of isolation in
chapter 3 would be divergent details that are hard to explain. The consummation
of the marriage evidently took place according to chapter 1 without a quarantine.
Actually Hosea’s reunion with his wife in the autobiographical account of
chapter 3 is anticipated in 2:6–7:

Therefore, behold, I will hedge up her way with thorns,
And I will build a wall against her so that she cannot
find her paths….
And she will seek them, but will not find them.
Then she will say, “I will go back to my first husband,
For it was better for me then than now!”
Assuming that chapter 2 has an intermediate relationship to the chapters on
either side, we may conclude that the reclamation of chapter 3, so
materialistically conceived in Gomer’s mind, was already contemplated during
the prodigal wife’s estrangement from her husband. Moreover, the message of
Hosea is further clarified by that anticipation. Although Israel may return to
Yahweh for materialistic benefit, Yahweh will take her back in love (“love a
woman,” 3:1). The selfish motives of Israel and the selfless love of Yahweh are
put side by side to elevate divine love and mercy. Even though Israel’s return to
Yahweh was marked by social and material exigency, Yahweh’s return to Israel
was motivated by love and grace.

Composition of Hosea 1–3
Opinion on the nature of the literary units has vacillated between long
discourses and short sayings. Harper identified longer segments, twenty in all,

but found within them many shorter insertions by later editors.33 That has been
followed by other scholars, most recently Anderson and Freedman, who mark
out longer discourses, viewing 1:2–2:25 as a literary whole, with 3:1–5 as an
appendix. James Luther Mays also recognizes 1:2–9 and 3:1–5 as longer units,
but believes that 2:2–15 is composed of shorter sayings with a cohering theme.34
The other side of the spectrum is represented by those who view chapters 1–3
to be composed of smaller units. Among those scholars are Sellin and Fohrer,
and Wolff. Sellin and Fohrer consider 1:2–9 as an account that may go back to
the prophet himself, corresponding to the first-person account of the marriage in
chapter 3. To those two units have been added utterances of a threatening nature
(2:2–13) and then sayings of a promising nature (2:14–23). Although those last
two pericopes may appear long, actually these scholars see them constituted by
smaller units.35 Wolff proposes that accounts from the early period of Hosea’s
ministry (1:2–4, 6, 8–9) were united with words from a later period of the
prophet’s preaching (2:4–17; 3:1–5) and that that was enlarged by sayings from
733 and later (1:5; 2:1–3, 18–25). The Judaic redactor subsequently inserted 1:1,
7 and 3:5b.36
I shall return to the so-called Judean glosses later; for now I would point out
that there is a definite literary pattern in chapters 1–3 that points toward literary
unity. The two accounts of Hosea’s marital experiences (A: 1:2–9 and A1: 3:1–
5) counterbalance each other. The reestablished covenant and reversal of
judgment make up the content of units B (1:10–2:1) and B1 (2:14–23), which
follow and precede units A and A1. The renewed convenant in 1:10a
incorporates terms of the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Gen. 22:17), whereas that in
2:14, 18–20 expresses renewal in the words of a return to the wilderness and the
reawakening of love between Yahweh and Israel. In addition, the two units
include a cancellation of Yahweh’s judgment upon the erring nation: “You are
not My people” / “sons of the living God” (1:10b), “Say to your brother, ‘My
people,’ and to your sister, ‘She has obtained pity’ “ (2:1 RSV). That is matched
by the declaration in 2:23b, c (RSV): “And I will have pity on Not pitied, and I
will say to Not my people, ‘You are my people.’ “
A third set of comparative units (C: 2:2–4, C1: 2:9–13) pronounces Yahweh’s
judgment upon Israel, using the imagery of harlotry in the first unit and the Baal
fertility cult in the second, which amounts to an explication of the first unit. At
the center of the whole literary composition is a summary of Yahweh’s
indictment and judgment of Israel’s sin introduced by the Hebrew kî, “for” or
“because” (D: 2:5–8).
The crux of the indictment is Israel’s failure to know the Lord (2:8), so visibly

expressed in her harlotry (idolatry). In terms of content and arrangement, the
pattern gives us a palistrophe,37 as the following diagram illustrates:
A (1:2–9) Hosea’s marriage and
birth of children
B (1:10–2:1) Renewal of covenant
Cancellation of judgment
(children’s names changed)
C (2:2–4) Yahweh’s judgment on Israel
using the imagery of harlotry
D (2:5–8) Indictment and judgment
because Israel does not
know the Lord
C1 (2:9–13) Yahweh’s judgment on Israel,
using the terms of the Baal
fertility cult
B1 (2:14–23) Renewal of covenant
Cancellation of judgment
(children’s names changed)
A1 (3:1–5) Reunion of Hosea and his adulterous wife
This pattern does justice to the theology of the book as a whole because it
identifies the fundamental sin of Israel to be the lack of knowledge of the Lord.
As we shall discuss later, that is a foundational theme of the prophecy, the
theme, in fact, with which the second part of the book opens (4:1).

THE LITERARY NATURE OF CHAPTERS 4–14

The older view that chapters 4–14 were an expansion of the prophecy of
chapters 1–3, put forth by no less a biblical scholar than C. F. Keil, still has
validity. The first part, explained Keil, is a condensed form of Hosea’s labors
and message, and the second part is the fuller form.38 E.B. Pusey viewed
chapters 4–14 to have the same relation to chapter 3 (an expansion and
application) as chapter 2 to chapter 1. That is, just as chapter 2 expands upon the
theme of Israel’s idolatrous ways, in like manner chapters 4–14 are a fuller
statement of God’s mercy and love toward Israel, the theme of chapter 3.39
Although that is an oversimplification, there is indeed ample witness in this
major section to the mercy of Yahweh so tenderly recorded on Hosea’s scroll of
life in chapter 3.
The approach of modern criticism has ranged all the way from the attempts of
form criticism to explicate the Sitz-im-Leben of Hosea’s addresses to the outright
rejection of the method. Walter Brueggemann concludes from his form critical
study of the book that the forms have their immediate frame of reference for
Hosea in the covenant tradition of Israel.40 On the other hand, Anderson and
Freedman have pronounced a judgment of futility upon the efforts of form
criticism to identify and define the literary units and the life-setting behind each
one: “Hardly any of the ‘forms’ in Hosea match the models in the inventory of
modern form criticism. This raises a fundamental doubt about the premises of
this approach.”41 It should be acknowledged that those two scholars, although
pointing up the problems with form critical method in Hosea, do not
methodologically overrule form criticism generally for Old Testament studies.
As Brueggemann’s own analysis shows (following Claus Westermann’s
study42), the prophetic speech forms normally regarded as basic do not have any
perfect correspondences in the speeches of Hosea. That, it may be observed, is a
problem with which the form critic must deal in applying his method to any
genre or corpus of literature in the Old Testament.
Wolff’s very interesting proposal deserves mention. He speaks of
“kerygmatic” units, whose beginning may be identified in three ways: by the
naming of the addressee, the distinct introduction of a new theme, and the
absence of a conjunction (4:1, 4; 5:1, 8; 8:1; 9:1, 10; 10:1, 9; 11:1). The series of
sayings within such a unit was spoken by Hosea on the same occasion. Between
the rhetorical units that compose the kerygmatic unit “the audience may have

voiced its objections, or the speaker may have turned from one group to address
another.” For example, he identifies 5:8–7:16 as a kerygmatic unit composed of
sayings that belong to the time of 733 B.C., when Tiglath-pileser III invaded
Israel and captured the upper Jordan Valley, Gilead, and the Jezreel Plain. In
Wolff’s opinion, most of Hosea’s sayings recall the form of the legal dispute that
has its Sitz-im-Leben in the legal assembly of elders at the city gate.43
Brueggemann sees that as a covenant lawsuit with the prophet as the prosecuting
attorney.44
In dialogue with Wolff, Sellin and Fohrer doubt the historical/form-critical
approach and advocate a much less logical process by which collections of
individual sayings from various periods and situations have been assembled on
the basis of catchwords or subject matter.45
As tempting as is the effort of the form critic to describe the literary genesis of
the literature, the conclusion of Anderson and Freed-man is well taken. We
must, they insist, deal with the literature as it has come to us, and the continuity
of themes and literary texture makes it impossible to analyze the material of
chapters 4–14 into definite units. The whole complex appears to have been put
together by one person. They divide the text into twenty sections varying in
length between three and sixteen verses.46
In regard to the date of the final form of chapters 4–14, Sellin and Fohrer see
evidence that an edition was made during the Deuteronomic period (seventh
century), and that the final editing took place in the exilic or postexilic period.47
But, as Anderson and Freedman observe,48 there is no compelling evidence in
the complex that would mitigate against an eighth-century date of completion.
Further, it is not very likely that the complex circulated independently of
chapters 1–3, simply because the first complex of the prophecy provides the
background and flesh-and-blood enactment of the alarming concerns and the
tender love of the second complex. Although the latter might very well make
sense without the former, the pain of Yahweh at the very thought of giving Israel
up, for example (11:8–9), is much more meaningful in view of the personal
tragedy of Hosea’s marriage and the retrieval of his wayward wife. One complex
complements the other.
Although chapters 4–14 likely represent a much longer period of Hosea’s
prophetic ministry than chapters 1–3, both probably came into being in the
prophet’s lifetime. It is, of course, possible that the book received its final form
in the hands of a faithful disciple of Hosea. But if that was the case, we still are
not likely dealing with the editorial editions attributed by some scholars to the
compiler(s). In fact, because history had validated the prophet’s message and

vindicated his integrity, accuracy of accounting would be even more important.
The failure of many scholars to allow that Hosea could have both written (or
used an amanuensis) and compiled his own book is an unjustifiable delimitation
on the prophets. Indeed, they had a vested interest in the truthfulness of their
message and the vindication of their integrity. Isaiah, Hosea’s contemporary,
was instructed to preserve his message among his disciples: “Bind up the
testimony, seal the law among my disciples” (Isa. 8:16). At least we must keep
open the option that the prophet conducted the process of writing and compiling
his own book, perhaps with the aid of his disciples.

THE“JUDAH” REFERENCES AND HOPE IN HOSEA

There are fifteen references to Judah in the book. Because Hosea prophesied
to the Northern Kingdom, the question of their purpose in the prophecy naturally
arises. Scholarship in the past century has often assigned these references to a
later editor in Judah, who sought to highlight the contrast between Israel’s
apostasy and Judah’s faithfulness. Harper judges all the occurrences except 4:15
and 5:5 as secondary on the grounds that no sufficient reason can be found for
Hosea to have referred to Judah, and because they occur in passages with late
vocabulary, or they interrupt the rhythmic structure.49 In varying degrees
Pfeiffer, G. A. Smith, and Eissfeldt,50 among others, view the “Judah” passages
to suggest later editing. Sellin and Fohrer take the historical approach and point
to 5:8–14, with the Syro-Ephraimite War as its background, and observe that
Judah was originally mentioned there. Thus all the “Judah” passages, they
suggest, could not be secondary.51 Martin J. Buss has remarked that, because all
the references to Judah in chapters 4–11 and 12–14 (except possibly one) are
negative, that suggests a common literary history for the two complexes. He
attributes them to a northern contingent that fled south and sought to apply the
critical thrust of the prophecy to Judah also. In contrast, the occurrences of
“Judah” in chapters 1–3 are favorable, signifying a transmission through
patriotically minded circles in the South, receiving its final form perhaps not
earlier than the Babylonian Exile.52
On the opposite side of the discussion ledger are those who believe that these
references are genuinely Hosea’s and belong to the original form of the book.
Harrison appropriately points out that the purpose of comparing Judah’s fidelity
with Israel’s apostasy after 722 B.C. was virtually nullified by the demise of the
state of Israel.53 Of the three occurrences in chapters 1–3, two are favorable (1:7,
11), whereas one (1:1) may be considered neutral, unless Hosea’s dating of his
ministry largely by the kings of Judah is viewed as showing favor toward Judah,
a position that is entirely possible. When we examine the twelve verses in
chapters 4–14, we see that ten are unfavorable (5:5, 10, 12, 14; 6:4, 11; 8:14;
10:11; 11:12; 12:2), as over against one favorable (4:15) and one neutral (5:13).
With that kind of imbalance it can hardly be claimed that an editorial effort was
aimed at achieving a favorable hearing for Judah.
The more likely rationale is that Hosea had a genuine interest in the history
and destiny of Judah, and, like his contemporaries Amos and Isaiah, he alluded

to the state of affairs in both kingdoms. Moreover, although Hosea spoke of “our
king” (7:5) when referring to the northern monarch, he may hint that he believed
the monarchy in Israel was illegitimate: “They set up kings, but not by Me; they
have appointed princes, but I did not know it” (8:4a).
His interest in Judah and the Southern monarchy is further reinforced in 3:5,
where he declares that “the sons of Israel will return and seek the Lord their God
and David their king.” So it should not be surprising that Hosea should speak of
Judah, hoping that she would not acquire the same guilt Israel had (4:15), yet
recognizing that Judah was following in the erring pattern of Israel (5:5; 6:4;
11:12; 12:2), and judgment could not long be suspended for her either (5:10, 14;
8:14). There are simply no compelling reasons for objecting to the Hoseanic
nature of the “Judah” references.
In company with the “Judah” references, the passages tendering hope have
made up a much-contended group. They are 1:10–2:1; 2:14–23; 3:5; 11:8–11;
and 14:4–7. Harper worked from the presupposition that Hosea was a prophet of
irreversible disaster soon to come, and that hope was inconsistent with his
theological point of view.54 Snaith modifies that extreme position and assigns
those passages that look forward to a reunited kingdom (1:10–2:1) and a restored
Davidic dynasty (3:5) to a Southern origin. Yet those predictions of a new Israel
(2:14–23; 14:4–7) and reversal of judgment signalled by the name changes
(1:10–11; 2:1; 2:23) are authentic to the eighth-century Hosea.55 Harrison seems
even more inclined to accept the authenticity of them all.56 As Mauchline has
properly observed,57 Hosea’s personal experience with Gomer reflected a basic
hope that should not surprise us when incorporated in his message generally. G.
A. Smith recognizes the basic flaw in the thinking of those who reassign the
hopeful passages and insists that it would be almost incredible that Hosea, with
his impetuous heart of love for Israel, should not “burst out with such verses of
promise and of prospect as the verses in question.”58 An appropriate word of
caution to all scholars would be to examine the presuppositions we bring to our
prophetic studies so that we not impose the same premises on the prophets
themselves.

THE MESSAGE OF HOSEA

Hosea’s message is rooted in Israel’s past, in which Yahweh had expressed
His overflowing love for His people by calling them out of Egypt (11:1). With
tender nostalgia He recalls His infant son’s toddling days as He Himself taught
him how to walk, taking him up in His arms (11:3), and under a different
metaphor, leading him with “bonds of love” (11:4). Judging from Hosea’s
imagery, we can be confident that he was a tender and gentle father whose love
knew no bounds; he saw Yahweh as that kind of Father to Israel. Motivated by
love, Yahweh had called Israel out of Egypt (11:1; 12:13), spoken tenderly to
and cared for him in the wilderness just as He would do again (2:14; 13:5), and
secured him in the land of Canaan. But Israel’s idolatry had not germinated in
Canaanite soil. Its roots went all the way back to the pre-Canaanite period when
the people went after Baal-Peor at Shittim (9:10; cf. Num. 25). And if one was
not satisfied with that explanation of origins, one could find reflections of the
deceitful disposition of Hosea’s Israel in the patriarch Jacob himself. He had not
always behaved properly (12:2–3), and had fled to Aram where his life became
dominated by the pursuit of a wife (12:12). In contrast to the patriarch’s womandominated life, Yahweh had sought to guide Israel by a prophet (12:13). By
implication the object of Yahweh’s love could not set the agenda for Him. Hosea
demonstrated that in his own marriage, which, when threatened by infidelity, he
saved by the tender imposition of his love upon Gomer.
The primary imagery of the book is Hosea’s marriage, which symbolized the
marriage of Yahweh and Israel, Yahweh being the Husband and Israel the wife
(2:16). Hosea, unlike Amos, polemicized against the idolatrous Baalism of the
eighth century (8:4–6). Prostitution was the symbol of that idolatry. The Lord
sought the fidelity of Israel to Him alone, and His emotional tie was one of love:
“Go again, love a woman who is loved by her husband, yet an adultress, even as
the Lord loves the sons of Israel, though they turn to other gods and love raisin
cakes” (3:1). From the inception of that relationship Israel had been a special
object of Yahweh’s love (11:1). He saw the nation as “grapes in the wilderness
… the earliest fruit on the fig tree” (9:10), “a luxuriant vine” (10:1), and “a
trained heifer that loves to thresh” (10:11). Yahweh’s delight with His people in
the early stages of love is evident. There was something truly revolutionizing in
that idea of Yahweh’s love for Israel, as H. Wheeler Robinson aptly remarks:

When Hosea argued from the moral relations between his adulterous wife
and himself to those between Israel and Yahweh, the principle involved was
more important than that which Newton discovered when he linked a
falling apple to a moving star. It made a spiritual pathway along which
thought could and did move with confidence.59
Israel’s response to the love so freely given was ingratitude and more
infidelity. As Ezekiel later described Judah (Ezek. 16), Israel went so far as to
hire lovers, quite an inversion of the business of prostitution (Hos. 8:9). She
refused to reciprocate Yahweh’s love with devotion and gratitude. In fact, when
any response to her Lord was at all visible, it was purely utilitarian in nature:

And she will pursue her lovers, but she will not
overtake them;
And she will seek them, but will not find them.
Then she will say, “I will go back to my first husband,
For it was better for me then than now!” (2:7)
The initiative was Yahweh’s in the beginning, and the renewal would be
instituted by Him. It is simply not true, as Sellin and Fohrer have contended,60
that Hosea was unfamiliar with covenantal theology. On the contrary, he faulted
Israel for violating the covenantal laws (4:2; 8:1). It was the quality of those
laws, not their quantity, that Israel had despised (8:12). The cancellation of the
covenant had come, in fact, in terms of Yahweh’s revelation of His name to
Moses: “Call his name NOT-MY-PEOPLE, for you are not my people, and I am
not I-AM to you” (1:9, author’s trans.; cf. Ex. 3:14). Yahweh’s initiative,
however, in reversing that condition is seen immediately in 1:10 as He reverts to
the language of His covenant with Abraham (Gen. 22:17) to articulate His new
relationship with Israel.
The theme of divine initiative is further developed in 2:14–23 and 14:47.
Actually Israel did not have the internal motivation to respond to her Lord. Her
half-baked politics, her incognizance of waning strength at the hands of aliens,
and her oncoming senility of which she was oblivious (7:8–9) were symptoms of
the anesthetization by the cultic devotion to which she had committed herself.
Yahweh would turn the Valley of Achor, where Achan had sinned and Israel had
been humiliatingly defeated (Josh. 7:20–26), into a door of hope (Hos. 2:15).
Even though Yahweh’s own heart might break with the blow of the Assyrian
destruction, it was the only way to bring Israel to her knees before her loving

Lord. Anything less, as Theodore H. Robinson says, would have been a “cruel
kindness.”61
The juxtaposition of the concepts of love and judgment in Hosea highlights
the combination of these two notions in the prophets. Perhaps Hosea brings them
together more effectively than most of the prophets.
God’s mode of operation in relation to His people in the foundational
principles of OT theology was first of all blessing. Formulated in Deut. 28:47–
48, God’s purpose of blessing is to win His people’s loyalty and devotion:
Because you did not serve the Lord your God with joyfulness and gladness
of heart, by reason of the abundance of all things, therefore you shall serve
your enemies whom the Lord will send against you, in hunger and thirst, in
nakedness, and in want of all things; and he will put a yoke of iron upon
your neck, until he has destroyed you. (emphasis added)
Paul summarized this principle in Rom. 2:4–5:
Or do you presume upon the riches of his kindness and forbearance and
patience? Do you not know that God’s kindness is meant to lead you to
repentance? But by your hard and impenitent heart you are storing up
wrath for yourself on the day of wrath when God’s righteous judgment will
be revealed.
When God’s people do not respond to blessing, then God resorts to the
operational mode of judgment. Thus, divine judgment is a secondary mode, a
kind of last resort, which God uses to speak to His people and bring them back
to Himself. It is the combination of grace and judgment that produces hope, and
hope is an ingredient of life that is absolutely necessary to the well-being of
human existence. We cannot live without it. The writer to the Hebrews called
hope “the anchor of the soul” (Heb. 6:19).
Even though Hosea preached judgment against Israel, due to the underlying
message of love, divine judgment modulated into hope. The shape of hope in
Hosea assumes the following forms:
1. The restoration of Israel (1:10–2:1). After recognizing the breach of the
covenant that Israel’s disobedience had caused (1:9), Hosea moved
immediately to the subject of restoration. Israel had broken the Mosaic
covenant (cf. 4:2; 8:1), but the Lord appealed to the Abrahamic covenant to
describe restoration (see Gen. 22:17): “Yet the number of the people of
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Israel shall be like the sand of the sea”). God would accept them back again
as His people. This restoration occurred in part in the restoration from the
Babylonian Exile between 538 and 444 B.C.
The marriage restored (2:14–23). The restoration of Israel is in view here.
Hosea describes it in terms of a return to the wilderness (v. 14), renewed
vineyards (v. 15), reconciliation between husband and wife (vv. 16–17, 19–
20), a covenant of peace between man and animals (v. 18), and a fruitful
harvest (vv. 21–23). The point of these metaphors is to say that Israel “shall
know the Lord” (v. 20). The result of God’s action will be mutual
recognition: (v. 23). The age to come would be one of peace between man
and beast and between nations (v. 18), a hope to anchor the soul.
Seeking the Lord their God and David their king (3:5). After the prophet
has related the reconciliation between him and his wife, he states that Israel
will dwell for a while without king, sacrifice, and priest (3:4), obviously a
reference to exile. But after that, they will “return and seek the Lord their
God, and David their king; and they shall come in fear to the Lord and to
his goodness in the latter days” (3:5). This sounds like a prediction that
sacrifice and the monarchy will be restored. Official sacrifice in Israel was
interrupted with the exile of Samaria to the east in 722 B.C. It was
interrupted in Judah when the Temple was destroyed in 586 B.C. Sacrifice
resumed when the altar of the Jerusalem temple was reconstructed (about
536 B.C.), and a priestly monarchy was reestablished during the Hasmonean
Period (140–63 B.C.). The ultimate fulfillment, however, awaited the
eschatological age that Jesus Christ inaugurated.
Return from Exile (11:8–11). Israel was taken into exile in 722 B.C. and
Judah in 586 B.C. We have no record of Israel’s return, but we certainly do
of Judah’s. There is a possibility that some of the exiles from the north
returned from time to time through the years, but there seems to have been
no concerted return as there was in Judah. Luke may have had in mind a
symbolic and spiritual return when he recorded the places from which the
Jews had gathered in Jerusalem on the day of Pentecost.62 On the day of
Pentecost there was a regathering of Jews from all over the known world.
Healing of Israel’s faithlessness (14:4–7). At the end of this book the Lord
promises that He will heal Israel’s faithlessness and love them freely. The
following metaphors describe the new relationship that will exist between
God and Israel in that future era: the Lord will be “the dew to Israel"; Israel
shall “blossom as the lily"; his beauty will be “like the olive” and “his
fragrance like Lebanon"; Israel will “blossom as the vine” and their
fragrance shall be “the wine of Lebanon.” All of these metaphors would

suggest a happy and peaceful life for this agricultural people.
Prophetic hope was one of the strongest elements of prophetic theology. There
is evidence that this hope that the prophets held out to Israel was a key to their
survival. Though Hosea did not explicate Yahweh’s judgment in deuteronomic
terms, he certainly believed that love and judgment were linked. While they look
like opposites to us, judgment was the corridor to God’s grace.
The crucial message of Hosea was that Israel did not know the Lord. As noted
above, the crux of the indicting word is found in 2:5–8 and the redeeming word
to Israel in 2:20: “I will betroth you to Me in faithfulness. Then you will know
the Lord” (emphasis added). In verbal form the idea of the knowledge of the
Lord occurs also in 5:4 and 6:3, the first predicting the Israelites’ inability to turn
to the Lord because their deeds had rendered them incapable of repentance, and
the latter occurring in a prayer of repentance and return, which Yahweh was
waiting to hear from Israel. Twice the verb “to know” is followed by the object
describing Yahweh’s actions (2:8; 11:3). The fundamental sin of Israel was that
“there is no faithfulness or kindness or knowledge of God in the land” (4:1). The
content of that phrase and the accompanying terms is explicated in 4:2: “There is
swearing, deception, murder, stealing, and adultery. They employ violence, so
that bloodshed follows bloodshed.” That is, it has moral connotations, and 4:6
describes the deficiency of knowledge to be tantamount to forgetting the law of
God.
John L. McKenzie identifies the knowledge of God (Elohim) as “the
knowledge of traditional Hebrew morality, understanding knowledge in the
dynamic Hebrew sense, therefore the practice of traditional Hebrew morality,
moral integrity.”63 Although his attempt to distinguish between the meaning of
the “knowledge of God” (Elohim) and the “knowledge of Yahweh” is
interesting, it would appear to exact too much from the use of the divine names.
Mays’s more general understanding of the phrase “knowledge of God/Yahweh”
as Hosea’s formula for normative faith is much more likely,64 because the
prophet employs both names for God, even though he admittedly uses “Yahweh”
more frequently. This general description of faith is the consummate demand of
Yahweh upon Israel:
For I delight in loyalty rather than sacrifice, And in the knowledge of
God rather than burnt offerings. (6:6)
The knowledge of God was also at the heart of Isaiah’s message to Judah, as it
was in Ezekiel’s prophecy several generations later. It was, as we have observed,

far more than a mere cerebral function, for it included man’s will and emotions.
Rather than a function of the mind, it was the reflex of the total person, the
response of one to God and His revelation of Himself in law, history, and
prophetic word.65 Even though we must be cautious in speaking of synonymous
concepts in the Old Testament, we might suggest that the knowledge of God was
to the prophets who use the phrase what the fear of the Lord was to the wisdom
writers and the psalmists. It is the totality of man’s relationship to God. Hosea
understood that Israel was tragically mistaken in her assumption that she knew
God: “They cry out to Me, ‘My God we of Israel know Thee!’ “ (8:2). The
deficiency itself was tragic, but believing that the deficiency did not exist was
fatal.
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MICAH

Micah

takes his place in the prophetic constellation of the eighth-century
prophets as significantly and prominently as any of its luminaries. Although he
has not received as much academic attention as Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah, he is
nevertheless fixed in his stellar orbit as firmly as they. And although his oracles
do not run on at the length of theirs, his brevity is marked by deep insight into
the social, religious, and political movements of the eighth century.
His ability to grasp the essence of the Hebrew faith and to verbalize it in
memorable form has given him the reputation of providing the “golden rule” of
the Old Testament (6:8). He was not more perceptive or silver-tongued than
Isaiah, his contemporary, but his impact upon his and subsequent generations
could still be measured in the memory of the Judean elders who heard a message
of comparable passion from Jeremiah (Jer. 26). The power of his message and
the appeal of his courage are both verified and buttressed by his personal
absorption into the message he proclaimed.
There was no duplicity about his oracular style, for he had his finger of
indictment pointed directly at Samaria and Jerusalem (1:5) and the leaders,
prophets, and priests who populated their lucrative offices. Micah pitted his
message against a society whose overconfidence and self-indulgence had
become the false gospel of the pseudo-prophets: “ ‘Do not preach’—thus they
preach—’one should not preach of such things; disgrace will not overtake us’ “
(2:6 RSV). It is little wonder that he should feel as hopeless as those who find that
the grapes have not only been gathered but gleaned (7:1). Yet a message of hope
and promise punctuates the entire book.

MICAHTHE MAN

Micah is preceded in his courage and social and professional alienation by a
prophet of the same name, Micaiah, son of Imlah (1 Kings 22:8ff.). Despite,
however, the similarities in name and disposition, as well as the identical
formula of 1:2 and 1 Kings 22:28 (“Hear, O peoples, all of you”), there seems to
be no connection between them.
Unlike Amos and Hosea, Micah has related no account of his call to be a
prophet, only the experiences of carrying out his awesome task. Amos satisfies
our curiosity by telling us what his occupation was. Hosea relates an intriguing
story about his life that includes his prophetic call. But Micah neither feeds our
curiosity nor anesthetizes it with an emotional drama. Coming from the small
town of Moresheth in the Shephelah, it seems logical that he might have been a
small farmer or craftsman,1 but we have no sure way of knowing that. His
hometown, designated Moresheth-Gath in 1:14 because of its location within the
area of Gath, has been identified with present-day Tell el-Judeideh, about
twenty-five miles southwest of Jerusalem, about twenty miles west of the
Mediterranean coast, and approximately twelve miles northeast of the ancient
city of Lachish. It is situated about one thousand feet above sea level,
overlooking the coastal highway in the plain, over which countless armies and
commercial caravans had traversed the distance between Egypt and
Mesopotamia.2 The “elders of the land” who rose to Jeremiah’s defense a
century later called him “Micaiah of Moresheth” (Jer. 26:18), simply using the
longer form of his personal name than is found in 1:1.
Although Micah was from Moresheth-Gath, his major prophetic activity was
probably not there, because that would have posed the problem of transmitting
his message to the capital cities, Jerusalem and Samaria. It is very likely that he,
like Isaiah his contemporary, prophesied in Jerusalem. Perhaps, as James Luther
Mays suggests, the inference to be drawn from the name-type that included his
place of origin (also “Amos of Tekoa” and “Nahum the Elkoshite”) is that he
acquired the name away from home.3 Whereas Micah addressed the “house of
Jacob” (2:7) and “heads of Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel” (3:1, 9), the
evidence in 4:1–2 seems to confirm his use of “Jacob” as an epithet for Judah.
There he refers to the Temple as “the house of the God of Jacob.” Even though
he prophesied the destruction of Samaria in 1:6–7, his concerns in the rest of the
book do not focus on the Northern Kingdom but on Judah. Therefore, Jerusalem

would be the logical place for him to carry on his prophetic career. In further
support of that, Micah gave Jerusalem and the Temple a high profile in the book
(1:2, 5; 3:10–4:4; 4:8, 10, 13; 7:8–11). Moreover, he was well acquainted with
the activities of her leaders, prophets, and priests (3:1–4, 5–7, 9–11).
Hans W. Wolff proposes the interesting hypothesis that the elders’ appeal to
Micah in Jer. 26 suggests that Micah himself belonged to that group called “the
elders of the land.” That would have involved the prophet in visits to Jerusalem
during the great festivals, perhaps at the direction of the king (1 Kings 8:1; 2
Kings 23:1). That, in Wolff’s view, would explain many unusual features of the
book, such as his virtual preoccupation with the inequities perpetrated by the
“heads of Jacob and rulers of the house of Israel.” It would also explain the use
of “my people” (1:9; 2:4, 8, 9; 3:3, 5; 6:3, 5), which he interprets to be the
country population that Micah represented. Further, according to Wolff’s view,
Micah adopted the kind of wisdom cultivated by the elders who judged the
people at the gate.4 Even though the hypothesis has certain features to commend
it, Wolff’s resulting criterion for judging the authenticity of disputed passages—
that is, whether they can be explained as having originated with an elder in a
Judean country town in the last third of the eighth century—subjects Micah to a
critical hypothesis that is both tenuous and presumptive. Actually, our
knowledge of speech and literary form in Judean country towns is minimal. We
are assured that Micah had deep sympathy for the people in whose behalf he
spoke, who were not the upper social echelons but the common people and
perhaps, as Wolff suggests, the country people. Moreover, it would not be
necessary for him to have been an “elder of the land” to visit Jerusalem or to
deliver such indicting words against the leaders of Judah. If Micah did function
in the office of “elder of the land,” that would indeed have given him a platform
for denouncing the leadership and their sins. Yet the hypothesis cannot be
substantiated with certainty.

Outline of Micah
Introduction (1:1)
I.

Exile and Restoration (1:2–2:13)
THREAT: A. The Case against Jerusalem and Samaria (1:2–7)
B. Micah’s Lament over Judah’s Incurable Disease (1:8–9)
C. The Itinerary of Judgment (1:10–16)
D. The Crime and the Punishment (2:1–5)

E. Dispute with False Prophets (2:6–11)
F. PROMISE:Return from Exile (2:12–13)
II.
The Fall and Rise of a Nation (3:1–5:15)
THREAT: A. Against the Princes (3:1–4)
B. Against False Prophets (3:5–7)
C. Micah the True Prophet (3:8)
D. The Sins of Leadership and Jerusalem’s Fall (3:9–12)
PROMISE: E. Elevation of the Lord’s House (4:1–4)
F. A Public Confession (4:5)
G. The Lord’s Reign (4:6–8)
THREAT: H. Exile to Babylon (4:9–10)
PROMISE: I. Israel’s Victory over the Nations (4:11–13)
THREAT: J. Announcement of Assyrian Siege (5:1)
PROMISE: K. The Emerging King (5:2–6)
L. A Powerful Remnant (5:7–9)
THREAT: M. Destruction of Idolatry (5:10–15)
III.
Final Indictment, Lament, and Promise (6:1–7:20)
PROMISE: A. The Case against Judah (6:1–5)
B. The People’s Response (6:6–7)
C. The Lord’s Essential Demands (6:8)
THREAT: D. The Sins of Leadership and Their Consequences (6:9–
16)
E. A Lament over Judah’s Transgressions (7:1–7)
PROMISE: F. Jerusalem’s Lament and Hope (7:8–13)
G. A Final Word from the Lord (7:14–17)
H. A Final Confession of Judah (7:18–20)
Judging from the addresses, Micah directed his message to the leaders of
Judah (3:1, 9) who hate the good and love the evil (3:2) and “build Zion
with bloodshed and Jerusalem with violent injustice” (3:10). They were
responsible for the people’s welfare. But he also aimed his indictment at the
people themselves.
In 6:1–5 the Lord lays out His controversy with His people and demands
an answer: “My people, what have I done to you, and how have I wearied
you? Answer Me” (v. 3). In historical review the Lord reminded them of
the counsel of Balak, king of Moab, and the answer of the prophet Balaam.
The Lord’s deeds in history were designed so that His people “might know
the righteous acts of the Lord” (6:5).
Another component of the people’s audience was the false prophets,
“who lead my people astray” (3:5–7). Micah’s courage and confidence may

be seen in his condemnation of their misguided program of peace,
motivated purely by their own gastric rumblings. The Lord would remove
from them all semblances of the prophetic experience, but in contrast Micah
himself was filled with the Spirit of the Lord (3:8).
Only once are “the peoples,” that is, the Gentile nations, addressed (1:2),
and there the purpose is to call them as a witness against Israel (cf. Amos
3:9). In the other instances when the peoples are mentioned, words of
salvation and judgment are pronounced upon them (4:1, 3, 5, 13; 5:7, 8),
except in 4:5, where the prophet compares the nations’ walk with their
particular gods and Israel’s devotion to Yahweh.
We might conclude, therefore, that Micah aimed largely at the civil and
religious leaders of Judah, but he was not blinded to the sins of the people
whose cause he took up and defended.

DATE OF MICAH’S ACTIVITY

The scholarly views regarding the time when Micah was an active
prophet fall roughly into four classes. First, there are those who confine his
activity to the period before the fall of Samaria. Wolff belongs to this class,
dating Micah’s appearance in 734 at the very latest and suggesting a
terminal date of 728, although he leaves open the possibility of a longer
ministry.5
Second, some believe that Micah’s ministry commenced before the fall
of Samaria, because his reference to Samaria in 1:5–7 presupposes the
existence of the Northern Kingdom, and it concluded some time after that
great crisis, perhaps before the time of the Assyrian invasion of 711 B.C.
Ernst Sellin and Georg Fohrer take this view, advocating that Micah was
not acquainted with the Assyrian campaigns of 711 and 701.6 This and the
following opinion are influenced by the note in Jer. 26:18 placing Micah in
the reign of Hezekiah. Yet there is no reason to confine him exclusively to
Hezekiah’s reign, and an interpretation of Jeremiah’s association to that
effect requires too much of the reference to King Hezekiah.
Third, other scholars have opted for a time frame that has Sennacherib’s
invasion of 701 B.C. as the focus. Rolland E. Wolfe is among them,
confining the prophet’s ministry to the reign of Hezekiah. According to his
view, the first phase fell within the years just prior to the Assyrian invasion
under Sargon II in 711 B.C., a campaign Micah predicted would annihilate
Jerusalem. When that did not happen, surmises Wolfe, the prophet was
discredited in the eyes of the people and did not publicize his message
again until the crisis of 701, when he was again discredited by Jerusalem’s
survival.7 The appeal of that message of doom in the time of the NeoBabylonian crisis of the early sixth century would then reappear when the
survival of Jerusalem was threatened again. That had been the substance of
Micah’s pronouncement over the city (3:12).
This position, however, seems to be much more a reflection of recent
critical methodology than the nature of ancient Hebrew prophecy. Both
long-and short-range predictions characterized prophetic preaching and
were not necessarily a result of the historical process of reinterpretation, as
the traditionist school contends, even though some reinterpretation is not
ruled out completely (as Daniel attests). At last, according to this line of

reasoning, Micah was vindicated by the fall of Jerusalem to the
Babylonians in 586. But it would seem strange indeed that a prophet who
had been twice so rudely discredited by historical events should rise to
renewed credibility. Isaiah’s intervention at the time of Sargon’s invasion
of 711 was probably a factor that staved off an Assyrian destruction of
Jerusalem at that time (Isa. 20). In the later crisis of 701 Isaiah and the
writer of Kings inform us that divine intervention was the saving factor
(Isa. 36–38; 2 Kings 19). It hardly sounds as though the turn of those events
would have discredited this prophet. Actually, in the Jeremiah account of
Micah’s prophecy the elders of the land themselves offer the explanation
for the delay of the destruction. It was found in the repentance of King
Hezekiah (Jer. 26:19), an observation which is made also in Isa. 37 and 2
Kings
19.
The
matter,
therefore,
was
not
one
of
discreditation/reinterpretation, but one of the basic nature of the prophetic
word and Yahweh’s relationship to it. His options were enlarged by
repentance.
Fourth, still others have taken quite seriously the superscription that dates
Micah’s activity in the reigns of the Judean kings Jotham, Ahaz, and
Hezekiah. That would provide a potential time span from 739–686, about
fifty years in which he could have been active. Although we admit that a
tenuous date must be assigned to many of the passages within the book, the
inference that Samaria was still standing is certainly to be drawn from 1:6,
which predicts Samaria’s destruction. Even aside from any predictive
powers, an astute prophet could have already drawn that conclusion as early
as the Syro-Ephraimite coalition of 734–732, when the Assyrians were
called to the aid of Judah against the allied powers of Syria and Israel.
Given the prophetic inspiration to perceive and predict future events, Micah
could have issued his word of doom for Samaria anytime during the reigns
of Jotham and Ahaz prior to the event. But given the public confidence in
their own security, the likelihood that he found a more credulous audience
grows as the form of the events takes shape in the international political
arena. The affairs of 734–732 certainly furnish an appropriate atmosphere
in which the message of Samaria’s doom would fall on believing ears.
Because Micah, however, makes nothing of the fall of Samaria, we might
suggest that a leave of absence from public view during the latter years of
the reign of Ahaz should be considered. His reentry was at a time when the
shock of Samaria’s fall had waned. Perhaps he was back in Moresheth
during this time, but that is left to our imagination. The years prior to
Sennacherib’s invasion in 701 were possibly the time when Micah renewed

his prophetic career. The temporary revival of the Chaldean ruler
Merodach-baladan (703 B.C.) in Babylon was evidently a time when the
hopes of Judah were fanned by current events (Isa. 39; 2 Kings 20). The
oracle of 4:9–13 with its foreboding announcement that Judah would be
exiled to Babylon would fit comfortably into that time reference. Or
perhaps that oracle could have been issued even a decade earlier, when
Merodach-baladan first asserted his independence against Assyria during
Sargon’s reign.

THE LITERARY NATURE AND PLAN OF THE BOOK

Style
The literary style of Micah has been characterized as “rough and
rugged.”8 That, of course, is a judgment made in comparison to the styles of
Amos, Hosea, and Isaiah. The specific observations include his abrupt
transitions from threat to promise (2:1–11, 12, 13; 3:9–12; 4:1–5; etc.),
from one subject to another (7:1–7 and 11–13), and sudden changes in
grammatical person and gender (1:10; 2:12; 6:16; 7:15–19).9 Yet judging
from the use of paranomasia and alliteration in the Hebrew prophets, we are
given the impression that a skillful use of those forms marked a good
writer. In that case, Micah would be classified as adept in his literary style,
for he used paranomasia cleverly (1:10–16) and used alliteration to a
limited extent (1:16). Moreover, his imagery is impressively arresting and
serves as a clear vehicle for his message (e.g., 1:3–4, 8; 3:2–3; 4:13; 7:1).
So although his impetuous style would not be applauded by our literary
standards, we should not depreciate the quality of his literary form by that
kind of comparison. In fact, one can hardly evaluate his literary competence
to be any less than Isaiah’s, although in the case of Isaiah we have much
more material upon which to make a judgment.

Authenticity
Chapters 1–3. Although the first two major sections of the book appear
to be chapters 1–2 and 3–5, much of the scholarly literature follows the
division into chapters 1–3 and 4–5, for reasons that will become obvious in
our discussion. Perhaps our survey will be facilitated by temporarily
following that division.
Generally speaking, chapters 1–3 have been accepted as authentic words
of Micah. Before the rise of modern criticism, it was taken for granted that
the whole book was written, or at least spoken, by him. John Calvin, for

example, does not even discuss the matter of authorship. But whereas the
precritical scholars assumed that the book attributed to Micah must have
been written by him, modern critics have assumed much on the other side,
sometimes swinging to the opposite end of the spectrum and assuming that
nothing was written by the prophet until literary analysis could demonstrate
otherwise. Bernard Stade in 1881 proposed that Micah’s sayings were
confined to chapters 1–3.10 More recently, Mays, for example, has found
those borders acceptable to his analysis of the book.11 Judging from the
reference to the regathering of the exiles in 2:12–13, many scholars assign
that passage to the exilic or postexilic period.12 Yet we are not convinced
that the preexilic prophets did not predict the Exile and the regathering.
Leslie C. Allen has pointed out that a similar prediction of return is found in
Isaiah’s prophecy that is linked with the invasion of Sennacherib (37:32).13
Because Micah was probably an active prophet at that time, it should not be
assumed that he did not have the same interest as Isaiah in the return from
exile, although the crisis precipitated by Sennacherib’s invasion did not
conclude with exile. That was yet to come during the Neo-Babylonian
period.
If we understand the eighth-century prophets to have predicted both exile
and return, there is no reason to deny any of the material of chapters 1–3 to
Micah. We must, in fact, come to an understanding of prophetic
eschatology, which painted a dark horizon of judgment and then fractured
that darkness with bright hues of the breaking new day. That is the general
diagram of their program of the future, not the exception.
Chapters 4–5. These chapters have not fared so well as 1–3 in the hands
of critical scholars. The range of opinions extends the whole gamut, from
no authentic Mican words to total authenticity. Examples of those who
represent the nihilistic side are the century-old studies of Stade and the
recent commentary of Mays.14 The latter scholar conducts his analysis
along the lines of the traditio-historical method, concluding that the
salvation oracles of chapters 4–5 (except 5:10–13) were added to the
judgment oracles of chapters 1–3 to counterbalance them and show that
Yahweh’s purposes included salvation as well as judgment. That was a
stage in the reuse of Micah’s sayings, a process that extended into the
postexilic era.15 In his view the book is “the outcome of a history of
prophetic proclamation and is itself in its final form prophecy.”16 Although
reasoning differently, Sellin and Fohrer conclude that virtually nothing
from Micah is contained in chapters 4–5, which comprise a collection of

sayings originating with unknown eschatological prophets of the postexilic
period.17 Joining those representative voices is J. M. P. Smith, whose
commentary, in collaboration with Ward and Bewer, aligns him with the
position of Stade (except in the case of 4:14 and 5:9–12). These two
chapters, in their view, have no more in common than a hopeful outlook for
the future.18
Among those who identify some of the sayings in this collection as
authentically Mican is Otto Eissfeldt, who contends that all but 4:1–5:8
(leaving only 5:9–14!) are genuine.19 Allen is more conservative on the
matter, designating only 4:1–4 and 4:6–8 to be unauthentic.20
Among the noncommitted are Driver, who weighs the evidence against
and in favor of authenticity but does not come out strongly on either side,21
and Weiser, who sees no compelling reason for or against the authenticity
of these chapters.22
The position that all of chapters 4–5 originated with Micah is represented
by G. A. Smith, R. K. Harrison, Edward J. Young, and B. A. Copass and E.
L. Carlson.23 In general, that group of scholars sees no ideas in Micah 4–5
that are inconsistent with the eighth-century prophets. Of special interest is
the eschatology of a glorious future for Israel, a doctrine whose
development has frequently been assigned to the exilic and postexilic
periods. In chapters 4–5 Micah includes the ideas of Zion’s elevation (4:1),
the turning of the nations to the Lord (4:2), an ensuing age of peace
eventuating in social stability (4:3–4), the repatriation of the exiles (“the
lame” and “the outcasts”) whom the Lord will make a strong nation (4:6–
7), the birth of a true leader in Bethlehem Ephrathah (5:2–5), and the
triumph of the remnant over their enemies (5:7–9). That eschatological
program, although it is highly optimistic and quite advanced in its
development, is a part of the eighth-century prophets in varying degrees.
Isaiah certainly shared the hope of the elevation of the Temple (Isa. 2:2–4)
in a passage that is almost a duplicate of Micah 4:1–3. He also predicted the
birth of a ruler from the lineage of David (Isa. 11:1–10), a doctrine that
Amos taught in the form of the restoration of the “booth of David” that had
fallen (Amos 9:11–12). Further, the doctrine of the remnant is shared by the
eighth-century prophets Micah (2:12; 4:7; 5:6; 7:18), Amos (5:15), and
Isaiah (e.g., 37:32), the last reference being associated with the invasion of
Sennacherib.
If we begin, as many scholars do, with the presupposition that such a
well-developed eschatology could not have been a part of the theology of

the preexilic prophets, then any or all of those passages can be precluded
from consideration. The point should be clear, however, from these cursory
remarks, that only a radical editing of the eighth-century prophetic material
could accomplish that kind of superimposed doctrine of the future. Given
the esteem and veneration, or at least the fear of the prophetic word that the
prophets had come to enjoy over the long history of the prophetic
movement, it is most unlikely that their words were subjected to such
radical reshaping.
The special problem of 4:1–4. If there is any material in chapters 4–5 that
does not originate with Micah himself, it is likely 4:1–4 (v. 4 is not in Isa.),
which is included with minor variations in Isaiah 2:2–4. This passage
speaks of the elevation of the Temple to a position of international
prominence and the conversion of the nations to Yahweh, resulting in an
age of world peace. The four solutions generally offered to resolve the
problem of this duplicate text are: (1) Micah authored it; (2) Isaiah authored
it; (3) it was interpolated into both prophets by a later editor; and (4) it is by
neither prophet, and both borrowed it from a common source. This is a
most unusual case in prophetic literature, for the prophets were not given to
quoting one another. If the passage were inserted awkwardly in either
context, that might give us a clue that it was original to the one where the
connection was most logical. But actually it fits well enough in both
contexts to caution against resolving the problem too easily by this
criterion. Though Copass and Carlson proceed cautiously and steer clear of
a dogmatic pronouncement, they do make the point that Micah begins with
his message of the spiritual kingdom and then presents the steps by which it
is developed. First, the faithful are delivered from the captivity of sin,
symbolized by Babylon (4:9–10). Second, Israel is victorious over the
powers of sin, represented by warring nations (4:11–5:1). Third, Israel
accepts the person and power of her King (5:2–5a). And fourth, support for
His rule comes from the surviving remnant and the renovation of worship
(5:5b–15).24 Admittedly that explanation may be an overspiritualization of
the text, but they are correct to recognize the thread of the kingdom of God
running through the context.
Some studies are inclined to attribute the oracle to Isaiah,25 and the
interconnections of the two prophets might seem to support that thesis.26
But there is no foolproof way to demonstrate it.
One of the most popular positions in recent years has been the attribution
of both texts to a later editor. Mays propounds that view, pointing out that

the destruction of Zion predicted in 3:12 and its elevation in 4:1 stand in
stark contradiction. He advocates a postexilic setting, perhaps after the
completion of the Temple in 516/15 B.C., and, in his view, it was “an
exuberant announcement of what YHWH’s reign from ‘his house’ might
mean for the entire world.”27
J.M. P. Smith’s analysis brings him to a similar conclusion, based in part
upon his belief that the conversion of the nations appears nowhere else in
Micah, but does occur in other prophetic passages, which he dates in the
postexilic era (e.g., Isa. 11:10; 56:6, 7; 60; 66:23; and Jonah). His proposal
is the Greek period.28 Coming to a similar conclusion is E. Cannawurf’s
more recent article in which he draws upon the Jerusalem/Zion parallel,
which, submits Cannawurf, was a product of the Josianic reform by which
Zion was given a central position, thus eventuating in the two names
becoming interchangeable.29 Yet all of those studies are based upon certain
presuppositions that predetermine their conclusions.
Other important studies have concluded that the parallel texts are quoted
from an original that was written by neither prophet. Allen’s perspective
study leads him to that conclusion, proposing that the original was closely
related to the Songs of Zion found in the Psalms.30 Arvid S. Kapelrud’s
article on the problem outlines the reasons for regarding the oracle as
having a cultic origin, possibly being an oracle from the autumn and New
Year festival. The ideas in the oracle, he correctly insists, were current in
Micah’s day. Yet he does not advocate Mican authorship, but rather regards
the oracle in both prophets to be derived from a common source.31
There seems to be something in Kapelrud’s article worthy of
consideration. Whereas the biblical evidence for the so-called New Year
festival is meager indeed, Micah 4:1–4 seems an appropriate response to the
miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem from the aspiring world dictator
Sennacherib. Perhaps the oracle of 3:9–12 describes the spirit of the country
that Hezekiah inherited from his predecessor Ahaz. The leaders judged for
bribes, the priests had mercenary motives, and the prophets thought only of
a comfortable living. Yet univocally their actions and attitudes chanted, “Is
not the Lord in our midst? Calamity will not come upon us” (3:11). It was
that kind of self-confidence that Hezekiah’s reform attempted to dismantle,
a disposition implied by the religious neglect on the part of the priests and
people when Hezekiah took the throne (2 Chron. 30:3). The account of his
reign in 2 Kings 18:1–8 leaves the impression that he conducted his
religious reforms early in his reign, and a decade or so later, in the

fourteenth year, Sennacherib invaded Judah (2 Kings 18:13). Given the
cyclical pattern of religious revival and apostasy in Israel and Judah, even
that short interval of a decade or more was time enough for the Temple and
cult, so recently resuscitated, to fall from its central position again. At least
the military precautions and preparations taken by Hezekiah at the prospect
of the siege (2 Chron. 32:2–6) may yield the inference that religious matters
at the moment were not foremost in their minds, although the chronicler
relates that Hezekiah eventually summoned Judah to man the spiritual
ramparts as well (2 Chron. 32:7–8), and ultimately appealed to Isaiah for
help (2 Chron. 32:20–23; 2 Kings 19:1–7; Isa. 37).
The point is that the miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem from
Sennacherib might well have elicited from Israel the worshipful response
recorded in Mic. 4:1–5. The oracle of 3:12, assigned by Jeremiah to the
reign of Hezekiah (Jer. 26:18) and perhaps spoken by Micah early in
Hezekiah’s reign to encourage reform, had set the stage for the awesome
destruction of the Temple, when “Zion will be plowed as a field … [and]
Jerusalem will become a heap of ruins.”
The reform itself staved off that awful contingency, and the miraculous
deliverance from Sennacherib in 701 B.C. affirmed the centrality of the
Temple and buoyed the confidence of those who relied on its system.
Eduard Nielsen has appropriately suggested that the theme of Zion’s
elevation may be as old as the Davidic dynasty itself.32 Thus the cultic
response of 4:1–5, borrowed by both Isaiah and Micah from the Temple
liturgy or adopted from a third prophetic source, expressed the prophets’
own confidence in the coming day when the religion of Israel would
dominate the world with centrifugal force.
The liturgical response in Mic. 4:5 and that in Isa. 2:5, although different,
seem to point to a worship setting for the passage. In any event, the theme
of the oracle was in line with the eschatological program of the preexilic
prophets. Despite their criticism of the cult, they had not abandoned it but
instead hoped for its elevation to a central position in the religious system
of Israel and the world. The theme of the centrality of the Jerusalem Temple
deals a devastating blow to the hypothesis that Josiah’s reign a century later
was the time when the so-called Deuteronomic school waged the successful
campaign for the exclusive recognition of Jerusalem as the cultic center.
With the incipient dictum of centrality of worship that called Israel to rally
around the single Tabernacle in the wilderness, David’s strategic location of
the ark on Mount Zion was a natural outgrowth of a persuasion imbedded in
Mosaic theology. We know for sure that the wilderness era had left its

impression on Micah’s mind (6:5), and it does not seem coincidental that
Micah and Isaiah stressed that theme. They took it from the era whose
formative influence was a premise of their sense of history.
The special problem of 4:10. A further problem with an eighth-century
date for chapters 4–5 is the reference to Babylon in 4:10. The oracle of 4:6–
13 seems to apply to the time when Jerusalem was under the Assyrian siege
in 701 B.C. The reference to Babylon ought not be considered as a later
gloss, as many scholars do. Harrison resolves the problem by considering
“Babylon” a metonymy for Mesopotamia.33 Yet the only problem with
taking the term literally is the specificity involved. It is true that one might
be surprised to hear Micah, so long before the rise of the Neo-Babylonian
Empire, speak of Babylon as the place where Judah would survive and from
which she would be delivered. That is, in the face of the Assyrian threat by
Sennacherib, Micah talked about Judah’s road to survival via Babylon.
In view of the rather recent visit of Merodach-baladan’s embassy to
Hezekiah (ca. 703 B.C., 2 Kings 20/Isa. 38), I suggest that it is prophetic
irony. Babylon as a Judean ally and a place of survival during the brief
interlude of Chaldean rule might make only the slightest bit of sense, but in
view of the weakness of Babylon compared to the great Assyrian kingdom,
this reference was ironic indeed. Yet Micah’s insight into Judah’s future
program of salvation was accurate even though much delayed. In fact,
Micah was a master of irony. As he described the conflux of the nations to
gloat over Judah’s tragedy, he perceived the irony that was involved: They
did not know that they were observing not simply Judah’s fall, but an
episode in the drama of their own ultimate disaster (4:11–13). In the
following passage (5:1–5a), against the background of Sennacherib’s siege,
a ruler who will provide the ultimate peace in this chaotic world of greed
and power arises from the unpretentious little village of Bethlehem.
Defying the military siege and the consequent political paralysis the
Assyrians might effect in Jerusalem, the Lord sketches out His sovereignty
in a little town six miles away, working behind the enemy lines to establish
His rule. There is also a strong note of irony in the announcement that
Jerusalem will be plowed like a field and become a heap of ruins (3:12), but
the prophet further predicted that the mountain of the Lord’s house would
“be established as the chief of the mountains” and be “raised above the
hills” (4:1). Prophetic irony is not prophetic contradiction. It is a literary
method that characterizes prophetic preaching and thought.
Chapters 6–7. The spectrum of pronouncements made regarding the
authenticity of these chapters is wide and discordant. The range of dates

involved reaches all the way from the eighth century to the Maccabean era.
Eissfeldt, expressing a sentiment that seems more and more to be found in
current scholarly literature, sees features in 6:1–7:6 that do not fit Micah’s
time, allowing that 7:7–20 is probably, as Hermann Gunkel proposed, a
postexilic liturgy. Yet Eissfeldt is willing to admit that Mican authorship for
this final segment should be considered.34 Bruce Vawter is also
accommodating but noncommittal, stating that chapters 6–7 could be from
the eighth century.35 Allen commits himself to the authenticity of all except
7:8–20, which he dates in the post-exilic era. That last passage, he submits,
fixes the final editing of the book.36 W. O. E. Oesterley and Theodore H.
Robinson fix the date of chapters 6–7 not earlier than the last half of the
fifth century, although they go so far as to admit that 6:6–8, 14–16 may be
by Micah.37 J. M. P. Smith assigns 7:7–20 to the age of the Maccabees,38 a
position virtually abandoned by more recent scholars.
The question we should put forth is: What in these chapters is
inconsistent with the age of Micah and incongruent with his message in the
first five chapters? This section of the book begins with a scene in the law
court, as Yahweh confronts Judah about the strained relationship that had
developed between them (6:1–5). Very much in the vein of Amos’s oracle
against Israel (Amos 2:6–16), the Lord reminds Judah of His historical acts
in her behalf, from the Exodus to the first victorious encampment in the
Promised Land at Gilgal (Josh. 4:19). In plain view of those events Micah
then lays out the ethical basis for the relationship that had lapsed (6:6–8),
followed by the Lord’s oracle detailing the sins of Jerusalem and the
punishment that would come as a consequence (6:9–16). The book is
concluded with a lament by the prophet over his times, which are destitute
of the unshakeable foundation stones of the community of faith: goodness,
justice, and walking humbly with God (7:1–6). Micah had described his
lamentive style in 1:8, instigated by the incurable wound of Judah. Thus the
prophet began his collection of oracles with a personal note on the
magnitude of his own sorrow and concluded with a similar notice. In the
final lines of the book we hear the prophet speaking for Jerusalem with
words of trust and penitence (7:7–13), to which is added a brief prayer of
intercession (7:14) that the Lord would fulfill His promise to raise up a
Shepherd for Judah (cf. 5:4). Significantly, the voice of Yahweh is heard
again tendering a promise that He would renew the Exodus from Egypt
(6:4) and instill awe and fear of Israel in the nations as He did on the former
occasion (7:15–17). Most appropriately, the final words are a hymn of

adoration, perhaps spoken by Judah, extolling the loving and compassionate
nature of the Lord (7:18–20).
These chapters definitely have an organic relationship to the first five.
The prophetic tone, at once indicting and assuring, permeates this
collection, as it does chapters 4–5. The inordinate ambitions of the people
and their leaders, distorting the value of life and property, come up for
prophetic denunciation here as in chapters 1–3 (6:11–12; 7:2–6; 2:8–11;
3:1–5, 9–11). E. Hammerschaimb correctly observes that Micah’s
castigation of the leaders in the community occupies a central place in his
preaching.39
Underlying the entire book is an ethical system that has its roots in the
covenant faith, the essence of which is so unmistakably distilled in 6:8. It is
marked by justice and respect for one’s neighbor and unalloyed devotion to
Yahweh. These characteristics are generally implied in Micah. But in 6:8 he
explicates what has been implied:

He has told you, O man, what is good;
And what does the Lord require of you
But to do justice, to love kindness,
And to walk humbly with your God?
In the same oracle Micah’s attitude toward sacrifice as a nonessential
element of religion conforms to that of Isaiah, his contemporary (Isa. 1:10–
15). And it may be observed that the pagan practice of child sacrifice
mentioned in 6:7 was also known in Micah’s day, a practice that King Ahaz
observed (2 Kings 16:3).
Up to this point I have principally shown the consistency of ideas in
chapters 6–7 with those in the rest of the book and with the attested ideas
and customs of Micah’s time. That is obviously the kind of method that can
be used to prove different points of view. Sellin and Fohrer, for example,
point to the individualistic emphasis in 6:1–8, characteristic of wisdom
theology, and the description of social justice given in 7:1–6, and they
conclude that 6:1–7:7 should be dated before Nehemiah in the fifth
century.40 Yet it should be clear that an analysis of ideas does not rule this
section out of the eighth century. It seems likely that the prophetic books do
not represent a history of ideas, contrary to what form and tradition
criticism has insisted in modern scholarship. Kapelrud maintains that
editors did not radically alter the thought of the books but may have used

ideas that they believed were clearly expressed in the prophet’s writings.41
Although he may not help our case for Mican authenticity, he at least
throws the method of dating by concepts into sharper relief. The burden of
proof for shifting prophetic oracles away from a prophet and his era must
lie with the biblical critic. Perhaps the integrity of the compilers has been
grossly ignored.
Even in the case of 7:7–20, to which Gunkel applies his form-critical
method, there are sound reasons for attributing the verses to Micah. The
numerous similarities with the psalms recognized by Gunkel are
undeniable. Investigating the literary forms and the occasions for their use,
he concludes that it was composed of four units, 7:7–10, 11–13, 14–17, and
18–20, the first being a dirge of Zion to which God answers in the second,
followed by a dirge of Israel concluded by a hymn of assurance. The entire
poem is artistically woven into a liturgical piece that was used on a festival
occasion in the Jerusalem Temple.42 Although Gunkel did not connect the
poem to 7:1–6, Bo Reicke has made a convincing argument for the organic
unity of the whole chapter, the prophet employing the liturgical traditions of
festivals such as the Day of Atonement and Tabernacles and speaking on
behalf of the people.43
In conclusion, we cannot find sufficient grounds for doubting the
authenticity of chapters 6–7. Although there are problems associated with
Mican authorship, they do not lead us away from the eighth century B.C.,
and they do not convince us that any of these chapters is alien to Micah’s
thought.

Plan of the Book
Most commentators have observed that a pattern of threat/promise
characterizes the plan of this book. Yet the beginnings of the major
divisions have been marked out by the imperative “Hear"44 (1:2; 3:1; 6:1),
giving us the division of chapters 1–2 (I), 3–5 (II), and 6–7 (III). John T.
Willis has pointed out that each division opens with an oracle of doom
(1:2–2:11; 3; 6:1–7:6) and closes with an oracle of hope (2:12–13; 4–5;
7:7–20), and he has called attention to the symmetry of the book provided
by the four balancing pericopes found in sections I and III: (a) a covenant
lawsuit (1:2–7 and 6:1–8); (b) a lament (1:8–16 and 7:1–6); © an

explanation for the impending catastrophe (2:1–11 and 6:9–16); and (d) an
oracle of hope (2:12–13 and 7:7–20).45 Allen has observed the same
division into three major sections, with chapters 3–5 making up the middle
section, and remarked that the whole book presents “a kaleidoscopic picture
of the judgment and salvation of God’s city and God’s people,” with the
focal point being 5:1–6 and its emphasis on the Davidic king.46
Two reasons surface for breaking the first collection of oracles after
chapter 3 rather than at the end of chapter 2. First, many modern scholars
believe Micah’s authentic oracles are contained in chapters 1–3, even
though some, as we have already seen, are willing to admit that there may
be random oracles in the other two sections. Second, the prophecy against
Mount Zion in 3:9–12 is considered to be in contradiction with the
restoration and elevation of Zion predicted in 4:1–5. Yet, as we have
already observed, the prophetic program of eschatology involved not only
doom but hope. Thus in light of Micah’s concern for the Lord’s continuing
rule in Judah, it is not at all inconsistent for him to intermingle the
destruction and the elevation of Zion. Doom in Micah’s message, as well as
the message of the prophets more generally, was a means toward Israel’s
reformation and ultimate salvation, not an end in itself. Therefore, the word
of hope was a vital element in prophetic preaching.
Consequently I see no obstacle to sectioning the book by the clue “Hear.”
Moreover, Micah has left his prophetic signature on each of these
collections. In section I (1–2) he related how lament over Israel’s pitiable
state had come to domineer his lifestyle (1:8), and in section II he drew a
sharp contrast between himself and the false prophets who sold their
sermons of war and peace at public auction (3:8). Finally, he has
autographed section III (the final two chapters) by a lament over the moral
desolation of his times, even though he may have spoken for Jerusalem
(7:1). That is not to imply, however, that Micah personally collected and
edited the book. Yet the intimate and personal tone that we hear in these
notices points toward someone who knew Micah and perhaps even shared
his sorrow as well as his expectant hope. An early seventh-century date for
the book is quite probable.

THE MESSAGE OF MICAH

Yahweh and His People
Micah’s insight into the spiritual and social problems of the eighth
century was as penetrating as Isaiah’s. To throw those problems into
sharper relief, Micah’s view of God, known to the prophet by His covenant
name Yahweh, left his audience no room to escape the consequences of
their sins or to accuse Him of arbitrary behavior. He was a God who
demanded moral obedience of His people rather than sacrificial
appeasement (6:6–8). Of Judah’s leaders He required that they know justice
(3:1), but their response had been to pervert it (3:9).
It is worth noting that Micah does not summon members of the
community to repentance or to change their ways, as do Amos, Hosea, and
Isaiah. Rather, his imperatives subpoena them to the Lord’s court of law
—”plead your case” (6:1)—where He is the key witness and judge (1:2–7).
The urgent imperative “Hear!” inscribes the structure of the book (1:2; 3:1;
6:1) and punctuates it (3:9; 6:2; 6:9).
That critical tone is heard against a backdrop of bloated self-confidence
that permeates the rank and file as well as the leadership. The priests and
prophets, whose fraudulent practices exposed the hollow devotion of their
offices, leaned on the Lord and said, “Is not the Lord in our midst?
Calamity will not come upon us” (3:11). Perhaps Micah had perceived in
the religious and political leaders of Judah an adamant spirit that could only
be changed by the dissolution of the structures in which they trusted and the
institutions that provided the cover for their underhanded actions (cf. 1:9).
So Micah announced doom and wailed over the fact that he had to do so.
For the political leaders there would be destruction of the system in which
they trusted and exile to Babylon (4:10); visionless nights would come for
the false prophets (3:5–7); and for the priests, the Temple mount would be
reduced to a farmer’s field (3:12). If Micah called those people to
repentance, those oracles have not been preserved for us. Yet he preached a
message of hope that a new day would break through the gloom of collapse.
Yahweh’s sovereign rule stretched across national lines and geographical

boundaries to include the whole earth (4:1–4, 13; 7:16–17). Therefore,
Israel’s doom and redemption had implications for the nations. Even though
Micah did not conceive of Israel’s existence as a means to the goal of the
nation’s redemption, as did Isaiah, his theology at least took account of the
nations’ spiritual and national welfare. The elevation of Mount Zion above
the Ephraimite and Judean hills would signal to the nations that the time for
their conversion had come, and imploringly they would turn to the Lord’s
Temple to learn His ways and walk in His paths. Micah depicted an age of
international peace flowing out of that era of salvation, initiated by
Yahweh’s own arbitration of the disputes among the nations. To prove His
power, He would turn a nation of handicaps into a commonwealth of
strength over which His own coronation would begin a radically new day
(4:1–8). The inevitability of that future was assured by the forgiving,
loving, and compassionate nature of the Lord Himself. He was angry, but
would not forever be so, for He delights in steadfast love, and would tread
the iniquities of Judah under His feet and cast their sins into the depths of
the sea. That was not a new face of Yahweh, for He had long ago sworn His
steadfast love to Abraham (7:18–20).

History and Destiny
Micah’s grasp of the importance of history can be seen in his references
to past events and the response to which they called the Lord’s people. In
the legal dispute between the Lord and Judah in 6:1–5 the Lord reminded
them, as Amos had reminded Israel a generation earlier (Amos 2:10), that
He had redeemed them from Egypt. Moreover, He recalled the opposition
of Balak, king of Moab, and how Balaam the prophet answered him. In one
phrase, “from Shittim to Gilgal” (6:5), the Lord summed up the victorious
entrance into Canaan that included the defeat of Jericho. Shittim was the
last encampment of the Israelites on the eastern side of the Jordan River,
and Gilgal was the first major encampment on the western side (Num. 22:1;
25:1; Josh. 4:19–20). Intrinsic to all those historical events was the purpose
“that you might know the righteous acts of the Lord” (v. 5). That was
Judah’s destiny, implied and explicated in her history. The overarching
controls of her history, however, were to be found in the “truth” and
“unchanging love” (ḥesed) that God swore to Abraham, a point that Hosea
underscored when he recalled the Lord’s promise to Abraham, which

overarched even His covenant with the Mosaic community (Hos. 1:9–10).
History held the key to the future. In Yahweh’s gracious dealings with
Judah in bygone days the outlines of His program for her future could be
detected. His demand of moral obedience indicted His people for their sins,
and exile was inevitable; but His unchanging love painted the bright hues of
a breaking new day on an otherwise dark horizon, and return from exile was
as much a part of the program of the future as was doom. The new Exodus,
so much like the first with its miraculous accompaniments, would inspire
fear in the nations as the former had done (Josh. 2:9–11). They would come
creeping out of their fortresses and cower before the Lord and His people
(7:15–17). The warring spirit of the nations would be shattered into the
implements of peace and security (4:3–4).
That new age, miraculously introduced into history, would be ruled by a
new King whose unpretentious origins could not belie the magnitude of His
mission. Jerusalem, that city of kings, must yield to Bethlehem, so little
among Judah’s clans, and the emerging King would reign over the age in
which the Northern tribes returned to the national fold (5:2–5a). To lift this
prophecy out of history and fail to see its fulfillment in the return from
Babylonian Exile is to defy the historical element in the prophets. Yet, to
obscure the Messianic thrust of this and other texts like it in the prophets is
tantamount to defying the divine plan for Israel and the world. The chief
priests and scribes of the first Christian century perceived the latter as they
responded to the wise men’s inquiry (Matt. 2:5–6). If not yet in actuality, at
least in symbolic form the nations in the person of the magi had come to the
Lord to learn His ways and walk in His paths. The chronological depth of
the prophetic vision of the future was perhaps only faintly understood by
the prophets, but they knew that they were serving a generation yet unborn
(1 Peter 1:12).

Morality, Idolatry, and Theology
The balance on the moral ledger of ancient Judah was regularly an
indication of the deeper spiritual condition. Micah had focused his sights on
the leadership level of his society. They who were responsible for justice
(3:1) had an inverted sense of good and evil (3:2a). Instead of feeding the
flock like respectable shepherds should, they had fed off the flock and
molested the sheep who were at their mercy (3:2b–3). Their hatred of

justice could be seen in the perverted way they did their job, building Zion
with bloodshed and Jerusalem with violent injustice (3:10). The times, so
destitute of justice, were like the vineyard that had been stripped of its fruit
by harvesters and gleaners and left barren. Their Olympic performance of
injustice had turned man against man, and their ambidextrous ability to do
evil had made the best of them like a briar and the most upright a thorn
bush. Friend and foe had become indistinguishable, and the security of
family and kinship had become a battleground of selfish interests. Civil
leaders and priests alike were motivated by financial gain (3:11a).
Although the indicting oracle of 2:1–5 was not addressed to the leaders,
it bears the marks of their craze for power and property. They spent their
nights devising wicked schemes, which they eagerly executed when
morning came, seizing the property of their helpless subjects and violating
the ancient law that made one’s house and field a sacred right. Isaiah
observed the same illicit practice (5:8), thus confirming the moral
corruption that typified the leadership of the eighth century.
If immoral behavior was the ledger balance, revealing the depravity of
the times, the idolatry of preexilic Israel was no less than spiritual
bankruptcy. Micah did not confront idolatry directly as did Hosea and
Isaiah; his method was more oblique. Idolatry was the object of divine
judgment as Yahweh swept away the vestiges of Judah’s boldest impudence
(1:7; 5:13–14; 6:16). Even Hosea’s passionate message had not removed
the pagan cultic practices in the Northern Kingdom, so Yahweh would
smash her idols and return her “harlot’s earnings” (1:7). Idolatry, that most
blatant sin of rebellion against the sovereign Lord of the world, was slated
for the burning wrath of Yahweh.
Even though Micah did not issue an imperative summons to repentance
or with absoluteness enjoin Judah to abandon her idolatrous ways, he knew
as clearly as any eighth-century prophet what the Lord required of His
people. The comprehensive and potent expression of prophetic theology in
6:8 countermanded the foggy notions of social righteousness and perverted
religious piety that the community intoned. Perhaps Micah accosted them at
the Temple with their sacrifices with the subpoena of 6:1–5. And either
sarcastically or sincerely they inquired what the Lord wanted of them:

With what shall I come to the Lord
And bow myself before the God on high?
Shall I come to Him with burnt offerings,

With yearling calves?
Does the Lord take delight in thousands of rams,
In ten thousand rivers of oil?
Shall I present my first-born for my rebellious acts,
The fruit of my body for the sin of my soul? (6:6–7)
Micah’s answer summed up and affirmed the teaching of the three great
prophets of his age: Amos’s appeal for justice, Hosea’s exposition of
steadfast love (ḥesed), and Isaiah’s call to a life of humble devotion to
Yahweh:47

He has told you, O man, what is good;
And what does the Lord require of you
But to do justice, to love kindness,
And to walk humbly with your God? (6:8)
“Justice” (mishpāt) is a term that comprehends the covenant
responsibilities, whereas “kindness” (ḥesed) is the duty of man to man,
which grows out of Yahweh’s gracious love expressed in His covenant
relationship to mankind. “To walk humbly” with God is to maintain
communion with Him.48 God confronts man and leaves him inexcusable. In
light of the clarity of the requirements that God had already shown the
people of Israel, it is more understandable that Micah should not come in
with a “do this-do that” message. They already knew His demands and
were fully responsible for doing them. It would certainly appear that this
passage is the heart of Micah’s message and probably the structural vertex
of the entire book.

Micah and the Prophets
No warped sense of professional loyalty marked the preaching of this
prophet. He knew there were prophets whose credentials had been forged
and who abetted the crime and decay. They were cohorts with the civil and
priestly leaders whose commercial motive propelled them and who
hypocritically leaned on the Lord and muttered their false notions of
security and divine approval: “Is not the Lord in our midst? Calamity will

not come upon us” (3:11). Micah indicted them for leading Yahweh’s
people astray and proclaiming oracles of peace when they were well paid,
but predicting war when their income diminished (3:5–7). The courage of
our prophet can be seen as he pitted himself against the falsity and egotism
of the pseudo-prophets:

On the other hand I am filled with power—
With the Spirit of the Lord—
And with justice and courage
To make known to Jacob his rebellious act,
Even to Israel his sin. (3:8)
A.S. Van der Woude has offered an interesting argument in favor of 2:6–
11 as a disputation speech between Micah and the false prophets.49 If that is
so, then we may have a few more words from them than is the case in 3:5–
8. One thing is for certain; the false prophets, judging from the
confrontations that occur between them and the canonical prophets, were
evidently an influential group among the ancient Israelites. A further
inference may be drawn, the idea that the prophetic word was a widely
sought means of reassurance and revelation. Probably at critical times in
Israelite history the false prophets carried on a flourishing business and
contributed greatly to the false sense of confidence and security that Micah
and other canonical prophets found so threatening to genuine security and
peace.
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6

ISAIAH

Isaiah was prophet par excellence of the classical era of prophecy. Along
with Amos, Hosea, and Micah, he was a bright star in the prophetic
constellation of the eighth century B.C., soaring like an eagle in his literary
and theological distinction. No prophet of his time more fully
comprehended the gravity of the Assyrian threat and its implications for the
immediate present and remote future.
His oracles comprehended the extremities of the prophetic message,
which the rabbis called “words of comfort” and “words of reproof,” with
varying degrees of counsel in between. The wide variation of those oracles,
to be discussed later, is a witness both to the genius of the man and the long
and rich career he fulfilled. His prophetic field of vision was broad,
widening out to the Messianic age when Israel’s hopes and destiny found
fulfillment in Christ.
With his eyes fixed on the troubled societies of Israel and Judah and his
heart fixed on the faithful covenant God, Isaiah exemplified the spiritual
trauma such a dilemma created in the heart of a prophet. It was no less than
Yahweh’s own distressing dilemma lived out in His servants the prophets.
Isaiah’s “Lord, how long?” (6:11a) was the distress signal of a heart
crushed by Israel’s hardened nature (6:9–10) and compelled by an
irresistible call to prophesy (6:6–8).

ISAIAHTHE MAN

In view of the volume of material in the book of Isaiah, one would think
that we should have a lot of information about the prophet himself. In a
sense we do, especially when compared to some of the so-called minor
prophets, like Micah and Zephaniah. But if we compare our information to
what we know about Jeremiah and Ezekiel, we really do not have much
biographical information about Isaiah. When we would almost get to know
him, our attention is diverted to the Lord he served or the people to whom
he spoke. From a theological point of view, that may be a positive feature,
but from a biographical point of view, it leaves us rather impoverished.
Yet perhaps the most important thing about a prophet, or any individual,
is what he thought and said as it issued forth in what he did. So we can be
grateful that we are allowed into the depths of Isaiah’s soul. Without doubt
we are brought to the core of his being in the immortal record of his call in
chapter 6. His self-image, cut from the same fabric as Israel’s, was that of a
man “of unclean lips.” And having seen the vision of the Lord sitting on
His throne in majestic glory, proclaimed by the seraphim as thrice holy, he
keenly sensed the judgment of God on his personal condition (“Woe is me,
for I am ruined! … For my eyes have seen the King, the Lord of hosts";
6:5). At Isaiah’s confession, which was at the same time a plea for pardon,
the seraph’s cleansing touch with a coal from the altar removed the
prophet’s sin and extended the range of his hearing past the seraphim’s
hymn of the threefold holiness of God (trisagion) to the voice of Yahweh
Himself: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?” (6:8). Forgiven and
summoned to a mission for the Lord, Isaiah responded with the
unembellished, “Here am I. Send me!” Yet when the Lord had detailed the
awesome assignment, the prophet’s “Lord, how long?” exposed the deep
trauma he felt over a mission with such dreadful prospects of failure (6:9–
11a).
Certain rabbinic commentators noted the tradition that Isaiah’s father,
Amoz, and King Amaziah of Judah (796–767 B.C.) were brothers, thereby
making Isaiah of royal descent.1 Perhaps this tradition owes its origin in
part to the accessibility that our prophet had to the kings of Judah, but
otherwise it is not well attested.
The death of Uzziah (740), marking the end of an era of prosperity and

relative peace in Judah, coincided with the momentous year of Isaiah’s
inaugural vision (6:1). The exact date of his call could have been either
prior to or after the king’s inauspicious passing, but it is clear that Isaiah
saw his call providentially linked with that event and the ensuing era, which
was imprinted with the Neo-Assyrian threat. It was more than a date.
Two of the four Judean kings in whose reigns Isaiah prophesied (1:1) had
significant involvements with him. Ahaz (732–716), having fallen
ungrateful heir to the political implications of the Syro-Ephraimite alliance,
was the object of Isaiah’s challenge and rebuke (chap. 7). Against the
background of invasion by the allied armies of Syria and Israel, Isaiah
brought at least two oracles to Ahaz, first assuring him that the plans of the
allies would not succeed (7:3–9), and then challenging him to ask a sign of
the Lord that would portend the failure of this ill-conceived scheme (7:10–
25). As the narrative reveals, Ahaz rejected the challenge, but the Lord gave
him a sign nevertheless, and a far more wonderful one than he might have
asked for—the sign of Immanuel.
The second king in whose affairs Isaiah became intricately involved was
Hezekiah (716/15–686), who was more religiously devout than Ahaz. In
point of fact, the religious reform that he instigated (2 Kings 18:1–7a/2
Chron. 29–31) was probably inspired by the tragic events in the Northern
Kingdom that culminated with the fall of Samaria in 722. Based upon the
moral and spiritual indictments Isaiah delivered against Judah, Hezekiah’s
religious zeal and reformation staved off disaster on Judah for more than a
century. When Sennacherib, vaunting himself to be Yahweh’s agent of
destruction (Isa. 36:10), dispatched his arrogant messenger to Jerusalem,
Hezekiah sent an embassy of inquiry to the prophet Isaiah seeking a word
from the Lord (701). The exchange of messages between king and prophet
confirmed the sovereign power of the Lord, and Judah was miraculously
delivered (chaps. 37–38). The communication channel between Hezekiah
and Isaiah was called into service on two other occasions that we know
about, first when the king was facing a personal physical crisis, and then
upon the subsequent diplomatic visit of Merodach-baladan’s envoys from
Babylon (chaps. 38–39, ca. 704–703).
Having ready access to kings may imply that Isaiah was an official in the
royal court. The proposal that he was a priest2 has little hard evidence to
back it up. An interesting suggestion is that he was a scribe, implied by 2
Chron. 26:22, where the writing of Uzziah’s court history is attributed to
the prophet Isaiah, a practice the Chronicler knew about in the case of other
prophets (Rehoboam—Shemaiah the prophet, 2 Chron. 12:16; Abijah—

Iddo the prophet, 13:22; Jehoshaphat—Jehu, 20:34). As a scribe he would
also be responsible for educating the children of the royal court, perhaps
explaining what is meant by his “disciples” (8:16).3 Further in that regard,
W. W. Hallo’s proposal on Isa. 28:9–13, that the people accused the
prophet of sounding like a tutor trying to teach children their alphabet, is
tantalizing.4

Outline of Isaiah
1. Oracles of Judgment and Hope (1:1–12:6)
1. Judah Condemned (1:1–5:30)
1. Oracles Concerning Coming Devastation (1:1–23)
2. Oracle of Hope (1:24–31)
3. Oracles Concerning Judah and Jerusalem (2:1–4:6)
1. The Future Kingdom of Judah (2:1–4)
2. Judah’s Corruption and Judgment (2:5–4:1)
3. Judah’s Future Glory (4:2–6)
4. Song of the Vineyard (5:1–7)
5. Oracles of Woe against the Wicked (5:8–30)
2. Isaiah’s Call and Commission (6:1–13)
3. The Book of Immanuel (7:1–12:6)
1. The Sign of Immanuel and Its Implications (7:1–25)
2. The Assyrian Invader (8:1–9:7)
3. Prophecy against Israel (9:8–10:4)
4. The Power of Assyria and the Power of Yahweh (10:5–34)
5. The Righteous Ruler (11:1–5)
6. The Kingdom of the Righteous Ruler (11:6–12:6)
4. Oracles against the Nations (13:1–23:18)
1. Against Babylon (13:1–14:23)
2. Against Assyria (14:24–27)
3. Against Philistia (14:28–32)
4. Against Moab (15:1–16:14)
5. Against Syria and Israel (17:1–14)
6. Against Ethiopia (18:1–7)
7. Against Egypt (19:1–25)
8. Against Ethiopia and Egypt (20:1–6)
9. Against Babylon (21:1–10)

10. Against Edom (21:11–12)
11. Against Arabia (21:13–17)
12. Against Jerusalem (22:1–14)
13. Against Shebna (22:15–25)
14. Against Tyre (23:1–18)
5. Eschatological Summation (24:1–27:13)
1. Eschatological Judgments (24:1–23)
2. Eschatological Triumphs (25:1–12)
3. The Eschatological City (26:1–21)
4. The Eschatological Israel (27:1–13)
6. Jerusalem, Egypt, and a Prophet in Between (28:1–33:24)
1. Woe to the Drunkards of Ephraim (28:1–29)
2. Woe to Ariel (29:1–24)
3. Woe to Those Who Seek a Pact with Egypt (30:1–33)
4. Woe to Those Who Rely on Egypt (31:1–32:20)
5. Woe to the Destroyer Not Destroyed (33:1–24)
7. Eschatological Summation (34:1–35:10)
1. Summation of Judgment (34:1–17)
2. Summation of Blessings (35:1–10)
3. Historical Bridge (36:1–39:8)
1. Hezekiah and Sennacherib (36:1–37:38)
2. Hezekiah’s Illness and Recovery (38:1–22)
3. Hezekiah’s Misplaced Joy over Postponed Judgment (39:1–
8)
4. Oracles of Consolation (40:1–66:24)
1. Release from Captivity (40:1–48:22)
1. Promise of Restoration (40:1–31)
2. The Liberator (41:1–29)
3. God’s Righteous Servant (42:1–25)
4. Israel as God’s Servant (43:1–44:23)
5. Cyrus as God’s Servant (44:24–45:25)
6. Judgment on Babylon (46:1–47:15)
7. The Deliverance of Judah (48:1–22)
5. The Servant of the Lord (49:1–57:21)
1. The Servant’s Commission (49:1–26)
2. The Servant’s Faithfulness (50:1–11)
3. Restoration of Zion (51:1–52:12)
4. The Servant’s Suffering and Triumph (52:13–53:12)
5. Restoration Assured (54:1–55:13)

6. Blessings to All Who Are Righteous (56:1–8)
7. Rebuke of the Unrighteous (56:9–57:21)
6. Zion Restored (58:1–66:24)
1. Worship Without Righteousness (58:1–14)
2. Judah’s Sin (59:1–21)
3. The Glory of Restored Jerusalem (60:1–22)
4. The Servant’s Ministry to Israel (61:1–11)
5. The Restoration of Zion (62:1–12)
6. The Judgment on God’s Enemies (63:1–6)
7. The Confidence of God’s People (63:7–64:12)
8. The Repentance of Sin (65:1–25)
9. Condemnation of the Hypocrites (66:1–4)
10. Rejoicing in Salvation (66:5–24)
Isaiah was married, but, unlike Hosea, we do not know his wife’s name or
anything about her personality. She is referred to as “the prophetess” in 8:3.
Whether that implies that she too engaged in prophetic functions is not clear.
More than likely, however, it was a term that simply referred to his wife rather
than a profession.5 To the marriage were born at least two sons, both of whom
had symbolic names, following the practice that Hosea had popularized. Shearjashub (“a remnant will return,” 7:3) and Maher-shalal-hash-baz (lit., “the spoil
speeds, the prey hastes,” 8:1–4) symbolized respectively the hope that Isaiah
held for Judah and the judgment he anticipated for Israel. In addition, some
scholars have held that Immanuel was a third son, but that opinion is tenuous,
and we cannot consider its merits or demerits here.
As with Hosea before him, Isaiah’s family life was bound up with his
prophetic ministry. There is no evidence, however, that he endured anything like
the trauma that Hosea did. Yet when the names of one’s children symbolize the
destiny of nations, there is likely no total escape from whatever grief or joy they
symbolize.
In respect to Isaiah’s home, it was most likely Jerusalem, the city he knew so
well. Its destiny was intertwined with his own, and the nation’s faith and hope
were peculiarly concentrated in that city.
The vast spiritual and mental resources represented by this prophet are
unsurpassed by any other persons of prophetic vintage. The literary complexities
of his book reflect that fact, and perhaps modern scholarship has given too little
attention to his resourcefulness. Although all of the problems relating to
composition and compilation cannot be resolved in that manner, some of them
may at least receive illumination by a new appreciation for the man Isaiah and

his personal, spiritual, and cultural assets.

DATE OF ISAIAH’S ACTIVITY

According to the superscription (1:1), Isaiah’s ministry took place during the
reigns of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah. If, as is generally thought,
chapter 6 records his call, then he began prophesying in the last year of Uzziah’s
life (740 B.C.) and continued into Hezekiah’s reign (which ended in 686). His
ministry very likely extended beyond that date, because the last definite
historical incident mentioned is the death of Sennacherib in 681 (37:38).
In addition to the year that Uzziah died, there are other date markers in the
book. The “days of Ahaz” (7:1) refers generally to that king’s reign and
specifically to the early period when the Syrian/Israelite alliance (734–732)
threatened his security. A second date in Ahaz’s reign marks the year of his
death (716 B.C., 14:28), dating the oracle against the Philistines, who might have
been tempted to renew hostilities now that Ahaz was dead.
His successor, Hezekiah, had much interaction with Isaiah, some initiated by
him and some by the prophet. In that regard, the first time marker was the
offensive launched by Sargon’s commander against the rebellious city of
Ashdod (711 B.C., 20:1). Chronologically next in line was Hezekiah’s illness.
Although undated, it obviously preceded the visit of Babylon’s diplomatic core,
which can be dated from Babylonian records as 703 B.C. Thus Hezekiah’s illness
occurred in about 704, and Isaiah and the king’s interaction regarding the latter’s
divulgence of classified information was in the same year of the diplomatic visit.
A very specific date is given to fix Sennacherib’s invasion and siege of
Jerusalem (the fourteenth year of Hezekiah, 701 B.C., 36:1).
Assuming that Isaiah authored the record of Sennacherib’s defeat and
assassination (37:36–38), we are brought down to the year 681, even though we
cannot confidently assign any material other than the historical record to that last
year. Thus the configuration of Isaiah’s ministry would look like the following:
740 B.C. His call
734–32 Encouraged Ahaz against the Syrian/Israelite crisis
716
Ahaz’s death and Isaiah’s warning to the Philistines
711
Sargon’s expedition against Ashdod and Isaiah’s
oracle against Egypt and Ethiopia
704
Hezekiah’s illness
703
Embassy of Merodach-baladan to Hezekiah
701
Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem

701
Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem
681
Death of Sennacherib
These dates, however, represent only significant events, and perhaps indicate
the most active periods of the prophet’s ministry. Characteristically they were
very critical times in Judah’s history. Thus these time concentrations give us a
skeleton plan for discussing Isaiah’s prophetic activity.
Undoubtedly the prophet was active between crises, but the extent of the
intermediate periods of ministry is difficult to ascertain. We ought not think of a
prophet’s ministry in terms of a modern clergyman who works all year long for a
succession of years to complete his professional career. Rather, the prophets,
Isaiah not excluded, were pressed into service at critical junctures and in some
instances followed other professions to sustain themselves and their families (for
example, Amos). They sometimes had long careers, as did Isaiah, and sometimes
short ones, as did Haggai (the dates in that book allow for three months) and
Zechariah (about two years).

THE LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY OF ISAIAH

In light of so much material in this book, spread out over a long period of
time, we should not be surprised to find a rich diversity in style and subject
matter. That will occupy our attention when we consider the authorship of
chapters 40–66. For the earlier chapters, we must make allowance for Isaiah’s
prophetic and literary genius, an assumption, to be sure, but just as valid as the
assumption made by the critics who begin by disallowing that genius. If, of
course, we can show just cause why either assumption is invalid, then the course
of our discussion may take a different turn. It is my conviction, however, that
such just cause has not yet been shown.
To illustrate the extremities of opinions, George Buchanan Gray has
suggested that chapters 1–39 alone may contain the work of as many authors as
the Book of the Twelve.6 Those who fall within the general framework of that
position are legion. One of the more promising studies that espouses the general
view that the book is a composite of oracles by different authors in the Isaiah
tradition is by William H. Brownlee. An obvious scribal break is indicated
between chapters 33 and 34 of the Isaiah scroll from Qumran Cave 1, leading
him to propose an ancient practice of writing the book on two scrolls. In his view
chapters 34–35 formed an introduction to the second volume. Both volumes (I—
chaps. 1–33; II—chaps. 34–66) developed at the same time, although volume
one contained the bulk of the real Isaiah’s work. As they developed, exilic and
postexilic traditions crept into volume one, and some preexilic oracles may have
been included in volume two, all for the sake of literary balance. Brownlee goes
so far as to suggest lines of development for a two-part, or bifid, structure for the
book.7
More recently Avraham Gileadi has proposed the bifid structure and has
worked out many of the details in his seminal study The Apocalyptic Book of
Isaiah. As with Brownlee’s study, he divides the book into a part one consisting
of chapters 1–33 and a part two of chapters 34–66. Each of the halves breaks
down into seven subunits with parallel subject matter. The general outline of the
structure is as follows:
Part I (chaps. 1–33)
Part II (chaps. 34–66)
1–5
Ruin and Renascence
34–35
b. 6–8
Biographical Material
36–40
c. 9–12
Agents of Divine Deliverance
41–46

c. 9–12

Agents of Divine Deliverance
41–46
and Judgment
d. 13–23
Oracles against Foreign Powers
47
e. 24–27
Suffering and Salvation
48–54
f. 28–31
Sermons on Loyalty and Disloyalty 55–59
g. 32–33
Dispossession of the Wicked;
60–66
Inheritance by the Righteous8
My purpose is not to espouse Gileadi’s hypothesis in its entirety, but to
illustrate how a recent scholar has approached a topic considered by many other
scholars to be a settled issue and has offered new insights and intriguing
possibilities. It would be surprising indeed if under close scrutiny these
categories did not present some problems, but Isaiah studies will probably
always be characterized by the problematic, whatever theological camp the
student is in. However, we should insist that any serious study of the
composition of the prophetic books must approach the literature with
assumptions that are built upon an analysis of ancient Near Eastern literature and
literary method rather than modern literature, and Gileadi has made a genuine
effort in that direction.
In recent years, in fact, Isaiah studies have taken a turn in the direction of the
book’s unity, even if that unity is often a theological unity rather than a historical
one. Brevard Childs proposed the message of Isaiah Part II (or Isaiah II) had
been placed within the context of Isaiah I, thus depriving it of its specific
historical context and directing Isaiah II on the path of the eschatological age.
For example,
The announcement of forgiveness to downtrodden Israel—”her warfare
is ended, her iniquity is pardoned”—is not confined to a particular historical
situation. Rather, in its canonical context it is offered to sinful Israel as a
promise of God’s purpose with his people in every age. Indeed, the loss of
an original historical context has given the material an almost purely
theological shape. In the context of sin and judgment, these chapters testify
to Israel’s real future.9
More general agreement among Isaiah scholars may be found on seven main
divisions of the book:
1. Chaps. 1–12
2. Chaps. 13–23
3. Chaps. 24–27

4.
5.
6.
7.

Chaps. 28–33
Chaps. 34–35
Chaps. 36–39
Chaps. 40–66

In view of these customary divisions, I shall follow this outline in my
discussion of the material.

Isaiah 1–12
Our discussion of these sections in chronological order should not be taken to
mean that the book took shape in that fashion. As it has come to us, the book is
an anthology of Isaiah’s oracles, collected by the prophet himself and perhaps
some of his close disciples (cf. 8:16).10 Any attempt to reconstruct the process
by which the book took shape is speculative, and probably the process is forever
irretrievable. Yet we need not remain mute, for certain things can be said with
some degree of confidence.
These twelve chapters contain materials that stretch from Isaiah’s call in 740
B.C. to approximately 732, and some scholars would say to Sennacherib’s
invasion in 701. The prophet’s commission in chapter 6 may be viewed as the
center of the collection. Whereas Hosea, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel begin with the
call narrative, Isaiah (and Amos) opens with a description of the sins of Judah
and Israel, and only after that condition has been vividly painted does the call
narrative occur. The Book of Immanuel (chaps. 7–12), which follows, highlights
the Lord’s saving actions. On the one side of Isaiah’s call (chaps. 1–5) the major
emphasis falls upon the sinful condition of Judah and impending judgment,
whereas the overarching stress on the other side of the call narrative is salvation.
First series of oracles, 1:2–31. Introducing the book is a compilation of
oracles announcing Judah’s transgression and lamenting the devastation of the
land by war (1:2–23), concluding with an oracle of hope (1:24–31). Judah’s loss
of trust in Yahweh had reduced its people to animal status—no, even lower, for
“An ox knows its owner, and a donkey its master’s manger, but Israel does not
know, My people do not understand” (1:3).
A land devastated by war, Judah was like a body covered with bruises, sores,
and bleeding wounds, so that there was no spot for another blow or lash (1:5–9).
The time of the first oracle is frequently identified with Sennacherib’s invasion
in 701. According to his account, he besieged and took forty-six fortified cities

and many small towns, but Jerusalem was spared (2 Kings 18:13–19:36).11 An
earlier date may even be possible, during the Syrian/Israelite siege of Jerusalem
in 734 when those two northern neighbors tried to force Judah into an antiAssyrian alliance. At that time the Edomites to the southeast and the Philistines
to the southwest took advantage of the situation and confiscated Judean territory
(2 Chron. 28:17–18).12
To reinforce the description of Judah’s shameful apostasy, a second oracle
associates the rulers and people with Sodom and Gomorrah (1:10–31), lamenting
the nation’s abusive religious system and calling for substantive repentance.
Even though the nation as a whole was the object of Isaiah’s indictment,
Jerusalem was the national symbol and the prophet’s special concern (vv. 8, 21–
26, 27). In fact, he could hardly think of one without implicating the other (cf.
1:1; 2:1; 3:1; etc.). Whereas many scholars break those verses down into several
oracles, the component parts fit together well if prophetic preaching is allowed
to include both judgment and hope. The form of the oracle may be that of the
messenger speech, the prophet delivering a word from Yahweh to Judah (“Hear
the word of the Lord”). The concluding part of the oracle promises redemption
to those who meet God’s demands, reiterating judgment to the disobedient
(1:27–31).
Second series of oracles/song of the vineyard/concluding woes, 2:1–5:30. The
second clearly marked group of oracles begins at 2:1 with the introductory
statement, “The word which Isaiah the son of Amoz saw concerning Judah and
Jerusalem,” and it extends through 4:6. Because the “Song of the Vineyard” in
5:1–7 has a different literary form (parable) from the oracles that precede, we
may justifiably distinguish it from the group that constitutes chapters 2–4. The
conclusion to the “Song” is a well-balanced series of “woes” and “therefores,”
declaring Judah’s sin and detailing the reasons for the Lord’s judgment. The first
series commences with two woes indicting those who abuse power and wealth
and those who drink early and carouse late (5:8, 11). It ends with two
“therefores” that attribute Judah’s exile to a lack of knowledge of the Lord, as
did 1:3, and promises an enlargement of Sheol to receive the numerous dead that
the disaster would produce (5:13–14).
The second series doubles the number of woes to four (5:18, 20, 21, 22),
condemning those who had become skeptical about God’s work in the world
(vv. 18–19), who misjudged good for evil (v. 20), whose own wisdom had
become the standard of prudence (v. 21), and who were heroes in drinking wine
but cowards in dispensing justice (vv. 22–23). The conclusion begins at verse 24
(“therefore,” Iākhên), threatening decomposure and disbursement. Verse 25

offers a broader explanation for Yahweh’s anger against Judah: “On this account
(’al kên) the anger of the Lord has burned against His people.” The collection
concludes with a very graphic description of the Lord’s sovereignty in the world
as Isaiah depicts Him lifting up a signal to the nations and whistling for the
advance of the Assyrians (vv. 26–30; cf. also 10:5).
Commentators have recognized the relationship of this last oracle (5:25–30) to
9:8–10:4, based upon the refrain, “For all this His anger is not spent,/But His
hand is still stretched out” (v. 25; 9:12, 17, 21; 10:4).13 If the oracles were
preserved in short collections, such as the one we have been discussing, it could
very well be that the collection found in 6:1–9:7 was inserted into the middle of
another collection. The reason Isaiah or the editor would do that, however, is not
obvious. The assumption made by many modern critics that the oracles have
been put together in a somewhat bungling fashion is not acceptable. There is no
reason Isaiah could not use the same phraseology on other occasions; and
although the similarities are real, the oracles may not belong to the same
speaking occasion. Therefore, they were not included in the same minicollection. It is best to leave them where they are and try to deal with them in
their ancient context rather than create a new context for them. In the case before
us, 5:25–30 forms a logical conclusion to a section that has indicted Judah for
social and religious sins and closed with a brief word about judgment (v. 24).
The purpose of verses 25–30 is to define further the rationale of judgment as
well as its agent. Further, the nations, especially Assyria, have not taken matters
into their own hands—Yahweh still has everything under His control. He
Himself was calling together the forces of destruction.
Isaiah’s call, chapter 6. As already indicated, Isaiah’s call and commission to
prophesy constitutes a center for chapters 1–12. Here, after enough threatening
oracles in chapters 1–5 to intimidate any people and their rulers, it was about
time that Isaiah introduce his credentials. What right did he have to say such
things? What word had he received that validated the hope as well as judgment
that he liberally pronounced upon Israel and Judah? chapter 6 is the answer, the
validation of his right to speak. Here we must seek an editorial explanation.
Certainly the prophet’s call came before he had spoken the oracles recorded
here, but as he put the oracles in a logical and coherent order, he chose to record
his call only after he had laid out Israel’s dilemma and culpability. Perhaps also
it is more than coincidence that in the first five chapters the advancing foe of
Judah and Israel is not mentioned by name. Not until 7:17 does the name Assyria
occur, and that rather dramatically: “The Lord will bring on you, on your people,
and on your father’s house such days as have never come since the day that
Ephraim separated from Judah, the king of Assyria.” The point is that after

Isaiah had presented his prophetic credentials he could then be more explicit and
identify the foe that Yahweh was calling into service. Without that validation,
the kind of words he had spoken were nothing short of treason.
In a visionary experience transcending time and history, Isaiah saw the Lord
enthroned in majestic glory (6:1–13). Even His seraphic attendants veiled their
eyes from His resplendent presence. So it was no surprise that the earthling
should sense that he was doomed. The sins of the people, which he had
described in chapters 1–5, had infected him too He was one with them,
hopelessly entombed in a doomed nation, until one of the Lord’s seraphim
turned his attention to him: “Behold, this has touched your lips; and your
iniquity is taken away, and your sin is forgiven” (v. 7). The point of identity with
his own people should have elicited a hearing from some of them, and the
seraph’s cleansing touch should have brought hope to them. Contaminated by
earth and cleansed by heaven—that was Isaiah’s testimony. And as his message
unfolds, we become conscious that it was also his hope for Judah.
The clock of history had struck another solemn hour—Uzziah was dead. At
least, it was the year of his death. With Assyria on the horizon and the political
uncertainty at home added to the decline of social and religious standards, the
tenuous future hung on the thread of God’s mercy. That mercy summoned a
listening prophet: “Whom shall I send, and who will go for Us?” With lips
newly touched and cleansed, Isaiah made his unembellished, unqualified
response, “Here am I. Send me!” (6:8).
Isaiah made his final response to that awesome experience only after Yahweh
had detailed his assignment (vv. 9–11), which was more an analysis of the
situation and the prospects than straightforward instructions. Faced with so little
hope of success, he cried, “Lord, how long?” It is also the psalmist’s cry of
distress, “How distressingly long?”14
The Book of Immanuel, chapters 7–12. The Book of Immanuel, as it has been
called, opens with a date and a crisis. The “days of Ahaz” is the date (ca. 734
B.C.). The crisis is the threat of the Syrian/Israelite war that had weakened Judah
by a siege of Jerusalem (1 Kings 16), with Edomite and Philistine campaigns
against the Southern Kingdom furthering the disaster (2 Chron. 28). In an effort
to enlarge the western front against Tiglath-pileser III, Syria and Israel entered
into an anti-Assyrian treaty and tried to force Ahaz of Judah to join the alliance.
With enemy forces surrounding his country on three sides (Edom on the
southeast, Philistia on the southwest, and Syria and Israel on the north), Ahaz
appealed to Tiglath-pileser for help. That overture brought Assyria westward on
a second major campaign to deal with the problem.
Before Ahaz had taken that political gamble, however, Isaiah offered him a

decidedly different alternative: “Ask a sign for yourself from the Lord your God;
make it deep as Sheol or high as heaven” (7:11). J. Lindblom takes 6:1–9:6 to be
the first collection made by an early compiler of Isaianic revelations,15 although
he considers the call narrative to be only loosely connected to chapter 7. But we
have indicated that the call narrative provides the prophet with the credentials
necessary for proclaiming judgment and hope. That seems to have been the
purpose of the call narrative in the prophetic collections. Only after Amos had
been called to account for his words of judgment against the house of Jeroboam
did he relate the experience of his call (Amos 7:10–17).
The sign, rejected by Ahaz but offered nevertheless by the Lord, consisted in
this: “a virgin will be with child and bear a son” (v. 14). The word “sign” (’oth)
is used in two ways in the Old Testament. First, it is a phenomenon that
promotes belief in the immediate situation, like the signs Moses was given for
the Egyptians (Ex. 4:8–9). Second, “it is designed to follow a series of events, to
confirm them as acts of God and to fix a stated interpretation upon them.”16 The
second usage is the appropriate one here. The birth of Isaiah’s son Maher-shalalhash-baz (8:1–4) could not have fulfilled the terms of the Immanuel prophecy.
The prophet’s wife hardly qualifies as the virgin of 7:14, and in this case Isaiah
rather than the mother was to name the child.
Isaiah was fond of abstracting time measurements from the lives of
individuals and laying them down on the grid of history to gauge coming events.
Here in 8:4 he takes the time span required for Maher-shalal-hash-baz to learn to
say “My father or my mother” (about a year) and uses it as a gauge of the
interval before Damascus and Samaria will be devastated by the Assyrian king.
A similar abstraction of time occurs in 16:14 and 21:16, where the years of a
hireling are used to measure in the first instance the time span before judgment
on Moab and in the second judgment on Kedar; “Within three years, as a hired
man would count them, the glory of Moab will be degraded along with all his
great population, and his remnant will be very small and impotent” (16:14).
Therefore, Isaiah’s time abstraction from Immanuel’s life (“For before the boy
will know enough to refuse evil and choose good” [7:16], perhaps four or five
years) to measure the lapse of time before Assyria devastated the two kings in
the north is not foreign to Isaiah’s method.
The sign can have a temporal value in the undated future. Further evidence
that the prophecy was distant can be seen in the narrative of chapter 8: “Bind up
the testimony, seal the law among my disciples. And I will wait for the Lord
who is hiding His face from the house of Jacob; I will even look eagerly for
Him” (vv. 16–17). Similar language in Daniel signaled the remote nature of his

prophecy (Dan. 12:9, 12). J. A. Motyer has pointed out the Isaianic method of
allowing room for false identifications before he finally and conclusively offered
the true identity. For example, in chapters 41 and 42 one might identify the
servant as Israel, then in 43–48 as Cyrus, then the remnant in 49–51, until 52–53,
where the Servant becomes clearly a universal Savior.17
The purpose of the Maher-shalal-hash-baz oracle is to offer immediate
evidence that the distant prediction will come to pass. It is another prophetic
method. Jeremiah used it when he encountered the false prophet Hananiah (Jer.
28). He had predicted seventy years until the Exile ended, but he was
contradicted by Hananiah, who said it would only last two years. The reliability
of Jeremiah’s prophecy was confirmed when he made the more immediate
prediction that within the year Hananiah would die (28:16–17). The fulfillment
of the immediate prediction confirmed Jeremiah’s reliability as predictor of the
remote future. Another example of the method is found in 1 Kings 13. The man
of God from Judah predicted the birth of Josiah and his religious reform. To
confirm the reliability of the remote prediction, he offered a sign that was
fulfilled in the immediate future, “… the altar shall be split apart and the ashes
which are on it shall be poured out.” It happened just as the prophet forecasted
(vv. 2–3, 5), thus lending reliability to his remote prediction. That seems to be
the purpose of the prophecy of 8:1–4. It was the more immediate confirmation of
Isaiah’s predictive ability. With that confirmation to his credit, his credibility
was heightened. Although Immanuel may be yet future, the prophet’s predictive
reliability was validated by the incident from the life of his own son.
Interpreted in that way, Matthew’s understanding of the sign as the virgin
birth of Jesus is not forced (Matt. 1:18–25). Due to the alleged ambiguity of the
Hebrew word ‘almāh (the usual Hebrew word for “virgin” is bethûlāh),
translated by the Septuagint as parthenos (“virgin”), many modern scholars have
discounted Matthew’s understanding of the prophecy as mere Messianic
nonsense. Yet in the OT the word ‘almāh is always used of an unmarried woman
(some refute this by referring to Prov. 30:19, but there is no certainty that the
woman referred to there was married), whereas the word bethûlāh definitely
applies to both married and unmarried women.18 That being the case, the word
‘almāh is less ambiguous in referring to a virgin than the word bethûlāh.
The identity of the child has been a perplexing question for many. Other
proposals have been made. One is based upon a collective reading of “virgin”
(understood by the proponents of this position as “young woman”) and suggests
that the danger from the northern kings would disappear so soon that women
who were pregnant at the time would name their sons Immanuel (“God with us”)

out of gratitude for the deliverance.19 Rabbinic commentators have identified the
woman as the prophet’s wife, thus the child as Isaiah’s son (so Rashi),20 and the
son of King Ahaz (so Kimchi).21
The child, first called Immanuel, is the possessor of the land of Judah (8:8),
the protector against foreign plots (8:10), David’s heir and successor (9:6–7), the
mighty God (10:21), and the righteous ruler (11:1–10). In this section of the
book the Syrian/Israelite alliance forms the background for 7:1–25; 8:1–15; and
9:1–21. Lindblom is a bit more restrictive, associating six pieces in the book
with this time: 7:2–17; 8:1–4; 8:9–10; 8:11–15; 9:1–6; and 17:1–6.22 It is
Isaiah’s practice to move back and forth between the historical era and the
Messianic. The reason is simple—he saw Israel’s hope for the present and future
in Immanuel. That is clearly indicated in chapter 9. The introduction (9:1–2)
rests in the years 733–732, when the Galilean tribes of Zebulun and Naphtali fell
under Assyrian control. Interjected with the Messianic hope of verses 2–7, those
words are then followed by oracles that are again set in the historical context, if
not that of 9:1–2, at least the Assyrian period. The Book of Immanuel closes
with a long, memorable section on the righteous Ruler (11:1–5) and the age that
He will inaugurate (11:6–12:6).

Isaiah 13–23: Oracles against the Nations
The inclusion of oracles against the nations in prophetic collections is
frequent. Our best examples, in addition to these chapters, are Amos 1–2,
Jeremiah 46–51, and Ezekiel 25–32. We do not have much information from
Isaiah on the manner in which their information was transferred to the nations
concerned, if at all (but Jeremiah does provide some data). However, direct
addresses are frequent, and in 18:2 Isaiah may be speaking directly to the
Ethiopian envoys who visited Jerusalem.
One fact is certain, however. Isaiah was not uninvolved in these oracles, and
he did not view the nations with cold calculation. Weeping and terror seized him
as he contemplated the judgments he pronounced (15:5; 16:9; 21:3–4; 22:4).
Aage Bentzen’s association of national oracles with the Egyptian execration
texts is unconvincing,23 for that implies more personal hostility than is evident in
this collection.
The time span in which Isaiah delivered these oracles stretches from 734 to
701 B.C., at the least. They apply, however, to a much wider spectrum, extending

into the Messianic era. Sometimes the prophet spoke in the past tense to describe
future events (prophetic perfect), so certain was he that they would come to pass.
The arrangement of these oracles is difficult to explain, for they do not seem
to follow any chronological or geographical order. The word massā’, generally
rendered “oracle,” occurs ten times and introduces most of the prophecies. The
following list is an attempt to date the oracles, however risky that may be in
some instances.
Nation/Person
Date
13:1–14:23 Babylon
703
[14:24–27]* Assyria
702–701
14:28–32 Philistia
716–715
15:1–16:14 Moab
713–711
17:1–14
Syria and Israel
734
[18:1–7]
Ethiopia
714
19:1–25
Egypt
714
[20:1–6]
Ethiopia and Egypt 713
21:1–10
Babylon
703
21:11–12 Edom
703
21:13–17 Arabia
703
22:1–14
Jerusalem
713–711
[22:15–25] Shebna
713–711
23:1–18
Tyre
701
13:1–14:23: Babylon. Babylon figures very prominently in this collection,
here and probably as well in 21:1–10. Although for the most part this country in
southern Mesopotamia was under Assyrian control during Isaiah’s lifetime, the
Chaldeans, led by Marduk-appal-id-din (Merodach-baladan), gained power in
Babylonia during the years 721–710 and briefly in 703. During the last period of
control the envoys visited Hezekiah (Isa. 39; 2 Kings 20:12–21). Although the
Babylon of Isaiah’s time could hardly qualify as “the beauty of kingdoms,”
Isaiah’s keen political mind inspired by the Holy Spirit could perceive the
viability of this sleeping giant. Ironically he predicted the destruction of Babylon
by her ally, the Medes (13:17–22). Micah engaged in the same kind of irony
when he intimated that Judah would go to Babylon and be rescued from there,
even though Assyria, not Babylon, was the likely subject of captivity in the
eighth century (Mic. 4:10). Yet the Medes and Persians under Cyrus the Great
captured Babylon in 539 B.C. It is significant that Yahweh commanded the

Babylonian army (13:3), just as He had ordered the Assyrians into action (7:18,
20; 10:5–6). The names had changed, but Israel’s God had not.
Gray dates this oracle in the Exile because of the reference to the Medes,24 but
we are dealing here with the prophetic phenomenon of prediction.25 In like
manner 14:3–23 has been assigned to the postexilic period,26 but for no better
reasons.
The king of Babylon in chapter 14 may be a personification of the monarchy.
In arresting language the prophet depicts the tyrant king descending to Sheol just
like all other tyrants (14:9–11), even the rulers of Jerusalem (5:14). A king
whose egomania set him in ambitious defiance against God was brought to the
lowest regions of Sheol (14:13–20), creating even astonishment among the
residents of Sheol that the tyrant of earth should be so debased in the
netherworld. Verse 12, unlike Luke 10:18, does not refer to the fall of Satan but
to the downfall of the Babylonian king.
14:24—27: Assyria. Just as the Babylon of the future would fall, so the
present Assyrian foe would also fall. The Assyrians were never very far from
Isaiah’s mind.
14:28—32: Philistia. Perhaps this oracle was delivered early in the reign of
Sargon when the King of Hamath and the Philistine king Han-no, joined by
Damascus and what was left of Samaria, raised opposition to Assyria.27 The year
716/715, anticipating the rebellion of the Philistine city of Ashdod in 713, seems
plausible, although there are differences of opinion on the year of Ahaz’s death.
15:1—16:14: Moab. Using the prophetic perfect to describe Moab’s downfall,
Isaiah’s heart was moved for them (15:5; 16:11). These chapters are difficult,
and R. B. Y. Scott has remarked that they convey little to the modern reader,
whereas Otto Procksch has called them “the problem child of exegesis.”28
The question is whether this oracle is a lament, thus spoken after the event, or
a prediction. The predictive element can be identified in 15:9; 16:2, 12, thus
indicating actual prediction. A reasonable date is 713–711, when Moab joined
the coalition organized by Ashdod against Assyria.29
17:1–14: Syria and Israel. This oracle concerns both Syria and Israel, both
victims of the Assyrian invasion of 734–732. A date of 735/734 seems to be
demanded.
18:1–7: Ethiopia. Although called a land that lies “beyond the rivers of Cush”
(v. 1), it is generally agreed that the country is Cush or Ethiopia itself. Located
south of Egypt, her emissaries had come to Jerusalem to invite Judah to join an
anti-Assyrian plot (ca. 714 B.C.). The direct address, “Go, swift messengers” (v.
2), leaves the impression that the oracle may have been spoken directly to the

envoys upon their visit.
19:1–25: Egypt. This passage depicts another awesome visitation of the Lord
to Egypt, this time riding upon a cloud and throwing the land into terror. The
oracle breaks down into four parts, verses 1–4, 5–10, 11–15, and 16–25. The
second part (vv. 5–10) describes the effect of Yahweh’s visitation in terms of the
Nile drying up, which would be a totally devastating thing for Egypt. Many
scholars will not allow that verses 16–25 (esp. 18–25) are Isaianic, because of
content and style; but as to content, C. von Orelli has pointed out that without
them the oracle would be a torso.30 A time around 714 before the establishment
of the alien Ethiopian dynasty appears reasonable.31
The conclusion establishing the international trilogy of blessing in the world,
Egypt, Assyria, and Israel—a mixed trio, to be sure—thrusts the passage into the
Messianic era.
20:1–6: Ethiopia and Egypt. In 713 Ashdod rebelled against Assyria, inviting
her neighbors to join in, and in 711 Sargon sent his commander-in-chief to put
out the fire of insurrection. Isaiah opposed the alliance by a sign that seemed out
of character with what we know of him. By posing as a prisoner of war on the
way to captivity, going naked and barefoot (probably wearing only an
undergarment), he thus symbolized the captivity of Egypt and Ethiopia at the
hands of the Assyrians. Once Ashdod, standing as a sentinel on the highway to
Egypt, was crushed, Egypt was next in line.
21:1–10: Babylon. This oracle, pronounced against the “wilderness of the
sea,” is probably directed against Babylon, whose fall is announced in verse 9.32
Perhaps spoken at a time when Judah was looking toward Babylon for support
(703 B.C.), the oracle concerns the fall of that city in 539. Note Isaiah’s troubled
heart (vv. 3–4) even though he speaks of a foreign nation.
21:11–12: Edom. There is a wordplay here, for E-dom and Dumah in Hebrew
are essentially the same syllables interchanged. The name Dumah means
“stillness,” perhaps used in deference to the quiet stillness that follows
destruction. The message relates to the fall of Babylon in 539, and the watchman
is probably the prophet (cf. Ezek. 33:2).
21:13–17: Arabia. The Dedanites were neighbors of the Edomites (cf. Ezek.
25:13; Jer. 49:8). The gist of this oracle seems to be a warning to the caravans to
stay off the desert trails because they have been made unsafe by marauding
enemies.33
22:1–25: Jerusalem and Shebna. These two oracles actually belong together,
because the man Shebna held the important position of a scribe in Jerusalem (2
Kings 18:18 = Isa. 36:3). Called “the valley of vision,” Jerusalem’s levity forms

a contrast with Isaiah’s troubled heart (compare v. 4 and vv. 12–13; cf. also
15:5; 16:9; 21:2–3).
The oracle against Shebna, the only invective Isaiah pronounced against an
individual, predicts that he will be deposed and replaced by Eliakim. Otto Kaiser
constructs a growth chart for this oracle, drawing a line from some unknown
steward to an editorial identification with Shebna and a subsequent application
to the Eliakim of 2 Kings 18,34 but it is not convincing.
23:1–18: Tyre. This city of fame and infamy in the Old Testament was known
for her commercial activity. Situated on the Phoenician coast, she trafficked in
wares of all kinds. Isaiah calls her a harlot (vv. 15–18), having illicit relations
with all the nations of the world. Tiglath-pileser III subdued Tyre (by 738 B.C.)35,
and Sennacherib brought her under submission in the campaign of 701.36
Nebuchadnezzar also took the mainland city, but the island city of Tyre was not
captured until Alexander the Great (332). Von Orelli’s helpful comment on this
passage suggests a fulfillment in stages: “It is clear from what has been said, that
here, as in chs. xiii, xiv, the prophetic gaze sees together in one picture what was
realized in history gradatim.”37

Isaiah 24–27: Eschatological Summation
These chapters have a very definite relationship to chapters 13–23. They form
the capstone of the oracles against the nations. Isaiah’s personal involvement in
those prophecies (15:5; 16:11) receives further validation here as his heart is
moved by Yahweh’s world offensive (24:16), which not only included the
nations in judgment but also salvation (25:6–9).38 The hermeneutical principle
that prophecy equals the sum of its parts in one sense applies here. That is, the
prophets sometimes broke down universal judgment and salvation into their
component parts, reserving, of course, that ample measure of each for the
eschatological age that loomed in the distant future.39
Nature of the literature. In proportion to its size, this section of Isaiah has
posed as many problems for interpreters as chapters 40–66. One of the more
interesting topics is the type of literature. Called by many the “Isaiah
Apocalypse,” these four chapters have been critical for understanding the
development of apocalyptic literature. Until recent years, the prevailing opinion
has been that apocalyptic sources were located in Persian literature and religion.
Yet in recent research attention has shifted from Persian to Canaanite sources.40

Opinions vary on the relative place of these chapters in that development, from
proto-(William R. Millar), early (Paul D. Hanson), and late (Gray). Another
alternative is to view them as eschatological rather than apocalyptic (Yehezkel
Kaufmann). The broad difference between apocalyptic and eschatology is that
apocalyptic has taken the visions of the age to come and systematized them
(compare these chapters to Daniel).41 Kaufmann has pointed out that the
imagery of the so-called “Isaiah Apocalypse” is that of early Israelite prophecy,
which later apocalyptists borrowed.42
Authorship and date. In the majority of modern studies the question of
authorship has been connected to the gradual growth theory applied to much of
the book of Isaiah. I have acknowledged that the book is an anthology—but an
anthology of genuine Isaiah prophecies. The prevailing view in Isaiah
scholarship today is that the book is a collection of oracles written by members
of an Isaianic school that continued for perhaps a century or more after the
prophet’s death.43 Others would extend the compilation and composition of
these chapters into the late postexilic period. Gray marvels that any part of the
prophetic canon could be late enough to contain them. He prefers a date of about
400, plus or minus.44 But in view of the indisputable relationship to chapters 13–
23, and the unfolding possibilities that prophetic eschatology in its preapocalyptic form was a normal part of prophetic thought, I consider these
chapters within the range of Isaiah’s theology and eschatology of the future. In
fact, given the earlier range of prophetic eschatology already outlined broadly by
Amos (Amos 5:18–20; 9:11–15), Isaiah’s advancement in that branch of
theology is realistic.
Content. In 24:1–23 world destruction is the summation of the individual
prophecies of judgment in chapters 13–23. This God, so terrible in judgment, is
the God of Israel (24:15–16, 23).
A hymn celebrating the eschatological judgment and salvation composes
25:1–12. The “fortified city” of verse 2 (“strong city” in 26:1 and perhaps also
the “city of chaos” in 24:10) may be a definite city, but no clear identification
can be agreed upon. Proposals include Babylon, an unknown Moabite city,
Jerusalem, and a general reference describing the devastation of divine judgment
when cities will be made ruins. The last option seems to satisfy best the
problems of the text. It is a general reference to the eschatological day of
destruction.45
The hymn celebrates the day when the Lord will remove the horrible veil of
death that affects the whole world (25:7–8). Moreover, God will remove Israel’s
reproach, and the Israelites will acknowledge Him as their God (vv. 8–9). As the

Lord gives His people victory, Moab will again be no obstruction in Israel’s path
on the way to the new promised land (vv. 10–12).
In 26:1–21 another hymn of salvation celebrates the strong city prepared and
secured for Israel (cf. 1:26). The new inhabitants should not be downcast
because of the death wrought in that city in the past, for they will live, and their
bodies arise (v. 19). Consequently, the Lord’s people should wait until His wrath
is passed. Perhaps Isaiah by those words comforts and encourages the present
generation that labors under the fear and fact of Assyrian oppression and threat.
Chapter 27 is connected to the preceding one by its last verse (26:21). Here
we have the description of the judgment that Yahweh will dispense upon Israel’s
enemies (v. 1), and the exile of Israel, which will be His chastisement (vv. 7–8).
By that means He will remove Israel’s guilt. Most appropriately, the prophecy
ends with the prediction of return. Yahweh’s chastisement by exile was a means
to purging Israel. The return was the subsequent chapter in His plan for her.

Isaiah 28–33: Jerusalem, Egypt, and a Prophet in
between
Even those scholars who see little of Isaiah in chapters 24–27 will admit that
there is much of him in this section of the book. The geographical foci of these
prophecies are Jerusalem and Egypt. The latter, ruled by a vigorous king,
Shabako (ca. 710/9–696/5), seemed a likely source of help against the Assyrians
to the east. The diplomatic relations that developed during that part of
Hezekiah’s reign (703–701) were probably inspired by the death of Sargon and
the accession of his less capable son, Sennacherib, in 705. Hezekiah refused to
give the new king the obedient homage he demanded (2 Kings 18:7), and the
diplomatic channel between Jerusalem and Egypt was opened (30:1–7; 31:1–3).
Isaiah was firmly opposed to that.
This broad outline divides the text into five major sections, each introduced by
“woe” (Heb. hoi):
28:1—Woe to the drunkards of Ephraim
29:1—Woe to Ariel
30:1—Woe to those who seek a pact with Egypt
31:1—Woe to those who rely on Egypt
33:1—Woe to the destroyer not destroyed (Assyria)

These divisions are not exactly coextensive with the oracles themselves, for
each contains suboracles, as the discussion will show.
Most fitting to begin this section is the comparison of Judah’s sins to
Samaria’s (28:1–13). The change of subject is obvious in the Hebrew text (v. 7),
which shifts from Israel to Judah by “and these also.” Isaiah had risked his
reputation to say these things, and it had brought him the mockery of his
compatriots (vv. 9–10). To them he sounded like a tutor teaching children their
alphabet.46 The prophet’s response in verses 11–13 is essentially, “If you think
such an elementary exercise makes no sense, the Lord is going to speak to you
through a foreign language that you know absolutely nothing about.” His
message will be of judgment, even though He had said in the past, “Here is rest,
give rest to the weary.” Yet against the background of defiant unbelief (vv. 14–
15) the Lord lays in Zion a foundation of genuine faith and confidence (vv. 16–
17).
Addressing Jerusalem as “Ariel” in 29:1, Isaiah foresees the reduction of the
city to ashes.47 Yet her enemies need not think they are invincible, for they will
disappear like a dream in the night (vv. 7–8).
Isaiah’s urgency to prophesy was not limited to oral delivery. He was
constrained, as in 8:16, to write down his words as a witness against his
generation (30:8).
After his indictments of diplomacy with Egypt in chapters 30 and 31, the
prophet turns from the society he loved but that caused him such pain of heart,
and describes the reverse side of that social order, a king and princes who rule in
justice (32:1–8). That has been applied to Hezekiah, but that application is only
appropriate in a limited sense. There is a ring of the Messianic here, as in 11:1–
5. The interruption of the theme in 32:9–14 to condemn the women who
symbolize the life of ease and false confidence moves smoothly into a section
(vv. 15–20) that picks up the theme of justice and righteousness sounded in the
first part of the chapter. Amos had used the same language to indict the leaders
of Samaria (Amos 6:1).
The conclusion to the section predicates Yahweh’s exaltation against the
unnamed enemy (most likely the Assyrians, 33:1–13), describes the righteous
who can survive the day of judgment (vv. 14–16), and ends with a sketch of the
new age in which Yahweh will be king (vv. 17–24).48

Isaiah 34–35: Eschatological Summation

By this point we can see a pattern in the arrangement of the prophecies in the
book. The first major section (chaps. 1–12) concluded with a description of the
eschatological age (chap. 12), and the second similarly closed with a lengthy
delineation of the future age (chaps. 24–27). Likewise chapters 34–35 are the
capstone of chapters 28–33.
In chapter 34 Isaiah describes the judgment of the world (vv. 1–4), the
destruction of Edom (vv. 5–15), and the affirmative Word of the Lord (vv. 16–
17), whereas chapter 35 presents the transformation of the wilderness and the
return of the redeemed to Zion, giving a description of the preparations as well
as the effects of their return.
Generally these two chapters are considered a unit. C. C. Torrey viewed them
as the beginning of “Second Isaiah,” augmented (with the exception of chaps.
36–39) by chapters 40–46.49 As we have noted above, the Dead Sea scroll has a
break after chapter 33. Yet that may be merely a scribal convenience, because
the Masoretes noted that this was the middle point of the book.
Authorship is much disputed. Edward J. Kissane comments that the reference
to the Edomites is the principal reason for attributing chapter 34 to a postexilic
author (vv. 5–6). When Jerusalem fell in 586, the nonfraternal behavior of the
Edomites toward Judah was condemned (Ps. 137:7; Lam. 4:21–22; Ezek. 25:12–
14; 35:5, 10), and hostility developed toward them during the Exile and postExile. Kissane would emend the text to read Adam (“man”) rather than Edom
(the consonants are the same) and preserve the composition for Isaiah.50 Yet
there is no textual support for the emendation. Edward J. Young has contended
that “Edom” belongs in the text: In the larger plan of the book, Edom is
introduced as the representative of the world against God; Isaiah affirms in
relation to chapters 28–35 that God’s wrath will punish the evil world, just as the
presence of Moab in chapter 25 asserted that the world of chapters 13–23 would
feel God’s wrath.51 Moreover, a strong case has been made for Zephaniah’s use
of chapter 34 as well as Jeremiah’s.52 The eschatological program formulated by
the earlier prophets became the basis of eschatology for the later prophets. Isaiah
was a pioneer in describing the future age. That chapters 34 and 35 are a piece
with chapters 28–33 is supported by the parallel themes of the oppressor’s
overthrow and the restoration of Zion, as well as minor details that overarch the
two sections.53

Isaiah 36–39: The Historical Appendix

Three events are recorded that focus upon the relations between King
Hezekiah and Isaiah: (1) Sennacherib’s unsuccessful attempt to take Jerusalem
(chaps. 36–37); (2) Hezekiah’s sickness and recovery (chap. 38); and (3) the
Babylonian envoys from Merodach-Baladan and the prediction of Babylonian
Exile (chap. 39). Second Kings 18:13–20:19 is a parallel account.
Chronologically these events are recorded in reverse order, for Sennacherib’s
invasion54 occurred in 701 and Hezekiah’s illness about 704, with the
Babylonian diplomatic core arriving in 703 when Merodach-Baladan was king
of Babylon again for nine months.55
Literary nature and content. The three events are related in prose, as we
would expect historical material to be. Isaiah has included other prose accounts
(e.g., chaps. 6–8, 20). Otto Eissfeldt’s assessment of this material as three
legends56 is typical of current scholarship. At least, 37:36–38 and chapter 38 are
widely suspected. It is true that the Assyrian records say nothing about the
miraculous deliverance of Jerusalem, nor should we expect them to. Moreover,
the story of Isaiah’s healing Hezekiah does seem out of character with the
prophet. We need not rule it nonhistorical because no other passages in the book
corroborate that kind of activity for the prophet. We are dealing with material as
genuine to Isaiah as that in chapter 20, where he also engages in
noncharacteristic behavior.
Relationship to 2 Kings 18:13–20:19. The general opinion of current
scholarship is that 2 Kings has priority of authorship. It is believed that Isaiah
would not have been alive when Sennacherib was assassinated in 681 (37:37–
38). Yet the tradition in the Ascension of Isaiah (Pseudepigrapha) that the
prophet outlived Hezekiah at least leaves open the possibility. Some appeal to 2
Chron. 32:32 and say that the prophet wrote a historical monograph about the
reign of Hezekiah like the one the Chronicler said he wrote on the reign of
Uzziah (2 Chron. 26:22).57 The compiler of Isaiah then used that for chapters
36–39. John H. Walton has pointed out the consistency of the reversed
chronology in Isaiah, where chronology is not always a concern, but its
inconsistency in Kings where a chronological pattern is normally followed.58
Thus Walton concludes that Kings took the material from Isaiah, and the
inverted order was a prophetic design to prefix to chapters 40–66 the Babylonian
portion of the material, which closes with the prediction of exile to Babylon
(39:5–8). Thus the prophet appropriately bridged the Assyrian and Babylonian
periods that occupied his concern.59

Isaiah 40–66 (Isa. II)
The heart of Isaiah the prophet is best revealed as he opens these chapters with
comfort. Compared to the earlier task, so laden with contradiction and failure,
his painful response, “Lord, how long?” (6:11) modulates to tenderness and
hope. One gets the impression that Isaiah as a prophet and a literary artist
flourished when hope became the essence of his message. We have earlier called
attention to Isaiah’s literary genius, and perhaps we need to consider as well the
depth of his heart in trying to understand the differences in style, tone, and
thought that are exhibited in Isaiah II (a term I shall use for convenience in
referring to chaps. 40–66). Yet our prophet, whether pronouncing weal or woe,
was ready to proclaim the message. His trusting “Here am I. Send me!” (6:8) is
here matched by “What shall I call out?” (40:6).
Section 1, chapters 40–48. Isaiah II falls into three sections of nine chapters
each. The first (chaps. 40–48) announces release from captivity and the
preparations made to effect it, along with the name of Yahweh’s agent of
redemption (Cyrus). Engaging in a polemic with idol worshipers, the prophet
establishes the indisputable sovereignty of Israel’s God, who could predict the
future and bring it to pass.
Section 2, chapters 49–57. In this second section Cyrus and his conquest of
Babylon fades as the Servant of the Lord occupies center stage. Already
introduced in 42:1–4, He is now seen to be the real Savior of Israel. Moreover,
the abuse that the nation had heaped upon Yahweh through her history is heaped
upon the Servant, but He meekly bears Israel’s sins.
Section 3, chapters 58–66. Isaiah in the third section is absorbed by the
thought of Zion restored. He is concerned for the proper removal of evil among
the people in order to prepare for the glorious restoration that will extend beyond
Israel to the nations.
The geometric lines. Very early in this last half of the book the Exile comes
clearly in view. Yet the description in the opening chapters of Isaiah II of the
tragedy that Judah has suffered is clarified only in light of the closing chapter of
Isaiah I, until we have the unmistakable identity of the place of the Exile as
Babylon in 43:14. Whereas in chapter 39 the emphasis falls upon captivity, here
it is upon the return rather than expatriation. Hezekiah, shortsighted and
insensitive to the future, had rejoiced that exile would not occur in his day
(39:8), so it remained for the prophet to take up the cause of the unborn
generation.

Yet the agent of deliverance remains a bit ambiguous. The Lord stirred up
“one from the east” (41:2) with prospects of terrible and rapid conquest.
Although the agent went unnamed, the Prime Mover cannot be mistaken—
Yahweh was the power who moved the conqueror: “I, the Lord, am the first, and
with the last. I am He” (41:4). Nor should Israel tremble like the nations at the
conqueror’s appearance, for Yahweh will help him and uphold him by His
victorious right hand (41:10, 13–14). The “one from the north” (41:25) was
likely the same conqueror of kingdoms as the one from the east, but his identity
was still unclear. Even his mission was indistinct, although his motive of
conquest was unmistakable. The identity of the deliverer is finally revealed in
44:28 and 45:1 as Cyrus.60 Styled as a second Moses, he is called the Lord’s
“shepherd” (44:28) whose task is to set the captives free (45:13). The Lord will
go before him as He went before Moses (45:1–2; Ex. 23:23; 32:34), and will
give him the treasures of Babylon just as He gave Israel the treasures of Egypt
(45:3; Ex. 3:22; 11:2; 12:35–36).61
Is he the one Isaiah wanted to declare as Israel’s Redeemer? Isaiah leads his
audience along as if Cyrus may be that Moses-like prophet for whom Israel had
long been looking (Deut. 18:15–22). He is called the Lord’s “anointed,” a title
used for kings and priests in Israel and given to the Messiah who would combine
both offices, reigning as “a priest on His throne” (Zech. 6:13). But as important
to the divine plan as Cyrus was, he was hardly more than a precursor of Israel’s
true Redeemer —whose portrait (52:13–53:12) is a striking contrast to Cyrus.
Introduced by a poem celebrating Cyrus’s accomplishments and the redemption
of and return to Zion (52:7–12), the portrait of the Suffering Servant is thrown
into sharp relief. The Lord goes before Israel as He has promised Cyrus He
would go before him (52:12). With that introduction, the Suffering Servant is
presented as the real Hero of redemption, bearing Israel’s sin (53:6) and even
making Himself an offering for sin (53:10).
Cyrus played another intriguing role in the prophecies. The sovereign Lord of
Israel, proclaimed supreme throughout the book, laid the plans for and executed
the second exodus not merely through a Moseslike agent. In fact, He allowed all
the odds to stack up against Him, using not an Israelite believer, but a pagan
king to accomplish His work. If there had ever been any question about
Yahweh’s sovereignty, there should be none left when He performed His newest
miracle, employing a pagan for redemption rather than for the usual sordid task
of punishment, which at other times was assigned to the pagan Assyrians and
Babylonians.
Isaiah’s theological geometry draws two lines from the Exile to the great

Redeemer. The first we have already delineated as Cyrus. The second is the
Servant, entrusted with light, covenant, and a prophetic word for the world (42:6,
9). He constitutes the counter-theme that runs alongside the unfolding identity of
the political liberator. In a sense, Cyrus, pagan king and conqueror, liberator and
rebuilder of Jerusalem, represents the royal face on the coin, whereas the Servant
symbolizes the humbler offices in Israel. In 42:1–4 he executes the office of
judge and establishes justice, in 49:1–6 he assumes the prophetic office and
returns Israel to the Lord, and in 50:4–11 he is the faithful teacher who sustains
the weary. Finally, in 52:13–53:12 he becomes the priest who intercedes for
Israel and offers Himself as a sacrifice for them.
Again Isaiah runs the risk of misidentification until the Servant is finally
identified as the Redeemer of Israel in the last Servant Song. The two geometric
lines meet in the Suffering Servant. The one is a Gentile who will call on the
Lord’s name (41:25), and the other is an Israelite who suffers for Israel without a
word (53:7). Thus the universalism of Isaiah is in part justified along these two
lines until they meet in the Savior of the world (52:15; 53:8).
Once Isaiah has dealt fully with the return from Babylonian captivity on one
level, effected by Yahweh’s shepherd, Cyrus, and the higher salvation of Israel
on another level, proceeding from the Suffering Servant, the prophecy
intertwines concerns of the political and spiritual kingdoms in chapters 56–66.
The closing section (66:5–24) corresponds to those eschatological capstones that
concluded other sections of the book (chaps. 12, 24–27, 34–35).
Authorship. For about two centuries OT critics have questioned the Isaianic
authenticity of chapters 40–66. Appeal has been made to 2 Chron. 36:22–23,
which attributes the prophecy of Cyrus to Jeremiah rather than Isaiah. Bernard
Duhm in 1892 brought Isaiah studies to a plateau with his commentary that
designated chapters 40–55 as Deutero-Isaiah (“Second” Isaiah), written about
540 B.C., and chapters 56–66 as Trito-Isaiah (“Third” Isaiah), composed just
prior to Nehemiah’s time. That position in some modified form has virtually
dominated Isaiah studies since the end of the nineteenth century.62 Torrey in his
1928 study and translation proposed the unity of chapters 40–66 and added
chapters 34–35 to them, resorting to emendation to explain the mention of Cyrus
in 44:28 and 45:1 as well as the references to Babylon. He believed the prophecy
addresses Israel as God’s chosen people to save the world, and he assigned it to a
late fifth-century author in Palestine.63
The trend in recent scholarship has been to follow the suggestion of
Mowinckel that the book should be regarded as the work of Isaiah’s disciples.64
R. E. Clements even attempts to shift the discussion from a unity based upon

authorship to a unity based upon theme. Taking the Babylon prophecies as a
“commentary on Judah’s fortunes” in relation to Babylon over a period of two
centuries, that model becomes a microcosm of the entire book.65 Two forms of
that hypothesis are identifiable today. The one, which Clements represents,
views the book as a composite of oracles, poems, and so forth, composed by
Isaiah and a school of disciples that followed his teachings. The other views the
book as a collection of Isaianic materials that was preserved and edited by
Isaiah’s disciples.66 We must recognize, however, the hypothetical nature of that
argument. There is little evidence outside of Isaiah 8:16 for prophetic schools
that popularized the teachings of their masters, with one exception of the nonwriting prophets and court prophets.
In defense of the unity of chapters 40–66, S. R. Driver’s work is probably
representative, citing evidence in two broad categories: language and style, and
theology and thought.67 In more recent studies arguments based on vocabulary
and style are often viewed with less confidence. For example, commenting on
chapters 40–55, John L. McKenzie states, “The vocabulary alone is not decisive.
Nor is the style alone any more decisive. What is decisive—for chapters xl–lxvi
as a whole … is that the work moves in a different world of discourse from that
of First Isaiah.”68
In one sense, McKenzie is right; but the crucial question is why that is so.
Does the writer speak from the Neo-Assyrian or the Neo-Babylonian context?
Most will agree that he does speak about the Babylonian Exile and return. Yet
to claim a completely different world of discourse is hardly accurate. In fact, the
religious conditions described in Isaiah II are precisely those of the historical
Isaiah’s time. The low profile of the righteous (57:1; 59:2–8), profanation of the
Sabbath (58:13; compare Amos 8:5), pagan cultic rites (57:4–10; 66:17),69 and
the practice of idolatry (40:18–20; 41:21–24; 44:9–17; 45:16, 20; 46:5–7; 57:13)
characterized the eighth and early seventh centuries. In the case of the last item,
the Exile seemed to have cured Israel of idolatry. It would then be surprising to
find that it was such a troublesome problem in the Exile and the postexilic
period. Further, Isaiah’s concern for the disadvantaged (41:17; 57:1–10; 58:7;
59:2–8, 14; 61:1–3), the call to repentance (44:22; 45:22; 55:6–7; 56:1), and the
operation of the Jerusalem Temple and sacrificial system (43:23–24, 28; 55:6–7;
58:2; 66:3) point to an eighth-or early seventh-century date. The Neo-Assyrian
world is certainly in evidence in these twenty-seven chapters.
That, of course, is not to deny that there is ample evidence of the NeoBabylonian age also (between 605 and 539 B.C.). The Exile itself is the best
evidence (43:14; 44:28; 46:1; 47:1, 6; 48:14, 20–22; 52:2–5). The mention of

Cyrus’s name further projects the reader into the end of the Neo-Babylonian era.
The material, therefore, may go either way. The case is not as clean as it is made
out to be.
Conservative defenses of Isaianic authorship have been ample and erudite,70
in no way deserving James Muilenburg’s comment that such attempts have “led
to the most tortuous kind of reasoning and are at variance with the whole nature
of Hebrew prophecy where the oracles, however predictive in character, are
always related to the concerns and issues of the time in which the prophet is
living.”71 Underlying much of the discussion regarding Isaiah II is the
assumption that prediction was not endemic to the nature of Hebrew prophecy.
But the contrary is actually true: prediction was a major characteristic of
prophecy, from the earliest times of the classical prophets (Amos 3:7) to the
New Testament era.
In fact, if the predictive element is removed from Isaiah II, especially chapters
40–48 where lies the crux of the problem for critics, the prophecy collapses. The
polemic against idolatry that Isaiah carries through those nine chapters
capitalizes on Yahweh’s ability to predict the future contrasted with idols that
cannot even speak, much less predict the future. In 41:21–24 Isaiah challenges
the idols to declare the things that are coming hereafter if they are really gods (v.
23). In contrast, Yahweh has announced them from the beginning (41:25–29;
also 46:10–11). The former things have come to pass, so now He is announcing
new things (42:9; 48:6–8). The same challenge is flung at the idols in 44:6–8 to
declare “the events that are going to take place” (v. 7). The polemical narrative
against idolatry follows that challenge (44:9–20). The Lord’s predictive ability
again becomes the critical difference between Him and the idols in 45:20–21.
“Who has announced this from of old? Who has long since declared it? Is it not
I, the Lord?” (v. 21b).
Indeed, Yahweh had used prediction for apologetic purposes. He had
announced things in advance, lest idolaters should say their idols did them
(48:3–5). The most critical test of Yahweh’s predictive ability, however, and
thus His self-validation, was calling Cyrus by name (44:28).

And I will give you the treasures of darkness,
And hidden wealth of secret places,
In order that you may know that it is I,
The Lord, the God of Israel, who calls you by your name.
(45:3)

Calling Cyrus by name was part of the Lord’s strategy aimed at convincing
him that He was the only God. Whether Josephus correctly reported that Cyrus
built the Temple because Isaiah had mentioned his name 210 years before his
birth may be a valid question, but Josephus had certainly read the text
correctly.72 The theology of Isaiah II particularly stands or falls on the predictive
element. Remove it, and the framework is gone—and so is the sovereignty of
Israel’s God over mute idols.
More recent Isaiah studies allow for a less fixed division of the book into
Isaiah I (1–39), Isaiah II (40–55), and Isaiah III (56–66). Brevard Childs insisted
that Isaiah II had been removed from its original historical context (we do not
know what it was) and subordinated to the context of Isaiah I. While Childs’s
proposal is somewhat unique, it still leaves the sixth century as the time of
composition of chapters. 40–55, without a good explanation for why the prophet
would not have applied his prophetic skills to his own time without any disguise.
In fact, his words about Babylon and Cyrus and about the joyful return from
exile really needed no other historical context. Such a prophet could have
attached his own name to his oracles and effectively comforted Israel, much like
Jeremiah did in anticipation of and in wake of the Exile. For such a prophet to
strip away the historical context so that he might apply his message more
eschatologically would have been totally unnecessary. He could have done it
without such a maneuver, much like Jeremiah did in his famous new covenant
text (Jer. 31:31–34).
J. Alec Motyer insists that the Babylonian context was never there in the first
place, and thus needed no removal. Isaiah II contains very little evidence of a
Babylonian setting, and almost no evidence of an eyewitness experience in
Babylonia, that is, no “observations about the city, the way its life is ordered, the
structures of its society, the feel and smell of the place.”73 Thus no pretension
was necessary. Isaiah represented his own time, and his own prophetic interests,
verbalized in general predictive terms, belonged to the eighth century prophet.74
Motyer’s recognition of the theological unity of Isaiah I and II fits
comfortably into the strain of thought in Isaiah studies today, six main principles
being identifiable:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

The Lord as lord of history;
the Lord’s supremacy over idols;
the promise of a remnant;
God’s reconciliation with sinners on the basis of atonement;
the vision of restored Zion;

6. and the Davidic Messiah.75
This thematic unity is not bereft of its historical setting, but the two strands
interlock as they normally do in the prophets.
The identity of the Servant. Following Duhm’s epoch-making study in which
he delineated four pieces that he called “Servant Songs,” these passages have
come to be generally recognized as distinct songs or poems describing a special
servant of Yahweh. There is some disagreement over the extent of the songs and
whether or not they are intruders in their present contexts or native to their
literary habitats. Usually the following delineations are given: (1) 42:1–4; (2)
49:1–6; (3) 50:4–9; (4) 52:13–53:12. Duhm believed they were written by an
author different from the author of Isaiah II during the postexilic period. The
servant was a historical person, anonymous in the songs, who became a martyr
for his faith.
Five major theories have been advanced in the quest for the identity of the
servant: (1) an anonymous individual of Isaiah’s time; (2) the prophet himself;
(3) the collective theory; (4) the mythological; and (5) the Messianic.
(1) The anonymous individual theory, first introduced in the modern era by
Duhm, with other versions offered by R. Kittel and W. Rudolph,76 has not found
many supporters. Obviously, because the identity of the servant must remain
anonymous, that limits the credibility of any hypotheses that might be proposed.
(2) The interpretation that the servant was the prophet himself was known as
early as the first century A.D. (Acts 8:34). Most recently it is presented by R. N.
Whybray, who proposes that in the first three songs the servant is the prophet,
whereas in the last he is Israel.77 That interpretation will be found in varied
forms. The twelfth-century Jewish commentator David Kimchi viewed the
servant in songs 2 and 3 as the prophet, but in song 1 as the Messiah, and in the
last as Israel.78
(3) The collective theory has been rather popular among interpreters. H.
Wheeler Robinson, working with the corporate personality idea, which he
recognizes to be endemic to biblical thought, proposes a fluidity between the
individual and corporate interpretations. Thus the servant could be both the
prophet as representative of the nation and the nation in its prophetic role.79 H.
H. Rowley essentially agrees with him but extends its application.80 Other
proposals include the righteous remnant81 and Israel personified.82
(4) The mythological interpretation, set forth by Christopher R. North in his
very helpful study of the Servant Songs, draws upon ancient Canaanite
mythology and concludes that we have a portrait of the servant that exemplifies

truth but is not likely to be true itself. It is a portrait within which a real person
could fit, and within which Jesus did find His own mission.83 His view is not far
from the “ideal personality” interpretation.
(5) The Messianic view has had many exponents. The evangelist Philip
applied Isaiah 53 to Jesus: “and beginning from this Scripture he preached Jesus
to him” (Acts 8:35). Whereas some interpreters have been willing to allow the
Messianic as a secondary interpretation (e.g., North), others have insisted that
the primary meaning of the servant was the Messiah, and that song 4 was the
climax of the portrait. Franz Delitzsch articulates the pyramid model, which
allows for some fluidity between Israel and the Messiah but reaches its apex in
the Messiah. The idea of “the servant of Jehovah” assumes, to speak
figuratively, the form of a pyramid. The base is Israel as a whole; the central
section is Israel, not merely Israel according to the flesh, but according to the
spirit also; and the apex is the person of the Mediator of salvation springing out
of Israel.84 O. T. Allis in his excellent study on Isaiah has endorsed a similar
position, which J. A. Alexander had put forth a century earlier in his
commentary.85
The explicit nature of the Cyrus prophecies falls into direct contrast to the
inexplicit nature of the Servant passages. As indicated above, they form two
geometric lines in Isaiah’s future expectancy, converging in the Suffering
Servant of song 4. Both lie in the distant future, one more distant than the other.
And as Isaiah was projected by the Holy Spirit into the exilic age to comfort the
exiles and assure them that Cyrus would set them free, he simultaneously gave
them hope on a different plane—forgiveness of sins purchased by the death of
One who would suffer in their behalf. Such hope was a sharp contrast to the
political redemption that Cyrus gained by military conquest. The Israelites could
easily conceive of military conquest, even though freedom given by a king who
did not know Yahweh might stretch the imagination. But that an innocent
Israelite (not an animal sacrifice!) should atone for their sins by suffering and
death (53:8) and rise to life again (53:10b, 11) was as inconceivable as a virgin
having a child. As indicated in our discussion of the Immanuel prophecy, the
more immediate fulfillment of the Maher-shalal-hash-baz prophecy (8:1–3)
boosted confidence in the reliability of the remote prophecy of Immanuel.
Seeing Isaiah’s prediction of Cyrus fulfilled before their eyes, the exiles might
have believed anything the prophet foretold, regardless of how spectacular or
inconsonant with reality. The Cyrus prophecy, so explicit, as over against the
inexplicit Servant prophecies, likely served the same function for the exilic
community that the prophecy of Isaiah’s son served for the people of Ahaz’s

day. Perhaps that would help to explain the strong Messianic hope that we find
in the postexilic prophecy of Zechariah. Not only did Cyrus restore the exiles to
their home, but he indirectly renewed Messianic hope in Israel.

ISAIAH’S THEOLOGY

The rich diversity of Isaiah’s theology is impossible to summarize in a few
pages. Yet, at the risk of oversimplification, some benefit may be found in
looking for the prominent outline of his thought.

Two Encompassing Ideas
In good editorial style, Isaiah has given us the encompassing ideas in the
beginning of the book. Their condensed form is found in the two phrases “My
people” and the “the Holy One of Israel” (1:3–4). The first term is the stamp of
the Lord’s claim upon Israel, implying Israel’s covenant relation to Him,86
whereas the second term emphasizes Yahweh’s distinctiveness and sets Him
apart from Israel.87 In fact, Isaiah stressed the sin and rebellion of the nation,
placing it in the context of the holiness of Yahweh. “My people” means that
Israel could never be “free” to go her own way. There was no world big enough
in which she could lose herself to the watchful care of her God, whether by her
own rebellious behavior or the militancy of a pagan nation. The covenant, a
concept basic to prophetic theology, had the divine pronoun “My” as its
vanguard. In that pronoun were contained election and providence. The phrase
“the Holy One of Israel” marks the high and sublime God who stood above the
nation and required justice and righteousness of His people. He is the God whom
the seraphim declared holy (6:3), the sight of whom brought Isaiah an
excruciating consciousness of his and his people’s sinfulness. That experience,
which formed the center of the first literary section, like the Damascus road
where a later hero of faith was condemned and forgiven, left its mark upon
Isaiah’s theology. Living under the pronominal claim of this God was no easy
task. Its demands were ethical and could not be thrown off even by the
scrupulous exercise of religious ritual (1:10–17). The ethical center of Isaiah’s
theology, that place where the holy God and a sinful people came to terms, was
expressed in the memorable words, “Here is rest, give rest to the weary"; and the
prophet’s painful realism would not let him forget that “they would not listen”
(28:12). His political philosophy was closely tied to his theology. It required
returning to Yahweh and trusting in Him rather than foreign alliances (30:15). It

is significant that in the first half of the book the Holy One of Israel is set over
against Israel’s spiritual rebellion and sinful condition (except 10:20; 12:6; 17:7;
29:23), but in the last half that name is expressly identified with Israel’s
“Redeemer” or His saving acts.

The Means of Reconciliation
When the holy God and a sinful nation stand apart, what is the means of
reconciliation? In Isaiah we see three personal lines of redemption, all appointed
by the Lord: the prophet, Cyrus, and the Messiah. Even though he identified with
Israel’s sinful condition, Isaiah became an example of obedience in contrast to
Israel’s disobedience (compare 6:8 with 1:19; 28:12; 30:15). On his kind the
people leveled their insults, aimed ultimately against the Holy One of Israel,

For this is a rebellious people, false sons,
Sons who refuse to listen
To the instruction of the Lord;
Who say to the seers, “You must not see visions";
And to the prophets, “You must not prophesy to us
what is right,
Speak to us pleasant words,
Prophesy illusions.
Get out of the way, turn aside from the path,
Let us hear no more about the Holy One of Israel.
” (30:9–11)
Isaiah’s heart was quickly moved for Israel. He prayed for her (2:6–9, 22;
33:2–4), and we have already observed that he was also moved to compassion
over the ill destiny of the nations (15:5; 16:9–11; 21:3–4). So when his message
turned largely to comfort in the last twenty-seven chapters, we are seeing this
prophet at his best. In hope and promise of redemption his literary method and
style were shaped.
Cyrus, as observed earlier, was Israel’s political deliverer, and his success in
returning the exiles home was the result of Yahweh’s sovereign action in the
world.
The Messiah in this prophecy is the centerpiece of redemption. At times we

can see only the era in which He brings about God’s will, whereas in other
instances we get a revealing glimpse of His person. The age of peace and justice,
introduced as early as 2:2–4, is an earmark of Isaiah’s future age. Described in
various places in the book, that day will be known by the supremacy and
purification of Zion, along with renewal of the covenant with its ancient symbols
of the Lord’s presence, “a cloud by day … and the brightness of a flaming fire
by night” (4:2–6). Not until 7:14 does the person of the Messiah come into our
view, but His identity remains even then inconclusive, except for the fact that He
symbolizes God’s presence with Israel. If Immanuel was not, as we have
suggested, a contemporary of Isaiah, then He was not just typical. His birth must
be identified in the future age.
Whereas the sign of Immanuel was given as assurance of Yahweh’s presence
in a time of war, the figure in chapter 9, a prince of David’s lineage, has come as
the establisher of peace. The Davidic descent is again evident in chapter 11,
where the Messiah is seen to be capable of discerning the inner character of
individuals. At last the perfect judge has arrived on the scene to establish
equitably the kingdom of justice and righteousness that has earlier caught our
attention in the Messianic portraiture. The kingdom of peace will be so effective
that the enmity between wild and domestic beasts, and between man and beast,
will be removed.
The thread weaves its way to the portrait of the Servant in 42:1–4. The Lord’s
Spirit that endowed the descendant of David (11:2) also empowers the Servant,
whose mission, like that described in chapter 11, is the establishment of justice.
Moreover, the nations that had resorted to the “root of Jesse” (11:10) now wait
eagerly for the Servant’s law (42:4) and receive the light radiated by redeemed
Israel (49:6). The Lord had formed Him in the womb (cf. 7:14) to bring Israel
back to Him and to transmit His salvation to the earth’s extremities.
That mission, which the prophet had announced but not accomplished, and
whose way for future development Cyrus had paved, was uniquely effected by
the obedient suffering of the Servant (50:5–6). But not until the fourth Servant
song do we know that His suffering was not due to His own sin but to that of
Israel (53:5–6, 9). Finally, tying all the threads together, the future era that Isaiah
had predicted and the Servant who had suffered to establish it are united (61:1–
11). The Servant (although not mentioned by the name, He has all the marks of
the Servant) comes announcing the good news that the day of liberation has
arrived.
Cyrus only foreshadowed the liberty that the real Servant proclaimed and
actualized. The real triumph was not to Assyria or Babylon or Cyrus, but to the
Lord’s Servant.
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PART 2

THE PROPHETS OF THE NEOBABYLONIAN PERIOD
ZEPHANIAH HABAKKUK JEREMIAH NAHUM EZEKIEL OBADIAH

ABOUT THE NEO-BABYLONIAN PERIOD
Any hope for Judah’s well-being and security that was created by Hezekiah’s
religious piety and anti-Assyrian policy was dashed by Manasseh’s about-face
on both counts. When this rebel son of Hezekiah ended his reign (686–642 B.C.),
the fortunes of the Assyrian Empire were also changing. The Chaldeans had
been a formidable force in Babylonian culture for two centuries. During the last
quarter of the eighth century they gained political dominance in Babylon for a
decade in the person of Merodach-baladan II (721–710) and later for nine
months in 703. In that year he dispatched an embassy to Jerusalem to
congratulate Hezekiah upon his return to health, and very likely to test the waters
for a possible anti-Assyrian alliance (Isa. 39/2 Kings 20:12–19). Merodachbaladan’s resurgence, however, did not last long enough to make a difference in
the political balance. But this assertion of Chaldean influence was a harbinger of
the Chaldean dynasty that came into being three-quarters of a century later.
When the Assyrian-appointed governor of Babylon, Kandalanu, died in 626, a
Chaldean usurper, Nabopolassar, seized the throne. Although Assyria continued
to be a fairly effective power for two decades longer, eventually the Chaldeans
and the Medes brought the weakening government to its knees with the fall of
Asshur in 614 and the toppling of Nineveh in 612. Nahum celebrated the latter
event in his unforgettable poetic imagery.
With Assyria dead or dying, control of Israel hung in the balances with
hopeful Egypt to the southwest and aspiring Babylonia to the east. In 609
Pharaoh Necho launched a campaign to the northeast, perhaps to offer

consolation and military assistance to the few Assyrians still holding out at
Harran. When Josiah tried to head off this campaign at Megiddo, he lost his life,
and with it went the hope of Judah’s independence. Necho proceeded to remove
Josiah’s successor, Jehoahaz, from the throne and elevate his own choice,
Jehoiakim (609–598).
While Jeremiah became a prophet in the year 627/28, Jehoiakim’s reign raised
this prophet’s profile to a new level of visibility. Jeremiah was no friend of
Jehoiakim, and it was a mutual adversarial relationship, for Jehoiakim was
certainly no friend of Jeremiah’s.
As the Neo-Babylonian consolidation took shape, Habakkuk read the
headlines and addressed the theological issue of God’s justice that would select a
pagan nation like Babylonia to mete out punishment to God’s people, rebellious
and sinful though they be.
As Babylonia’s star was rising, Pharaoh Necho’s plummeted toward the
decisive Battle of Carchemish on the Euphrates River in 605 B.C. There
Nebuchadnezzar dealt the Egyptians a reeling blow. Within months his father,
Nabopolassar, was dead, and he was king. The fortunes of Judah continued their
downward slide under the Chaldean domination of this aggressive king (605–
562). At some point in his father’s last days, Nebuchadnezzar’s army raided
Jerusalem and took Daniel and his three loyal friends into captivity, along with
other members of the royal court of Judah. Daniel’s long life in Babylon
extended into the early years of the Persian period, and his visions of the rise and
fall of kingdoms were not without foundation in his personal experience.
The prophets line up along the sides of Nebuchadnezzar’s reign. When he
besieged Jerusalem in 597, Jeremiah’s voice was still strong, and the prophet’s
ministry continued well beyond the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 586.
The fateful Babylonian siege of Jerusalem in 598/97 ended in exiling the Judean
king, Jehoiachin. Among the 3,023 Jews exiled at that time (Jer. 52:28) was a
young man whose destiny, by genealogy aimed toward the priesthood, was
diverted to prophetic pursuits on Babylonian soil. Ezekiel began his prophetic
career in 593 and was active at least until 571. Joining Jeremiah and Ezekiel was
Obadiah, whose sensitivities could not let the Edomite plunder of Jerusalem in
the wake of her fall pass without prophetic comment. As in the Neo-Assyrian
period, so in the Neo-Babylonian, the prophets were present to offer warning,
rebuke, and hope. (For further discussion of the Neo-Babylonian period, see pp.
234–39.
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The

long reign of Hezekiah’s wicked son Manasseh (687/86–642/41 B.C.)
reversed whatever good Hezekiah was able to accomplish. Manasseh’s proAssyrian politics may have been a survival game, but in the mind of the prophets
one did not play that game. There was only one way to survive, and that was to
entrust the life and destiny of the nation to God. In our historical sources for
Manasseh’s period (2 Kings 21:1–18; 2 Chron. 33:1–20), we have information,
however slight it is, that the prophetic voice was not silent (2 Kings 21:10–15; 2
Chron. 33:10), even though extensive preaching like that of the eighth-century
prophets had subsided. Of interest is the fact that few or no prophetic oracles
survived the reign of Manasseh in the collections that achieved canonical status.
Perhaps that in itself is a silent witness to the religious suppression that
characterized his reign.
The Chronicler gives the peculiar account of Manasseh’s exile to Babylon and
his subsequent restoration (2 Chron. 33:10–13), a bit of history whose
authenticity some scholars write off as theological embellishment.1 That train of
events became the impetus for the converted king to institute a religious reform
in a land that had, by his own corrupt management, become for the time being
incorrigible. The Chronicler plaintively observes, “Nevertheless the people still
sacrificed at the high places, although only to the Lord their God” (33:17). That
confusion of pagan and Yahweh worship is reflected in Zephaniah 1:4–5:

And I will cut off the remnant of Baal from this place,
And the names of the idolatrous priests along with
the priests.
And those who bow down on the housetops to the host of
heaven,
And those who bow down and swear to the Lord and yet
swear by Milcom.2
The author of Kings informs us that Manasseh erected altars for Baal and
worshiped “the host of heaven” (2 Kings 21:3, 5). By the time Amon (642/41–
640/39) succeeded his father to the throne, Judah was entrenched in idolatry and
pagan religious ritual. Take the spirit of a people whose affinities had been with
idolatry for time immemorial, add that to the policies of a king who indulged
pagan religious tastes, and the result is almost intractable.

PROFILEOF THE PROPHET

The information in Zephaniah’s personal profile is minimal. His name means
“The Lord has hidden.” His genealogy of four generations (1:1) seems to signal
something of importance, for he is the only prophet to trace his lineage back that
far. The rabbinic commentators Ibn Ezra and David Kimchi believed that
Hizkiyyah (“Hezekiah”) in the list was King Hezekiah. Some Christian scholars
have followed that opinion. C. F. Keil, for example, avoids the problem that he
is not directly called “king” by taking “king of Judah” at the end of the verse,
obviously applied to Josiah, to apply also to Hezekiah.3 Gleason L. Archer
insists that the four generations do not fit comfortably in the time frame,4
whereas S. M. Lehrman defends the royal descent by appealing to early
marriage, which was common in the ancient Near East.5 Others argue that the
prophet’s familiarity with the royal court (1:8–9) favors his royal ancestry, but
that is not decisive. However appealing the identification of Hizkiyyah with King
Hezekiah, it cannot be substantiated. Yet being the last named in the list, we
surmise that he was a very important man. The book gives no explicit
information about the place of the prophet’s residence. However, judging from
his familiarity with Jerusalem (1:10–11), he most probably delivered the
prophecies in the capital city, even though we cannot be sure he hailed from
there.

PROFILEOF A PEOPLE

Whereas the prophet’s profile is indistinct, his profile of the people of Judah is
marked by perceptive familiarity. Zephaniah’s reading of the popular religious
attitude includes an awareness of those people whose hearts were stagnant and
who thought that Yahweh was stagnant too, uninvolved in Judah. They
concluded, “The Lord will not do good or evil!” (1:12). In an oracle against
Jerusalem he remarks that divine judgment, rather than bringing the Judeans
back to the Lord, merely made them more eager to do their evil deeds (3:6–7).
Over against the too few poor of the land who sought the Lord (2:3) were set the
“proud, exulting ones” who carried their haughty spirit even to the Temple
(3:11). They used their servants to take ill-gotten gain by violence and fraud
(1:9). Theirs was a shameless nation (2:1; 3:5).
In addition to their deplorable spirit, the popular religion was, as we have
already mentioned, a mixture of Yahwistic and pagan elements. The worship of
Baal and planetary deities was widespread (1:4–5, 9). To add insult to injury, the
functionaries on whom ancient Judean society depended for orderly operation
merely fortified an already corrupt system. The officials were roaring lions, the
judges evening wolves, the prophets wanton, faithless men, and the priests
violators of the Torah (3:3–4). With this character sketch of a people and her
leaders, we do not wonder that Zephaniah announced the nearness of the Day of
the Lord (1:7, 14).

Outline of Zephaniah
1. Universal Judgment (1:1–3:8)
1. Superscription (1:1)
2. Universal Judgment (1:2–3)
3. Oracles against the Nations (1:4–3:7)
1. Against Judah (1:4–2:3)
2. Against Philistia (2:4–7)
3. Against Moab and Ammon (2:8–11)
4. Against Ethiopia (2:12)
5. Against Assyria (2:13–15)
6. Against Jerusalem and Judah (3:1–7)

4. Universal Judgment (3:8)
2. Promises of Salvation (3:9–20)
1. Salvation of the Nations (3:9)
2. Salvation of Judah (3:10–20)

OCCASIONFOR THE PROPHECY: HISTORICAL OR MORAL?

Manasseh’s pro-Assyrian administration had likely been instrumental in
saving the country from Assyrian devastation, but it seems to have created many
enemies who believed Judah should not just acquiesce to the Assyrians. When
his son Amon acceded to the throne, members of his court, perhaps opposed to
the pro-Assyrian stance that he also represented, assassinated him, and the
“people of the land"6 elevated his eight-year-old son, Josiah (640/39–608), to the
throne (2 Kings 21:19–22:1). The risk involved in breaking away from Assyria
was a serious one, even with internal problems that had harassed that empire.
After Assurbanipal in 648 retook Babylon, which his brother Shamash-shumukin had led away from him, he continued his policy of conquest, destroying
Elam (ca. 640) and reasserting his supremacy in Palestine.7 It is impossible, with
so little information, to determine whether the “people of the land” and the
assassins in the royal court were on the same side, pro-Assyrian or anti-Assyrian.
However, it was a troubled time in Judah.

The Unnamed Enemy
Zephaniah never mentions by name the foe that would be the agent to punish
God’s people. One hypothesis favored by some scholars8 is that when the
Scythians invaded Palestine on their way to Egypt, they waged war against
Jerusalem.9 There is, however, no evidence to support that view. Other proposals
are that the enemy was the Assyrians10 or the Chaldeans.11 In view of the outlay
of history in the following years, the Chaldeans are the logical identification,
because they, along with the Medes, desolated Nineveh in 612 B.C., and in 586
the Chaldeans dealt Jerusalem the reeling blow that ended the Southern
Kingdom.

Pre-or Post-Josianic Reform?
The majority opinion12 is that Zephaniah prophesied before Josiah’s reform of

621 (2 Kings 22:1–23:30/2 Chron. 34–35). The grave religious perversion that
the reform was designed to reverse was the order of the day (1:4–6; 3:1–2, 4, 7).
Keil holds the minority position that the prophecy came after 621. He appeals, as
do others, to the “remnant of Baal” in 1:4, inferring that Josiah’s reform had
begun to stamp out Baalism but had not yet totally succeeded, thus the
“remnant.”13 E. B. Pusey makes a helpful comment on that point: “The emphasis
seems to be rather on the completeness of the destruction, as we should say, that
He would efface every remnant of Baal, than to refer to any effort which had
been made by human authority to destroy it.”14
The evidence for Zephaniah’s ministry points to a date before the Josianic
reform, perhaps even early in Josiah’s reign. The date generally given to
harmonize with the Scythian hypothesis is 630–625. Yet it is possible that the
preaching of Zephaniah pricked Josiah’s conscience and helped to initiate the
reform. The Chronicler explains that he began to seek the Lord in the eighth year
of his reign, instituted the reform in the twelfth year, and in the eighteenth year
the Book of the Law was discovered (ca. 632, 628, 622 respectively; 2 Chron.
34:3, 8). If Zephaniah’s ministry sparked this king’s religious interests, then the
period of his activity likely falls between 640 and 632, at least prior to the
beginning of the reform in 628. The latest possible date would of necessity be
the fall of Nineveh in 612, because from Zephaniah’s perspective that event was
still in the future (2:13). However, the evidence does not support so late a date.
Because the Scythian hypothesis hardly stands on firm historical grounds, the
logical occasion for the prophecy, supported by internal evidence, was moral
decline. The aftereffect of Manasseh’s religious policies could be seen all over
the land. Zephaniah may have had much to do with the changes that occurred in
Josiah’s thinking and quite likely should receive a great deal of credit for the
bold and courageous reform that grew out of them.
A date for Zephaniah after the reform has not found many exponents. In view
of the literary dependence upon Isaiah, Jeremiah, and especially Ezekiel, Louise
Pettibone Smith and Ernest R. Lacheman argue that the book was a
pseudepigraph and should be read against the background of 200 B.C.15 A less
radical proposal is made by J. Philip Hyatt, who believes the problems of
Nineveh’s destruction and other perplexities are removed if the book is dated in
the reign of Jehoiakim (608–597 B.C.).16 Neither of those proposals is
convincing.

THE NATURE OF THE LITERATURE

The book is composed of two major sections. The first (1:2–3:8), largely made
up of oracles against Judah and foreign nations, is held together by the opening
prophecy of universal judgment (1:2–3) and a concluding word of world
punishment (3:8). That section (1:2–3:8) is constituted an inclusion by the two
prophecies of universal judgment that brace either side of it, and it is
intermediately punctuated by the conversion of the Gentiles (2:11). Zephaniah’s
Day of the Lord is the sum of the judgments against Judah and Jerusalem (1:4–
2:3; 3:1–7) and the various nations: the Philistines (2:4–7), Moab and Ammon
(2:8–11), Ethiopia (2:12), and Assyria (2:13–15).
Balancing the first part, which broadly describes the judgmental aspect of the
Day of the Lord, is the second major section, a collection of promises regarding
the salvation of the world and Judah (3:9–20). It begins with the idea that all of
the nations shall call on the Lord’s name in the eschatological day (3:9). The
promises that follow in verses 10–20 deal with Judah’s salvation and the
resulting esteem that that would earn him among the nations. Thus the book is
well balanced between judgment and promise.
Critical scholarship has questioned the authenticity of 2:4–15 because the
material is a bit difficult to fit into the historical period prior to 621 B.C.17 Here,
however, we should ask whether we ought to look for the appropriate historical
conditions or whether the oracles arise out of a broad eschatological plan and
interest that Zephaniah represented. My contention is that he has described the
Day of the Lord in general terms and broken that judgment down into its
constituent parts.18 The prophecy is of a rather general nature, as Keil has
pointed out:
It is in this comprehensive character of his prophecy that we find the
reason why Zephaniah neither names, nor minutely describes, the executors
of the judgment upon Judah, … He does not predict either this or that
particular judgment, but extends and completes in comprehensive
generality the judgment, by which God maintains His kingdom on the
earth.19
Pusey takes cognizance of the same characteristic by his remark that
Zephaniah’s prophecy was “more than those of most other prophets, apart from

time, to the end of time. He prophesies of what shall be, not when it shall be, nor
by whom.”20 Even at this stage of modern prophetic studies, much remains to be
understood about the prophets’ eschatology. The predictive nature of 2:4–15
poses a problem for some critical scholars. The fall of Nineveh, for example, is
clearly forecast (2:13). Yet Zephaniah’s political insight imbued with the Spirit
of Yahweh brought the vision of Nineveh’s end into his eschatological program.
Any nation opposed to Israel’s God was slated for judgment, especially a nation
that had so blatantly defied Yahweh’s people and His sovereign rule of the
world.
A second passage that is often attributed to postexilic authorship is 3:18–20
(or vv. 14–20), which uses the language of return from exile.21 The terms of 3:19
(“the lame” and “the outcast”) appear also in Mic. 4:6–7, where they describe
the returning exiles, even though that passage is also under postexilic suspicion.
What we are dealing with here is a whole set of presuppositions espoused by
critical scholarship, which not only disavows a strongly predictive element in the
prophets, but also confidently sorts the material on the basis of vocabulary that is
thought to be confined to specific periods. Indeed that is the case with these
terms. It cannot be proved that this language belonged to the postexilic era. On
the contrary, it was part of the prophetic language of future expectation.
Zephaniah had a rich prophetic tradition behind him, and he drew liberally from
it.22
In its present form the book could very well have come into being during the
reformatory years of Josiah’s reign. Zephaniah’s ministry did not likely continue
as late as the fall of Nineveh, for there is no evidence that he took notice of the
event. However, the compilation of his prophecies could have emanated from
the spiritual impact Nineveh’s fall had on Judah. The book was perhaps edited
by the prophet himself or one of his devotees. Yet it is not absolutely necessary
to assume such a lapse of time between delivery and writing. The language of
waiting, which Isaiah and Habakkuk also used in anticipation of fulfillment,
occurs in 3:8 (compare Isa. 8:17; Hab. 2:3):

Therefore, wait for Me,” declares the Lord,
“For the day when I rise up as a witness.
Indeed, My decision is to gather nations,
To assemble kingdoms,
To pour out on them My indignation,
All My burning anger;

For all the earth will be devoured
By the fire of My zeal.”
The fulfillment of events that the prophets had predicted vindicated them in
the eyes of their compatriots. Thus waiting was part of the program of prophetic
vindication. In Isa. 8:16–17 the writing down of Isaiah’s words and the waiting
(for fulfillment) are tied together. In that light it is conceivable that Zephaniah
recorded and arranged his own messages.

THE PURPOSE AND MESSAGE

The Purpose
We have concluded that the condition that occasioned the prophecies in this
book was the moral decay that grew in the soil of Manasseh’s reign. The king
reversed the effects of his father’s religious reform of the previous century.
During his reign the prophetic voice, though not entirely mute, was muffled by
the oppressive policies of that wicked king. Toward the end of Assurbanipal’s
reign and early in Josiah’s rule, again the prophets began to address the spiritual
and political affairs of the time. Zephaniah was in the vanguard of that renewal.
He stepped forth to announce the nearness of the Day of the Lord and to confer
hope on the remnant that still kept Yahweh’s commandments (2:3).

The Message
Zephaniah did not explicitly champion the cause of the poor as Amos, Isaiah,
and Micah had done. Yet he was keenly aware of injustice (3:3–4), and he was
just as acutely conscious of Yahweh’s daily dispensation of justice among His
people (3:5). It was out of that sense of justice that Zephaniah perceived the
sharp lines of the Day of the Lord.
The Day of the Lord. Amos, who had announced the Day of the Lord and
described it as “darkness and not light” (Amos 5:18; compare Zeph. 1:15), had
removed the silver lining from around that anticipated day thought by the
Israelites to be a day of triumph for them and of woe for their enemies. In a
related vein, Zephaniah called Judah to silence before the Lord God in deference
to the nearness of that awful day (1:7). His glossary of terms for it includes “the
day of the Lord’s sacrifice” (1:8a), “that day” (1:9, 10; 3:11, 16), “that time”
(1:12; 3:19), “the great day of the Lord” (1:14); “the day of the Lord’s wrath”
(1:18), and simply “day of wrath” in 1:15; 2:2 and 3 use a synonym for “wrath”
(af). Other terms are “day of trouble and distress,” “day of destruction and
desolation,” “day of darkness and gloom,” “day of clouds and thick darkness,”

and “day of trumpet and battle cry” (1:15–16a).
Whether Zephaniah was personally aware of how long it would be until his
prophecies of judgment came to pass is impossible to determine. However, the
prophets telescoped future events so that in their description of them they
appeared close to one another. But when we see them on a time line, we
recognize the time lapse that separated them. It was obvious to our prophet that
the Day of the Lord was near. In fact, in 1:14 he twice puts the word “near”
(qārôv) in the front part of the line to emphasize its impending nature. He differs
from Amos in that he views the Day of the Lord in broader scope. It included
judgment on Judah and the nations. No doubt he saw the gathering events of the
time as the initial phase of the terrible day.
Zephaniah’s contemporaries, Jeremiah and Habakkuk, both named the agency
of destruction that God would use to punish Judah. However, as we have already
noted, Zephaniah leaves the foe unnamed. Yet there is no question about the
power that moves that foe—it is Yahweh Himself (1:2–4, 8–9, 12, 17; 2:5, 11,
13; 3:6, 8). And just as surely as He was the primary agency of destruction, He
was also the One who restored Judah and saved the nations (3:9, 12, 18–20).
Of great importance also is the idea that the Day of the Lord will visit not only
judgment on Judah and the nations but also salvation. The conversion of the
Gentiles is predicted both in 2:11 and 3:9, whereas Judah’s salvation shall come
through the remnant (2:7), and the Lord will restore her fortunes (2:7; 3:20). The
latter references are probably to the return from exile, but that too became a
foundation stone in the prophetic eschatology with implications that reached
beyond that point of history into the gospel era.
The inconsistency of grace. There was a gross inconsistency between
Yahweh’s calling Judah “My people” and their endorsement of pagan idolatry.
We have already made this observation in Isaiah, and it bears repeating here:
Although Judean society was replete with idolatrous religion and plagued by
injustice, the Lord still claimed them as His people. And it is not insignificant
that those terms of ownership and endearment in Zephaniah occur in contexts of
judgment. Yahweh’s decision of judgment called forth His covenantal
commitment of grace. In the oracle against Moab He used both the words ‘am
(“people”) and goi (“nation,” 2:8–9), the first normally applied to Judah or
Israel, and the second the regular term for a Gentile nation (also occurs in 2:1).
Further, the phrases “God of Israel” (2:9) and “the people of the Lord of hosts”
(2:10) reinforce the covenantal relationship that undergirded the theology of
Zephaniah.
From the human point of view, grace is inconsistent with the sin it covers. No
merits draw it forth from God’s heart—that was certainly clear in Zephaniah’s

Judah. But from the divine point of view as revealed in OT prophecy, Yahweh’s
sentence of condemnation often bore also His offer of mercy.
The tenuous thread. Zephaniah calls upon the minority people, whom he
names the “humble of the earth” (2:3), to seek the Lord, to seek righteousness
and humility:

Perhaps you will be hidden
In the day of the Lord’s anger.
Repentance was the only way to avert disaster, and it was only the hinge of a
door that might or might not swing open. Amos had recognized the tenuous
nature of divine mercy (Amos 5:15), tenuous in the sense that there was no
guarantee that repentance and mercy were like hand in glove or that one
followed the other with mechanical precision. Yet that intangible “perhaps” of
God’s mercy was far more preferable than the tangible effects of injustice and
idolatry, which the society eagerly sought.
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HABAKKUK

From the very beginning of the classical era of the prophets to the year 626, or
possibly as late as 612, the Assyrian Empire had posed either a viable or a real
threat to the tiny kingdoms of Israel and Judah. Perhaps the only writing prophet
in that century and a half who did not live in a time of authentic Assyrian
menace was Jonah. We have already observed that he prophesied in a period of
Assyrian weakness.1 With Tiglath-pileser’s rise to power around 745, a new era
dawned in Near Eastern politics and diplomacy. His reign alone, with its greedy
seizure of land and power, touched the ministries of four great preexilic
prophets, Amos, Hosea, Isaiah, and Micah. The prophets of the Assyrian era
who followed in their train lived in the frightful shadow of Tiglath-pileser’s
dynasty and empire. When Josiah’s reign began in 641/40 there was probably
not a living person who had had any experience of life without Assyria. She was
a tyrant of veritable strength and dominion. Her sway over Mesopotamian
countries and their western neighbors had held firmly until the middle of the
seventh century, when internal problems began to intimate terminal trouble.
Habakkuk was the prophet who concentrated his attention upon the transition
from Assyrian to Babylonian domination of Judah. Whether or not he actually
referred to Assyria is a question we shall deal with in the discussion below, but
there is no question about his anticipation of the rise of the Neo-Babylonian
Empire. Led by the Chaldeans, an ethnic group in Babylonia whose advanced
culture had long silhouetted an aspiring people, that emerging empire began to
take shape with the rise of the Chaldean Nabopolassar to the Babylonian throne
in 626. In that year he defeated the Assyrians at the city of Babylon, thus giving
notice of a new day in Near Eastern politics.
Both Isaiah and Micah had foreseen the transition from Assyrian to
Babylonian domination (Isa. 39:5–7; Mic. 4:10), but neither had raised the acute
theological question of why God should deal with His chosen people through
instruments so soiled and devoid of true faith as Assyria and Babylonia. It was a
new dimension of prophetic thought. The prophets had spoken to Israel about
Yahweh’s demands, but Habakkuk spoke to Yahweh about Judah’s dilemma.
George Adam Smith has observed, and with some qualification we can agree,
that in Habakkuk we find the beginning of speculation in Israel.2 The
qualification is that prophetic speculation seems to have its incipience in
Habakkuk, but speculation as an endeavor of wisdom thought was older than
that.3 We should further observe that speculation never became an earmark of
the prophets. In the postexilic era it was assumed to a lesser degree by
apocalyptic and to a larger degree by wisdom literature.
Therefore, Habakkuk was a transition prophet in that he focused on the
changing political fortunes of his world, the shift from the Neo-Assyrian to the
Neo-Babylonian period. Further, he signaled a transition movement in Israelite
thought. He was contemplative and spoke to God about Judah’s concerns rather
than to Judah about God’s. He asked why—a question that prophets rarely posed
to Yahweh. In that respect he signaled the transition to another thought

movement, from prophetic thought to wisdom speculation.
That in no way means that the prophetic movement was in decline and its
purpose would soon terminate. The movement was to continue for another two
centuries at least. Yet the burden of theological speculation that the great tragedy
that befell Judah in 586 placed upon prophetic thinking eventually proved, by
the very nature of prophecy itself, to be too heavy for prophetic thought to bear.
Such thought was not designed to speculate—it was designed to announce
Yahweh’s Word. It was not introspective by its nature, even though it called
Israel to introspection. The why of Habakkuk was a resident alien in prophetic
literature. Its presence could be justified and defended, but it could have no
permanent home there. The function of the prophet was not speculation—it was
proclamation. Perhaps it is not overstating the case to say that Habakkuk, who
admissibly conducted a successful inquiry of God, offered the first hint that the
future held a task that prophecy could not fulfill.

HABAKKUK THE MAN

Unfortunately we do not know any more about Habakkuk than we do about
Zephaniah, Nahum, and Obadiah, all prophets of the last days of Judah. The
nearest thing to personal information about him is that he is called “prophet” in
1:1 and 3:1. We do not even have the advantage of a superscription dating him
by the kings in whose reigns he may have prophesied. Some traditions about this
prophet have been preserved in Jewish literature, but none of them is very
reliable. In Bel and the Dragon, one of the apocryphal additions to the book of
Daniel, the prophet Habakkuk is pictured taking food to reapers in the field when
an angel whisks him away to Babylon, where he offers the food to Daniel in the
lions’ den. Then the prophet is transported back to Judea (vv. 33–39). Another
tradition places him in the reign of Manasseh, along with Joel and Nahum,
stating that because Manasseh was not a worthy king those prophets did not
mention his name.4
In modern scholarship Habakkuk has often been associated with the Temple.
That notion is based largely on the literary nature of chapter 3, which is called a
psalm, and which provides liturgical notes (3:1, 3, 9a, 13). That is not
impossible, but the book as a whole does not seem to have had a liturgical usage.

Outline of Habakkuk
1. Part I (1:1–2:20)
1. Superscription to Part 1 (1:1)
2. Prayer One (1:2–4)
3. Answer One (1:5–11)
4. Prayer Two (1:12–17)
5. Prophet’s Word of Confidence (2:1)
6. Answer Two (2:2–5)
7. Prophet’s Word of Condemnation (2:6–19)
1. First Woe (2:6b–8)
2. Second Woe (2:9–11)
3. Third Woe (2:12–14)
4. Fourth Woe (2:15–17)
5. Fifth Woe (2:18–19)

8. Prophet’s Word of Admonition (2:20)
9. II. Part II (3:1–19)
1. Superscription to Part II (3:1)
2. Prayer Three (3:2–15)
3. Prophet’s Word of Confidence (3:16–19)

LITERARYFORM AND ANALYSIS OF THE BOOK

Basic Problems
The identity of the oppressor in 1:2–4. One of the basic questions that must be
answered in order to understand Habakkuk’s prophecy is the source of the
oppression perpetrated on the Judeans in 1:2–4. This oppressor would
presumably be synonymous with the “wicked” of verse 4. Basically two answers
have been given to this question. First, it is speculated that they were unjust
Judeans perpetrating evil upon their brothers and sisters.5 According to this
view, the problem that troubled Habakkuk was social disorder within Judah, and
the purpose of the Lord’s raising up the Chaldeans in 1:5–11 was to punish the
evildoers in Judah. It would also follow that the Chaldeans would likely be the
oppressor described in 1:12–17. In favor of this position is the general view of
the prophets since Amos: that God would use foreign invaders to punish Israel
and Judah for their immorality and idolatry. Furthermore, the terms used to
describe the oppression in 1:2–46 are words that normally represent domestic
evils.
Second, it is thought that the oppressor was a foreign enemy. Perhaps the most
common identification in this category is the Chaldeans.7 The problem with this
interpretation, however, is that the Chaldeans are specifically mentioned in 1:6
as the nation that the Lord would raise up, presumably to punish the oppressor of
1:2–4. That, of course, would give the impression that the Chaldeans brought
about their own punishment. This problem was obviated by Karl Budde, who
proposed that the oppressor of Judah in 1:2–4 and 1:12–2:4 was Assyria, and in
his opinion the issue of the Chaldeans in 1:5–11 was out of place in the book.
According to Budde the prophet intended to say that the Chaldeans would rise
up to punish the Assyrians. Therefore, Budde moved 1:5–11 after 2:4 to give the
proper historical sequence in the book.8 G. A. Smith followed the contours of the
hypothesis but proposed that the oppressor of 1:12–17 was more likely Egypt
during the years 608–605 B.C.9
The content of the “vision” (2:2–3). There are three distinct possibilities here.
First, Yahweh’s command to write the vision may be a reference backward to

the revelation that He was raising up the Chaldeans to punish the oppressors
(1:6). In that case, 1:5–11 would be the basic content of the vision the prophet
recorded.
The second possible interpretation is that the vision consisted of the following
revelation found in 2:3–5, assuring the readers that vengeance would come, even
if slowly, and exhorting them to be patient. Moreover, the only way to live is by
faith in God’s promises to punish the wicked and save the righteous. The way of
brute power manifested by the Babylonians is the opposite of the way of faith,
which will sustain the righteous. In this case the vision, consisting in a message
of reassurance and encouragement to live by faith in Yahweh, is in deference to
the picture of the self-confident, idolatrous Chaldeans described in 1:5–17. Thus,
if the vision consists of 2:3–5, it is still only understood in reference to the
message of 1:5–11. Therefore, when Habakkuk recorded it, he may have
recorded the “vision” of reassurance along with the prediction that the Chaldeans
would be the executors of justice. This position seems the most natural.
A third proposal is that the vision consisted of the revelation of Yahweh’s
appearance in chapter 3. This view is held by Ernst Sellin and Georg Fohrer and
is supported by Artur Weiser, who advocates that 3:2–16 was the content of the
vision.10 There is some logic to this proposition, especially because the words of
instruction in 2:2–3 imply a time of vindication, and the Lord’s appearance in
chapter 3 has as its purpose the judgment of the wicked and the salvation of His
people (3:12–16). Yet, if Habakkuk was the editor of the book, which is quite
conceivable, why should he place the contents of the vision so far away from the
command to write it down? Moreover, the psalmic form of chapter 3 with its
liturgical notes is not the normal character of a prophetic vision.
As indicated above, the content of the vision was likely the reassurance given
in the instructions of 2:2–5. But that message is hardly complete unless it is
viewed in light of the oracle concerning the rise of the Chaldeans in 1:5–11. The
purpose of chapter 3 appears to be confirmation of Yahweh’s faithfulness to
revenge His enemies and save His people, couched in the imagery and language
of the Exodus from Egypt and the revelation at Sinai. The point is that, should
there be any reluctance to believe the Lord would vindicate and save, let the
readers recall the great vindication and salvation of history. Therefore,
Habakkuk’s vision contained the word of reassurance that faith, not arrogance,
would sustain the prophet and his people (2:2–5), but it also included the vision
of the coming Chaldeans (1:5–11). chapter 3 was recorded as a capstone
confirmation of the certainty that Yahweh would, as promised in 2:2–5, bring
vindication to the oppressor (Chaldea) and salvation to the oppressed (Judea) as
He had done under Moses. The rehearsal of those events was sufficient to elicit a

renewed resolution to wait for the day of Yahweh’s reprisal (3:16). Judging from
the use of the verb “saw” in 1:1 (hāzāh), from which the word “vision”
(ḥizzayon) is derived, the entire book assumes a visionary character, although
the “vision” per se is constituted only by 1:5–11 and 2:2–5.
The psalm (chap. 3). In light of the emphasis in modern scholarship on the
cult of Jerusalem and the prophets’ associations with it, a number of scholars
have proposed that chapter 3 was composed for use in the Temple liturgy. G. A.
Smith, for example, believed that it had a liturgical origin after the Exile and was
later adapted in Psalm 77:17–20.11 William F. Albright advocated that the author
of the psalm and chapters 1–2 was probably one and the same person who lived
and wrote in an archaizing style during the last years of the first Temple.12 The
occasion for the recital of the psalm has been identified by a number of scholars
as an autumn festival, in which Yahweh’s covenant with Israel and the world
was renewed.13 The hypothesis that such an annual festival of covenant renewal
existed in ancient Israel is a questionable one. There is insufficient evidence in
the Pentateuch to support it, and the hypothesis is largely built upon the analogy
of the Babylonian autumn festival.
Nevertheless, the psalm of Habakkuk, although perhaps acquiring a liturgical
usage at some point, was probably written for the purpose of affirming the
promise of 2:3–5 that Yahweh would act in His own time, just as He had acted
in Israel’s glorious past. In fact, 2:20 closes the first major section, expecting
Yahweh’s awesome appearance in chapter 3: “But the Lord is in His holy
temple. Let all the earth be silent before Him.”
Therefore, as R. K. Harrison observes, it is difficult to see how chapters 1 and
2 could have been used liturgically.14 Brevard S. Childs also disagrees with the
liturgical hypothesis, calling attention to the autobiographical nature of the book,
which militates against it.15
The fact that chapter 3 is not included in the Habakkuk Scroll from Qumran
proves nothing. In light of the hermeneutical interests of that community,
chapter 3 likely did not serve their purposes very well.

Literary Form
Four kinds of material have been identified in the book: complaint, prophetic
oracle, prophetic woes, and a psalm.16 Actually, however, the complaint is a
prayer, and so is the psalm of chapter 3. Therefore, there are three types of

material: prayer, prophetic oracle, and prophetic woes. The material alternates
between prophetic prayer and divine answer, interrupted by the prophet’s words
of confidence (2:1; 3:16–19), condemnation (2:6–19), and admonition (2:20).
The contours of Habakkuk’s style divide the book into two main parts (see
outline, page 212).

Analysis
Part I (chaps. 1–2). The book of Habakkuk is a very personal book. The
prophet logs his theological inquiry, opening Prayer One (1:2–4) with a question
that sets the tone for the prophecy:

How long, O Lord, will I call for help,
And Thou wilt not hear?
I cry out to Thee, “Violence!”
Yet Thou dost not save. (1:2)
The problem that he set forth is basically a domestic one. His prayer had been
provoked by the wrongs he had observed in Judean society: violence, iniquity,
wickedness, destruction, strife, contention, abuse of the law, and perverted
justice—the list is long and malicious.
Answer One (1:5–11) contains a solution to the problem of Judah’s iniquities
that is not any different from that detailed by Jeremiah: Yahweh is raising up the
Chaldeans to punish the nation (Jer. 6:7, 22–26, etc.). He had not blindly chosen
them as His agent of judgment, for He was aware of their sins: They seized
habitations that were not theirs (1:6), recognized no standard of justice but their
own (1:7), perpetrated violence (1:9), and took captives (1:9, 15b). They were
guilty men who had made their own brute force into their god (1:11).
Prayer Two (1:12–17) focuses on the nature of God. He is eternal (1:12a),
sovereign (1:12b), and too pure to look on evil (1:13), yet He was silent when
the wicked (Chaldeans) swallowed up the man more righteous than he (1:13).
Here Habakkuk raises the question of theodicy. How could a holy God use a
wicked agent to punish His people, evil though they be? He closes the prayer as
he had opened it, with a question (as in 1:2),

Will they therefore empty their net
And continually slay nations without sparing? (1:17)
Habakkuk’s confidence and faith, perhaps implied in 2:4, is clearly affirmed
in 2:1 and 3:16. He will wait and trust.
Answer Two (2:2–5) is of far greater import than its length would imply. The
Lord commanded Habakkuk to preserve the vision because the time had not yet
come for its fulfillment (“the vision is yet for the appointed time,” 2:3a). The
answer to the question posed in 1:13 is specifically given in 2:4–5. The
Chaldeans were puffed up with pride and morally decadent (“not right”), but a
righteous one (Habakkuk or any Judean who hoped in God) shall live by his
faith. The Septuagint rendering of verse 4, “If he shrink back, my soul does not
find pleasure in him; for the righteous shall live by My faith,” seems to be based
upon a scribal error, having read the Hebrew word “puffed up” (upplah, NASB
“proud one”) as “shrink back” (Heb. ullpah—note the interchange of letters).17
The description of the Chaldeans in 2:5 is not as abrupt as it first appears if we
recall that the Lord had described them in verse 4 also.
The second word of the prophet that does not belong to his prayers introduces
a series of five woes (2:6–19) pronounced against the Chaldeans. The preceding
material prepared the readers for that condemnation by detailing the sins of the
Chaldeans (1:5–11, 13a–16). Admittedly, the Chaldeans are not mentioned in the
woes,18 but they are evidently the object. Although questions have been raised
about the genuineness of this material,19 they are integrally related to the earlier
material in chapters 1 and 2, where the same sins are attributed to the Chaldeans
as here. The first woe (2:6b–8) promises that the roles will be reversed on the
Chaldeans, and they will become the prey of the nations (2:7). Already the Lord
had pronounced judgment on them in 1:6. The second woe (2:9–11) condemns
the oppressor for unjustly having gained their status in the world, and it is
aligned with the indictments found in 1:15, 17 and 2:5b. The third woe (2:12–
14) asserts that, although the Lord permits them to amass their ill-gotten wealth,
their work will count for nothing. Indeed, in gaining their possessions unjustly,
they had usurped God’s glory. So He will destroy their ill-gotten fame and fill
the whole earth with the knowledge of His own glory (2:14). The Chaldeans had
already been indicted for usurping God’s earth in 2:5. The fourth woe (2:15–17)
denounced them for forcing the cup of wrath on the nations. The Lord too has a
cup, and He will make the Chaldeans drink it, and they will become inebriated
on His wrath rather than drunken on their false glory. The violence they had

perpetrated in the earth is a theme sounded earlier in 1:9. The fifth woe (2:18–
19) is inverted, the subject being introduced (v. 18) before the woe is
pronounced (v. 19). It is a resounding condemnation of idolatry, not unlike those
that Isaiah so eloquently pronounced. Earlier in 1:16 Yahweh had taken
cognizance of the idolatrous ways of the Chaldeans.
Part II (chap. 3). The closing verse of chapter 2 (v. 20) leads quite naturally
into the prayer of chapter 3, for all the earth is admonished to keep silence in
deference to the awful judgment and great salvation that Yahweh will bring.
Prayer Three (3:2) is connected to chapters 1 and 2 in two ways: (1) it is
reassurance that the God who promised weal and woe would deliver the Judeans
as He had so frightfully and gloriously done in the Exodus; (2) it is a prayer that
Yahweh might “in wrath remember mercy.” The prayer proper consists of only
one verse, whereas verses take the form of an answer to the prayer. The larger
content falls into these sections:
3:2
Habakkuk recalls Yahweh’s ancient saving work and prays for its
renewal.
3:3–12 Description of the theophany in imagery suggestingb the Exodus from
Egypt and the revelation at Sinai.
3:13–15 The purpose of the theophany, described as the salvation of Yahweh’s
people and punishment of the wicked.
3:16–19 The prophet’s response of faith and confidence to the theophany.
The theme of Yahweh’s anger runs through this prayer as it does in the
prophecies of the Neo-Babylonian era.20

DATE OF THE PROPHET

Because Habakkuk gave us no explicit information about the time of his
ministry, we must depend upon implicit data to place him in the history of Israel.
The issue of date hinges largely upon the identification of the oppressor in 1:2–4
and 1:12–17.
One of the most radical proposals was put forth by Bernard Duhm, who
amended the term Kasdim (Chaldeans) to Kittim (Greeks) and dated the book
about 332 B.C.21 C. C. Torrey followed that line of reasoning and advocated that
the book was a meditation on the conquests of Alexander the Great. He dated it
between 334 and 331.22
We have already taken note of the Jewish tradition that Habakkuk prophesied
in the reign of Manasseh. If the social chaos described in 1:2–4 was domestic,
then the reign of Manasseh or Amon, plagued by social ills, would be a
possibility. That time period has had its defenders among modern academics,
represented by no less of a scholar than C. F. Keil. Because Habakkuk presents
the work of God as an incredible one (“You would not believe it if you were
told,” 1:5), that rules out the possibility of his prophecy in the first years of
Jehoiakim’s reign or the closing years of Josiah’s, when the Chaldean rise was
apparent. Moreover, in the reign of Manasseh it is said that the Lord caused His
prophets to announce the coming of such a calamity, “that whoever hears of it,
both his ears shall tingle” (2 Kings 21:12), namely, the destruction of Jerusalem
and rejection of Judah. Keil believes one of those prophets was Habakkuk.23
There are also proponents of a Josianic date, particularly those who believe
that the sins enumerated in 1:2–4 were those of the oppressor rather than the
Judeans. The assumption is that the Josianic reform had all but eradicated that
kind of transgression.24 A date after 622/21 is favored. A further assumption by
proponents of Josiah’s reign is that the oppressor was the Assyrians, and the
Chaldeans were slated to bring judgment upon them.25
However, the majority opinion in modern scholarship is a date in the latter
part of Jehoiakim’s reign, between 605 and 598 B.C.26 The assumption behind
this date is that the Chaldeans became the primary power in the Near East when
they defeated the Egyptians at Carchemish in 605. At that point Chaldea became
a credible force and a threat to Judah as well. This view, however, weakens the
predictive element.
A date in the declining years of the Neo-Assyrian period but before the rise of

the Chaldeans seems preferable for two reasons. First, the Lord told the prophet
and his compatriots that He was doing a work in “your days” (1:5), the
implication being that it would occur in their lifetime. Second, credibility was
lacking when the prophecy was delivered (“You would not believe if you were
told,” 1:6). Therefore, a date during the first decade of Josiah’s reign would
satisfy those qualifications. The adults to whom the prophet spoke lived to see
the Chaldeans rise to power in 605 and perhaps even the exile of 597.27
Moreover, the early part of Josiah’s reign, between 641/40 and 628/27, was a
time when the Judean sins enumerated in 1:2–4 were in evidence.

THEMESSAGE OF HABAKKUK

The Justice of God
Habakkuk was bold enough to broach the subject of divine justice. Whether or
not he was acquainted with Job, he nevertheless took the issue that Job had
raised and probed on a personal level and dealt with it on an international plane.
There is a distinct difference, however. Job defended his innocence and moral
integrity, whereas Habakkuk admitted the sins of Judah. Yet the prophet still
could not comprehend what justification Yahweh had for using such a haughty,
God-defying agent to punish His people. It was the question of God’s justice.
Kaufmann has observed that Habakkuk was the only prophet to treat the problem
of the success of the wicked in the historical-national realm.28
The answer that Yahweh provided was a confirmation of what the prophet
already believed. He well knew that God was of purer eyes than to look on evil
(1:13), but the circumstances contravened that conviction, although they could
not suppress it. Yahweh’s reassurance was that the “righteous will live by his
faith” (2:4). International circumstances, though they may appear to contradict
His sovereignty and sense of justice, are only temporary. His justice in universal
affairs can be relied upon. Faith and fact are not always compatible in the world
of sense and sight, but that is not the whole world. There is a world of justice
that only God fully comprehends. His people must accept by faith what they
cannot confirm in fact.

The Polemic against Idolatry
With the prophet Habakkuk the prophetic polemic against idolatry entered a
new phase. Now it was directed to pagan ears: “Woe to him who says to a piece
of wood, ‘Awake!’ To a dumb stone, ‘Arise!’ “ (2:19). Kaufmann’s keen
observation has drawn attention to this new shape of the argument against
idols.29 The nation that had piled success upon success, catching men and
women like fish in its net, had shown its dullness of spiritual insight by offering

sacrifice to that net (1:16). The absurd limits of idolatry were evident among the
Chaldeans. The primitive stage, represented by idols of wood and stone gilded
with gold and silver, was perhaps, relatively speaking, the most “innocent”
phase. If the worshiper could understand that the idol cannot breathe, cannot
speak, cannot comprehend, perhaps he could be turned toward the truth. But a
nation that had made power and success its god (1:11) had advanced to the
ultimate stage of idolatry. To turn human attributes and achievements into idols
that are worshiped is the greatest defiance of the true and truly sovereign God.
1. See pp. 59–61.
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JEREMIAH

The scope of Jeremiah’s ministry extended beyond his native Judah to the
nations. In that respect he truly represented a prophetic plateau, for Jonah, Amos,
Isaiah, Zephaniah, and Habakkuk had turned their attention to the nations in
varying degrees, and Nahum, Obadiah, and Ezekiel would yet set their sights
beyond Israel’s national boundaries. Yet Jeremiah stands out among the prophets
in that Yahweh specifically appointed him a “prophet to the nations” (1:5, 10).
Although Jeremiah obviously was preoccupied with Judah, whose changing
political fortunes shifted through Assyrian, Egyptian, and Babylonian cycles
before his forty-year ministry terminated, the oracles against the nations at the
end of the book (chaps. 46–51) in part justify that job description. Moreover,
there is additional evidence that Jeremiah actually communicated with the kings
of other countries in his role as prophet to the nations. In chapter 25 Yahweh
commanded him as early as Jehoiakim’s fourth regnal year (605 B.C.) to take the
cup of divine wrath and cause all nations to drink it. Among those countries
were the familiar names of Jerusalem, Egypt, Uz, Philistia, Edom, Moab,
Ammon, Tyre, Sidon, Elam, and Media, and others both named and unnamed
(25:15–31). Even though we do not know how precisely he carried out that
mandate, during Zedekiah’s reign (597–586) Yahweh instructed him with more
explicit detail.
Make for yourself bonds and yokes and put them on your neck, and send
word to the king of Edom, to the king of Moab, to the king of the sons of
Ammon, to the king of Tyre, and to the king of Sidon by the messengers who
come to Jerusalem to Zedekiah king of Judah. And command them to go to
their masters, saying, “Thus says the Lord of hosts, the God of Israel, thus
you shall say to your masters …” (27:2b–4)
That is one of the clearest indications in Scripture that the prophets on
occasion communicated directly with foreign rulers. Evidently Jeremiah made
yokes for each of the kings and sent them by the hands of their ambassadors who
had come to consult with Zedekiah over the Babylonian crisis, for the Hebrew
text reads “send them,” that is, the bonds and yokes (rather than NASB, RSV, etc.,
“send word,” which, of course, is implied). On another occasion in the fourth
year of Zedekiah’s reign (594) he sent a special message to the Babylonian king
by the hand of Seraiah, who accompanied Zedekiah to Babylonia on a mission
(51:59–64a). Just how much more communication of that nature he had with
foreign kings cannot be determined, but those texts are an indication that it may
have been considerable and that he took seriously Yahweh’s appointment of him
as “prophet to the nations.”
Perhaps, moreover, the explanation of his call to be a prophet to the nations is
not complete until we have understood the theological tenets that Jeremiah
espoused and preached. Convinced of Yahweh’s universal sovereignty, he saw
no national limits to his own ministry.1 Certainly in his lifetime he saw nations

rise and fall, and he was absolutely sure that the Lord was the power behind
those events. His urgent appeal to the kings of Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre,
Sidon, and Judah to submit to Nebuchadnezzar (chap. 27), calling him Yahweh’s
“servant” (27:6; also 25:9; 43:10), reveals a dimension of that theological tenet.
Sometimes the Lord chose instruments outside of Israel and seeningly put His
welfare in their charge. In Jeremiah’s conviction of Yahweh’s universal rule and
control he did not go beyond Isaiah, but in the practical aspects of his ministry
he advanced to the stage of actually transmitting his message to foreign
monarchs in the name of Yahweh. He not only spoke about the foreign nations
but spoke to them.

THE MAN AND HIS MINISTRY

Jeremiah the Man
We know more about this prophet than any other in the OT, even though the
biblical sources outside the book of Jeremiah are sparse. The historical account
of Jeremiah’s period in 2 Kings 21–25 does not even mention Jeremiah. The
Chronicler, however, took cognizance of his strategic role in the declining days
of the Judean state (2 Chron. 36:12, 21, 22; Ezra 1:1), and Daniel made one
reference to Jeremiah’s prophecy of the seventy-year Exile (Dan. 9:2). The book
of Jeremiah remains the basic document for our knowledge of his life.
His family. Hailing from the little town of Anathoth (1:1) about three miles
northeast of Jerusalem,2 Jeremiah and his priestly family may have descended
from the family of Abiathar, David’s high priest, who was deposed by Solomon
and banished to Anathoth (1 Kings 2:26–27). In that case the priest and judge Eli
(cf. 1 Sam. 2:27–36) would be his ancestor. Of course, it is also possible that
more than one priestly family lived in Anathoth, and Jeremiah did not belong
specifically to Abiathar’s clan. The only thing we know for certain about his
genealogy, aside from the fact of priestly lineage, is his father’s name, Hilkiah
(1:1). Although it is tempting to identify Jeremiah’s father with the priest by the
same name who discovered the law scroll in the Temple in 622 (2 Kings 22:8),
there is no basis in Jeremiah or Kings for connecting the two. As early as Jerome
the identification was made, but we should not press it.
He was not married, and in 16:1–4 he explains why:
The word of the Lord also came to me saying, “You shall not take a wife for
yourself nor have sons or daughters in this place.” For thus says the Lord
concerning the sons and daughters born in this place, and concerning their
mothers who bear them, and their fathers who beget them in this land:
“They will die of deadly diseases, they will not be lamented or buried.”
His personality. Introspective and possessed of a conviction that God’s will
was irresistible, both for him as prophet (20:9) and for the nations (27:8),
Jeremiah discharged his ministry with a peculiar yet creative fusion of courage

and reluctance. No doubt a personality that might have under other conditions
been receding, when imbued with the strong sense of call and the promise of
God’s undergirding presence he could indeed become “as a fortified city, and as
a pillar of iron and as walls of bronze” (1:18). Yet the intractable will of his
native Judah, forged upon the anvil of idolatry and covenant violation, could and
would assault that fortress of a prophet and leave him a broken spirit, if but only
temporarily daunted. Like Amos of an earlier generation (Amos 5:15), and like
Ezekiel his younger contemporary in exile (Ezek. 12:3), Jeremiah’s success was
suspended on the tenuous thread of “perhaps” (21:2; 26:3; 36:3, 7).

Outline Of Jeremiah
1. “Book” One: The Basic Collection (1:1–25:13)
1. Superscription (1:1–3)
2. The Call of Jeremiah (1:4–10)
3. Two Visions (1:11–19)
4. Judah’s Apostasy (2:1–3:5)
5. Judah’s Punishment (3:6–6:30)
1. Israel and Judah Compared (3:6–11)
2. Call to Repentance (3:12–4:4)
3. The Coming Judgment (4:5–6:30)
1. Evil from the North (4:5–31)
2. Reasons for Judgment (5:1–31)
3. Judgment Predicted (6:1–30)
6. Judah’s False Religion (7:1–10:25)
1. Indictment of False Religion (7:1–8:3)
1. The Temple Sermon (7:1–15)
2. Descriptions of Judah’s False Religion (7:16–8:3)
2. Punishment of False Religion (8:4–10:25)
1. God’s Retribution (8:4–9:26)
2. Foolishness of Idolatry (10:1–16)
3. Jeremiah’s Lament and Intercession (10:17–25)
7. Judah’s Broken Covenant (11:1–13:27)
1. The Covenant Broken (11:1–17)
2. The Plot against Jeremiah (11:18–12:6)
3. Consequences of the Broken Covenant (12:7–17)
4. Warnings of Judgment (13:1–27)

8. Drought in Judah (14:1–15:9)
1. The Message of the Drought (14:1–6)
2. Lament and Intercession (14:7–15:4)
3. Lament over Jerusalem (15:5–9)
9. The Travail of the Prophet (15:10–17:27)
1. The Prophet’s Dilemma (15:10–21)
2. The Prophet’s Restrictions (16:1–9)
3. Explanation of Judgment (16:10–17:27)
10. J. The Potter’s House and Other Prophecies (18:1–20:18)
1. The Potter and the Vessel (18:1–23)
2. The Broken Vessel (19:1–15)
3. Jeremiah Persecuted (20:1–6)
4. Jeremiah’s Complaint (20:7–18)
11. Prophecies to the Kings of Judah (21:1–23:8)
1. Zedekiah’s Question and Jeremiah’s Answer (21:1–10)
2. The Responsibility of the Monarchy (21:11–22:9)
3. A Message Concerning Jehoahaz (22:10–12)
4. A Message Concerning Jehoiakim (22:13–23)
5. A Message Concerning Jehoiachin (22:24–30)
6. Judgment against Judah’s Shepherds (23:1–8)
12. Concerning the Prophets (23:9–40)
13. Summary Prophecies of Captivity (24:1–25:38)
1. Vision of Two Baskets of Figs (24:1–10)
2. The Duration of Captivity (25:1–14)
3. Judgment on the Nations (25:15–38)
2. Biographical Interlude I (26:1–29:32)
1. The Temple Sermon and Jeremiah’s Trial (26:1–24)
2. Jeremiah Versus the False Prophets (27:1–29:32)
1. Jeremiah’s Yoke (27:1–22)
2. Contrasting Prophecies between Jeremiah and Hananiah (28:1–
17)
3. Jeremiah’s Letter to the Captives (29:1–32)
3. “Book” Two: The Book of Consolation (30:1–31:40)
1. Promise of Restoration (30:1–31:30)
2. The New Covenant (31:31–34)
3. Yahweh and Israel in the New Jerusalem (31:35–40)
4. Biographical Interlude II (32:1–45:5)
1. Jeremiah’s Symbolic Land Purchase (32:1–33:26)
1. The Purchase at Anathoth (32:1–15)

2. Jeremiah’s Prayer (32:16–25)
3. Yahweh’s Reply to Jeremiah (32:26–44)
4. Promise of Restoration of the Kingdom and Monarchy (33:1–26)
2. Events in the Reigns of Jehoiakim and Zedekiah (34:1–39:18)
1. Message in Zedekiah’s Reign (34:1–22)
2. Events in Jehoiakim’s Reign (35:1–36:32)
1. Praise of the Rechabites (35:1–19)
2. Jehoiakim’s Antagonism (36:1–32)
3. Events in Zedekiah’s Reign (37:1–38:28)
1. Jeremiah’s Counsel to Zedekiah (37:1–10)
2. Jeremiah Imprisoned as a Traitor (37:11–16)
3. Removal to the Court of the Guard (37:17–21)
4. Jeremiah in the Dungeon Again (38:1–6)
5. Jeremiah Aided by Friends (38:7–13)
6. Jeremiah’s Further Counsel to Zedekiah (38:14–28)
4. The Fall of Jerusalem (39:1–18)
3. Events after the Fall of Jerusalem (40:1–45:5)
1. Jeremiah in the Land: The Governorship of Gedaliah (40:1–43:7)
2. Jeremiah in Egypt (43:8–45:5)
1. Invasion of Egypt Prophesied (43:8–13)
2. Jeremiah’s Final Oracle of Condemnation (44:1–30)
3. Baruch’s Despair (45:1–5)
5. “Book” Three: The Oracles against the Nations (46:1–51:64)
1. Oracles against Egypt (46:1–28)
1. Against Pharaoh at Carchemish (46:1–12)
2. Prophecy of Nebuchadnezzar’s Campaign against Egypt (46:13–
24)
3. Israel’s Final Superiority (46:25–28)
2. Oracle against the Philistines (47:1–7)
3. Oracle against Moab (48:1–47)
4. Oracle against the Ammonites (49:1–6)
5. Oracle against Edom (49:7–22)
6. Oracle against Damascus (49:23–27)
7. Oracle against Kedar and the Kingdoms of Hazor (49:28–33)
8. Oracle against Elam (49:34–39)
9. Oracle against Babylon (50:1–51:64)
6. Historical Appendix (52:1–34)
The pattern of Jeremiah’s personality was sketched in moments of solitude,

alone with himself and with God. In point of fact, it was forged in eternity. As
God explained during one of those times alone, “Before I formed you in the
womb I knew you, and before you were born I consecrated you” (1:5).
He withdrew from social functions because he knew that God was about to
put an end to joy and mirth (16:5–9), and his own morose personality became a
symbol of that calamity. His grief and reproach were so great that he, like Job,
lamented the day of his birth (20:14–18). Like Isaiah’s Servant, he was a man of
sorrows and acquainted with grief.

His Call and Ministry: A Summons from the Times
Even the ministry of Isaiah, which was punctuated by five Assyrian invasions
into Israelite and Judean territory, was not marked by the level of anxiety, terror,
and tragedy that stalked Jeremiah’s long ministry of at least forty years. Whereas
Isaiah had seen the destruction of Samaria and the exile of her citizens to the
distant East, Jeremiah lived to see the awful destruction of Jerusalem, that city
that had stood almost inviolable through the days of his predecessors in
prophecy. The Assyria of Isaiah’s time was in the throes of death when
Jeremiah’s call came to him. The long reign of Assurbanipal (668–631), the last
great king of the Neo-Assyrian Empire, had ended, and the harbingers of a new
era appeared on the international horizon. In Babylonia the Chaldeans, whose
cultural influence had already made deep impressions in that land, were prepared
to fill the vacuum that was developing in empirical politics. Hardly a century
earlier they had made their political prowess felt when Merodach-baladan, of
Chaldean extraction, had seized the Babylonian throne, and the decline of
Assyrian power in the last half of the seventh century cleared the way for a
comeback. It occurred when Nabopolassar took Babylon in 626. At that time
Jeremiah was a novice at his profession, having received his call in the thirteenth
year of Josiah (627/26; 1:2; 25:3).
In Judah Josiah had had a religious conversion in the eighth year of his reign
and in the twelfth year, the year prior to Jeremiah’s call, had inaugurated
religious reform (2 Chron. 34:3). The ground for our prophet’s ministry had been
prepared, even if only the thin layer of topsoil had been turned.
A summons from eternity. Not only was he summoned by the exigencies of the
times, but his summons emerged out of eternity. The Lord knew him before He
ever formed him in his mother’s womb, and He had consecrated Jeremiah a
prophet to the nations outside of the time frame in which he must carry out that

role. His objections to Yahweh’s call grew out of the feeling of inadequacy, and
perhaps over against the awesomeness of the task as he had assessed it: “Alas,
Lord God! Behold, I do not know how to speak, because I am a youth.” (1:6)
But a prophet whom eternity had summoned could not be overwhelmed by the
exigencies of the time:

But the Lord said to me,
“Do not say, ‘I am a youth,’
Because everywhere I send you, you shall go,
And all that I command you, you shall speak.
Do not be afraid of them,
For I am with you to deliver you,” declares the Lord. (1:7–8)
It was another version of Isaiah’s admission,

Woe is me, for I am ruined!
Because I am a man of unclean lips,
And I live among a people of unclean lips.” (Isa. 6:5a)
And the Lord’s gracious touch of Jeremiah’s mouth was as dramatic as the
seraph’s cleansing touch of Isaiah’s lips. The word that Yahweh put in his mouth
(1:9) burned its way into his heart and made itself an indispensable and
irresistible part of the prophet’s existence (20:9).
Methods of communication. Here we want to consider briefly the methods of
communication that this prophet used to carry out his call. They do not differ
substantially from those methods already long established by the prophets. The
primary mode was speaking. Form critics insist that the prophets used certain
literary forms from the social structures of their times, such as the messenger
speech from international diplomacy, the lament from the religious liturgy, and
the lawsuit from the legal assembly. Given the normal interchange among
cultural forms and social functions in any society, and given the need of
literature to assume structures that communicate concrete ideas as well as certain
emotions and images, that assumption is logical. A question arises, however,
over whether the social and cultural forms were stamped upon the oral message
before or after its delivery. Perhaps both options are possible. The prophets were
among the most adept literary figures of their times, and an address in the form
of a messenger speech or some other literary form reflecting social structures

and patterns is quite conceivable, even without prior writing. On the other hand,
it is also possible that sometimes those forms were refined or the literature
rephrased accordingly after the oral delivery.
Thus we may surmise, for example, that the “confessions"3 could have first
been spoken in essentially their present form, especially by one who was steeped
in psalmic poetry. Yet there is no reason they should not be edited by Jeremiah
or the prose sections by his amanuensis, Baruch, when they were committed to
writing. The point is that even though the message may have been first given
orally and then written down, which was by no means the general rule, the
message could have been cast in the literary form in its oral stage.
The second mode of communication that Jeremiah used was writing.
Instructions came from Yahweh in the fourth year of Jehoiakim (605), “Take a
scroll and write on it all the words which I have spoken to you concerning Israel,
and concerning Judah, and concerning the nations, from the day I first spoke to
you, from the days of Josiah, even to this day” (36:2). When Jehoiakim had
shredded that scroll and burned it in the fire, the Lord instructed the prophet to
take another scroll and write on it the words of the first one (36:27–28). At
Jeremiah’s dictation Baruch completed the second scroll containing the content
of the first plus many similar words (36:32). The fact that Jeremiah seems to
have been barred from the Temple at the time, thus explaining his use of Baruch
as his messenger, ought not suggest that writing the message down was an
extraordinary means of communicating it. In fact, the first scroll was a
compilation of prophecies over a period of approximately twenty-three years
(from the thirteenth year of Josiah—627 B.C.—to the fifth year of Jehoiakim—
604). Having scribal assistance, he likely had committed many, if not most, of
his oracles to writing during those years.4 On still another occasion after the
exile of Jehoiachin in 597, Jeremiah wrote a letter to the exiles in Babylonia,
encouraging them to settle down and live a normal life, because the captivity
would last seventy years (chap. 29). His correspondence to Babylonia included
words to the Babylonian king informing him of the fate his country would suffer
in the future (51:59–64a). In a more comforting vein, he consoled Judah and
promised restoration in a series of undated prophecies that he committed to
writing (30:2).
The third method of communicating his message was by means of the acted
sign. Prophetic symbolism, as it is called, had been known since the days of
Hosea and Isaiah, but Jeremiah gave it popularity, and Ezekiel mastered the art
as no other prophet had. Among Jeremiah’s signs were the linen waistcloth
(chap. 13), the potter’s house (chap. 18), the broken jar (chap. 19), the bonds and

yokes he wore (chaps. 27–28), and the purchase of his kinsman’s field in
Anathoth (chap. 32). Some of these were performed or observed in private and
some publicly, always accompanied by interpretation.
Places of communication. Jeremiah’s earliest ministry may have taken place
in his hometown of Anathoth (11:21), but most of his activity occurred in
Jerusalem, even though 11:6 suggests that he prophesied in other cities of Judah
as well. The specific locations where he proclaimed his messages depended upon
two factors: gathering a crowd and his personal circumstances. Even though all
of Jeremiah’s prophecies were not intended for public consumption, he wanted
those that were for public hearing to be heard by as many as would listen. For
example, the Temple was a place where crowds gathered. So he preached there
(7:2; 26:2), and when he himself was debarred from the Lord’s house, he sent
Baruch to read the scroll on a festival day when large crowds converged (36:5;
cf. also 7:2; 26:2; 28:1). Another place where he could easily find an audience
was the city gate where people gathered socially (11:6; 17:19). On another
occasion he found his audience in the king’s house (22:1; 37:17).
When the circumstances of his life did not allow him to go where he would,
he issued his message from whatever place he was confined to, even from prison
(32:2). When he held a private audience with the Rechabites, he used a chamber
of the Temple (35:2, 4).
Sociological dimensions of Jeremiah’s ministry: his enemies. The candor with
which this prophet spoke about Judah’s sins, added to the unpopular message of
submission to the Babylonians that he later proclaimed, made many enemies for
Jeremiah. Among his strongest opponents were the prophets who were
optimistic about the future but had no cause to be. They were joined by the
priests who were evidently influenced greatly by the prophets (27:16–18).
The influence of the prophets on the priests is confirmed in 28:1–4, where
Hananiah performs his act in the presence of the priests in the Temple, obviously
to sway them to his position. That class of prophets seems to have been closely
attached to the Temple, an idea that is confirmed by the letter of the exiled
Shemaiah to the priest Zephaniah in Jerusalem inquiring why he had not
reprimanded Jeremiah for his promise of a long exile (29:24–28). The
implication of that passage is that the priests had the upper hand over the
prophets and could censure them. Interestingly, in the majority of cases when
Jeremiah mentions the prophets, he also mentions the priests in the same
context.5 The point of contention between Jeremiah and the false prophets is
clear. The latter practitioners dispensed a message of peace when there was no
peace (6:13–15; 8:11; 14:13–16; 23:17). They were guilty of bringing false hope
to a people that was doomed by its idolatry. Together the priests and prophets

indicted him for predicting the destruction of the Temple, and his life was spared
only by the intervention of the elders of the land (26:7–19, 24).
Jeremiah’s ministry began amidst opposition. The men of his own native town
of Anathoth sought to kill him (11:21–23; 12:6). Once he had transferred his
credentials to Jerusalem, he fared no better (18:18, 22–23). Jehoiakim despised
him and burned his scroll, giving orders for his and Baruch’s arrest, “but the
Lord hid them” (36:20–26). He was opposed by Passhur the priest, who had him
beaten and thrown in prison because he had prophesied the destruction of
Jerusalem (20:2), and Zedekiah took measures to quiet his debilitating preaching
that called for surrender to the Babylonians during the siege of Jerusalem in
588/87. He arrested him and kept him in the court of the guard of the king’s
palace (32:2–5). Yet conflict seemed to call forth the strength of Jeremiah’s
personality. Publicly he never backed down in the face of challenge or danger,
even though in solitude his courage and resoluteness receded into introspection.6
Sociological dimensions of Jeremiah’s ministry: his friends. It is not
surprising that Jeremiah also elicited a deep sense of devotion from certain
individuals. Perhaps his most loyal friend was his scribe, Baruch (36; 43:6; 45).
Others were Baruch’s brother, Seraiah (51:59); the royal eunuch Ebed-melech
(38:7–13); Ahikam, who saved his life on one memorable occasion (26:24); and
Ahikam’s son, Gedaliah (39:14; 40:5). King Zedekiah consulted Jeremiah on
critical occasions (37:3, 16–21), and when approached by Ebed-melech, he sent
him to mitigate the prophet’s suffering (38:7–13). Even the Chaldeans treated
him kindly and allowed him to choose whether he would go to Babylonia with
the exiles or remain in Judah (40:1–6). He chose the latter.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Reading Jeremiah without a knowledge of the history of his time is like
reading the New Testament without an awareness of the Jewish and Roman
events and influences in the first century A.D. To a large extent his life and
ministry were shaped by the historical events of the day. That may be said of any
of the classical prophets. Jeremiah was certainly no exception.

Reign of Josiah (640–609 B.C.)
The declining power of the Assyrian Empire lowered a cloud of uncertainty
over the ancient Near East while it also created new aspirations. The death of
Assurbanipal (668–631), the last great king of the empire, left a void that could
not be immediately filled. The aspiring Chaldean, Nabopolassar in Babylonia,
defeated the Assyrians at the city of Babylon in 626 and became king of
Babylon. With external events having given Judah virtual freedom from foreign
domination, internal events began to create hope for a better future. Josiah’s
youthful accession to the throne (at eight years of age) introduced a pliable
personality to the political stage, and by the eighth year of his reign (632/31) he
had begun to show a definite religious inclination for Yahweh, which led to the
initiation of religious reform in his twelfth regnal year (628/27). Only one year
later (627/26) Jeremiah received his call to be a prophet. Those early years of
religious reform were marked by renewed hope for Judah, and the discovery of
the scroll of the law in 622/21 reinforced and abetted the renewal (2 Chron. 34–
35/2 Kings 22–23).
Jeremiah’s attitude toward the reform has been the subject of much debate.
The general opinion is that he first supported the reform and later became
disappointed with it. The view that after 622/21, when the law scroll was found,
Jeremiah fell into silence for several years is merely hypothetical. Although it is
difficult to date his prophecies issued during Josiah’s reign, it is unlikely that he
was silent for any long period of time.
Further, judging from his personal opposition to idolatry, we would conclude
that Jeremiah very much supported Josiah’s efforts to destroy the pagan cult and
restore the sanctuary in Jerusalem. Begun in 628/27, the reform at first was

directed against the public cult, whose evidences could be seen on every green
hill.7 Josiah extended the religious purge even to Israel, killing the priests of the
cult (2 Chron. 34:3–8) and giving special attention to purging Bethel, the ancient
site of Jeroboam’s golden calf (2 Kings 23:15). Centralizing worship in
Jerusalem, he did not defrock the priests in the rural sanctuaries of Judah, but
they joined their brothers in Jerusalem, although they were not permitted to
serve at the altar (2 Kings 23:9). Jeremiah’s sympathies with the reform may be
seen in 11:1–12. Further, the men of the reform and their sons came to
Jeremiah’s defense and saved his life (26:24, 36). Moreover, he had great
admiration for Josiah (22:15–16), and the Chronicler credits him with the
composition of a lament for Josiah (2 Chron. 35:25). Given the renewed
emphasis upon the cult, it may be that the reform resulted in a tenacious hold of
the priesthood and cult on the life of the people.8 That induced him to speak
rather strongly against the abuse of the sacrificial system (6:20; 7:21–26; 11:15).
The fatal blows to the expiring Neo-Assyrian Empire were dealt by the Medes
and Babylonians, first to the city of Asshur in 614, and two years later to
Nineveh in 612. When the Assyrian king Ashur-uballit repaired to Haran to
preserve a remnant of his empire, the allies of the forming Babylonian axis took
Haran. Meantime the Egyptians, seeing some political advantage to keeping a
vestige of the Assyrian Empire viable, launched a rescue expedition to the
Euphrates. When Josiah attempted to cut off Pharaoh Necho II (609–593) at
Megiddo, the Judean monarch was killed (609), thus concluding a very hopeful
era in Judean history.

Jehoahaz to Jehoiachin (609–597 B.C.)
The people’s choice for Josiah’s successor was his son Jehoahaz. Having
reigned only three months, he was summoned by Necho II to Riblah and was
deposed and subsequently exiled to Egypt. Thereupon Pharaoh Necho, feeling
his Megiddo victory, elevated Jehoahaz’s brother Eliakim (throne name
“Jehoiakim”), to the throne and exacted heavy tribute (2 Kings 23:28–35). Early
in that king’s reign Jeremiah, standing in the court of the Temple in Jerusalem,
delivered the shocking prophecy that promised the destruction of the sanctuary if
Judah did not repent. It is not surprising that he became a victim of the ire of the
disgruntled priests and prophets who functioned in the Temple. Arraigned before
the court, Jeremiah’s life was at stake as he was tried for treason. Certain elders,
however, intervened and cited the prophetic precedent of Micah, who had also

predicted the destruction of the Temple. Ahikam, one of the elders, played a
strong hand in bringing about Jeremiah’s acquittal (chap. 26; 2 Kings 22:12, 14).
Jehoiakim’s eleven-year reign saw the filling of the power vacuum that the
demise of Assyria had created. Even though the Egyptians enjoyed a brief
interregnum in which they flexed their military muscles in Syria-Palestine (609–
605), the international showdown came in 605 when Necho met
Nebuchadnezzar at Carchemish on the Euphrates and received a humiliating
defeat at the hands of the soon-to-be Babylonian king. Assuming the throne in
Babylon upon the death of his father, Nabopolassar, in that same year,
Nebuchadnezzar had already tilted the balance of power in Babylon’s direction.
Jehoiakim became a Babylonian vassal (2 Kings 24:1). In that momentous year
(605) Jeremiah received Yahweh’s command to write his prophecies on a scroll
(chap. 36). They were nothing like Jehoiakim wanted to hear, so he destroyed
them, only to necessitate a second and more prolific effort to collect Jeremiah’s
prophecies of the previous quarter of a century.
A subsequent confrontation between Nebuchadnezzar and Pharaoh Necho in
601 B.C. was less decisive than the Battle of Carchemish. Perhaps the outcome
was an encouragement to Jehoiakim to rebel against Babylon. At first
Nebuchadnezzar did not himself launch a campaign against Judah, although the
Syrian, Moabite, and Ammonite marauders into Judean territory may have been
incited by the Chaldeans (2 Kings 24:2). In any event, the Babylonians besieged
Jerusalem in 598, and before the outcome of the three-month siege could be
determined, Jehoiakim died. As might have been expected, Nebuchadnezzar’s
army established Babylonian control over Judah. The new king, Jehoiachin, son
of Jehoiakim, reigned for the duration of the siege but was then exiled to
Babylonia along with the royal family and other influential members of the
society (2 Kings 24:8–17).

Zedekiah to Gedaliah (597–586/5 B.C.)
To head up the new government, Nebuchadnezzar appointed another son of
Josiah, Mattaniah (throne name “Zedekiah”), to the throne. Davidson describes
him as “a prince of good intentions, but weak and irresolute.”9 His years were
not marked by slavish loyalty to Babylonia, as one might expect, for in 594/93
ambassadors from Edom, Moab, Ammon, Tyre, and Sidon met in Jerusalem to
discuss the prospects of rebellion against Babylon (27:3). The occasion was
appropriate for Jeremiah to dispatch his message to the sponsoring kings,

advising submission to Nebuchadnezzar.
After nine years of Babylonian tutelage Zedekiah rebelled against
Nebuchadnezzar. During the two years that the siege was under way, Jeremiah
spent part of that time under house arrest in Zedekiah’s palace. The reason was
simple—he had advised surrender to the Babylonians, a program that Zedekiah
thought would break down the national morale and weaken the war effort. It was
Zedekiah’s way of keeping him quiet and circumventing his influence on the
people (chaps. 37, 38). The events of chapters 21, 32–34, and 37–38 took place
during the siege. The Babylonians finally breached the wall on the ninth day of
Ab, 586, and had the city in their control within a month (2 Kings 25:1–12).
Nebuchadnezzar appointed Gedaliah, the son of Ahikam, governor (2 Kings
25:22–26/Jer. 40:7–41:18). Evidently he was not of royal lineage, although his
grandfather, Shaphan, had been secretary and financial officer to King Josiah. It
was he who had carried the Scroll of the Law to the king (2 Kings 22:3–13), and
his son, Ahikam, was part of the commission that took the scroll to the
prophetess Huldah for verification of its authenticity (2 Kings 22:12–14).
Gedaliah set up the seat of his government in Mizpah. Jerusalem was probably
so devastated as to be inappropriate for the daily operations of the new
administration (Lam. 2:13; 4:1). We might infer from the account of
Nebuchadnezzar’s kind treatment of Jeremiah after the conquest (Jer. 39:11–14)
that he knew about his reputation. It is possible that he had heard about his
advocacy of submission to Babylon, thus disposing him favorably toward the
prophet.10 Whatever the reason, Jeremiah was put into the friendly charge of
Gedaliah, the son of the same man (Ahikam) who had saved his life early in the
reign of Jehoiakim (26:24).
Taking political asylum from the ravages of the Babylonian conquest was a
man of the royal family, Ishmael (41:1). When he, encouraged by the
Ammonites, carried out a plot to murder Gedaliah, Johanan, a supporter of the
governor, attempted to avenge his death but failed. That led eventually to
Johanan’s decision to flee to Egypt lest he and his compatriots be deemed antiBabylonian (chaps. 41–42).
The final stage of Judean statehood is bound inextricably to the ministry of the
prophet Jeremiah. He would have remained in the land after Jerusalem fell, but
Johanan refused Jeremiah’s word from the Lord that they should not flee to
Egypt, and he took Jeremiah and Baruch along with them in defiance of that
word (chap. 42).

THE LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY OF JEREMIAH

Structure of the Book
We have already observed that the prophetic books are collections of
prophetic oracles and compositions. The book of Jeremiah is one of the best
witnesses to that fact. Neither of the standard criteria for arranging the prophetic
books, chronology and subject matter, works very well in an analysis of this
book. The best that can be hoped is to discover segments of the book that have
come together according to identifiable criteria and make use of those “centers”
to understand the book as a whole. The identification of three separate “books”
is a rather standard procedure.11
“Book” One: The Basic Collection (1:1–25:13). The first “book” is marked
off at the beginning by Jeremiah’s call in the thirteenth year of Josiah (627) and
at the end by a concluding reference to “this book,” a prophecy dated in the
fourth year of Jehoiakim (605)—”And I will bring upon that land all My words
which I have pronounced against it, all that is written in this book, which
Jeremiah has prophesied against all the nations” (25:13).
The basic content of these chapters is judgment on Judah and Jerusalem. That
judgment is described in several ways, most of which use the “north” as the
direction from which it will come. First announced in Jeremiah’s vision of the
boiling pot facing away from the north (1:13), it is called “the evil” that comes
or looks from the north (1:14; 4:6; 6:1), “families” from the north (1:15; 25:9), a
nation from afar (5:15), a people from the north land (6:22–23), iron and bronze
from the north (15:12), and serpents and adders that cannot be charmed (8:17).
The foe is left anonymous12 until it is explicitly identified as Babylon in 20:4. In
the final oracle at the end of the book of Jeremiah, the phrase will be turned
against Babylon rather than Judah, and Jeremiah will describe in similar terms
the agent that will wreak vengeance on Babylonia: a nation out of the north
(50:3), a horde of great nations from the north land (50:9), a people from the
north (50:41), and destroyers from the north (51:48).
Judah’s sins are also detailed in these chapters, most graphically depicted in
the idolatry that was practiced in Jeremiah’s day.13 It was of the most horrible

kind, blatant and open, and included child sacrifice after the Canaanite fashion
(7:30–31; 19:4–5). The gods of Judah were as numerous as their cities, and the
altars as many as the streets of Jerusalem (11:12–13). Yet Jeremiah had no desire
merely to transfer the religious devotion from the Baal sanctuaries to the
Jerusalem Temple. In fact, the Temple too had become a fetish to the people.
They were overconfident about it, thinking that their personal ethics had nothing
to do with the security the Temple provided (7:3–10). Idolatry is a concern
outside these chapters, but not very frequently (32:29, 34–35; 44:9–10, 16–19).
The same violation of covenant fidelity is expressed in the phrases (both
negative and positive) “to know the Lord/Law,” “to forget the Lord,” “to forsake
the Lord/Law,” and “to reject the Lord/Law.”14 The point of our discussion is
that in this first “book” the judgment and the sin that called it forth are
explicated.
Within chapters 1–25 are smaller collections that can be identified by the
titles. The first is 14:1–15:4, titled “That which came as the word of the Lord to
Jeremiah in regard to the drought” (Heb. “droughts”). The date is not clear, but
the occasion is vivid enough. Judah languished as a result of drought. The false
prophets were on the scene with their unfounded hopes: “You will not see the
sword nor will you have famine, but I will give you lasting peace in this place”
(14:13).
A second shorter collection is titled “To the household of the king of Judah”
(21:11–23:8). It begins with words about the monarchy’s responsibility and the
consequences for not fulfilling it (21:12–22:9), followed by messages about
Jehoahaz (22:10–12), Jehoiakim (22:13–23), and Jehoiachin (22:24–30), and
concluding with a word of judgment against the “shepherds” (kings) who had
not attended to the Lord’s flock—so the Lord will attend to them in judgment
(23:1–8).
The third collection is the condemnation of the false prophets, called simply
“As for [concerning] the prophets” (23:9–40). It stands after the condemnation
of the kings, perhaps because the prophets, along with the priests, made up the
second major class of flawed leadership. The three groups whom Jeremiah held
most responsible for Judah’s tragic situation were the kings, priests, and
prophets.
Although the “confessions” are not grouped together in one collection, they do
constitute a homogeneous classification by virtue of their emotional tone and
subject matter. Furthermore, all of them are found within this first “book.” The
list is fairly standard, although some variations among lists will occur: 11:18–23;
12:1–6; 15:10–21; 17:14–18; 18:18–23; 20:7–18.15 The deeply emotional

passage found in 8:18–9:3 contains a mixture of divine and prophetic lament.
Basically these confessions or prayers conform to the emotional disposition of
Jeremiah as we know it outside the confessions. On that basis they quite
definitely derive from Jeremiah himself.
When we speak of authenticity we have in mind the origin of the materials in
1:1–25:13. Did they originate with Jeremiah? If that question is answered
affirmatively, that still does not rule out the hand of Jeremiah’s scribe, Baruch,
who may have contributed in an editorial way as the prophet dictated the
messages to him. But it may also be noted that Baruch is nowhere mentioned in
these chapters (not until chap. 32), although he was involved with Jeremiah as
early as 605 (36:1). It is not to be doubted that this section came into being over
a considerably long period of time. Certainly chapter 1 belongs to 627 in the
reign of Josiah, and 3:6–10 also comes from that time.16 Judging from the fact
that King Jehoiakim cut up the first scroll three or four columns at a time and
threw the pieces into the fire (36:23), we might surmise that the scroll that
Baruch wrote at Jeremiah’s dictation in 605 was of considerable length. It
contained prophecies from a period of twenty-three years. Just how much of the
material comes from Josiah’s reign is difficult to determine. The criterion must
generally be the appropriateness of a passage (both in content and tone) for
Josiah’s time. For example, the passages that deal with the false peace
pronounced by the prophets may belong to Josiah’s time, when there was
national peace, but Jeremiah recognized that it was an insecure one (6:13–15;
8:10–11; 14:13–16; 23:17). The reform of Josiah, in addition to its positive
effects, perhaps lulled the priests and prophets, who came into a new position of
prominence, into believing that a new day had truly dawned. But Jeremiah was
perceptive enough to recognize that they had prematurely announced the day of
peace.
It is obvious, however, that chronology was not the primary basis for the
collection, because chapter 21 is dated in the reign of Zedekiah during the siege
of Jerusalem, and 10:17–18 and 25, though undated, must come from the time of
the siege and the fall also. Even the Exile finds description in 13:15–19 (“All
Judah has been carried into exile, wholly carried into exile” [v. 19]). Moreover,
8:14–15 reveals a time when national optimism, likely that of Josiah’s reign of
peace and reform, had turned to horror in a subsequent period (“We waited for
peace, but no good came; for a time of healing, but behold, terror!” [v. 15]).
We may confidently say that the materials of these first twenty-five chapters
were written or dictated by Jeremiah. Most likely also this “book” circulated in
self-contained form or at least was written on a separate scroll for a time.
The fact that the Septuagint inserted the oracles against the nations (chaps.

46–51) after 25:1317 suggests that the Greek translator found that to be an
appropriate place to insert the oracles, which were also probably a separate
collection. Yet we should admit that that proposition is not absolutely certain,
although the reference to the book in 25:13 does give that inference.
“Book” Two: The Book of Consolation (30–31). The second “book” is
constituted by chapters 30–31. Composed mainly in poetry, these chapters are
commonly called the “Book of Consolation.” The Lord instructed Jeremiah,
“Write all the words which I have spoken to you in a book” (30:2), and 30:3
defines the content of the prophecies as concerning restoration. The reference to
rebuilding the city (31:38) seems to fix the date at the end of the Judean
kingdom after Jerusalem had fallen.
Jeremiah’s eschatology elsewhere, especially in the first book (12:14–17;
16:14–15), is in agreement with the plan of the future set forth in the Book of
Consolation. The new covenant (31:31–34), predicted the prophet, will become
the landmark covenant of history rather than that of Moses, and Yahweh will
write the words on tablets of flesh rather than tablets of stone. That passage
draws the same kind of comparison that Jeremiah drew in 23:1–8. When the
Lord returned Judah to his homeland, He would make that return rather than the
Exodus the landmark of history.
“Book” Three: The Oracles against the Nations (46–51). The third “book” is
the collection of national oracles in chapters 46–51. It is introduced by the
formula, “That which came as the word of the Lord to Jeremiah the prophet
concerning the nations” (46:1). Included are prophecies against Egypt (46:2–28),
Philistia (47:1–7), Moab (48:1–47), Ammon (49:1–6), Edom (49:7–22),
Damascus (49:23–27), Kedar and the kingdoms of Hazor (49:28–33), Elam
(49:34–39), and Babylon (50:1–51:58). This collection appropriately concludes
the book and balances the opening prophecies of chapter 1, in which the Lord
appointed Jeremiah a “prophet to the nations” (1:5).
The oracle against Egypt (46:2–28) is dated in the fourth year of Jehoiakim
(605). Verses 2–12 deal largely with Pharaoh Necho’s defeat by
Nebuchadnezzar at Carchemish in that same year, whereas verses 13–24
probably deal with the Chaldean capture of Ashkelon in 604. The oracle
concludes with an appendix assuring Israel that the Lord will save him and make
an end of the nations (vv. 27–28).
The oracle against Philistia (47:1–7) probably dates around 601, when Necho
and Nebuchadnezzar fought to a stalemate on the Egyptian border.18 The
reference to the ruin of Ashkelon perhaps relates to Nebuchadnezzar’s sack of
the city in 604.

The oracles against Moab and Ammon (48:1–47 and 49:1–6) may have their
setting in the events recorded in 2 Kings 24:1–4. Bands of Chaldeans were
joined by marauders from Syria, Moab, and Ammon in raids upon Judah. An
interesting feature of these oracles, shared also by the oracle against Elam
(49:39), is Yahweh’s promise to restore the fortunes of these nations.
Edom is slated for defeat and humiliation (49:7–22). Perhaps this prophecy
centers upon the events surrounding Nebuchadnezzar’s attack on the Edomites in
594, when Edom joined Ammon and Moab in an anti-Babylonian rebellion.
Three more oracles, against Damascus (49:23–27), Kedar and the kingdoms of
Hazor (49:28–33), and Elam (49:34–39), round out the list before the major
oracle of the series against Babylon. The prophecy against Damascus, in which
Hamath and Arpad are also mentioned, is difficult to pinpoint in history. The
oracle against Kedar, an Arab tribe located in the Syrian desert, and the
“kingdoms of Hazor"19 may be assigned to the year 599/98, when
Nebuchadnezzar conducted a campaign against the Arabs.20 The oracle against
Elam is provided with a date early in Zedekiah’s reign. However, the events that
Jeremiah refers to are much more difficult to date. A broken place in the
Babylonian Chronicle may refer to an attack by Nebuchadnezzar on Elam in
596/95, but that is not certain.21
The longest oracle of them all is that against Babylon. It was definitely written
from the perspective of the destruction of Jerusalem, for messengers flee from
Babylon to declare to Zion that the Lord has taken vengeance for His Temple
(50:28), and the prophecy takes cognizance of the desecration of the sanctuary
(51:51). Yet the destruction of Babylon is still future (51:58). When the fall of
the city is spoken of as accomplished (51:8), it is the prophetic perfect that is
used.
The oracle is probably a compilation of shorter poems about the fate of
Judah’s archenemy. At points it is interspersed with words of reassurance and
comfort for Judah: the return to Zion (50:4–7), pardon of the remnant of Israel
(50:17–20), the messenger’s word that the Lord has avenged Zion (50:28), the
promise that Judah’s Redeemer will give rest to the earth but none to Babylon
(50:33–34), and the beautiful image of the lion coming up out of the jungle of
the Jordan and the Lord frightening him away from the sheepfold (50:44–46).
The primary guilt of Babylon consisted in the atrocities she had committed
against the Lord and Zion (51:5, 24).
There is an interesting note in 51:59–64 that Jeremiah wrote all these things
against Babylon and sent Seraiah, who went with Zedekiah to Babylon in 594, to
read them by the Euphrates. If that applies to the entire oracle, then he composed

it before that date. We can be confident that part of it does predate that event, but
other parts may have been added after the fall of Jerusalem.
This section of the book of Jeremiah ends with the note, “Thus far are the
words of Jeremiah.” That implies that the editor of the book added chapter 52.
Two biographical interludes. Between the three “books” are two prose
narratives that relate incidents in the life and ministry of Jeremiah. The principle
of arrangement used in these collections seems to be no more than the fact that
Jeremiah is their leading character.
The first biographical interlude (chaps. 26–29) incorporates events from the
beginning of Jehoiakim’s reign (chap. 26, ca. 609/8) as well as the beginning of
Zedekiah’s rule (chaps. 27–29, ca. 597/96). Jeremiah’s trial before the elders
occurred in the early part of Jehoiakim’s reign (chap. 26), and the conflict with
Hananiah the prophet in the early reign of Zedekiah (chaps. 27–28). The letter of
Jeremiah to the exiles, also from Zedekiah’s reign, was written soon after the
exile of 597. The chronological scheme of this section is the following:
Biographical Interlude I (chaps. 26–29)
Jehoiakim Zedekiah
Chap. 26 (ca. 609/08)
Chaps. 27–28 (ca. 597/96);
Chap. 29 (same time)
The second biographical interlude (chaps. 32–45) is connected to the Book of
Consolation (chaps. 30–31) in that 32–33 record Jeremiah’s purchase of a field
in Anathoth when that town was already under Babylonian control in 588/87
(chap. 32), and they include promises of restoration of the kingdom and the
Davidic monarchy (chap. 33). Hope is the connection to the Book of
Consolation. In fact, whereas chapters 32–34 record events during the
Babylonian siege of Jerusalem (588–586), chapters 35–36 jump back to the reign
of Jehoiakim. The commendation of the Rechabites for faithfulness to their
father’s precepts likely occurred in the final days of Jehoiakim (598) when the
Babylonians had besieged Jerusalem, and the Rechabites, normally a nomadic
people, had taken refuge inside the city walls (chap. 35). Yet chapter 36 is earlier
still, the dictation of the first scroll (36:1–8) in the year 605 and the second scroll
in 604 (36:9–32).
Then the narrative makes another jump forward to Zedekiah’s reign in
chapters 37–39 to present events that occurred during the siege of Jerusalem.
First is the approach of Pharaoh Hophra (Apries) of Egypt to relieve the
besieged city, and then Jeremiah’s arrest when he was seen leaving the city,
supposed by his accusers to be deserting to the Chaldeans (chap. 37). The
account of Zedekiah’s consultation with Jeremiah in chapter 38 belongs to the

same period, and chapter 39 is a summary of the siege and fall of Jerusalem in
588–586.
The narrative moves chronologically to the days after the capture of Jerusalem
during the governorship and assassination of Gedaliah and the flight to Egypt of
those who attempted to avenge his death (chaps. 40–44). The historical narrative
of 40:7–41:18 parallels and greatly supplements the brief account of the events
in 2 Kings 25:23–26. So we have the following parallels between Jeremiah and
the historical sections and the book of Kings:
• Jer. 52:1–30 parallels and greatly supplements 2 Kings 24:18–25:21.
• Jer. 52:31–34 parallels 2 Kings 25:27–30.
• Jer. 40:7–41:18 parallels and greatly supplements 2 Kings 25:23–26.
• Jer. 39:1–10 parallels Jer. 52:4–16; both parallel 2 Kings 25:1–12.
Concluding this section is the account of Baruch’s self-pity (chap. 45), which
belongs not to the last days of Judah but to the fourth year of Jehoiakim, when
he had written the original scroll for Jeremiah (chap. 36). Perhaps the Lord’s
promise of Baruch’s life as booty (45:5) is in deference to the threats of
annihilation of those who fled to Egypt (chap. 44).
In summary, this section of narrative has the following chronological scheme:
Biographical Interlude II (chaps. 32–45)
Jehoiakim Zedekiah Gedaliah
36:1–8 (605)
45 (605)
36:9–32 (604)
35 (598)
32–34 (588/87) 37–39 (588–586)
40–44 (586–582)
Historical appendix (chap. 52). The final installment of the book is a
historical narrative briefly summarizing the reign of Zedekiah and relating the
stages of the Babylonian siege of Jerusalem, the number of the captives taken to
Babylon in the three exiles, and the release of King Jehoiachin from prison. The
narrative of 52:1–30 parallels and generously supplements that of 2 Kings
24:18–25:21, whereas 52:31–34 is more or less a parallel account of 2 Kings
25:27–30. Because the scope of this appendix extends to the death of
Nebuchadnezzar in 562, Jeremiah could hardly have written this narrative. In
fact the editor has given us the cue in 51:64 that Jeremiah’s words were ended
(“Thus far are the words of Jeremiah”).

Compilation and Authenticity

The prophecies of Jeremiah span a period of more than forty years, from
627/26 to perhaps as late as 582. The reconstruction of the process by which
they were written and brought together in this collection must remain
hypothetical. Yet R. K. Harrison is likely right when he states that the process of
transmitting the oracles from Jeremiah’s lips to their ultimate form “was
considerably less complex than has been assumed by the majority of liberal
writers on the subject.”22 On the other side of the spectrum, Davidson claims one
can scarcely talk about Jeremiah’s literary style because “strictly speaking, we
have no literature from him.”23 My assumption is that the material comes from
Jeremiah, most likely through the hand of his scribe Baruch, unless it can be
proved otherwise. As a review of modern scholarship on the subject reveals, that
process of proof is often subjective and prejudiced against the prophet. Of
course, the charge can be made in the other direction, and sometimes justifiably
so. Yet the assumptions upon which many critical scholars approach the
prophets are based upon those materials that they will allow to these biblical
spokesmen. For example, some interpreters will not allow universalism in the
preexilic prophets because they assume that idea was a postexilic belief. Even
literary style is an elusive criterion for determining authenticity and must be used
cautiously, although it certainly is not an invalid one.
Although the book of Jeremiah is not plagued by the number and scope of
controversial issues that have shrouded the book of Isaiah for the past century, it
nevertheless has been the subject of much discussion. It is widely agreed that
some form of the book came into being during Jeremiah’s lifetime, and as early
as 605–604 (chap. 36).
The first and second scrolls. The discussion above attempts to delineate major
sections within the book from the vantage point of the book as we have it today.
However certain is the compilation of a scroll containing Jeremiah’s prophecies
of the first twenty-three years, the content of that scroll is only vaguely defined
for us in the book. Three things are clear from the account: (1) it was intended to
elicit repentance (36:3); (2) its contents should have caused fear and made the
king and his servants mourn (36:24); and (3) it predicted that the king of
Babylon would come and destroy man and beast (36:29).
Thus we may draw one inference and one certain conclusion. We infer that
Jeremiah included prophecies that called Judah to repentance, and with certainty
we can conclude that he predicted destruction at the hands of the Babylonians.
Otto Eissfeldt has satisfactorily shown that chapters 1–25 do contain such
materials, although he limits them to sayings predominantly of a threatening
kind. In his view chapter 25 is the conclusion to the original scroll. The second

scroll then added the first-person narratives (chaps. 24, 27, 28, 32, 35).24 J. A.
Thompson has reviewed major proposals and concludes with John Bright and
others that trying to determine its content is so speculative as to be futile.25 Yet it
is quite probable that the contents of the first scroll are imbedded in chapters 1–
25. All the ingredients, however vague their description in chapter 36, are there.
As I have shown above, Judah’s sins are most clearly laid out in that section of
the book. Further, the theme of the foe from the north and finally the clear
prediction that Babylon is the enemy to be feared (20:4) are contained there.
Somewhere in those chapters lies the substance of the first scroll; speculation
beyond that is not helpful.
All we know about the second scroll is that it contained the words of the first
and “many similar words” (36:32). It is not satisfactory to limit one type of
material to the original scroll (e.g., Eissfeldt’s sayings) and conjecture that the
second scroll contained an additional type (e.g., Eissfeldt, first-person reports;26
and Pfeiffer, “confessions"27) because Jeremiah’s literary forms were probably
spread out over his ministry. It is not likely that he wrote the “confessions” in
one short period of time, because they were his prayers that represented a long
and disheartening career. If the three descriptive points mentioned above can
give any guidance, the second scroll contained more of the same: more
prophecies that explicated Judah’s idolatry and sinful history and perhaps even
additional prophecies about the Babylonian threat. Of course, the possibility of
other contents should not be excluded, but neither should it be limited to one
literary category.
Categorization of the literature. Since Sigmund Mowinckel’s work on
Jeremiah, his divisions of the literature of the book into three categories has
become a standard way to view the material,28 even if the composition of the
three types and their relationship to Jeremiah are not widely agreed upon.
Mowinckel called the prophetic oracles written in poetic form Type A. He
believed these to be genuine oracles of the prophet Jeremiah recorded without
introductory material or concluding formulas. Much of this kind of material is to
be found in chapters 1–25. It includes the “confessions” of Jeremiah. Other
examples are 2:2b–3, 5–37; 4:1–2, 3b–4, 5b–8. This type represents the poetic
form in which Jeremiah spoke his oracles. For the most part, there is wide
agreement that Type A originated with Jeremiah.
The literature that Mowinckel called Type B material was the historical
narratives about Jeremiah. Most of chapters 26–29 and 34–44 fall into this
category. Jeremiah is referred to in the third person. The Jeremianic nature of
this material is not as generally held, as with Type A. Mowinckel thought it

came from an Egyptian background during the century after Jeremiah’s death
(ca. 580–480). Other scholars have held that it originated during the prophet’s
lifetime. The natural inclination is to attribute this work or its editorial style to
the scribe Baruch. The narratives sound as though they were recorded by
someone contemporary with Jeremiah and perhaps even an eyewitness. Eissfeldt
agrees that Baruch contributed significantly to this material.29 Thompson insists
that the best candidate for the “biographer,” as he is called, is Baruch.30 H. G.
May has not been willing to accept Baruch’s part in these biographical sections
and insists that Baruch was merely Jeremiah’s amanuensis, not his biographer,
and the author of Type B materials could not be earlier than the first half of the
fifth century, because he wrote in the style of the Deuteronomic redactor.31
Because we have no writings that we know for certain came from Baruch’s
hand, it is impossible to say what his part in the composition of this type of
material was. It is more likely that he wrote materials in collaboration with
Jeremiah. His involvement with the prophet began at least as early as 605 (chap.
36) and continued to the end of Jeremiah’s public ministry in Judah. The two
men went to Egypt together at the insistence of Johanan and his party. Because
Baruch’s profession was that of a scribe and his employment with Jeremiah
utilized his professional skills, anything less than a significant role in the
editorial stage of the book would be inconceivable. He was known to be a man
of great influence (43:3).
Mowinckel called the third class of material Type C. In this category he
included the speeches written in a repetitive prose style and marked by
Deuteronomic language. They are scattered throughout the book, examples
being chapter 27; 29:16–20; 32:17–44; 34:12–22; 35:12–17. This material, urged
Mowinckel, was not from Jeremiah but belonged to the efforts of later editors.
There has been much discussion about this category. Bright has clearly shown
that, although there are correspondences in style between Jeremiah and
Deuteronomy, there are also significant differences. He concludes that it is a
style in its own right and that it belongs to the prose of the seventh to sixth
centuries.32 No wide agreement on Type C material is in view, but many
scholars are more willing to admit today that the material is much more
Jeremianic than had been assumed earlier. Perhaps enough credence has not
been given to the variety and development within Jeremiah’s writings. Many
scholars insist on development of his thought over the forty years of his ministry
but allow for little or no development in literary style and forms.
The Septuagint version of Jeremiah. The Greek translation of the Hebrew
text of Jeremiah is estimated to be about one-eighth shorter than the Masoretic

version. The omissions are largely single verses and parts of verses, but some
longer passages are missing, such as 17:1–5a; 29:16–20; 33:14–26; 39:4–13;
51:44b–49a; 52:27b–30. Those omissions may be due to scribal errors like
homoioteleuton or simple oversight.33 Yet some may indicate that the translator
was working with a different version of the Hebrew text than has come to us,
whereas still others reveal an ineptness on the part of the Greek translator.34
One of the most obvious differences between the Greek and Hebrew versions
is the position and order of the oracles against the nations (chaps. 46–51). In the
LXX they occur after 25:13a, with verse 14 omitted, whereas the Hebrew text
(and English translations) places them at the end of the book. The sequence of
the nations is quite different, with only Edom occupying the same position in
both lists. It is most probable that the book had reached its present form three
centuries before the Septuagint translation (ca. 250–150 B.C.), although there
may have been other rescensions of the book in existence. If the LXX translator
used another edition of Jeremiah, it was not superior to the Hebrew. Although
the LXX readings may occasionally be preferred over the Hebrew, the opposite
is more often the case. It has further been observed that the order of the Hebrew
oracles is closer to that of the order of the nations given in 25:17–26 than to the
Greek (both begin with Egypt and end with Babylon); and even though that may
be true, it is hardly close enough to make a case for the Hebrew order and
position on that basis. The list in chapter 25 was evidently not intended to be a
parallel to the list in chapters 46–51, for it adds some names and omits
Damascus and Kedar. Perhaps the Greek translator was attempting to arrange the
book more logically.35 The Lord’s promise to punish Babylon after the seventyyear exile had elapsed (25:12–13a) perhaps seemed to him a good place to insert
the oracles, following them with the oracle about Yahweh’s cup of wrath that
Jeremiah should cause the nations to drink (25:17–26).
We can speculate about the reasons for putting those prophecies at the end of
the Hebrew version. It may have been intended to balance out Jeremiah’s call to
the nations in the beginning of the book or perhaps to put the oracle against
Egypt close to the flight of the Judeans to that country. An even better reason
may be inferred from the final position of the oracle against Babylon and the
prose account that concludes it. Babylon had been the agent of Yahweh’s
judgment on Judah, but He had promised to turn on Babylon when the seventy
years were passed. The book ends with that expectation. In that case the present
form of the book would certainly precede the fall of Babylon in 539. In fact, the
entire book was probably finished around 560, because the closing narrative
records Nebuchadnezzar’s death and Jehoiachin’s release from prison, another

note of expectancy and hope. The LXX version of those oracles was too far
removed from the events of the sixth century to be concerned with such matters.
Most probably the Hebrew order is the original one.
The following table will help to make the comparisons between the oracles in
the two versions:
GREEK
HEBREW
25:15–20 Elam
49:34–39
26
Egypt
46:2–38
27—28
Babylon 50:1–51:58
29:1–7
Philistia 47:1–7
30:1–16 Edom
49:7–22
30:17–22 Ammon 49:1–6
30:23–28 Kedar
49:28–33
30:29–33 Damascus 49:23–27
31
Moab
48:1–47
32
the nations 25:15–38

THE MESSAGE OF JEREMIAH

The Lord promised to make Jeremiah like a “pillar of iron and as walls of
bronze” against Judah (1:18; 15:20), a people whose will, as it turned out to be,
was also made of bronze and iron (6:28). It was the will of God over against the
will of Judah. The hope behind Jeremiah’s ministry was that he would make the
difference.
As already observed, in public Jeremiah never flinched. He was invincible.
Whether it was the king seeking a word from the Lord or a false prophet who
publicly contradicted his message, this prophet of iron and bronze braced
himself against the leaning wall of Judah’s idolatrous and immoral conduct. Yet
in private he agonized over his dreadful task. When those two images are seen
together in the book, Yahweh’s power to call and equip His prophet is all the
more evident. And all the more obvious is the fact that His prophets were but
men.

The Purpose of the Book
The book of Jeremiah seems to involve two aims in its purpose. First,
Jeremiah announced the sin of Judah, which consisted basically in forsaking the
Lord and devising a religious system that epitomized disobedience to the Lord:

Then I said,
“How I would set you among My sons,
And give you a pleasant land,
The most beautiful inheritance of the nations!”
And I said, “You shall call Me, My Father, And not turn away from
following Me.”
Surely, as a woman treacherously departs from her lover,
So you have dealt treacherously with Me,
O house of Israel,” declares the Lord. (3:19–20)
What Yahweh really wanted was not more and better ritual but obedience
(7:21–26; 9:13; 11:7–8). It all boiled down to the fundamental requirement that

Hosea and Isaiah made of Israel—to know the Lord and live out that knowledge
in obedience to the ethical demands of the covenant: “ ‘But let him who boasts
boast of this, that he understands and knows Me, that I am the Lord who
exercises lovingkindness, justice, and righteousness on earth; for I delight in
these things,’ declares the Lord” (9:24).
The second aim was to announce judgment if repentance was not forthcoming.
The form of that judgment was the “evil from the north,” which Jeremiah
eventually came to understand as being Babylonia. Yet Yahweh was ready to
relent in His punishment of Judah if the people would only allow Him to remake
them as the potter reshapes the spoiled vessel at his wheel (18:1–11). The
announcement of judgment included Jeremiah’s role as prophet to the nations
(1:5), and there was also an element of reassurance involved in some instances
(48:47; 49:6, 39).

Judah and God: An Unnatural Relationship
In graphic imagery that the Judeans could understand, Jeremiah laid out the
dilemma:

For My people have committed two evils:
They have forsaken Me,
The fountain of living waters,
To hew for themselves cisterns,
Broken cisterns,
That can hold no water. (2:13)
In a land where water was at a premium, the spiritual condition of Judah was
that of one who had turned away from a flowing stream of water only to hew out
cisterns with holes in them, two illogical actions. Forsaking the water she
desperately needed to prepare a useless cistern for water she had already
forsaken—what an absurdity! Yet that describes the dilemma the nation had
fallen into.
If one inquired among the nations of the world, Judah’s apostasy could not be
duplicated:

Has a nation changed gods,
When they were not gods?
But My people have changed their glory
For that which does not profit. (2:11)
Therefore thus says the Lord,
“Ask now among the nations,
Who ever heard the like of this?
The virgin of Israel
Has done a most appalling thing.
For My people have forgotten Me,
They burn incense to worthless gods
And they have stumbled from their ways,
From the ancient paths,
To walk in bypaths,
Not on a highway.” (18:13, 15)
In more sentimental terms, Judah had done what a bride could not do:

Can a virgin forget her ornaments,
Or a bride her attire?
Yet My people have forgotten Me
Days without number. (2:32)
Judah had made unnatural conduct the norm. Yet she had inherited a tradition
of apostasy from her fathers who found no injustice in Yahweh but forsook Him
nevertheless (2:5; 9:14; 44:9–10, 16–19).
The most blatant form of apostasy in ancient Judah was idolatry in its worst
form. Jeremiah, like Hosea, used the term harlot to describe Judah’s pagan
worship (e.g., 2:20), for the people had stooped even to child sacrifice (7:30–31;
19:5; 32:35). The Yahwism of Jeremiah’s day was a blend of Mosaic and
Baalistic elements, sometimes committed openly in the Temple (7:30–31;
32:35). Like Isaiah, Jeremiah gibes the makers of idols and their products, which
“cannot speak … cannot walk,” and need not be feared, “For they can do no
harm / Nor can they do any good” (10:5).
In contrast, Judah’s God was maker of the heavens and earth (10:12; 32:17;
33:2; 51:15). He had called the people of Israel His children, but they had not
called Him their Father (3:19). Rather, the people had turned to the symbols of

Baalism and called a tree their father, and to a stone they said, “You gave me
birth” (2:27). Yet the blend of the two religions was so crafty that sometimes
they could not recognize that they had opted for Baalism (2:23).

How a Prophet Prayed
The recorded prayers of the prophets are prayers for both Israel and
themselves. Amos prayed on two occasions that God would arrest the process of
judgment on Israel that he saw coming (Amos 7:2–3, 5–6). Jonah’s prayer was
basically a prayer for himself (Jonah 2:2–9). Isaiah, out of agony that he must
say such awful words of judgment against Israel, prayed, “How long, O Lord?”
(Isa. 6:11a). Habakkuk’s prayer was a historical psalm, in which he reviewed
God’s mighty deeds in Israel’s history (Hab. 3:2–15).
The prayers of Jeremiah (11:18–23; 12:1–6; 15:10–21; 17:14–18; 18:18–23;
20:7–18; 32:17–25, 26–44) are basically personal prayers. They are sometimes
called Jeremiah’s “confessions” because they contain so many elements of
personal pain and complaint. They are a window into his soul. He was deeply
conscious of his own human sensitivities, of the tension that his prophetic call
had introduced into his life, of the inequities in the world as he knew it, and of
the powerful compulsion he had to fulfill his call. Rejected by his kinsmen of
Anathoth (11:21–23), commanded by God not to marry and not to participate in
the normal life of the community (16:1–9), abandoned in a cistern to die (38:1–
6), and imprisoned so he could not preach his demoralizing message of surrender
to the Babylonians (32:2), Jeremiah was a complexity of emotions and conflict.
The really stabilizing force in his life was the Lord, and at times he even
questioned whether the Lord was with him.
This prophet’s prayers ought not be taken as a model for our own prayers, like
the Lord’s Prayer. They are very personal, not phrased in the first person plural
as the Lord’s Prayer is (“Our Father, … give us this day our daily bread, and
forgive us our debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation,
but deliver us from evil….”) But, then, that is also the benefit of these prayers.
They show us how one person prayed. Even though they contain elements that
seem inappropriate in prayer (for example, his prayer for vengeance on his
enemies),36 they nevertheless draw the circle of prayer wide and allow room for
Jeremiah to express his frustration and disappointment, to review his faithfulness
to God and reflect on what good it had done him, and to lay out his pain and
look at it in God’s presence.

Prayer can be a great source of emotional healing. Jeremiah’s prayers reveal
that. They helped him put vengeance in God’s hands and leave it there, stay the
course and keep to his task of prophesying despite the strong opposition he
faced, and realize how truly powerful God was in his life and how dependent he
was upon Him. The mode of personal prayer is determined to a large degree by
the personality and disposition of the individual who prays. Some would never
think of accusing God of intentionally making their lives miserable. That’s just
not their disposition. So, although Jeremiah did it, that does not mean that this is
a proper model of prayer for everyone. However, the fact that Jeremiah
complained to God about the way He was treating him certainly seems to draw
the circle of prayer wide enough to allow for that kind of praying if it is
congenial to the individual’s disposition. Prayer ought to be an honest
engagement of the soul. One who prays ought not have to pretend that he or she
likes what is happening when he or she doesn’t. God honors that honesty. To
talk about one’s pain in the presence of the Lord of the universe, who feels it too,
is a prescription for spiritual wholeness.

The Love of God
Jeremiah’s message of God’s love, even though it is not as frequent as wrath,
is nevertheless powerful. God’s love for Israel is expressed with the metaphor of
the love of husband and wife (31:32). He loved Israel in the wilderness (2:1–3),
and His love for her was everlasting (31:2–3).
Another term that describes God’s relationship to Israel is that of Father and
son: “For I am a father to Israel, / And Ephraim is My firstborn” (31:9). Both of
these relationships had been broken, however, and Israel had become, to use a
different metaphor, a faithless wife and, much like Hosea’s description of
apostasy, had forsaken her Husband (3:20; 3:1–2). Because of that, the Lord
would divorce her. To put it another way, Judah had repudiated both the fatherson and the husband-wife relationships. The Lord had done everything He could
for His son, but the boy had not reciprocated in love (3:19).
When we consider the powerful forces of the ancient world that courted
Israel’s loyalty, it is not surprising that they were in such turmoil about whom
they should follow. Moreover, the leaders (“shepherds”) had scattered the people
and driven them away, just the opposite of what was expected of shepherds
(23:2). The false prophets had failed to apply the kind of poultice needed to heal
the wounds of Israel (“have healed the wound of my people lightly” [6:14]), not

proclaiming the Lord’s words to His people (23:22), even making the people
forget God’s Name (23:27) and leading them astray with their lies (23:32). The
realities of Jeremiah’s time do not compose a pretty picture, but the wonders of
God’s love eventually work their transforming power on a people that has
forgotten God, rejuvenating their memory and reconstituting their character.

The Covenant Old and New
Using the imagery of Israel as God’s bride, Jeremiah depicts Yahweh’s
special covenant relationship to the nation (2:2–3). It was rooted in the historical
Exodus from Egypt,37 and its principal character was to be found in obedience
(7:23; 11:4). The Judeans were quite religious, for they never stopped sacrificing
and fulfilling the ritual requirements, but they had been able to disassociate
religion from morality, the benefits of the covenant from its responsibilities.
They committed their moral violations, breaking the Ten Commandments, and
came to the Temple and felt secure (7:1–11). The ceremonial law was to them a
manipulative tool, and they had learned to use it well, or so they thought.
Perhaps that was the design of their actions in 34:8–22 when, in the midst of the
Babylonian siege, they released their Hebrew slaves in compliance with the
Mosaic covenant (Ex. 21:2). The insincerity of that act was transparent when
they took them back, believing the crisis had passed. Ritual without morality
could not satisfy the demands of a just God who required righteousness and
holiness of His people (6:20; 11:15).
The history of Yahweh’s covenant dealings with Israel was paralleled by the
prophetic movement, yet the words of the prophets were served upon a
disobedient people (7:25–26). Jeremiah saw himself in that long chain of
witnesses whom Israel had rejected and abused. His professional loyalty was
pledged to the God who called him, however, and not to that company that went
under the name of “prophets.” He really felt quite alone, and as Abraham
pleaded that Sodom be spared if only five righteous persons could be found
there, Jeremiah looked for only one such person in Jerusalem so that Yahweh
might pardon the city (5:1).
What a tragic history Israel had lived. The conclusion to her story was woven
out of the threads she had spun. Nevertheless the Lord would not accept the
conclusion that was woven in the darkest hues of destruction and exile. Rather,
He would inaugurate a new day when Jerusalem would not be known as the
resting place of the ark but the throne of God (3:16–17). The Exodus from Egypt

would cease to be the landmark of history, replaced by the return from exile as
the new landmark,
“Therefore behold, days are coming,” declares the Lord, “when it will no
longer be said, ‘As the Lord lives, who brought up the sons of Israel out of
the land of Egypt,’ but, ‘As the Lord lives, who brought up the sons of Israel
from the land of the north and from all the countries where He had
banished them.’ For I will restore them to their own land which I gave to
their fathers.” (16:14–15; cf. 23:7–8)
The covenant that had been so peripheral for Israel would become a vital
organ of existence. Written formerly on tablets of stone, the new age would be
characterized by a covenant written on the heart of Israel (31:31–34). Nothing
short of that could erase the sin that was written with an iron stylus upon Israel’s
heart (17:1–4). The sin and apostasy that had blackened her past would be
outdistanced by God’s grace, which would distinguish her future.

The Future of Judah
The centerpiece of Jeremiah’s future age was the return from exile. We have
already noted that once that event occurred it would take a more prominent place
in history than the Exodus. Purified by the Exile, Yahweh’s people would return
after seventy years (25:12; 29:10). Yet Jeremiah saw further into the future than
the Exile. His foresight included a renewed Jerusalem that would reflect God’s
holiness (31:23–25) and bear a new name, “The Lord is our righteousness”
(33:16). The Messianic age comes into view in our prophet’s eschatology
distinguished by a restored Davidic Ruler, the Righteous Branch, who will
dispense equity and justice (23:5; 33:14–16). Both Judah and Israel will come to
Zion (50:4–5), and the Gentiles will benefit from the blessings of that new day
(3:17). The new covenant will be written on the hearts of men and women, and
the law of God will be thus internalized (31:31–34).
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NAHUM

Few voices among the preexilic prophets have resounded with such immediacy
of divine vindication as Nahum. The preaching of judgment by the prophets had
primarily taken the form of judgment against Israel and Judah. Yet the other side
of that message of Yahweh’s vengeance against sin and idolatry was their
message, strongly worded and emotionally charged, against the nations. We
have those collections in Amos, Isaiah, Zephaniah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel.
However, in only two cases, Nahum and Obadiah, is a prophet preoccupied with
his message against a foreign nation. Jonah might also be included in that
category, but that book does not belong generically to the oracles against the
nations as do Nahum and Obadiah.
Nahum even distinguishes himself from Obadiah in the sense that he zooms in
on the event of vindication and gives his audience an audio-visual experience by
means of his powerful poetic style. If there was any doubt that the Lord would
take vengeance upon Nineveh, the evil capital of Assyria, Nahum with his
graphic word pictures of her fall would remove it out of mind. The sight of
warriors dressed in red, flashing steel, madly racing chariots, frantic Assyrian
soldiers hurrying to the wall, galloping horses, piles of corpses, combined with
the sounds of women moaning like doves, leaves the audience with the feeling of
having tuned in on the devastation. The scenes with all their visual horror,
painted with the colorful hues of Nahum’s vocabulary, give an immediacy to
divine judgment that mere threats and promises cannot give. The threat of
judgment is present in the book (1:8, 14; 3:5–6), but the reality of judgment is
the thing that Nahum seeks to bring to his audience.
It has been recognized that the prophets often envisioned future events with
such confidence of their reality that they spoke of them as having already
occurred. In grammatical terms that phenomenon has been called the “prophetic
perfect.”1 For example, Isaiah used that grammatical construction to predict the
new day for Israel after the Assyrian conquest of the Galilean region: “The
people who walked in darkness have seen a great light; those who dwelt in a
land of deep darkness, on them has light shined” (Isa. 9:2 RSV).
The light is a future event described in Messianic terminology in the
succeeding verses, but Isaiah was so certain of it that he spoke about it as
completed action.
Nahum is that kind of prophecy. Although the fall of Nineveh was in the
future (1:13–14), our prophet was so certain it would happen that he described it,
not as already having occurred, but as transpiring before the eyes of his audience
(2:3–7; 3:1–7). If we could speak of a “prophetic present,” then that is what we
have in Nahum. He paints a word portrait of the vindication that the Lord would
take on the Assyrian capital.

NAHUM THE MAN

Our knowledge of the prophet is so minimal that we can hardly justify this
category. With John Merlin Powis Smith we recognize that he is “little more to
us than a voice.”2 The only personal information the book provides is that he
was an “Elkoshite” (1:1). Unfortunately the location of the town of Elkosh is
uncertain. Three places have been suggested. The first is modern Al-Kish, a
town about twenty-four miles north of the ancient site of Nineveh. However,
there is no substantive evidence that Nahum ever lived there, and the tradition
itself is late. The second location is found in Jerome’s commentary on Nahum.
He identified it with Helkesei, or Elkese, in Galilee (perhaps modern ElKauzeh).3 In Jerome’s time it still existed. Valid questions, however, have been
raised about Nahum’s association with Galilee.4 The third proposal is the
southern part of Judah. A Syriac version of the prophets, ascribed to Epiphanius,
locates Elkosh “beyond Bet Gabre, of the tribe of Simeon.”5 The value of that
tradition may be questionable, but it does point in the right direction, that is, to a
southern provenance, for Nahum obviously spoke to Judah (1:15 [Heb. version
2:1]).

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND AND DATE OF THE PROPHECY

Historical Background
The decline of the Assyrian Empire had been in process for some time when
Nineveh, the capital, gave way to an enemy attack in the year 612 B.C.6 The
Medes and Babylonians in alliance against the imperial city marched up the
Tigris in the summer of 612 and within three months took Nineveh, looting the
temple and turning the city into a pile of debris. No details of the assault are
given in the Babylonian Chronicle, which leads D. J. Wiseman to remark that
that silence may support the classical theory7 that the final breach of the walls
resulted from a high flood of the Tigris River. In the autumn Ashur-uballit, the
reigning Assyrian monarch, rallied his supporters to the provincial capital of
Harran and reaffirmed his sovereignty over the empire.8
The internal evidence of the book of Nahum points to some Assyrian invasion
of Judah in the past that had caused great suffering for the nation (1:9, 12, 15).
That may be a specific invasion or a reference to an aggregate of the Assyrian
invasions, for the Assyrians had harassed them since the days of Ahaz. The latter
seems to be the better option. It was the aggregate sins of Assyria against Judah
and the nations that justified God’s wrath (1:12; 3:4).

Outline of Nahum
1. God’s Character as Avenger and Savior (1:2–8)
1. As Avenger (1:2–3a)
2. As Sovereign in Nature (1:3b–5)
3. Rhetorical Question (1:6)
4. In Relation to the Faithful (1:7)
5. In Relation to His Enemies (1:8)
2. God’s Character Manifested in Vengeance on Nineveh and Mercy on Judah
(1:9–2:2)
1. Address to Nineveh (1:9–11)

2. Address to Judah (1:12–13)
3. Address to Nineveh (1:14)
4. Address to Judah (1:15)
5. Address to Nineveh (2:1)
6. Comfort for Judah (2:2)
3. God’s Character Manifested in the Fall of Nineveh (2:3–3:19)
1. Description of Siege of Nineveh (2:3–9)
2. Taunt against Nineveh (2:10–12)
3. Address to Nineveh (2:13)
4. Woe to Nineveh (3:1)
5. Description of Siege of Nineveh (3:2–4)
6. Address to Nineveh (3:5–6)
7. Lament over Nineveh (3:7)
8. Address to Nineveh (3:8–13)
9. Address to Nineveh (prepare for the siege!) (3:14–17)
10. J. Address to King of Assyria (3:18–19)
Regardless of when scholars would date the ministry of Nahum and the
composition of the book, it is almost a universal opinion that the prophecy is
concerned with the fall of Nineveh in 612 B.C. The name of the city only occurs
three times in the book. Outside of the superscription (1:1) it does not occur in
the prophecy itself until 2:8, and then the last time in 3:7, but the pronouns in
1:8, 9, 11, 13–14, and 2:1 refer to Nineveh.

Date of the Prophecy
The terminus a quo and terminus ad quem of Nahum’s activity can be easily
established. His reference to the capture of Thebes (No-Amon) in 3:8–9, which
fell to Assurbanipal in 663, fixes the terminus a quo, and the fall of Nineveh in
612 establishes the terminus ad quem. A few scholars have thought the book was
written after the event, but their view has not been generally accepted. The
majority opinion is that Nahum prophesied a few years before the fall of
Nineveh, perhaps as late as 614. That position seems tenable, especially in view
of the fact that it was the period in which the Medes and Babylonians were
gaining momentum, and Assyrian power and glory were in decline. The period
between the rise of Nabopolassar, as a result of his defeat of the Assyrians at
Babylon (626), and the fall of Asshur is a likely time for the prophecy. We

should not assume, however, that Nahum merely read the political events of his
times and forecast what seemed obvious to him. He saw the fall of Nineveh
through the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, whether he was close to or distant
from the event. Certainly he was a keen observer of political events, as were
most of the prophets, and that has a place in any theory of how the prophets
predicted the future, but it was secondary, whereas the Word of Yahweh was
primary.
Proposals for an early date have also been made. C. F. Keil was of the opinion
that the defeat of Sennacherib at Jerusalem in 701 probably furnished the
occasion for the prophecy.9 Walter A. Maier has formulated a case for a date
between the fall of Thebes to Assurbanipal and the year of its recapture by
Psamtik I, because the prophet seemed not to know about the restoration of the
city to the Egyptians. He dates Nahum between 668/67 and 654.10

LITERARY FORM AND ANALYSIS

The book is an extended poem that predicts the fall of Nineveh and the
collapse of the Assyrian Empire.

Style
As a poet Nahum comes very close to Isaiah.11 He is bold and picturesque in
his imagery, crisp and dignified in his expressions.12 He uses no superfluous
wordage, and perhaps because of his word conservation he makes sudden
transitions from one idea to another, producing marked contrasts. For example,
in 1:2 Nahum uses the word “avenge” three times, but in 1:3 he introduces the
patience of the Lord. In 1:14 he pronounces doom upon Nineveh, and in 1:15 he
sees the good news of her fall flashed from mountaintop to mountaintop.

Literary Form
Hypothesis of an acrostic in chapter 1. The literary form of chapter 1 has been
identified as an incomplete alphabet acrostic. It begins, it is supposed, in verse
2a and is sustained with much irregularity through verse 10, with the ayin and
tsade lines (i.e., beginning with the 16th and 18th letters of the Hebrew alphabet)
perhaps preserved in verses 13 and 14. Ever since Hermann Gunkel attempted to
reconstruct the acrostic of the poem,13 many efforts have been expended in that
direction. J. M. P. Smith in his 1911 commentary stated that the acrostic
structure was “too clearly apparent to be a subject of reasonable doubt.” He
mentioned that the only doubters of his day were A. B. Davidson and George
Adam Smith.14 The original opening, in his view, had been lost and replaced by
the acrostic poem.15
When an examination of chapter 1 is made, however, the acrostic hypothesis
is rather unconvincing. The following analysis follows the Masoretic divisions
of the lines and indicates how disruptive is any attempt to follow the order of the
letters of the Hebrew alphabet:

(The conjunction [vav] has been ignored except in verse 5b where it would
naturally follow he.)
As is obvious from the above list, unless the acrostic has been tortured almost
beyond recognition (as some suggest!), there is too much confusion in the order
of the letters for the acrostic hypothesis to be convincing. Oswald T. Allis has
suggested that, instead of an acrostic, we should think in terms of topical
emphasis. Other literary devices that figure prominently in the book are
repetition, alliteration, assonance, and paronomasia.16
The assumption that the acrostic has been lost has led to the further
speculation that little of chapter 1 can be identified with Nahum. J. M. P. Smith
says the first genuine Nahum material appears in 1:11, 14 and 2:1, 3; the rest of
the book is genuine except 3:18–19.17 Otto Eissfeldt seriously questions 1:2–9
but does not reach a hard conclusion on the matter.18 For the most part, with the

exception of chapter 1, the critics have given the material good marks for
genuineness. Further, if chapter 1 is not treated as a badly mauled acrostic poem,
there is no good reason to exclude it from Nahum’s genuine works. It certainly is
in harmony with the tone of the book, and it beautifully prepares the stage for the
major theme of the book.
The liturgical hypothesis. Paul Haupt first proposed that Nahum was not a
prophecy but a liturgy.19 The liturgical hypothesis was adopted by Paul
Humbert, who conjectured that it was a New Year’s liturgy for the year 612
B.C.20 Ernst Sellin and Georg Fohrer have followed that line of thinking, isolating
three prophetic liturgies: (1) 1:12–13, 15; 2:2; (2) 1:10–11, 14; 2:1; 3:13; (3)
3:1–7.21
An alternating pattern between addresses to Nineveh and Judah is identifiable
in chapter 2, but the kind of responses one would expect in a liturgy are hard to
find in the book. Further, the superscription calls it an “oracle” and a “vision,”
terms that hardly qualify for a liturgical composition. There are two faulty
underlying assumptions of this hypothesis. The first is that the prophets contain a
considerable amount of cultic material. Indeed they were not diametrically
opposed to the cult, but the cultic associations of the prophets have been
overemphasized. If any of the writing prophets can legitimately be called “cult”
prophets, it is doubtful that they composed any liturgies to be used in the
services of the Temple. At least we do not have any clear examples of that in the
prophetic books. The second questionable assumption is that the book celebrates
the fall of Nineveh after the fact. Yet there are clear indications that the event
was yet future (1:14; 3:5, 7).22
The cultic-mythological hypothesis. Alfred Haldar developed the thesis that
Nahum originated in the nationalistic cultic circles as propaganda against the
declining Assyrian Empire. He saw numerous allusions to the mythological
motifs in the Mesopotamian and Ugaritic religious systems. In agreement with
A. Johnson and G. Widengren, he believed that he detected the cult of the dying
and resurrected god as a major element of preexilic religion in Judah.23 This
hypothesis, still accepted by a number of leading scholars, is based largely upon
the presupposition that Israel celebrated an annual festival in which Yahweh was
reenthroned, much like the akitu festival of Babylonia in which the death of the
god was mourned and his resurrection from Sheol celebrated. However, aside
from similar phraseology, which may be more poetic than mythical, there is very
little substance in the OT for such a hypothesis. And certainly the anti-idolatry
theme of the prophets would countermand such an emphasis. Haldar’s
hypothesis represents another instance of what has been called “parallelomania.”

Analysis
The prophecy of Nahum opens with a description of God’s character (1:2–3a)
and a rehearsal of His sovereign power over nature (1:3b–5). The rhetorical
question that follows in 1:6 anticipates the success of Yahweh’s judgment upon
Nineveh:

Who can stand before His indignation?
Who can endure the burning of His anger?
His wrath is poured out like fire,
And the rocks are broken up by Him.
Then 1:7–8 draws a contrast between the Lord as a stronghold for those who
take refuge in Him and the Lord as the avenger of those who oppose Him. Thus
the stage is set for a series of alternating addresses to Nineveh and Judah
interspersed with graphic descriptions of the fall of the imperial city. All reflect
key aspects of God’s character, specifically (1) as an Avenger and a Savior (1:2–
8); (2) in His vengeance on Nineveh and mercy on Judah (1:9–2:2); and (3) in
His responses during the fall of Nineveh (2:3–3:19) These are detailed in the
outline of the book, shown on page 264.
It is not surprising that the words addressed to Judah are in the nature of
comfort. That harmonizes with the description of Yahweh’s vengeance and
mercy related in 1:2–8 (particularly vv. 7–8). There is an alternating pattern
between vengeance and comfort that extends from 1:9–2:2, and from that point
the prophecy is exclusively preoccupied with the siege and fall of Nineveh. In
that section of the prophecy the two literary centers are the graphic scenes
depicting the city under siege (2:3–9; 3:2–4). Nahum’s message is illustrated
most vividly at those two points where the “visionary” nature of the prophecy
becomes real. Furthermore, Nahum provides the reason for the destruction of
Nineveh—her perfidy among the nations (3:4).
The literary form is not the regular oracular style of the prophets, even though
the usual oracular formulas are used.24 Nor is it dialogue, because Judah and
Nineveh do not speak. Only Yahweh and the prophet are heard speaking in the
book.
The literary style of 1:2–8 is that of a poetic oracle lauding Yahweh’s nature
as Judge and Savior, very much in psalmic style. Beyond that, however, the

remainder of the book exhibits distinct similarities to the oracles against the
nations. It is doubtful that Nahum communicated his prophecy to Nineveh, but
he certainly delivered it to Judah. That seems to have been the case with most of
the oracles against the foreign nations. They were spoken to Israel or Judah
rather than to the foreign powers themselves, although Jeremiah provided
exceptions.25 The oracle of Jeremiah against Egypt is particularly helpful for
purposes of comparison. It contains the same kind of instructions for preparing
for battle, along with a description of combat, as we have in Nahum (Jer. 46:2–5;
Nah. 2:1b, 3–7, 9; 3:2–3, 14). Further, Jeremiah’s oracle against Egypt contains
words of comfort for Israel (46:27–28), which is also a large element in
Nahum’s prophecy, as pointed out above. In fact, beginning with 1:9 the book
falls into the category of the national oracles. It is designed to reassure Judah
that the Lord was faithful to His own nature as Judge and Redeemer. As is the
case with most of the oracles against the nations, Nahum is triumph, not
warning.

RELATIONSHIP TO NATIONAL PROPHETS

Having indicated Nahum’s relationship to the prophets who pronounced
oracles against foreign nations, the question naturally arises whether he was
closer to such prophets as Amos, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, who also issued
oracles against the nations, or to the “national” prophets whom Jeremiah
condemned as responsible for Judah’s false security. The presence of this book
in the canon of Holy Scripture is enough to settle the question in the minds of
many who are committed to the inerrant work of the Holy Spirit in canonical
formation. Whatever presuppositions about the nature of inspiration one brings
to the study of the prophets, exploring the issue may turn out to be instructive.
Nevertheless it has been raised by leading scholars, and a response seems
appropriate.
J. M. P. Smith classed Nahum as “a representative of the old, narrow and
shallow prophetism” that deposited its point of view through such men as
Hananiah (Jer. 28) and the four hundred prophets who counterbalanced Micaiah
ben Imlah’s foreboding reputation (1 Kings 22).26 An examination of the words
of condemnation against the false prophets reveals a nationalism that was rather
blind to Israel’s sins and an optimism that could not be justified if the welfare of
the nation was dependent upon adherence to ethical standards. In fact, the latter
condition seems to have been the point of contention between the false prophets
and their canonical counterparts. The latter insisted that Yahweh operated in
history on the basis of moral absolutes that were an expression of His own moral
nature. Israel’s destiny was tied to a moral response to Yahweh’s demands. On
the other hand, the false prophets insisted that Yahweh paid no regard to ethical
matters. They were much closer to the standards of the Mesopotamian prophets,
who had the national welfare in front of their portfolio and cared little for the
ethical concerns that distinguished the Hebrew prophets. That allegation,
however, can certainly not be made against Nahum. He distanced himself from
the national prophets in the opening poem, describing Yahweh as a moral deity,
punishing evil and securing those who take refuge in Him. Even though Nahum
does not, like most of the Hebrew prophets, indict Judah for his sins, the ethical
undergirding of his theology is apparent. We can only guess why he did not do
so. Some have thought that the reform of Josiah had effected such a moral
change that there was no compelling need to indict the people. That, judging
from Jeremiah, is hardly convincing. The relative success of the reform may

have created new optimism, but it certainly did not clear away all of the evils of
the nation. The most probable reason that Nahum did not indict the nation for its
sins is to be found in the single purpose of his prophecy. Habakkuk also
restricted his focus to a single issue and did not indict Judah for his sins. In like
manner Nahum presented the fall of Nineveh as historical evidence that Yahweh
would “by no means leave the guilty unpunished” (1:3). Nahum, therefore,
belongs in the mainstream of prophetic thought and definitely parts company
with the national prophets who preached security apart from ethical obedience.

MESSAGE AND THEOLOGICAL PROBLEM

The message of Nahum is two-pronged. Capsulated in 1:7–8, it proclaims the
Lord as sovereign in judgment and salvation:

The Lord is good,
A stronghold in the day of trouble,
And He knows those who take refuge in Him.
But with an overflowing flood
He will make a complete end of its site,
And will pursue His enemies into darkness.
As already demonstrated in the analysis above, Yahweh’s sovereign command
of the world and its inhabitants (including even the Assyrians) is an expression
of His essential being. When He, the God of vengeance, appears, who can stand
before Him? Who can endure His fiery anger? (1:5). He is not a nature God who
only prescribes and orders the operation of the physical world, but He is a
universal God who relates judicially to those who oppose Him and mercifully to
those who seek refuge in Him. To call Nahum a theologian would be an
overstatement, but he understood the theological issue that preoccupied his
message. Lest Yahweh should be accused of acting arbitrarily, the prophet lays
down the ground principles on which God operates. Vengeance had been a long
time in coming—”He is slow to anger”—but He could bring it to pass, for He is
“great in power” (1:3). His wrath was a “well-considered wrath.”27
For some interpreters Nahum poses a theological problem because he is so
preoccupied with the wrath of Yahweh. However, the prophet himself was not
vindictive. He certainly did not, for example, exhibit the tone of the imprecatory
psalms (Pss. 35, 69, 109),28 but rather he knew that vindication was in the Lord’s
hands. And Nahum was confident that the Lord could handle the Assyrian
problem. Only those who cannot accept the wrath of God as a valid expression
of Yahweh’s nature will stumble on the theological ideas of Nahum. But then
that same problem will exclude much more of Scripture. The interpreter’s
responsibility is to accept the God of Nahum as He is, not as he wishes Him to
be.
The book of Nahum brings to mind the prophecy of Jonah. They have much in

common. Both were concerned with the city of Nineveh. Both believed very
strongly in the sovereignty of God over nature and nations. Jonah knew Yahweh
as a “gracious and compassionate God, slow to anger and abundant in
lovingkindness” (Jonah 4:2). Nahum knew Him as that kind of God. But “slow
to anger” implies that the process, undiverted by repentance, would advance to
incandescence. Jonah’s message elicited repentance. He had not designed it that
way, but God had. Nahum’s message brought no repentance, nor did God intend
it to. Nineveh’s time had run out. Her fortifications would fall like ripened figs
when the tree is shaken (3:12).
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EZEKIEL

The degree to which the prophetic and priestly roles in ancient Israel were
mutually cooperative or exclusively resistant is still an open question in OT
studies. Most likely there was something of both in the history of prophecy.
Some of the classical prophets had strong words to say against the sacrificial
practices of their times, but the system had the authority of Moses and the
prophets’ God behind it, so it is not likely that they altogether rejected the cultic
institution. On the other hand, much has been written about the cultic
associations of the prophets Habakkuk, Nahum, Obadiah, and Joel. Whereas
much of the theory that surrounds the study of those prophets is hypothetical, it
does raise the issue, an important one indeed, regarding the relationship between
prophecy and cult.
We cannot further address the matter here, but the point should be made that
with the prophet Ezekiel we clearly have a merging of the two thought strands,
or classical roles, in Israelite history.
There is no certain way of knowing whether Ezekiel ever functioned as a
priest in the Jerusalem Temple. It is my opinion that he did not, but that
nevertheless his knowledge of the Temple and sacrificial system was acquired
with a view toward the priestly profession. Perhaps only his exile to Babylonia
prevented him from entering the priesthood. However that may be, it is obvious
that he saw himself in the priestly ranks, for he calls himself a priest in 1:3, and
his description of the New Temple and cultic functions in chapters 40–48
removes all doubt about his priestly orientation. In fact, he cast his vision of the
future in the form of the New Temple and resumption of worship there.
In Ezekiel prophet and priest converge; it can hardly be said that one role
serves the other. Despite the strong cultic elements in the book, he is foremost a
prophet. Yet the two offices contribute their essential strengths through him to
bring the coming kingdom of God into sharp focus. Each had that as its distinct
religious function in Israelite life, so in combination they could theoretically
usher in the kingdom with much greater power. The unutterable tragedy in 586
B.C. proved the accuracy of prophetic vision and delineated the necessity of the
Temple system, especially the dejection of life without it. It is no accident that
when the restoration began to take real shape in the days of Zerubbabel, it did so
under the cooperative tutelage of prophets and priests. It would be presumptuous
to suggest that Ezekiel had anything to do with that facet of restoration, but it is
fair to say that he saw the potential of both offices, empowered by the Lord’s
Spirit, to produce the kingdom toward which both had aimed.

EZEKIEL THE MAN

In the opening verses of the book, Ezekiel identifies his location as the “land
of the Chaldeans by the river Chebar” (1:3) and counts himself “among the
exiles” (1:1). The exile of Jehoiachin in 597 B.C. is his point of reference, as he
makes clear in 1:2. However, he does not explicitly state that he had been
expatriated with Jehoiachin, but he implies as much in 40:1 when he dates his
vision in the twenty-fifth year “of our exile.” So there is no doubt that he was
among the company of people whom the Babylonians exiled in 597.
He further informs us that he was a priest (1:3), a fact that is reinforced by his
use of priestly language and his interest in the Temple. If the enigmatic “thirtieth
year” (1:1) was the thirtieth year of his life, then he probably never actively
served as a priest in the Temple, because there is reason to believe that the
priests assumed their office at the age of thirty years (Num. 4:3), perhaps
beginning their preliminary training at age twenty (1 Chron. 23:24). It may be
that prior to exile Ezekiel had been involved in preparatory instruction for the
priesthood. Certainly that would explain his knowledge of the law and the
Temple even if in fact he had not functioned in the priestly office.
We also know that he was married, and that his wife, also with him in exile,
died suddenly in approximately 587 while Jerusalem was under siege (24:16–
27). But unlike Hosea and Isaiah, we have no knowledge of any children they
may have had.

Outline of Ezekiel
1. Events and Oracles Concerning the National Day of the Lord: Israel’s
Doom (chaps. 1–24)
1. Events and Oracles Relating to Ezekiel’s Call and Ministry (chaps. 1–
5)
1. Superscription (1:1–3)
2. The Vision of the Lord’s Chariot-throne (1:4–28)
3. Ezekiel’s Commission (2:1–3:15)
4. The Watchman (3:16–21)
5. Ezekiel’s Dumbness (3:22–27)
6. Four Symbolic Actions (4:1–5:17)

2. Predictions of the End—the Day of the Lord (chaps. 6–7)
1. Prophecy against the Mountains of Israel (6:1–14)
2. The End (7:1–27)
3. Visions of Temple Abominations and the Departure of the Glory of the
Lord (chaps. 8–11)
1. Visions of Jerusalem and the Glory of God (8:1–6)
2. Elders Practicing Idolatry (8:7–13)
3. The Tammuz Cult (8:14–15)
4. Worship of the Sun (8:16–18)
5. Executioners in Jerusalem (9:1–11)
6. The Chariot-throne and Punishment of Jerusalem (10:1–8)
7. The Chariot and the Cherubim Described Again (10:9–17)
8. The Departure of the Glory of the Lord from the Temple (10:18–
22)
9. The Death of Pelatiah (11:1–13)
10. A New Heart for the Exiles (11:14–25)
4. The Realities of Judgment against Jerusalem (chaps. 12–24)
1. Two Symbolic Acts (12:1–20)
2. Popular Sayings Counteracted (12:21–28)
3. Against Prophets and Prophetesses (13:1–23)
4. Polemic against Idolatry (14:1–11)
5. The Ineffectiveness of Righteousness to Deliver Jerusalem
(14:12–23)
6. Allegory of the Vine (15:1–8)
7. Allegory of the Unfaithful Wife (16:1–63)
8. Allegory of the Two Eagles (17:1–24)
9. The Doctrine of Individual Responsibility (18:1–20)
10. Justification of Judgment (18:21–32)
11. Lament for the Kings and Nation (19:1–14)
12. Discourse on History (20:1–44)
13. Judgment on Judah (20:45–21:32)
14. Three Oracles on the Evil of Jerusalem (22:1–31)
15. Oholah and Oholibah (23:1–49)
16. The Rusty Cauldron (24:1–14)
17. The Death of Ezekiel’s Wife (24:15–27)
2. Events and Oracles Concerning the International Day of the Lord: The
Doom of the Nations (chaps. 25–32)
1. Against Neighboring Nations (25:1–17)
1. Against Ammon (25:1–7)

2. Against Moab (25:8–11)
3. Against Edom (25:12–14)
4. Against the Philistines (25:15–17)
2. Against Tyre and Sidon (26:1–28:26)
1. Against Tyre (26:1–28:19)
2. Against Sidon (28:20–26)
3. Against Egypt (29:1–32:32)
3. Events and Oracles Concerning the National Day of the Lord: Israel’s
Restoration (chaps. 33–48)
1. Renewed Call and Summons to Repentance (33:1–33)
2. The Divine Shepherd (34:1–31)
3. Condemnation of Edom (35:1–15)
4. Israel’s Restoration (36:1–37:28)
5. The Lord’s Decisive Judgment against the Ultimate Foe (38:1–39:29)
6. The New Temple (40:1–48:35)
1. Introduction to the Vision (40:1–4)
2. Description of the Courts (40:5–47)
3. Description of the Temple and Its Auxiliary Buildings (40:48–
41:26)
4. The Priests’ Chambers (42:1–14)
5. The External Measurements of the Temple Area (42:15–20)
6. The Return of the Glory of the Lord to the Temple (43:1–12)
7. The Altar (43:13–27)
8. The Ministers and Their Duties (44:1–45:8)
9. The Offering and Other Regulations (45:9–46:24)
10. The River Flowing from the Temple (47:1–12)
11. The Tribal Boundaries (47:13–23)
12. The Tribal Allotments of the Land (48:1–29)
13. The Gates of Jerusalem and Its Measurements (48:30–35)
Just what respect he may have commanded among his compatriots who
remained in Palestine cannot be determined with absolute confidence, but we
may assume that the refugee who came from Palestine to announce the fall of
Jerusalem came to Ezekiel because of the reputation the prophet had in Judah
(33:21).
In the Jewish community of Babylonia his reputation was well known and
respected, for the elders of the exilic community came to inquire of him on
several occasions (8:1; 14:1; 20:1).1

THE LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY OF EZEKIEL

In the modern era Ezekiel has undergone the same kind of critical scrutiny
that the other major prophets have been subjected to. Gustav Hoelscher, for
example, believing that Ezekiel was a poet who wrote in qinah meter, found no
more than 170 verses out of the 1273 in the book to be genuine.2 The book fared
little better at the hands of William A. Irwin, whose so-called “inductive study”
of Ezekiel produced the conclusion that only 251 verses were genuine in whole
or in part.3 On the other hand, Moshe Greenberg’s recent work has signaled a
move in the other direction in Ezekiel studies, not to suggest that the radical
positions of Hoelscher and Irwin ever represented a scholarly consensus. He
believes the evidence is weighted in favor of the sixth-century prophet, who
certainly shaped the book, if not provided the very words that have come to us.4
A review of the literature on Ezekiel can be found in other sources,5 so we want
to approach our task by considering the critical problems that continue to
preoccupy the scholarly literature.

Geographical Location
A question revolves around Ezekiel’s location during his prophetic ministry.
Most would agree that he originally lived in Palestine before his exile in 597, but
not all agree that he prophesied exclusively in Babylonia. The crux of the issue
comes mainly into focus in chapters 8–11. Based upon the vivid descriptions of
events occurring in Palestine, the reader is left with the impression that the
prophet was actually viewing the events as they occurred. Basically three
explanations have been given for that phenomenon.
The three-residence theory. Alfred Bertholet proposed that he received his call
while in Jerusalem in 593 (2:3–3:9), following which he prophesied to Jerusalem
and Judah for the next six years until, during the siege, he moved to a village
somewhere in Judah (12:3), where he received the news of the fall (33:21).
Subsequently he left for Babylonia, where he received a second call to prophesy
in the thirteenth year (emending “thirtieth” of 1:1 to “thirteenth”) of Jehoiachin’s
exile (1:4–2:2, ca. 585).6 Other versions of the three-residence theory have been
proposed. Robert H. Pfeiffer, following the general outline of other works,

advances the view that Ezekiel received his call in 593 to go to Palestine (3:4),
finally arriving there a year and two months later in 592 (8:1–4). He continued to
prophesy in the city until sometime between January of 588 (24:1) and January
of 585, when he returned to Babylonia in time to receive the bad news that
Jerusalem had fallen (33:21).7 All of the forms of this theory, however, require
such radical interpretations of the text that we cannot accept them.
The two-residence theory. As early as the Targum and Mechilta, the belief
circulated in Jewish circles that Ezekiel began his prophetic career in the land of
Israel and received some of his oracles there. (The Mechilta is a midrashic
commentary on the book of Exodus, written in the second century A.D.) The
problem that faced the rabbis was how a prophet could receive prophetic oracles
in a foreign land. The idea of this theory is that the initial stages of the prophet’s
career began in Palestine before his exile to Babylonia, where he completed his
career.8 W. O. E. Oesterley and Theodore H. Robinson espouse this view in their
introduction.9 Yet little can be said in its support if the integrity of the text as it
has come to us is maintained.
The one-residence theory. The overwhelming evidence of the book favors
Babylonia as Ezekiel’s single residence while engaged in his prophetic ministry.
Exiled in 597 B.C., he received his prophetic commission in 592 and spent his
entire career prophesying from his Babylonian residence. Much scholarly
opinion presently favors the single residence of Babylonia. The problem of his
knowledge of Judean events displayed in chapters 8–11 is easily solved when we
take seriously Ezekiel’s statement that “the Spirit lifted me up between earth and
heaven and brought me in the visions of God to Jerusalem” (8:3). The visionary
nature of the prophet’s experience is hard to deny.10 Furthermore, the problem
that he mainly addressed the citizens of Judah rather than the exiles in chapters
1–24 is not difficult to solve. The communication channels between the exiles
and the citizens still in Judah were kept open. Jeremiah corresponded with the
exiles in Babylonia (Jer. 29), and there were probably messengers who delivered
oral news from time to time. Certainly that was the case when Jerusalem fell
(33:21). Moreover, Ezekiel’s message to the Judeans did not necessarily have to
be addressed directly to them to be effective, although we assume that would be
the exception rather than the norm. In conclusion, the evidence of the book is
weighted heavily in favor of the one-residence theory, that is, Babylonia.11

The Prophetic Word in Ezekiel

Ezekiel employed four different modes to convey his message: oracles
delivered orally, visions, symbolic actions, and prophetic discourse.
Oral communication. Ezekiel addressed the exiles orally and personally (e.g.,
11:25; 14:4; 20:3). As with the prophets in general, that was his primary mode of
communication. As a rule they were prefaced with the prophet’s word of
reception (“Then the word of the Lord came to me saying”) or Yahweh’s
directive (the imperative “say,” “speak,” “prophesy,” etc.). In several instances
he used the spoken oracle to address entities that were out of hearing range. On
those occasions he set his face toward that entity and delivered the message.12
The gesture is not unknown in preclassical prophecy (Num. 24:1; 2 Kings 8:11),
and in the so-called Holiness Code, reflected clearly in Ezekiel, the Lord sets His
face against offenders of the law (Lev. 17:10; 20:5). The expression connotes
judgment in Ezekiel and the Holiness Code, although sometimes Yahweh sets
His face toward His people in favor (Num. 6:25–26). Like the symbolic actions,
Ezekiel was physically and emotionally involved in his oral messages.13
Visions. Ezekiel’s visionary experiences, however, surpassed anything else in
the preexilic prophets. The opening chariot vision (chap. 1), the visionary
journey to Jerusalem (chaps. 8–11), which includes a second chariot vision
poised over Jerusalem (chap. 10), the valley of dry bones (chap. 37), and the
New Temple (chaps. 40–48) make up a significant part of the whole book, not
only in terms of mass but of structural importance. The commissioning vision of
chapter 1, received in his Babylonian home, is repeated when he is transported to
Jerusalem and sees visions of events there (chap. 10). Moreover, once our
prophet turned his attention to comfort and restoration, the confirming vision of
the valley of dry bones and the miraculous resurrection placed a stamp of
validity upon that section of the prophecy. The closing segment, like the
opening, is visionary, thus binding the entire prophecy together between them.
Visions, therefore, authenticated the two major phases of Ezekiel’s ministry,
his prophecies of judgment and his prophecies of restoration.
Symbolic action. Ezekiel’s symbolic actions were numerous,14 surpassing
even Jeremiah. Among the classical prophets, Hosea and Isaiah had earlier
engaged in this type of prophetic expression, and Jeremiah capitalized on it, but
Ezekiel virtually made it into a prophetic art. In these actions message and
messenger were combined into one inseparable mode of communication.
Consistently some words of interpretation accompanied them, and most often the
dramatic signs focused on the destruction of Jerusalem and the resulting
conditions of siege and exile. Walther Zimmerli and others have drawn attention

to the interesting idea that Ezekiel took several metaphors found in other
prophets and enacted them literally; for example, Jeremiah’s metaphor of eating
the Lord’s words (Jer. 15:16) and Ezekiel’s actual consumption of the scroll
(3:1–3), Isaiah’s metaphor of shaving Israel with a razor (Isa. 7:20) and our
prophet’s literal shaving of his head and beard (5:1–4).15
Prophetic discourse. This is one of the minor elements of the book in terms of
the mass of material, but it is no less a significant part of the ministry of Ezekiel
and the plan of the book. Taking the form of both prose and poetic narrative, it
falls basically into the categories of historical-theological discourse (chaps. 16,
20, 23) and allegory (15, 16, 17, 19, 23, 27, 37). The literary modes, it should be
observed, are not all exclusive types, for the historical-theological narrative of
chapter 23 takes the form of an allegory, as does chapter 16. Further, the modes
are often couched in oracular form, being messages that Ezekiel delivered to
Israel and other persons or entities. These discourses may be distinguished from
the oracles themselves by the fact that they are generally of considerable length,
are usually drawn from history, and aim to teach a theological lesson.

Ezekiel’s Dumbness
Apparently very soon after Ezekiel’s call in 592 the Lord informed him that
he would be dumb and unable to reprove the people (3:26). Seven years later,
while Jerusalem was under siege, God promised that a fugitive would come and
report the news of Jerusalem’s fall, and on that day Ezekiel’s mouth would be
opened so that he could speak (24:26–27). By the time the fugitive arrived with
the news, the Lord had already opened the prophet’s mouth so that his speech
was no longer restrained (33:21–23). Yet a seven-year silence is certainly
inconsistent with the clear impression in chapters 4–32 that he continued his
ministry of proclamation during those years (e.g., 11:25).
So in what sense was Ezekiel dumb? Five lines of argument have been
followed to solve the problem. First, it has been suggested that his silence should
be understood as total prophetic inactivity between 592 and 586. Buttenwieser
took this position and viewed the predictions of chapters 1–32 as after the fact.16
That, however, requires a radical (and unjustified) reinterpretation of the book.
Second, it is suggested that 3:22–27 is out of place and probably belongs in
chapter 24 or 33. This would have the effect of shortening the time of the
prophet’s silence to a brief period, perhaps just prior to the fall of Jerusalem.
Eichrodt follows this line of thought, suggesting a symbolic period of dumbness

imposed upon Ezekiel shortly before the fall of Jerusalem; his disciples regarded
it as a recurrent sign to the unbelieving people and placed it, like the call to be a
watchman, at the beginning of the book.17 Wevers and Zimmerli also seek an
editorial solution to the problem by considering the references to his muteness a
product of later redactors.18 But that position also requires the super-imposition
of an editorial interpretation that cannot be easily explained in light of the
orderly structure of the book.
Third, the dumbness is explained as intermittent during those seven years and
not permanently removed until the fall of the city.19 Although this may be
plausible in that Ezekiel only spoke the words that Yahweh instructed him to
say, it is more speculative than textually verifiable.
Fourth, it is speculated that the experience was visionary, as were also others
of the peculiar activities described in 3:22–5:17.20 This explanation, however,
has no textual support. Normally Ezekiel informs us when his experiences took
the form of visions.
Fifth, some believe that the silence was some form of inhibited speech that
lasted until the Babylonian conquest of Jerusalem. This line of argument has the
advantage that it eliminates the need to resort to textual reductionism or a
redactional explanation. In recent scholarship, Robert R. Wilson has pointed the
way to a viable solution. Interpreting the word môchîah in 3:26 as a legal term
meaning “arbitrator” rather than “reprover,” he proposed that Ezekiel was
forbidden to be a mediator or arbitrator between Yahweh and Israel.21
Greenberg, although not following Wilson’s definition of môchîah, agrees that it
was related to his preaching. He interprets it in the context of the command to be
shut indoors with the ban on reproving: “As they rejected the prophet, so God
withdraws from their midst the healing presence of the prophet.”22 The solution
is to be found in the text of 3:22–27, something John Calvin recognized long
ago. He connected the command not to reprove with the prophet’s dumbness.23
However, unless we are willing to assign 14:6 and 18:30–32 to a later period
of his ministry, then we must admit that the kind of reproving that called Israel
to repentance is found among the earlier oracles. But viewed in the context of
the prophet’s isolation from the public, as the command “shut yourself up in
your house” (3:24) implies, then his dumbness consisted in the inhibition against
public reproof of Israel that summoned her to repentance.24 In a sense, it was the
cancellation of his public role as watchman (3:17–21) until he was reinstated to
that office just prior to his release from silence (33:1–10).

The “Thirtieth” Year
Although this is a minor problem, it deserves brief comment. In 1:2 Ezekiel
specifies that the calendar on which his dates are based is the exile of King
Jehoiachin to Babylonia in 597 B.C. He never again refers explicitly to that
system of dating except in the reference to “our exile” in 40:1, but all of the
other dates doubtlessly use 597 as the reference point. So the most obvious
explanation of the “thirtieth” year of 1:1 is the thirtieth year of Jehoiachin’s
exile, which would be 568/67. A number of scholars have taken that to be the
year in which Ezekiel published his prophecies.25
The clue to the enigma, however, is the synchronism given in 1:1–2: The
“thirtieth” year is the same as the “fifth” year of Jehoiachin’s exile, that is, 592
B.C. Contrary to the obvious, the thirtieth year belongs to another calendar, and
“fifth day” is the synchronizing factor:

The Targum interpreted the date as the thirtieth year after Josiah’s reform,26
perhaps suggested by Huldah’s prediction of evil upon Jerusalem when she
commented upon the discovery of the law scroll in the Temple (2 Kings 22:8–
20). Really, however, there is no more support for this theory than for David
Kimchi’s view that it was the thirtieth year of the current Jubilee,27 because
neither Jubilee reckoning nor the Josianic reform seemed to have much
significance in Ezekiel’s day.
A plausible view, though conjectural like all the rest, is that it was the thirtieth
year of Ezekiel’s life, the year in which he would have, under different
circumstances, entered fully into his priestly profession (Num. 4:3, 30, 35, 39,
43, 47). R. K. Harrison, cautiously accepting that position, comments that it
would not disturb the chronology of the book and would likely accord with what
we would expect Ezekiel’s age to be at that time.28 Although I am inclined in
that direction, one final alternative, obvious enough but not always easily
admissible, is to declare it an enigma and acknowledge that we do not know its
significance beyond the fact that it was coincident with the fifth year of
Jehoiachin’s exile.29

Ezekiel and Apocalypse

Sometimes called the “father of apocalyptic,” Ezekiel has a place of
distinction in the development of the literary genre known as apocalypse.
Several elements of apocalypse appear incipiently in the book: journeys under
the propulsion of the Spirit or the hand of Yahweh30 (8:3; 11:1; 37:1; 40:1–2),
visions accompanied by an interpreter or guide (chaps. 40–48), and review of
history under the guise of symbolism with accompanying interpretation,
followed by prediction (17:3–10/12–21/22–24).31
When the apocalyptic texts are compared to Ezekiel, however, it becomes
apparent that the pattern of history telling, which became elaborate and highly
symbolic in apocalyptic literature, is in its elementary stages, as is also the use of
interpretation as a prophetic tool.32 Nevertheless, in spite of all of these
characteristics, Yehezkel Kaufmann is correct to maintain that Ezekiel lacks the
most essential element of apocalypse, the revelation of heavenly secrets. He, like
his prophetic predecessors, reveals the will of God for Israel and mankind, not
the secrets of the universe.33 But even if he cannot accurately be considered the
father of apocalypse, he is certainly one of the major tributaries.

Literary Style
The “I” style of the book is the most extended first-person material in the
prophets. In fact, the entire book (except 1:3) is a combination of the “I” style
and the direct words of Yahweh to Ezekiel. Usually the Lord addresses the
prophet as “son of man,” a phrase that has no special Messianic overtones but
carries the simple meaning of “human being.”34 Ezekiel is the narrator of his
own experiences and visions, reporting the words that Yahweh speaks to him.
Even the numerous popular sayings reported in the book are, with one exception
(20:49), couched in the words of Yahweh.35 Compared to other preexilic
prophets, we are more conscious of the role of Ezekiel in the transmission of
Yahweh’s oracles to Israel. The oracles normally include the directive element
instructing the prophet to “say,” “speak,” “prophesy,” “propound a riddle,” to
name a few, and generally the word of accomplishment (e.g., 11:25, “Then I told
the exiles all the things that the Lord had shown me”) is missing.
Yet that should not lead to the erroneous conclusion that the prophet is more
prominent than Yahweh. To the contrary, he is absorbed in his task. Yahweh’s
Word and the prophet’s performance are brought together into a harmonious

whole, especially in the symbolic actions. Even though Ezekiel employs the first
person to relate his experiences, the words of the book are largely Yahweh’s
words, and the actions are directed by Him.
The question of Ezekiel’s state of mind during his reception of revelation has
been much discussed. The term ecstasy has been applied to the kind of
experiences described in this book. J. Lindblom’s definition of ecstasy is an
abnormal state of consciousness in which one is so intensely absorbed by one
single idea or one single feeling, or by a group of ideas or feelings, that the
normal stream of psychical life is more or less arrested.36 Ezekiel seems to fit in
that category. He was physically and emotionally involved in all of his visions,
even though the physical activity may have been more a state of mind than body.
Moreover, he seems to have been incognizant of events around him during those
deep visionary states.
However, we should not confuse that state of consciousness with the kind of
ecstatic behavior that characterized some of the non-writing prophets (1 Sam.
19:24). The distinguishing factor is the apparent dismantling of the mental
processes in the latter case and their engagement in Ezekiel’s visions.

Structure
Chronological indications. The fourteen dates37 may be viewed as one, but
not the single, key to the structure. Those dates given in the first twenty-four
chapters predate the fall and stretch from Ezekiel’s call in 592 to the beginning
of the Babylonian siege in 588.38 All of the other dates fall within the siege or
after it. The following table indicates their occurrences:*

Despite the generous help Ezekiel provides through his dates, a structure can
hardly follow the lines they draw. As is obvious from the table, the dates in the
last half of the book are not consistently chronological.
Theological structure. A theological criterion is much more workable for
determining the structure of the book. Running through several of the prophets
during this unsettling era is the theme that the Day of the Lord is impending.
Zephaniah and Jeremiah stressed its imminence. When Jerusalem fell, the
authors of Lamentations and Obadiah declared that the Day had come for Judah,
and they anticipated the Day of the Lord for the nations. Ezekiel was
preoccupied with the same judgment that had long been predicted for Israel.
When it occurred, he turned to announce the counterpart of that day on the
nations:

Wail, “Alas for the day!”
For the day is near,
Even the day of the Lord is near;
It will be a day of clouds,
A time of doom for the nations. (30:2–3)
The Day of the Lord in the late preexilic prophets is not a single day but a
complex of events. A pattern emerges that puts Israel’s disaster of 586 in front,
followed by similar disaster on his enemies. Then, either simultaneous to

international judgment or following it, Israel’s restoration occurs.
Eschatological movement. That eschatological pattern is detectable in Ezekiel.
Eichrodt calls it “the prophet’s mighty forward march from judgment to
salvation.”39 The book falls into an eschatological outline. The first major
section (chaps. 1–24) contains prophetic oracles and actions that focus on the
national Day of the Lord for Israel—Israel’s doomsday.
Then the prophet in the second major section (chaps. 25–32) turns to the
nations to consider the fate that will come to them on the Day of the Lord (30:3).
In several instances the national oracles specify the sin or injustice that the
particular nation has perpetrated against Israel, thereby sealing its doom (25:3, 8,
12, 15; 26:2).40
The third major section (chaps. 33–48) turns upon Israel’s restoration and
subdivides into two parts: (1) events and oracles regarding restoration (chaps.
33–39) and (2) restoration idealized in the restored Temple and worship (chaps.
40–48). Restoration was a major feature of prophetic eschatology. It was the
light at the end of the tunnel.

Authorship
A word about Ezekiel’s part in the composition of the book is in order. The
dating system that almost consistently uses Jehoiachin’s exile as its reference
point, the homogeneity of thought, the well-balanced prophetic/priestly approach
to Israel’s present dilemma and future hope, and the consistency of language
patterns—all these elements point to a single author. Moreover, it is likely that
the editorial process was also supervised by Ezekiel sometime in the decade of
the 560s.41 At any rate, the book in its present form must have been completed
before the death of Nebuchadnezzar, for there is nothing of the flurry of
excitement and hope that might have been created by the release of Jehoiachin
from prison after the Babylonian monarch’s death. The Talmud states that the
men of the Great Synagogue wrote Ezekiel, the Twelve Prophets, Daniel, and
the Scroll of Esther.42 The meaning of that statement, however, has nothing to
do with composition but with authoritative revision and reissuing by the Jewish
authorities.43 During the Tannaitic period the school of Shammai rejected the
book because of discrepancies between Ezekiel’s cultic prescriptions and the
Pentateuch.44 The commentary on the book that Chananiah ben Hezekiah, head
of the school of Shammai, wrote to explain the differences is a strong indication

that efforts had not been made to remove those discrepancies.

ANALYSIS OF THE BOOK

Events and Oracles Concerning the National Day of the Lord: Israel’s Doom
(Chaps. 1–24)45
These chapters, filled with unspeakable judgments against Yahweh’s people,
predict, justify, and announce the end of the kingdom of Judah. Prefacing those
judgments, however, are the words of Ezekiel’s call, as is the case with Hosea
and Jeremiah. This first half of Ezekiel divides into four subsections: (1) Events
and Oracles Relating to Ezekiel’s Call and Ministry (chaps. 1–5); (2) Predictions
of the End—The Day of the Lord (chaps. 6–7); (3) Visions of Temple
Abominations and the Departure of the Glory of the Lord (chaps. 8–11); and (4)
The Realities of Judgment against Jerusalem (chaps. 12–24).
Events and oracles relating to Ezekiel’s call and ministry (chaps. 1–5). The
center of this first subsection is obviously the chariot vision of chapter 1.
Occurring in the year 592 B.C. in the fourth month, the same month in which the
Babylonians a few years later breached the walls of Jerusalem (2 Kings 25:2–4),
Ezekiel saw the glory of the Lord poised above the chariot throne. That was the
prophet-priest’s version of Isaiah’s “I saw the Lord” (Isa. 6). Here the throne is
mobile, moving with lightning speed across the sky, supported and mobilized by
four sets of gyroscopic wheels and flanked on all four sides by the cherubim
with four faces.
Ezekiel’s reaction to that sight was predictable. He fell upon his face and
thereupon heard a voice speaking (1:28). The content of Yahweh’s speeches and
the prophet’s response follow in 2:1–3:15. Here the significance of the chariot
vision is clarified in Ezekiel’s call. The central focus of 2:1–3:15 is composed of
the prophet’s consumption of the scroll, that is, the assimilation of the message
of “lamentations, mourning and woe” written uncustomarily on both sides
(2:10).
The major thrust of Ezekiel’s message becomes lucid in this section. He was
to be a prophet of judgment, and he should have no false illusions about the
difficulty of the task (2:3–5; 3:5–7). Although he could hope for little more, he
would leave with them the knowledge, minimal to be sure, that a prophet had
been among them (2:5; also 33:33).
The title “son of man,” by which Yahweh addresses Ezekiel, simply means

“human being.” In this book it has no Messianic overtones. Those were to come
later, and the phrase was to receive its clearest Messianic dimension in the use
Jesus made of it. But here the term “son of man,” that is, human being, stands in
stark contrast to the “glory of the Lord.”
The appearance of the “glory of the Lord” in Babylonia gave singular
expression to the fact that the Lord was not confined to the Temple in Jerusalem.
The chariot throne was the vehicle of His glory. When the Spirit transported
Ezekiel to Jerusalem, “the glory of the God of Israel was there,” like the vision
he had seen in the plain (8:4). There is some confusion over the identity of the
cherubim in 9:3, whether they were those in the Holy of Holies (so the Targum)
or those Ezekiel had seen in the Babylonian plain. In actuality it is probably of
little consequence, because the symbolism is the all-important element. Yet it
would appear that the cherub of 9:3 was not located in the Temple proper. The
“glory of the Lord,” in disdain for the abominations that were taking place in the
Temple (8:5–17), had already departed from the Holy of Holies, for in 8:6 the
Lord accuses the abominators of driving Him from His sanctuary. When the
purging of the Temple began in chapter 9, the glory of the Lord had come to rest
upon the Temple threshold (9:3)46 and at some unspecified time returned to the
cherubim, subsequently coming to rest a second time upon the threshold (10:3–
4). Then it resumed its place on the chariot throne as it moved with the living
creatures to the East Gate of the city (10:18–19), finally coming to rest upon the
Mount of Olives on the city’s east side (11:23). Only in Ezekiel’s vision of the
New Temple did it return to its place in the sanctuary (43:1–5).
The prophetic symbolism in which Ezekiel engages in chapters 1–5 (aside
from eating the scroll) is directed toward the sin of Israel and the impending
siege and conquest of Jerusalem. There is good reason to assume that these
prophecies were spoken to the exiles (3:11, 15).
Predictions of the end: the Day of the Lord (chaps. 6–7). The theme of
Yahweh’s wrath, which was a major component of the prophetic message of
doom, is seen to be a principal theme in Ezekiel as well. Already introduced in
5:13, chapters 6 and 7 raise the din of God’s outpoured wrath to deafening
decibels. And to no surprise, the fearful product of divine wrath is the end of
Israel. Announced with a frightful repetitiveness, the prophet leaves no room for
doubt—the end had come (7:2, 3, 6, 24). In Ezekiel’s mind and vocabulary, as
with most of the prophets of Judah’s declining days, that was the “Day” of the
Lord—”The time has come, the day has arrived” (7:12). The announcement,
inherent with terror, is superimposed with two statements to make the fate
unspeakably intolerable. First, the Lord’s eye would not spare the people or have
pity on them (7:4, 9). Second, the Lord would turn His face from them, allowing

their enemies to profane His Temple (7:22).
In this subsection the recognition formula (“You/They shall know that I am
the Lord,” and its variants) emphasizes Yahweh’s justification for executing His
wrath upon Israel. His actions in history were designed to reveal His sovereignty
both in judgment and redemption. There was nothing arbitrary about them.47
Visions of Temple abominations and the departure of the glory of the Lord
(chaps. 8–11). Dated in 591 (8:1), one year and one month after Ezekiel’s
chariot vision, the prophet was transported by the Spirit to Jerusalem, where he
saw the horrible abominations that were committed in the Temple. The visionary
nature of this experience is clearly stated, bracketed by the assertion that the
Spirit transported Ezekiel in visions to Jerusalem (8:3) and then returned him in
like manner to the exiles (11:24). So Ezekiel remained bodily in Babylonia.
A number of commentators consider the references that duplicate the chariotthrone vision of chapter 1 (8:2; 9:3; 10; 11:22–23) to be editorial accretions.
However, each time the explicit identification with the vision of chapter 1 is
made, the statement is in the characteristic first-person style of Ezekiel (“which I
saw,” 8:4; 10:15, 20, 22). Further, even though the word “cherubim” is not
introduced until 9:3, the identification of the four cherubim with the four “living
beings” of chapter 1 (10:15, 20) need not be redactional, for the unfolding
consciousness of the meaning of his vision in the plain is part of the texture of
his experiences in Jerusalem. That we are dealing with textual corruptions that
have resulted from scribal copying and notations is also highly probable. Yet the
longer unit is well structured. It moves from the Temple abominations (8:3–18)
to the purge of the sanctuary and city by the six executioners (chap. 9) and
continues the same theme under the form of burning coals scattered over the city
by the priestly figure of chapter 9 (chap. 10). The difficulty of 11:1–13 is its
placement after the judgment has been dispensed. The clue to understanding
that, however, is in the nonsequential nature of events. The sudden death of
Pelatiah, evidently a consequence of Ezekiel’s prophecy, is a parenthesis in the
vision, and the time element is ambiguous. It serves the purpose of explaining
the actual means by which the Lord would execute judgment upon the sanctuary
and city, symbolized by the executioners and burning coals. Judgment would
come by foreign conquest (11:8–11). The unit closes with a word of hope for the
exiles, whose fate had been interpreted by those left in Judah as Yahweh’s
dispossession of them (11:15). When Ezekiel emerged from his vision, he told it
to the exiles (11:25), probably the elders who were gathered in his house when
the vision occurred (8:1).
Realities of judgment against Jerusalem (chaps. 12–24). The bond that holds
the last two subsections together is the theme of exile, dramatically performed

by our prophet in chapter 12. The impending doom of Israel is announced, the
time when prophetic word and divine action would converge at a single point in
time (12:25). The time lapse between prediction and fulfillment was growing
thin. The literary pins that hold this long section together are the publications of
Ezekiel as a “sign” to Israel in the beginning (12:6, 11) and at the end of the unit
(24:24, 27). The material offers further explication of Yahweh’s plans for Israel,
in both judgment and redemption, and puts them in the light of the justifying
factors, Israel’s incorrigible sins that justify Yahweh’s judgment and Yahweh’s
grace that is the sole justification of redemption.
Three discourses on Israel’s history form the pillars of this extended section.
The first, the tender parable of the abandoned baby girl, confirms the
incorrigibility of Israel (chap. 16) and broadly outlines Yahweh’s plan of
judgment (16:35–52) and redemption (16:53–63). The second discourse on
history affirms God’s unrelenting grace from the Exodus to the conquest (chap.
20). Israel’s history stretched across the episodes of time because Yahweh would
not sacrifice His good reputation before the nations by annihilating His people.
He would lead them ultimately to participation in the farthest reaches of His
grace, a second wilderness and occupation of the land (20:33–44). The sins of
Israel, black harbingers of the end, marked the road to destruction (chap. 22) just
as Ezekiel posted the road sign to direct the king of Babylon to Jerusalem
(21:18–25). The third discourse on history, constituting an allegory on the two
indecent sisters, confirms the incorrigibility of Israel’s sins, which requisition
that awful day of judgment (chap. 23).
Other materials are interspersed in this section. The condemnation of the
prophets (chap. 13), the allegory of the eagles (chap. 17), and the lament over the
plight of Judah’s last kings (chap. 19) reinforce the rationale for Yahweh’s
announced judgment.
The thread of divine grace is woven into the fabric of this unit. Judgment
could not be averted, and even the righteous Noah, Daniel, and Job could save
only their own lives by their righteousness (14:12–20). In fact, that was
Yahweh’s way of preserving a remnant. The individual could personally turn
and be spared (chap. 18), but corporate mercy was out of the question.
The sudden death of Ezekiel’s wife and the Lord’s command to show no
outward signs of mourning form an appropriate conclusion to this section
(24:15–27). The final subsection is dated in 588, the day on which
Nebuchadnezzar laid siege against Jerusalem (24:1–2). Though not stated, we
may assume that his wife’s death occurred soon after that time.
Events and Oracles Concerning the International Day of the Lord: The Nations’
Doom (chaps. 25–32)

The eschatological arrangement of Ezekiel begins to take form in the second
major section of the book. Ezekiel shared the generally held notions on Israel’s
future, judgment on the nations being one of the major features of prophetic
theology that underscored the inevitability of divine wrath on the unrepentant. In
30:3 Ezekiel announces the Day of the Lord for the nations. One of the purposes
of this collection is evidently the announcement that the Day of the Lord is also
impending for the nations, just as he had announced Israel’s doomsday in the
first section.
The oracles against the nations constitute a distinct collection, as they do in
Amos, Isaiah, Zephaniah, and Jeremiah, but whether they ever circulated
independently as a collection cannot be determined with certainty. All of the
national oracles were not, however, included, for oracles against Ammon
(21:28–32) and Edom (chap. 35) appear elsewhere in the book and follow the
standard form of the oracles in this collection. In two instances explicit words of
comfort for Israel are injected, though Israel is not directly addressed (28:24–26;
29:21).48 That, however, may be indicative of one of the purposes of the oracles
against the nations. They were intended not only to indict Israel’s enemies but to
comfort Israel. The words of restoration directed to Egypt in 29:13–16, although
somewhat surprising, are also not without precedent (Jer. 48:47; 49:6, 39).
In seven instances the oracles are dated, placing them within the tenth to
twelfth years of Jehoiachin’s exile (588/87–586 B.C.), excepting 29:17–21, which
is dated in the twenty-seventh year (571/70). Thus the bulk of the oracles comes
from the period when Jerusalem was under Babylonian siege. They are arranged
as follows:

As the table indicates, six of the seven nations are indicted for some offensive
behavior against Israel. The absence of such an indictment against Egypt may
reflect the effort of Pharaoh Hophra to relieve the siege in early 587 (Jer. 37:5–
7). Because the dates are not strictly chronological, the oracles have obviously
been grouped according to the location.
In literary form the major oracles follow a fairly standard pattern, but there are
significant internal variations. Basically the literary form is the following:
1. a word of reception, “And the word of the Lord came to me saying” (25:1;
26:1; 27:1; 28:1, 11, 20; 29:1, 17; 30:1, 20; 31:1; 32:1, 17);
2. a word of address to the prophet as “son of man,” usually accompanied by
speaking or acting instructions (“prophesy against them and say,” “raise a
lamentation against … and say,” “say,” “set your face against … and say,”
“wail”);
3. a word of validation, “Thus says the Lord God";
4. a word of indictment, introduced by “because” (Heb. prep, ya’an); and
5. a word of confirmation, usually taking the form of the recognition formula
“and they shall know that I am the Lord” or the phrase “declares the Lord
God.”
Oracles against Israel’s Palestinian neighbors (chap. 25). The first group of
oracles is directed against Ammon (25:1–7), Moab (25:8–11), Edom (25:12–14),
and Philistia (25:15–17). There are actually five oracles, with the oracle against
Ammon broken down into two (25:1–5, 6–7). Being shorter and less complex
than the other oracles, the literary pattern is more standardized. The word of
reception (1) is much longer than any of the others, whereas the word of address

is missing from all except the first, where it is probably intended to stand at the
head of the group. The word of validation (3) is standardized in all five (except
the addition of “for” or “because” in 25:8), as is also the form of the word of
indictment (consistently introduced by “because”). An additional feature is the
standard word of judgment introduced by “therefore” (25:4, 7, 9, 13, 16), which
does not always appear in the oracles outside this group in this form. The word
of confirmation (4) also follows a standard form (“you will know that I am the
Lord”), with the exception of 25:14b.
All four neighbors are condemned, presumably for their scornful treatment of
Judah at the time the Babylonians defeated them. That is most clear in the first
Ammon oracle (25:3). Therefore, these oracles appear to have been written soon
after the fall of Jerusalem.
Oracles against Tyre (26:1–28:19). Perhaps the Sidon oracle ought to be
included in this group, as it is in Isa. 23. It is broken down into four smaller units
(see table above). The chief city of Phoenicia, Tyre was known by her
commercial and religious reputations. Two cities carried the name, one on the
mainland and another, called insular Tyre, located in the sea. The latter,
suggested by 26:5, 14, seems to be the subject of the oracles. After
Nebuchadnezzar conquered Jerusalem, he turned northward and conducted a
thirteen-year siege against Tyre,49 with limited success (cf. 29:17–21). Not until
two hundred forty years later did it fall to Alexander the Great (332 B.C.).
Because 26:14 predicts utter destruction and says the city will never be built
again, the question of fulfillment has been vigorously debated. Some scholars
have noted the change from the singular (26:7–11) to the plural (26:12) and
suggest that the prophecy extends to the invaders of the successive centuries.50
However, such number change is not unusual for Ezekiel. Another approach is to
appeal to the conditionality of prophecy (Jer. 18:7–10), assuming some unknown
change of condition caused Yahweh to change His mind.51 Still others have
insisted that the categories of right and wrong are inappropriate for prophetic
prediction. The thing that really matters is what the community of faith did with
those prophecies and how they, fulfilled or unfulfilled, affected the community’s
thought and history.52 The problem is real, and none of the approaches
enumerated may be a satisfactory solution. Ezekiel in another passage (chap. 20)
affirms that sometimes the rationale for God’s actions recedes into His own
mysterious nature and hinges upon His own best interests, which human beings
cannot always comprehend.
Oracles against Egypt (29:1–32:32). The third and longest series is broken
down into seven smaller oracles (see seven concluding lines of table, page 298).

The pharaoh of this series is Hophra (588–569 B.C.), grandson of the famed
Pharaoh Necho (609–594), who had slain Josiah at Megiddo and had been
defeated by Nebuchadnezzar at Carchemish in 605. All of the oracles except
30:1–19 are dated, mainly falling in the years 587–585 (29:17–18 is dated in
571/70). The question of fulfillment arises again in relation to 29:11–16. Our
knowledge of Egyptian history does not provide confirmation of a forty-year
exile and return. But perhaps John B. Taylor is right to propose that the language
is not literal but metaphorical, predicating the humiliation that awaited Egypt.53
The Babylonian records do speak of Nebuchadnezzar’s invasion of Egypt in
568/67 to deal with the revolting Amasis, a general whom he had set on the
throne of Egypt in 572 B.C. after defeating Apries (Hophra).54 However, the
success of that invasion is not fully known.
Events and Oracles Concerning the National Day of the Lord: Israel’s
Restoration (chaps. 33–48)
Comfort for Israel (chaps. 33–39). The fall of Jerusalem was a turning point in
the ministry of Ezekiel. Basically the first two major sections were reproof and
judgment, but in this section Ezekiel turns largely to comfort. The eschatological
scheme that has been followed in the arrangement of the book becomes even
more visible here. The first phase of Israel’s Day of the Lord, partitioned into
judgment and restoration, is tersely announced by the fugitive: “The city has
been taken” (33:21). Ezekiel identified the fall of Jerusalem, the day when the
sheep were scattered, as the Day of the Lord by his use of the phrase “day of
clouds and thick darkness” (34:12 RSV), a phrase that Zephaniah had used to
speak of that Day (Zeph. 1:15). Joel later employed the same phrase to describe
a renewed phase of that Day (Joel 2:2).
The message of restoration dominates the section. Even the words of
judgment against Mount Seir and Gog and Magog fall as much in the category of
Israel’s comfort as judgment against her enemies. After the indictment of Edom
for immoral conduct in the wake of the Jerusalem disaster (chap. 35), the theme
turns clearly to restoration (chaps. 36–37). History was about to be repeated. Just
as Yahweh had acted for the sake of His own Name in past historical eras, the
restoration would be another such episode. In chapter 20 Ezekiel had depicted
Israel’s survival in history as a consequence of Yahweh’s grace, His acting for
the sake of His own Name, that it might not be profaned among the nations. Yet
having been spared as an act of grace, Israel ultimately succeeded in doing what
Yahweh’s grace had precluded in earlier eras—she had profaned the divine
Name among the nations, for she had requisitioned the exile by her shameful

sins. So Yahweh, whose grace can never be outdone by man’s sin, would do
what Israel could not accomplish: He would give the people a new heart and a
new spirit (36:26–32). It is that theme that is illustrated in chapter 37, associating
the new spirit with return from captivity (v. 14). The valley of dry bones and
their resuscitation primarily constitute a message of return from captivity and
restoration to the land, although overtones of physical resurrection may be read
from the text. Yet the earmark of the return to the land would be the
reestablishment of Yahweh’s sanctuary, the ultimate witness to His presence in
Israel (37:26–28). That theme is drawn out in chapters 40–48 with the
description of the New Temple.
That still leaves the function of chapters 38–39 to be accounted for. The
invasion of the land of Israel by Gog, the foe from the north (38:15; 39:2), seems
to be an extension of the eschatological plan beyond the simple
judgment/salvation scheme that we have normally seen in the prophets. That is,
Ezekiel, perhaps toward the end of his ministry and well into the Babylonian
Exile, has already begun to reexamine and reapply the outline of the Day of the
Lord, especially as it concerns the restoration and the conclusive judgment on
the nations. The invasion of Gog was to take place when Israel was again secure
upon her land, specifically after the return from captivity (38:8, 11, 14).
So Ezekiel has taken another step in the development of prophetic eschatology
by defining more precisely the time factor between Israel’s restoration to the
land and judgment upon her archenemy. The purpose of associating the return to
the land with judgment upon Gog is to show conclusively to the nations why the
Exile occurred (39:23–24, 28–29). It is evident that Israel had begun to despair
over the delay of the Day of the Lord for the nations (38:8; 39:8). Furthermore,
the return was still in the future (39:25). Therefore, just as chapter 33 (especially
vv. 10–20) was an antidote for those who despaired because of the Exile, so
chapters 38–39 function as encouragement to those who despaired because the
Day of the Lord for the nations had not yet received its final installment of
divine wrath. Here Ezekiel has gone a step well beyond the concept of the Day
of the Lord in the oracles against the nations by correlating it with the return.
That reexamination of eschatological expectations set a precedent, consciously
or unconsciously, for the reexamination that Daniel a generation later would
conduct (Dan. 9).
The third section may be broken down into these units: (A) renewed call and
summons to repentance (chap. 33); (B) the divine shepherd (chap. 34); (C)
condemnation of Edom (chap. 35); (D) Israel’s restoration (chaps. 36–37); (E)
Yahweh’s decisive judgment against the ultimate foe (chaps. 38–39); and (F) the
New Temple (chaps. 40–48, see p. 277).

The New Temple (chaps. 40–48). To conclude our analysis, we should make
some observations on Ezekiel’s fascinating description of the New Temple. That
has been anticipated in 37:26–28. In chapters 40–48 the prophet-priest ties the
threads of the book together. The Temple, so central and vital to Israel’s
interests, is the symbol of the new nation. With obvious appreciation for the
Temple, its functions, and functionaries, Ezekiel provides detailed descriptions
of the Temple complex (40:5–42:20), the returning glory of the Lord (43:1–12),
the altar (43:13–27), the Temple functionaries (44:1–45:8), offerings and cultic
regulations (45:9–46:24), the new life that flowed from the sanctuary (47:1–12),
new tribal divisions gathered around the centralized Temple (47:13–23), and the
boundaries of the land (48:1–29). The return of the glory of the Lord to the
Temple is of singular importance, contributing to Jerusalem a new name, “The
Lord is there” (48:35).
The contents were given in a vision that came to him in the twenty-fifth year
of Jehoiachin’s exile (572 B.C.). His escort and interpreter was a man whose
appearance was like bronze. That may not be the same escort who led him
through his visions of Jerusalem (8:2). The figure shares the description of the
Lord enthroned on the chariot (1:27), whereas the guide in the final section is
described more briefly and less regally. Likely the escort is an angel and not the
Lord Himself.
If the Temple had not been the central feature of the classical prophets’
religious focus, it certainly was for Ezekiel. He saw it as the main authenticating
institution in the life of Israel. The future, whatever shape it took, was
inconceivable without it. Yet the obvious question that arises is whether our
prophet really believed that particular structure would be built. There is really no
question that he believed the Temple would be restored, but did Ezekiel intend to
supply a blueprint for the New Temple and its services? Four views have taken
shape in response to this question.
The first is the literal view. As the term implies, this position anticipates the
literal construction of the Temple as Ezekiel describes it. The wording in 43:10–
12 seems to encourage the literal expectation. Further, because the postexilic
prophets Haggai and Zechariah encouraged the reconstruction of the Jerusalem
sanctuary, it would certainly appear that the restoration of the Temple was an
important feature of hope during the exilic period. However, when the Temple
was actually restored, it did not follow Ezekiel’s plans. So the proponents of this
view must face up to the problem of nonfulfillment.
The second view is the symbolic one, holding that Ezekiel has symbolically
described the Christian age in terms of the Temple. So those who hold this
position do not anticipate a literal fulfillment. Rather, they see its fulfillment in

the age of the Christian gospel. Jesus’ use of Temple symbolism for His
resurrection (John 2:18–22) and John’s interpretation of the Lord God as the
Temple of the New Jerusalem (Rev. 21:22) lend support to this view.
The third view is the dispensational one, which assumes that all prophecies
about Israel must be literally fulfilled. So those who hold this position yet
anticipate the reconstruction of the Temple, perhaps in the millennial age. The
strength of this view is that Scripture is taken very seriously. Its weakness is that
it fails to identify the symbolic and spiritual dimensions of future predictions
about Israel. The difference between the dispensational view and the literal one
is that the dispensational view puts the reconstruction of the Temple in the
eschatological age, where the literal view puts it in the years 520–516 B.C. under
Zerubbabel.
The fourth view is to interpret these chapters as apocalypse. We have
observed above how the book of Ezekiel is related to apocalyptic literature.
According to this position chapters 40–48 predict in highly symbolic terms the
Messianic age.55 It is closely akin to the symbolic view but differs in that it does
not insist upon covenantal theology, on which the symbolic view is based. The
proponents of this position insist that the prophecy must remain anchored in
history and not lifted above it. Further, some future realities transcend the ability
of human language to describe them, so the familiar and fundamental realities of
Israel’s life became the basis for representing the indescribable.
It seems that, because the prophecy demands the historical fulfillment, and
because the literature is so characteristically apocalyptic, we must insist that the
prophecy is fulfilled in part by the historical reconstruction of the Temple in
520–516. Yet to restrict the meaning of these chapters to the historical is to
ignore the supernatural elements, such as the river that flows from the Temple
and transforms the Dead Sea (47:1–12) and the abiding presence of the Lord
(48:35). So although the restoration led by Zerubbabel, Haggai, and Zechariah
fulfilled the prophecy in one respect (the Temple was rebuilt), in another respect
they did no more to exhaust its full meaning than did the historical return from
exile to deplete Isaiah’s program of restoration (e.g., Isa. 35, 40, 43). The
prophecy calls for both the historical and the eschatological, for as A. B.
Davidson says, there is “so much of earth, so much of heaven” in it.56

THE MESSAGE OF EZEKIEL

Man’s Polarity and God’s Resolution
The polarity that human disobedience had created in Israel was a major
subject of prophetic preaching. It had put Israel in opposition to God. The
prophets’ ethical imperative that called men and women to reform their ways
often left the Israelites unmoved and even more often unchanged. The fall of
Jerusalem, to which Ezekiel was an auditor, and the Exile, of which he was a
victim, were the incontestable evidences of Israel’s moral inflexibility. Ezekiel,
as clearly as any of the prophets, set up the opposite poles and then showed how
Yahweh resolved the polarization. On the one hand God declares that He will
turn His face from Israel (e.g., 7:22), and on the other that He will not hide His
face from them anymore (39:29). At one pole Israel drives Yahweh from His
sanctuary (8:6), and at the other Yahweh gives instructions for a New Temple
where He will take up His everlasting residence (37:26–28; 40–48). The glory of
the Lord leaves the Temple (11:23), and it returns (43:1–5). He gives up the land
to destruction so that even Noah, Daniel, and Job could not save it (14:12–20),
and He reclaims and repartitions the land for His people (47:13–48:35). On the
one side Israel breaks the Mosaic covenant (16:59), and on the other the Lord
establishes an everlasting covenant (37:26). The shepherds neglect His flock
(34:10), and He Himself becomes the Good Shepherd (34:11). Israel’s idolatrous
abominations are pitted against Yahweh’s holiness. Repentance has a low profile
in the book, giving place to Yahweh’s initiative to bring about the drastic
changes that could save and restore Israel.
The use of the emphatic first person to reinforce the subject of the verb (God)
illustrates this shift of emphasis from human repentance to divine action:

I myself will remember my covenant with you in the days
of your youth.” (16:60)
“I myself will establish my covenant with you.” (16:62)
“I myself will take a sprig from the high cedar.” (17:22)
“Behold, I myself will search out my sheep.” (34:11)

“I myself will shepherd my sheep.” (34:15) “I myself will judge between
the fat sheep and the lean
sheep.” (34:20, author’s translation)
Poised precipitously on the ledge of disaster, Israel had heard the prophets but
had not understood. Yet, inevitably the ultimate disaster had come. Ezekiel had
said little about averting it. The unenviable responsibility that had fallen to him
was that of interpreting the calamity. And now in the face of appalling
destruction and despair, hope could be found only in the Person and actions of
Yahweh Himself. It was an old prophetic theme to which Israel had virtually
become deaf, and in Ezekiel the people’s deafness had been paired with
prophetic muteness. Yet when they could hear and the prophet could speak, the
word of salvation was as graciously astonishing as the word of judgment had
been terrifyingly devastating.

The Goal of Prophetic Preaching
The recognition formula (“You/They shall know that I am the Lord” and its
variants) picks up a prominent theme in the earlier prophets.57 To bring Israel to
the knowledge of the Lord was the aim of classical prophecy. We have seen that
very clearly in our study of Hosea.58 Further, Jeremiah, Ezekiel’s contemporary,
had couched the new covenant in terms of the knowledge of the Lord (Jer.
31:31–34). Yet Ezekiel’s stress on that object far outruns any OT prophet and
anticipates the emphasis that Jesus in the gospel of John places on His mission to
establish the knowledge of God.59 The degrees of that knowledge range from
mere recognition of Yahweh as sovereign God of the world to knowledge of
Him as Savior of Israel. It encompasses a range that extends from mental
perception to dynamic interaction with Yahweh’s moral demands and acts in
history. Even His judgment on the nations eventuates in the knowledge of the
Lord, although it is likely sovereign knowledge rather than saving knowledge.
However, at last the whole world will know Him as Yahweh, will know that He
is Israel’s God and that there is no match for Him among the gods of the nations.
Ezekiel was not so much concerned with the salvation of the nations. His focus
was divine justice meted out to them. Therefore, it is not clear whether his
application of the formula to the nations carried any salvific connotation.
That concept, directed at Israel and the nations, serves another purpose. It is
the great vindication of Yahweh’s character. Ezekiel’s apologetic for the nature

of God can be traced throughout the book. Chapter 20 is a classic expression of
that apologetic applied to the national history. It was Yahweh’s own Name and
character that He was concerned with, not Israel’s. When His covenant people
and the nations around them came to acknowledge who He was, then He would
be truly vindicated. To say, however, that He was intent upon protecting His
own reputation is not in the least to suggest that He had no concern with Israel’s.
Rather, it is to suggest that the Lord was most true to His people when He was
most true to Himself. When He was true to Himself, He could not be false to
Israel.
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OBADIAH

The Day of the Lord was an ominous concept in prophetic thought. Yet judging
from Amos (5:18–20) the idea did not likely receive its initial impulse from the
prophets but from the popular religion of Israel. In the success-oriented society
of Jeroboam II, that two-sided concept of bane and blessing had developed into
an optimism that blinded Israel to the ethical demands of religion. Amos’s
corrective became more than that. It became a prophetic way of describing the
future crisis that would materialize if Israel and Judah persisted on their collision
course with the ethical requirements that Yahweh had laid down for them. They
did persist, and the fall of Israel in 722 B.C. proved that Yahweh’s covenant with
His people was not inviolable from His side of the arrangement. The unjustified
optimism of Judah’s citizens, possessors of the Torah and occupants of
Yahweh’s favored city, was not sufficiently shattered by the fate of Israel, and
the prophets continued to announce judgment and plead for repentance. As the
history of Judah came to a close, Zephaniah and Jeremiah renewed the threat of
the Day of the Lord. When the day actually came in 586 B.C., the author of
Lamentations acknowledged it and prayed that God might actualize the other
aspect of that fateful day upon Judah’s enemies (Lam. 1:21).1 Obadiah looked
from the vantage point of the disaster that had befallen Jerusalem, reviewed its
tragedy, and announced that the Day of the Lord was near for the nations, and
for Edom in particular (Obad. 15).

OBADIAH THE MAN

Personal information about this prophet is totally lacking. The name “servant
of Yahweh” is borne by several individuals in the OT The Babylonian Talmud
identified him as King Ahab’s steward,2 a devout worshiper of Yahweh (1 Kings
18), but that tradition does not seem to rest on anything more substantive than
the common name and his religious devotion. Further, the book itself is so brief
that indirect information gleaned from the prophet’s words is not helpful.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The country of Edom, lying on the southeastern edge of the Dead Sea, was
bordered on the north by the brook Zered, which distinguished between two
kinds of land, the plateau of Moab to the north and the highlands of Edom to the
south.3 In preexilic times the Arabah seems to have been the southern border.4
Through that elongated strip of land ran the King’s Highway between Eziongeber and Damascus in ancient times, and by that route countless caravans of
traders had carted their wares. The Edomites, controlling the highway for about
seventy miles of its north-south route, profited from the tolls they collected
along the land ports built mainly for that purpose (Isa. 21:13–14; Job 6:19; Ezek.
27:15).
A nation known from early times for its wisdom, Edom was the home of Job’s
friend Eliphaz, who came from Teman, a city in the southern sector of the little
kingdom. Job also likely hailed from someplace in Edom, for Lam. 4:21 puts
Edom and Uz in parallel lines, suggesting that Uz was located within the bounds
of Edom. Obadiah was aware of that wisdom tradition and quips that his
“understanding” (a frequent synonym for wisdom) would not be able to figure
out what the Lord was doing (v. 7). To deplete further the wisdom of the nation,
the Lord would destroy the sages that were resident in Edom (v. 8).
The ancestral kinship of Israel and Edom went all the way back to the conflict
between Isaac’s sons Esau and Jacob, the eponymous patriarchs of Edom and
Israel respectively (Gen. 25:19–34; 27:1–28:9; 32–33). Although the Edomites
obstructed the migrating Israelites as they sought to traverse the King’s Highway
during the wilderness wanderings (Num. 20:14–21), the two neighbors seem to
have lived peacefully until the reign of Saul (1 Sam. 14:47).5 David’s reign was
especially marked by conflict with the Edomites, and he defeated them in the
Valley of Salt (2 Sam. 8:13–14). Later Joab conducted a six-month campaign in
Edom aimed toward genocide of Edomite males (1 Kings 11:14–25). After
Solomon’s reign a deputy governor ruled Edom during the time of Jehoshaphat
(873–848 B.C.; 1 Kings 22:47), evidently under the tutelage of Judah, for when
Jehoshaphat’s son, Joram (853–841 B.C.), became king, the Edomites
successfully revolted against Judah and set up their own king (2 Kings 8:20–22).
The later Judean successes against Edom, one about fifty years later under
Amaziah (2 Kings 14:7) and another by his son Uzziah (2 Kings 14:22), seem to
have been quite temporary, because the writer of Kings implies that the Edomite

revolt against Joram had held until his day (2 Kings 8:22).

Outline Of Obadiah
Superscription (1a)
The Messenger’s Tidings (1b–d)
Indictment of Edom (2–4)
Announcement of Edom’s Day of the Lord (5–9)
Description of Judah’s Day of the Lord and Explanation of Edom’s Judgment
(10–14)
Announcement of Edom’s Day of the Lord (15a)
Description of Edom’s Day of the Lord (15b–18)
Promise of Judah’s Repatriation (19–21)
The fall of Edom is shrouded in uncertainty. Evidently in 586 the country was
still independent and relatively free from the Babylonian devastation that
brought Judah down, because Jeremiah mentions that some of the Jews had fled
to Edom for safety (Jer. 40:11). Some have speculated that by the time of
Nehemiah (mid-fifth century) Edom had fallen. However that may be, by the
year 312 their homeland was dominated by the Nabataeans.6 Nelson Glueck
describes the transition to Nabataean culture and control as both a displacement
and an absorption of Edomite elements.7 The name was preserved in the later
designation of the region as Idumaea.
Obadiah wrote his prophecy as a reaction to the Edomites’ scavenger
approach to the devastation of Jerusalem. As noted later in the discussion of
Obadiah’s date, I believe the tragedy was the fall of Jerusalem to the Chaldeans
in 586. From the historical survey of relations between the two countries, shaded
by the historical memory of Jacob’s treatment of Esau, it should not be
surprising that the Edomites would swoop down upon wounded Jerusalem and
take advantage of her disaster. Nor is it surprising to hear this oracle devoted
exclusively to condemnation of Edom’s perfidious behavior.

LITERARY FORM, ANALYSIS, AND COMPOSITION

Literary Form: National Oracle against Edom
The literary genre of the book of Obadiah, like Nahum, is the national oracle.8
Four other oracles against Edom occur in the prophets: Amos 1:11–12; Isa.
21:11–12; Jer. 49:7–22; and Ezek. 25:12–14. There are no elements common to
them all, but the vengeful conduct of Edom against Israel occurs in Amos,
Ezekiel, and Obadiah (v. 12), and the sense of security Edom had developed in
his craggy home is condemned in Amos, Jeremiah (49:16, 22), and Obad. 3, 4.
Although we cannot discuss the purpose(s) of those oracles here,9 suffice it to
say that the salvation of the nations was not a basic theme in them. In three
instances, however, Jeremiah promised restoration to the nations whom he
addressed (Moab—Jer. 48:47, Ammon—49:6, and Elam—49:3910), and of
interest also is the fact that the Lord promised in Jeremiah’s Edom oracle that He
would keep alive the orphans and widows (Jer. 49:11). The reason for that may
be connected to the likely explanation of why the prophets did not call the
nations to repentance as they did Israel. Not being partners in the covenant, there
was no basis upon which the nations could respond to Yahweh except a broadly
shared general ethic. Yet that ethical sense alone should have directed them to
the better Torah that Yahweh had imparted to Israel.
The book of Obadiah, therefore, is basically a condemnation of Edom, in
character generally with the national oracles. No words of comfort or hope
appear, at least not for Edom. Yet the effect of the oracle for Judah is greatly
comforting, both directly and indirectly. Directly, Obadiah extends a promise of
repatriation to the exiles (vv. 19–21), but indirectly, the pledge that Edom will be
destroyed (vv. 4, 6, 15, 18) is to Judah a comforting message of divine justice.

Analysis
Dramatically the book opens with the announcement that the Lord has issued

tidings and has sent a messenger among the nations calling them to rise up in
battle against Edom (v. 1d). The rest of the book (vv. 2–21) contains Yahweh’s
message, directed not to the nations but to Edom. The prophecy can be
subdivided into the following sections (see outline): messenger’s tidings;
indictment of Edom; announcement of Edom’s Day of the Lord; description of
Judah’s Day of the Lord and explanation of Edom’s judgment; announcement
and description of Edom’s Day of the Lord; and the promise of Judah’s
repatriation.
The book employs comparison and surprise. The comparison consists in the
explication of the two phases of the Day of the Lord, consisting of the Day of the
Lord for Judah and the Day for the nations (in this case, Edom). In this book the
second phase (for Edom) is introduced first (verse 8), followed by an
explanation of why that judgment had become necessary. It was necessitated by
Edom’s plunder of Jerusalem in her time of helplessness. After the term “day” is
introduced in verse 8, the prophet in hammerlike style drives home the idea that
Judah’s “day” had already occurred, and Edom had no compassion on him. The
recurring use of the term throughout verses 11–14 is reminiscent of a similar
style in Zeph. 1:14–16, announcing the Day of the Lord. Whereas in Zephaniah
it was future, here in verses 11–14 it is past. Once Obadiah has dealt with the
terrible realism of Judah’s Day of the Lord, he returns to explicate the Day of the
Lord for Edom (vv. 15–18), a thought already introduced in verse 8. The fact
that Obadiah introduced the description as the Day of the Lord for all the nations
should not confuse the picture, for the other aspect of that Day was judgment
upon the nations. Edom’s participation in that day of judgment was the central
message of Obadiah.
The surprise occurs in the form of Edom’s question, “Who will bring me
down to earth?” (v. 3) and Yahweh’s answer, “I will bring you down” (v. 4).
When Edom was deceived by its own precipitous heights into believing that it
was invincible, the Lord declared His intention to bring down the haughty
nation.

Composition
Though brief in scope, the book has had its ample share of critical theories. T.
H. Robinson proposed that it was a collection of poetic fragments against Edom
from various periods (verses 1–5, 6–7, 8–11, 12–14, 15–16, 17–18, 19–21).11
Those who have viewed the prophecy more wholistically fall into three groups.

First, some attribute only vv. 1–14 and 15b to Obadiah. Julius A. Bewer,
following Wellhausen, takes this position, reasoning that those verses deal with
concrete historical situations, whereas the other verses deal with eschatology.12
The second position, represented by Artur Weiser and Otto Eissfeldt, divides
verses 1–18 into two oracles going back to Obadiah, verses 1–14 and 15b, and
15a and 16–18, denying only verses 19–21 to the prophet. In fairness, however,
it should be said that neither of those scholars categorically denies verses 19–21
to Obadiah.13
The third position, represented by John A. Thompson, attributes the whole
book to Obadiah.14 The unity of the book, contrary to the older view that history
and eschatology were not written by a single prophet, is indicated by the unified
theme, the Day of the Lord for Edom, and the natural outgrowth of that theme
that tenders the future restoration of Judah. In prophetic eschatology the
salvation of God’s people follows a purge of their sins and is associated with the
punishment of Israel’s enemies. So the book of Obadiah is a fine model of that
eschatological scheme. The punitive aspect of the Day of the Lord had already
passed for Judah, and now the Jews awaited the restoration that would come
when Yahweh brought vengeance upon their enemies. In the prophet’s mind
those last two ideas were inseparable.

RELATIONSHIP TO OTHER PROPHETS

Obadiah has definite verbal affinities with Jeremiah’s oracle against Edom.
The phraseology of Obad. 1–5 is frequently verbatim with Jer. 49:14–16, and 9,
with sometimes slight changes.15 That has of course raised the question of
priority. In the scholarly literature one generally finds three positions assumed to
solve this kind of problem. First, it is speculated that Obadiah was original, and
Jeremiah borrowed from him. Since the study of P. C. Caspari in 1842, that
opinion has been widely held.16 Second, some believe that both Jeremiah and
Obadiah drew upon a common source. The reason behind this position is that the
order of the two texts is different, so Obadiah adhered more closely to the
original source, and Jeremiah used it with more freedom.17 The third position is
that Jeremiah was original, and Obadiah drew from him.18 If the occasion for
Obadiah’s prophecy was the fall of Jerusalem in 586 B.C. and its subsequent
plunder by the Edomites, then it was possible for him to have drawn upon
Jeremiah’s oracle.
The question of priority, however, is never an easy one to resolve. E. B. Pusey
argued in his erudite manner that Jeremiah drew from Obadiah just as he also
drew upon Isaiah.19 Yet there are other cases of borrowing in the prophets,20
which may suggest that Jeremiah was not alone in the practice. So it is hardly
sufficient to argue that thesis. Perhaps the different arrangement of the material
by the two prophets suggests a common source that each one treated differently.
At any rate, none of the positions can be definitively demonstrated.

DATE AND PURPOSE

Date
Smith has remarked that Obadiah “has been tossed out of one century into
another by successive critics, till there exists in their estimates of its date a
difference of nearly six hundred years” (899 to soon after 312 B.C.).21 The main
two criteria for dating the book are the devastation of Jerusalem in verses 10–14
and Obadiah’s relationship to Jer. 49. Either of those can be answered more than
one way, so neither of them is the kind of criteria that will produce dogmatic
results.
Regarding the date of the devastation of Jerusalem described in verses 10–14,
some commentators have proposed that it took place in the reign of Jehoram
(853–841). That proposal is based upon the Edomite revolt during that time,
mentioned in 2 Kings 8:20 and 2 Chronicles 21:8–17. Yet there is no reference
in either of those texts to the kind of total conquest that is described in verse 11
(“… foreigners entered his gate and cast lots for Jerusalem”). The fall of
Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 586 is the only event that qualifies for that kind
of conquest. Further, as we have noted above, Obadiah was aware that the Day
of the Lord had come for Jerusalem, thus suggesting the finality that the phrase
implied. Looking from the vantage point of Judah’s day of judgment, he predicts
the coming of the Day of the Lord for the nations and Edom in particular. Those
who opt for a preexilic date must explain verses 10–14 satisfactorily. Outside of
the events of 586, it is extremely difficult to do that.
The second criterion, the relationship of Obadiah to Jeremiah, is, as we have
already indicated, one that gives an uncertain sound. The critical question is the
identification of the events in verses 10–14. Externally Joel utilizes several
distinctive phrases that are found in Obadiah,22 thus perhaps giving a terminus
ad quem.23 Although the description of the events of 586 in verses 10–14 does
not leave the impression of an eyewitness account as in Lamentations, the
emotions relating to Edom’s unbrotherly behavior are very strong and may
belong within a generation of the fall of Jerusalem. The early years after 586,
perhaps within the decade, seem the most favorable time for Obadiah’s

prophecy.

Purpose
The purpose of Obadiah is bound up more generally with the purpose of the
national oracles. More than likely we should speak in terms of purposes, a topic
we have only mentioned above. It is not clear whether the messenger in verse 1
was literally sent among the nations, but there is a precedent for such a thing in
Jer. 27:1–11. However, in view of the loss of national status and diplomatic
channels, it is not likely that Judah could send ambassadors to the nations. If that
avenue of communication is eliminated, then the book was probably spoken as
comfort to those citizens who felt the brunt of Edomite plunder after the fall of
Jerusalem.
John D. W. Watts has speculated that the book of Obadiah was a collection of
oracles arranged in the form of a prophetic liturgy for a larger Day of the Lord
ritual, perhaps at the “New Year’s festival.”24 The conjectural nature of Watts’s
theory, however, must be emphasized. As we have pointed out in our discussion
of Nahum, very little evidence can be found in the Pentateuch for such a festival.

THE MESSAGE OF OBADIAH

Between Brothers
Some of the most bitter conflicts in history have occurred between brothers.
The biblical account of Esau and Jacob is an indicting model of that fact,
reminding us that even the most ancient of enmities deposit their bitter seeds in
the soil of history and bring forth their spiteful offspring. The enmity that existed
between Israel and Edom, however, cannot be so easily explained, for the
ongoing generations bore responsibility also. They could break the chain, which
they sometimes seem to have done (cf. Jer. 40:11), or they could forge new
links, which they most often did. It is a mark of immaturity and irresponsibility
for the children always to blame the fathers for their problems. That lesson is
only implicit in Obadiah. Yet the ancestral relationship between Judah and Edom
could not be forgotten, and Obadiah indicted Edom for gloating over the day of
his brother’s misfortune (v. 12). If only they could have lived peacefully as
allies, history might have taken a different course for both nations. At any rate,
talking about the “if of history cannot change the facts of it, but it can alert us to
the treacheries that lie in our own paths.

The Justice of God
The most prominent theological motif of the book is the justice of God. It
belongs naturally to the themes of this particular age. As we have observed in
other prophets of this era, the wrath of God, dispensed out of an unalterable
commitment to divine justice, had brought retribution to Judah for his sins.
Yahweh had used the Chaldeans to effect that justice. Yet the spiteful behavior
of Edom was not part of that network of justice. The Lord had not directed the
Edomites to pillage Jerusalem. It was their own doing. Even if He had, He would
still have exacted punishment for their sins, as He required of Assyria and
Babylonia.
The principle operative in Obadiah’s announcement of the Day of the Lord for

Edom was that of retributive justice: “As you have done, it will be done to you.
Your dealings will return on your own head” (v. 15). Apart from repentance and
divine grace, that was the principle to which all offenders must surrender. Esau,
Edom’s patriarch, had been deceived by his brother, and now he had been
deceived again by his arrogance and false sense of security (v. 3). The justice of
God took the form of the Day of the Lord for Edom and the nations (vv. 15–16).
But when justice is dispensed, it should not evoke enmity and greed from the
bystanders, but compassion. That was Edom’s sin: He had not shown
compassion in the day of his brother’s distress. God’s moral government of the
world is a confidence that permeates the book of Obadiah as it did Habakkuk,
Nahum, and Lamentations of this same era.
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LAMENTATIONS

Rarely does the Old Testament afford the reader the luxury of reveling in
theological contemplation so fully and clearly as in the book of Lamentations.
Job is certainly one of those books, but the theological reflection there centers
upon the suffering of the individual and widens out to apply the implications of
Job’s suffering more generally to the human race.1 In contrast, Lamentations is a
treatment of national suffering. It is one of the most important theological
treatises in the OT. Norman K. Gottwald has called attention to its importance
for understanding OT religion and has remarked how most of the books written
on the history and religion surrounding the Exile totally bypass or only casually
mention this book.2

TITLE AND PLACE IN CANON

The title “Lamentations” comes into our English translations through the
Septuagint and Latin versions, in which the book is called Threnoi and Threni
(“Lamentations”) respectively. In ancient Jewish literature the book was also
called by that title (Qinoth).3 However, the title in the Hebrew Bible follows the
common practice of naming the book by the first word(s), and there it is called
Êkhāh (“How”).
In the Septuagint and Vulgate the book of Lamentations follows the book of
Jeremiah because of its traditional association with Jeremiah. That explains its
position among the prophetic books in our English translations. Yet in the
Hebrew Bible it is included in the third division, which is known as the
“Writings,” or by its Greek name, Hagiographa. In the list of biblical books in
the Talmud (Baba Bathra 15a) Lamentations is placed near the end of the
Writings. Moreover, it is not grouped with the Five Megillot, which are five
short books that have come to be used for liturgical purposes in the synagogue.
In the Hebrew Bible those five books are grouped together. They are the Song of
Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, and Esther. In the liturgy of the
synagogue the Song of Songs came to be read on the Festival of Passover, Ruth
on Shavuoth (Pentecost), Lamentations on the Ninth of Ab (commemorating the
destruction of both temples), Ecclesiastes on the Feast of Tabernacles, and
Esther on Purim. As early as the first century A.D. Josephus knew the practice of
placing Lamentations with Jeremiah (Contra Apionem 1.8).
The position of Lamentations among the prophets is a natural one. The book
truly stands in the prophetic tradition, for it treats the fall of Jerusalem in 586 in
the light of the message of the prophets.4 Delbert R. Hillers has remarked that
the book is the “Amen” of the prophetic pronouncement of judgment for Israel’s
sins.5 The Exile, which the prophets predicted, had occurred, and it had brought
all the horror and devastation they had promised, and more. Now Jerusalem sat
in shock contemplating the disaster and its cause. The book of Lamentations is
not prophecy in the strictest sense of the word, but it is a vindication of the
prophets and their view of Israel’s covenantal relationship to Yahweh along with
their assessment of the consequences for violating it.

LITERARY STRUCTURE AND ANALYSIS

Structure
Lamentations is composed of five poems, coinciding with each of the five
chapters. The first four poems are alphabetic acrostics. Each poem begins with
the first letter of the Hebrew alphabet, and each new stanza (each new line in
chap. 3) introduces the next letter of the alphabet until all twenty-two letters
have been used. The last poem is not an acrostic, although it conforms to the
twenty-two-stanza pattern. Poem I has three lines in each stanza, and only the
first word of the first line conforms to the alphabet. That pattern is followed also
in poem II, whereas poem IV exhibits the same acrostic form, but each stanza
having only two lines instead of three. Poem III in comparison has a three-line
stanza like poems I and II, but each letter of the alphabet begins the three lines of
the stanza assigned to it rather than only the first line. Another minor difference
occurs in poems II, III, and IV as compared to Poem I. The letters ayin and pe
are interchanged, as they are also in the acrostic poem found in Proverbs 31.
Some have reasoned that that peculiarity may allude to a more standard sequence
of letters, but that does not seem to be the case, because the Ugaritic abecedaries
(alphabets) a millennium before Lamentations followed the same sequence as
the Hebrew alphabet.
Some scholars have depreciated the artistic quality of the acrostic poem
because it is so rigid and limits the author in his range of ideas. Other examples
of the form are Pss. 9–10, 25, 34, 37, 111, 112, 119, 145, and Prov. 31:10–31.
The popularity of the form may have been due to its mnemonic value. Yet in the
case of Lamentations it may have another function as suggested by several
scholars and accepted by Gottwald in his stimulating study of the book: “to
encourage completeness in the expression of grief, the confession of sin and the
instilling of hope.”6 The idea was that once the entire range of the alphabet had
been exhausted to vent the deep grief of Jerusalem and Judah, about all that
could be said had been said.
The following comparative table may help to assimilate some of these
observations on the literary form of the book:

The metrical pattern of these poems has been much discussed. Karl Budde
identified a metrical pattern that he called the Qinah (“lament”) meter because
he viewed it as the standard meter for mourning or lamentation. The meter had a
falling pattern, with three stresses in the first half of the line and two in the
second (3 + 2).7 That theory, along-with the older metrical theories of Hebrew
poetry, has been criticized in recent years. It has been observed that the Qinah
pattern is not limited to the lamentation or funeral song (cf., e.g., Isa. 1:10–12;
Song 1:9–11). Further, many of the lines in Lamentations exhibit a balanced
pattern (3 + 3) rather than the falling type.8

Outline of Lamentations
1. The Pitiable State of Jerusalem (1:1–22)
1. Lament for Jerusalem (1:1–11)
2. Lament by Jerusalem (1:12–22)
2. Yahweh’s Anger (2:1–22)
1. Yahweh’s Judgment (2:1–10)
2. The Author’s Anguish (2:11–22)
3. Judah’s Lament (3:1–66)
1. The Suffering Nation (3:1–2)
2. Judah’s Complaint (3:3–20)
3. Trusting in Yahweh (3:21–36)
4. Yahweh’s Judgment (3:37–39)
5. Call to Repentance (3:40–42)
6. Further Complaint (3:43–54)

7. Yahweh’s Enemies (3:55–66)
4. Jerusalem’s Ruin (4:1–22)
1. Famine and Suffering (4:1–12)
2. Sins of the Prophets and Priests (4:13–20)
3. The Punishment Concluded (4:21–22)
5. Final Lament (5:1–22)
1. Description of Ruin (5:1–18)
2. Prayer for Restoration (5:19–22)
Form critics have attempted to offer insights on the literary type of each poem.
Hermann Gunkel proposed that Poems I, II, and IV were examples of the
national funeral song, Poem III mainly an individual lament, and Poem V a
communal lament.9 Otto Eissfeldt is in agreement with that position.10 Gottwald
also seeks help in the form critical method and advances the suggestion that
national lament is the primary type, although he acknowledges that the author
fused types.11 Hillers, on the other hand, offers the opinion that form criticism
has given us very little help in understanding these poems. Perhaps his word of
caution is in order, and the greatest insight we can receive from form criticism is
that the poems are written in the style and tone of lament.
Robert Gordis’s proposal that chapter 3 is best understood under the rubric of
fluid personality, vacillating between individual and communal lament,12 seems
an appropriate way to view that central poem. In addition to recognizing that the
book is a lament, we may also observe that it is a literary personification. Poems
I, II, IV, and V are basically a lament from the mouth of Jerusalem personified,
interspersed with commentary by the author. For example, in 1:12–16 we hear
the city of Jerusalem speaking:

Is it nothing to all you who pass this way?
Look and see if there is any pain like my pain Which was severely dealt out
to me,
Which the Lord inflicted on the day of His fierce anger.
The Lord has rejected all my strong men
In my midst;
He has called an appointed time against me
To crush my young men;
The Lord has trodden as in a wine press
The virgin daughter of Judah. (1:12, 15)

The author’s commentary follows in verse 17 with reference to Zion in the
third person, and the lament of the personified city is resumed in verse 18.
Poem III may be viewed as a lament spoken by the nation personified. It has
been observed that Jerusalem is a feminine figure in the poems, so “I am the
man” is out of character. However, if Judah is speaking in chapter 3, then that
explains the opening words, “I am the man who has seen affliction because of
the rod of His wrath” (3:1). Because the wrath of Yahweh is such a strong theme
in most of the poems and Jerusalem contemplates the fact and purpose of divine
wrath, it is only natural for the nation to speak at some point in the book and
come to terms with the terrible reality of the fall and Exile. Of course, that could
also apply to the author. However, having once engaged in personification, we
might expect our author to adhere to the same art form throughout. Admittedly
the question is a difficult one and can with justification go either way,
author/personified city or personified city/personified nation.

Analysis
The destruction of Jerusalem and Judah and exile to Babylonia constitute the
indisputable subject matter of this book. The ultimate disaster befell Jerusalem
and the nation in 586 B.C. Although the number of exiles deported to Babylonia
at that time was smaller than that in 597, the horrible events of 586 ended the
history of Judah as a nation and dethroned the Davidic dynasty that had ruled for
four centuries. And worse still, among the physical rubble of destruction the
spiritual relationship to Yahweh lay in shambles.
Poem I is a lament over Jerusalem’s pitiable condition after the Babylonian
destruction. The theme of the chapter is the lonely and comfortless plight of the
city.
How lonely sits the city
That was full of people!
She has become like a widow
Who was once great among the nations!
She who was a princess among the provinces
Has become a forced laborer!
She weeps bitterly in the night,
And her tears are on her cheeks;
She has none to comfort her

Among all her lovers
.All her friends have dealt treacherously with her;
They have become her enemies. (1:1–2)
Here the theme of the chapter is introduced. The absence of comforters is
repeated in verses 9, 16, 17, and 21. Of further significance is the admission in
verse 18 that the Lord was right in what He had done because Jerusalem had
rebelled against His Word. The poem is not lacking in the self-disclosure that the
nation’s sins had brought about the disaster (1:5, 14, 20, 22). This graphic
picture of desolation, a city forlorn and musing over her humiliation, sets the
stage for the entire book.
Poem II deals with Yahweh’s anger. The poet or the nation weeps and calls
Jerusalem to weep also (2:11–19). The author uses three different Hebrew nouns
for Yahweh’s wrath and two verbal expressions.13 He views the recent
catastrophe as the “day of the Lord’s anger” (2:1, 22), a phrase that Zephaniah
had used to describe the coming Day of the Lord (Zeph. 2:2–3). Jeremiah had
also frequently used the language of divine wrath to predict the approaching
destruction of Judah. Further, the historical appendix to Jeremiah offers the same
explanation for the fall of Jerusalem and the Exile to Babylonia (Jer. 52:3). That
vocabulary of Yahweh’s wrath is rather prominent in the three middle poems (II,
III, IV) of the book.14 As we have already seen, the theme of chapter 1 focuses
on self-confession, and chapter 5 again mourns the pitiable plight of Jerusalem
and raises the question why the Lord should forsake her for so long. Thus the
three middle chapters reflect upon the wrath of God, bringing it into a new light
in chapter 3, where the poet affirms its redemptive purpose of returning Judah to
the Lord (3:40).
Poem III is connected to chapter 2 by the idea of divine wrath, introduced in
3:1 and concluded in the final verse (v. 66). The man who laments may be the
nation, or, if we follow Gordis’s proposal of fluid personality,15 the poet may be
speaking. The author believed that Judah’s tragedy was the Day of the Lord.
Although he does not use the phrase, he uses the language of Amos (“darkness
and not light,” 3:2/Amos 5:18) to describe it. He even draws upon Amos’s
imagery of the bear and lion as the fierce executors of that Day (3:10/Amos
5:19). After introducing the idea that the nation suffers because of the rod of the
Lord’s anger, the poet engages in a Joban complaint (vv. 3–20), followed by
affirmation of trust in the Lord (vv. 21–36). Then the last part of the chapter
proceeds through an admission that the catastrophe was the Lord’s doing (vv.
37–39), a call to repentance (vv. 40–42), another complaint (vv. 43–54), and

concludes with a consideration of what the Lord would now do about His
enemies (vv. 55–66). This chapter is the core of the book. C. W. Eduard
Naegelsbach speaks of 3:19–40 as the peak of the mountain jutting out of the
darkness into the sunlight; from there the poet begins his descent into the gloom
again.16 The poet’s explanation for the nation’s suffering is of consequence to an
understanding of the book. The Lord had executed the awful events because of
Judah’s sins (v. 42), but He had a redemptive purpose, to return the nation to the
Lord (v. 40). The greatness of ancient Israel in part consisted in the fact that the
Israelites could and did face up to their sin and its consequences. The book of
Lamentations is one of the profound expressions of that greatness.
Poem IV describes the appalling ruin of Jerusalem and the famine and
suffering that followed. The city was reduced to rubble (4:1), and famine and
death stalked every street. Even the princes were not exempt from the ravages of
famine. Their countenances were black like soot, and their skin shriveled on
their bones (4:8). Women boiled their children to appease their gnawing appetite
(4:10). It is an ugly picture. The poem is so descriptive that it is hard to believe
that the poet did not himself personally witness the terrible things he describes.
Perhaps the conditions were made even more intolerable by the Edomite
scavenger operation after the fall (see Obadiah). The blame of these events was
again positioned, not on the people generally, but on the prophets and priests.
Rather than enjoying their former honored stations in society, they wandered
around in the city so defiled with blood that none could touch their garments
(4:13–16). That laying of blame on the prophets and priests is reminiscent of
Jeremiah.17 The poem ends with the announcement that the punishment for the
iniquity of the daughter of Zion is finished (4:22).
Poem V is a prayer in which the poet continues to lament the pitiable state of
Jerusalem and poses the question of why the Lord had forsaken them for so long
(5:20). The idea of bearing the iniquities of the fathers, which is found in 5:7,
has been used to disqualify Jeremiah as the author, because he, like Ezekiel,
strongly urged personal responsibility for one’s sins rather than suffering for the
sins of the fathers (Jer. 31:29–30; compare Ex. 20:5–6). However, these words
are not those of the poet himself, but they belong to the personified nation or
city. Evidently blaming the fathers for one’s woes was a popular escapism of the
time, for both Jeremiah and Ezekiel quoted the proverb that justified the idea:
“The fathers have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge”
(Jer. 31:29; Ezek. 18:2). So these words merely reflect the popular
rationalization of the day. The poem ends with a verse whose translation is
disputed (v. 22). Perhaps in keeping with the tone of rejection in the book, the

King James translation of the initial Hebrew words (kî ‘im) as an adversative is
the best rendering: “But thou hast utterly rejected us; thou art very wroth against
us.”18

AUTHORSHIP AND DATE

The Hebrew version of Lamentations does not attribute the book to Jeremiah.
The Greek and Latin versions do, however, perhaps based upon the Jewish
tradition that Jeremiah authored the book. The Septuagint begins with this
introductory statement, not found in the Hebrew: “And it came to pass, after
Israel was taken captive, and Jerusalem made desolate, that Jeremias sat
weeping, and lamented with this lamentation over Jerusalem, and said.” Some
scholars believe that the Jewish tradition of Jeremianic authorship was based
upon Jer. 9:1 (Hebrew version, 8:23):

Othat my head were waters, And my eyes a fountain of tears, That I might
weep day and night For the slain of the daughter of my people!
Gordis represents the broad consensus of modern scholarship that the book
was composed between 586 and 530 B.C. (after the fall and before the return
under Zerubbabel). He views chapters 2 and 4 to be composed by an eyewitness
of the fall of Jerusalem and dates them around 570–60. chapter 1 speaks of the
Temple as something further removed in time than the events of chapters 2 and 4
seem to be, so Gordis proposes a date of around 530 for that poem. Yet the
identification of the poet with his suffering people, which is evidenced in 3:39–
48, would put the composition of chapter 3 closer to the events lamented in the
book, around 550–40 in his opinion. That leaves chapter 5, which, in Gordis’s
assessment, reflects a long period of desolation and should be dated about 530
B.C.19 That position also represents the position of many scholars that the five
poems are not a unity. Yet that is certainly not a universal view. Gottwald, for
example, although not accepting Jeremiah’s authorship, advances the opinion
that the first four poems do form a literary unit written by one poet. Yet he is not
dogmatic about chapter 5. He dates all of the poems, however, between 586 and
538 B.C.20 Hillers is inclined toward literary unity of the entire book.21
Much has been said about the similarities and differences between Jeremiah
and Lamentations.22 The authors of both saw the fall of Jerusalem, had the same
conviction that Judah’s sins had caused it, shifted the blame more directly to the
shoulders of the prophets and priests, and spoke about the city in the same
terminology. The differences are generally exaggerated. To illustrate, Jeremiah’s

reference to the Temple as a “den of robbers” (Jer. 7:11) ought not exclude any
affections he may and probably did have for it (e.g., Lam. 2:1, 6; 4:2). Nor
should his preference for personal responsibility obscure his perception of the
“sour grapes” theology that enjoyed popularity in his day. Further, Jeremiah,
although imprisoned by Zedekiah, does not seem to have been his enemy. In
fact, Zedekiah had on occasion consulted and helped him.23 So if “the breath of
our nostrils, the Lord’s anointed” in 4:20 is applied to Zedekiah, it hardly
contradicts what we know about his relationship to that king. The similarities
seem to outweigh by far the differences, contrary to the frequently expressed
opinion in favor of the opposite view.
An interesting comparison of the similarities and differences in vocabulary
between the two books is given by Naegelsbach in his commentary. His
observations lead him to conclude that Lamentations was not written by
Jeremiah, but certainly by an eyewitness of the fall.24 W. H. Hornblower, the
subsequent editor and enlarger of Naegelsbach’s commentary, followed up on
that study with a defense of Jeremianic authorship. His predecessor had
capitalized on expressions that were frequent in Lamentations but not used often
or at all in Jeremiah. The intriguing approach of Hornblower was to conduct a
comparison between the vocabulary of Shakespeare’s poems and his plays.
Within only a few verses selected from the Shakesperian poems, he found
several words that did not occur at all in his many plays.25 His point was to show
the tenuous nature of dependence upon vocabularic studies for disproving the
matter of authorship.
We must agree with R. K. Harrison’s conclusion that Jeremiah could have
written the book, but we may at the same time respect its anonymity and refuse
to dogmatize on the matter. Harrison’s terminus ad quem for its composition is
550 B.C.26 However, there is really nothing in the book that would demand a date
any later than the end of the decade in which Jerusalem fell. The hope that
becomes evident in chapter 3 was already present in germinal form in the
preaching of the prophets. Now that their prediction of judgment had
materialized, that was a strong reason for trusting their message of hope. The
truly repentant did not have to wait for events to create that hope that had its
origin in a relationship to the Lord.

THEOLOGY AND MESSAGE

Exile and the Day of the Lord
There are strong indications that the poet of Lamentations believed that the
Day of the Lord had come. As already observed above, in chapter 1 our poet
takes up the issue of divine wrath and gives that problem central attention in
chapter 2, sustaining its overtones through chapters 3 and 4. Lamentations
employs one of the phrases, “the day of wrath,” that Zephaniah had used to
describe the awful Day of judgment that was coming upon Judah (Zeph. 2:2–3).
The disaster that befell Jerusalem and the Exile to Babylonia were the effects of
Yahweh’s anger (1:12; 2:1, 21, 22). In the language of Amos it was “darkness
and not light.” The bear and lion from which Amos’s compatriots had escaped
only to be bitten by a serpent had ultimately attacked in all their savagery (3:10).
Our author was also aware that the Day of the Lord was to be a two-edged
sword. Not only was Judah to receive his just punishment, but so were the
Lord’s enemies. So Jerusalem exclaims,
They have heard that I groan;
There is no one to comfort me;
All my enemies have heard of my calamity;
They are glad that You have done it. O that You would bring the day
which You have proclaimed,
That they may become like me. (1:21)
He is confident that the Day had come for Judah and that it was awaiting his
enemies, so he prays for its arrival.

Temple, Priests, Prophets, and Festivals: Religion in
Ruin

The pathos that surrounds the demolished Temple is intense in the book. The
joy that accompanied the festal assemblies has been asphyxiated by death and
destruction. The Lord abandoned His own sanctuary and delivered it into enemy
hands (2:6). The din of mad conquerors and greedy pillagers created a clamor in
the Temple that was in some respects not unlike the noise that filled the Temple
on festival days (2:7). The unemployed priests perished in the city while looking
for food (1:19). The day of the appointed festivals arrived, and no one came
(1:4). The priests moaned. The religious institution was ruined, and just as well,
for it had posed no obstruction in the path of the judgment. If anything, its
functionaries, along with the false prophets, had abetted the process that
prepared the way for destruction (4:13–16).
Advancing from visions that were false and deceptive (2:14), the prophets had
made progress—they saw no visions at all (2:9). The shame that attached to
prophet and priest after the fall was well deserved and best received in the
foreign lands where they had been scattered (4:16).
This book, so full of regret and penance, opens up Judah’s soul to God and
man. The honest confession of sin, the conviction that Yahweh was Judge and
Redeemer, and the hope of renewed mercy every morning were foundation
stones on which the new Israel could and did arise. The soul of this people had
sunk low and all but breathed its last. But on the ruins of the past the Lord began
to build the future. Israel’s soul revived because he despaired of his sins and he
hoped in the Lord. The book of Lamentations exposes that soul, shamed by sin
and ennobled by grace, to all mankind.
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PART 3

THE PROPHETS
OF THE PERSIAN
PERIOD
DANIEL HAGGAI ZECHARIAH
JOEL MALACHI

ABOUT THE PERSIAN PERIOD
With the dwindling fortunes of the Neo–Babylonian Empire after
Nebuchadnezzar’s passing (562 B.C.), the alignment of nations began to assume
another shape. The greatest challenge to Babylonian sovereignty was Media,
ruled by King Astyages (585–550). As divine sovereignty would have it,
however, one of that monarch’s vassals was Cyrus the Persian, king of Anshan
in southern Iran. Hoping against hope to contravene the Median power, the
Babylonian king, Nabonidus (556–539), endorsed Cyrus and his exploits against
Media, and by 550 Cyrus had unseated Astyages and gained control of the
Median empire. In 547/46 he extended his rule to Lydia in Asia Minor when he
captured the Lydian capital, Sardis. Egypt, with whom Nabonidus had
subsequently sided when he saw the aggressive disposition of Cyrus, was unable
to put together a defensive alliance that could hold the Persians in check.
Therefore, Babylon was surrounded by the spreading tentacles of Cyrus’s
growing empire, and in 539 the city fell to the Persian king’s general, Ugbaru.
Thus the Neo-Babylonian Empire expired, and the control of Palestine was
transferred to Cyrus.
His famous decree of 538, which gave the Jews permission to return to Judah
and rebuild their Temple (Ezra 1, 2), was, for the exiles, like waking from a bad
dream. Daniel stood in conquered Babylon and viewed the changing

international horizons and spoke of the future of God’s people.
The Persians appointed Sheshbazzar governor of Judah, and amidst bursting
enthusiasm the foundation of the Temple was laid (Ezra 5:16). But with
heightening difficulties that included drought and political tensions between the
returnees and the indigenous population of Judah, enthusiasm waned and hope
smoldered. Cyrus’s death in 530 practically terminated the restoration
movement. His son and successor, Cambyses (530–522), seemed to have no
interest in supporting that particular edict of his father. However, after Darius I
took the throne (522) and stabilized his realm, the prophets Haggai and
Zechariah, buttressed by the support of the Judean governor, Zerubbabel, and the
high priest, Jeshua, renewed interest in the reconstruction of the Temple. Within
weeks architecture was again on the minds of the Judeans, and the Temple was
reconstructed within a four-year period (520–516) and rededicated (Ezra 6:13–
18; see pages 363–65 for further discussion of the early years of the restoration).
Though there is a scholarly difference of opinion on the matter, Joel might
have prophesied within a generation of the completion of the Temple.
A later wave of Babylonian exiles returned to Judah in the middle of the fifth
century. Ezra returned in 458 during the reign of Artaxerxes I (465–424) and
instituted religious and social reforms, while Nehemiah became governor in 445
and effected social reform as well as significant building accomplishments in
Jerusalem. The prophecy of Malachi seems to fit into that period just prior to
Ezra and Nehemiah because no evidence of their reforms is to be found in his
oracles.
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DANIEL

The beauty and power of the Book of Daniel have often been obscured in the
modern era by the complex of problems that has surrounded the study of the
prophecy. Frequently the problems have preempted the positive dimensions of
research, leaving the book devoid of historical value. We can allow that the
spiritual merits of the book can, to some extent, be ascertained by those who
deny its historical basis, but a book that reputes to be of a historical nature and
seeks to teach spiritual realities based in its historical premises cannot be put on
an equal footing with the book that lays no such claim to history. History and
spiritual reality are like body and soul, to use a metaphor inappropriate to the
Old Testament, but one that we understand.
It is no great concession to hypercritical scholarship to acknowledge the
nature of the historical problems related to Daniel and his book. Nor is it any
infringement of scholarly integrity to seek to establish the historical nature of the
material. Therefore, our task is a dual one.

DANIEL THE MAN

The prophets had no propensity for mentioning their professional predecessors
or contemporaries. When they did, it was the exception rather than the rule. The
elders in Jeremiah mentioned Micah (Jer. 26:18), and Daniel mentioned
Jeremiah (Dan. 9:2); both of those references were in regard to critical
predictions and their subsequent fulfillment. However, Ezekiel, Daniel’s
contemporary in Babylonia, made reference to Daniel in three instances (Ezek.
14:14, 20; 28:3), not for his prophetic ability but for his righteousness and
wisdom. In the first two instances Ezekiel mentioned him in company with Noah
and Job, who, by their own righteousness, could not reclaim the land of Judah
from its advanced moral declension. They could save only their own lives. In the
third reference Daniel is held up to the Prince of Tyre as a paragon of wisdom.
That brief character sketch of the prophet harmonizes with his character
description in the Book of Daniel. Recognized for his wisdom (1:4; 2:48; 5:11),
he was also perceived as a man of impeccable character. The rulers of Darius’s
realm shrank from attacking his character and chose rather to undermine the law
of his God (6:5, also v. 22). Ezekiel’s exile to Babylonia in 597 B.C. occurred
almost a decade after Daniel’s banishment to that land in 605, allowing ample
time for Daniel to have established his reputation there. Ezekiel’s acquaintance
with Daniel’s renown is not surprising in view of his own residence in
Babylonia. Nor should the knowledge of that reputation in Judah be any less
surprising in light of the correspondence that took place between the expatriates
and the Palestinian community.
Further, the proposal that Ezekiel had in mind the “Danil” of Ugaritic
mythology is inconsonant with that prophet’s theology. No OT prophet was
more vocal in his opposition to idolatry and pagan religion than Ezekiel was,
having predicted and been witness to its inevitable consequences. To hold forth a
figure from such a tradition as an exemplar of righteousness and wisdom would
belie his own deep convictions about pagan idolatry. Harold H. P. Dressler
observes that in the Ugaritic Aqhat Text neither the word “wise” (ḥkm) nor
“righteousness” (tsdq) is applied to the Danil of that document.1
Although not a priest, Daniel represented the loyalty of the laity to the Mosaic
law. Well acquainted with the dietary laws (1:8–16), he was a transition figure
between preexilic religion and Judaism. Daniel’s advice to King
Nebuchadnezzar, to “break away now from your sins by doing righteousness,

and from your iniquities by showing mercy to the poor, in case there may be a
prolonging of your prosperity” (4:27), was not a new thought (cf. Prov. 14:21),
but it did silhouette the prophetic emphasis upon the care of the indigent, which
came to be a major tenet of Judaism. Further, the centrality of the Torah in
Judaism may be seen in incipient form in this book. Perhaps Daniel represented
a strand of orthodoxy whose roots were anchored in Josiah’s reform, with its
renewed accentuation on Torah. Moreover, the custom of praying three times a
day, corresponding to practice in later traditional Judaism,2 is already attested in
Daniel’s religious code.
Nothing definite is known about this prophet’s family or his Palestinian roots.
That he was young is implied (1:4), and that he was from the nobility is
suggested by the text (1:3).
He was deported to Babylonia in the year 605, when Nebuchadnezzar
evidently made a raid upon Judah.3 He lived to be an old man, as his activity in
the reigns of Belshazzar of Babylon and Cyrus the Great attests. The latest date
in the book is the third year of Cyrus as king of Babylon (536).

MAJOR PROBLEMS IN THE BOOK

The major obstacles that lie in the interpreter’s path to confident historical
credibility fall into two classes, the historical and linguistic. Daniel’s historical
details have often, as already noted, presented difficulties that some scholars
have pronounced insurmountable for historical inquiry. Therefore, the book does
not, in the opinion of numerous researchers, qualify for the category of history.
From a linguistic standpoint, the issue revolves around the date and purpose of
the long Aramaic section of the book (2:46–7:28) and the presence of Persian
and Greek words in the text. Thus, at the risk of beginning on a negative note,
we should consider the problems that are associated with these two categories.

Daniel 1:1: The “Third Year of Jehoiakim” and
Daniel’s Exile
Having taken the throne in the year 608, Jehoiakim’s third year would be 605,
according to the accession-year system of reckoning, which was used in
Babylonia and thus was used by Daniel. By that system the year in which the
king ascended the throne was considered his “accession year,” and the first year
of his reign began on new year’s day of the following year (his first full year).
However, Jeremiah’s dates, it would appear, followed the nonaccession-year
system, which began counting the king’s first year from the date he assumed the
throne.4 That means that the nonaccession-year dates will normally be one year
higher than the same date in the accession-year system. Jeremiah correlates the
“fourth year of Jehoiakim” with the “first year of Nebuchadnezzar” (Jer. 25:1),
which was 605 according to Jeremiah’s nonaccession-year system and 604
according to the Babylonian accession-year method.5

Outline of Daniel
1. I. Stories about Daniel (1:1–6:28)
1. A. Daniel’s Commitment (1:1–21)

1. Daniel’s Captivity (1:1–7)
2. Daniel’s Purity (1:8–16)
3. Daniel’s Wisdom (1:17–21)
2. B. Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of the Statue (2:1–49)
1. Failure of the Wise Men (2:1–11)
2. The King’s Anger and Daniel’s Intervention (2:12–16)
3. The Dream Revealed to Daniel (2:17–23)
4. Daniel’s Interpretation (2:24–45)
5. The King’s Honor of Daniel (2:46–49)
3. C. The Golden Image (3:1–30)
1. The Royal Command (3:1–7)
2. Accusation of the Jews (3:8–12)
3. Jews on Trial (3:13–18)
4. The Fiery Furnace (3:19–25)
5. Nebuchadnezzar’s Recognition of God (3:26–30)
4. D. Nebuchadnezzar’s Dream of the Tree (4:1–37)
1. The Proclamation (4:1–3)
2. Summoning the Wise Men (4:4–9)
3. The Dream (4:10–18)
4. Daniel’s Interpretation (4:19–27)
5. The Fulfillment of the Dream (4:28–33)
6. Nebuchadnezzar’s Restoration (4:34–37)
5. E. Belshazzar’s Feast (5:1–31)
1. The Feast (5:1–4)
2. The Mysterious Handwriting (5:5–12)
3. Daniel’s Interpretation (5:13–28)
4. Daniel Rewarded (5:29)
5. Belshazzar’s Death (5:30)
6. F. The Lion’s Den (6:1–28)
1. Daniel’s Position in Babylon (6:1–9)
2. Accusation and Punishment of Daniel (6:10–19)
3. Daniel’s Deliverance (6:20–24)
4. Darius’s Decree (6:25–28)
2. The Visions of Daniel (7:1–12:13)
1. Vision of the Four Beasts (7:1–28)
1. The Vision (7:1–14)
2. The Interpretation (7:15–28)
2. Vision of the Ram and Goat (8:1–27)
1. The Vision (8:1–8)

2. The Interpretation (8:9–26)
3. Daniel’s Sickness (8:27)
3. The Seventy Years (9:1–27)
1. Jeremiah’s Seventy Years (9:1–3)
2. Daniel’s Prayer (9:4–19)
3. Gabriel’s Interpretation (9:20–27)
4. The Final Vision (10:1–12:13)
1. Introduction (10:1–3)
2. The Vision (10:4–8)
3. Daniel’s Reception of the Revelation (10:9–11:1)
4. The Kings of Persia (11:2)
5. The Greek Period (11:3–20)
6. Antiochus Epiphanes and the Final Conflict (11:21–45)
7. The Last Things (12:1–13)
The following comparison of the two systems indicates that the “third year of
Jehoiakim” was the year 605 B.C. according to Daniel’s accession-year system:
Daniel’s Babylonian System
Jeremiah’s Palestinian System
Year of Jehoiakim’s Accession (608) First Year of Jehoiakim (608)
First year of Jehoiakim (607)
Second Year of Jehoiakim (607)
Second year of Jehoiakim (606)
Third Year of Jehoiakim (606)
Third Year of Jehoiakim (605)
Fourth Year of Jehoiakim (605)
D. J. Wiseman has pointed out that in apparent contradiction to Dan. 1:1 the
Babylonian Chronicle gives no explicit evidence of any action by
Nebuchadnezzar in Judah in 606 or 605 or any siege of Jerusalem, for that
matter, before 597 B.C.6 Nevertheless, the Chronicle does state that
Nebuchadnezzar led his father’s army up the Euphrates to Carchemish where he
met the Egyptians in battle and summarily defeated them. Subsequently his
troops marched through Syria and reached Egypt early in the month of Ab
(August 605), suggesting that the Battle of Carchemish likely took place in MayJune of that year. Further, the Chronicle records, “At that time Nebuchadnezzar
conquered the whole area of Hatti” (Syria and Palestine).7 Thus the Babylonian
foray into the Judean hill country, resulting in the captivity of Daniel and other
members of the nobility, most likely occurred while the Babylonian army was en
route to Egypt or very soon after the Egyptian operation in early August of 605.
Josephus, citing the Babylonian historian Berosus, verifies that chronology,
stating that Jewish captives were taken by Nebuchadnezzar shortly before his
father Nabopolassar died, which would be the third year of Jehoiakim, according

to Daniel’s accession-year system.8 Moreover, the Babylonian Chronicle attests
that Nabopolassar died on the eighth of Ab (15th/16th August, 605). Upon
hearing the news, Nebuchadnezzar and a small party returned immediately to the
capital where he became king on the day he arrived (first of Elul, i.e., 6th/7th
September, 605).9
Admittedly we must argue from the silence of the primary historical
documents for such an invasion, but the witness of the Book of Daniel ought not
be dismissed out of hand. Whereas some scholars would acknowledge neither
Josephus nor Daniel as a credible source of information, Robert Dick Wilson’s
remark on the subject seems appropos: “Daniel, at whatever time it was written,
would probably know more than we do today; for we know nothing. No evidence
proves nothing.”10
Neither of the references in 2 Kings 24:1 and 2 Chron. 36:6–7 to a siege of
Jerusalem during the reign of Jehoiakim mentions the date, but the usual
interpretation is that they refer to the siege of 597. Two details in Chronicles
provide correlative and noncorrelative information with Daniel—that
Nebuchadnezzar took away some of the Temple vessels and that he bound
Jehoiakim in bronze chains “to bring him to Babylon” (2 Chron. 36:6). The
correlative statement regarding the Temple vessels has inclined some major
commentators to observe that these texts conform to the description of the siege
in Dan. 1:1.11 But such an action was typical of foreign invaders. On the other
hand, the noncorrelative statement, that Nebuchadnezzar bound Jehoiakim in
bronze chains “to bring him to Babylon,” leaves us wondering if the incident
was not part of the siege of 597. That the Chronicler believed it was is indicated
by the form of the narrative in which the detail is contained. The finality of the
incidents as recorded in 2 Chron. 36:5–8 is rather obvious, indicating that the
Chronicler was relating the last days of Jehoiakim’s reign, not intermediate
incidents. Note the introductory and concluding formulas between which the
details are given (“Jehoiakim was twenty-five years old when he became king,
and he reigned eleven years in Jerusalem…. Now the rest of the acts of
Jehoiakim and the abominations which he did”). If the last days of Jehoiakim’s
reign are related there, as seems to be indicated by the form of the narrative, then
he did not live to be exiled to Babylon. The Chronicler does not say that the deed
was actually carried out, only that it was intended.
The lapse of Jehoiakim’s three years of vassalage to Nebuchadnezzar (2 Kings
24:1) could easily fit into the years between 605 and the campaign of the
Babylonian army in Hatti (Syria-Palestine) in 601, when the military presence
assisted the district governors to collect and forward the annual tribute to

Babylon.12 That requires us, of course, to make the assumption that Judah, like
so many other Babylonian vassals, paid the tribute most grudgingly and
sometimes had to be forced to do it. That accords perfectly with Josephus’s
statement that Nebuchadnezzar, after he had reigned four years and Jehoiakim
had ruled eight, came against Judah and required tribute of Jehoiakim.13
Nebuchadnezzar personally joined his army in Syria and marched to Egypt,
where he engaged Pharaoh Necho II in battle, both suffering heavy losses.14

Belshazzar and Nabonidus
In chapters 5, 7, and 8 Belshazzar is called the king of Babylonia, and
according to 5:30–31 he was king when Cyrus conquered the city of Babylon. It
is known, however, that Nabonidus, his father, was the legitimate monarch,
reigning from 556 to 539. Yet Raymond Philip Dougherty has shown from the
Babylonian cuneiform records that Nabonidus spent the seventh, ninth, tenth,
and eleventh years of his reign in Tema as a devotee to his god, Sin. He ruled the
western part of his empire from Tema, while Belshazzar was coregent in
Babylonia.15 To be sure, we cannot determine the extent of Belshazzar’s powers
as coregent, but they must have been considerable, for he performed royal
functions that would not have been expected of a mere administrator. Although
he is never called “king” in the cuneiform documents, he virtually functioned in
that capacity and is so called by Daniel. But it should be noted that our prophet
was quite aware of his position as second ruler, for in 5:16 and 29 Belshazzar
offers Daniel the third position in the kingdom.

Darius the Mede
As John C. Whitcomb Jr. has observed, Daniel gives more information about
Darius the Mede than he does about Belshazzar or even Nebuchadnezzar.16 In
addition to being called a Mede, we learn that he was sixty-two years old when
he received the kingdom (5:31), that he was called “king” (chap. 6), and that he
was the son of Ahasuerus (9:1). Unknown by that name in the cuneiform
sources, Darius has been a puzzle to scholars. The major theories that have been
proposed to solve the riddle are the following:

A fictitious person. H. H. Rowley made a study of the problem and concluded
that Darius the Mede was a “fictitious creation.” The author of Daniel, he said,
confused certain traditions about Darius I and Hystaspes (521–486 B.C.) and
Cyrus the Great (539–530).17 The problem is partly found in the fact that Daniel
places Darius’s reign before Cyrus.18 If then the author had Darius I in mind, he
inverted the reigns of the two kings. But as Whitcomb has commented, a Jewish
author of the second century (Rowley’s assumed date of composition) had the
succession of kings readily available in Ezra 4:5–7: Cyrus, Darius, Xerxes
(Ahasuerus), and Artaxerxes.19 So there was no reason for him to make such a
blunder. Further, Wilson has maintained that the statements in 5:31 that “Darius
the Mede received the kingdom” and in 9:1 that “Darius … was made king” are
indicative of the fact that he was made king by his overlord, Cyrus.20
Cyrus the Persian. This theory, proposed by Wiseman, holds that Cyrus was
himself Darius the Mede. Wiseman bases the identification upon 6:28, where he
interprets the Hebrew conjunction vav (“and”) as appositional, thus “Daniel
prospered in the reign of Darius, that is, the reign of Cyrus the Persian.”
Wiseman also identifies the appositional use of that conjunction in 1 Chronicles
5:26. Further, the Babylonians could have called Cyrus a Mede because he
incorporated the Medes into his empire around 550 B.C.21 However, against the
Book of Daniel, which calls Darius the son of Ahasuerus (9:1), the historical
sources reveal that Cyrus was the son of Cambyses.22
Gubaru. The identification of Darius with Gubaru, governor of Babylon, is
judiciously set forth by Whitcomb. He shows that in the Nabonidus Chronicle
two persons were mentioned who played a significant role in the conquest and
governance of Babylon, Ugbaru and Gubaru. The first was associated with the
conquest of Babylon on October 12, 539, dying three weeks later. Subsequently
Gubaru was appointed by Cyrus as governor of Babylon and the region beyond
the river, a position he held for at least fourteen years.23 Obviously this
necessitates identifying Darius the Mede with a person of a different name in the
cuneiform documents based upon his function as governor of the city. Nowhere
is the equation of Darius and Gubaru explicitly presented. However, the function
of the two is certainly parallel, according to Whitcomb.
Even though our current information is inadequate to solve the riddle beyond
doubt, we should not relinquish hope of more information still to be unearthed at
some archaeological site or awaiting the philologist’s scrutiny in some silent
museum archive. In the meantime Whitcomb’s work deserves serious attention.
The assured minimum at this point, however, is, as Joyce G. Baldwin has
observed, that “there is too much evidence of him as a person in history” to

reject the historicity of Darius.24 As has been observed, the same uncertainty and
speculation surrounded the search for the identification of Belshazzar before the
discovery of the cuneiform documents that settled the matter that Belshazzar was
Nabonidus’s son.25

The Aramaic of Daniel
The central section of the book is written in Aramaic (2:4b–7:28), the
language of diplomacy in the eighth century B.C. (2 Kings 18:26) and the
language of the Medo-Persian Empire. Two issues arise out of this fact: Why is
Aramaic introduced in the middle section of the book, and what bearing does
that have on dating the composition of Daniel?
Purpose of the Aramaic section. To write a book in Hebrew and Aramaic,
even though the latter is a dialect of the former, is a strange phenomenon to the
modern reader.26 Yet in a world where a knowledge of other languages was a
necessity, especially for commercial and diplomatic purposes, bilingualism was
not uncommon. But still that does not answer the question of why Daniel would
compose his book in two different languages. Two explanations have been
generally offered.
The first explanation is based on the hypothesis that the entire book was
originally written in Aramaic and that later 1:1–2:4a and chapters 8–12 were
translated into Hebrew. R. H. Charles proposed this thesis, explaining that three
translators later rendered the Hebrew portions into that language with the motive
of getting the book into the canon. He believed the date of the translation was the
Maccabean period, around 164–145 B.C.27 H. C. Leupold has satisfactorily
argued against this thesis on linguistic grounds.28 It may further be observed that
if, as Charles argued, the Hebrew portions were done to bring about canonization
of the book, then why did the translators not go all the way and translate the
entire book so as to assure greater certainty of canonical acceptance?
The second explanation, and perhaps the most satisfactory one proposed to
date, is that the Aramaic portion in 2:4b–7:28 was the part of the book most
germane to non-Jews. Thus it was written in the language of the empire for their
consumption.29
The
last
five
chapters
(8–12)applied
the
eschatological/theological insights of chapters 2–7 to the people of God and
were therefore in Hebrew, as was also the introduction to the book (1:1–2:4a).
The bearing of Aramaic on the date of the book. Scholarly debate in recent

years has largely revolved around the issue of date rather than purpose as regards
the Aramaic section of Daniel. Since the publication of Rowley’s study of
biblical Aramaic in 1929, many scholars have been inclined to accept
uncritically his conclusion that the Aramaic of Daniel stood “somewhere
between the Aramaic of the papyri and that of the Nabataean and Palmyrene
inscriptions,” i.e., the second century B.C.30 Yet, as other documents have come
to light, including the Dead Sea Scrolls, a reexamination of the data has begun to
take effect. K. A. Kitchen has observed that nine-tenths of the vocabulary of the
book is attested in fifth-century texts or earlier. Although the unattested onetenth could be from a later period, it is equally possible that it could be from an
earlier period.31 One of the most interesting phenomena in the Aramaic of
Daniel, however, is the word order, which usually follows the pattern of subjectobject-verb. That stands in sharp contrast to certain Dead Sea documents in
Aramaic, the Genesis Apocryphon and the Targum of Job, both close to the time
of the supposedly second-century composition of Daniel. As Kitchen has
observed, the word order of Daniel agrees with the Asshur ostracon of the
seventh century B.C. and with the freedom of word order that characterized the
fifth-century Aramaic papyri from Egypt.32 Although Peter W. Coxon has no
interest in disproving a second-century date for Daniel, he has reexamined the
seven points that Rowley noted as differences between biblical Aramaic and the
papyri and has concluded that four of the points have no parallel in the Qumran.
He deems it unwise to conclude that the syntax of Daniel was either early or late,
but he is intrigued by the “eastern” word order we have just mentioned.33
Admittedly the data do not permit a dogmatic decision. However, the
confidence with which the second-century date for Daniel, based upon the
Aramaic, was once held has been eroded.

Loan Words
The often quoted dictum of S. R. Driver delineates the problem here:
The verdict of the language of Daniel is thus clear. The Persian words
presuppose a period after the Persian empire had been well established: the
Greek words demand, the Hebrew supports, and the Aramaic permits, a date
after the conquest of Palestine by Alexander the Great (332 B.C.).34
There are in the Book of Daniel seventeen words from the Persian language,
three Greek, and possibly one Egyptian. If, however, Daniel moved in the circles

of the New Persian government, he would have picked up some of the
vocabulary. Leupold has commented that twelve of the seventeen Persian words
belong to governmental terminology, names of officials, technical terms, and so
on. Because Daniel was writing for the new generation that had come under
Persian rule, the use of the current Persian terms communicated better than
would have the former Babylonian terms.35
The three Greek words occur in 3:5 and are Greek names of musical
instruments. Yet that is not a great block of evidence for a late date, especially
when it is recognized that the exchange of musicians and musical instruments
was a very common thing in the royal courts of the ancient world.36 Gleason L.
Archer Jr. has observed that even though these words do not occur in Greek
literature until the time of Plato (ca. 370 B.C.), that is still an insufficient basis for
determining the date of Daniel, for extant Greek literature is estimated to be no
more than one-tenth of the Greek literature that once existed.37
The possible Egyptian loan word hartummîm (“magicians”), found in 1:20;
2:2, 10, 27; 4:4, 6, also occurs in Genesis 41:8, 24. If it is a loan word, then there
is no reason it should not appear in Daniel, because Egyptians were in Babylonia
during the sixth and fifth centuries B.C.38
In conclusion, the cultural and personal interchange in the ancient world easily
explains the use of foreign words in Daniel.

THE DATE AND UNITY OF THE BOOK

Date
Ever since the third-century philosopher Porphyry wrote his disclaimer to the
historicity of the Book of Daniel, alleging that Daniel was a second-century B.C.
composition that recorded history in the form of prediction (vaticinium post
eventum), the Book of Daniel has been shrouded by doubts concerning its
historicity and authenticity.39 The reasons for assigning the book to the second
century can be summarized in three categories: history, language, and place in
the canon. Many scholars, as already noted, contend that the author’s supposedly
vague acquaintance with the historical details of the Neo-Babylonian and early
Medo-Persian periods is a clue to the late date of composition. Further, it is
supposed that the detail surrounding the exploits of Antiochus IV Epiphanes in
chapter 11 is so specific that it must be history rather than prediction.
In our consideration of the historical problems above we have indicated that
the author was far better acquainted with the historical data of the NeoBabylonian and Medo-Persian periods than he has been credited. Baldwin has
examined five Assyrian/Babylonian “prophecy” texts and concluded that Daniel
shows definite affinities with that type of Babylonian literature. As she observes,
it would be strange for a second-century Jew in Palestine to exhibit such a
knowledge of Babylonian cuneiform literature.40 In view of that evidence, it is
my conclusion that none of the historical problems constitute a formidable
obstacle to the sixth-century date.
The explicit information about Antiochus Epiphanes poses a slightly different
problem, however, hinging upon the nature of prophecy itself. On the one hand,
we must admit that normally OT prediction was given in general terms. Yet
there are exceptions, as we have noted in Isaiah’s prediction of Cyrus. In fact,
the predictive nature of that section of Isaiah (esp. chaps. 40–48) is the one thing
that separates Israel’s God from the pagan gods. Only the God who could predict
the future was the truly sovereign God of the world.41 Leupold, citing E. W.
Hengstenberg, draws attention to the specificity of Jeremiah’s prediction of the
conquest of Babylon, especially the mode and agent (Medes and their allies) of

conquest (Jer. 50, 51; esp. 50:38; 51:32, 36; 51:39, 57), as well as the prophecy
of Zechariah 9:1–8, which remarkably foretells the victories of Alexander the
Great.42
Another way of solving the problem is that represented by C. F. Keil, who
understands the prophecy to be a general description of what will happen to the
people of God in the end times (10:14), rather than a regular prophetic prediction
of historical events and persons.43 Still another approach is to view chapter 11 as
a predictive prophecy either up to verse 36 or to verse 40, and from there on as
general prophetic description.44 The traditional position is to interpret those last
verses as applying to the Antichrist. The question is a difficult one. Although the
simplest method would be to follow either the predictive or general prophecy
interpretation, it must be recognized that after having set forth the historical
pattern for the persecution of God’s people, a shift to the general sense may best
satisfy the nature of the passage and at the same time not represent a violation of
the nature of Hebrew prophecy in general.
Arguments for a second-century date, once thought to be supported by the
strongest evidence, have in recent years begun to give way to new discoveries of
Aramaic documents that put the Aramaic of Daniel within the possible if not
probable range of Imperial Aramaic (seventh-third centuries B.C.), thus allowing
for a sixth-century date of composition.
Another reason for the second-century date is the fact that Daniel is not
included among the Prophets in the Hebrew canon of Scripture. Rather it is
contained in the Writings, or Hagiographa,45 generally deemed to be the latest
literary corpus of the OT to achieve canonical status. In view of the evidence
from the Dead Sea collection, however, the canonical status of the Writings may
have been achieved earlier than is often thought, certainly prior to the Septuagint
translation.46 Date of composition, although important, was hardly the reason
that Daniel was not included in the collection of the Prophets, which was likely
canonized by the end of the fifth century B.C. It is far more likely that some
literary criteria were involved, perhaps the apocalyptic sections that
predominated in the book. Daniel was a new stage in apocalyptic, anticipated to
be sure by Ezekiel, but well advanced beyond the genre as it was incipiently
represented by Isa. 24–27 and Ezekiel 38–39. We may conjecture that the
developing genre did not immediately find a place among the prophetic books. It
came to acceptance more slowly than the standard genre of prophetic material;
therefore, it stood outside the regular collection of prophets. The fact that history
vindicated Daniel’s prophecies, as it did those of Zech. 9–14,47 lent support to
the legitimacy of the book. Thus the lapse of time required for historical

authentication would be one of the reasons Daniel was not included among the
Prophets in the Hebrew canon.48
Twice Daniel is commanded to keep his words a secret (8:26; 12:4) and to
seal the book until the time of the end (12:4). Isaiah also sealed his words for a
later time (Isa. 8:16). We may assume that those prophets took their instructions
literally, for they were sensitive to the issue of fulfillment, and without it their
prophetic ministries could not be fully vindicated. So it is quite possible that the
Book of Daniel was hidden for a while and only brought to public attention at an
appropriate time, possibly as early as the time of Alexander the Great when the
lines of fulfillment had begun to become distinct. Although Daniel’s prophecy of
“another kingdom inferior to you” (2:39) was made in the second year of
Nebuchadnezzar (603), time would be required, even upon the commencement
of that kingdom in 539 B.C., for that assessment to be made. The other future
prophecies fall much later in the Neo-Babylonian period.
DATES IN DANIEL ACCORDING TO THE MONARCHS

As the above table indicates, the last year that Daniel mentions is the “third
year of Cyrus” as king of Babylon, that is, 536. The book could have been
complete by the end of that decade. Judging from the eastern type of Aramaic
and the use of the Babylonian calendar system, the book was most likely written
in Babylonia.

Unity

The unity of Daniel has been both attested and contested. Even major
defenders of a second-century date, like Robert H. Pfeiffer and H. H. Rowley,49
have found no reasons to reduce the book to disparate fragments. The reasons
generally given are that the same system of thought and the same worldview are
present in both parts.
Chapters 1–6 are especially characterized by backward reflections. In 2:48–49
Nebuchadnezzar gives Daniel high honors and sets the three Hebrews over the
affairs of the provinces of Babylon. The position of the three Hebrews is recalled
by certain Chaldeans in 3:12. Daniel’s interpretive gift, first seen in 2:25–45, is
recalled by Nebuchadnezzar in 4:18. The same reflective style is seen in the
Belshazzar narratives of chapters 5–6, Belshazzar recalling the raid his father
had made on the Temple in Jerusalem (5:2–4, 13, 23/1:1–2, 3–7), and the queen
reminding the king of Daniel’s interpretive powers in the days of
Nebuchadnezzar (5:10–12/chap. 2). Further, Daniel recollects the madness of
Nebuchadnezzar before Belshazzar (5:18–21/4:28–33).
Chapters 5–6 form a transition from the story narrative to the apocalyptic
section. The focus shifts from the court setting of Belshazzar to the court of
Darius the Mede (5:30–31), and the same piety and wisdom that Daniel had
manifested in the Babylonian court are remanifested under the Medo-Persian
authority, concluding with a brief description of his status in the regime: “So this
Daniel enjoyed success in the reign of Darius and in the reign of Cyrus the
Persian” (6:28). The fact that two of the visions are dated in the reign of
Belshazzar (7:1; 8:1) and are contained in the last part of the book rather than the
first only means that they conform more closely to the type of literature in the
last six chapters than that of chapters 1–6. Even in the last half the visions are
not in chronological order (see above table). The role of Belshazzar in both parts
of the book may also be viewed as support for its unity.

GENRE, STRUCTURE, AND ANALYSIS

Genre
The Book of Daniel as a whole cannot be assigned to any one genre of ancient
literature. Chapters 1–6 contain stories about the experiences of Daniel and his
fellow Jewish captives in the Babylonian court, whereas chapters 7–12 are
apocalyptic in form. chapter 2, sharing both story narrative and apocalyptic, may
be viewed as a model of the entire book. There the dream of Nebuchadnezzar
and Daniel’s interpretation are set in the story of the failure of the Babylonian
magicians to interpret the dream and Daniel’s heroic intervention that spared all
of the wise men. Thus it is against the backdrop of the Babylonian court stories
that the visions of the world empires come to Daniel. And what better
background could there be! Babylon was the center of the ancient Near Eastern
world during most of Daniel’s lifetime. Moreover, in the court setting of the
stories, God establishes His sovereign rule over the decisions and actions of a
world monarch, and likewise in chapters 7–12 He establishes His sovereignty
over world empires.
It is hardly debatable that Dan. 2 and 7–12 belong to the genre of apocalypse.
The OT beginnings of that type of literature can be seen in Isa. 24–27, Ezek. 38–
39, 40–48, and Zech. 9–14. It is a genre that is difficult, if not impossible, to
define. Certain characteristics, however, recur in the literature, though not
distributed uniformly in every apocalypse. Some of them are: the presence of
heavenly messengers or interpreters; cosmic disturbances designed to bring
about the kingdom of God; a definite pattern in history that is aimed toward the
consummation of God’s reign over the world; transmission of heavenly secrets
about the future to human beings; use of highly symbolic language; and visions
and dreams as media of communication. In late Jewish apocalyptic,
pseudonymity was also associated with the genre, but that was not the case in the
early stages of development.
That Daniel qualifies for several of those characteristics is evident even to the
casual reader. Dreams and visions constitute the media of communication
(chaps. 2, 7–12), interpreters assist Daniel in his understanding of the message

(8:13–14, 16–17, 19–26; 9:22–27; 11:2–12:4), secrets about the future are
revealed (2:29; 8:17, 19, 26; 11:35; 12:9), a four-phase plan of history is put
forth (chaps. 2, 7),50 and symbolism plays a prominent role in the dreams and
visions.
Apocalyptic arose directly out of the prophetic experience.51 Although the
ethical demands of the prophets faded into the background, they were not totally
forgotten (4:27, 37; 9:4–19). Moreover, the apocalyptists became more intent
upon the end times, compared with the prophets’ concentration upon repentance
to divert the disaster anticipated on the Day of the Lord. Although the phrase
“Day of the Lord” does not appear in Daniel, he was preoccupied with the last
days, which was an associate concept of the Day of the Lord. We have already
pointed to evidence in Ezekiel (38:8; 39:8) that God’s people had begun to
despair over the delay of the Day of the Lord for the nations. Furthermore,
Ezekiel’s correlation of that Day of wrath with the return of Israel to the land has
its counterpart in Daniel’s musing over Jeremiah’s seventy years and its meaning
for Israel and the world. Evidently the return had not commenced at the time of
Daniel’s searching inquiry, but the vision turned Jeremiah’s seventy years into a
whole age of restoration, stretching out into the Messianic age. Thus, although
not using the phrase, Daniel nevertheless understood the concept and employed
it with the wider meaning of the kingdom of God in the world.

Structure
There are two major divisions in the book. The first is the collection of stories
(chaps. 1–6), with an apocalyptic insertion in chapter 2. The framework of the
stories about Daniel and his three Hebrew friends, Hananiah, Mishael, and
Azariah, is third-person narrative, with Daniel, the friends, Babylonian
monarchs, and Darius the Mede speaking in appropriate places.52 It is of interest
that Cyrus, the great Persian conqueror, never speaks in the book, even though
he is mentioned by name on three occasions (1:21; 6:28; 10:1). That may reflect
the historical fact that he delegated his authority to a governor, Darius the Mede
(Gubaru).
The visions of Daniel are collected in the second part, chapters 7–12. In the
first division our prophet was the interpreter of the dreams/visions of the rulers,
whereas in this division he is the receptor of visions and is aided by angelic
interpreters.53

The two divisions break down further into the ten individual stories and
visions of the book:
1:1–21 6:1–28
2:1–49 7:1–28
3:1–30 8:1–27
4:1–37 9:1–27
5:1–31 10:1–12:13
Alexander A. DiLella’s pronouncement upon these units, that any one of them
could have stood by itself and have been “as intelligible, or unintelligible, as it
now stands in the Book of Daniel,”54 is not a fair assessment of the
interrelationships of these units. As we have indicated above, there are definite
cross-references among the stories, and the visions have the common goal of
delineating the world kingdoms and the establishment of God’s rule in the
world.
The structure may be viewed as a construct of God’s sovereignty over world
history and kingdoms. Nebuchadnezzar is brought to that acknowledgment in
three different settings: Daniel’s interpretation of his dream (2:46–47), the
friends’ survival in the fiery furnace (3:28–29), and his own madness (4:34–35,
37). In contrast, Belshazzar’s use of the sacred vessels Nebuchadnezzar had
confiscated from the Temple was an act of defiance against God’s sovereignty.
And the clear confession of God’s rule was not forthcoming from that monarch.
It is, therefore, not coincidental that during his reign the kingdom fell to the
Persians (5:30–31). On the other side of that narrative is the account of Daniel’s
deliverance from the lions’ den and Darius’s confession of the sovereignty of
God (6:21–22), followed by the climactic visions of Daniel that establish divine
sovereignty over world kingdoms. That is to say, confessions of God’s
sovereignty in the world flank the gross defiance of His regal power by the illfated Belshazzar.

Analysis of the Dreams and Visions (Chaps. 2, 7–12)
Nebuchadnezzar’s dream (chap. 2). The date of this dream was
Nebuchadnezzar’s second year (603). Aside from the date of Daniel’s exile
(1:1), it is the earliest date in the book. Whereas the king’s personal
acquaintance with Daniel in chapter 1 (esp. v. 19) appears inconsonant with his
ostensible ignorance of him in chapter 2, the access that the youthful prophet had

to Nebuchadnezzar seems to confirm the acquaintance (2:16), even though the
king probably had no knowledge of Daniel’s interpretive powers, to which he
had had no occasion for introduction. The statement that “Daniel even
understood all kinds of visions and dreams” (1:17) is a proleptic observation and
need not imply that Nebuchadnezzar was aware of that ability.
The king may have forgotten the dream, but more likely he believed that if the
Chaldeans could relate its contents to him, then he could be confident of the
validity of their interpretation, as 2:9 implies.
The colossal statue, composed from the head down of gold, silver, bronze, and
iron, stands insecurely on the brittle feet of iron and clay. It is a symbol of
history between the Exile and the Messianic age. About the identity of the head
of gold there is no disagreement, for Daniel identified it with Nebuchadnezzar
and the Neo-Babylonian kingdom (vv. 37–38). Moreover, the devaluating metals
represent the Medo-Persian, Greek, and Roman Empires,55 with the stone “cut
out without hands” (v. 34) being the Messiah. The extended description of the
fourth kingdom (vv. 40–43) gives way to the everlasting kingdom of God (vv.
44–45), set in order by the Messiah’s work. The opinion that the second
kingdom was a legendary Median empire and the third and fourth were Persian
and Greek empires fits nicely with the second-century dating of Daniel but has
little to support it.
Vision of the four beasts (chap. 7). The date is the first year of Belshazzar (ca.
552/51), some fifty years after the dream of Nebuchadnezzar, but the subject
matter parallels that of chapter 2. The difficulties of identifying these kingdoms
are formidable, and dogmatic positions that draw battle lines among interpreters
are hardly in order. Yet I shall seek to represent an interpretation that commands
the loyalty of many in the evangelical wing of the Christian church. But
admittedly, even there no unanimity exists.
According to our interpretation the four kingdoms again span the time from
the Neo-Babylonian empire to God’s everlasting kingdom (7:18). The four
beasts arise out of the sea, the first a lion with eagle’s wings, the second a bear
with the evidence of his three victims still in his mouth,56 the third a leopard
with four wings and four heads, and the fourth an unidentified species of beast
with ten horns, iron teeth, and bronze claws. Like chapter 2, the vision is
preoccupied with the fourth kingdom (7:7–11, 19–27), for that is the phase of
history that opens out into the kingdom of God. The ten horns are the spiritual
successors of the Roman Empire, and the little horn may represent the
Antichrist. The appearance of the Son of Man coming with clouds (7:13–14),
evidently a Messianic figure, is reminiscent of the revelation of God on Sinai

when His glory appeared in a cloud (Ex. 16:10; 19:9). Confessedly the Christian
is inclined to look at this vision through the spectacles of NT eschatology, and
through those spectacles the little horn well answers to the period of the
Antichrist before the return of Christ (2 Thess. 2:3–4).
Vision of the ram and goat (chap. 8). Dated in the third year of Belshazzar (ca.
550/49), a momentous year in which Cyrus the Great established the joint state
of the Medes and the Persians, this vision identifies the ram with two horns as
the “kings of Media and Persia” (v. 20) and the goat as the kingdom of Greece
(v. 21). Only once before (2:37–38) has an explicit interpretation of the
kingdoms (Babylon) been given. The ram pushing westward, northward, and
southward is an appropriate figure for the rapid conquests of Cyrus and Darius,
as also the rapid advance of the he-goat fittingly represents the rise and conquest
of Alexander the Great. The breaking of the large horn symbolizes the death of
Alexander, and the four horns in its place represent the four divisions of his
kingdom: (1) Macedonia under Cassander, (2) Egypt under Ptolemy, (3) Thrace
and Asia Minor under Lysimachus, and (4) Syria under Seleucus. The little horn,
it is generally agreed, was Antiochus Epiphanes. Leupold comments that the
purpose of this expansion upon the second and third kingdoms of chapter 7 was
to teach readers what should precede the days of the Messiah.57
The seventy years (chap. 9). Daniel’s solicitude over Jeremiah’s prediction of
seventy years for the Exile is hardly a match for the apprehension the
interpretors of the passage have felt through the centuries.58 The date was a
memorable year, for the first year of Darius (the Mede) was approximately 538,
the year after Cyrus conquered Babylon. Reckoning from the year of Daniel’s
exile (605), the seventy years of Jeremiah’s prophecy (Jer. 25:11–12; 29:10)
were virtually expired. Daniel’s prayer was directed toward the concern that the
period of humiliation come to an end (esp. vv. 16–19). The answer brought by
Gabriel was in effect a message that, even though the end of Jeremiah’s seventy
years might conclude at that point, “seventy sevens” were decreed for God’s
people and would commence in that period.
Verse 24 is the critical verse for interpeting the chapter. First we have to
decide whether these statements are Messianic. In view of the extended scope of
chapters 2 and 7, which stretched into the everlasting kingdom of God, we might
also expect the scope of this chapter to be as comprehensive. Edward J. Young’s
division of these six provisions into two groups of three each, the first negative
and the second positive, is justifiable and divides the prophecy into two clear
purposes.59 The first group established the completion of God’s work of
judgment on Israel and the world, whereas the second appointed His future

redemption.
The difficulties of verse 25 are tremendous, but the mention of the “sixty-two
weeks” as a distinct period in verse 26 would support the view that in verse 25
the “seven weeks and sixty-two weeks” are not one single time period but two.
Moreover, if “sixty-nine weeks” were intended, the normal way to express that
would be “nine and sixty weeks.” Thus the scope of history involved would
divide into three distinct periods: (1) seven weeks (sevens) from the decree to
restore Jerusalem until the building of the city,60 (2) followed by sixty-two
weeks between the building of the city and the coming of the Anointed One, (3)
concluded by the seventieth week, in which the Messiah will be cut off and the
Temple destroyed. The marker that signals the conclusion of the seven and sixtytwo weeks is the appearance of the Anointed One, a topic that is continued in
verse 26, whereas the concluding comment of verse 25, “it will be built again,
with plaza and moat, even in times of distress,” seems to refer to the carrying out
of the decree to build Jerusalem.
We cannot discuss here the interpretive options for this prophecy, but the
Decree of Cyrus in 538 B.C. (Ezra 1:1–4) that permitted the Jews to return to
Palestine qualifies well for the terminus a quo of (1), whereas the terminus ad
quem would be the period of rebuilding under Ezra and Nehemiah. Admittedly
more than forty-nine years elapsed between those events, but the numbers may
be merely symbolic rather than literal. The terminus ad quem of the sixty-two
weeks would be the appearance of the Messiah, and in that seventieth week He
is cut off, and the Temple and city are destroyed. The death of Christ, therefore,
and the destruction of the Temple in A.D. 70 characterize the third and final
period. Although we assume that the final week has an end, there is no marker in
the text that signals its termination. Rather it is left open-ended. Only sixty-nine
and a half weeks are fulfilled, implying that the end has not yet arrived. Perhaps
the most tenable interpretation of verse 27 is to understand the first clause, as
does Young, as “he will cause a covenant to prevail” and view it as the
redeeming work of Christ for the world.61 The second major event of the
seventieth week as described in that verse would perhaps be the destruction of
the Temple by Titus in A.D. 70. On the other hand, some interpreters would
refer the entire verse to the Antichrist.
The final vision (chaps. 10–12). This prophecy is hardly less difficult than the
rest of the visions. Dated in the third year of Cyrus (536), it presents the briefest
history of the Persian kings (11:2) and concentrates largely on the Greek Empire
and the successors of Alexander the Great (11:3–20), with special attention to
Antiochus Epiphanes (11:21–45).62 The explicit nature of this prophecy,

detailing historical personalities and events, is unmatched by any other OT
predictions, thus causing many interpreters to view it as written under the guise
of prediction after the events had occurred. However, we should not limit the
power of the sovereign God to reveal the future. So for those who believe He has
and exercises that power, there is no real difficulty here. Yet that is not to deny
that all of the problems of the prophecy are smoothed out by the simple belief
that God can detail future events. Although we cannot discuss the details here,
we should observe that the scope of this section extends from the Persian period
to the resurrection in the last day.

THEOLOGICAL REFLECTIONS ON DANIEL

The prophets had declared and the Lord had demonstrated His sovereignty in
the fall of Jerusalem. Ezekiel, Jeremiah, Obadiah, and the book of Lamentations
predicted and anticipated the day when the nations would acknowledge that
Yahweh was the sovereign Lord of the world. The Book of Daniel, written as the
Exile was fading into the historical past, was the greatest prophetic declaration
of the sovereignty of God. It was no longer a theoretical matter, but rather it had
been manifested in the great events of history. First, the Lord brought Judah to
his knees at the hands of the Babylonians, chosen and used as His instrument of
judgment. Second, the Babylonians had been wrestled to the ground by the
sovereign work of God in history, and the new age, predicted by Jeremiah, was
dawning. The witness to God’s sovereignty during the closing years of the Exile
was especially pertinent, for the tragic events of the sixth century had been
sufficient evidence to the contrary. That is, one could read them, as Isaiah
recognized, as evidence of the weakness of Israel’s God. His Temple had been
reduced to debris, and His people had gone into exile. It was enough to turn
orthodoxy to agnosticism, piety to skepticism, and faith to irresolution. Daniel,
giving witness to the sovereign rule of Israel’s God even through the glorious
reign of Nebuchadnezzar, struck the note that caused the strains of prophetic
theology to reverberate anew with faith and hope.
Confessed by Nebuchadnezzar (4:34–35, 37) and reaffirmed by Darius (6:25–
28), the visions, as already noted, served the function of confirming that vital
doctrine of prophetic theology. Belshazzar, the king who did not acknowledge
the regal power of Daniel’s God, was the king in whose reign judgment befell
Babylon. The Book of Daniel is a bridge that, like no other prophetic book,
connects the two realms of Israel’s history, the realm of tragic failure and the
realm of incredible restoration. The chasm that the Exile had created in history, a
trough of humiliation and despair, is spanned by Daniel’s bridge built of the
basic stuff of prophetic belief and proclamation. God was sovereign, and in the
historical events of this prophet’s long life He had demonstrated it with His
determined and resolute acts.
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HAGGAI

More favorable winds began blowing on the prophetic movement in the early
postexilic era. They had been created in the exchange between national suffering
and self-examination. Political events served as the weather vane for Israel’s
hope, and Cyrus’s decree of 538 brought a mighty gale of optimism. Haggai
both encouraged and benefited from that optimism. He encouraged it when he
found that the Palestinian community had dropped into a lull after the initial and
unsuccessful effort to rebuild the Temple. His benefits became apparent when
his first oracle received an obedient response from the governor of the land, the
high priest, and the remnant of the people (1:14).
Outside of Ezekiel, there was no prophet more zealous for the Temple than
Haggai. Even more than the monarchy, it was the symbol of the community
restored to God’s favor. The main focus of Haggai’s message concentrated on
that time.

HAGGAI THE MAN

In the prophetic reception formulas (except 2:20) Haggai is called “the
prophet” (1:1; 2:1, 10; also Ezra 6:14), and in 1:13 he is called “the messenger of
the Lord.” Both of those titles suggest the stature he enjoyed in the community.
Mentioned in Ezra 5:1 and 6:14 with Zechariah, the two prophets presumably
acted as a team to encourage the reconstruction of the Temple and resumption of
worship.
He is not listed among the returnees in Ezra 2, so speculation that he grew up
in Palestine receives some encouragement from that silence. It is possible that
both he and Zechariah grew up in Palestine and witnessed the waning
enthusiasm for Temple restoration.1 However, there is a Jewish tradition that he,
having lived most of his life in Babylonia, was an old man who remembered the
first Temple (2:3). A Christian tradition, perhaps fostered by the attribution of
Psalms 138 and 146–149 to Haggai and Zechariah in the Septuagint, held that he
was a priest. Yet he himself consulted the priests on levitical uncleanness (2:11)
and did not seem to identify with that class of individuals.2 Although his passion
for the Temple and its worship was unmistakable, that does not necessarily mean
that he was a priest.
The opinion that he was a cult prophet3 has no better substantiation. What is
important, however, is that in the early postexilic era Haggai and Zechariah do
not have the same adversarial relationship to the priesthood and the cult that
generally characterized the preexilic prophets. Assuming that the prophets before
the Exile opposed not the Temple and priesthood, as such, but the corruption of
the priesthood and their misguidance of Temple worship,4 then Haggai is a good
representative of the prophetic disposition toward the Temple when the abuses
they censured were absent.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

The historical sources that provide information on the first years of the
postexilic period are Ezra 1:1–4:5 and the Cyrus Cylinder. After Cyrus had
captured Babylon in 539 B.C. he issued a proclamation that all the Jews could
return to their homeland (Ezra 1:2–4). The first wave of returnees left their land
of captivity, carrying with them the sacred vessels that Nebuchadnezzar had
taken from the Temple, and were led by the Judean prince and governor,
Sheshbazzar (Ezra 1:5–11). The people who returned numbered 42,360,
accompanied by 7,337 servants (Ezra 2:64). An influx of so many people at once
was a mixed blessing. It brought new enthusiasm for the restoration, which
resulted in laying the foundations of the Temple (Ezra 5:16). Yet so many new
settlers, coupled with drought and crop failure, made life extremely difficult.
Furthermore, the presence of the homecomers created tension between the
returnees and the native population (Ezra 4:4–5). The strain came to a climax
when the second attempt at Temple reconstruction, led by Zerubbabel the
governor, Joshua the high priest, and Haggai and Zechariah the prophets, was
launched. In that case the adversaries of Judah and Benjamin, perhaps the
Samaritans, were descendants of the people whom Esarhaddon had settled on the
land in 676 (Ezra 4:2).

Outline of Haggai
1. Message I: A Popular Saying and Haggai’s Response (1:1–15)
1. Introduction (1:1)
2. The Popular Saying (1:2)
3. Haggai’s Reprimand (1:3–6)
4. Haggai’s Solution (1:7, 8)
5. The Drought (1:9–11)
6. The Positive Response (1:12–15)
2. Message II: The Glory of the New Temple and Age as Compared to the Old
(2:1–9)
1. Introduction (2:1–2)
2. The Glory of the New Temple and Age (2:3–9)
3. Message III: Priestly Lessons from the Law (2:10–19)

1. Introduction (2:10)
2. Two Lessons on Holiness and Ritual Purity (2:11–14)
3. Promise of Renewed Blessing (2:15–19)
4. Message IV: Hope for Revival of the Davidic Dynasty (2:20–23)
1. Introduction (2:20)
2. The Lord’s Shaking of Heaven and Earth (2:21–22)
3. Zerubbabel the Lord’s Signet Ring (2:23)
We do not know when Haggai and Zechariah, along with Zerubbabel and
Joshua, returned to the land. Likely they were part of a second wave of returnees
that came late in the reign of Cambyses or early in that of Darius I. They were
certainly in the land during the second year of Darius (520).
Further opposition came from Tattenai, governor of the province “beyond the
River,” who appealed to Darius I for a ruling on the legality of the project. When
Darius’s archivists found the record of Cyrus’s decree and promise of financial
assistance to rebuild the Temple, that settled the matter, and the work on the
Temple was continued with the blessing of the Persian monarch (Ezra 5:1–6:22).
Cyrus died in battle in 530 while fighting barbarian tribes to the northeast of
Persia. His son Cambyses succeeded him. Paranoid that someone might
assassinate him, he himself assassinated his own brother, Bardiya, who was quite
popular with the people.5 The great achievement of his reign was adding Egypt
to his empire in 525. Then in July of 522, on his way back from Ethiopia, he
received the news that a usurper, pretending to be his dead brother, Bardiya, had
seized the throne in the eastern part of the empire. Thereupon Cambyses
committed suicide. A member of his entourage, Darius, son of the governor of
Susa, laid claim to the throne. Having the confidence of the army, he proceeded
to deal with the uprising and executed the usurper.6
The result of that train of events was not stability, however, but revolts all
over the Persian Empire. Yet by the end of 520 Darius had secured his throne
and had quieted the numerous insurgents.
The work on the Temple was resumed on the twenty-fourth day of the sixth
month in the second year of Darius (Sept.-Oct. 520; Hag. 1:15) and completed
on the third day of Adar in Darius’s sixth year (Feb.-March 516; Ezra 6:15).
When the Passover was celebrated in the following month, the Temple was
standing as a symbol of God’s gracious favor (Ezra 6:19–22).

STYLE, STRUCTURE, AND DATE

Style
The book is composed of four short messages written in the third-person
narrative style. Paul F. Bloomhardt proposed that the genuine words of Haggai
exhibited a distinct poetic meter, whereas the narrative passages (1:1, 12, 14;
1:15 and 2:20; 2:1, 2, 10, 11) were added by a later editor, perhaps the
Chronicler, in about 350. He attempted to restore the original poetry.7 Peter R.
Ackroyd, espousing a similar opinion, calls it “poetic prose.”8 Although
Haggai’s style frequently follows the patterns of Hebrew parallelism,9 we need
not, however, look for a poetic form behind the prose. It was likely the original
style of writing rather than prose that was based upon a poetic original.
For such a small book, taking second place in length only to Obadiah among
OT books, Haggai provides generous datings for his oracles. All six dates given
belong to 520 B.C., the second year of Darius (although in 2:1, 18, and 20 that is
assumed), ranging over a period of less than four months (1:1, 15; 2:1, 10, 18,
20). The day is consistently given, but the month is assumed in 2:20 (ninth
month), and the year only occurs in half the cases. The order (year, month, day)
varies. Based upon the prophetic precedent already set by Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and
Daniel, it should not be surprising to find dates attached to Haggai’s prophecies.
And having that tradition behind him, it is hardly justifiable to assume with
Ackroyd that the dates are secondary.10
The use of rhetorical questions is a favorite way the prophet broaches the
issue with which the Lord has impressed him (1:4, 9; 2:3, 12–13, 16, 19).
Haggai’s addressees are Zerubbabel, Joshua, and the people. In 1:1 and 2:2 all
three are addressed, whereas in 2:20 only Zerubbabel.

Structure
Each of the four messages begins with a date and the messenger formula (“the

word of the Lord came by the prophet Haggai …” and its variant forms). The
configuration of the messages on the next page applies.
Message I
Date + messenger formula (1:1) Messenger formula + oracle
(1:2–11) Narrative material (1:12) Messenger formula + oracle
(1:13) Narrative material + date (1:14–15)
Message II
Date + messenger formula (2:1) Oracle (2:2–9)
Message III
Date + messenger formula (2:10) Messenger formula + oracle
(2:11–19) First question to priests and answer (2:12) Second
question to priests and answer (2:13) Oracle of application
(2:14–19)
Message IV
Messenger formula + date (2:20) Oracle (2:21–23)
Messages I and III deal with the devastating agricultural failure, the first being
an explanation of the poor harvest and the third a declaration that the work on
the Temple had reversed the effects of the drought. Messages II and IV involved
the promise of a seismic shaking of the heavens and earth. The first shaking
results in filling the New Temple with the Lord’s glory (2:7); the consequence of
the second was making Zerubbabel the Lord’s signet ring (2:23). Thus we have
the following pattern:
Message I (1:1–15) agricultural failure / Message II (2:1–9) new age
Message III (2:10–19) agricultural failure / Message IV (2:20–23) new age
The variant forms of the messenger formula in this book are not unusual in the
OT prophets, but such a variety (at least nine forms) in so short a book is
interesting.11 It is a mistake, however, to assume that such diversity alludes to
different levels of editing. For a writer so conscious of the poetic possibilities of
prose, Haggai varied his phraseology to that end. It was good prophetic style,
illustrated very effectively in Ezekiel.12

Date
The date of Haggai’s prophetic activity is not in doubt. Almost universally the
year 520 B.C. is accepted. However, the date of compilation is another matter.
The optimism that develops as a result of Temple rebuilding and priestly renewal
is characteristic of the years in which the reconstruction was taking place. The
breakdown of hope and the lagging enthusiasm that Ezra found in Jerusalem are
not represented in Haggai. Therefore, the tone of Haggai is that of the hopeful
age in which Temple, priesthood, and monarchy are all new signs of a bright

future. The closing prophecy, which envisions the revival of the Davidic
dynasty, certainly implies the early years of Zerubbabel’s governorship. It would
thus seem fair to date the compilation of the book within the years 520–16 while
the Temple was under construction, or soon thereafter in celebration of its
completion, an accomplishment that could be largely attributed to Haggai’s
encouragement.

ANALYSIS

Message I: A Popular Saying and Haggai’s Response
(1:1–15)
This first message was prompted by a current popular saying, that the time to
rebuild the house of the Lord had not arrived (v. 2). The community’s
expectation of prosperity and plenty, warranted by the restoration preaching of
the preexilic prophets, had been disappointed (v. 9), but they could still not
perceive the reason. Haggai stepped between the people and the Lord to clarify
the reason for their crop failures: They had attended to their own houses and
neglected God’s (vv. 4–6). In fact, the Mosaic law had laid down the principle of
the correlation between moral obedience to God’s law and agricultural
prosperity (Lev. 26:14–20). The solution, once the problem was clearly
comprehended, was simple and straightforward: “Rebuild the temple” (v. 8).
The positive response made by Zerubbabel, Joshua, and the remnant of the
people (1:12–15) only twenty-three days after Haggai’s appeal was a refreshing
reaction to prophetic preaching. The preexilic prophets had waited in vain for
that kind of obedience, and, in its absence, the tragic Exile had occurred. But
history was no more out of God’s control now as when He appointed the
Babylonians to destroy the Temple, for the Lord assured them, “I called for a
drought on the land” (v. 11). He was still ordering the events of history. The
reassurance of Yahweh’s presence with the community, “I am with you” (v. 13),
certified His abode among them even though the Temple did not exist. His
presence was not tied to the Temple. Rather, the Temple was merely the formal
place where the Lord was glorified (v. 8).

Message II: The Glory of the New Temple and the
Glory of the Old (2:1–9)
The date (seventh month, twenty-first day) places this message almost one

month after the resumption of work on the Temple. The diligence of that effort
had already begun to reveal the character of the new edifice, and it was obvious
that the New Temple would not match that of Solomon in beauty. Ezra recalled
the mixture of joy and weeping when the foundations of the New Temple were
laid, the sounds of weeping coming from those who had seen Solomon’s
beautiful Temple (Ezra 3:12–13).
This day was the seventh day of the feast of Tabernacles (Lev. 23:34–36), a
festival of great rejoicing for the Lord’s guidance through the wilderness and His
blessings in the annual harvest. However, as Haggai has already recognized in
his first message, the harvest had been sparse and gave little reason for rejoicing.
Moreover, both Isaiah and Ezekiel had predicted that the latter Temple would
surpass the former in beauty and glory. So we can understand why Haggai spoke
to all three constituents of the community and offered a word of encouragement
from the Lord: “But now take courage … and work; for I am with you” (2:4).
Yahweh was still with His people as He had been when He brought them out of
Egypt. Further, He would once more reveal Himself to Israel as He had done in
Sinai and fill this house with His glory. The inferiority of the new Temple would
be rectified when the nations, alarmed and drawn by the new revelation, would
come bringing their wealth to the Temple. It was only a matter of time until the
glory of the new Temple surpassed the former, as the prophets had predicted.

Message III: Priestly Lessons from the Law (2:10–19)
This message, like Message I (1:6, 10–11), deals with the subject of the poor
harvest (2:15–19). It is unnecessary to relocate verses 15–19 to follow 1:15a,
with Otto Eissfeldt and others.13 Although it is true that the subject matter is the
same, the point in the first message was that the poor harvest was a result of
apathy toward and neglect of the Temple rebuilding, whereas here Yahweh
recognizes the response of the leaders and people to His prophet and declares
that from this day (twenty-fourth day of the ninth month) He will bless them. As
we have pointed out above, the book is very well balanced between the emphasis
upon the poor harvest in Messages I and III and the emphasis in Messages II and
IV upon the shaking of the heavens and the earth. The words were spoken
exactly three months after the resumption of work on the Temple (cf. 1:15).
Thus the twenty-fourth day of the ninth month became a landmark day: “From
this day on I will bless you” (2:19).
The significance of the questions posed to the priests and their answers is

twofold. Haggai used the questions to drive home a moral lesson, and the
answers showed that the priests had retained their legal knowledge and were
prepared to resume service in the newly built Temple. The first question
regarded “holy meat” (v. 12), which is the flesh of sacrificial animals (Jer.
11:15). According to Lev. 6:27 the lappet of the priest’s robe was made holy by
the holy flesh, but that could not be transferred any further (Hag. 2:12). The
second question regarded the spread of legal defilement that was caused by
touching a corpse. That was one of the strongest kinds of defilement and could
only be removed after sprinkling the defiled person during a seven-day period
with water prepared from the ashes of the red heifer (Num. 19). Holiness could
not be transferred beyond the lappet of the priest’s robe, whereas the defilement
of a people was dangerously contagious. The New Temple could not transform
the community into a holy people, but their moral defilement could infect the
whole land.

Message IV: Hope for Revival of the Davidic Dynasty
(2:20–23)
This brief oracle is of great importance, for it complements the renewal of
Temple worship with renewal of the Davidic dynasty. The shaking of the
heavens and earth connects the two promises, thus giving us the two pivotal
ideas of the book. The one doing the shaking, which was of earthquake
proportions, was Yahweh. The restoration was in His hands and under His
control. He would make Zerubbabel, a descendant of David, His signet ring, that
is, the symbol of Davidic sovereignty. With the Temple and Davidic monarchy
—the latter at least symbolically—in place again, the restoration could not fail to
succeed.

THE MEANING OF THE BOOK

Haggai and the Temple
The exilic period with its loss of monarchy, Temple, and priesthood was a
time of deep soul-searching. It was also a time of adjustment to a totally
different way of life. The loss of the Temple, which had given the Judeans a
sense of security, false though it was, necessitated critical adjustments in their
thinking and practice. They discovered that faith could survive and even thrive
without the Temple. Perhaps that partly accounts for the neglect of Temple
rebuilding as they endeavored to reinstate themselves in the land in those early
years of the postexilic age. Yet by its absence the Temple also found a fonder
place in the hearts of the exiles, who saw its true significance in religious and
social life. The Davidic house and the priesthood, urged on by the prophets
Haggai and Zechariah, became part of the Temple consensus and moved forward
toward restoring the central institution of ancient Israel.
The Temple’s centrality in the postexilic age was greatly attributable to the
prophet Ezekiel (chaps. 40–48), who described the Messianic era in terms of the
reconstructed Temple and renewed worship. According to Ackroyd, Ezekiel’s
scheme required the rebuilding of the Temple after the international upheaval
described in chapters 38–39.14 The same word used in Hag. 2:6 and 21 (r’sh)
also occurs in Ezek. 38:19 to describe the earthquake that would shake Israel and
send the nations into trepidation as the new age dawned. Whether Haggai’s
interpretation of the political upheaval in the Persian Empire during 522–2115
was influenced by Ezekiel is an open question. It could be posited, and maybe
even defended, that he had no concern with it at all. However, the pivotal place
of the Temple in the new order as evidenced in Haggai should most naturally be
traced to Ezekiel’s theology. Although Yahweh was not confined to the Temple
(the Exile proved that), His covenant relationship by design involved the Temple
as a vital part of covenant reality. If a misplaced zeal for the temple, issuing in
copious sacrifices and additional gods and rituals, was deemed by the preexilic
prophets to be loathsome to God, indifference to the Temple was just as
abhorrent. God had connected His favor to the Temple and its worship, and

apathy toward cessation of sanctuary and sacrifice was no small thing in His
eyes.

Haggai and the Ethical Preaching of the Prophets
It has been contended that Haggai had little in common with the great Hebrew
prophets of the preexilic age, because his intense concern was the Temple and
purity of the cult rather than the moral wickedness of his people.16 Obviously he
did not issue the call to repentance found in the preaching of his predecessors,
but the apathy toward the Temple and sacrifice was definitely a moral issue.
Twice he commanded the community to “consider your ways!” (1:5,7; lit., “Set
your heart on your ways!”). It was a call to consider the moral implications of
their behavior. That, of course, was not the same as calling Israel to repent of the
gross sins that distinguished their conduct prior to the Exile. However, Haggai’s
moral interest is clear. Moreover, when he questioned the priests about contact
with a corpse, he applied the lesson of infectious uncleanness to the people
(2:14). Everything that this unclean people touches would become unclean. The
moral implications of Haggai’s message were quite strong. In that sense he
represents the legacy of his prophetic forerunners.
1. R. K. Harrison, Introduction to the Old Testament (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1969), 945.
2. Eli Cashdan, The Twelve Minor Prophets (London: Soncino, 1940), 252.
3. Otto Eissfeldt, The Old Testament, trans. Peter R. Ackroyd (New York:
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ZECHARIAH

In view of the reversal of Judah’s misfortunes in the two decades that followed
the decree of Cyrus, it is all too easy to fail to appreciate the critical nature of
that era. The momentum set in motion by the Persian decree could not be
expected to maintain itself without other encouragements from the traditional
structures of the Judean community, both exilic and non-exilic. Haggai brought
first witness to the declining enthusiasm for Temple restoration, and Zechariah
advanced upon the hopeful disposition that his colleague Haggai had enunciated.
Without the assistance of those two prophets, one can only wonder how long it
might have taken to restore the Temple and ensure its centrality in the new
community. Obviously Persian benevolence was insufficient by itself, and even
that too failed with the passing of Cyrus.
What Ezekiel was to the late preexilic and exilic eras, Zechariah was to the
postexilic age. Not only did he outline the program of restoration, the heart of
which was the Temple and priesthood, but he, like Ezekiel, filled in much detail
about the eschatological age that lay ahead. That is particularly true of the last
six chapters of his book. With a new urgency to establish a durable kingdom, he
proclaimed the Lord as king over Judah and promised that He would become
king over all the nations.

ZECHARIAH THE MAN

Zechariah was a priest who succeeded his father as head of his particular
priestly family (Neh. 12:16). Very likely he functioned in the priestly office
while he was active as a prophet. It is of significance that the postexilic prophets
were closely associated with the Temple, for the Temple became the rallying
point of that community. The monarchy remained only a figment of historical
memory and a future hope that did not materialize in Zechariah’s lifetime. When
the entire community needed a cohesive center around which to shape its new
life, the one that fell within the permissive boundaries of Persian political policy
was the religious institution. The liberality of Cyrus the Great and Darius I in
religious matters gave the prophets a sphere in which their program of
restoration could succeed, attached to an institution that could legitimately
endure under foreign domination. The sovereign nature of the kingship ruled out
that option. Zechariah’s priestly descent and Haggai’s cultic orientation in no
small way assured the triumph of their efforts.
Mentioned in company with Haggai in Ezra 5:1 and 6:14, Zechariah was
perhaps the younger contemporary of Haggai. His assumption of the head of his
priestly clan (Neh. 12:16) seems to support the idea that he was a young man
when he began his prophetic career in 520. In 1:1 the names of both his father
(Berechiah) and grandfather (Iddo) are given, but in the Ezra references he is
known as “son of Iddo.” It is not unusual in the OT for one to be called “son” of
his grandfather. Speculation may suggest that Berechiah died at an early age and
Zechariah was reared by his grandfather. Or it may simply imply that Iddo was
better known or more prominent than Berechiah, thus the use of the
grandfather’s name.
Of the many occurrences of the name Zechariah in the OT, this one is the best
known. He must be distinguished from the Zechariah, also of priestly lineage,
whom King Joash killed (2 Chron. 24:20–22) and to whom Jesus referred in
Luke 11:51.

HISTORICAL BACKGROUND

Zechariah’s ministry as prophet began in the same year that Haggai
prophesied (520). The three dates given in the book spread over two years and
one month (second year of Darius/eighth month to the fourth year/ninth month),
but it is likely that the last six chapters were even much later than the completion
of the Temple in 516. Yet for the most part, the reconstruction of the historical
background of Zechariah is the same as that for Haggai.1

THE LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY OF ZECHARIAH

Literary Genre
An identification of the genre of Zechariah will largely be determined by
one’s definition of apocalyptic literature. In addition to the more general
characteristics, such as visions, the presence of heavenly interpreters, and the use
of highly symbolic language, Robert North has urged that a clear framework of
ages characterizes apocalyptic literature; for example, Daniel’s division of
history into four phases. Whereas Daniel and the Revelation of John clearly
exemplify that characteristic, North does not believe it is true of Ezekiel and
Zechariah.2 Yet the basic two-eon theory of the prophets still forms the basis of
their eschatology, even though the apocalyptists may delineate more refined
divisions of history. The present evil age will give way to the age of the kingdom
of God.
Yehezkel Kaufmann sees the distinctive criterion of apocalyptic to be the
revelation of heavenly secrets not accessible to man by ordinary means.3 Yet
there is something of the extraordinary in all of prophetic literature. Kaufmann’s
distinction, reaching beyond the phenomenon of predictive prophecy, lays the
emphasis upon the more uncommon disclosure of divine plans for history, such
as is found in Dan. 7–12. Yet in doing that, he has really identified a common
strain that unites prophecy and apocalyptic—they both disclose divine plans that
are not ordinarily available to man, one simply using a higher frequency of
symbolism and apocalyptic media than the other.
George Eldon Ladd’s term “prophetic-apocalyptic"4 is an appropriate one for
Zechariah. He shares at least two basic perspectives with the classical prophets
that illustrate his continuity with them. The coming of the kingdom of God,
which is a mutually shared concept of prophecy and apocalyptic, figures
prominently in Zechariah. That notion of the approaching rule of God in history
is seen in the basic prophetic form of the Day of the Lord, which appears as
early as Amos. And not only the form, but also the divine interruption of history
to bring it about, can be detected in Amos’s dramatic reversal of the popular
view of that Day: “Will not the day of the Lord be darkness instead of light, even

gloom with no brightness in it?” (Amos 5:20).

Outline of Zechariah
1. Part I: The Night Visions and Questions about Fasting (chaps. 1–8)
1. Introduction (1:1–6)
2. The Night Visions (1:7–6:15)
1. Vision 1: The Four Horsemen (1:7–17)
2. Vision 2: The Four Horns and Four Smiths (1:18–21)
3. Vision 3: A Man with a Measuring Line (2:1–13)
4. Vision 4: Reinstatement of the High Priest (3:1–10)
5. Vision 5: A Golden Lampstand and Two Olive Trees (4:1–14)
6. Vision 6: The Flying Scroll (5:1–4)
7. Vision 7: The Woman in the Ephah Basket (5:5–11)
8. Vision 8: The Four Chariots (6:1–15)
3. Questions about Fasting and Related Messages (7:1–8:23)
1. The Question (7:1–3)
2. The Answer (7:4–8:23)
1. God’s Requirements (7:4–14)
2. Decalogue of Promises (8:1–23)
2. Part II: The Kingdom of God (chaps. 9–14)
1. Oracle One: Judgment of Israel’s Enemies (9:1–11:17)
2. Oracle Two: The Coming of the Kingdom (12:1–14:21)
Already the incipient idea of the divine interruption of history had been set in
motion by Amos. In a word, the kingdom of God is a prophetic thesis that can be
traced from the classical prophets to the OT apocalyptic writings.
A second perspective, the ethical basis for prophetic preaching, is also
continued in Zechariah. In point of fact, the entire prophecy is set within that
context by Zechariah’s appeal to the words of the former (preexilic) prophets.
The Exile had come as a consequence of the anger of the Lord because the
fathers of Israel had spurned the prophetic message (1:2, 12). Moreover, the
words and statutes the prophets had commanded the people overtook them in the
disaster of the Exile. Divine judgment for failing to keep Yahweh’s laws caught
up with them (1:6; 7:12).
The genre of Zechariah shares features with both classical prophecy and
apocalyptic literature. It occupies a median position.

Structure
The book divides into two major parts. Part I (chaps. 1–8) consists of an
introduction (1:1–6), the night visions, which comprise the central section of
Part I (1:7–6:15), and the oracles related to fasting (7:1–8:23). Part II (chaps. 9–
14) is subdivided by the heading Massa’ (“oracle” or “burden,” 9:1—”the
burden of the word of the Lord is against the land of Hadrach” and 12:1—”the
burden of the word of the Lord concerning Israel”) into two sections, chapters 9–
11 and 12–14. Some scholars refer to Part I as Proto-Zechariah and Part II as
Deutero-Zechariah. A minority even uses the term Trito-Zechariah for chapters
12–14.
Joyce G. Baldwin, following the work of P. Lamarche, who proposed that a
chiastic structure could be detected in Part II, has identified a similar chiasmus in
the arrangement of Part I. According to her analysis the outline takes the
following form:
Part I
1. Introduction: The Covenant Still Stands (1:1–6)
2. Eight Visions and Accompanying Oracles (1:7–6:15)
1. Vision 1. A patrol of the whole earth reports (1:7–17)
2. Vision 2. The nations meet retribution (1:18–21)
3. 1. Vision 3. Jerusalem has a divine protector (2:1–13; Heb. vers. 2:1–
4)
4. Vision 4. The high priest reinstated (3:1–10)
5. 1. Vision 5. Divine resources for high priest and prince (4:1–14)
6. 2. Vision 6. Evil meets retribution (5:1–4)
7. 3. Vision 7. Jerusalem is purified (5:5–11)
8. 1. Vision 8. God’s patrols compass the earth (6:1–15)
3. Messages Prompted by the Question on Fasting (7:1–8:19)
1. The question (7:1–3)
2. The first sermon (7:4–14)
3. Relevant sayings (8:1–8)
4. 1. The second sermon (8:9–17)
5. 1. The answer (8:18–19)
4. Conclusion: Universal Longing for God (8:20–23)
Part II

Part II
1. Triumphant Intervention of the Lord: His Shepherd Rejected (9:1–11:17)
1. The Lord triumphs from the north (9:1–8)
2. Arrival of the king (9:9–10)
3. Jubilation and prosperity (9:11–10:1)
4. Rebuke for sham leaders (10:2–3a)
5. 1. Jubilation for restoration (10:3b–11:3)
6. 1. The fate of the good shepherd (11:4–17)
2. Final Intervention of the Lord and Suffering Involved (12:1–14:21)
1. 2. Jubilation in Jerusalem (12:1–9)
2. 2. Mourning for the pierced one (12:10–13:1)
3. 1. Rejection for sham leaders (13:2–6)
4. 3. The shepherd slaughtered, the people scattered (13:7–9)
5. 3. Cataclysm in Jerusalem (14:1–15)
6. 1. The Lord worshiped as King over all (14:16–21)5
This structure demonstrates the literary similarity between the two parts, even
though the analysis may press the chiastic scheme too far. The interconnection
of the sections within each part is easier to establish for Part I than Part II, but
this analysis helps to show that there is an internal order in Part II as well.

Authenticity
By “authenticity” we have in mind the genuineness of the book as a product of
Zechariah’s prophetic ministry. Admittedly this is an extremely complex
question, and the authorship of Zechariah has been almost as heatedly debated as
that of Isaiah. Authenticity is not the same question as unity, however, for unity
could be given to a book through an editorial process. Further, an editor might
arrange authentic material, but he could not create oracles that would be
authentic to the prophet. Unity of thought (but not of structure) follows as a
corollary of authenticity, but the reverse is not true.
The issue of authenticity centers mainly upon Part II. Generally Part I is
largely attributed to Zechariah. Ernst Sellin and Georg Fohrer, whose view is
rather typical of modern scholarship, isolate two types of material in Part I,
sayings and reports. Two kinds of reports are given, the night visions (1:7–6:8)

and the reports that deal with concrete events (6:9–15; 7:1–3; 8:18–19). Other
sayings that may or may not be genuine occur in 1:1–6, 16, 17; 2:8–9, 10, 11–12,
whereas the sayings in 7:1–8:19 are not genuine.6 Otto Eissfeldt agrees that nongenuine sayings may have slipped into that category, but he admits that there is
no real ground for suspecting any one of them.7
Arguments against authenticity and unity have ordinarily involved (1) the
difference in atmosphere between Parts I and II; (2) the absence of any reference
in Part II to the recent reconstruction of the Temple; (3) the reference in 9:13 to
Greece as the dominant power rather than Persia; and (4) the apocalyptic scenes
in chapter 14, which are taken to be characteristic of late apocalypse.
The case for authenticity of the whole book has been argued by such scholars
as E. B. Pusey, Edward J. Young, Eli Cashdan, and H. C. Leupold.8 R. K.
Harrison and Joyce Baldwin have presented strong favorable arguments for unity
but stopped short of adopting a clear position on authorship.9 An argument for
unity has also been advanced by Rex A. Mason, who finds five emphases in the
book that give coherence to Parts I and II: (1) prominence of the Zion tradition;
(2) divine cleansing of the community; (3) universalism; (4) appeal to the earlier
prophets; and (5) the provision of leadership as a sign of the new age. He views
the line of continuity to be the result of an ongoing Zecharian tradition (perhaps
disciples), much like that postulated for “Second Isaiah.”10
Brevard S. Childs, based upon his canonical analysis of the book, has made a
convincing case for unity of chapters 9–14 and a definite canonical relationship
between Parts I and II. His approach is to attribute their compatibility to the
common use of Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel at the redactional level. His
impressive list of congruous elements includes (1) a new Jerusalem protected by
Yahweh (2:5/9:8; 14:11); (2) return of Edenic fertility to the land (8:12/14:8); (3)
use of the covenant formula as promise (Yahweh and Israel’s mutual
recognition, 8:8/13:9); (4) the canvassing curse in 5:3 and the time when it is
removed in 14:11; (5) divine judgment on the nations (1:18–21/14:16–17), their
conversion (8:22–23/14:16), and worship of Yahweh (8:20–21/14:16); (6) regathering of the exiles (8:7–8/10:9–11); (7) the outpouring of the Spirit to
inaugurate the new age (4:6/12:10); (8) purging the land of those who swear
falsely in the Lord’s name (5:4/13:3); and (9) the Messianic figure of one who
triumphs, not by power, but in humility (4:6/9:9–10).11
Whereas Childs’s presuppositions and methodology compel him to posit his
theory of unity at a redactional level, the disparities between the two parts may
rather be explained as the changing perspective of Zechariah through several
years of theological and eschatological thought. For example, in the later years

of the prophet’s ministry Yahweh’s protecting presence predominated his
thought, because experience had shown that the restoration of the Temple was
less important than Yahweh’s spiritual presence. The Temple was the symbol of
His presence. That theme had already been stated clearly in the message of
Haggai (Hag. 2:1–9), and the passing of time had verified it in Zechariah’s
thinking. In addition, if any hopes of national revival had clung to the Davidic
line, by the early fifth century both time and historical experience had strongly
insinuated that restoration in the fullest sense could only come by divine
intervention. And Yahweh’s unpretentious entry into history would take the
tyrant nations by surprise. If they had calculated that the strongest defense was a
military one, they had miscalculated, for God had in mind a king “humble, and
mounted on a donkey” (9:9). The “redaction,” to use the critical term, had
occurred in the mind of the prophet as God had clarified to him His plan for the
future.
The question of the authenticity of Zechariah 9–14 is one of the most
formidable issues of prophetic studies. Although our discussion has largely
concentrated upon unity, when that is established as a plausible hypothesis and is
joined to the view that Part I is authentic to Zechariah, then the probable
authenticity of Part II becomes a hypothesis to be reckoned with seriously. The
heavier burden of proof rests upon those who would impugn the authenticity of
those chapters.
If we assume, as Nehemiah 12:16 implies, that the prophet was young when
he wrote chapters 1–8, he was likely still alive when the fortunes of the Persian
Empire began to shift in favor of the Greeks at the Battle of Marathon in 490 B.C.
and at Salamis in 480. With the international signs of an impending changing of
the guard, Zechariah comforted Judah and Israel. As can be seen in the history of
the prophetic movement, those historical moments when empires fell called for
prophetic insight and divine reassurance.

Date
There is little question about the date of chapters 1–8, with the exception of
some scholars who date the so-called interpolations in later periods. Three
specific dates nail down Part I in time:
1:1
8th month/2d year of Darius
1:7
11th month/2d year of Darius/24th day
7:1
9th month/4th year of Darius/4th day

Thus, judging from these dates, the prophecies of Part I extend at least over
the space of twenty-five months during the years 520–518.
The dating of Part II, however, is not so easy. In the nineteenth century
European scholarship assigned chapters 9–14 to the preexilic period. When
Pusey wrote his erudite commentary on the Minor Prophets, he remarked that
with one notable exception, the scholars who severed these chapters from
Zechariah were unanimous in placing them before the captivity.12 Chapters 9–11
were usually assigned to the eighth century, based upon references to both Israel
and Judah (9:10, 13; 10:6), mention of Assyria and Egypt, and the historical
description of Syria-Palestine in chapter 9. Yet those chapters speak of the Exile
as past (9:11; 10:3–5). Scholarly opinion took a turn in the late nineteenth
century and began assigning so-called Deutero-Zechariah to the Greek period.13
It was believed that 9:1–8 reflected the rapid advance of Alexander the Great,
and the third-century rule by the Ptolemies could be detected in 9:11; 10:10–11;
14:18–19. Moreover, efforts to make a historical identification of the three
shepherds in 11:4–17 have influenced some to look to the Maccabean period.14
Historical allusions are hard to find in chapters 12–14. Rather, the
eschatological nature of those oracles is evident in their subject matter. They
regard the deliverance of Jerusalem, the salvation of God’s people, and judgment
on the nations, couched in language reminiscent of the Day of the Lord (“in that
day”). Dating those chapters by their subject matter to a later period is at best
tenuous, for all of the topics could well have been discussed by Zechariah. They
are all part of the prophetic heritage passed on by the preexilic prophets. As
already stated above, it is conceivable that Zechariah could have spoken those
oracles in the early decades of the fifth century B.C.

ANALYSIS

Part I (chaps. 1–8)
Introduction (1:1–6). Dated in the eighth month of the second year of Darius
(about Oct. 520), only weeks before Haggai’s last dated message, Zechariah
joined his voice to the numerous prophetic voices that had called Israel to
repentance. There is no clearer admission of the truth of the prophetic message
than verse 6, “But did not My words and My statutes, which I commanded My
servants the prophets, overtake your fathers?” A similar note of Israel’s
repentance can be found in Daniel’s prayer (Dan. 9:4–19), and analogous
confessions of the justice of Yahweh’s action are found in Lam. 2:17 and Ezra
9:6–15. But the main thrust of this introduction is to call Zechariah’s own
generation to repentance (1:3–4), citing the consequences of their fathers who
refused to obey the prophets’ words (1:5–6).
The night visions (1:7–6:15). Occurring all in one night (15 February 520
B.C.), the visions contain three types of material: (1) a description of what
Zechariah saw, often introduced by standard formulae, “I saw at night, and
behold” (1:8), “Then (again) I lifted my eyes and looked, and behold” (1:18; 2:1;
5:1; 6:1), “Then the Lord (he) showed me” (1:20; 3:1), “And behold” (5:7); (2)
Zechariah’s responses, which include (a) interrogation of the angelic interpreter
about the meaning of the visionary images, phrased as a question (1:9, 19a, 21a;
2:2a; 4:4, 11, 12; 5:6a, 10; 6:4), (b) the prophet’s response to the angelic
interpreter’s questions (4:2b–3, 5b, 13b; 5:2b), and © brief instructions and
oracles (2:9, 11c–12, 13; 3:5a; 4:9b); and (3) responses of the vision personnel,
(a) first the angelic interpreter who answers Zechariah’s questions and explains
the visionary actions and objects (1:9b, 10b, 19b, 21b; 2:2b, 3–4; 3:6–10; 4:6–7,
14; 5:3–4, 6b, 8a, 11; 6:5–6, 8), instructs the prophet and vision personnel (1:14–
17; 3:4; 5:5; 6:7b), intercedes for Israel (1:12), and interrogates Zechariah (4:2a,
5a, 13a; 5:2a), (b) the horsemen (1:11b), © another angel (2:4), and (d) Yahweh
(1:13; 2:5–8, 10–11b; 3:2; 4:8–9a; 6:9–15).
The descriptions of the visionary content are introduced very early in each
vision, though the unfolding drama is stretched out in visions 4 and 8. Whereas

Zechariah interrogates the angel in visions 1, 2, 3, 7, and 8, the angel
interrogates Zechariah in visions 5 and 6, with the interrogation style absent
from vision 4. It should be further noted that because the angel is communicating
the Lord’s words to Zechariah and other vision personnel (3:6–10; 4:6–7), the
angel’s words and the Lord’s are virtually indistinguishable (for example, 3:2, 4;
4:5a, 6–9a; 6:8–15). We may deduce, therefore, that when Zechariah says “the
word of the Lord came to me” (4:8; 6:9), he received it from the angelic
interpreter. In the same regard, the “gracious” and “comforting” words that
Yahweh spoke to the angel in 1:13 were probably the message that follows in
verses 14–17.
In regard to structure, there is great fluidity within the visions. That suggests
the prophet wrote down the visions very soon after he received them and left
them virtually in the form in which he had received them. Subsequent editing
would probably have produced a more standard form.
A number of scholars have sought to discover a plan in the visions. Klaus
Koch has observed that geographically the events begin in the west and move
over the center of the earth to the east. He suggests that that progression in space
may correspond to a temporal sequence of evening, midnight, and morning,
producing a symmetry in which the middle vision (by his count, vision 5 of the
lampstand) is the zenith. Koch removes vision 4 as an interpolation, pairs the
two outer visions (1 and 8), which are set beyond the human sphere, relates
visions 2 and 3 (elimination of external political hindrances) to visions 6 and 7
(elimination of internal spiritual hindrance—sin), and sees a climax in vision 5.15
Baldwin sees a chiastic structure in the visions (a b b c c b b a), with the climax
in the fourth and fifth visions.16 The advantage her pattern has over Koch’s is
that it does not require the dubious elimination of vision 4 from the scheme.
Both see progression in the visions. From vision 1, with its concern for the
restoration of Jerusalem and Judah, the visions advance to the announcement of
the Messianic person, the Branch, who will build the Temple of the Lord and
bear both royal and priestly honor.
The visions may be summarized as follows. In vision 1 (1:7–17) the four
horsemen are sent out to see if the earth had been shaken according to the
promise of Hag. 2:7–8, 22–23 in order to avenge Jerusalem and Judah,17 but
they find it quite peaceful. The angel’s concern then turns to the vindication of
Jerusalem, followed by the promise that the Temple will be built and the city
restored.
Vision 2 (1:18–21) describes the four horns and four smiths. The horns,
symbols of strength, represent the nations that have scattered God’s people.

Quite appropriately they are matched by the same number of smiths, who will
deal God’s judgment to the nations at peace.
In vision 3 (2:1–13) “a man with a measuring line,” an angelic architect,
draws the master plan for the reconstruction of Jerusalem, thus implementing
Yahweh’s plans to restore the city, which will symbolize His omnipotent
protection, for He will be both a wall around it and the glory within it.
Vision 4 (3:1–10) describes the reinstatement of the high priest. With the
assurance that Yahweh will again return with His glory to Jerusalem, the setting
of the visions shifts to the Temple, where Joshua’s ritually unclean garments are
removed, and he is clothed in vestments appropriate to his station. The Lord has
chosen Jerusalem, and, against any contradiction, this vision reiterates His
determination to restore it as the center of worship.
Vision 5 (4:1–14) is of a golden lampstand and two olive trees. Having
distinguished Joshua in his place as high priest, this vision places Zerubbabel,
the governor, alongside him but fails to elevate him to the Davidic throne.
Nevertheless, his role in the reconstruction of the Temple is clarified, and before
him the mountain of opposition would become a plain.
Vision 6 (5:1–4) depicts the flying scroll. Once the role of Joshua and
Zerubbabel in restoration has been made clear, this vision brings the purging of
the land into focus.
Vision 7 (5:5–11), the woman in the ephah basket, shows that the persistent
removal of evil from the land is culminated by transfer of wickedness,
symbolized by the woman in the basket, to Babylon, the epitome of idolatrous
practice.
Vision 8 (6:1–15) depicts the four chariots. Similar imagery marks the
relationship of this vision to vision 1. There the patrol found the nations
unvindicated, whereas here the Lord’s Spirit has been vented against Israel’s
enemies. The gold crown set on Joshua’s head represents the combining of the
royal and priestly offices in the Messianic person called the Branch.
Question about fasting and related messages (7:1–8:23). Dated in the fourth
year of Darius, fourth day, ninth month (7 December 518 B.C.), this section
relates to the question of fasting in the fifth month (when Jerusalem was burned)
and seventh month (when Gedaliah was assassinated), as had been the custom
for seventy years (7:1–7). Zechariah’s immediate response was to remind them
that disobedience had characterized the preexilic population and had occasioned
the Exile (7:8–14). A second word from Yahweh promises that He will return to
Zion and dwell in her midst again (8:1–17). He would be as intent upon
restoration as He had been on judgment. The program of the new society is
prescribed: “ ‘These are the things which you should do: speak the truth to one

another; judge with truth and judgment for peace in your gates. Also let none of
you devise evil in your heart against another, and do not love perjury; for all
these are what I hate,’ declares the Lord” (8:16–17).
In the context of Yahweh’s reversal of His disposition toward Judah (wrath to
compassion), He reverses the fasts of the fourth (when the Babylonians breached
the walls of Jerusalem), fifth, seventh, and tenth (when the Babylonians began
the siege of Jerusalem) months and makes them festivals of joy and gladness
(8:18–19). The turnabout set the tone for the new age. In 7:2 the representatives
of Bethel come “to seek the favor of the Lord,” and at the end of this section the
nations are seen coming “to seek the Lord of hosts in Jerusalem and to entreat
the favor of the Lord” (8:22).

Part II (chaps. 9–14)
The first oracle (9:1–11:17). The interpretation of chapters 9–14 is a difficult
task. The general theme, however, is the kingdom of God, for which we have
been prepared in chapters 1–8. The first oracle (chaps. 9–11) deals with God’s
judgment on Israel’s enemies (9:1–8). The very different kind of king, whose
image is projected in 9:9–17, “humble and mounted on a donkey,” is seen
against the backdrop of the military figure who moves by swift conquest through
Syria and Philistia on his way to Egypt. It is reminiscent of the Lord’s resolve to
restore His people by His Spirit rather than military power (4:6). The redemption
theme is continued in 10:1–12, where Egypt and Assyria are symbolic of Israel’s
captivity. The wonders that will accompany the restoration are described in
terms of a new Exodus.
In contrast to that bright and glorious day, the rejection of the shepherd, so
unappreciated, illustrates the bizarre fact that when the perfect leader should
arise in history, rather than being hailed and honored, he would be rejected
(11:1–17). The shepherd’s flock is Israel, and he is a native Israelite. Perhaps the
prophet himself acted out the parable.
The second oracle (12:1–14:21). The eschatological day that has been
anticipated in chapters 1–8 and especially in 9–11 comes into sharp focus here.
The frequent occurrence of “in that day” drives home the point that the prophet
envisions the day when God’s kingdom will truly be consummated. The
Israelites will come to recognize their sin and repent (12:10–14). The final state
of the kingdom will be the condition of holiness that reigned in the Temple
(14:20), and the nations of the world will come to Jerusalem to worship the

King, the Lord of Hosts, and celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles, the most joyful
festival of the year (14:16).

THE MESSAGE OF ZECHARIAH

Interpreting the Former Prophets
Zechariah’s use of the term “former prophets” is a reference to the preexilic
prophets, who, in his mind, had been Yahweh’s powerful spokesmen for
righteousness. The Exile had occurred precisely because the “fathers” had
spurned the message of the prophets (7:11–14). The dynamic force of the
prophetic word can be seen in Zechariah’s rhetorical question, “But did not My
words and My statutes, which I commanded My servants the prophets, overtake
your fathers?” (1:6).
Zechariah affirms the prophetic theme that Israel’s religiosity had been
designed for his own benefit rather than God’s (7:7). In agreement with
prophetic theology, rather than well-ordered ritual, he urges the practice of
justice and compassion and the care of widow, orphan, and alien (7:9–10).
With Jeremiah (23:6; 50:20) and Ezekiel (37:16–19), Zechariah sees the
reunion of Israel and Judah and a future in which their oneness is indissoluble
(1:19; 8:13; 10:6). At the dedication of the Temple that unity was reaffirmed
with the sacrifice of a sin offering (twelve he-goats, according to the twelve
tribes) for all of Israel (Ezra 6:17), and at the celebration of Passover that year
the repatriated exiles joined the Israelites who had separated themselves from
idolatry to worship the Lord (Ezra 6:21). Zechariah believed, as Jeremiah and
Ezekiel had predicted, that the age of reunion had dawned.
Whereas Zechariah made numerous direct and indirect appeals to the preexilic
prophets,18 his greatest patron was Ezekiel. Like Ezekiel, he was both priest and
prophet, and he shared not only Ezekiel’s official titles but his
theological/eschatological plan. Cameron MacKay’s remark that Zechariah was
the earliest “commentary” on Ezek. 40–48 captures the point well.19 The
centrality of the Temple, as sketched out in Ezekiel’s prospectus of the future
(chaps. 40–48), and the de-emphasized role of the Davidic dynasty in the coming
age20 are underscored in Zechariah.21 Reanimating an ancient concept, the
Temple becomes the symbol of the new age of Yahweh’s kingship (Ex. 15:18),
and that new kingdom is to be constituted as a kingdom of priests (Ex. 19:6).

The Kingdom of God
The phrase does not occur in Zechariah, but the book is replete with the
description of the coming kingdom of God. Admittedly there is much in chapters
9–14 that is difficult, if not impossible, to explain. However, certain ideas are
rather clear. Yahweh will cut off the implements of war and establish His
kingdom of peace through the humble king who makes His royal entry riding on
a donkey (9:9–10). Indeed, Yahweh Himself will take the task of conquest in His
own hands and set the captives free (9:11–15).
The royal person who will dominate the new age will be more than a king—he
will be the shepherd of the Lord’s flock (11:4–7), who will be ungratefully
detested by the sheep. When he should ask for his wages, they will certify their
ungrateful spirit by paying him the price of a slave (11:12; Ex. 21:32). The king
and the shepherd of Zechariah are evidently one and the same person, for in 11:6
the two words occur in parallel language. The royal status of the shepherd is
further substantiated by the description of him as “My Associate” (13:7).22 The
image of the shepherd-king has already been set forth by Ezekiel (34:23–31;
37:24), and Zechariah mixes the hues of that imagery with those of the Suffering
Servant to paint the portrait of the Messiah on His apocalyptic canvas. The
gospel writers knew those precious phrases from Zechariah, and in them they
heard the traumatic events of the passion of Christ expressed.23
The kingdom that Zechariah announces is one in which Israel and Yahweh
will come to perfect harmony, as the covenant stipulated (13:9; Ex. 19:5). In
other vivid imagery, the holiness that distinguished the Temple precincts and the
sacred vessels would be expanded into the common sphere of life. So thoroughly
disseminated would be Temple holiness that any cooking vessel in Judah could
be used for sacrificial purposes (14:20–21).
Thus the logic of the centrality and prominence of the Temple, a critical issue
in Zechariah, comes into focus. In the coming age the entire land would be
purified and consecrated to the Lord in the same degree as vessels in the Lord’s
House. The Temple, therefore, became in Zechariah’s view not only the center
of life in the new age but the standard by which the land would be purified.
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JOEL

The fresh winds of the Spirit blow through the oracles of Joel, renewing hope
that too soon dwindled in ancient Judah. The time for decision had come. Joel
calls Israel to it by his numerous imperatives. Perhaps only the Gentile nations
were to be gathered in the Valley of Jehoshaphat for the divine verdict (3:1–3),
but if Israel was not there to hear his own sentence, it was only because he had
responded to the call of the prophets to repent (2:12–13). The thin thread of
“perhaps” on which his future hung (2:14) turned out to be the thread of divine
grace, the strength of which was dependent, not on the texture of the thread, but
on the faithfulness of the Weaver. The Lord’s covenantal grace, periodically
obstructed by a national agenda for immorality, encountered no wall it could not
scale and no foe it could not subdue.
Joel’s prophecy of the outpouring of the Spirit, when men and women in
universal order would join the ranks of the prophets, is a colossal testimony to
that truth. Even the ravaging locust plague, harbinger of the Day of the Lord,
like the Exile that left Judah reeling in wrathful intoxication, only closed one
disappointing chapter and opened up a more hopeful one.

JOEL THE MAN

Aside from the name of his father, Pethuel, we know nothing personal about
Joel. Any information must be inferred from the book itself.
He was obviously from Judah, a fact that can be deduced from his numerous
references to Zion (2:1, 15, 23; 3:17) and to Judah and Jerusalem (2:32; 3:1, 6, 8,
17–20). His intimate knowledge of and a healthy respect for the priests might
also indicate that he lived somewhere in the environs of Jerusalem, or at least in
Judah. However, he evidently was not a priest, for he sets himself apart from
them (1:13; 2:17). We may also suggest that he was not one of the elders of
Israel, inasmuch as he addresses them as a group (1:2) and calls for their
assemblage to avert the terrible Day of the Lord (2:16).
Whether Joel was a Temple prophet, as A. S. Kapelrud has proposed,1 is
difficult to say. He recognized the priests as leaders of the community and their
role in Israel’s destiny as strategic (2:17). Yet he had no biased loyalty to the
priesthood that caused him to hide moral misconduct under a camouflage of
correct Temple ritual. Although Joel’s passion was not the sins of the people, it
is safe to assume that the Temple ritual was functioning normally, and the
devastation of crops by the locusts that resulted in the discontinuance of the
cereal and drink offering was deplorable in his eyes (1:9, 13). Indeed, the
resumption of those offerings was numbered among the blessings of the new day
he hoped for (2:14). If we judge the disposition of the Temple prophets by the
political coalition the priests and prophets had formed during Jeremiah’s time
(Jer. 29:24–32), then Joel was not a Temple prophet. If more honest, less
politicized Temple prophets existed in OT times, then we may entertain the
notion that Joel belonged among them. However, the respect and sympathy that
he bore toward the Temple and priesthood are more likely the healthy side of the
prophets’ view of the cult, a side we rarely see in the preexilic prophets, but
which becomes evident among the postexilic prophets, especially in Haggai and
Zechariah.2

LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY

Style
Written in Hebrew poetry, the language of the book manifests a poet’s eyes
and a scribe’s skilled pen. His imagery is artful, the product of a mind that thinks
in similes and poetic images. The emotional trauma and the horrible devastation
of a land stripped bare by a plague of locusts did not blind his artistic mind to the
details of the devastation and the devastators. His poetic eye moved from the
rather humorous, howling drunkards, now deprived of their intoxicating spirits
(1:7, 13), to the much more serious cessation of the drink and cereal offerings in
the Temple (1:9). His glance fell upon the anguished faces of those who saw the
locust invasion (2:6) and the aimless roaming of cattle that had been robbed of
their meager grain by the pillaging pestilence (1:18). The defoliated fig trees,
with their whitened branches, attracted his observant view (1:7),3 and the
storehouses and granaries posed with their stark emptiness all around the land
(1:17).

Outline of Joel
Superscription (1:1)
1. Part I: A Lament (1:2–2:17)
1. Introduction (1:2–3)
2. Lament (1:4–2:17)
1. The Locust Plague (1:4–20)
2. Announcement of the Day of the Lord and Call to Repentance
(2:1–17)
2. Part II: The Lord’s Response to the Lament and the Future Age (2:18–3:21)
1. The Lord’s Response to Judah’s Repentance (2:18–32)
2. Contrast Between the Repentant Judah’s Blessings and the Judgment
of the Unrepentant Nations (3:1–21)

Joel’s metaphors and similes are carefully and richly endowed by his
descriptive ability. The locusts are an invading nation, “mighty and without
number.”
They have the “teeth of a lion” and “the fangs of a lioness” (1:6). He develops
the war imagery in chapter 2, describing the locusts as horses, their movement as
the running of cavalry (2:4), the sound like the rumbling of chariots and the
crackling of fire devouring the stubble (2:5). They are like warriors, and like
soldiers they scale the wall (2:7–9). The coming judgment is the harvest and the
wine press, while literally multitudes of people are crowded into the Valley of
Jehoshaphat on that dark day void of sun, moon, and stars, for the awful verdict
(3:14–15). The impact of Joel’s literary style is further seen in the numerous
imperatives with which his book is punctuated. Some forty-five occurrences of
the imperative mood4 declare the urgency of his message. Perhaps that feature
also implies that the time differential between the speaking of the oracles and
their written form was insignificant, because the urgency remains clearly woven
into the fabric of the oracles.

Structure
Two popular divisions of the book are found in the literature, each dividing
the book into two major parts. The one, based mainly upon content, insists that
Part I deals with the present reality of a locust plague (1:1–2:27), and Part II
presents the future realities of the eschatological age (2:28–3:21).5 The other
division, based upon literary form, views Part I to be a lament (1:2–2:17) and
Part II to be Yahweh’s response to the lamentation (2:18–3:21).6 The latter
partition seems more satisfactory, for as Hans W. Wolff observes, 2:19b–20
already tells about the reversal of the disaster.7 Thus 2:18 becomes the hinge:
“Then the Lord will be zealous for His land, and will have pity on His people.”
As has been pointed out frequently by scholars, there is an easily discernible
symmetry in the book. After the introduction calling the elders and people to the
incomparable occasion of the prophecy (1:2–3), Part I divides into two sections.
The first (1:4–20) describes the locust plague with its horrible effects on man
and beast and on the social and religious functions of Judah. That is balanced by
the announcement of the approaching Day of the Lord, described with imagery
that advances upon the plague of chapter 1, and a call to repentance (2:1–17).
Part II subdivides into two sections also, the first (2:18–32) presenting Yahweh’s

response to Judah’s repentance (cf. 2:12–14) and especially to the priestly
intercession of 2:17. The eschatological age comes clearly in view there. The
second section (3:1–21) then draws a contrast between repentant Judah’s
blessings and the fate of the unrepentant nations.
The verse divisions of the OT text originate in ancient Jewish tradition as it
was written into the text by the Masoretes of Tiberias in the Middle Ages.
However, the chapter divisions were given to the Vulgate text by Stephen
Langton (ca. A.D. 1205). He subdivided the text of Joel into three chapters, a
division that was introduced into the Septuagint and most other translations in
the fourteenth century. That division was imposed even on the Hebrew Bible for
a brief time, but in the second Rabbinic Bible of Jacob ben Hayyim (1524–1525)
the text was redivided into four chapters, subdividing chapter 2 into two chapters
(2:1–32 became 2:1–27 and 3:1–5). Thus the English versions and the Hebrew
compare as follows:
English Hebrew
1:1–20 1:1–20
2:1–27 2:1–27
2:28–32 3:1–5
3:1–21 4:1–21

Unity/Authenticity
The unity of the book is supported by the majority of modern scholars. The
symmetrical arrangement, featuring a concern for the present and eschatological
hope for the future, a combination that characterizes the prophetic books
generally, vouches for the unity of the book. That balance may also be seen in
the anticipation of the Day of the Lord in Part I and its description in Part II.
Even though the imagery of the locusts does not appear after 2:27 of Part II, the
reality of the Day of the Lord, of which Joel proclaimed the locusts a harbinger,
becomes the prominent feature. Further, a common religious point of view
permeates both parts, one calling for repentance and the other describing the
Lord’s blessing upon repentant Judah.
Generally speaking, the authenticity of very little of the book has been
questioned. Among modern commentators, Julius Bewer declared all references
to the Day of the Lord in chapters 1 and 2 as interpolations and attributed only
2:28–31a and 3:2a, 9–14a of chapters 3 and 4 (Heb.) to Joel.8 However, few

exponents for such extensive editing can be found in recent years. Wolff, while
making a strong case for unity, questions the authenticity of only 3:4–8, on the
basis of sentence structure and viewpoint.9 Yet, although the judgment upon the
nations is delayed until 3:9, verses 4–8 are an expansion of the ideas of 3:1–3,
the scattering of God’s people by the Gentile nations.10
The nature of Part I (1:2–2:17), with its addresses to the elders, citizens of the
land, and priests, furnishes evidence that Joel orally delivered that message in
Judah soon after the locust plague, perhaps even before it had entirely ended.
The urgency of his message, as noted above, leaves the impression that the crisis
was still very real. Part II (2:18–3:21), with the exception of 2:18–27, may have
been written a bit later in more reflective moments. At least the urgency of Part I
has disappeared, but the lesson that the crisis had taught Judah, that the Lord
would judge the unrepentant nations who had dispersed His people and bless
repentant Judah, is drawn out. Whether or not a time lapse existed between the
two parts is impossible to determine. However, we can be fairly confident that
the same prophet wrote them both.

DATE

The dating of Joel has had as much latitude as Obadiah, ranging from the
ninth to the fourth centuries B.C. Fortunately there are no cardinal points of
orthodoxy at stake in the matter. With no indication of date in the superscription
and no clear corroborative evidence in other prophetic and historical books (as
with Jonah), the matter must rest in the uncertain hands of internal evidence.

Preexilic
Early preexilic. The case for an early date was ably made by K. A. Credner in
1831.11 Among his arguments were (1) the absence of allusions to Syria,
Assyria, and the Babylonians on the one hand, and the references to Egypt and
Edom on the other; (2) the absence of references to the king, whereas the elders
and priests are the prominent leaders; (3) the affinities of the book with Amos
(Amos 9:13/Joel 3:18; Amos 9:13/Joel 3:16), assuming that Amos borrowed
from Joel; and (4) the second-place position of the book in the Minor Prophets.
Credner reasoned that the early years of the reign of Joash, when Jehoiada the
priest was the regent (2 Kings 11:21–12:3), was a time when priestly leadership
would be recognized. The international scene also was believed to fit the clues
given in Joel, because Egypt was a strong power. Further, under Joash’s
grandfather, Jehoram, the Edomites and Philistines made successful incursions
into Judah (2 Kings 8:20–22/ 2 Chron. 21:16–17). Thus the date would be early
in the reign of Joash (835–796 B.C.)12 before the Assyrian period, perhaps
making Joel the earliest of the writing prophets.
Late preexilic. A date in the generation before the Exile (late Assyrian) has
found proponents in Kapelrud and Klaus Koch.13 Both recognize the affinities
that Joel has with Zephaniah. Koch observes that the impending Day of the Lord
is the most critical point in determining the late Assyrian vintage of the book.
Moreover, it would explain Joel’s strong affinities with Isaiah.

Postexilic

A date after the Exile has found the most supporters in modern scholarship.
Among the major reasons for postexilic dating are (1) the reference to exile in
3:2–3; (2) the absence of the sins that preoccupied the preexilic prophets’
preaching; (3) the absence of any mention of a king would fit equally well the
postexilic period; (4) the hostility the Edomites showed toward Judah when
Jerusalem fell in 586 (Obad. 10–16; Ezek. 25:12–14; 35; Lam. 4:21–22); and (5)
the normal operation of the Temple services with no apparent competition from
pagan cults, which might qualify better for a postexilic date than the time of
Joash, who did not remove the high places (2 Kings 12:3).
Early postexilic. The strong role of the priests in the community and the
evidence of normal Temple functions suggest a time of priestly rule similar to
the period of Haggai and Zechariah. S. R. Driver is inclined toward a date
shortly after those two prophets, and G. W. Ahlstrom and Leslie C. Allen
express the same preference.14 Admittedly the certainty we wish for cannot be
achieved, but the period between Haggai and Zechariah and Malachi has much
in its favor. The picture of a stable cultic community emerges from Joel.
Moreover, the burning concerns of the prophets for moral reformation are not
delineated clearly in Joel, an observation that can also be made of Haggai and
Zechariah. By the time of Malachi, however, prior to the reforms of Ezra and
Nehemiah, the moral fabric of the community had deteriorated.
Late postexilic. It must be admitted that the same arguments can be used to
favor a date after Ezra and Nehemiah. George Adam Smith proposed that time.15
The mention of the wall in 2:7 has been seen as a reference to Nehemiah’s wall.
However, portions of the wall evidently were not destroyed, so that is not a
reliable clue.
Based upon essentially the same arguments as outlined above, and adding to
them the fact that the Greeks were not yet a world power (3:6), the time of EzraNehemiah (ca. 444 B.C.) has been used as the early date and the year of the
destruction of Sidon by Artaxerxes III (345 B.C.) the latest date, because for Joel,
Sidon’s judgment still lay in the future (3:4).16 A host of scholars has found this
the most satisfactory period.17

METHODS OF INTERPRETING JOEL

The critical interpretive question involves the reality of the locusts described
by Joel. Were they real and historical? Part I of the book (1:1–2:17) is the crux
of the hermeneutical quandry. The question has been answered with three
interpretive applications: the historical-literal, the allegorical, and the
apocalyptic.
The historical-literal method insists that Joel described a locust plague that
occurred during his lifetime. His calling upon the elders and citizens to search
their historical memory to see if such a thing as that had ever happened and his
directive to tell the future generations about it (1:2–3) substantiate the historical
reality of the plague. The highly metaphorical language is attributable to Joel’s
excellent poetic ability, and it should be observed that interspersed in his poetic
description of the disaster are clues to its literal nature; for example, the
cessation of the cereal and drink offerings and the failure of the crops.
Illuminating support for the literal interpretation has been provided by John
Whiting, who described the locust plague of 1915 in Palestine. He even observed
that the invaders came from the northeast, rather than the south, which amounts
to a verification that “the northerner” in 2:20 is not an allegorical term.18
The second method, the allegorical, holds that the description of the locusts
exceeds the bounds of reality and can best be explained as an allegory of an
invading army. Proponents of this view have pointed to “the northern army”
(2:20) as an allegorical term. Further, the petition of the priests, “Do not make
Thine inheritance a reproach, a byword among the nations” (2:17), implies a fear
of foreign invasion and conquest. Some have even viewed the four stages of the
locust (1:4; 2:25) to represent the four great powers at whose hands Israel
successively suffered: the Assyro-Babylonian, the Medo-Persian, the Greek, and
the Roman. Yet the clues of allegorical language that we normally expect are
missing in the text. A. F. Kirkpatrick astutely remarks that the conclusive
argument against the allegorical interpretation is that the locust plague is itself
compared to an army (2:2–11).19
The third method, the apocalyptic, views the locust plague of chapters 1 and 2
as eschatological or apocalyptic description of future woes, addressed not to
Joel’s contemporaries but to those whose eyes would behold that awful day. The
locusts become not a natural pestilence but extraterrestrial invaders who usher in
the Day of the Lord. Not widely held, this view can be disqualified with the

same arguments used against the allegorical view.

ANALYSIS

Part I: Lamentation over the Locust Plague (1:1–2:17)
Introduction (1:2–3) and description of the plague (1:4–20). In the brief
introduction Joel asks the elders and citizens if such a devastating locust plague
has ever occurred. The instructive impact of recent events comes into view as the
prophet commands them to communicate the message to future generations.
Credner proposed that the four stages of the locust’s development are given by
Joel’s four terms in 1:4. The same words occur in 2:25 but in a different order.
Ovid R. Sellers has made a case for the order of 2:25. The arbeh, he proposes, is
the old locust that lays the eggs, the yeleq the wingless stage when the locust
cannot walk or fly (wings still enfolded in sacs) but can jump, the hasil the pupa
or nymph stage, when it can walk and jump but still not fly, and the gazam the
stage when it has just become an adult and is ready to fly.20
The address to the priests to don sackcloth for lamentation and call a fast
(1:13–14) is followed by the lament itself, which bewails the terrible devastation
the locusts have produced (1:15–20). It begins on the awesome note that the Day
of the Lord is imminent. Perhaps verse 19 is the prophet’s own prayer amidst the
lamentation of the community.
Announcement of the Day of the Lord (2:1–17). The symmetry of Part I may
be seen in the fact that the locust catastrophe is again described, this time in
terms of an invading army (vv. 4–11), followed by another fervent summons to
repentance (2:12–14). The priests play a significant role in this section (2:17) as
they also did in chapter 1.
The announcement of the Day of the Lord is made like the terror-inspiring call
to war, with the soul-piercing notes of the ram’s horn. A second time he declares
that it is near (v. 1; cp. 1:15), and in language reminiscent of Amos (5:18–20), he
paints the dark hues of that terrible day. The unequalled proportion of doom that
the Day portends again deepens its impression upon the minds of his
contemporaries (2:2b; cp. 1:2–3). The locusts found Judah looking like the
Garden of Eden and left it looking like a wilderness. If there are any questions
about who is commanding this army of destroyers, Joel lays them to rest, for

they are the Lord’s army, which executes His Word (2:11).

Part II: The Lord’s Response to the Repentance and
the Future Age (2:18–3:21)
The intercession of the priests in 2:17 is met with Yahweh’s pity in 2:18. Thus
the latter verse becomes the hinge between the two parts.
The Lord’s response to repentance (2:18–32). The response follows two
lines, the first a reversal of the devastation that the locusts had caused (2:19–26),
which results in Judah’s recognition that the Lord is uniquely their God (2:27).
The second line is the new age when Yahweh will pour out His Spirit upon all
flesh, irrespective of sex, age, or social rank (2:28–32). The new age will be
characterized by a generalization of the phenomenon of prophecy, here
described in terms of its major manifestations in oracles, dreams, and visions.
Contrast between repentant Judah’s blessings and judgment of the
unrepentant nations (3:1–21). The restoration of Judah’s fortunes and the
judgment of the nations in the Valley of Jehoshaphat seem to be occurring
simultaneously. The judgment of the nations, in accord with the general
prophetic view, is meted out because of the nations’ ill treatment of Yahweh’s
people (3:1–8, 19). Although they did not have the Torah to instruct them, the
presence of Israel, Yahweh’s witness in the world, was sufficient reason to call
the nations to account on moral grounds. The age of peace, artfully described by
Isaiah (Isa. 2:4), would be no age of peace for the nations. Reversing Isaiah’s
metaphor, Joel summons the nations to “beat your plowshares into swords, and
your pruning hooks into spears” (3:10). The war effort, requiring the
conscription of even the infirm of the society, would be futile. To illustrate the
futility, Joel declares that Egypt and Edom, Judah’s archenemies from time
immemorial, would be desolated for the violence they had done to Judah (3:19).
Interspersed in this eschatological message of judgment are words of reassurance
for Judah (3:16–18, 20–21), like glowing candles in the black night of doom.

THE MESSAGE OF JOEL

The Day of the Lord
More than the locust invasion, the Day of the Lord is the true message to Joel.
By his time the tradition had developed into a complex form. Basically twosided, a time of judgment and subsequent blessing for Israel and judgment for
the nations, since the fall of Jerusalem the thought of the nation’s portion of the
Day of the Lord had been a troublesome pondering for the prophets. When
would it occur? How long must they wait? The destruction of Jerusalem was the
capstone on the pagan edifice of atrocities the nations had erected against Israel
for centuries. Joel could not forget that any more than his professional associates
who had preceded him, among them Jeremiah, Obadiah, Ezekiel, Daniel, and
Zechariah.
Yet Joel saw another potential dimension in the tradition, that Israel’s Day of
the Lord could strike again if he did not repent and humble himself before his
God. A nation, as it were, so miraculously raised from the grave, had been
reminded by the frightful pestilence that her welfare was forever tied to her
relationship to Yahweh. A violation of it could result in renewal of judgment.
Yet Joel is a further reminder of the power of repentance. His call to repentance
was, as the text implies, as effective as Haggai’s. A community whose heart was
impervious to the preaching of the preexilic prophets had become thankfully
responsive. So the explication of the Day of the Lord was applied to the nations,
for Israel’s repentance had evoked divine pity, as it always could and always
would.

The Day of Universal Prophecy
The preaching of the Day of the Lord had most often not fallen on listening
ears. Amos had inverted the popular notion and had mercifully deprived Israel of
an unjustifiable optimism. The prophetic phenomenon had become a blessing
and a curse. The prophets were not given to arrogance, but they believed their

word from the Lord was irresistible for both prophet and people. The lawgiver
himself had once wished that all God’s people were prophets (Num. 11:29). Joel
finally envisions that society, open to the voice of God in oracle, dream, and
vision, with every social rank of society responsive to His revelation (2:28–29).
It is another form of the recognition formula, another way of declaring that
finally the covenant people would recognize their God, acknowledge Him alone
as Sovereign Lord, and submit to His commands (cf. 2:27; 3:17).
With inexpressible elation the apostle Peter announced that the coming of the
Holy Spirit on the day of Pentecost had fulfilled Joel’s prophecy. The age had
dawned when all men and women would join the prophetic ranks, when all
would hear the voice of God and render obeisance to His name. Joel’s day of
universal prophecy was nothing short of Jeremiah’s day when the Law of God
would be written in human hearts, and no person would say, “Know the Lord,”
for the universalization of that knowledge would eliminate the need for its
interpersonal communication (Jer. 31:31–34). It would exude from every
transformed heart and fill the world with the knowledge of the Lord as the
waters cover the sea.
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MALACHI

The initial waves of repatriates and the first surges of enthusiasm for a restored
Temple and community had died away. Even the cultic passions of the priests,
the central actors on the postexilic stage, had turned into philandering. That a
restoration so miraculous, so unheard of in history, could lose its wonder and be
deprived of the loyalty of the community in two generations becomes more
plausible when we recall the decline of enthusiasm that had occurred only a
generation or two previous. In less than two decades, between Cyrus’s decree
and the second year of Darius I, restoration enthusiasm had turned into survival
strategy. The zealous voices of Haggai and Zechariah then blew the smoldering
hopes into flame again. The Temple was rebuilt, and sacrifices resumed. But
when the uncertain decades of the fifth century had begun to pile up and the
fortunes of the Persian Empire had begun to totter, the inner life of Israel too
showed signs of wear and moral decadence. The priesthood, vitally attached to
the Temple, could not easily throw off its vested interest in Temple and sacrifice,
from which its livelihood was derived. And from time to time an objective
appraisal from within the profession became impossible. It needed the
independent assessment of the prophets, as it had needed it for the many
centuries of its existence.
Malachi, whose candor on cultic abuse was as ardent as Isaiah’s, appeared at a
time of social decadence and spiritual decline. Like Hosea, he had an emphatic
message of God’s love for Israel, reenacted in the miraculous events of the past
century. His theology, based largely upon that of Deuteronomy,1 centered upon
the unconditional nature of Yahweh’s love. But “unconditional” did not mean
that it made no demands. Laxity in adherence to cultic prescription and moral
mandate bespoke Israel’s abuse of Yahweh’s covenant love.

MALACHI THE MAN

The question asked by modern scholars is whether the word “Malachi” is
intended as a personal name or as the Hebrew possessive noun “my messenger.”
A popular view today is that the book is anonymous, and the term “my
messenger” was taken from 3:1 and prefixed to the book. The word is the noun
commonly used of an angel or messenger. Those who hold that position often
consider the last three sections of the Minor Prophets to be anonymous, because
all three are headed by the word massa’, “Oracle,” or “burden” (Zech. 9:1; 12:1;
Mal. 1:1).
The Targum took it to be a title of Ezra the Scribe, a viewpoint that Jerome,
the Babylonian Talmud (Megilla 15a), and Rashi also adopted. Beyond those
fragments of tradition, however, we have no evidence of that identity.
There are other examples of names that occur with the ending i (“my”), Ethni
(1 Chron. 6:41—”my gift”), and Beeri (Gen. 26:34; Hos. 1:1—”my well”). So
either interpretation of the name is possible. In fact, it is more logical to read 3:1
in light of 1:1. That is, the reference to the eschatological prophet (“my
messenger”) called forth associations with Malachi. He was a prophet who
proclaimed the end; and the messenger who would arise to announce that the day
has arrived would be of a similar disposition. But to assume that an editor
identified the messenger of 3:1 as the prophet is to overlook the fact that the
eschatological prophet is still anticipated at the end of the book.2
As to the person of Malachi, we know only what we deduce from the book
itself. He obviously prophesied in Jerusalem near the Temple and priesthood.
Quite likely he was born and lived his life in Judah.
His zeal for proper cultic observance was inseparable from his demand for
moral integrity in personal affairs. Both were proper expressions of loyalty to the
covenant. That was the real passion of Malachi’s heart.

LITERARY NATURE AND AUTHENTICITY

The book is generally considered to be prose, even though it bears marks of
poetic insight and imagination (e.g., 3:1–4). John Merlin Powis Smith’s
appraisal is representative: “Neither in spirit, thought, nor form, has it the
characteristics of poetry.”3

Structure
Form critical analysis has alerted us to the disputation form used by Malachi.
The pattern is to raise a point that is made by certain people and then contradict
it. It follows a point-counterpoint pattern. This form occurs in Jer. 2:23–25, 35–
37; 8:8–9, and Ezek. 12:21–28 and is evident also in Isa. 40:27–28.4 In Malachi
the substance of the controversy is introduced by a statement or imperative,
followed by a question articulating the people’s quandary or counterpoint (1:2–
5; 2:17; 3:7, 13). In two instances, however, the substance of the matter is
transcribed by a question (1:6; 2:10). It may be of theological importance that
the counterpoint most often occurs in the form of a question. In the examples
cited from Jeremiah, the point takes the form of a popular statement, and the
counterpoint is the prophet’s rejoinder. The fact that the rejoinder takes the
question form in Malachi may imply that the priestly and public opinions were
not so fixed as those that Jeremiah and Ezekiel dealt with. Furthermore, there is
an interaction with the prophet that does not characterize the form in Jeremiah
and Ezekiel. That is, the prophet’s word evoked a popular objection, which then
was matched by Malachi’s rejoinder. In fact, in 1:6–2:9 the questioning is
doubly sustained (“How have we despised Thy name? … How have we defiled
Thee?”). On the other hand, the examples we have cited above begin with the
popular statement or belief and are matched by the prophet’s rejoinder, and that
is where the dialogue ends.

Outline of Malachi
Superscription (1:1)

1. Six Disputations (1:2–4:3)
1. First Disputation: About Love (1:2–5)
2. Second Disputation: About Honor (1:6–2:9)
3. Third Disputation: About Faithlessness (2:10–16)
4. Fourth Disputation: About Divine Justice (2:17–3:5)
5. Fifth Disputation: About Repentance (3:6–12)
6. Sixth Disputation: About Serving God (3:13–4:3)
2. Appendix: Moses the Lawgiver and Elijah the Exemplar of Prophecy (4:4–
6)
Six disputations,5 with Malachi and the Lord taking one side and the priests or
people the other, compose the book—disputes about love, honor, faithlessness,
divine justice, repentance, and serving God.
An appendix (4:4–6) concludes the book, recalling Moses, the giver of the
Law, and Elijah, the exemplar of prophecy.

Authenticity
A surprising consensus of scholarly opinion exists on Malachi. The
authenticity of two passages has been questioned: 2:11–12 and 4:4–6 (Heb.
version 3:22–24). The issue of marriage to foreign women in 2:11–12 has been
considered to be out of context in a section that deals with divorce. Yet there is
no compelling reason why Malachi should not deal with that problem in such a
context.6
The widest agreement has been to consider the two appendices (4:4, 5–6) as
an interpolation. It is true that the names Moses and Elijah are rather abrupt,
because no mention has been made of them previously. However, the ideas of
the Law and the eschatological prophet who will prepare the way for the terrible
Day of the Lord are certainly not alien to the book. Malachi was concerned
about the stipulations of the Law, both cultic and moral, and predicted the
coming of the eschatological prophet.
The work of linguistic analysis, still in its infancy, has led Yehuda T. Radday
and Moshe A. Pollatschek to the conclusion that chapters 1–2 show evidence of
unified authorship, but chapter 3 (Eng. version 3–4) stands apart from them. The
anonymous fragments of chapter 3 were added at the end of the collection of the
Book of the Twelve so they would not be lost.7 But linguistic analysis does not
have the capability, by these authors’ own admission, to draw absolute

conclusions. It can only indicate probability.8 Yet caution must be exercised,
despite the disclaimers, that the method not be given the regal status that literary
analysis (especially of vocabulary and style) was accorded by a past generation
and still to some extent enjoys.9

DATE

Basically three positions can be identified with regard to the date of Malachi’s
ministry. The first views him as contemporaneous with Nehemiah, based upon
similar social and religious abuses and emphases.10 That would put Malachi
somewhere around 444 B.C., because that was the year Nehemiah became
governor of Judah.
The second position dates his ministry just prior to the governorship of
Nehemiah, perhaps during the early years of Ezra’s work (ca. 450). Due to the
similarity of the conditions that prevailed in his time and those described in Neh.
13:10–29, Malachi probably predated Nehemiah, because Malachi gives no
evidence of any reforming force at work in the community.11
The third position dates the book just prior to Ezra. The rationale is that there
is no mention of the legislation that Ezra and Nehemiah introduced (Ezra 10:3;
Neh. 13:13, 23–27). Joyce G. Baldwin proposes that Malachi’s preaching had
already quickened the public conscience, and that would explain the surprising
reaction to Ezra’s day of repentance and fasting before he had actually begun to
speak to the public (Ezra 9:1–10:5).12 There are no time indicators in the book,
with the exception of the desolation of Edom (1:3–4), which could be dated
during a broad range of years. We are really thrown back upon internal evidence,
which includes a governor ruling in Judah (1:8), the general spiritual decline of
laity and priesthood (1:6–2:9), carelessness in the payment of tithes and in cultic
matters (3:8), and deteriorating respect for marriage and rising divorce rate
added to the problem of foreign marriages (2:11–16). Thus we may think in
terms of a decade or two before Ezra’s coming to Palestine in 457 B.C.13 The
fourth-century date championed by C. C. Torrey has not found many
proponents.14

ANALYSIS

Superscription and First Disputation: God Loves
Israel (1:1, 2–5)
The Deuteronomic theme of God’s unconditional love (Deut. 7) is put into
contrast with His rejection of Esau. To speak in terms of opposites is a typical
Old Testament thought pattern. The verb “hate” must be understood in the light
of God’s election of Israel. It does not imply personal animosity toward Edom,
but means that God did not choose Esau. In His inexplicable grace He chose
Jacob.
The reference to the devastation of Edom in verses 3–4 is quite general. It is
possible that it alludes to the Nabataean invasion of Edom (1 Macc. 5:25), which
may have occurred in the late sixth or early fifth century b.c. By 312 b.c. the
Nabataeans were in control of Petra, driving the Edomites into the Negeb.
According to Malachi, the Edomites were never to return and permanently
restore their ancient homeland.

Second Disputation A Son Honors His Father (1:6–
2:9)
This section, occurring after the disputation about divine love, carries a step
further the concept of covenant loyalty. Because Yahweh has chosen Israel out
of His wonderful grace, the father/son master/servant relationship that the
covenant implies should be taken very seriously. Especially should the priests,
with whom this section is primarily concerned (1:14 may address the laity), be
exemplary of covenant loyalty, because they were the functionaries responsible
for the ongoing expression of loyalty through the Temple and its services. Yet
they had permitted in sacrifice what the Law had forbidden (Deut. 14:21).
A critical verse for exegesis is 1:11, one of the most difficult OT verses for
interpreters. More liberal scholars have tended to see a profound note of

universalism in this verse. Torrey’s explication is typical, “that all sincere
worship of God under whatever name, in whatever way, and by whomsoever
offered, is accepted by Yahweh as offered to Him.”15 But if that is what the
verse means, it stands by itself in the OT, for the universalism of the prophets is
one that envisions the turning of the nations to Yahweh, acknowledging His
name, and worshiping at His Temple. Moreover, Malachi could hardly have
inveighed against foreign marriages if he had been so tolerant of foreign
worship. Nor would we expect him to introduce Elijah, the fundamentalist of
Yahweh worship, if his religious lenience was so broad as that interpretation
suggests.
James Swetnam deals with the term “pure offering” (minhah tehorah; “a grain
offering that is pure,” NASB), proposing that it relates to the synagogue services
and their relation to sacrifices in the Temple. Assuming that the synagogue was
operative at that time, and that it was at first a substitute for Temple sacrifice,
Malachi contrasts the misconduct of the Temple priests to the worthy
performance of the cult as represented in the synagogue.16
Baldwin offers an eschatological interpretation. Noting that the use of the
phrase “from the rising of the sun, even to its setting"17 occurs in contexts that
look toward the future revelation of the Lord to the world, she proposes that the
implied verb “to be” should be interpreted as future, which Hebrew grammar
permits. The use of the participles with a future sense is also a common
phenomenon in Hebrew. Thus the proposal is to view 1:11 as a prediction of the
future day when the nations would worship Yahweh and acknowledge the
greatness of His name18 (NASB so renders it, “ ‘For from the rising of the sun,
even to its setting, My name will be great among the nations, and in every place
incense is going to be offered to My name, and a grain offering that is pure; for
My name will be great among the nations,’ says the Lord of hosts”). That
interpretation respects the integrity of the verse as well as the theological
integrity of the book and OT theology.

Third Disputation: We Have One Father (2:10–16)
This section builds upon the second, which appealed to the fifth
commandment (Ex. 20:12). Here appeal is made to the seventh commandment,
which mandates against unfaithfulness in marriage (Ex. 20:14). Actually, a
combination of the first and seventh commandments is involved here.

Intermarriage with foreigners was detrimental to the purity of the faith. But that
was not the only problem in Malachi’s community. Marriages were terminated
for frivolous reasons, ignoring the covenantal nature of the relationship.
Faithfulness in marriage finds its prototype in God’s faithfulness to men and
women. All of our relationships, and the regulation of them, can be traced back
to the fatherhood of God.

Fourth Disputation: Where Is the God of Justice?
(2:17–3:5)
Justice is a central feature of God’s operation of His world. So the repatriates
had a reason to expect its manifestation in history. Yet the years had passed, and
they still had not witnessed God’s intervention into history to punish the nations
and bring about the glorious day that was still anticipated. The delay had created
cynicism. But to question God’s justice was to question His existence. The
repatriates approved of evil and doubted that God was involved in the world, a
double offense.
The delay was not permanent. When the eschatological messenger had
prepared the way, quite unexpectedly the Lord would appear in His Temple for
judgment (3:1). That theme of beginning judgment at the house of God has been
sounded before in the prophets. Amos and Ezekiel had seen the beginnings of
that dreadful day in that awesome place (Amos 9:1; Ezek. 9:6). The cultic abuses
described in 1:6–2:9 would be removed (3:4).

Fifth Disputation: The Unchanging God Still Calls for
Repentance (3:6–12)
God puts His unchanging nature up against Israel’s undiminished aptitude for
sinning. The Hebrew of 3:6 literally reads, “For I the Lord have not changed,
and you, sons of Jacob, have not ceased [to do evil].” Repentance must be
accompanied by tangible actions. The whole nation had defrauded Him by
withholding His tithes. Their problem was lack of trust. The Lord, provided they
brought the full tithes to the Temple, would open heaven’s windows and pour
out His generous blessings.

Sixth Disputation: Your Words Have Been Strong
against the Lord (3:13–4:3 [Heb. Version 3:13–21])
The skepticism of the times, earlier seen in 2:17, comes into focus again. They
have questioned the benefits of the covenant relationship (3:13) and have even
called the arrogant blessed (3:15). Malachi puts them on notice, however, that
the God-fearers have not or will not be forgotten by the Lord (3:16–17). The day
will come when He will reinstate sound moral judgment (3:18). Nor has the Lord
forgotten the wicked. Judgment is stored up for them on the day when the Lord
acts (4:1–3).

Appendix: Moses and Elijah (4:4–6)
What could be the model for the relationship between the Law and prophecy
is given here. That the Temple and prophecy were not antithetical, either by
basic design or historical reality, is coming more and more to be recognized. In
the postexilic prophets we see that model more clearly than in the preexilic
prophets. Now at the end of Malachi the model of Moses and Elijah, the two
men who, perhaps more than any others, determined the direction of Israel’s
history, appear. The great forces for good that characterized OT history have
been brought together at the end of the prophets.19 They both served the same
function, to prepare Israel for the great Day of the Lord. Of particular interest is
the use of Horeb as the name for the mount of revelation. Both Moses and Elijah
received a revelation there (1 Kings 19:8–18). The book of Malachi ends as it
began, by appealing to the Lord’s covenant with Israel.

THE MESSAGE OF MALACHI

The Lord Loves Jacob
“The Lord loves Jacob.” This theme initiates the book (1:2–5) and is generally
recognized to be Deuteronomic (Deut. 7), as are a number of the theological
emphases of Malachi.20 Having stated God’s love for Israel and having
entertained the inquiry for further explication, Malachi does not review Israel’s
history and point out historical evidences of His grace, as a prophet might have
done.21 Rather he centralizes attention upon God’s choice of Jacob and His
rejection of Esau. Assuming that the Nabatean conquest of Edom still stuck in
the memory of the Judeans, that illustration was contemporary and relevant.
Further, this language of love tapped a deep reservoir of emotions that might be
unresponsive to legal terminology. Primary in the special relationship between
Yahweh and Israel was His unconditional love. Perhaps it could be best seen in
His choice of Jacob over Esau.

A Plan and a Preparer Are in Place for the Day of the
Lord
The prophets generally have in one way or another pointed toward the Day of
the Lord. It was a message that was close to their hearts and an integral part of
their theology. The fact that the last of the prophets in the Book of the Twelve
closes with a virtual announcement that the plan is in place and the preparer has
already been chosen is of much significance. We are left waiting for the coming
of Elijah, the very mention of whose name implies much about the Day.
Absolute in his demands for the worship of Yahweh, Elijah’s imposing presence
in the vestibule of the future age intimated a day of pure and absolute worship of
Israel’s God.
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PREFACE

Anyone

who attempts to do justice to the words of Moses is facing a
challenging assignment indeed. How can one adequately explain the wonders of
creation or God’s miraculous dealings with the Israelites? From Genesis to
Deuteronomy we are introduced to the person and work of the God of Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob and to the marvelous potential of man created in His image but
all too quickly expelled from Eden and overwhelmed by sin. The Pentateuch is
the story of how God restored mankind, lovingly and graciously redeeming them
out of sin’s slavery and raising up a people through whom He would touch the
whole world. Although this book does deal with these tremendous themes, I
realize that I have only begun to understand Moses’ teachings and their
implications for our day and age.
During the years this manuscript was in preparation I have received help and
encouragement from many quarters. The editorial staff of Moody Press has
patiently worked with me and has seen this project through to the end, and I am
particularly grateful for the strong support of Garry Knussman and Joe O’Day. I
wish to thank the administration of Wheaton College and Graduate School for a
sabbatical leave that enabled me to concentrate solely upon this book.
As the individual chapters were finished, the secretaries of the Department of
Biblical, Theological, and Archaeological Studies faithfully typed them into the
computer, and I am indeed grateful to Janet Seaberg, Jayne Christianson, and
Mary Lou McCurdy for all their help. Graduate assistants Peter Malvicini and
Bill Pitkin have also contributed many hours of research and typing, without
which the book could not have been completed. Similarly, I owe a great debt of
gratitude to the students who over the years have taught me so much about these
books through their perceptive comments in class and the papers that delved into
many of the problem areas of the Pentateuch.
Finally I would like to thank my wife, Clara, for allowing me to spend several
summers working on this manuscript when I could have been painting or

otherwise contributing to the upkeep of house and home. Her understanding and
love continue to be an inspiration to all of my work, and she has taught me to
appreciate why the Lord said, “It is not good for the man to be alone.” But
before I was united to my wife the Lord gave me two wonderful parents, who
not only took me to church in infancy and put me under the teaching of God’s
Word but also gave me an example of what a godly life was all about. To
Gottfried Hermann and Melanie Seyfert Wolf I dedicate this book, thankful for
their consistent walk with the Lord and for the way they impressed on me the
commandments of the law about which I have tried to write (Deut. 6:7).
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INTRODUCTION

The five books of the Pentateuch are foundational to all of Scripture and rank as
one of the most important sections in God’s Word. Just as a knowledge of the
four gospels is essential for understanding the New Testament, so the content of
the Pentateuch is crucial to the rest of the Old Testament and for that matter the
whole Bible.1 The four gospels tell us about the incarnation as the Son of God
came to dwell among men. In Exodus 40:34–38 the glory of God fills the
tabernacle as the Lord dwelled among Israel to speak to them and to guide them
in their travels. Even though we usually think of the wrath and power of God in
connection with the Old Testament, Moses told Israel that God was near them
whenever the people prayed to Him (Deut. 4:7). The Lord marvelously protected
them from danger and revealed to them His laws and decrees, and even the
pagan prophet Balaam had to admit that

The Lord their God is with them; the shout of the King is among them.
(Num. 23:21)

God worked in a wonderful way in the family of Abraham, not only to make of
that people “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6) but also so that
“all peoples on earth will be blessed through you” (Gen. 12:3). Ultimately that
blessing came in the person of Jesus Christ, who was the mediator of a better
covenant than the one established by Moses, so that salvation might come to the
whole world.

THE FIVEFOLD DIVISION OF THE
PENTATEUCH
The first five books of the Bible are commonly referred to as the
“Pentateuch,” a word derived from the Greek penta (“five”) and teuchos (a case
for carrying papyrus rolls but in later usage the scroll itself). The five-volume
book corresponds to the Jewish description of the “five fifths of the Law” found
in the Talmud.2 This division of Moses’ writings into five separate books may
owe its origin to a practical consideration. No scroll could hold all of the words,
whereas the five leather scrolls could be handled quite easily. Such an
explanation also fits the division of the book of Psalms into five sections, since
the 150 separate hymns likewise took up too much space.
The fivefold division of the law is also attested in the Samaritan Pentateuch
and the Septuagint, both of which have five names for Moses’ writings. The
Jewish historian Josephus also spoke of the five books of the law in the first
century A.D. Origen was the first to use the word Pentateuch in his commentary
on John, and he was followed by Tertullian in his disputes with the Marcionites.3
Scripture itself refers to Moses’ writings as “the Book of the Law” (Josh. 1:8;
8:34), “the Book of the Law of Moses” (Josh. 8:31; 23:6; 2 Kings 14:6), “the
Law of Moses” (1 Kings 2:3), “the Book of Moses” (Ezra 6:18; Neh. 13:1; Mark
2:26), “the Law of God” (Neh. 10:28, 29), “the Law of the Lord” (Luke 2:23,
24), “the Law” (Ezra 10:3; Luke 10:26), or simply “Moses” in the phrase
“Moses and the Prophets” (Luke 16:29; 24:27).4
To the Jews the single word Torah best described this part of Scripture. Torah
means not only “law” but also “teaching” or “instruction.” These five books
contain God’s teaching about the origin of the world and of Israel and explain
how a sinful people can meet with a holy God. For the Jew the Pentateuch
contained an authority that the rest of the Old Testament—the prophets and the
writings—did not seem to match, just as the importance of Moses exceeded that
of any other Old Testament figure. When the Jews were driven from their
homeland to take up residence in exile, it was the books of Moses that were read
most frequently in the synagogues. It was common to read through the
Pentateuch every three years, whereas other books were covered less
systematically.

THE UNITY OF THE PENTATEUCH
The books of Genesis through Deuteronomy present a coherent picture of the
origins of mankind and the birth and development of Israel as a nation. Except
for the book of Genesis, these volumes focus upon the life and ministry of
Moses, a man called by God to lead the Israelites out of Egypt to the Promised
Land. Shortly after their release from slavery—a release predicted in Genesis
15:14—the people stopped at Mount Sinai, where God revealed to them His law
and the principles of holy living. This important encounter lasted almost a year
and is described in Exodus 19–40, the whole book of Leviticus, and Numbers 1–
10. From Mount Sinai the Israelites journeyed to Kadesh Barnea, where they
wavered in unbelief and refused to trust God to bring them safely into Canaan.
The rest of Numbers quickly covers the forty years of wandering in the desert
prior to the arrival of the Israelites at the plains of Moab in Numbers 22:1. There
they barely survive the machinations of Balaam and Balak and were given
instructions by Moses about life in the Promised Land. While situated there on
the eastern banks of the Jordan River, Moses delivered his final addresses to the
people, summarizing God’s work on their behalf and encouraging them to be
faithful to the Lord in the coming years. These final messages given by the great
leader constitute the book of Deuteronomy, which ends with the account of
Moses’ death.
John Sailhamer has noted that the main narrative sections of the Pentateuch
are concluded by poetic material sometimes followed by an epilogue. For
example, at the close of the patriarchal narratives stands the poetic blessing of
Jacob in Genesis 49 and an epilogue in chapter 50. The Exodus narratives are
concluded by the song of Moses in Exodus 15, whereas the wilderness
wanderings are followed by Balaam’s oracles in Numbers 23–24. At the end of
the Pentateuch we find the double poetic section containing Moses’ song of
witness and blessing on the twelve tribes in Deuteronomy 32–33 and then the
epilogue in chapter 34.5
Along with the overall continuity in the narrative, we can also point to the
grammatical features that underscore the unity of the Pentateuch. For some
reason these five books fail to distinguish between the third person pronouns,
“he” and “she.” Instead of using hû and hî like the rest of the Old Testament, the
Pentateuch uses only the masculine form. The same is true of the words for
“boy” and “girl.” “Girl is normally written na’arâ, but the Pentateuch uses na’ar

without the feminine ending.”6
In spite of strong arguments in favor of the unity of the Pentateuch, a number
of scholars support the idea of a hexateuch or a tetrateuch. Julius Wellhausen
thought that Joshua should be combined with the first five books to form a
“hexateuch.”7 Going in the opposite direction, Martin Noth spoke of a
“tetrateuch” ending with Numbers, and he placed Deuteronomy at the head of a
history that included the historical books through 2 Kings. The “deuteronomic
work,” as he called it, was composed during the exile, and Deuteronomy 1–3
functioned as an introduction to the entire corpus.8 Although it is true that
Deuteronomy is closely connected with Joshua, even the first chapter of Joshua
distinguishes between the “Book of the Law” and other materials (v. 8). The law
was given by Moses, and the unity of the five books is strongly supported by
Jewish tradition and by internal considerations.

THE IMPACT OF THE PENTATEUCH ON THE
OLD TESTAMENT
Rather than disturbing the unity of the Pentateuch by detaching Deuteronomy
from the other four books, we should recognize that Deuteronomy and the rest of
the Pentateuch greatly influenced the entire Old Testament. The law of Moses
was intended as a guide both to the nation and to individuals within the nation,
so it is little wonder that subsequent writers wrote under the shadow of the
Pentateuch. The impact of the Pentateuch was greatest upon the prophetic
writers, but as we shall see, it influenced the poets and historians as well.

On the Historical Books
Joshua served many years as Moses’ chief aide and commanding general, and
the book that bears his name reflects their close association. Three chapters in
particular emphasize the book of the law given by Moses (Josh. l, 8, 23), for
Joshua was to urge the people to obey the teachings of his great predecessor. If
they responded, God would bless the nation abundantly, but if they rebelled, the
curses of the law would afflict them (Josh. 8:34; 23:6–13). Judges and part of
Samuel recount how these curses did in fact fall upon the nation, but the rule of
King David brought a return to godliness and blessing. The promise that David’s
son would build a house for God’s name (2 Sam. 7:13) ties in with the words of
Deuteronomy 12:5 that God would choose a place to put His name.
David’s final words to Solomon stressed the commands and requirements
written in the law of Moses (1 Kings 2:3). In subsequent centuries the godly
kings Hezekiah and Josiah followed the Lord with all their hearts and all their
strength, according to the commands given through Moses (2 Kings 18:6;
23:25). References to the Mosaic requirements and especially “the Book of
Moses” are more frequent in 1 and 2 Chronicles (see 1 Chron. 5:15; 22:13; 2
Chron. 8:13; 25:4; 35:12). Ezra and Nehemiah also refer several times to Moses
and his writings, probably because Ezra was a scribe by occupation.

On the Prophetic Books

Both the major and minor prophets contain important links with the books of
Moses. Isaiah begins his majestic prophecy by calling on heaven and earth as
witnesses, an allusion to the solemn call of Moses in Deuteronomy 30:19 and
32:1. Moses warned that disobedience would bring judgment, and Isaiah is about
to announce the disaster soon to come. The God who will judge is called “the
Mighty One of Israel” (or “Jacob”) in Isaiah 1:24; 49:26; and 60:16—a title
drawn from Genesis 49:24. Isaiah also calls God the “Rock” and “Savior”
(17:10), names found together in Deuteronomy 32:15. God is the Creator as well
as the Redeemer. Just as Israel had been rescued from Egypt, so will the remnant
be delivered from Babylon. Isaiah 12:2 quotes those great lines celebrating the
victory won over Egypt at the Red Sea (cf. Ex. 15:2).
Jeremiah is heavily indebted to the book of Deuteronomy for some of its
concepts. The stubbornness of the people’s hearts—mentioned in 9:14; 13:10;
23:17; and elsewhere—confirms the evaluation of their condition in
Deuteronomy 9:27. Moses had said that an idolater was like a root that produced
“bitterness” and “poison” (Deut. 29:18 [HB 29:17]). These two words—rō’š and
la’anâ—occur together in Jeremiah 9:14; 23:15 and in Amos 6:12. The fruit had
been borne, and judgment was soon to follow. Repeatedly Jeremiah, who derives
his wording from Deuteronomy 28:37, notes that Judah will be devastated and
become an object of scorn and ridicule (25:9, 11; 29:18; etc.).
A sizable number of the curses found in Leviticus 26 and Deuteronomy 28–29
are cited in the prophetic books, an indication that these chapters were among
the best-known in the Old Testament. For example, the blight and mildew
threatened in Deuteronomy 28:22 do ruin the crops in Amos 4:9 and Haggai
2:17. Droughts and insects also ravage fields and vineyards (Hag. 1:10–11; Joel
1:4), in accord with the predictions of Deuteronomy 28:23, 38–39.

On the Poetic Books
The influence of the Pentateuch is not as pervasive in the poetic books, where
even the word torah can mean “teaching” or “instruction” rather than the “Law”
of Moses (cf. Prov. 1:8). Much of the poetic materials deal with either reflective
or practical wisdom, concentrating on the meaning of life (as Job or
Ecclesiastes) or on the importance of hard work and controlling the tongue (as
Proverbs). Nevertheless, the book of Psalms begins where Joshua did,
encouraging meditation upon “the law of the Lord … day and night” (cf. Ps. l:2;

cf. Josh. 1:8). Psalms 19 and 119 also extol the law with its precepts and statutes.
Since the priests did much of the teaching in Israel it is likely that “the strands of
reflective and practical wisdom and the Temple and priests were closely
associated.”9

THE IMPACT OF THE PENTATEUCH ON THE
NEW TESTAMENT
The ministry of Jesus and the apostles took place in a century when the Jews
were keenly interested in the law of Moses, so it is not surprising that there are
numerous references to the Pentateuch in the New Testament.

Quotations
Except for Psalms and Isaiah, the books of the Pentateuch are the most
frequently quoted in the New Testament. Deuteronomy is a close third over all,
followed by Exodus, Genesis, and Leviticus.10 Only Numbers with its three
quotations lags behind. The chapters most frequently cited are Genesis 2, 12, and
15, Exodus 3 and 20, Leviticus 19, and Deuteronomy 5, 6, and 32. Leviticus
19:18 is quoted some nine times in the synoptic gospels (Matt. 5:43; 19:19;
22:39; Mark 12:31, 33; Luke 10:27) as well as Romans 13:9; Galatians 5:14; and
James 2:8. The whole law could be summed up in the one rule: “Love your
neighbor as yourself.” Likewise the crucial doctrine of justification by faith is
firmly rooted in Genesis 15:6 (cf. Rom. 4:3, 9, 22; Gal. 3:6). When Jesus was
tempted by Satan in the desert, He quoted three verses from Deuteronomy (8:3;
6:13, 16; cf. Matt. 4:4, 7, 10).

Typology
The experiences of the patriarchs and of the children of Israel are often used
as “examples” or “types” (1 Cor. 10:6, 11) to illustrate spiritual truths.11
Abraham’s encounter with Melchizedek, king of Salem and priest of God Most
High, enabled the writer of Hebrews to speak of Christ as a priest “in the order
of Melchizedek” (Heb. 7:1–17). The rivalry between Hagar and Sarah and their
offspring in Genesis 16–21 was used by Paul to illustrate slavery and freedom,
bondage to the law versus freedom in Christ (Gal. 4:24–31).

Israel’s wandering in the wilderness formed the background to Paul’s
reference to drinking “from the spiritual rock that accompanied them, and that
rock was Christ” (1 Cor. 10:3). The episode at Mount Horeb where Moses struck
the rock emphasized the satisfaction of physical thirst (Ex. 17:6). Similarly the
manna God sent to sustain Israel during those forty years led Jesus to refer to
Himself as the “bread from heaven” and the “bread of Life” (John 6:32, 35). The
bread was Jesus’ flesh, which He would “give for the life of the world” (John
6:51). Finally those who looked in faith at Moses’ bronze snake and recovered
from the bites of poisonous snakes (Num. 21:9) were like those who look to
Jesus for deliverance from eternal death (John 3:14–15).
Christ’s death is also compared in some detail to the ministry of the high
priest in Moses’ tabernacle. On the day of atonement the high priest had to enter
the most holy place to sprinkle blood on the cover of the ark of the covenant
(Lev. 16:15–17). Hebrews 9:12 says that Christ “entered the Most Holy Place
once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption.” The
“manmade sanctuary … was only a copy of the true one;” Jesus “entered heaven
itself” (Heb. 9:24–25).
Through His death, Christ became the mediator of the new covenant, a
covenant far superior to the old one made at Mount Sinai. The new covenant “is
founded on better promises” (Heb. 8:6) and associated with joy, not the darkness
and terror of Mount Sinai (Heb. 12:18–22).

THE THEOLOGY OF THE PENTATEUCH
Almost from start to finish the Pentateuch contains a rich store of theological
truth, touching virtually every major area of theology. We learn about God’s
power and transcendence, but at the same time we see Him walking in the
garden of Eden or fellowshiping with Moses on Mount Sinai. God is the
sovereign Creator unlike any other god, but He reveals Himself by word and
deed to individuals and to His covenant people Israel. Even the Egyptians
learned that Yahweh was God.
Although man was made in the image of God, Genesis quickly tells us of
man’s sin and graphically describes the judgment of God. Yet in the midst of a
fallen world, God graciously reached down to bring people back to Himself.
Sacrifices can be offered to make atonement for sin, and Leviticus in particular
describes how a sinful people can approach a holy God. The slaying of the
Passover lamb in Exodus 12 and the sacrifices of the Day of Atonement in
Leviticus 16 wonderfully portray the ultimate sacrifice of Christ on Calvary. In
His loving dealing with mankind, God forgives sin and calls for the
wholehearted obedience of His people. In spite of His righteous anger that
repeatedly brought down judgment on sinners, the Lord is the “compassionate
and gracious God … abounding in love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6). Nowhere
are these qualities seen more clearly than in the Pentateuch.

God
God as Creator. The Pentateuch begins with a description of God as Creator
of heaven and earth (Gen. 1:1), and it ends with a reference to God as the Father
and Creator of Israel (Deut. 32:6, 15). The verb create (bārā’) occurs five times
in Genesis 1 (vv. 21, 27) and another five times between Genesis 2:4 and 6:7.
God is always the subject of the verb, and there is never a reference to any
material used in creating. The verb translated “Creator” in Deuteronomy 32:6 is
qānâ, which can also mean “to possess,” “to buy,” or “to bring forth” (Gen. 4:1;
but see Ps. 139:13). This verb also appears in Genesis 14:19, 22, where
Melchizedek calls on “God Most High, Creator of heaven and earth.” In Genesis
1 the climax of God’s creative activity is the creation of man—both male and

female—in verse 27. A more detailed account of the making of Adam in 2:7
states that God “formed man from the dust of the ground.” Formed (yāsar) is the
verb used of a potter as he fashions the clay (cf. Isa. 45:9, 11).
God as Creator is separate from and prior to the material world, whereas
according to a Babylonian creation epic, the universe was made from the body of
the slain Tiamat, and man was created from the blood of another god named
Kingu.12 God’s separateness from nature is also evident in that the sun and the
moon, commonly worshiped as gods throughout the ancient Near East, are
mentioned only as “the greater light” and “the lesser light” (Gen. 1:16). The
same verse includes the creation of the stars almost as an afterthought. The great
creatures of the sea, likewise feared by the ancients, are fully under God’s
control (v. 21). God alone is the sovereign one, the God whom all must worship.
God as Redeemer. A second major portrait of God is His work as Redeemer.
This is directly linked to the rescue of the nation of Israel from the land of
Egypt, the greatest example of salvation in the Old Testament. The word redeem
(gā’al) is explained most fully in Leviticus 25, a chapter that describes how
property and personal freedom may be recovered. Land that was sold could be
repurchased by the original owner or by a relative of his (vv. 25–27). If a man
became poor and had to sell himself into slavery, he or a relative had the right to
purchase his freedom. This, too, is referred to as being “redeemed” (vv. 47–49).
Another important use of “redeem” occurs in Numbers 35, a passage dealing
with murder and accidental homicide. When a man was killed, it was up to a
relative to put the murderer to death. This relative was called “a redeemer of
blood” (gō’ēl dam), translated as “a blood avenger,” or “avenger of blood” (v.
19). If the killing was accidental, the individual was protected from the avenger
of blood as long as he stayed in one of the cities of refuge (vv. 25–27).
God’s work as Redeemer blends together the concepts of purchasing freedom
and also avenging mistreatment. During the four hundred years in Egypt, the
Israelites were oppressed and badly beaten as the slave drivers “worked them
ruthlessly” (Ex. 1:12–13; 5:14). When the Pentateuch mentions the redemption
of Israel, it usually links it with freedom from slavery (Ex. 6:6). Deuteronomy
states repeatedly that God “redeemed you from the land of slavery” (7:8; 13:5).
In the song of victory commemorating the triumph over Pharaoh at the Red Sea,
Israel is referred to as “the people you [God] have redeemed” (Ex. 15:13).
Moses connects the redemption from Egypt with the fulfillment of God’s
promises to the patriarchs (Deut. 7:8). Since God is faithful to His word, the
people are urged to love Him and to follow His commands and decrees.
As a title for God, “Redeemer” is developed most fully by the prophet Isaiah.
Between 41:14 and 63:16 the word occurs thirteen times, and other forms of the

verb are also used. Isaiah argues that the God who redeemed Israel from Egypt
will be able to rescue them from Babylon: a new “exodus” is in the offing.
Because of His great love for Israel, God will ransom His people as He takes
vengeance on the Babylonians. Israel’s release is called “the year of my
redemption” in Isaiah 63:4, and in 52:9 the prophet speaks of the songs of joy
that will accompany freedom from Babylon.13 Just as a kinsman-redeemer
bought back the land of a relative, so Israel’s Redeemer will restore the nation to
her homeland and even enlarge her borders (54:1–8).
The attributes of God. Although the work of God as Creator and Redeemer is
emphasized in the Pentateuch, other aspects of His character and work are also
given due attention. For example, the holiness of God is especially seen in
Leviticus, where the nation of Israel is commanded to “be holy because I, the
Lord your God, am holy” (19:2). A holy God could only be worshiped in a
sanctuary set apart from the community at large and under the supervision of a
priesthood consecrated to Him. Yet the entire nation was to be “a kingdom of
priests and a holy nation” to demonstrate to the whole world the difference
between their God and lifeless idols (Ex. 19:5). As God revealed Himself to the
people at Mount Sinai, the whole mountain became holy ground, just as it had
been for Moses a year earlier (Ex. 3:5; 19:11–13).
The holy and awe-inspiring God was clearly sovereign over His creation, fully
able to take a Noah and an Abraham and through them to bring blessing to a
cursed earth. When it appeared that God’s purposes were being thwarted with
the sale of Joseph to Egypt, God turned the intended harm into blessing for his
brothers and for many surrounding nations as well (cf. Gen. 45:7; 50:20). When
the Egyptians conveniently forgot all about Joseph and subjected the Israelites to
cruel punishment, God taught Pharaoh through the plagues and the destruction at
the Red Sea that He alone was Lord (cf. Ex. 15:11). As if to prove His
sovereignty Yahweh “made the Egyptians favorably disposed toward the
people” (Ex. 11:3) so that as they left the country they in effect “plundered” the
people who had oppressed them (Ex. 12:36).
Throughout the Pentateuch we also learn that this powerful God is a God of
love. He is “the compassionate and gracious God, slow to anger, abounding in
love and faithfulness” (Ex. 34:6)—a description repeated in part in Numbers
14:18; Psalm 103:8; Joel 2:13; and Jonah 4:2. In spite of the stubbornness of the
Israelites and their apostasy in the golden calf incident, Yahweh had mercy on
them in response to Moses’ intercession. Israel was indeed punished for their
sins, but Yahweh would keep His “covenant of love to a thousand generations”
(Deut. 7:9; cf. Ex. 20:6). When the people were groaning because of their
slavery, God “remembered his covenant with Abraham” (Ex. 2:24), just as He

had “remembered Noah” in the midst of the flood (Gen. 8:1). Even during the
predicted exile, God would take delight in His people and bring them back to the
Promised Land (Deut. 30:9).
Although we prefer to emphasize God’s love and compassion, it is equally
clear that His holiness and justice demand that sinners be punished. In Genesis
God’s wrath was poured out on a corrupt world through the waters of the flood,
and Noah’s descendants were themselves punished for trying to build the tower
of Babel. In Canaan the cities of Sodom and Gomorrah were destroyed for their
sexual immorality, even though Abraham begged “the Judge of all the earth” to
do right and spare the righteous who lived there (Gen. 18:25). The awesome
power of God was displayed in the plagues that ravaged Egypt and humiliated
Pharaoh and his army at the Red Sea.
After the exodus it was Israel’s turn to feel the wrath of God as thousands died
at Mount Sinai and on the plains of Moab for their idolatry (Ex. 32:28; Num.
25:9). Aaron’s two oldest sons perished for offering “unauthorized fire before
the Lord” (Lev. 10:1–2), and the earth swallowed up Korah and his followers for
rebelling against Moses and Aaron (Num. 16:31–33). Those who complained
about conditions in the wilderness were struck down by fire or fiery snakes
(Num. 11:1; 21:6). Finally Yahweh warned the Israelites that, even after they
entered the Promised Land, if they disobeyed His commands He would be angry
with them and drive them into exile in humiliation and disgrace (Lev. 26:27–32;
Deut. 28:58–64). The diseases and plagues of Egypt would be sent to ruin them
as they had destroyed Pharaoh.
The names of God. The Pentateuch contains almost all the major names for
God. God reveals Himself to the patriarchs and to Moses through His actions
and also through His names. Since a person’s name expresses his nature and his
very essence, great importance must be attached to the various designations for
deity.
God. The Hebrew for “God” is ’elōhîm, the generic word for “God”
equivalent to Ugaritic el or Akkadian ilu. Elohim is the word used throughout
Genesis 1, where it stresses God’s work as Creator (see above). The Hebrew
form is a plural, but it is consistently used with a singular verb. Scholars have
explained this as a plural of majesty or of respect,14 although W.F. Albright
points also to the use of “Ashtoroth” (the Ashtoreths) and suggests that this
connotes a deity’s “totality of manifestations.”15 It is wrong to argue that the
plural proves the doctrine of the Trinity, but it does allow for its later
development.16
Elohim is often used in conjunction with the personal name “Yahweh,” which

precedes Elohim. The compound name, usually translated “LORD God,” first
occurs in Genesis 2:4. In Genesis 24 Elohim is “the God of heaven and the God
of earth” (v. 3) and the “God of my master Abraham” (vv. 12, 26, 43). He is
called the God of Abraham and Isaac (28:13) and “the God of Abraham, the God
of Isaac and the God of Jacob” (Ex. 3:6).
LORD (Yahweh). The personal name for God, whose meaning was explained
most fully to Moses, was “Yahweh,” better known as “Jehovah.” The exact
pronunciation of this name is not clear; only the four consonants—YHWH—are
given in the Hebrew Bible. In scholarly discussion the intriguing name is
sometimes called the tetragrammaton, the Greek word for “four letters.” The
vowels are not indicated because the Jews eventually refused to pronounce the
name, not wanting to take the name of Yahweh in vain (Ex. 20:7) and perhaps to
prevent pagan people from misusing it. When this sacred name appeared in a
verse the Jews pronounced it “Adonay,” the other word for “Lord” (see below).
The vowels of “Adonay” were merged with YHWH to produce “Yehowah”
(=Jehovah). The correct pronunciation was probably closer to “Yahweh,” whose
first syllable is preserved in “Hallelujah”—that is, “Praise Yah”—“Yah” being a
shortened form of “Yahweh.” Most modern translations avoid the problem by
using “LORD” to render this name.
When Moses asked God what name he should use when the Israelites inquired
as to who sent him to lead the nation from Egypt, God said to tell them that “I AM
has sent me to you” (Ex. 3:14). Since “I AM” is a word spelled almost like
“YHWH,” we are quite sure that it holds the key to the meaning of this most
intimate name for God. In verse 12 God says, “I will be with you,” and this is
likely the way “I AM” is also to be understood: “I am he who is there (for you)—
really and truly present, ready to help and to act,” especially in a time of crisis.17
Just as Immanuel means “God with us” (Isa. 7:14), so “Yahweh” indicated that
the God of Abraham had not forgotten His promises. The patriarchs were
familiar with this name, but they did not know the full dimensions of its meaning
(cf. Ex. 6:3). When Israel experienced God’s redemption from Egypt (6:6–7),
the people would understand Yahweh’s gracious provision more fully.
Because the words “I AM” are ambiguous, some interpreters connect them with
God’s role as Creator, the One who exists eternally or who brings into being.
Although these meanings make excellent sense in the light of Genesis 1 and
similar passages about creation, the contexts in which the name is used indicate
otherwise. Yahweh first appears in Genesis 2 in connection with the garden of
Eden and God’s instructions to Adam. The name is often used in a covenant
context since it indicates God’s desire to fellowship with man. This is especially
evident in the passages that describe the establishment of the Abrahamic

covenant (Gen. 12:1–9; 15:1–19). Similarly, when God entered into a covenant
with Israel at Mount Sinai, the name “Yahweh” appeared frequently (Ex. 19:7–
10; 20:2; 24:1–18). Moses warns the people that if they disregard the covenant,
Yahweh will send plagues and disasters against them. Therefore, they must
“revere this glorious and awesome name—the LORD your God” (Deut. 28:58–
59). When Jesus claimed the name “I AM” in John 8:58, He clearly identified
Himself with the God of the Old Testament and in doing so was nearly stoned
for blasphemy. The Israelite who “blasphemed the Name” and was stoned to
death at Moses’ command probably was guilty of cursing the sacred name of
Yahweh (Lev. 24:11, 16).
Lord (Adonay). The other word for “Lord,” ’adōnay, has the basic idea of
“Lord” or “master.” Pharaoh is referred to as “their master, the king of Egypt”
(Gen. 40:1), and Sarah refers to Abraham as “my master” (Gen. 18:12; cf. 1 Pet.
3:6). Abraham uses the same word to address his heavenly visitors in Genesis
18:3, although it is not clear that he was aware of their supernatural character (cf.
19:2). When applied to God Himself, “Adonay” is usually combined with
“Yahweh” and is rendered “Sovereign LORD” in the NIV (Gen. 15:2, 8). Both
verses in Genesis 15 and the two in Deuteronomy (3:24; 9:26) employ
“Sovereign LORD” in a context of prayer. Abraham pleads with the Lord for an
heir, whereas Moses begs the Lord not to destroy His people and later prays that
he might be allowed to see the Promised Land. In Deuteronomy 10:17 Yahweh
is called “God of gods and Lord of lords.”
God Most High. The name El Elyon (’ēl ôlyôn) is composed of the shorter
equivalent of Elohim, plus the adjective/substantive ’elyôn, which means “high,
most high.” It occurs four times in Genesis 14:18–22 and once in Numbers 24:16
and Deuteronomy 32:8. In Genesis, Melchizedek is introduced as “priest of God
Most High.” Twice the name is coupled with “Creator of heaven and earth” (vv.
19, 22). Both names are associated with Canaanite deities also, although this
does not mean Melchizedek worshiped false gods. The Ugaritic equivalent of
Elyon, ’ly, is an epithet of the god Baal in the Keret epic.18
In Numbers 24:16 “Most High” is used by another non-Israelite, Balaam, as
he uttered an oracle about Israel. Both this verse and Deuteronomy 32:8 occur in
poetic passages that talk about God’s sovereignty over the nations.
God Almighty. Shaddai (sadday) is one of the most common names for God
in the book of Job (thirty-one times), and it occurs eight times in the Pentateuch.
Six of those times it is preceded by the word “El,” (God). El Shaddai may mean
“God of the mountain” if the connection with Akkadian šadû is correct.19 The
power and strength of the age-old mountains belongs to God.

El Shaddai is used in passages in which God appears to Abraham and Jacob to
confirm the covenant with them and to assure them of increasing numbers (Gen.
17:1; 35:11). In three other passages Isaac (Gen. 28:3) and then Jacob (Gen.
43:14; 48:3) speak to their sons with the prayer that God Almighty will bless
them and show them mercy. In Exodus 6:3 God reminds Moses that He appeared
to all three patriarchs as “God Almighty” rather than “the LORD.” In Numbers
24:4 and 16 Balaam speaks as “one who hears the words of God” and “who sees
a vision from the Almighty.” Each verse is followed by an announcement of
blessing upon the tribes of Israel, even though Balaam had been hired by the
king of Moab specifically to curse them.
Eternal God. After Abraham made a treaty at Beersheba with Abimelech king
of Gerar, he planted a tamarisk tree and “called upon the name of the Lord, the
Eternal God” (’ēl ’ôlām, Gen. 21:33). Although this name per se does not occur
elsewhere in the Pentateuch, the concept of God’s eternality appears at least
twice more. Exodus 15:18 states that “the Lord will reign for ever and ever,” and
Deuteronomy 32:27 contains these beautiful lines: “The eternal God [’ēl ôhê
qedem] is your refuge, and underneath are the everlasting arms.” Israel had
undergone terrible suffering and was faced with many enemies, but the God who
had maintained her in Egypt and in the barren wilderness would never cease to
help her.
The Fear of Isaac. Genesis 31:42 contains a reference to “the Fear of Isaac”
(pahad Yishāq), which may very well be a name for God corresponding to “the
Mighty One of Jacob” (see below). In Genesis 31 Jacob meets for the last time
with Laban and speaks about the assistance of God, “the God of Abraham and
the Fear of Isaac.” As the two made a covenant not to harm one another, “Jacob
took an oath in the name of the Fear of his father Isaac” (v. 53). Speiser has
suggested “the Awesome One of Isaac” as a preferable translation of the name,20
whereas Albright adopts the less likely alternative of “the kinsman of Isaac.”21
The Mighty One of Jacob. Another significant title is “the Mighty One of
Jacob” (’abîr ya’aqōb) found in Genesis 49:24 and five other verses (Ps. 132:2,
5; Isa. 1:24; 49:26; 60:16). The word ’abîr is probably related to the adjective
’abbîr, which also means “strong” or “powerful” and is used to describe warriors
(Jer. 46:15), bulls (Ps. 22:12; Isa. 34:7), and horses (Judg. 5:22).22 In Genesis
49:24 the “Mighty One of Jacob” is linked with several other names for God in a
context that emphasizes God’s provision for Joseph. In spite of the great
adversity Joseph suffered, he did not weaken and fail, because the God of Jacob
helped him and blessed him. God’s ability to save and redeem His people is also
mentioned twice in Isaiah where “the Mighty One of Jacob” occurs (49:26;

60:16).
The Rock. Deuteronomy 32 contains the words of a song Moses recited before
the whole assembly of Israel, and in this song the name “Rock” (sûr) is used for
God several times (vv. 4, 15, 18, 30, 31). “Rock” is parallel to “fortress” in
Isaiah 17:10, for God is like an inaccessible fortress where men can flee for
safety. This sort of rock is a place of refuge (Deut. 32:37; Ps. 18:2), a secure
stronghold that cannot be breached. Since God is Israel’s Rock, their armies
cannot be defeated unless God abandons them (Deut. 32:30). There is no god
with greater power than the Rock of Israel (v. 31).
Another possible connotation of God as the Rock has to do with the time
Moses struck the rock and water flowed out for the thirsty people (Ex. 17:6).
Although this connection is not made in Deuteronomy 32, Psalm 78:20 refers to
water gushing from the rock, and verse 35 mentions “God their Rock.” A more
precise identification is found in 1 Corinthians 10:3–4, where Paul speaks of
Israel in the wilderness drinking from the spiritual rock, “and that rock was
Christ.”
In Jacob’s final blessing he uses a closely related title for God, “the Stone of
Israel” (’eben, Gen. 49:24). This name is parallel to “the Mighty One of Jacob”
(see above) and may not be noticeably distinguishable from “Rock.” Yet the
prophet Isaiah refers to “a stone in Zion” parallel to “a precious cornerstone for a
sure foundation” (28:16). Those who build their lives upon the God of Israel will
not be disappointed.
Father. Only once in the Pentateuch is the name “Father” applied to God
(Deut. 32:6), but it is nonetheless an important concept. God was Israel’s Father
because He was their Creator, the one who made them and formed them. The
verb qānâ, which follows “Father,” can also mean “to bring forth” (see “God as
Creator” above) and fits in with the picture given in verse 18, where God is the
One “who gave you birth.”
God was the Father of Israel in that He chose that one nation to be His special
people. The exodus was a demonstration of God’s love for them (cf. Ex. 6:6–7),
and at Mount Sinai a covenant relationship between God and Israel was
formalized (Ex. 19:5–6). All the years that the nation wandered in the desert God
carried them “as a father carries his son” (Deut. 1:31), an act of compassion
referred to by Isaiah centuries later (Isa. 63:9, 16). God’s love was so great that
Moses was amazed at the rebellion of the nation. The people “acted corruptly
toward him” (Deut. 32:5) and generally abandoned God’s laws and
commandments. Moses warned them that unless they responded to God in
obedience and trusted Him as an honored father they would face His judgment.

Man
The books of Moses present a portrait of man that reaches extremes found
nowhere else in Scripture. We see a sinless Adam and Eve in the garden of
Eden, and we see a totally corrupt society in Sodom. Enoch and Noah walked
with God, but the rest of mankind excelled only in wickedness, so God
destroyed them in a flood. Exodus describes Moses on Mount Sinai
fellowshipping with God face-to-face, while at the same time the nation of Israel
was at the foot of the mount engrossed in sin. Genesis introduces us to an
unselfish Abraham and to a Jacob who burned with undying love for Rachel, but
it also tells us how Cain murdered Abel and how Joseph’s brothers callously
sold him to Egypt. Joseph was a source of great blessing for Egypt, and yet after
Joseph was gone the Egyptians oppressed the Israelites and worked them
mercilessly. God marvelously rescued Israel from that house of slavery, but the
people soon complained bitterly about life in the desert.
Made in God’s image. Since man is like God, he was given authority over the
rest of creation as God’s representative on earth. Man was made ruler over the
fish and the birds and the animals (1:26) and was told to subdue the earth (1:28).
Rule and subdue are strong terms and imply a measure of opposition against
man’s authority, but as the writer of Hebrews notes, man has by no means
achieved full dominion over creation (Heb. 2:8). Through Christ’s death and
exaltation, redeemed mankind will someday be able to exercise the dominion
that was crippled by the fall (cf. Heb. 2:9).
The early church Father Irenaeus argued that there was a difference between
the “image” and “likeness” of God in man, the former consisting of rationality
and free will, whereas the latter was the gift of God’s righteousness. The
reformers rightly rejected this distinction, asserting that after the fall man’s
whole moral fiber was damaged and he was no longer free to obey God.23
Although the word image (selem) is sometimes used for the idols worshiped
by the pagans (cf. 2 Kings 11:18), the Old Testament makes very clear that God
was never to be represented by any idols (Ex. 20:4–5). God is incomparable, and
no image can be placed alongside Him (Isa. 40:18). At the same time we are
warned not “to project God in man’s image” and make man divine.24 When
Herod Agrippa I was praised for having “the voice of a god, not of a man” (Acts
12:22), “an angel of the Lord struck him down” because he failed to give God
the glory (v. 23).
The climax of Genesis was the creation of man in the image of God on the

sixth day. Both male and female were made in God’s image and likeness and
this distinguished them from all other creatures. Man is like God primarily in his
moral and spiritual capacity and was created with the ability to be righteous and
holy (cf. Eph. 4:24). He was given a glory and honor above all the other
creatures and possessed a mind that also reflected the person of the Creator. Karl
Barth has argued that the plural pronouns “us” and “our” in Genesis 1:26
anticipate the human plurality of male and female and indicate something about
the nature of the divine existence also. This “conjunction of man and man”
reflects the fellowship and interaction within the divine being, a relationship the
New Testament portrays as the Trinity.25
Adam and Eve were placed in the garden of Eden and given a perfect
environment. There they fellowshiped with God and enjoyed all the provisions
of paradise. When sin entered the picture our first parents were banished from
the garden, but they did not lose the image of God. That image was marred and
distorted, but Genesis 9:6 states that even after the flood man retains the image
of God and for that reason murder is wrong. Ironically, Satan’s assertion that
Adam and Eve “will be like God” (Gen. 3:5) proved to be a call to rebellion
rather than an enhancement of their relationship with God.26 In the New
Testament, James denounces those who curse men because all “have been made
in God’s likeness” (3:9). Those who receive Christ as Savior have become “a
new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17) and are in the process of being “conformed to the
likeness” of God the Son (Rom. 8:2). Whether man believes or disbelieves, he
possesses a spirit that will live forever. This immortality is another aspect of the
image of God.
The fall. Before Genesis can get very far in unveiling the beautiful
relationship between God and man and between man and woman, the perfection
is shattered by the entrance of sin. Adam and Eve had been created “a little
lower than the heavenly beings” (Ps. 8:5) with a freedom for worshiping God
that apparently exceeded that of the angels. But they were free both to sin and
not to sin, and, urged by the tempter, they exercised the freedom to sin. The
seemingly insignificant act of eating fruit from the tree of the knowledge of good
and evil had the drastic repercussions of plunging the whole human race into sin.
According to Romans 5:12, sin and death came into the world through one man,
“and in this way death came to all men, because all sinned.” From that time on
anyone born into the world would possess a fallen, sinful nature and would be in
need of salvation to restore fellowship with God.
The New Testament places the responsibility for the fall squarely on Adam’s
shoulders, even though Eve was the first to partake of the forbidden fruit. “Eve

was deceived by the serpent’s cunning” (2 Cor. 11:3), whereas Adam was not
deceived (1 Tim. 2:14). He ate at the invitation of his wife and may have
understood the consequences of his action more completely. In any event, it is in
Adam that all die, and it was Adam whom God addressed in the garden of Eden
(Gen. 3:9; 1 Cor. 15:22). Paul balances the awful truth of death through Adam
with the joyful news of life through Christ, the second Adam, for “in Christ all
will be made alive” (1 Cor. 15:22). The death of Christ paid for the sin of Adam
and all his descendants, and the resurrection demonstrated that Christ was indeed
the Son of God (Rom. 1:4). The obedience of Christ overcame the disobedience
of Adam and opened the way to eternal life. All who exercise saving faith in
Christ are given a new nature, a “new self” that can be pleasing to God and
obedient to His will (Col. 3:10).
The sinfulness of man. One might think that the fall of man would be
followed by a series of “minor” sins that would gradually become worse as the
generations became more distant from the perfect Adam and Eve. Nothing could
be further from the truth, for sin reaches a peak in Genesis 6 and the rest of the
Pentateuch is a sad recital of human degradation. We begin with the murder of
Abel in Genesis 4. Cain’s anger over God’s disapproval of his offering led him
to take his brother’s life. The descendants of Cain evidently developed a
civilization diametrically opposed to the ways of God, because by Genesis 6:5
the wickedness of mankind was so great that God decided to send a flood to
wipe them out. Even after the flood, however, judgment came when man in his
pride rebelled against God and built the Tower of Babel.
The coming of the patriarchal age did not bring much improvement. God told
Abraham that the sin of the Amorites had not yet reached its peak (Gen. 15:16),
but the homosexual behavior of the men of Sodom (Gen. 18–19) brought to
several cities a rain of burning sulphur. Abraham’s family was not without guilt,
for his nephew Lot committed incest with his daughters (Gen. 19:32–38).
Abraham himself told lies about Sarah, and his grandsons Jacob and Esau
schemed and hated one another. Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery, and his
boss’s wife tried to seduce him and then had him thrown into prison (Gen.
39:11–20).
The later suffering of the Israelites in Egypt demonstrated man’s inhumanity
to man. God eventually freed His people from slavery, but they grumbled and
complained about conditions in the desert. At Mount Sinai the people worshiped
the golden calf in defiance of God (Ex. 32). Aaron’s sons Nadab and Abihu
“offered unauthorized fire before the Lord” and were struck dead for their folly
(Lev. 10:1–2). When the nation left Mount Sinai, they refused to believe that
God could give them victory over the Canaanites, and their unbelief meant forty

years of wandering in the desert (Num. 14:34). Yet when the forty years were
finally over the people engaged in sexual immorality and in the worship of Baal
of Peor, and 24,000 died in the plague that followed there on the plains of Moab
(Num. 25:1–9).
In Moses’ final addresses to the nation, he reviews some of the unsavory
episodes of Israel’s history. He also warns them of the terrible curses that will
come upon them if they refuse to follow Yahweh wholeheartedly. Before his
death, Moses is told that Israel will indeed abandon the Lord and will face many
disasters and difficulties (Deut. 31:14–18). Sin always brings judgment, and
even the chosen nation will feel the wrath of God.

Salvation
The rapid development of sin both on the personal and national levels exposes
the desperate condition of the human race. What could be done to reverse the
effects of the fall? How could mankind have fellowship with God restored? The
Pentateuch describes how atonement can be made through blood sacrifices so
that sin might be forgiven. The importance of faith is underscored in the life of
Abraham, “who believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness”
(Gen. 15:6). A few passages talk about an individual—a descendant of Abraham
and Judah who will be a prophet like Moses—through whom the world will have
hope.

The Messiah
When sin made its tragic entrance into the world, God cursed the serpent who
had deceived Eve. But He also announced that there would be enmity between
Eve and the serpent “and between your offspring and hers” (Gen. 3:15). This
verse has been called the protoevangelium (the “first gospel”), because many
believe that the “offspring” or “seed” refers to Christ and His triumph over
Satan. Justin Martyr and Irenaeus suggested this as early as the second century
A.D.27 When Christ did come He was “born of a woman, born under law” (Gal.
4:4). Paul alludes to Genesis 3:15 quite clearly in Romans 16:20: “The God of
peace will soon crush Satan under your feet.” This implies that believers will
play a part in the crushing of Satan.28

The word offspring or seed (zera’) has additional messianic implications later
in Genesis. In 12:3 Abraham is given the promise that “all peoples on earth will
be blessed through you.” This is expanded slightly in Genesis 22:18 and 26:4 to
indicate that all nations will be blessed “through your offspring.” According to
Acts 3:25 this blessing is connected with the coming of Christ, who died and
rose again so that sin could be forgiven. The apostle Paul argues in Galatians
3:16 that “the promises were spoken to Abraham and to his seed” and he
identifies the “seed” with Christ. Abraham and his descendants were promised
the land of Canaan as their inheritance, but the whole world benefits from the
promise fulfilled through Christ.
Another important but difficult passage that is often interpreted in a messianic
sense is Genesis 49:10, a verse found in Jacob’s final blessing or “testament” to
his sons. Verses 8–12 are directed to Judah, and verse 10 indicates that the ruler
of the twelve tribes will come from Judah. The scepter will remain in Judah’s
possession “until Shiloh [šay lōh] comes” (NASB) or “until he comes to whom it
belongs” (RSV, NIV). The latter rendition of this obscure Hebrew expression is
supported by Ezekiel 21:25–27, which talks about removing the crown of the
king of Israel “until he comes to whom it rightfully belongs.” Jesus was the
descendant of Judah and David, and He will rule on David’s throne forever (Isa.
9:7).
A third interpretation of this line reads “until tribute comes to him.” The
bringing of gifts indicates that “the obedience of the nations is his,” a splendid
parallel to the final line.29 All three interpretations have their advocates, but the
last two seem to have stronger exegetical support.
“Scepter” is also a crucial term in another significant passage—Numbers
24:17. The verse is found in the fourth oracle of Balaam, a prophet of sorts hired
to curse Israel. Instead, he blessed them repeatedly, and in this particular oracle
he saw a star or scepter rising out of Israel that would crush Moab—the very
nation whose king had hired Balaam. Both the star and scepter probably refer to
the messianic king who will rule Israel and the nations (cf. v. 19). Although
Numbers 24:17 is not quoted in the New Testament, there are several references
to it in the Dead Sea Scrolls. The Qumran community apparently understood the
“star” and “scepter” as two different individuals, one a priest and the other a
king.30
The office of “prophet” is also brought into discussions about the Messiah
because of Deuteronomy 18:15, 18. There, Yahweh revealed to Moses that He
would someday “raise up for them a prophet like you.” Whatever that prophet
says must be heeded, for God will put His words in his mouth (v. 19). In Peter’s

sermon at Solomon’s Colonnade at the temple, he links the “offspring” of
Genesis 22:18 (see above) with the “prophet” of Deuteronomy 18:18 (Acts
3:22–23). Christ was the prophet of whom Moses spoke, and His words are
God’s words. Stephen quoted the same verse in his scathing denunciation of the
religious leaders, who, like their countrymen, persecuted the prophets from
Moses to Jesus (Acts 7:37).

Faith
The “second Adam,” who would be the author of salvation for all people, is
only faintly seen in the Pentateuch. Similarly, the method of individual
appropriation of that salvation is not clearly outlined. Since the “Torah” is the
“Law,” we expect and see an emphasis upon obeying the commands and
requirements of Yahweh (cf. Gen. 26:5; Deut. 6:2). Yet in the case of Abraham
we are given enough information to know that he was justified by faith and that
this was the means of salvation in the Old Testament as well as in the New. The
faith of Abraham, Moses, and others receives due attention in the verses of
Hebrews 11.
The verse in Genesis that summarizes Abraham’s faith is a brief one: “Abram
believed the Lord, and he credited it to him as righteousness” (15:6). Paul quotes
this verse several times to prove that we are justified by faith, not by works
(Rom. 4:3, 20–22; Gal. 3:6), and James quotes it even while writing a book that
stresses the importance of demonstrating faith through works (2:23). Abraham
put his faith in the person of God and in the word of God, the promise that
Abraham’s offspring would be as numerous as the stars (Gen. 15:5). He
continued to trust or “fear God” even when asked to offer his son Isaac on the
altar (Gen. 22:12).
The association between believing and fearing God is also seen in Exodus
14:31, where “the people feared the Lord and put their trust in him and in
Moses” after the mighty miracle of crossing the Red Sea.31 The performing of
miraculous signs had earlier convinced the nation that God had indeed appeared
to Moses (Ex. 4:1, 5, 31). The faith of the nation proved fickle, however, for
they did not trust in Yahweh when the spies reported that Canaan was a land of
fortified cities and powerful warriors (Deut. 1:32; cf. Num. 14:11). The
difference between the faith of the people and the faith of Abraham was that the
people tended to trust when they saw a great sign whereas Abraham believed
God when all he had to go on was a promise. Exodus emphasizes that faith in

God involved believing in Moses (cf. 19:9). For Abraham no mediator is in the
picture.
The simplicity and effectiveness of faith is illustrated in the episode of the
poisonous snakes. When the people complained about their miserable life in the
desert, they were bitten by snakes. To save their lives, God told Moses to make a
bronze snake and put it on a pole. Anyone who simply looked at that snake
would not die from the snake bite (Num. 21:4–9). What a beautiful illustration of
the one who looks in faith at the Savior hanging on the cross (John 3:14–15).

Atonement
The writer of Hebrews states that “without the shedding of blood there is no
forgiveness” (9:22). The objective basis on which all who believe are forgiven is
the death of Christ. In anticipation of that sacrifice the Pentateuch is filled with
references to the sacrifice of animals and the sprinkling of blood to purify from
sin. Indeed, there is greater emphasis on the various sacrifices and offerings than
there is upon the Person of the Messiah or the faith that is necessary to obtain
eternal life.
The importance of sacrifices is seen early in Genesis. After Adam and Eve
sinned, God clothed them in garments of skin taken from slain animals and
probably instructed them about the need for sacrifice (Gen. 3:21). This would
explain why Abel brought an offering to Yahweh from his flock (Gen. 4:4) and
why Noah sacrificed burnt offerings after the flood (Gen. 8:20). In the
patriarchal period Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob built altars to Yahweh as they
worshiped him (Gen. 12:6; 13:18; 26:25; 35:7). Abraham’s near sacrifice of
Isaac graphically illustrated the substitutionary nature of sacrifice, for the ram
caught in a thicket was finally slain upon the altar in place of Isaac (Gen. 22:13).
The offering of the Passover lamb demonstrated the same point, since the
firstborn son was spared in every home that had blood sprinkled on the
doorframe (Ex. 12:23).
The last section of Exodus describes the construction and significance of the
tabernacle (chaps. 25–40). This divinely designed building provided the setting
for the presentation of offerings to make atonement for the people. A list of the
different offerings and the meaning and procedures for each are outlined in
Leviticus 1–7. If a flawless animal is brought and if it is presented in the
prescribed way, Yahweh will accept the offering to make atonement for sin
(Lev. 1:4; 4:26, 31). The Hebrew verb “to make atonement” (kippēr) is related to

the noun kōper, which means “ransom.” This symbolizes how the innocent life
of the animal is given in exchange for the guilt of the offerer.32 Another cognate,
kappōret (“atonement cover”), is applied exclusively to the golden cover of the
ark of the covenant, the most sacred article in the entire tabernacle. On the Day
of Atonement, the high priest took the blood of a bull and a goat and sprinkled it
on the atonement cover (Lev. 16:11–15). This was the only time anyone could
enter the Most Holy Place, and it was this ritual that the writer of Hebrews
compares most closely to the work of Christ. By His death “he entered the Most
Holy Place once for all by his own blood, having obtained eternal redemption”
(Heb. 9:12).
The individual Israelite who brought his burnt offerings and sin offerings to
Yahweh was not thereby automatically assured of salvation. Implicit in the
offering was a genuine repentance for sin and a commitment to the God of
Israel. This is partially illustrated by Jacob’s actions when he prepared to meet
Esau, the brother he had so deeply offended twenty years earlier. Genesis 32:20
(HB 32:21) uses the verb kippēr when Jacob says that he hopes to pacify Esau
with gifts in the hope that Esau will forgive him and spare his life. Jacob had
experienced a change of heart since he fled from the revenge-seeking Esau years
earlier.

The covenants
A covenant is a sworn agreement between two parties, where no blood
relation exists. The Pentateuch contains examples of covenants between
individuals, nations, and God and man. On the national level a number of
scholars have noted similarities between biblical covenants and international
treaties, especially the Hittite suzerainty treaties of the second millennium B.C.
The basic structure of these treaties has been compared at length with Exodus 20
and the entire book of Deuteronomy.33 There is a strong possibility that God
relates to Israel as a suzerain did to a vassal and that He expected the same
allegiance demanded by the Hittite king.
The two major covenants are the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis and the
Sinai (or Mosaic) covenant in Exodus, later renewed in Deuteronomy. The
covenant with Noah follows the flood (Gen. 9), and there is also a “covenant of
peace” guaranteeing the priesthood to Phinehas (Num. 25:12, 13). On a more
secular level, Abraham made a treaty at Beersheba with Abimelech, a Philistine
king. The treaty followed a dispute over ownership of a well (Gen. 26:26–33).

Jacob was another who concluded a treaty rather than engage in violence. When
Laban caught up with the fleeing Jacob, the two rivals agreed to separate
peaceably and stay in their respective homelands (Gen. 31:43–55). The last two
treaties mention both an oath and a meal as the agreement was concluded.
The Noahic covenant was an everlasting covenant made with Noah and his
descendants. God promised that never again would He destroy the world with a
flood (Gen. 9:8–11). As a sign of the covenant, God designated the rainbow as a
reminder of His binding promise. Since the word for “rainbow” also means a
“war bow” (qešet), it has been suggested that a bow pointed toward the heavens
constitutes a self-maledictory oath. Von Rad argues that the rainbow was a sign
that God had laid aside His war bow; the judgment was over.34
God’s covenant with Abraham marks the theological high point of Genesis
and perhaps of the entire Pentateuch. First introduced in chapter 12, the covenant
is officially instituted in chapter 15, and the sign of the covenant is specified in
chapter 17. Isaac and Jacob receive confirmation of the covenant in 26:2–5 and
35:11–12. In summary, God promises Abraham that his descendants will
become a great nation, will inherit the land of Canaan, and will bring blessing to
the whole earth (see “The Messiah” above). Like the Noahic covenant, the
Abrahamic covenant will be everlasting (17:7, 13, 19), and it is unconditional.
The only stipulation was that Abraham leave home and travel to an unknown
land (12:1). In the covenant ceremony, God alone took an oath by passing
between the pieces of the slain animals (15:17). Abraham and his male
descendants were required to be circumcised as a sign of the covenant (cf.
17:10–11). Galatians 3 emphasizes the promissory nature of the Abrahamic
covenant and affirms that the giving of the law did not set aside that covenant
(vv. 17–18). After the passing of several centuries, God proved His faithfulness
by remembering the covenant with Abraham when the Israelites were suffering
in Egypt (Ex. 2:24; 6:5). He therefore effected their freedom in order to take
them to the Promised Land (Ex. 6:8).
Shortly after the Exodus, Israel was challenged to make a covenant with God
at Mount Sinai, and the people responded that they would do everything Yahweh
had said (Ex. 19:8). Moses “told the people all the Lord’s words and laws,” and
again they responded positively (Ex. 24:3). To confirm their vows Moses
sprinkled blood on an altar and on the people, and the covenant was official (Ex.
24:8).
The heart of the Sinai covenant was the two tablets of stone containing the
Ten Commandments. These commandments are variously called “the words of
the covenant” (Ex. 34:28), “the two tablets of the Testimony” (Ex. 34:29), “the
tablets of the covenant” (Deut. 9:11, 15), and even “his covenant” (Deut. 4:13).

To ensure their significance, Moses placed the tablets in the ark of the covenant
at Yahweh’s command (Deut. 10:1–2, 5). The first commandment stated that
“you shall have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:3), so Israel was forbidden to
make a covenant with either the people or the gods of Canaan (Ex. 23:32). If the
nation made a treaty with the people of Canaan, they would soon be tempted to
worship their gods (Ex. 34:12–16). In Deuteronomy seven Canaanite “nations”
are mentioned in connection with the prohibition against making a treaty or
intermarrying with them. Pagan spouses will advocate giving allegiance to other
gods (7:1–4).
The Sinai covenant differs from the Abrahamic covenant in that it is not called
an everlasting covenant. Yet certain aspects of the covenant are referred to as
“lasting” or “permanent.” For example, the Israelites were to observe the
Sabbath “as a lasting covenant” (berît ’ôlām). The Sabbath was the sign of the
Sinai covenant, corresponding to circumcision for the Abrahamic covenant.
Every Sabbath day the priests set out the twelve loaves of bread—the bread of
the Presence—before Yahweh “as a lasting covenant” (Lev. 24:8). Similar
terminology is applied to Aaron and his sons, who received the priesthood “by a
lasting ordinance” (Ex. 29:9). When Aaron’s grandson Phinehas took
courageous action to stop a terrible plague, the priesthood was confirmed to him
and his descendants. They were to have “a covenant of a lasting priesthood”
because of Phinehas’s zeal for Yahweh (Num. 25:12–13). As priests for the
entire nation, the descendants of Aaron were allowed to eat certain portions of
the animals brought by the people as sacrifices. This right is referred to as “an
everlasting covenant of salt before the Lord” (Num. 18:19). Salt was added to all
the offerings, and the phrase “the salt of the covenant” (Lev. 2:13; cf. 2 Chron.
13:5) points to the permanency of the agreement.
After the forty years of wandering in the wilderness, God renewed the
covenant with the generation about to enter the Promised Land. Such treaty
renewal was common among the Hittites when one of their vassal kingdoms had
had a new ruler.35 The stipulations were brought up to date in light of changing
conditions over the years. According to Deuteronomy 29:1, the covenant made
with the new generation on the plains of Moab contained some additional terms,
but it was essentially the same covenant. This is best seen in the repetition of the
Ten Commandments in Deuteronomy 5. The people were to commit themselves
to keeping the covenant just as their fathers had done at Mount Sinai. There was
no doubt that God would be faithful to His Word; He will keep “his covenant of
love to a thousand generations” (Deut. 7:9). The word love (hesed) indicates
loyalty to the covenant relationship and the promises He had made. Israel was
urged not to forget the covenant they were making, or God would judge them

and drive them out of the Promised Land (Deut. 4:23, 27). But even in exile, if
the people confess their sins and turn to Yahweh, He will have mercy on them.
He will not forget the covenant He made with their forefathers (cf. Lev. 26:42–
45; Deut. 4:31).
Through the study of the Pentateuch we can learn who God is and what He
requires of mankind. God is concerned about the whole world, though He
chooses to work mainly through Israel and enters a covenant relationship with
her. Sadly, Israel and the nations often choose to rebel against God, but Yahweh
will not abandon His covenant promise and seeks to restore and redeem
mankind. God is patient and merciful, but He is also holy and righteous, and
those who disobey Him are eventually judged. But the Pentateuch also looks
forward to the Lamb of God who will pay the ultimate price for sin.

THE SAMARITAN PENTATEUCH
A strong testimony to the unity of the Pentateuch is the existence of the entire
text in the old Hebrew script of the Samaritan Pentateuch. The earliest copies of
the text are kept in Israel in Nablus (ancient Shechem) by the few hundred
descendants of the Samaritans who still live there. Their allegiance to the
Pentateuch developed because of the split between Jews and Samaritans after the
exile. In the days of Zerrubbabel (538 B.C.) the Jews refused to allow the
residents of the land to assist them in rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem (Ezra
4:14). Disputes continued in the time of Ezra and Nehemiah (Neh. 4:1–8), and
during the Maccabean period John Hyrcanus conquered Samaria and Shechem
between 128 and 110 B.C. The deepening schism lasted into New Testament
times, as is still evident in John 4.
The Samaritans argued that God had chosen Mount Gerizim rather than
Mount Zion (Jerusalem) as His sacred abode (cf. John 4:20). Since Deuteronomy
11:29 specifies Mount Gerizim as the place to proclaim the blessings, this
location has some scriptural support. The Samaritans did not accept any other
books of the Old Testament because of the emphasis upon Jerusalem and
because the northern kingdom of Samaria, with which they felt some kinship,
was often viewed in an unfavorable light.
The earliest manuscripts of the Samaritan Pentateuch are no earlier than the
tenth century A.D.36 and are probably derived from a recension developed in the
Hasmonean (Maccabean) era (about 165–60 B.C.). Frank Cross has noted that
the Paleo-Hebrew script used by the Samaritans “is a derivative of the
PaleoHebrew script which was revived or became resurgent in the Maccabean
era of nationalistic archaism.”37 This script also contains the many vowel letters
common to the texts of the Qumran community. These same Dead Sea Scrolls,
however, have examples of variant readings that are strikingly similar to those in
the Samaritan Pentateuch, but they do not exhibit the sectarian bias of the
Samaritans. For example, 4QExa lines up nicely with the Samaritan Pentateuch,
but it does not contain the addition about the unhewn altar on Mount Gerizim
after Exodus 20:17.38 This indicates that the Samaritan Pentateuch, like the
Septuagint, comes from an Old Palestinian textual tradition (about 400 B.C.) that
has substantial differences from the Masoretic Text.39
There are about six thousand differences between the Samaritan Pentateuch

and the Masoretic Text, mostly involving spelling or grammar. In two thousand
of these instances the Septuagint agrees with the Samaritan Pentateuch. This
does not mean that in all two thousand cases the variant is the original reading,
for often the variants smooth out difficult grammar or add a “helpful” term.40
Sometimes, however, the agreement of the two texts is very likely the original
reading. In Genesis 4:8 the words “Let’s go out to the field” were probably left
out of the Masoretic Text, and in Genesis 10:4 the change from “Dodanim” to
“Rodanim” (the island of Rhodes) is acclaimed by all.
Bruce Waltke has classified the kinds of changes made in the Samaritan
Pentateuch to show that it is essentially a “modernized” text to eliminate
difficulties and improve readability. Archaic or rare forms have been replaced by
more common expressions, and words or phrases have been added—sometimes
from parallel passages—to achieve clarity or completeness. Passages deemed
inappropriate or vulgar were modified to make them acceptable.41 The net result
is that the Samaritan Pentateuch must be used with great caution. Waltke agrees
with the assessment of F. F. Bruce that “the chief value of the Samaritan
Pentateuch is the witness which it bears to the essential purity of the Masoretic
text of the first five books of the Bible.”42

THE LITERARY CHARACTERISTICS OF THE
PENTATEUCH
Through an examination of the literature of the ancient Near East, we now
have a good idea as to the richness of available written records. Laws, hymns,
personal archives, epics, treaties, and proverbs are among the many genres of
literature currently being studied, and most of these can be found in the
Pentateuch. Although it is true that the most common designation for the
Pentateuch is “law” (Hebrew, “torah”), the overall composition of these five
books is much more complex. Even “law” is broken down into “apodictic” law
or “case” law, and the relationship of “law” and “covenant” is a difficult one to
define. Descriptions of “covenants” (or “treaties”) are extremely important
because of the centrality of the Abrahamic and Sinai covenants.
Another basic literary distinction is that between poetry and prose. Most of the
Pentateuch is prose, but poetic passages of exceptional beauty and power are
found in Genesis 49, Exodus 15, and Deuteronomy 32–33. Poetic elements occur
in Genesis 1, contributing to the already heated debate over the nature of that
chapter. The Pentateuch also contains genealogical records, regulations for
religious rituals, dramatic narratives, and credos.
Our understanding of literary form has been greatly enhanced by the
development of form criticism (Formgeschichte) under the impetus of Hermann
Gunkel and Hugo Gressmann. Gunkel was keenly interested in understanding
the cultural setting or the “situation in life” (Sitz im Leben) that lay behind a
particular type of literature. In his study, he was influenced by several broad
trends current around 1900. One was the interest in the social sciences with its
emphasis upon classes and community structures. A second trend was the study
of the Bible in light of other literature from the ancient Near East.
Archaeological finds in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Anatolia allowed scholars to
comprehend more fully the culture and writing patterns of the Old Testament
world. Third, the analysis of the different literary genres was becoming popular.
The Grimm brothers had subdivided German folklore into fairy tales, myths,
sagas, and legends.43 Gunkel tended to treat Genesis in categories such as these.
He talked about the “mythical legends” of Genesis 1–11, a series of “faded
myths” because polytheistic elements were removed.44 The patriarchal material
was likewise filled with legends. Most were fictitious stories to explain why the

Dead Sea area was so desolate or why Jacob’s name means “he grasps the heel.”
Such tales were commonly told as people sat around a campfire or attended a
religious festival.
Gunkel’s assessment of Genesis has not been of much help to evangelicals,
but the methodology he developed, particularly in his analysis of Psalms, has
benefited Pentateuchal studies. Scholars are much more alert to the setting in
life, whether it be a business transaction, a court case, the giving of a final
testament, or the establishment of a covenant. And by comparing the biblical
accounts with other literature from a roughly contemporary era, students of
Scripture can increase their understanding dramatically. Nowhere has this been
more noticeable than in the study of biblical covenants, whose structure can be
neatly divided into the historical prologue, stipulations, blessings and curses, and
a list of divine witnesses. This structure is of great importance for Exodus 20 and
the book of Deuteronomy.
Genesis presents the most complex literary picture of any of the five books.
The first chapter has been called “elevated prose” by Alexander Heidel, so
majestic is its description of the wonders of creation.45 The seven-stanza
structure plus the clear parallelism of verse 27 provide a poetic touch that adds to
the beauty and mystery of the passage. Genesis emphasizes family records, and
we find genealogies in chapters 5 and 11. These are introduced by the word
tôledôt (“generations” or “account”), a term that occurs eleven times in Genesis
and provides the overall framework (see chap. 3 under “Title” and “Literary
Structure”). It also stands at the beginning of chapter 10, the “Table of Nations,”
which is arranged as a “modified genealogy.”46 Toledoth also occurs in
Numbers 3:1, which introduces the family records of Moses, Aaron, and the
Levite clans.
Much of Genesis could be called historical narrative, but chapter 14 is often
singled out in this regard. The account of Abram’s rescue of Lot is filled with
names of kings, countries, and cities as it gives abundant information about the
international politics of the day. The most extended narrative in Genesis is the
story of Joseph in chapters 37–50. With great skill the author relates the sudden
rise of Joseph to power and his dramatic encounters with his brothers. The
climax is reached in chapter 45 as he finally makes his identity known. On a
more mundane level, Genesis 21:22–34 describes Abraham’s treaty with
Abimelech, and Genesis 23 tells how he purchased a burial site for Sarah.
John H. Walton has made some interesting comparisons between the
patriarchal narratives and Near Eastern epic literature, such as the Egyptian
stories of Sinuhe and Wennamun and the Canaanite Keret epic. Like Genesis,

these accounts record numerous episodes in the lives of these individuals and
usually provide theological instruction. In each instance there is considerable
discussion about the historical value of the epic, although real places and
authentic names are used. Epic material vacillates between prose and poetry, and
between third person or first person narrative.47
According to Leland Ryken the remaining narrative sections of the Pentateuch
can be called “the Epic of the Exodus.” It is contained in Exodus 1–20; 32–34;
Numbers 10–14; 16–17; 20–24; and Deuteronomy 32–34.48 An epic contains
numerous historical references and usually has a strong nationalistic thrust, so
with its description of the formation of the nation of Israel and its strong
religious emphasis, “the Epic of the Exodus” is quite characteristic in its
development. Unlike some epics, however, the hero of this biblical epic is not a
man but is God Himself. Moses is a reluctant leader who is neither eloquent nor
a great military leader, whereas the deliverance of the nation is attributed to the
mighty acts of God. He is the One who routed Pharaoh at the Red Sea (Ex.
14:13–14, 27), and He is highly praised for bringing Israel through the desert to
the edge of the Promised Land (Deut. 32:3–4).49
Poetry plays an important role in Genesis also. Throughout the book there are
a number of “oracles of destiny,” which often contain verbal subtleties.50
Beginning with Genesis 3:15, these verses succinctly describe the future of an
individual and the blessing or conflict in store for him or her (cf. 16:11–12;
24:60; 27:27–29, 39–40; 40:13, 19). Double meanings sometimes occur, as in
Isaac’s statement that God will give Jacob “of heaven’s dew and of earth’s
richness,” but Esau’s “dwelling will be away from the earth’s richness, away
from the dew of heaven above” (Gen. 27:28, 39). The same preposition is
translated quite differently in the two verses. Note also the chiastic order of
“dew” and “richness” (a b b’ a’).
Additional oracles are found in Numbers 23 and 24 on the lips of Balaam son
of Beor, whom Balak king of Moab had hired to curse Israel. Reluctant to accept
the assignment at first, Balaam proceeds to bless Israel four times in oracles
ranging from four to six verses. In the fourth oracle, Balaam predicts the coming
of a ruler who will crush Moab (Num. 24:17; see pp. 38–39). Three final oracles
briefly denounce other nations.
The most difficult chapters in the Pentateuch are the blessing of Jacob to his
sons (Gen. 49), the song of victory after the Egyptians perished at the Red Sea
(Ex. 15), and the blessing of Moses upon the twelve tribes (Deut. 33).51 Couched
in poetic lines, these chapters are filled with difficult words and constructions,
but they contain some of the most beautiful and famous verses in all of

Scripture. Exodus 15:2 is repeated in toto in Isaiah 12:2 and Psalm 118:14:

The Lord is my strength and my song;
he has become my salvation.

Deuteronomy 33:27 is perhaps even better known:

The eternal God is your refuge,
and underneath are the everlasting arms.

A second song of Moses is found in Deuteronomy 32, which, like Genesis 49,
emphasizes the names of God (see “The Names of God” above). G. Ernest
Wright called this poem a “covenant lawsuit,” a legal proceeding conducted
against Israel, and he divided it into the following sections: (1) a summons to
witness (v. 1); (2) an accusation framed as a question (v. 6); (3) a description of
God’s benefits to the accused (vv. 7–14); (4) a breach of covenant asserted (vv.
15–18); (5) sentencing and judgment (vv. 19–42).52
The main section on law in the Pentateuch is Exodus 20–23, the Ten
Commandments, and the book of the covenant (Ex. 24:7). The two tablets
containing the Ten Commandments are central to the Sinai covenant and sum up
God’s requirements for His people. As noted above, Exodus 20 is often
compared to the treaty form common to the ancient Near East. Verse 2
represents the historical prologue as it succinctly describes God’s relationship to
Israel, the nation He redeemed out of slavery. Verses 3–17 correspond to the
stipulations of a treaty and are expressed in apodictic (i.e., categorical) terms.
Eight of the ten commandments are negative statements and use the strongest
form of prohibition available in Hebrew. D. R. Hillers notes that the Ten
Commandments are not “laws” with careful definitions and prescribed penalties.
They are more like “legal policy” stating how the covenant community ought to
live.53 An elaboration of the penalties attached to the violation of the Ten
Commandments is given in Exodus 21–23, among the many specific examples
of “case law” spelled out in an “if—then” arrangement. These “civil statutes”
were solidly grounded in the moral principles of the Decalogue.
The importance of the Ten Commandments to the Sinai covenant is

demonstrated by the preservation of the two tablets in the ark of the covenant,
the most sacred article in the tabernacle (Deut. 10:1–2, 5). Kline has noted that
duplicate copies of the Hittite suzerainty treaties were kept in temples, one in the
Hittite capital and the other in the main sanctuary of the vassal nation.54
This raises the question of whether or not the two tablets of the law each
contained all of the Ten Commandments. In any event, both tablets were kept in
the tabernacle, since it was Israel’s only sanctuary, while at the same time God,
the “suzerain,” was pleased to make it His dwelling place. The veneration with
which the treaties were held underscores Israel’s great responsibility to abide by
the Ten Commandments.
The last section of Exodus describes the design and contents of the tabernacle
and includes information about the priests and their clothing. This material is
contained in chapters 25–31 and is then repeated in chapters 35–40 as Moses
carries out God’s instructions. Such repetition can be illustrated elsewhere in the
Near East. The Ugaritic Keret epic has a passage in which the god El explains to
King Keret the military tactics needed to take his destined bride from her
father’s home. When Keret carries out the mission, the whole section is
repeated.55
Leviticus is largely devoted to detailed instructions about sacrifices and other
cultic matters. It contains regulations about diet and rituals for purification,
cleansing from sin, and cleansing from any disease. Numbers resembles Exodus
in that it combines historical narrative with legal and cultic materials. The census
records of chapters 1 and 26 are similar to the genealogies of Genesis (see
above).
The book of Deuteronomy is cast in the form of a series of addresses given to
the nation by Moses just before the conquest of the Promised Land. At the same
time the book represents a renewal of the Sinai covenant as a new generation
makes its commitment to God. As noted above (see “covenants”), Deuteronomy
can be outlined on the basis of the ancient covenant/treaty form. In the first four
chapters—the “historical prologue” of treaty structure—Moses summarizes
God’s dealings with Israel over the years and encourages the people with a series
of exhortations. Chapters 27 and 28 contain the blessings and curses normally
found in a treaty also. The lengthy curse section closely resembles Leviticus 26,
which also outlines the punishment in store for Israel if the people choose to
disobey Yahweh.
Von Rad has drawn attention to the “credos,” the succinct creedal statements
found in Deuteronomy 26:5–9 and 6:20–24 that preserve important elements in
Israel’s traditions. These “credos” recall the years of slavery in Egypt, the

Exodus, and the settlement of Canaan.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MOSES
From a Jewish perspective, the dominant figure in the Pentateuch and the
entire Old Testament is Moses. Abraham plays a key role in Genesis, but his
stature and accomplishments do not match those of Moses. Although Abraham
was the founding father of Israel, Moses was the one who organized the nation,
promulgated their laws, and, under God, led them for forty years through the
wilderness. He was a prophet, a priest, and almost a king as he directed every
facet of national life.56 The New Testament highly praises both Abraham and
Moses, but it was Moses who appeared on the Mount of Transfiguration, along
with Elijah, to talk with Jesus (Matt. 17:3–8).
Moses’ life was unusual right from the start. He was brought up by Pharaoh’s
daughter and given an education that befit a royal prince. As a result he “was
powerful in speech and action” (Acts 7:22). His upbringing could have kept him
separate from his people, but he chose to identify with them “rather than to enjoy
the pleasures of sin for a short time” (Heb. 11:25). Life involved more than
accumulating the treasures of Egypt (Heb. 11:26).
Moses’ concern for his people led directly to his exile from Egypt, when he
killed an Egyptian who was beating an Israelite (Ex. 2:11–15). But after forty
years in the desert of Midian, God called him to return to Egypt and lead Israel
out of slavery. The call at the burning bush set Moses aside as a prophet, one
who would speak the word of God to the Israelites and to Pharaoh. A prophet
was God’s spokesman (cf. Ex. 7:1), and with the help of Aaron, Moses
communicated God’s message of deliverance. Even after the Exodus, it was
Moses who spoke God’s words to Israel at Mount Sinai (Ex. 19:3, 7).
Before agreeing to lead Israel out of Egypt, Moses carried on a debate with
Yahweh, expressing his reluctance to attempt so difficult a task. “Who am I, that
I should go to Pharaoh and bring the Israelites out of Egypt?” (Ex. 3:11). From
Numbers 12:3 we know that Moses was a very humble man, but perhaps lack of
confidence would be a more accurate way to describe his feelings at this point. A
little later he asserted that he was “slow of speech and tongue” (Ex. 4:10) and
begged Yah-weh to send someone else. Yet when God sent Aaron to be Moses’
spokesman, the two brothers boldly confronted Pharaoh and challenged the
mighty monarch to release the oppressed Israelites.
In his role as a prophet, Moses was unique. When Aaron and Miriam claimed
that God spoke through them as well as through Moses, God replied that He

spoke with Moses face-to-face, not through dreams and visions (Num. 12:6–8).
Exodus 33:11 states that “the Lord would speak to Moses face to face, as a man
speaks with his friend.” On two occasions Moses spent forty days and forty
nights on Mount Sinai, surrounded by the glory of God (Ex. 24:18; 34:28). The
second time, Moses’ face was radiant when he came down from the mount,
“because he had spoken with the Lord” (34:29). Moses had to put a veil over his
face as he spoke to the people (34:33–35; cf. 2 Cor. 3:13). Such intimate
fellowship must have been a great encouragement for the often beleaguered
leader. In Deuteronomy 18:15, 18, Moses predicts that God “will raise up for
you a prophet like me.” According to Acts 3:22 this was ultimately fulfilled
through Christ.
Closely associated with Moses’ prophetic role were the “miraculous signs and
wonders” Yahweh performed through him (Deut. 34:10–11). Many of these
miracles were designed to convince Pharaoh and his officials to release the
Israelites, but not until the tenth plague was permission granted. Then, when the
Israelites seemed trapped at the edge of the Red Sea, Moses raised his staff and
extended his arm, and God made a path through the water (Ex. 14:15–22). This
did not end Moses’ activity, however, for several times in the desert the people
were thirsty, and divine intervention was required. Moses struck the rock at
Horeb, and water came out (Ex. 17:6). Later, he did the same at Kadesh, when
he should have spoken to the rock instead (Num. 20:8–11). During a battle with
the Amalekites, Israel’s army was winning—as long as Moses held up his hands
(Ex. 17:11–13).
A prophet was also a man of prayer (Gen. 20:7), and Moses’ intercession on
behalf of Israel again marked his greatness. When the people worshiped the
golden calf at Mount Sinai, Moses cried out to Yahweh and prayed that He
would spare them for the sake of His own reputation and because of His
promises to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob (Ex. 32:11–14; Ps. 106:23). This incident
perhaps more than any other demonstrated the strength of Moses’ leadership.
Although the whole nation and even Aaron seemed intent on worshiping the
golden calf, within minutes Moses ground the calf to powder and brought an end
to this grim episode of apostasy. Another major crisis occurred at Kadesh Barnea
after the negative report of the spies precipitated the unbelief of the nation (Num.
14). Again Yahweh wanted to destroy the people and make a great nation out of
Moses, and again Moses begged Yahweh not to do it. God graciously relented,
but Israel was sentenced to wander in the desert for forty years (vv. 12–19, 34–
35).
Moses’ ability to prophesy is linked with the Spirit of God in Numbers 11. In
this passage the complaining of the people was beginning to overwhelm Moses,

so Yahweh took “of the Spirit” that was on Moses and placed the Spirit on
seventy elders who were to share the burden of leadership (vv. 16–17). When the
Spirit rested on the seventy they prophesied, but only for a short time (v. 25).
Joshua was also “filled with the spirit [or “Spirit”] of wisdom because Moses
had laid his hands on him” (Deut. 34:9). Closely associated with Moses during
the entire forty years in the desert, Joshua was admirably trained to be the next
leader of the nation. Serving as Moses’ aide, Joshua led the armies of Israel and
even accompanied Moses when he climbed Mount Sinai and met with God (Ex.
24:13). After many years at the side of his godly predecessor and strengthened
by his final words of encouragement (Deut. 31:7–8), Joshua was ready to lead
the nation into Canaan.
During the long years of wandering, Moses heard a great deal of grumbling
and complaining, and on at least one occasion he was ready to give up (Num.
11:11–15). In reality all of this complaining was directed as much against
Yahweh as against Moses and Aaron (cf. Ex. 16:18; Num. 16:11), and Moses’
displeasure with the people was not unlike the anger of Yahweh. But when God
threatened judgment, Moses prayed earnestly and demonstrated a deep love for
them. His compassion for them was so great that he urged Yahweh to spare them
time and time again. Moses firmly believed that God would rescue Israel, and
even when the Egyptians had trapped the Israelites at the Red Sea, Moses told
the people to stand still and see the deliverance of Yahweh (Ex. 14:13–14).
Through all of their difficulties Moses remained their faithful and loyal leader, a
skilled shepherd tending his wayward flock.
The year that the Israelites spent at Mount Sinai was a significant one for
Moses and the nation. It was then that Moses served as a lawgiver and became
the mediator of the old covenant. The people were afraid to listen to the
powerful voice of God, so God spoke to Moses and Moses gave them the laws
and the statutes (Ex. 20:18–19). He “wrote down everything the Lord had said”
and read to the people from “the Book of the covenant” (Ex. 24:4, 7). Moses’
role as lawgiver is connected with the writing of the Pentateuch, since all five
books are referred to as “the Law.” The education Moses received in Egypt
would have prepared him admirably for this task, even though the Pentateuch is
composed of narrative and poetry as well as legal material. The question of the
writing of the Pentateuch is discussed in detail under “Authorship.”
At Mount Sinai Moses also directed the establishment of national worship
under the priests and Levites. Moses officiated at the ordination of the priests,
offering the prescribed sacrifices and applying the blood where necessary (Lev.
8). Thus, before Aaron was installed as the high priest, Moses was the nation’s
priest. While on Mount Sinai, Moses received from Yahweh the plans for the

construction of the tabernacle and the regulations for the various offerings (Ex.
25:9; Lev. 7:37–38). Moses remained the spiritual leader of Israel even after the
priests and Levites were carrying out their responsibilities.
One of the great titles in the Old Testament for a man of God is “the servant
of the Lord.” The “servant” of a king is a royal official (cf. Ex. 7:10; Isa. 37:5)
or military leader. To be Yahweh’s servant is to worship Him and to do His
bidding. Moses is referred to as Yahweh’s servant several times (cf. Deut. 34:5;
Josh. 1:1), and when his position as leader was challenged by Miriam and Aaron,
Yahweh spoke of Moses as “my servant,” one who “is faithful in all my house”
(Num. 12:7–8; cf. Heb. 3:5). The same chapter in Numbers contains the
parenthetical statement that Moses was the most humble man on the face of the
earth (v. 3). Surely his humility stemmed from his submission to the God he so
faithfully worshiped.
Despite all his strengths and accomplishments, Moses was by no means
perfect. He could become discouraged and even despondent at times (Num.
11:11–15), and like many of us he apparently had difficulty controlling his
temper. It was his outburst at Kadesh when he angrily struck the rock that
prevented him from entering the Promised Land (Num. 20:8–12). Even when
Moses’ anger seemed justified—as at Mount Sinai when the people were
worshiping the golden calf—he lashed out quickly and broke the two tablets in
something of a rage. His powerful emotions had also sprung into action decades
earlier when he killed the Egyptian taskmaster who was beating a fellow
Hebrew. “Not only did he have a burning sense of loyalty to his own people, but
he had a burning sense of justice.”57 But by taking justice into his own hands he
displayed the impulsiveness that played a key role in his life. Perhaps the few
weaknesses that he had kept the Jews in subsequent years from placing on too
high a pedestal this most remarkable leader, one of the godliest men who ever
lived.
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AUTHORSHIP

Few subjects have generated more discussion and more disagreement than the
question of who wrote the Pentateuch. Opinions range widely, with some
arguing that every word was written by Moses. Others insist that they can prove
that Moses had nothing whatever to do with the writing of the Pentateuch.
Instead, certain sources labeled J, E, D, and P are proposed. The writers of these
alleged documents, the “Yahwist,” “Elohist,” and so on, are regarded as the true
authors of the Pentateuch. Archaeological discoveries and advances in literary
criticism have added fuel to the debate in the twentieth century. The battle still
rages and no end is in sight.1
In a way the Pentateuch is an anonymous work since it does not state its
authorship unequivocally. This is especially true of Genesis, which deals with
such a vast period of time, and none of it took place in Moses’ lifetime. Other
books of the Old Testament are also vague about their authorship. Judges,
Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles are particularly difficult to deal with.2 Other
literature in the ancient Near East also tends to be this way. In Mesopotamian
writing very few pieces identify the author, and even then it might be more
accurate to think in terms of a compiler or editor. Probably the difficulty of
writing cuneiform on clay tablets partially accounts for this situation.
Nevertheless, a careful reading of the Old Testament gives the strong impression
that the Pentateuch was written by Moses, its principal figure and the leader of
Israel during most of that period.

THE CASE FOR MOSAIC AUTHORSHIP
Until fairly recent times most Jews have believed that Moses was the author
of the Pentateuch. The first five books were called “the law” and were
consistently linked with Moses. To suggest otherwise was to invite charges of
heresy. Christians likewise have largely followed the Jews in accepting the view
that Moses wrote the five books. Not until the seventeenth century was there any
serious debate against Mosaic authorship.3

Moses’ Qualifications
Judging from the account of Moses’ life given in the Pentateuch, there is
every reason to believe that he could have written the book so closely linked
with his name. First, we need to consider his upbringing and training. Moses’
life was spared when Pharaoh’s daughter rescued him from his precarious ride in
a papyrus basket close to the shore of the Nile River. Instead of perishing with
the rest of the Hebrew baby boys, Moses grew up in the palace of the Pharaoh
and was given an education “in all the wisdom of the Egyptians” (Acts 7:22). If
we are correct in placing Moses’ birth at approximately 1500 B.C., he was
trained in the court of the Eighteenth Dynasty, one of the most powerful and
advanced dynasties in Egyptian history. Egypt’s international reputation was
immense as her armies steadily expanded her borders. The Tell el-Amarna
tablets discovered in 1887 revealed a group of texts written in Akkadian
cuneiform by rulers of Palestine and Syria and sent to the Pharaoh from 1400–
1370 B.C. The Egyptian court was in contact with diverse peoples and cultures,
a factor that would have broadened the education of princes like Moses. In an
era when uneducated Semitic slaves were writing on the walls of Egyptian
turquoise mines in Serabit el-Khadim, surely Moses was well able to read and
write.4
Moses’ career in the upper echelons of Egyptian life came to an abrupt end
when he got involved in the struggle of the Hebrews against their slave drivers.
As a result he had to flee for his life to the land of Midian, where he stayed some
forty years. Yet Midian was located in the Sinai Desert, and Moses’ experience
there helped to prepare him for his later years as leader of Israel in that same

desert. A substantial portion of the Pentateuch—from Exodus 16 to Numbers 20
—deals with events in the Sinai peninsula. Moses’ familiarity with that area
would have enhanced his ability to describe life in the desert. He knew the
climate, geography, flora, and fauna. His knowledge of the land of Egypt would
also have aided him in describing the experiences of his ancestors as they settled
in the delta region (Gen. 37–50).
A third qualification ties in with Moses’ role as the political and religious
leader of Israel. He was the key figure at Mount Sinai in the establishment of the
nation as God’s special people bound in covenant to Him. If anyone was
concerned that the nation not forget their roots nor their commitment to God, it
was Moses. He had encouraged them, prayed for them, preached to them, and
blessed them. Despite the nation’s often rebellious attitude, he wanted them to
follow God in the Promised Land. Hence, it makes sense to consider Moses a
prime candidate for the writing of the Pentateuch.
We might well ask, however, whether anyone with Moses’ responsibilities
would have had the time to complete so long a work. He sometimes seemed
overwhelmed with the burden he bore and the many decisions he had to make.
Perhaps the solution lies in the forty years of wandering in the desert. Were there
some months of relative calm when he might have turned to the task of
preserving in writing the sacred history?5 Moses did have some administrative
help, for he followed the advice of his father-in-law, Jethro, and appointed a
number of officials who handled more routine problems (Ex. 18:17–26). Seventy
elders were also empowered by the Spirit of God to help Moses “carry the
burden of the people” (Num. 11:16–17). These elders may have provided
valuable assistance as their leader undertook the writing of the Pentateuch.

Explicit Statements about Mosaic Authorship
In the Pentateuch. A number of passages assert that Moses wrote at least part
of the Pentateuch. In Exodus 17:14 the Lord told Moses to write an account of
the battle with the Amalekites, who had attacked the Israelites so soon after the
Exodus. At Mount Sinai Moses wrote down all the words and laws spoken by
the Lord and repeated to the people (Ex. 24:4). This “Book of the covenant” (v.
7) apparently included Exodus 20–23. The Ten Commandments, however, were
“inscribed by the finger of God” on two stone tablets (Ex. 31:18). After the first
tablets were broken, Moses returned to the top of Sinai where he again wrote
down the Lord’s words pertaining to the covenant (Ex. 34:27). Deuteronomy

also stresses Moses’ writing of the law, especially in 31:24, where “Moses
finished writing in a book the words of this law from the beginning to end.” This
is the most comprehensive statement of Moses’ writing found in the Pentateuch.
Deuteronomy 31:30 also associates Moses with the words of the song he
taught the Israelites “from beginning to end.” The song, recorded in chapter 32,
is one of the most powerful hymns in Scripture. Another influential hymn, the
song of victory found in Exodus 15, is also linked with Moses in the opening
verse.
The book of Numbers refers to Mosaic authorship only in connection with the
list of campsites recorded in chapter 33. Verse 2 states that Moses recorded the
stages in Israel’s journeys at the Lord’s command. This unadorned list of places
almost takes the form of a diary.
Most of Deuteronomy is actually cast in the form of several addresses by
Moses to the new generation of Israelites. The prominence of the spoken word
fits in with Moses’ role as a prophet, for the prophets were spokesmen before
they were writers. Moses’ words could have been preserved by scribes or by
some of the seventy elders who regularly assisted him. As noted above,
Deuteronomy 31 mentions that Moses wrote down the law and gave it to the
priests and Levites (vv. 9, 24). The oral dissemination of God’s Word was
greatly strengthened by the written transmission.6
In the rest of the Old Testament. The other books of the Old Testament refer
to the Pentateuch often, and almost invariably mention Moses in the immediate
contexts. After Moses’ death, God instructed Joshua and, by implication, the
Israelites “to obey all the law” given by Moses and to meditate upon the “Book
of the Law” day and night (Josh. 1:7–8). At the covenant renewal ceremony at
Mount Ebal, Joshua built “an altar of uncut stones” following the instructions
written in the Book of the law of Moses (Josh. 8:31). Such an altar was specified
in Exodus 20:25. Joshua 8:34–35 emphasizes that all the words of the law were
read to the people. Joshua did not omit a word. The description indicates that
extensive portions of the law were already written down at this early date. In
Joshua’s farewell address to the nation he urges the people to be faithful to God
by obeying “all that is written in the book of the law of Moses” (Josh. 23:6).
Another challenge to keep the decrees and commands written in the law of
Moses was given by David to his son Solomon just before his death (1 Kings
2:3). There are a number of references to the law in 2 Kings, and all of them are
closely linked with Deuteronomy. Amazi-ah’s merciful treatment of the sons of
the men who killed his father is tied to Deuteronomy 24:16, quoted in full in 2
Kings 14:6. Likewise, the reigns of Hezekiah and Josiah were marked by
obedience to the law of Moses. Josiah, especially, served the Lord with all his

heart and soul “in accordance with all the law of Moses” (2 Kings 18:6; 23:2).
This emphasis upon Deuteronomy in the references in Kings and, to some
extent, in Joshua has led to the view that Moses’ name was first associated with
some laws, then with the book of Deuteronomy and, finally, with the whole
Pentateuch.7 Yet the strong implication in Scripture is that the whole law, not
just Deuteronomy, was attributed to Moses from the very first. Deuteronomy’s
hortatory character lent itself more readily to citation, but this does not mean that
Moses had no connection to the earlier books.
Scholars are agreed that by the time of Ezra and Nehemiah in the fifth century
B.C. the Pentateuch was attributed to Moses. The phrase the “Book of Moses”
appears in Ezra 6:18 and Nehemiah 13:1 as well as 2 Chronicles 25:4. During
the sacred seventh month Ezra read the law to the men and women assembled in
the square before the Water Gate. The people stood from daybreak till noon and
listened attentively (Neh. 8:3). Ezra also read from “the Book of the Law of
God” each of the seven days of the Feast of tabernacles later that same month
(Neh. 8:17). As the people understood the law and responded to it, they were
filled with great joy (Neh. 8:12, 17).
In the New Testament. The connection between Moses and the Pentateuch is
even more direct in the New Testament, and nowhere is there any hint that some
other author was involved. Whereas there are numerous references to the “Law
of Moses” or the “Book of Moses” (cf. Mark 12:26), sometimes the one word
“Moses” is equivalent to the Pentateuch. Three times in Luke the phrase “Moses
and the Prophets” apparently refers to the entire Old Testament (16:29, 31;
24:27). In Acts 26:22 Luke quotes Paul’s reference to predictions made by “the
prophets and Moses.”
The Pauline epistles use “Moses” in a similar way. In Romans 10:5 Paul says
that “Moses describes … the righteousness that is by the law,” and he goes on to
quote Leviticus 18:5. Second Corinthians 3:15 refers to the veil that covers the
hearts of the Jews “when Moses is read.” Clearly, “Moses” denotes the “books
of Moses.”
Each of the gospels contains references to Moses and his writings, but the
most important is probably the gospel of John. In chapter one the apostle states
that “the law was given through Moses” (v. 17), and in verse 45 he reports that
Philip told Nathanael that he had “found the one Moses wrote about in the Law,”
Jesus of Nazareth, who was the Messiah. Jesus Himself declared that Moses
wrote about Him, but the Jews did not believe on Christ because they did not
believe what Moses wrote (John 5:46–47). As His dispute with the Jews heated
up, Jesus noted that Moses had indeed given them the law but none of them kept
the law (John 7:19). Among the specific commands given by Moses and the

patriarchs was the circumcision of baby boys when they were eight days old.
Even if the eighth day fell on the Sabbath the child was circumcised. Jesus then
goes on to ask why the Jews complained so loudly when He healed the sick on
the Sabbath (John 7:21–23). In this debate, Jesus agreed with the Jews that the
Pentateuch came from Moses. This was the one point on which they saw eye to
eye. Significantly, the reference to Moses giving them circumcision implicitly
attributes the authorship of Genesis to Moses also, since the institution of
circumcision as the covenant sign is described in Genesis 17. Genesis is the most
difficult of the five books to link to Moses, although it stands as a necessary
prelude to Exodus—Deuteronomy

POSSIBLE SOURCES USED BY MOSES
The claim that Moses wrote the Pentateuch does not eliminate the need to ask
whether or not he used sources. “Source criticism” is sometimes equated with
the Documentary Hypothesis (see below), but that represents only one possible
way of looking at the issue. Since most writers do use sources, it is entirely
possible that Moses had at his disposal both ancient and contemporary records to
supplement divine revelation. This question is particularly important for
Genesis, since the events discussed preceded Moses’ lifetime by many centuries.
Did Moses receive his information via oral tradition carefully passed on from
generation to generation and then transmitted through the patriarchs? Were the
accounts about Adam and Eve in the garden of Eden revealed directly to Moses
by God, or were they preserved in some written or oral form? The materials in
Genesis 1–11 are the most difficult to account for because of their antiquity and
scope.

The Table (Tôledôth) Theory
In 1936 P. J. Wiseman suggested that the key to understanding the sources of
Genesis lay in the Hebrew term tôledôt, translated “account” or “generations,”
which divides Genesis into ten sections.8 This is the word rendered geneseōs in
the Septuagint, which has given us the title “Genesis” for the whole book.
Wiseman theorized that each occurrence of tôledôt represented the conclusion of
a tablet written or owned by the man whose name it contained. Such a record
would correspond to the usual practice in the ancient Near East of ending a text
with a colophon, which identified the scribe and the time when the tablet was
written. If the tablet belonged to a series, the colophon included the first few
words of the next tablet as a “catch-line” so that the proper sequence could be
maintained.9 Thus, the description of Terah as “the father of Abram, Nahor and
Haran” in Genesis 11:26 functions as a catch-line and is repeated in the first
words of the new “tablet,” verse 27.10 The first two occurrences of tôledôt are
the most unusual. In 2:4 there is no name after the word “account,” and in 5:1
the word book (sēper) is included: “This is the written account of Adam’s line.”
According to Wiseman’s theory, the material between 2:4 and 5:1 constitutes the

“account” of Adam. The final occurrence of the term is found in 37:2, the
account of Jacob. No additional tablets are necessary after that point, since the
setting of most of Genesis 37–50 is Egypt, and Moses could have gained the
necessary information verbally from the Israelites.
The foregoing theory is certainly an attractive one and has been ably defended
by R. K. Harrison in his Introduction to the Old Testament. The discovery of
written sources could solve the problem of Moses’ remoteness from the events
he describes and would fit in nicely with the known customs of the day. Yet the
theory has serious shortcomings which must be addressed. First, tôledôt almost
always goes more naturally with the following verses, not those that precede.
Often it is immediately followed by a list of descendants, as in 5:1; 11:10, 27;
25:12; and 36:1. This is also true outside of Genesis, where the “account” of
Aaron and Moses refers to their “generations” in Numbers 3:1–2 (cf. Ruth 4:18).
Hence, “this is the account” should be understood as a title rather than a
postscript.11
Second, the tablet theory implies that writing is as old as man himself,
especially if “the book of the generations of Adam” (5:1) refers to material
preserved by Adam or his immediate family. Although the Bible portrays Adam
as a highly intelligent being, it does not insist that he invented writing. The
“book” or “written account” could easily mean that Genesis 5 is the written
record of the descendants of Adam—not that Adam himself did any writing. We
would also wonder what language was spoken by Adam and all of mankind prior
to the Tower of Babel. Would Moses have been able to read any of their written
materials?
A third objection to taking tôledôt as a conclusion comes from the unlikely
scenario that developed. Ishmael would be the one who preserved the story of
Abraham (11:27–25:12); Isaac told the story of Ishmael (25:13–19); Esau kept
the records of Jacob (25:19–36:1); and Jacob those of Esau (36:2–37:2). Because
of the rivalry and jealousy that divided these two sets of brothers, it is hard to
understand how any of these tablets would have been written.12 Jacob and Esau
in particular had almost no contact after Jacob fled for his life to Paddan Aram
(Gen. 28:2).

Other Possible Sources
The only specific source quoted in the Pentateuch is “the Book of the Wars of
the Lord” in Numbers 21:14. By way of contrast, the writers of Kings and

Chronicles referred to numerous sources, such as the annals of the kings of
Judah and Israel and the written records of various prophets (e.g., 2 Chron.
9:29). Scholars have suggested that although Moses does not mention sources,
he probably did make use of sources. Since genealogical records were often kept
(cf. 1 Chron. 4:33; 2 Chron. 12:15), it is likely that chapters delineating family
relationships had some written antecedents. This could explain the use of “book”
(i.e., “written account”) at the beginning of Genesis 5, a list of Adam’s
descendants.13 The famous “Table of Nations” in Genesis 10 might also fall
under this category, along with the genealogy of Shem in Genesis 11:10–26. The
book of Numbers contains census lists (chaps. 1–4, 26) which may have been
preserved by the Levites or the elders who assisted Moses.
Speiser has suggested that Genesis 14 is an adaptation of a foreign document
owing to its unusual terminology and its international scope.14 Only in this
chapter do we find the expression “Valley of Sid-dim” for the Dead Sea (vv. 3,
8, 10). Another clue is the reference to “Abram the Hebrew” in verse 13, for
“Hebrew” is the way non-Jews sometimes speak of them (cf. Gen. 39:14, 17).
From a historical perspective the chapter contains a detailed account of two
warring coalitions, including a reference to Amraphel King of Shinar (vv. 1, 9).
“Shinar” is not used for “Babylonia” except in 10:10 and 11:2. The writer felt
the need to explain certain terms: “Bela” is equal to “Zoar” (vv. 3, 8); “Siddim”
is “the Salt Sea” (v. 3); and “the Valley of Shaveh” is identified as “the King’s
Valley” (v. 17). These parenthetical explanations would have been necessary if a
foreign source were being adapted.
“The Book of the Wars of the Lord” is mentioned only in Numbers 21:14
introducing a short, poetic selection dealing with the march around Moab.
Presumably this book commemorated God’s intervention on Israel’s behalf as
the people struggled against numerous enemies. Harrison says that this source
was “in its earlier stages of writing during the late wilderness period.”15 A
comparable source was the book of Jashar, quoted in Joshua 10:13 and 2 Samuel
1:18. Both of these excerpts are given in poetic form and may reflect the same
kind of literature as the book of wars. Apparently Israelites other than Moses
were interested in preserving accounts of the nation’s experiences under the
blessing and protection of God. Possibly the “poets” whose work is quoted in
Numbers 21:27–30 played a role in the composition of the Book of the Wars of
the Lord.
Another poet of importance in Numbers was the prophet Balaam. His oracles
in chapters 23 and 24 predict a glowing future for Israel as God’s people
prepared to cross the Jordan River and enter the Promised Land. Most scholars

believe the Balaam oracles found their way into the Pentateuch long after Moses,
but it is worth noting that Balaam is mentioned again in Joshua 13:22. If Joshua
knew about him, it is possible that Balaam’s prophecies were passed along to
Moses a short time after they were delivered.

Indications of Post-Mosaic Additions
Any objective treatment of the authorship of the Pentateuch must take into
account those statements that call into question the likelihood that Moses wrote
them. The most obvious problem of course is the description of Moses’ death in
Deuteronomy 34:1–12. Even the rabbis taught that these verses were added by
Joshua to complete the law, and conservative scholars have generally agreed
with this conclusion.16 It is not uncommon for books of the Old Testament to
end with an appendix not written by the main author. For example, Jeremiah
51:64 states that “the words of Jeremiah end here,” but chapter 52 presents an
account of the fall of Jerusalem which is very similar to 2 Kings 25. Jeremiah 52
may very well be an appendix added by Baruch or a later editor.
Another problem passage is Numbers 12:3, a verse that describes Moses as
the most humble man on earth. How could Moses praise himself so highly if he
were indeed such a humble man? While Delitzsch and others defend the Mosaic
origin of the statement in light of the objectivity required by the context, it is not
necessary to insist that Moses wrote it. Instead, the verse could very well have
been added by a later editor who inserted it as a parenthetical comment. Perhaps
it was again Joshua who was directed by the Holy Spirit to add the verse.
According to Joshua 24:26, Moses’ successor wrote some words in the book of
the law. If this “Book” refers to the Pentateuch, as it usually does (cf. Neh. 8:18),
we may have an indication of further editorial activity on the part of Joshua.17
Other verses appear to come from a time far later than either Moses or Joshua.
Genesis 36:31 mentions kings who ruled over Edom “before any Israelite king
reigned,” implying that there was now a king ruling Israel. Since Saul was
Israel’s first king, a date after 1000 B.C. is suggested.18 One might argue that
Moses knew that eventually Israel would have a king (cf. Gen. 17:6; Deut.
17:14–20), but this may be forcing the issue. It is more likely that a later editor
added this note during the period of the monarchy.19
Further editorial activity is seen in the early chapters of Deuteronomy in
connection with the displacement of certain peoples. Four passages in particular

appear to be parenthetical comments dealing with the Rephaites (or “Rephaim”)
who used to live in Transjordan (Deut. 2:10–12, 20–23; 3:11, 13). The purpose
of these comments was to help the Israelites understand how the Lord used their
relatives—the Edomites, Moabites, and Ammonites—as well as their own
armies to drive out the Rephaites. Since this region was part of the land given to
the Israelites, it was important that they be aware of its history. Deuteronomy
2:12 compares the victory of the Edomites to Israel’s triumph as they took
possession of the Promised Land. This implies that the conquest of Canaan had
already taken place. Similarly, the statement that Og’s iron bed was “still in
Rabbah of the Ammonites” (Deut. 3:11) indicates that many years had elapsed
since the conquest of Bashan under Moses and Joshua. Military conquest and the
custom of giving new names to cities and districts probably lay behind the
“updating” of certain biblical names. Scholars have noticed that Abram’s pursuit
of Lot and the people of Sodom took him as far as Dan (Gen. 14:14), yet “Dan”
was a name given to the site of Laish (or “Leshem”) when the tribe of Dan
migrated to the north after the conquest of Canaan (cf. Josh. 19:47; Judg.
18:29).20 Instead of insisting that the appearance of “Dan” in Genesis 14 proves
that the chapter was written long after Moses, we should probably recognize that
an editor changed the name from “Laish” to “Dan” at a later time. This same sort
of proleptic use of a name is illustrated by Bethel. Although the city of “Luz”
was not given the name “Bethel” until Jacob’s dream there (Gen. 28:19),
Genesis 12:8 says that Abraham pitched his tent near Bethel. The mention of
“Rameses” in Genesis 47:11 may represent a similar updating (cf. Ex. 1:11).
Genesis 12:6 states that when Abram entered the Promised Land “the
Canaanites were then in the land” (cf. 13:7). Some commentators interpret this to
mean that by the time Genesis was written the Canaanites were no longer in the
land because the Israelites had displaced them. But the point could well be that
just as the Israelites were confronted by the Canaanites as they prepared to
invade the land, so Abram had encountered them centuries earlier. They were
there then and they are still there “now” (cf. Josh. 14:11).21
In conclusion we can see that the possible post-Mosaic materials in the
Pentateuch are relatively minor. The bulk of the five books could indeed have
been written by Moses or under his supervision. If there were in fact editors who
added to or modified the work of Moses, their activity was superintended by the
same Holy Spirit who inspired all Scripture. Any changes made by Joshua,
Samuel, Ezra, or anyone else were prompted by the Spirit of God and conveyed
exactly what He intended (2 Pet. 1:21).

ALTERNATIVE VIEWS OF THE FORMATION OF
THE PENTATEUCH
Most scholars do not believe that Moses wrote much of the Pentateuch, and
many would argue that he wrote none of it. They base their arguments on
literary, historical, and theological grounds and have developed elaborate
theories that attempt to explain just where the Pentateuch did come from. To
understand these theories and the many currents that have contributed to their
development, a historical survey is in order.

Early and Medieval Periods
When the New Testament was being completed, Jewish writers such as Philo
and Josephus clearly regarded Moses as the author of the Pentateuch. According
to the Talmud, Moses wrote everything except the last eight verses of
Deuteronomy, which are attributed to Joshua. Nonetheless, a Gnostic leader
from Alexandria named Valentinus denied the authenticity of portions of the law
and the prophets. The Nazarites, a Jewish-Christian sect, rejected the idea that
Moses wrote the Pentateuch, and one of the church Fathers named Epiphanius
noted that the Ebionites did not accept parts of the Pentateuch.22 The pseudepigraphical book of 2 Esdras stated that Ezra reproduced the law and other
Jewish books (14:19–48) with the help of scribes who wrote very rapidly. This
legend may have influenced Jerome to believe that at least the final form of the
Pentateuch came from Ezra’s time.
Ibn Hazam of Cordova, Spain (about A.D. 994), argued that Ezra was the
main author of the Pentateuch. The great Spanish scholar Ibn Ezra (1092–1167)
supported Mosaic authorship but did allow for post-Mosaic insertions in the
Pentateuch.23 Like others before him, Ibn Ezra did not believe that Moses wrote
about his own death.

Reformation and Renaissance

With the end of the Middle Ages came a renewed interest in the original
languages of the Bible and a growing concern about matters of authorship and
authenticity. During the Reformation, however, there were only a few attempts
to explore such issues. One of Martin Luther’s rivals in Germany, a man named
Andreas Bodenstein (1480–1541), argued that if Moses did not write the account
of his death in Deuteronomy 34, he did not write any of the Pentateuch, since it
reflected the same literary style. A Spanish Jesuit, B. Pereira, wrote a book on
Genesis (1589) in which he argued for scribal additions and revision. In a work
entitled Leviathan (1651), the deistic philosopher Thomas Hobbes defended the
view that Moses wrote selected sections attributed to him but most of the
Pentateuch was written long after Moses.24
Of greater importance was the work of the Jewish philosopher Benedict
Spinoza, who was heavily influenced by the idealism of René Descartes. In his
Tractatus Theologico-Politicus published in 1670, Spinoza outlined a systematic
approach to the study of the Pentateuch in an attempt to discover the purpose and
date of writing. He was bothered by the fact that Moses was referred to
consistently in the third person, “he,” so he decided that Ezra probably compiled
the Pentateuch, using some materials that did come from Moses.25 Richard
Simon (1638–1712), a Roman Catholic priest and a professor of philosophy,
concluded that the stylistic variety seen in the Pentateuch along with logical and
chronological problems proved that Moses could not have been the author.
Whoever the later writer was, however, he did use older sources. On the
Protestant side, an Armenian theologian named Jean Le Clerc published a book
in 1685 in which he agreed with Simon that the Pentateuch came from a later
date. According to Le Clerc it was written prior to the Samaritan schism in the
fourth century B.C.26

The Documentary Hypothesis
Influenced by the work of Spinoza, Simon, and Le Clerc and by the prevailing
spirit of the times, a number of scholars began to look for sources and
documents to explain the formation of the Pentateuch more adequately. During
the course of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries a theory was developed that
continues to exert tremendous influence in the present day. It is called the
documentary hypothesis.
The growth of source criticism. A theologian named Campegius Vitringa

suggested in 1689 that Moses made use of ancient sources when he wrote about
the patriarchs. Abraham himself, he surmised, may have brought written sources
from Mesopotamia. The first real attempt to identify the sources of Genesis was
made by the French physician, Jean Astruc, who in 1753 published a treatise on
Genesis written in French entitled Conjectures About the Original Memoirs
Which It Appears Moses Used to Compose the Book of Genesis.27 In this work
Astruc argued that the main clue to some of the sources was the two names for
God, Elo-him (“God”) and Yahweh (Jehovah, “Lord”). Genesis l, for example,
represented a source in which the author knew only the name Elohim, whereas
Genesis 2 constituted a second source whose author was familiar only with
Yahweh. Astruc placed the chapters that used Elohim in one column (A) and
those that used Yahweh in another column (B). He also laid out two other
columns for repetitious materials and for non-Israelite sources, such as Genesis
14. When Moses wrote, he put the materials from these four columns together in
order to form a connected narrative. Astruc did not deny the Mosaic authorship
of the Pentateuch in his attempt to identify sources, but his views laid the
groundwork for such a conclusion.
To understand the significance of Astruc, we must realize that at the time he
wrote classical scholars were wrestling with the authorship of the Homeric epics.
Men such as Frederick Wolf were dividing Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey into
many different sources.28 This interest in source analysis stimulated intensive
study of Astruc’s suggestions regarding the Pentateuch.
About three decades after Astruc, the German rationalist Johann G. Eichhorn
published an Einleitung, or Introduction to the Old Testament, in 1780–83.
Eichhorn divided Genesis and the first two chapters of Exodus into the “J”
(Jahwist or Yahwist or Jehovah) and “E” (Elohist) sources, and he discussed the
possibility of finding sources behind Leviticus also. He attempted to show how
the supposedly two accounts of the flood corresponded to the J and E sources
and how they tended to use characteristic words and phrases in addition to
different divine names. Literary style thus became an important criterion for
identifying sources. At first Eichhorn asserted that Moses was the one who
edited these sources, but the later editions of this Introduction ruled out Mosaic
involvement.
A somewhat different approach was taken by Alexander Geddes, a Scottish
Roman Catholic theologian whose works were published between 1792 and
1800. In his fragmentary hypothesis, Geddes argued that the Pentateuch was
compiled in the time of Solomon by a redactor (editor) who utilized numerous
fragments. He used the divine names to identify two series of sources but other

criteria were also necessary. Among the many fragments were some that were as
old as Moses or even older. Geddes included the book of Joshua in his study and
suggested that the same editor put together all six books. The notion of a “Hexateuch” has found support among a number of modern scholars also.
In 1798 Karl D. Ilgen divided up the book of Genesis into seventeen different
sources. In his analysis Ilgen split the E document into E1 and E2, assigning
Genesis 1–11 to the latter source. He agreed with Geddes that it was necessary to
use criteria other than the divine names in order to identify sources.
The fragmentary hypothesis was further developed by Johann Vater in his
commentary on the Pentateuch, published in 1802. Vater was the first to analyze
the entire Pentateuch, and he identified about forty different fragments as source
materials. Like Geddes he acknowledged that some of these fragments may have
belonged to the Mosaic era, but the final writing and editing of the Pentateuch
was assigned to the Babylonian exile (586–538 B.C.).
The work of Wilhelm M. L. DeWette marks another important stage in the
development of the documentary hypothesis. In his Beitrage zur Einleitung in
das Alte Testament published in 1807, DeWette defended the fragmentary
hypothesis, but he asserted that no part of the Pentateuch could be dated prior to
David (1010–970 B.C.). And the book of Deuteronomy was none other than the
book of the law found in the temple by Hilkiah the priest at the start of Josiah’s
great reform in 621 B.C. (2 Kings 22:8). DeWette theorized that Deuteronomy
was written at King Josiah’s command in order to support the emphasis upon a
central place of worship. Too many Jews were sacrificing at the high places, and
Josiah needed a way to stop them so there would be greater religious and
political unity in the land. Deuteronomy thus became known as document “D,” a
third major source along with J and E.
Before the documentary hypothesis gained general acceptance, a number of
scholars set forth the supplementary theory. Heinrich Ewald took issue with
DeWette’s fragmentary approach in his work entitled The Composition of
Genesis Critically Examined (1823). Ewald noted that the remarkable unity of
Genesis could not be accounted for by an appeal to an assortment of fragments.
A more likely explanation was that the Elohist document lay behind the
composition of the Pentateuch. Later, parts of a J source were inserted into the E
document. In 1840 DeWette supported Ewald’s view of the Elohist document,
agreeing that a supplemented E source made more sense than the fragmentary
hypothesis. Additional support came from J. C. F. Tuch, who in a commentary
on Genesis (1838) designated the E document as the key source and called it the
grundschrift, the foundation document of the Pentateuch. This was
supplemented by materials from the J document during the time of Solomon.29

In 1840 Ewald published a book entitled History of the People of Israel in
which he changed his views somewhat. He now believed that E, J, and D could
not account for all of the Pentateuch and that it was necessary to posit other
sources. He spoke of a “Book of covenants” composed in Judah during the time
of the judges by someone who added to a small Mosaic core of material. This
was supplemented by a “Book of Origins” written in the Solomonic era by a
Levite who incorporated much of document E. Later writers added a biography
of Moses, included the name “Yahweh” in the text and generally reedited the
entire corpus. This formulation of Ewald is sometimes referred to as the
crystallization theory because each successive writer reworks all of the previous
material rather than adding his contribution and leaving the rest untouched.30
While DeWette and Ewald were shifting their positions in an attempt to arrive
at a satisfactory hypothesis, an important volume on biblical theology was
published in Berlin by Wilhelm Vatke. Vatke looked at biblical studies through
the eyes of a Hegelian system of philosophy that deeply influenced his thinking.
According to Hegel the development of religion was a three stage process: (1) a
natural phase, in which God and nature are in some way equated; (2) a phase in
which God was considered to be personal spirit; (3) a phase in which God is
regarded as infinite spirit. Vatke arranged the biblical materials to fit this
scheme: (1) judges and early monarchy (thesis); (2) the prophets and later
monarchy (antithesis); (3) the post-exilic period (synthesis). The Pentateuch
came under stage 3, when Israel’s legislation was formally institutionalized.
Moses’ monotheism fit the synthesis stage, and therefore the Pentateuch was the
product of the state, not the basis and constitution for the state. Even the law’s
“foundation document” may have come from the period of the exile. Vatke’s
views were considered radical at the time, but they had a powerful impact upon
Wellhausen in the decades that followed.31
The last important development in the documentary hypothesis prior to the
work of Graf and Wellhausen was found in the 1853 book of Hermann Hupfeld,
The Sources of Genesis (German, Die Quellen der Genesis). Hupfeld examined
the Elohist document in great detail and decided that E really consisted of two
documents, although the same name for God was used in both. The E material
beginning with Genesis 20 was very close to J in its vocabulary, style, and
general content, closer, in fact, than it was to the rest of E. Hence, Hupfeld
divided E into E1, which was the “foundation document” and the older, and E2,
which resembled J. The document designated E1 contained considerable priestly
material and was renamed “P” by later critics. Many of the early chapters of
Genesis were relegated to E1.

In the course of his analysis Hupfeld stated that these documents made sense
when studied individually and had thus been separate literary units at one time.
Eventually these units were combined through the work of a final editor or
redactor who wove the documents into a continuous whole. Wherever the wrong
words or phrases appeared in a given document, the mistake was conveniently
blamed on the redactor.
The Graf-Wellhausen hypothesis. Not long after the work of Hupfeld, the
documentary hypothesis reached what has been called its classical form, mainly
through the efforts of Karl Graf and Julius Well-hausen. Graf followed the lead
of his teacher, Eduard Reuss, who believed that the Elohist document was the
latest rather than the earliest of the documents. At first Graf had regarded
Hupfeld’s E1 as the “foundation document” that was later supplemented by J.
But the presence of levitical laws in E1 that seemed later than Deuteronomy
(621 B.C.) convinced Graf that the legal portions of E1 should be dated in the
time of Ezra. He maintained, however, that the narrative parts of E1 were very
early, until the arguments of Kuenen to the contrary won him over. The so-called
“Holiness Code,” Leviticus 1–26, was assigned to the time of Ezekiel, although
it was part of the priestly code combined with E, J, and D by Ezra.
Graf’s contemporary, Abraham Kuenen, was a Dutch scholar who was
credited with proving the unity and the lateness of E1 (=P, the “priestly
document”) in his book De Godsdienst van Israel (The Worship of God in Israel,
1869). Kuenen also tackled the question of whether E2 (=E) or J was the older
document, and his defense of the J-E order has not been reversed.
The man who did the most to refine and popularize the documentary
hypothesis was the brilliant German scholar, Julius Wellhausen, an expert in
Semitic languages and a theologian who had studied under Ewald. Wellhausen
adopted the conclusions of Hupfeld, Graf, and Kuenen and, along with Vatke,
was heavily influenced by Hegelian philosophy. Hegel’s dialectic approach went
hand in hand with Charles Darwin’s evolutionary model set forth in his The
Origin of Species. Buoyed by the popularity of Darwin, Wellhausen’s view that
Israel’s religion developed from a naturalistic animism to an advanced
monotheism met with almost immediate acceptance.
His overall thesis was outlined in The Composition of the Hexateuch (German,
Die Composition des Hexateuch, 1876–77) and the Introduction to the History of
Israel (German, Prolegomena zur Geschichte Israels, 1878). According to
Wellhausen the early parts of the Pentateuch consisted of the J and E documents.
J was written about 850 B.C. by someone from Judah who emphasized
biography as well as ethical and religious concerns. E, on the other hand, came
from the northern kingdom about 750 B.C. and probably displayed more

objectivity in his narrative style. The emphasis upon Bethel, Shechem (Gen.
28:17; 31:13; 33:19), and Joseph, the ancestor of the tribes of Ephraim and
Manasseh, helps establish the northern provenance of E. The two documents
were combined by a redactor (R J-E) about 650 B.C. D was the book discovered
and probably written by the high priest Hilkiah in 621 B.C., incorporating a
number of exhortations and laws that may have been a reaction to the wicked
reign of Manasseh. About 550 B.C., D was put together with J-E by a redactor
(R D). The last document was P (equivalent to E1). Wellhausen followed Graf
and Kuenen in assigning a post-exilic date to this source. Ezra (about 450 B.C.)
was the main compiler and editor of the legal and ceremonial material that
comprised P, but Ezekiel was the author of the “holiness code,” Leviticus 17–26.
Genealogies, origins, sacrifices, and a description of the tabernacle were all part
of the subject matter of P. With the assistance of a final redactor (R P), the
“priestly document” was combined with the other three (J, E, D) to form a
continuous narrative. Between 400 and 200 B.C. some minor changes were
made, and the Pentateuch was complete.
The documentary hypothesis as explained by Wellhausen took the scholarly
world by storm, receiving the enthusiastic support of many theologians. In
Germany, H. Cornhill and C. Steuernagel used the Graf-Wellhausen theory as
they wrote introductions to the Old Testament. In England, William Robertson
Smith became a convinced documen-tarist and wrote several books in support of
the theory, The Old Testament in the Jewish Church being his most important
contribution. The English-speaking world received its finest description of
Wellhausen’s views from the pen of S. R. Driver, who published his
monumental Introduction to the Literature of the Old Testament in 1891. It was
Driver who made an appreciation of critical studies a necessity for British
scholars from that time on. In the United States, Charles Augustus Briggs of
Union Seminary was the first to espouse the documentary hypothesis in his
volume on The Higher Criticism of the Hexateuch (1893). More than a decade
later Briggs collaborated with Francis Brown and S. R. Driver to produce the
renowned Hebrew Lexicon of the Old Testament (1906), affectionately known to
many generations of Hebrew students simply as “BDB.” This volume
incorporated many of the conclusions of the documentary school.
Nineteenth-century opposition. As the documentary hypothesis grew in
popularity and influence, conservative scholars vigorously opposed it. In
Germany support for Mosaic authorship was led by E. D. Hengstenberg, whose
book The Genuineness of the Pentateuch was translated into English in 1847.
Two of Hengstenberg’s students also played a significant role in the fight against
source criticism. Moritz Drechsler published a work on the unity and

genuineness of Genesis (1838), and C. F. Keil became the most prominent
conservative during the last half of the century. A close associate of Keil, and a
man with whom he collaborated in an excellent series of commentaries, was
Franz Delitzsch. Delitzsch did make room for a supplementary theory of sorts,
but he did argue that whatever the text attributed to Moses was indeed written by
him, whereas other portions were added by priests during the conquest and
settlement of Canaan.32
Other voices were equally firm in denouncing the findings of higher criticism.
Gerhaardus Vos attacked the view that the priestly material was late and spoke
out in favor of the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch (1886). In England, the
eminent archaeologist A. H. Sayce began to point out the fallacies of the
documentary hypothesis although he had subscribed to the liberal view earlier.
Sayce wrote The “Higher Criticism” and the Verdict of the Monuments (1894)
and Monument Facts and Higher Critical Fancies (1904). A more
comprehensive treatment of the subject was undertaken by William Henry Green
of Princeton Theological Seminary. His criticism of the Wellhausen hypothesis
is best seen in two books published in 1895: The Unity of the Book of Genesis
and The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch. In these works Green demonstrated
that Wellhausen could not explain the biblical data and that his methodology was
inconsistent and contradictory.
Weaknesses of the documentary hypothesis. The opposition to the
documentary hypothesis arose partly because of the subjective basis on which it
rests. None of the alleged documents has ever been found in spite of the
assurances of scholars that at one time each document had an existence of its
own. This objection could perhaps be ignored if the critics agreed on the content
of each document, but this is decidedly not the case. There is considerable
debate about particular passages, and the same verse might be assigned to E or P
by different scholars. As shown below, respected authorities have tentatively
identified additional sources (K, L, or S) in their attempt to understand the origins
of the Pentateuch. Such subjective handling of the text does little to increase
one’s confidence in the method.
The most important criticism leveled against the documentary hypothesis has
to do with the use of divine names to determine sources, especially J and E. A
number of scholars have noted that in ancient Near Eastern literature it is
common for a deity to have more than one name. In Egypt the sun-god Ra was
frequently identified with Amon, the ram-headed god of Thebes, and the
combination of Amon-Re appears in many texts from the Eighteenth Dynasty
on. The god Osiris is referred to as Wennofer and two other names in the Berlin
stela of Ikhernofret. In the prologue to the code of Hammurapi, Ishtar is also

called “Inanna” and “Telitum.”33 Cyrus Gordon has drawn attention to the
Ugaritic god “Koshar and Hasis,” a deity whose compound name occurs
regularly in the Ras Shamra texts.34 Such multiple compound names correspond
to the biblical names Elohim (God) and Yahweh (LORD), which are often found
together as “LORD God” (Gen. 2:4f.). Yet no one has suggested that different
names signify different documents with respect to Egyptian or Mesopotamian
texts. The reason the Bible uses Elohim in some passages and Yahweh in others
depends on the nature of the passages. In Genesis 1 the generic “Elohim” fits in
best with God’s work as Creator (see pp. 28–29). Thus, the two accounts of
creation in Genesis 1–2 do not reflect two authors but provide complementary
descriptions of God’s activity. Chapter 2 emphasizes the creation of man and
gives more details about Adam and Eve and the garden of Eden.
Similarly, the alleged duplicate accounts of other events often have a
reasonable explanation. When Noah is told to take into the ark two of every kind
of bird and animal in Genesis 6:19–20 and then seven in 7:2–3, the text clearly
states that the “seven” applies to clean animals only. Critics use this apparent
discrepancy and other aspects of the flood story to illustrate how J and P were
merged into one.35 Another showcase for the documentary hypothesis is Genesis
37, where Joseph’s sale is parceled up between J and E. The reference to both
Midianites and Ishmaelites in verse 28 is taken as telltale evidence that we have
two different accounts underlying the text. But as Kenneth Kitchen has shown,
the terms “Midianites” and “Ishmaelites” overlap and refer basically to the same
group (cf. Judg. 8:24).36 The other supposed contradictions in the story can also
be explained satisfactorily.37
Since the Pentateuch is a complex entity made up of prose and poetry and
many literary forms, some scholars have looked at the wide variations in style
and concluded that at least four authors were responsible for it all. It was not
uncommon, however, to find such variety in other literature from the ancient
Near East. For example, in the biographical inscription of the Egyptian official
Uni (about 2400 B.C.), we find a combination of narrative, summary statements,
a victory hymn, and a pair of refrains all inscribed on the same rock at the
request of Uni. It is impossible to attribute this variety to different sources that
had a literary prehistory.38 Other extant literary material helps us identify the
component parts of various genres. The study of genres—properly the sphere of
form criticism—enables the reader to ascertain when he is dealing with a literary
unit. As noted earlier, biblical covenants can be studied in light of the structure
regularly found in ancient treaties, and this structure makes it difficult to divide
up chapters such as Genesis 31 and Exodus 19–20 into J and E. If this is done,

essential parts of the outline are missing. Similarly, Greta Hort has argued that
the sequence of the plagues in Exodus 7–10 fits in with natural phenomena that
would accompany an unusually high flooding of the Nile.39 A parceling of these
chapters into J and E would destroy the sequence. Of similar import is the
occurence of Hebrew poetic devices, which often link two or three lines in a
meaningful sequence. For example, in Genesis 30:23–24 there are two
statements about Rachel’s son Joseph. The verbs taken away (’asap) and add
(yosep) sound very similar and probably constitute a wordplay on the name
“Joseph.” This word-play would be lost if one were to divide these verses into
two sources simply because Elohim occurs in verse 23 and Yahweh in verse 24.
A final weakness of the documentary hypothesis has to do with the
uncertainty of the date of the documents, particularly the “P” sources. Was P
really the latest of the sources as Kuenen and Wellhausen had asserted? Cyrus
Gordon has observed that the verses that describe the specifications of Noah’s
ark in Genesis 6 (P, according to the critics) find a parallel in the dimensions of
the boat in the Gilgamesh epic, a Mesopotamian literary piece written before all
the Pentateuch.40 In a similar vein, Yehezkel Kaufmann has assembled
considerable data arguing that P precedes both Deuteronomy and the Babylonian
exile.41 His evidence brings into question the correctness of the JEDP sequence,
and one might well ask whether the whole theory is not resting on a shaky
formulation.
Twentieth-century developments. The weaknesses of the Graf-Wellhausen
documentary formulations have brought about some changes in the overall
theory along with responses that have sharply deviated from the basic principles
of the documentarists. Yet in spite of all the challenges that have been hurled its
way, the JEDP hypothesists continue to enjoy wide acceptance in the scholarly
world.
There are, however, serious reservations about the use of Hegel’s dialectic
philosphy and Darwin’s evolutionary approach as the foundation of the
documentary hypothesis. Many scholars have rejected the validity of applying
such models to religious history and to the origin of the Pentateuch.42 In
agreement with Kaufmann, some scholars have also begun to question the
accepted dates of the various documents or even the existence of a particular
document. Oestreicher (1923) and Welch (1924) placed the date of P prior to
Josiah, and E. Robertson (1950) argued that Deuteronomy was written in the
time of Samuel.43 John van Seters goes in the opposite direction by assigning J
to the exilic period and P to the post-exilic era. And according to Volz and
Rudolph, E never existed as an independent document.44 While some of the

critics were eliminating documents, however, others attempted to identify new
ones. Otto Eissfeldt proposed the existence of a “Lay Source” (L) embedded
within J which reflected the nomadic ideals of the Rechabites and may have
been written about 860 B.C. About five years later (1927), Julius Morgenstern
announced the discovery of document “K” (for “Kenites”), which he felt was
instrumental in the reforms of King Asa around 890 B.C. (cf. 1 Kings 15:9–15).
In 1941 Harvard professor Robert Pfeiffer introduced document “S,” which
stood for Mount Seir in Edom and which he separated from J and E materials in
Genesis 1–38. According to Pfeiffer, S stemmed from the days of Solomon
although additions were made several centuries later.45 Perhaps at this point we
should also mention the influential German scholars Gerhard von Rad and
Martin Noth, even though their work will be discussed more completely under
“Tradition History.” Von Rad divided P into P(a) and P(b), whereas Noth
posited the existence of a “G” (German, grundschrift) source as the foundation
document behind JEDP.
To counteract the argument that the documentary hypothesis had no basis in
ancient Near Eastern literature, Jeffrey Tigay has shown that the Gilgamesh Epic
was compiled from originally independent Sumerian stories. First combined in
the Old Babylonian period, this epic passed through several editorial stages
before receiving its final form in the neo-Assyrian period.46 The evolution of the
Gilgamesh Epic is nonetheless different from the JEDP hypothesis, which posits
a conflation of parallel extended narratives as opposed to the combination of
individual stories. If anything, the Gilgamesh Epic might be an analogue to the
development of an individual document such as J or E into an integrated
narrative.47 But the existence of such an independent document remains as
hypothetical as ever.

Form Criticism
During the twentieth century a number of critical methodologies have
appeared to augment and in some cases challenge literary (or source) criticism.
One of these is the form criticism (Formgeschichte) or genre/type criticism
(Gattungsgeschichte) developed by Gunkel and Gressmann just after the turn of
the century. An understanding of the literary genre and the social context out of
which it arose contributes significantly to an appreciation of the text. A
knowledge of the structure of a literary unit prevents the reader from dividing up

what was intended to be a literary whole. On occasion this knowledge presents a
formidable obstacle to those who are inclined to assign the various parts of such
a unit to two or more documents.
As originally conceived by Gunkel and Gressmann, form criticism was
primarily concerned with the oral or preliterary stage of the various genres.48
This assumes that an oral development lay behind every written document and
that a knowledge of that development helps us understand the written text. All
would agree that an awareness of the “situation in life,” the cultural setting out
of which a particular literary unit arose, is most helpful to an understanding of
the passage. The emphasis upon the oral stage does not necessarily militate
against the documentary hypothesis. Indeed, some scholars retain their
commitment to the overall JEDP structure and utilize form criticism to further
their understanding of the preliterary stage behind the documents. For example,
form criticism has shown that the “authors” of the documents could more
accurately be described as collectors or editors of traditional material.49
Yet there is a tendency among form critics to emphasize oral tradition at the
expense of the written documents. Those who view Genesis as a collection of
essays generally hold that these stories existed in a fluid form and were not
written down until late in Israel’s history. Ivan Engnell, a member of the
“Uppsala School” of Sweden, repudiated the documentary hypothesis, arguing
that Wellhausen’s view of four parallel documents arose from a faulty European
approach that failed to understand how oral tradition functioned in the Near East.
According to Engnell, most of the Pentateuchal material did not reach written
form until exilic or post-exilic times.50
The views of Engnell and other Scandinavian scholars are discussed more
fully in the section “Tradition Criticism.” Before moving on to that topic we
should note that form criticism is indeed also interested in the literary stage of
the text.51
For conservatives this means that an investigation of the form of both smaller
and larger portions of Scripture can be of great help in the interpretive process.52
Chapter 4 is an attempt to explain the main types of literature found in the
Pentateuch.

Tradition Criticism
Closely related to form criticism is the method that has come to be known

either as “tradition criticism” or “tradition history” (German,
Uberlieferungsgeschichte or Traditionsgeschichte), a technique of approaching
the Bible that is as difficult to define as form criticism. Its practitioners are
many, and they do not always operate the same way. Some tradition critics
emphasize the history of the preliterary stage of a book or an individual theme;
others stress the history of the literary stages, a procedure not far removed from
redaction criticism.53 Broadly conceived, form criticism emphasizes the
beginning of the process whereas tradition criticism examines any development
prior to the final written product. Implicit in such an approach is the assumption
that one can separate different layers in the growth of a tradition.
In order to accomplish his task, the tradition critic has four basic concerns.
First, he is interested in the group or community associated with a tradition. It is
important to know whether priests, prophets, or wise men were involved in
shaping the tradition. Gerhard von Rad, whose work The Problem of the
Pentateuch was extremely influential, attributed the homiletical style of
Deuteronomy to the preaching of the Levites.
A second basic concern is the geographical setting. Cities such as Bethel and
Shechem are viewed as repositories for various traditions about the patriarchs.
Later these traditions were reworked as they made their way into the literature.
Third, the tradition critic—like the form critic—pays close attention to the
social, political, and religious context behind the material. But whereas the form
critic could be satisfied with establishing the “situation in life” related to a
particular story or speech, the tradition critic tries to trace the changes in the
situation. For example, some scholars believe that the cultic milieu behind
Deuteronomy was the covenant renewal festival at Shechem (cf. Deut. 27:12–
13). However, a new situation emerged about 700 B.C. when the militia was
revived along with the concept of holy war.54
A final concern has to do with themes and motifs, and how they are combined.
When von Rad observed that the credos of Deuteronomy 6:20–24, 26:5b–9, and
Joshua 24:2b–13 did not mention Israel’s experience at Mount Sinai, he
concluded that originally the tradition about Mount Sinai circulated
independently of the tradition about the Exodus and settlement in the Promised
Land. The two traditions were eventually put together by the Yahwist, who also
included patriarchal traditions and then added primeval history (the J parts of
Genesis 2–11) as an introduction to his work.
In another important book on the subject, Martin Noth likewise stressed key
themes expressed in Israel’s statements of faith.55 Such motifs as guidance from
Egypt, the promise to the patriarchs, and the covenant at Mount Sinai comprised

the common tradition (called Grundlage, or “G”) that was formed during the
period of the judges and served as source material for J and E. Where there are
similarities between the two documents, this is explained by G. Noth is more
famous for his identification of Deuteronomic editor responsible for the writing
of Deuteronomy through 2 Kings. This “Deuteronomic work” utilized some
earlier materials as it reviewed Israel’s history from the entrance into the land to
the fall of Jerusalem. According to Noth, Deuteronomy 1–3 functioned as an
introduction to this entire corpus that was written during the exile. In essence,
this theory established a “tetrateuch” of Genesis—Numbers, although Noth did
not link Deuteronomy 31–34 with the earlier books.56
In Sweden the “Uppsala School” followed some of the ideas of von Rad and
Noth but eliminated any dependence upon the documentary hypothesis. H. S.
Nyberg thought that the Wellhausen source theory diminished the significance of
oral tradition, which he felt deserved more attention. Ivan Engnell supported
Nyberg’s views in his Traditio-Historical Introduction of 1945 in which he
spoke of “schools” or “circles” of tradition. Like Noth, both Nyberg and Engnell
separated Genesis-Numbers from Deuteronomy-Kings. The former was a “P
work” preserved and transmitted by priestly circles in the southern kingdom,
whereas the “D work” reflected the traditions of the northern kingdom. Except
for some legal materials, most of these traditions were not put in writing until the
exile.
The excessive emphasis that tradition criticism places upon oral tradition
constitutes its greatest weakness. Why would the Hebrews have chosen not to
write down matters of deepest concern when the rest of the Near East contains
abundant written materials contemporary with the patriarchs and Moses?
Thousands of clay tablets record business transactions, laws, hymns, and epics
sometimes quite similar to those found in the Pentateuch. Kenneth Kitchen has
rightly distinguished between written transmission and oral dissemination. If
something was considered important, it was written down and then orally
disseminated to the people (cf. 2 Chron. 17:9).57 This is not to deny that in some
cases oral tradition played an important role in the preservation of materials, but
that the tradition critics vastly exaggerate the role.

Rhetorical Criticism
In an article entitled “Form Criticism and Beyond” published in 1969, James
Muilenburg argued that the study of Hebrew literary composition and the

devices used to organize the material as a unified whole should be called
“rhetorical criticism.”58 Since form criticism does not pay enough attention to
the unique characteristics of a particular pericope, those who engage in rhetorical
criticism can take up the slack. By a careful study of the stylistic features of a
given passage, the scholar can unravel the author’s thinking in a more satisfying
manner. Such a study takes note of the structural patterns used, the
interrelationship of the various units, and any occurrences of repetition and
artistic devices that may be employed. Most of Muilenburg’s examples are taken
from poetry, but prose can also provide fertile soil for the rhetorical critic.
In a study of narrative in the book of Genesis, J. P. Fokkelman has pointed out
the remarkable symmetry found in the Tower of Babel account. The plans of
men to build the tower to make a name for themselves are countered by God’s
intervention to stop the project and turn mankind’s unity into confusion. The pun
on the name “Babel” in verse 9 is the key to understanding the narrative.59
Whereas Fokkelman placed the turning point of the story in verse 7, others point
to verse 5 as the hinge of the account. The verses on either side of verse 5
contain discourse—the words of the builders in 3–4 and of God in 6–7—and
these in turn are framed by a pair of narrative verses in 1–2 and 8–9. The result
is an inverted, or hourglass, structure that is beautifully proportioned.60
The most intricate narrative in Genesis is undoubtedly the Joseph story found
in chapters 37–50. Through an examination of the interrelationships and verbal
parallels contained in these chapters, Robert Alter has uncovered the remarkable
literary artistry of the narrator. For example, Alter has drawn attention to the
recurrence of the verb recognize (hakker-nā’) at the end of both chapters 37 and
38. In 37:32 Jacob was cruelly deceived when he was asked to recognize the
robe of his beloved son Joseph, apparently torn apart by a ferocious animal. By
way of contrast, in 38:25 Judah was asked to identify his seal, cord, and staff,
which proved that he was the father of Tamar’s child. In the latter instance Judah
was unmasked, while in the former Jacob was deceived. The same verb plays an
important thematic role in 42:8 when Joseph the ruler of Egypt recognizes his
brothers but they fail to recognize him when they come to buy grain during the
famine.61
A similar verbal parallel occurs in the repetition of the root ’ārab in chapters
38 and 43. In 38:18 the seal, cord and staff of Judah were given to Tamar as a
“pledge” (’ērābôn) or “guarantee” that he would bring her the next day the
young goat which was the customary payment for a prostitute’s services. A few
chapters later Judah is seen in a much different light when he guarantees (’ārab)
the safety of Benjamin, whose presence was required in Egypt or the brothers

could buy no more grain (43:9). Judah’s concern for Jacob and Benjamin and his
commitment to their welfare was a far cry from his selfish indulgences in
chapter 38, and the change in his character helps explain why the leadership of
the twelve tribes would eventually belong to the descendants of Judah (cf. 49:10
and the later discussion on the structure and significance of the Joseph
narrative).
While Genesis may furnish the most fruitful material for rhetorical criticism,
the other books of the Pentateuch also contain literary intricacies. A study of the
plagues in Exodus reveals a structure of three sets of three plagues followed by
the climactic tenth plague. The seven oracles of Balaam recorded in Numbers
23–24 not only present amazing prophecies about Israel’s future but are also
arranged in a four-three pattern with intervening narrative material. Each of the
oracles is introduced by the words “and he lifted up his oracle and said,” even
though the last three are given in rapid succession in 24:20–24.

RECENT CRITICAL APPROACHES TO THE
PENTATEUCH
There are several other recent approaches to the Pentateuch that deserve
attention, but two in particular have exerted considerable influence upon current
thinking: canonical criticism and structuralism. Neither of these is primarily
concerned with how the Pentateuch was formed, but both engage in the study of
the text as we now have it, in its final form. Here the similarities end, for
canonical criticism emphasizes theological matters whereas structuralism is
based upon linguistics and is interested in a “deeper” level of meaning.

Canonical Criticism
Since it is the final form of the text that possesses canonical authority, Brevard
Childs has led the scholarly world in a reexamination of the function of that text
within the religious community. The Scriptures must be interpreted in the light
of their function within the community that described them.62 This means that
each text must be understood in light of the entire Old Testament witness, and
the Old Testament as a whole must be viewed in light of the individual texts. In
this approach Childs makes use of the other kinds of biblical criticism discussed
above, but he realizes the limitations of the methodology they employ. Literary
criticism and form criticism are helpful and necessary, but it is wrong to stop
with a study of the process that produced the Scriptures. We must study the
Scriptures as we have them and try to understand the religious function of the
texts. “Israel defined itself in terms of a book! The canon formed the decisive
Sitz im Leben for the Jewish community’s life, thus blurring the sociological
evidences most sought after by the modern historian.”63 As the canon was
shaped, certain elements of the tradition were highlighted and others were
pushed aside.
An advantage of canonical criticism is its interest in the relationship of
individual chapters and books. For instance, the so-called P and J accounts of
Genesis 1–2 provide a link between creation and its offspring. Looking at the
book of Genesis, we discover that its promises function as a prelude to the story

of the Exodus.64 The Pentateuch as a whole determined how the Israelites
understood the Mosaic tradition, so the question of whether or not a tetrateuch or
hexateuch ever existed becomes an important one.
In his work Childs does not spend much time arguing about the historicity or
nonhistoricity of the biblical materials. He is primarily interested in the
theological message that a given text conveys. The net result of this approach,
however, is a neglect of the historical background of a passage and a general
deemphasis upon the events themselves. Childs is also willing to see a
substantial difference between the original message and the message found in
the final form of the text.

Structuralism
If the emergence of canonical criticism in some respects assists the
conservative in his study, the situation is quite the reverse for most forms of
structuralism. The newest star on the horizon of biblical criticism, structuralism
(also called “structural analysis”), finds its beginnings in the field of linguistics
or semiology. A Swiss scholar Ferdinand de Saus-sure, wrote a book entitled
Course of General Linguistics in 1916 that exerted a profound influence upon
the scholarly world.65 De Saussure emphasized a synchronic (static) as opposed
to a diachronic (evolutionary) approach to linguistics. That is, an understanding
of the historical development of language is far less important than a knowledge
of the current situation.66 Scholars such as Claude Levi-Strauss and Roland
Barthes applied this insight to a study of human thought in mythology and
biblical literature. They agreed that the structure of language somehow
intertwined with reality and that meaning is found in the relationship of words
and themes.67 Wrestling to discern the intent of the author does not unlock the
meaning of the text as much as a study of the writing itself. Inherent in this
approach is a belief that there are deeper levels of meaning submerged below the
surface of the text. As he works, the exegete seeks to discover the symbolic and
universal structures hidden in the text.
Perhaps the key to finding these universal structures is the concept of binary
opposites. Human expression basically follows a pattern of polarity in dealing
with reality. In a work entitled Genesis as Myth Edmund Leach speaks of the
opposition of death versus life, God versus man, and allowable sexual relations
versus disallowed sexual relations.68 Leach argues that by including a large

number of stories about breaches of sexual morality (such as Lot and his
daughters, the men of Sodom and the angels), Genesis makes it appear that the
relationship between Abraham and Sarah was a virtuous one, even though Sarah
was his half-sister. The repetition and variations in these stories “add up to a
consistent message” that is not readily apparent to the modern reader.69 Most
interpreters would not notice this emphasis upon incest and sexual morality that
Leach sees embedded within the deeper structure of Genesis.
A less radical sort of structuralism is found in an analysis of Genesis 32 by R.
Martin-Achard. In this study the author notes the prominence of the concept of
blessing, a theme that goes back to Genesis 12. Moreover, Jacob’s struggle with
the angel is a revelation of the struggle that Israel as a nation will face in the
future.70 The pattern will be repeated, but on a national level.
Because of its emphasis upon the synchronic approach, structuralism virtually
ignores the role of history. It is not important to understand the historical process
that produced a text or the sociological context (the Sitzim-Leben) that lay
behind the text. Instead, we must seek “to discover how the text produces
meaning” and what message lies encoded within the deep structure of the
literature itself.71 Such a search lays bare the “universals” that comprise the heart
of the message. Thus, the structuralist bypasses the normal rules of exegesis as
he looks for a more esoteric meaning in Scripture.

CONCLUSION
Although scholars in the twentieth century have uncovered much new
information about literary records from Old Testament times, these discoveries
have not ended the debate about the authorship of the Pentateuch. New
approaches to the study of the Pentateuch continue to be developed, some by
scholars as firmly committed to the non-Mosaic character of these books as
Wellhausen was a century ago. Yet at the same time the case for the Mosaic
authorship has been strengthened by our increasing knowledge about the history,
culture, and religion of the ancient Near East. Even among more recent
approaches to the Pentateuch, such as form criticism and rhetorical criticism,
evidence has been found that supports the unity of the five books and the view
that Moses was indeed the main author. Not all have been convinced by the data,
but the documentary hypothesis is shaky at best and before long may have to be
given up entirely by the scholarly world.
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3

GENESIS

In many ways Genesis is the most interesting and most difficult book in the
Pentateuch. With its fascinating account of the creation of the world and of
mankind, Genesis takes the reader back to paradise and allows him to see man’s
perfection and glory. Just as quickly, however, we see the collapse of mankind
and the horrible consequences of sin. Both the account of creation and the flood
involve many issues that impinge upon science and are not easy to resolve.
When all seemed lost, God took Abraham and made of him a nation that would
be God’s instrument of blessing to the entire world. Most of Genesis traces the
development of Abraham’s family and follows in detail the storied lives of Isaac,
Jacob, and Joseph.

TITLE
In Hebrew the first words of a book are sometimes taken as the title, so
Genesis is known as “In the beginning” (berē’šît), a most appropriate name in
light of the emphasis upon origins. A number of scholars prefer to translate these
opening words as “When God began to create,” but such a rendering needlessly
complicates the syntax of the first three verses and grammatically does not
appear to be preferable. Besides, the gospel of John seems to pattern its prologue
after the words of Genesis when it starts with “In the beginning was the Word,”
and then notes all things were made through Him (John 1:1, 3, 10).
The English title, “Genesis,” comes from the Greek word geneseōs,
“beginning” or “generations,” which was used in the Septuagint. As noted
earlier, this was really a translation of the Hebrew term tôledôt, which occurs
eleven times in the book and serves as a convenient outline indicator.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE
Genesis was written as a prologue to the rest of the Bible, for it gives us an
account of the origin of the universe, of the physical world, of human life and
cultures, and of the nation of Israel. Many of the great questions that have
puzzled mankind through the ages are dealt with deftly and succinctly in the
opening chapters. Not only are we given a brief and majestic account of creation,
but we also learn how sin entered the world and how it ruined God’s original
creation. After the judgment of the flood, Moses described the growth of the
nations and how they were scattered in the wake of the sad attempt to build the
Tower of Babel. Mankind wanted to build that tower to “make a name” for
themselves (Gen. 11:4), but instead God chose Abram and promised to make his
name great and to build him into a great nation (Gen. 12:2).
From chapter 12 onward, Moses concentrates upon Abram, Isaac, Jacob, and
Joseph. He showed how this Hebrew nation grew and developed. Since Moses
himself lived when Israel was liberated from its slavery in Egypt, it was
important for the people to understand how they arrived in Egypt and why they
had lived there for such a lengthy period. The role played by Joseph helped to
explain the reason for the long sojourn in Egypt (also cf. 15:13–14).
The book of Genesis also supplied important information about the land of
Canaan, which Moses and the Israelites were about to invade. In 9:25 we are told
about the curse on Canaan, and chapters 18–19 describe the immorality and
destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah. That same destruction now lay ahead for
all of Canaan, for the sins of the Amorites had “reached its full measure” (Gen.
15:16). Not far from Canaan were located the nations of Moab, Ammon, and
Edom, and early in her history Israel battled the people of Amalek and Midian.
What was the origin of these troublesome neighbors who became a thorn in
Israel’s side? Again, Genesis provides the answers, for Lot was the father of
Moab and Ammon (19:36–38), Edom and Amalek were descended from Esau
(36:1, 12), and Midian was a son of Abraham through his wife Keturah (25:12).
In spite of the close blood ties, however, these nations were often at each other’s
throats (cf. Ex. 17:8–16).

LITERARY STRUCTURE
Genesis is divided into two unequal sections, chapters 1–11 and 12–50. The
first section deals quickly with the origin of the universe and the creation of
man, tracing the fall of Adam and the rapid growth of sin. Following a detailed
account of the devastation brought by the flood, Moses shows how the
descendants of Noah’s three sons repopu-lated the world. Throughout these early
chapters the emphasis geographically is upon the region of Mesopotamia, and
the events cover many thousands of years.
The second section focuses on the patriarch Abraham, whom God called from
his homeland to make a new beginning in the land of Canaan. This is in actuality
the third “beginning” in Genesis (after Adam and Noah), and this time God
promised to form a new nation through whom “all peoples on earth will be
blessed” (Gen. 12:3). The contents of this Abrahamic covenant are repeated and
amplified in several other passages. Abraham is given further details in 17:6–8
and 22:11–18; Isaac in 26:4; and Jacob in 28:3, 14, and 35:11. As the book
unfolds, Abraham and his descendants are told that the land of Canaan will be
theirs as an everlasting possession. Although Canaan is the land of promise, the
country of Egypt also plays a key role in Abraham’s family history. He himself
spent a brief time there during a famine (12:10–20), and the drama surrounding
Joseph and his brothers takes place mainly in Egypt (chaps. 37–50). Even Isaac
was tempted to take refuge in Egypt during a famine, but God told him to stay in
Canaan (26:1–2). Mesopotamia remains important as the region where Isaac’s
wife, Rebekah, lived (chap. 24) and where Jacob spent twenty years in exile,
marrying Rachel and Leah and raising a family (chaps. 28–31). Most of chapters
12–50, however, are centered geographically upon Canaan and Egypt. Unlike
the first eleven chapters, the last thirty-eight cover only about four hundred
years.
It is common among scholars to relegate Genesis 1–11 to the realm of
mythology and to consider chapter 12 as the start of the historical section, but
from a literary standpoint such a sharp distinction is difficult to make. In an
article entitled “The Literary Form of Genesis 1–11,” Walter Kaiser notes that
these chapters contain “64 geographical terms, 88 personal names, 48 generic
names and at least 21 identifiable cultural items” (such as wood, metals,
buildings, musical instruments).1

THE LITERARY STRUCTURE OF GENESIS
Part 1: The Origin of All Things
Introduction and Creation
The Account of the Heavens and the Earth
The Account of Adam
The Account of Noah
The Account of Shem, Ham, and Japheth
The Account of Shem (chosen)

1:1–2:3
2:4–4:26
5:1–6:8
6:9–9:28
10:1–11:9
11:10–26

Part 2: The History of God’s People
11:27–25:11
The Account of Terah (Abraham)
The Account of Ishmael (not chosen)
25:12–18
The Account of Isaac (chosen)
25:19–35:29
The Account of Esau (not chosen)
36:1–43
[The Account of Esau Repeated]
[36:9]
The Account of Jacob (chosen)
37:2–50:26
He concludes that Genesis 1–11 is prose and not poetry and that historical
narrative best describes the form of these chapters.2 Hence, when the New
English Bible translates Genesis 11:1 “Once upon a time,” it is badly misleading
the reader about the nature of the Tower of Babel episode.
Another important factor in any analysis of Genesis 1–11 is the use of the
introductory formula “This is the account of” (or “These are the generations of”)
in 2:4; 5:1; 6:9; 10:1; 11:10; and 11:27. This formula occurs another five times
in the second half of the book (25:12; 25:19; 36:1; 36:9; and 37:2) where we are
given information about the activities and families of Ishmael, Isaac, Esau, and
Jacob. There is nothing to indicate that the records about Adam and Noah are to
be understood any less historically than the material about Abraham and his
descendants.
Also of interest is the way the writer of Genesis consistently leaves his
discussion of the most important family members until the end. Cain’s
genealogy is presented before Seth’s (cf. 4:17, 25); the families of Japheth and
Ham are discussed prior to the sons of Seth (10:2, 6, 21); Ishmael precedes Isaac
(25:12, 19); and the account of Esau comes before the account of Jacob (38:1;

31:2).3
Such systematic features argue for the unity of Genesis and for a unified
interpretation of the whole book.
Another characteristic of Genesis that spans both sections is the occasional
use of an “oracle of destiny.” These verses occur in poetic form and contain
weighty predictions about the fate of an individual or nation. Usually a wordplay
of some sort is involved. The most famous example and one which has
messianic import is Genesis 3:15 with its reference to the battle between the
offspring of Eve and of the serpent. Other examples include the curse on Canaan
(9:24–27); the blessing upon Abraham and Rebekah (12:2–7; 24:60); Isaac’s
blessing upon Jacob and Esau (27:21–29, 39–40); and Joseph’s predictions about
the fate of Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker (40:13, 19).
When considering the overall structure of Genesis 1–11 we should also
mention the arrangement of the Babylonian Atrahasis Epic. Like Genesis, the
Atrahasis Epic describes creation and the beginnings and failures of mankind,
gives a list of individuals who lived before the flood and then describes the flood
itself.4 Although the specific content differs considerably from Genesis, it is
interesting to find a similar literary pattern in a text about as old as Abraham.

PROBLEMS IN GENESIS 1–11

The Nature of Genesis 1:1–2:3
Standing as an introduction to the book of Genesis is one of the most
magnificent and beautiful chapters in all of the Bible. In the scant space of
thirty-four verses we are given a majestic account of the creation of heaven and
earth during a six-day period. Not a word is wasted as Moses moves from the
creation of light in day one to the creation of man in His own image in day six.
This great work proceeds smoothly and effortlessly until at the end God declares
that “it was very good” (v. 31). When all had been completed God rested on the
seventh day and set it apart as a special day (2:3).
This remarkable chapter sets forth the work of creation in simplicity and
beauty, but how is it to be understood? Should we interpret it literally or
figuratively? Is it a literary gem or a scientific treatise—or both? Are the days
named 24-hour days or periods of undetermined length? Does the language
allow for evolutionary processes or are these completely ruled out? Each of these
issues has received lengthy attention and continues to challenge our generation
to a great degree. Even the most devout Christians differ sharply in their
approach to these questions.
In the study of “Literary Structure” above I tried to show that Genesis 1–11 is
essentially the same sort of literature as chapters 12–50. Yet Genesis 1 is written
in a kind of “elevated prose” that borders on the poetic.5 This needs to be
considered in the interpretation process. Although the account of creation is not
explicitly written as poetry—unlike Psalm 104, for example—there are poetic
features that do stand out. In Genesis 1:1 the Hebrew words for “in-thebeginning” (berē’šît) and “created” (bāra’) both begin with the letter b and thus
illustrate alliteration, a common poetic device. In verse 2 the words for
“formless” (tōhû) and “empty” (bōhû) are identical except for the first letter.
This kind of internal rhyme or “assonance” likewise occurs frequently in
Hebrew poetry. Compare the verbs “be fruitful and increase in number and fill”
(perû ûrebû ûmil’û) in verses 22 and 28 and note Psalm 122:6 where the
consecutive words pray, peace, and Jerusalem are very similar in sound (ša’alû

šelôm yerûšālayim). It is also noteworthy that the terms formless and empty are
usually found elsewhere in poetic passages rather than prose (cf. Jer. 4:23; Isa.
34:11), and this is also true of the word for “the deep” (tehôm), which occurs in
poetry thirty-one out of thirty-five times (but cf. Gen. 7:11 and 8:2) in the entire
Old Testament.
Normally, Hebrew poetry is identified by the parallel lines which exist in
succession to form a verse. In most modern translations, typography for books
such as Job, Psalms, and Proverbs makes use of indentation to show how the
parallelism of the lines is structured. Although Genesis 1 is by no means clearly
arranged in parallel lines, we should observe that verse 27 comes closest to this
pattern and consists of three parallel lines, each containing the word created.
Verses 24–25 likewise come close to poetry, and through a reversal of the terms
for “wild animals” and “livestock” present a chiastic pattern of a–b–b–a.
There is also a possibility that Genesis 1:1–2:3 is to be considered as a series
of stanzas or strophes. Several psalms are composed of a number of stanzas,
based either on the letters of the Hebrew alphabet, such as the eight-verse
segments of Psalm 119, or divided by refrains, as in Psalms 42–43 (cf. 42:5, 11;
43:5). The account of creation is of course divided into seven days, six of which
begin with “And God said,” and end with “And there was evening, and there was
morning.” Most of the days also contain the statement “And God saw that it was
good” or “very good” as in the case of verse 31. Verses 1–2 may very well be
the prologue to the creation account, and 2:1–3 form a fitting epilogue to the six
days of work. Note how the phrase “The heavens and the earth” (1:1; 2:1)
functions as a kind of “inclusio” signifying the beginning and end of the
pericope.
If there is in fact a poetic flavor to Genesis 1:1–2:3, we should be careful not
to expect too scientific a treatment of creation in these verses.6 After all, the
primary purpose of the chapter is theological, pointing to God as the Creator,
existing prior to His creation and sovereign over every aspect of creation. There
is no battle among the gods as in the Babylonian Enuma Elish, and those aspects
of creation that are often worshiped—such as the sun and moon—are not even
mentioned by name (cf. 1:15–16). Similarly, the stars are included in verse 16
almost as an afterthought, not as the highly significant astral bodies deified by
the Babylonians. Scholars have also pointed out that the great creatures of the
sea—so often identified by surrounding nations as evil deities (cf. Isa. 27:1)—
are presented in 1:21 as part of God’s creation and fully under His control. The
only hint of the divine comes in the account of the creation of man, who was
made “in the image of God” (1:27) at the climax of the entire creative week.
Everything else that God had made was placed under man’s rule.

The Meaning of “Day” in Genesis 1:1–2:3
Even if we agree that the theological teaching of Genesis 1 is paramount, we
must still strive to understand what this chapter tells us about the creation
process and how it relates to modern science. A key factor in this study is the
meaning of the word day and the major theories held by scholars.
The twenty-four-hour day theory. The most straightforward interpretation of
“day” is to understand it in terms of the rotation of the earth. The description of
each day ends with the statement “And there was evening, and there was
morning” (vv. 5, 8, 13, etc.), which ties in nicely with the separation of light
from darkness in day one. Each twenty-four-hour period is thus divided into
“day” and “night” (v. 5). Although it may be difficult to comprehend how God
could have accomplished so much in twenty-four hours, we recognize that He is
omnipotent, according to verses such as 3, 6, 9. He spoke the word “and it was
so” (vv. 7, 9, 11, 15, 24). On the seventh day God rested from His work (Gen.
2:3), and this is given as the reason the Israelites were to keep the Sabbath day in
Exodus 20:11. Such a direct correspondence implies that the Sabbath was the
same length as the seventh day of creation week.
Nevertheless, there are hints in Genesis 1 that twenty-four-hour days may not
have been intended. First, we observe that the sun was not created until day four
(v. 16), so how could days one–three have been regarded as solar days? This
argument has been countered by those who say that the creation of the sun did
take place in day one when God said, “Let there be light” (v. 3). Perhaps the sun
was hidden behind thick vapor until the fourth day.
A second argument focuses upon the amount of activity that took place on the
sixth day.7 Not only did God create all of the animals, but He created Adam and
told him to take care of the garden of Eden. Then God instructed Adam to give
names to all the animals and birds, and as he did this, Adam noticed that there
was “no suitable helper” for him among them. To rectify this loneliness, God
placed Adam into a deep sleep, took one of his ribs, and with it created Eve.
When Adam awoke he was delighted with his partner and said, “This is now
bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23). All of these events are
virtually impossible to squeeze into one twenty-four-hour day, even if the
animals were created instantly at the start of the day. It must have taken a long
time to name the animals and birds, and Adam’s excitement in verse 23 implies
that the creation of woman ended a lengthy period of loneliness.

The day-age theory. Diametrically opposed to the twenty-four-hour position
is the view that each day in Genesis 1 represents an indefinite period of time
roughly equivalent to a geologic age. If, as science teaches, the earth is millions
or even billions of years old, why compress the work of creation into six short
days? Advocates of the day-age theory point to verses such as Psalm 90:4, which
states that “a thousand years in your sight are like a day that has just gone by”
(cf. 2 Pet. 3:8). The “day of the Lord” apparently refers to an extended period of
time associated with the judgment of the wicked (cf. Isa. 13:6, 9). Since God is
eternal, He might have chosen to create the world in six stages covering millions
upon millions of years. An age by age creation could be implied by the wording
of Genesis 2:1: “Thus the heavens and the earth were completed in all their vast
array.”8 Although the geologic ages do not correspond neatly with the six days
of creation, scientists do agree with the general development of Genesis 1: the
existence of vapor and a watery mass preceded the separation of land and sea
prior to the appearance of life. Vegetable life came before the emergence of
animal life during the Cambrian period, and mankind represented the latest and
most complex form of life.
At certain points, however, Genesis 1 seems to differ sharply with modern
science. For instance, if each day represents a very long period, how did the
plants of day three survive if the sun was not created until day four? And how
did the process of pollination take place in plants if insects and birds were not
made until day five, two ages later?9 We might also object that although the
Hebrew word for “day” is a flexible one, it is stretching the point to make it refer
to periods thousands or millions of years long.
The intermittent-day theory. A third theory combines some of the features of
the first two views, though with important modifications. Usually held by
“progressive creationists,” this third theory “assumes that ‘evening … morning’
actually represents a 24-hour day that precedes each creative period that extends
into the present and will be ended only in the future.”10 In effect, each twentyfour-hour day introduces a new creative era in which God carries out the work of
that day. At some point in that era a new “day” begins and launches additional
creative activity, but it does not terminate the work of the preceding day or days.
This is particularly significant for days three and five, which cause problems for
the day-age theory. According to the intermittent-day hypothesis, fruit plants did
not appear earlier than the invertebrates and some of the vertebrates of day five.
Similarly, pollinating insects would have been created at the same time as the
land plants, once again combining the activity of days three and five.11 This
hypothesis suggests that we are now living in the creative period that comes

between the sixth and seventh days of Genesis 1:1–2:3. God is still at work,
though His main activity is the redemption of mankind.
Although there are definite advantages to the intermittent-day theory, it does
introduce a new set of difficulties. “Day” seems to mean “day” and “era” at the
same time, but there is really nothing in the text itself that points to such an era
subsequent to a “day.” In addition, this theory tends to ignore the division
between the days, for the refrain at the end of each day’s description implies the
end of that day’s activity. This is especially true of day six, where for the first
time we are told that all that God had made was very good and the definite
article is placed before the numeral: “the sixth day” (1:31). Chapter 2 begins
with the summary statement that “the heavens and the earth were completed,”
enabling God to rest on the seventh day (2:1–3).
The framework theory. In view of the chronological difficulties encountered
in a study of the Genesis account, scholars have also developed
nonchronological approaches to this chapter. One such approach emphasizes the
symmetry that exists between days one–three and days four–six. Day one
records the creation of light, whereas day four mentions specific “lights”—the
sun, moon, and stars. Day two speaks about the sky and the waters, and day five
tells how God made the birds and the fish. Day three emphasizes land, and day
six describes the creation of animals and mankind to inhabit the land. In each
case the first three days speak of the formation of a sphere or substance and the
next three days tell of the particular bodies or creatures that correspond to these
broader spheres.
FORMING
FILLING
Day 1 Light
Day 4
Sun, Moon, Stars
Day 2 Sky and Water Day 5
Birds, Fish
Day 3 Dry land
Day 6
Animals, Man
Day 7 God Rests12
The seventh day functions as a climax to the first six days and is set apart
from the others by the summary statement found in 2:1. When God finished His
work, He rested on the seventh day and “made it holy” (2:3) as a special day of
remembrance.
If there is in fact a correspondence between the two sets of three days, such a
structure would illustrate the beauty and symmetry of God’s creative work. It
would also solve the problem of accounting for the existence of vegetation and
plants in day three when the sun was not made until the fourth day. Yet the same
reference to seed-bearing plants and fruit-bearing trees in day three seems to
correspond more closely to the days of “filling” that are supposed to characterize

days four–six. In an attempt to refute the whole theory, E. J. Young also points
out that the “seas” are not mentioned until day three, but fish are created in day
five.13 In fairness it should be noted, however, that day two—which should
correspond to day five—does talk about both the waters under the expanse and
the waters above it.
The revelatory-day theory. A second nonchronological approach to Genesis 1
is the view that God revealed the account of creation to Moses in a vision that
lasted six literal days. God told His servant how He made the world in a
sequence that was not necessarily chronological but topical and logical.
According to this interpretation, the six days bear no relationship to the actual
time involved in creation.14
The revelatory-day theory would sidestep most of the difficulties involved in
reconciling science and Scripture, and there is little doubt that much of Genesis
1–11 was revealed to Moses by God. Yet when one reads Genesis 1 there is no
hint in any verse that these are six days of visionary experience. Instead, we are
given the distinct impression that each day is describing what God accomplished
on that day, and when He finished His work He rested on the seventh day. The
reference to the seventh day and God’s special blessing upon it is very difficult
to fit in with the revelatory-day theory.
“Seven days” in ancient Near Eastern literature. Although there are no
references to seven days of creation in other ancient literature, a seven-day
period is used on occasion to describe significant events. As in Genesis, it is
sometimes difficult to know whether one should interpret such references
literally or figuratively. In the Ugaritic Baal epic for example, we are told that
the god Baal built a palace in seven days. Does this mean that since he was
considered to be a powerful deity Baal constructed the palace in a one-week
period, or do the seven days represent a literary convention only loosely linked
to the actual time involved in the building process?15 In another Ugaritic epic,
the hero Keret takes a seven-day journey to the land of Udm, but unfortunately
we do not know the precise length of the trip.16 An interesting feature of “sevenday” references is the pattern that usually appears. Normally the days are
grouped in three sets of twos followed by a climactic seventh day.17 Although
such an arrangement could be used to support the symmetry of two sets of threes
proposed by the framework hypothesis, there is no example where the 2–2–2
pattern fails to make chronological progression. Of special interest is the
observation that the numerals modify the word day almost precisely as in
Genesis: “one day, a second day.” The definite article occurs only with the sixth
and seventh days in the biblical text.

Scholars have also noted that the number seven plays a role in the Babylonian
creation story, the Enuma Elish, which has been preserved on seven clay tablets.
These tablets describe how the god Marduk was able to defeat the goddess
Tiamat, the primeval salt-water ocean, and to make heaven and earth out of her
dead body. Marduk later has Tiamat’s husband, Kingu, killed and from his blood
creates man to perform manual labor for the gods. Outside of a few similarities,
the Babylonian account differs greatly from the biblical text, and the seven
tablets do not correspond very closely to the seven days of Genesis. The
polytheistic backdrop, the battles between the gods, and even the reason given
for the creation of mankind diverge sharply from Genesis 1.18

Creation and Evolution
Since the mid-1800s a battle has been raging between those who attribute the
origin of life to the creative work of God and those who point to an evolutionary
process. The latter approach was thrust into the limelight by the publication of
Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species in 1859, a book that popularized the
concept of natural selection developed by Thomas Malthus and Herbert Spencer.
Although some of Darwin’s ideas have been proved wrong, modern
evolutionists continue to draw upon his theories in their work. Most Christians
have rejected Darwin’s conclusions as contradictory to the testimony of Genesis,
but some have tried to harmonize Scripture and evolution by attributing the start
of the process to God. Adherents to a mediating position speak of theistic
evolution and understand Genesis as a succinct summary that can be reconciled
with an evolutionary viewpoint.
During the last few decades a great deal of research has enabled scientists to
understand more fully the physical and biological changes that occur in species,
and this study has given rise to the term “mi-croevolution” as opposed to
“macroevolution.” A growing number of Christians are willing to accept the idea
of limited evolution within the species while at the same time rejecting the more
theoretical and harder to demonstrate view that all life evolved from inorganic
matter and progressed through stages until man finally appeared.
Macroevolution. “The general theory of evolution” teaches that living
material came from nonliving through the process of spontaneous generation and
that all organisms have been produced from this living substance over a long
period of time. Down through the ages significant changes have given rise to
new forms of life that have become very different from their ancestors.

According to Darwin, the key to these changes was the impact of environmental
factors. Those organisms best suited to survive environmental conditions
succeeded in reproducing themselves, thus demonstrating their superiority. All
of this proceeded rather accidentally, and the evolutionist sees no need of finding
any intrinsic purpose or meaning in the universe.19 Belief in a personal God is
not at all necessary in an evolutionary scheme of things.
Proof for macroevolution is generally sought in historical and comparative
studies. Historical arguments deal with the fossil records that purportedly show
how animals descended from common ancestors. Comparative arguments study
similarities of anatomy, physiology, and biochemistry with the underlying
assumption that such similarities indicate a common ancestry.20 Both sets of
arguments have been severely criticized, however. The fossil record fails
because there are too many gaps to prove ancestry, and in spite of decades of
study, these gaps are not disappearing. Comparative arguments can run aground
because even animals that are only distantly related can closely resemble one
another because they “have adapted to comparable habitats.”21 In recent studies
scientists are beginning to question the validity of long-accepted ways of
grouping animals and are suggesting new systems of classification.
Although macroevolution is commonly accepted as the best scientific
explanation of the origin of life, the fact remains that it is only a working
hypothesis and is as hard to prove as creationism. Macroevolution remains
intertwined with naturalistic presuppositions and is very difficult to reconcile
with Genesis and its description of a transcendent, loving God.
Microevolution. “The special theory of evolution” teaches that there are
changes within a species and that this diversification can sometimes lead to the
formation of a new species or variety. Through the process of natural selection,
because of environmental factors, mutations occur that affect subsequent
generations in a significant way.
For example, scientists have observed the development of parasitic insects
that are resistant to insecticides. The scale insects that infect the citrus trees of
southern California no longer are easily destroyed by spraying with a cyanide
poison. Industrial pollution played an important role in the dominant color of the
peppered moth Biston betularia as observed in a British study. Since this moth
rests on tree trunks by day, the light-colored variety was easy prey for birds in
cities where the trees had been blackened by pollution. Over the years darkpigmented moths predominated in the cities, whereas light-pigmented ones were
more common in rural areas where they were not nearly as conspicuous.22 Skin
pigmentation among humans probably is related to the amount of exposure to the

sun experienced by population groups. The people who live close to the equator
tend to have a darker skin, which affords some protection against the damaging
rays of the sun, whereas residents of northern Europe, where the sunlight is
rarely intense, have very light skin.23
Microevolution is regarded with some favor by biblical interpreters who can
accept development within a species without doing violence to Genesis. When
God created the various kinds of life, He set limits to the developmental process,
but creation itself need not exclude differentiation within each kind. The
paleontologist George Gaylord Simpson observed that the fossil record probably
illustrated microevolution rather than the much more controversial
macroevolution. Yet the changes seen in microevolution provide evidence for
those who believe that similar but more dramatic changes produced new
families, orders, and phyla down through the ages.

Changes in Evolutionary Thought since Darwin
The twentieth century has been an era of unprecedented growth in human
knowledge, and the study of biological sciences has been no exception.
Scientists have been able to make significant advances in their understanding of
life and its transmission. As a result, a number of the theories held by Charles
Darwin have been proved wrong, and evolutionary thinkers have had to modify
their approach to certain issues. That does not mean that Darwinism is dead, but
it does raise new questions about the validity of macroevolution.
Spontaneous generation. According to many ancient and medieval thinkers,
life originally came from nonliving substance. Plants and animals could have
had their beginning under special conditions without the intervention of a divine
intelligence. Fueled by the discovery of microscopic organisms in nature, the
theory of spontaneous generation provided a reasonable explanation of the origin
of life until it was disproved by a series of scientific experiments. In 1861, only
two years after the publication of The Origin of Species, Louis Pasteur used a set
of swan-necked flasks to demonstrate the difference between contaminated and
uncontaminated air and to show the unlikelihood of spontaneous generation.
Through the efforts of John Tyndall, Pasteur’s conclusions were confirmed, and
it was proved that only life produces life.24
Undaunted, other scholars have argued that a different set of conditions must
have existed millions of years ago to bring about spontaneous generation.
Through tightly controlled experiments, scientists have been able to turn simple

molecules into larger molecules, but they have not been able to produce any kind
of self-reproducing organism.25 Still other theorists have suggested that seeds
were brought to earth from another world, perhaps by meteorites or cosmic dust.
Panspermia, as this theory is called, has little real scientific support and is
unlikely to resolve the dilemma faced by the naturalist.26
Embryology. A key plank in Darwin’s evolutionary structure was the socalled biogenetic law that “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny.” This “law” taught
that a human embryo goes through stages that resemble the way it actually
evolved. At first the human embryo resembles a fish, then an amphibian, then a
reptile, and finally a mammal. This theory developed from the work of Karl
Ernst von Baer (1792–1876), who noticed close similarities in the embryos of
birds, lizards, snakes, and mammals, especially in their early stages. Each has
visceral (pharyngeal) pouches in the same area where a fish develops gills, but
the human embryo never really possesses gills nor any gill-like function.27 The
resemblance is only general and quite unrelated to the gill slits of adult fish. In
fact, the stages the human embryo goes through are different from the adult
forms of the organisms from which they allegedly evolved. True, embryos are
very similar in the early stages of development, but in each succeeding stage the
differences increase as the patterns inherent in the genes are worked out.
Most modern biologists do not accept the recapitulation theory and the
biogenetic law as stated therein. Instead, they continue to point out the
similarities between the embryos of higher organisms and the embryos of the
presumed ancestral forms. In this more moderate fashion, they maintain their
evolutionary perspective but without the “proof” they once thought embryology
afforded.
Heredity. Armed with his doctrine of natural selection, Darwin was
nonetheless stymied by his inability to account for the origin of variations. To
some extent he was influenced by Chevalier de Lamarck’s theory of “the
inheritance of acquired characteristics.” Lamarck believed that the environment
affected an organism’s “life fluid” and that an organism’s ability to adapt could
be inherited by its offspring. According to Darwin, environmental influence
caused the body to produce gemmules, particles that it sent into the blood and to
the sex organs. These gemmules were supposed to play an important role in
determining hereditary characteristics. All of this speculation was laid to rest by
the research of Gregor Mendel, an Austrian monk, who developed the particulate
theory of genetics not long after Darwin. Through careful experimentation,
Mendel learned that inheritance particles (called “genes”) in an organism’s
reproductive cells determined what the offspring would be like. Heredity was not

a haphazard process but operated within closely defined limits.
Since the work of Mendel, scientists have discovered that genes can be altered
by mutation, which “involves a change in the arrangement of bases in a DNA
strand” and does alter heredity patterns.28 Such changes are generally minor,
however, and do not seem to yield the radical transformations needed for
macroevolution. Each organism has a “basic body plan,” and though this plan
may be altered to a considerable degree, there are limits to the changes effected,
owing to the very nature of the genetic code. Through artificial selection
breeders have been able to increase the egg production of a white leghorn flock
from 125.6 eggs per hen each year to 249.1 eggs a year over a period of thirtytwo years, but they were not able to change the shape of the egg. There may be
substantial variation, but it always operates within limits.29
Punctuated equilibrium. A cornerstone of Darwinism has been the concept of
gradual evolution over a long period of time, but in more recent years scholars
have become dissatisfied with this explanation, partially because the gaps in the
fossil record have not been filled. Harvard University professor Stephen Jay
Gould, along with Niles Eldredge of the American Museum of Natural History,
is advocating the view that lengthy eons of almost no change were interrupted,
or “punctuated,” by periods of rapid change.30 Millions of years may go by
before any progress is seen. If these times of change were relatively rapid, it is
possible that more of the transitional forms survived in the fossil record.
While the theory of punctuated equilibrium can garner some support from the
abrupt changes that have been observed in certain plant species, the mechanism
by which such changes occurred in higher organisms remains to be explained.
Lester and Bohlin argue that the processes and patterns involved in punctuated
equilibrium are either poorly understood or virtually unknowable. Like the NeoDarwinists, adherents of this theory must extrapolate from observable microevolutionary processes to unobservable macroevolution, a procedure that requires as
much faith as someone who believes in creation.31 Such a hypothesis depends on
the faith of the adherent and in this respect is no different than belief in creation.

Theistic Evolution
To a greater or lesser extent a number of Christians have tried to merge the
teaching of the Bible and of evolution without denying the validity of either.
Although they accept the reality of a personal God who created the world, they

believe that He may have used the mechanism of evolution to bring about the
vast variety of life as we now know it. Creation is not necessarily diametrically
opposed to evolution, for God may have set the evolutionary process in
motion.32
Those who hold to theistic evolution interpret the early chapters of Genesis
along figurative or poetic lines. If Genesis gives only a general description of
beginnings, it may be flexible enough to coexist with evolution. Because of the
details given when God made man, some scholars argue that evolution ended
before Adam came on the scene as a special creation of God. Others believe that
the physical part of man did evolve from the higher animal orders, but at a
certain point God endowed this creature with a soul and stamped His own image
upon him.
A careful study of Genesis 1 and 2, however, does raise serious questions
about the possibility of this latter view of man’s origin. Genesis 2:7 specifically
says that “the Lord God formed the man from the dust of the ground.” Nowhere
else does “dust” mean “animal” or “hominid.” If “dust” could somehow be
interpreted as a metaphor for “animal,” one could argue that the clause “the man
became a living being” might mean that a primate was given a soul representing
“the image of God” (cf. 1:27) and at that point was transformed into a man. But
such a view violates the usage of “living being” (nepeš hayyá), which refers to
livestock and other animals in 1:24, where it is translated “living creatures” (also
cf. 1:20–21). Apparently “living being” refers to physical life rather than mental
or spiritual capacity, and the same is true of the reference to putting the breath of
life in one’s nostrils (cf. Job 27:3; Isa. 2:22). Adam was not alive in any sense of
the word before God fashioned him, and later, when sin had taken its toll, Adam
would return to the dust from which he had been made (Gen. 2:19). Clearly this
refers to physical death.
After God created the first man, He proceeded to fashion a woman from
Adam’s rib. Here again the biblical language is almost impossible to harmonize
with an evolutionary hypothesis. The text states that Eve was formed quickly
and that she was a separate creation from man (Gen. 2:22). In an article that
wrestles with the issue of creation and evolution, Davis Young points out that
the temporal priority of Adam before Eve is in itself an argument against an
evolutionary approach to the origin of mankind.33

The Age of Man

If Adam and Eve were special creations of God, how long ago were they
made and how do they relate to the humanlike fossils analyzed by
anthropologists? Was there a pre-Adamic race, or have some of the fossils been
mistakenly identified as human? And how much time does the Bible allow since
the creation of Adam? None of these issues can be handled easily, whatever
one’s viewpoint may be. There does seem to be a growing consensus among
evangelicals that man in the biblical sense did not precede the Neanderthal man,
the Homo sapiens of about 50,000 years ago,34 but others argue for a more
recent date of 10,000 to 30,000 years ago.35
The case for the Neanderthal man rests upon his use of a rather developed
chipped stone, his burial practices, and his cranial capacity and erect posture,
even though his skeletal structure was heavier than modern man. Cro-Magnon
man who lived from ten to thirty thousand years ago was apparently highly
intelligent and made use of fetishes and sympathetic magic in his religious
practices.36 The so-called Australopithecus man and Homo erectus (the
Pithecanthropines) are more primitive hominids and are probably best
considered as subhuman primates, even though some of them did use various
tools. Some Bible scholars would also relegate the Neanderthal and Cro-Magnon
“men” to the category of hominids and place Adam and Eve after all of them.
Part of the reason for this is the advanced state of civilization given in Genesis
4:17–22. The existence of agriculture and animal husbandry sounds much more
like Neolithic than Palaeolithic times and points to a date later than 10,000
B.C.37 On the other hand, it is possible that after the fall man’s cultural condition
deteriorated along with the spiritual status, and he may not have recovered early
levels of culture and civilization until millennia had passed. Spiritual
degeneration was so thorough that God had to destroy mankind with a flood
(Gen. 6:5–7), putting an end to any cultural achievements at the same time.
In 1987 scientists made use of the mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA) to
reconstruct the family tree of modern humans and decided that we all descended
from one female who lived about 200,000 years ago in Africa or Asia. Since the
mitochondrial DNA is inherited only from the mother, geneticists dubbed the
woman “mitochondrial Eve” and discussed the remarkable biological
brotherhood to which their findings pointed. Although the mtDNA can provide
valuable information about when and where a particular species originated, there
are nonetheless serious problems about the interpretation of the data. One point
of discussion is whether this woman belonged to the archaic sapiens species or
to the later Homo sapiens branch.38

If it turns out that a number of ancient fossils are human, some scholars are
prepared to argue that they belong to a pre-Adamic race that had no direct
connection with Adam and his descendants. Such “men” were created by God
but were destroyed in a great catastrophe that occurred between Genesis 1:1 and
1:2. According to this so-called “gap theory” the fall of Satan precipitated the
crisis that may have included a great flood followed by a global ice age. Most of
the fossils of plants, animals, and men may be attributed to this earlier
destruction.39
Although such a theory can conveniently “solve” a number of problems posed
by modern science, it is difficult to derive from the biblical text. Genesis 1:2
seems to describe the condition of the earth just before God began to form it and
fill it during the six days of creation. Neither the word formless nor empty nor
darkness has to connote the presence of evil.40 God made both the day and the
night, and the sun and moon were created to “govern” each period (Gen. 1:5–
18). To establish a gap between verses 1 and 2, one must translate “the earth
became formless” rather than “was formless.” Yet this is almost impossible to
do, because the Hebrew waw consecutive could have been used to express
“became” much more clearly. In all probability verse 2 is a circumstantial clause
closely linked with verse 1 to form a prologue to the chapter.
Another factor in this discussion about the age of man is the genealogies
found in Genesis 5 and 11. Is it not possible to compute the ages given in these
chapters and establish an approximate date for the creation of Adam and Eve?
Unfortunately, the matter is much more complicated than it would appear at first
glance because we probably are not given an unbroken genealogy of fathers and
sons. When the Bible says that Seth “became the father of Enosh” (Gen. 5:6), it
could mean that Seth became the father of a boy who had a son or grandson
named Enosh. “Father” can also mean “grandfather” or “ancestor,” and it is
sometimes difficult to know which is intended.
In the case of Adam and Lamech one can argue that Seth and Noah are literal
sons, partly because the naming of the child is mentioned (5:3, 29). The
genealogy of Christ in Matthew 1 for the most part lists actual fathers and sons,
but the reference to “Jehoram the father of Uzziah” overlooks the fact that
Jehoram was the great-great-grandfather of Uzziah. Similarly, “the children born
to Jacob by Zilpah” (Gen. 46:18) includes great-grandsons.
The phenomenon of omitting names from lists can be illustrated from
extrabiblical material also. Professor Kenneth Kitchen has referred to the
Abydos King List in Egypt—which leaves out three whole groups of kings in a
list that is otherwise continuous—and to the Sumerian King List in

Mesopotamia, which also omits entire dynasties.41 This combination of
continuous and broken genealogy could very well be applied to Genesis 5 and 11
also.
Part of the rationale for a selective genealogy is found in the symmetrical
pattern seen in the two chapters. Chapter 5 lists ten names from Adam to Noah,
and chapter 11 has ten generations from Shem to Abram. This structure is
evident also in Matthew 1, which divides Christ’s genealogy into three dual sets
of names: fourteen generations “from Abraham to David, fourteen from David to
the exile to Babylon, and fourteen from the exile to the Christ” (Matt. 1:17). As
noted above, three names were omitted in the last line of verse 8.
If we allow for flexibility in the genealogies of Genesis 5 and 11, we can also
better account for the date of the flood, which was already ancient history for
Gilgamesh of Uruk, who lived about 2800 or 2700 B.C.42 A strict interpretation
of Genesis 11 would place the flood at about 2300 B.C., far later than even the
start of the First Dynasty of Egypt about 3000 B.C.
In view of the strong probability that the genealogies in Genesis 5 and 11 are
selective, do they shed any light at all on the age of man? Some interpreters
would argue that there are no limits whatever, and that if human beings roamed
the earth at 1,000,000 B.C. this would not contradict Genesis. Others protest that
such a stretching of the genealogy would hopelessly distort the biblical record.
Are there hundreds or even thousands of names missing from these lists?43
Judging from the other genealogies in the Bible, we know that omissions do
occur, but not on the scale required for such a lengthy period of time. Even if
Genesis 5 and 11 are treated as a special case with scores of names omitted, it
would be difficult to push Adam and Eve much earlier than 50,000 B.C.
Happily, such a figure coincides with the estimate of some anthropologists and
geologists who are wrestling with both the biblical and scientific data.44 Any
date prior to 50,000 B.C. would seem to be stretching the genealogies to the
breaking point.

The Identity of the “Sons of God” in Genesis 6:2
As part of the sin and corruption that led to the Noahic flood, Genesis 6:14
refers to the marriages between the sons of God and the daughters of men. It is
clear that these relationships were highly displeasing to the Lord, but
controversy surrounds the identification of “the sons of God.” Are we to

understand by this a kind of invasion of earth by angels, or is it a case of mixed
marriages between believers and unbelievers or perhaps an escalation of the
polygamy begun in Genesis 4:19? Each of these views has strong adherents.
The angel interpretation. One of the oldest views identifies the “sons of God”
with fallen angels who lusted after beautiful women and cohabited with them.
This interpretation is found in the book of Enoch, a pseudepigraphal work
probably written in the centuries just before the birth of Christ.45 Another work
from the same period is “The Genesis Apocryphon,” an Aramaic midrash
discovered among the Dead Sea Scrolls at Qumran. In column II, Noah’s father,
Lamech, suspects that his wife was impregnated by an angel, a heavenly
“Watcher,” and has to be convinced to the contrary.46 Philo, Josephus, and a
number of the church Fathers also subscribed to this view.
Perhaps the strongest argument for the angel hypothesis is that the expression
benê ’elōhîm (“the sons of God”) refers exclusively to angels in the Old
Testament, although it appears elsewhere only in Job (1:6; 2:1; 38:7). In the first
two instances, however, Satan comes with “the sons of God” to present his case
against Job, so the connection with fallen angels is apparent—”sons of God”
means “supernatural ones,” just as “sons of the prophets” means “members of
the prophetic guild,” not literal sons of recognized prophets (cf. 1 Sam. 10:5; 1
Kings 20:35). In the New Testament, the “sons of God” are individual believers
(cf. 1 John 3:1–2), but this is quite different from the Old Testament meaning.
Likewise, the contrast in Genesis 6:2 between “the sons of God” and “the
daughters of men” points to two spheres—one heavenly and the other earthly.
Although angels are normally portrayed as spiritual beings, when they do
appear on earth they are consistently called men (cf. Dan. 10:5, 16). The angels
entertained by Abraham looked like men and ate a sumptuous meal hastily
prepared by Sarah and the servants (Gen. 18:1–8). In the next chapter, two of the
men are called “angels” (mal’ākîm) as they entered Sodom to warn Lot of the
imminent destruction coming upon the cities of the plain (Gen. 19:1). Ironically,
the two angels became targets of the sexually depraved men of Sodom. In
Numbers 22:22 the angel of the Lord, holding a drawn sword, stood in Balaam’s
path, and Joshua bowed before a similarly armed man identified as commander
of the Lord’s army (Josh. 5:13–15). If this “male” orientation also applies to
fallen angels, we could compare their lust for human flesh to the desire of
demons for a body in the New Testament.
A final argument supporting the identification of the sons of God with angels
comes from the New Testament. In 2 Peter 2:4–6 the apostle refers in successive
verses to the sins of angels, the Noahic flood, and the destruction of Sodom and

Gomorrah. Since two of the three events are found in Genesis, the third may be
also, and 6:1–4 is the only possible reference. The book of Jude places the sin of
angels in juxtaposition to the sexual immorality of Sodom and Gomorrah (vv. 6–
7), with the implication that the angels may have been guilty of a sexual offense
also. If angels were indeed involved on earth with women, the grossness of this
sin could provide another reason for the flood. Something terrible must have
been happening for God to take such drastic action against mankind.
In spite of the advantages of the angel hypothesis, it does face some serious
objections. In the gospels, Christ states that after the resurrection people will not
marry but will be like the angels in heaven (Matt. 22:30; Mark 12:25; Luke
20:34–36). This implies that angels never did and never will marry, so how
could they be involved in the marriages of Genesis 6:2? In response one might
argue that perhaps God did allow angels to marry at one time, but it clearly was
impossible after the flood.
A second major objection has to do with the absence of other references to
angels anywhere else in Genesis 1–11. And why use the more obscure “sons of
God” rather than the common mal’āk, the word for “angel” or “messenger”
found in Genesis 19:1 and in each of the passages where “the angel of the Lord”
(Gen. 16:7, 9, 11; 22:11, 15) or “the angel of God” (Gen. 21:47; 31:11) appears?
Moreover, if angels were as guilty as men in adding to sin and corruption on
earth, why is there no reference to the judgment of angels anywhere in the
chapter? Yet Victor Hamilton has pointed out that the punishment is not directly
aligned with the criminals, for the animals and birds perished even though the
sin belonged to mankind (Gen. 6:5–7).47
The godly-line-of-Seth interpretation. The view that probably is preferred by
most evangelicals today understands “the sons of God” to be a reference to
descendants of the godly man Seth. Turning their backs on their godly heritage,
these men intermarried with unbelieving women from the line of Cain and
produced offspring renowned for their wickedness. With the spiritual collapse of
the descendants of Seth, God pronounced judgment upon mankind in toto and
sent a flood to wipe them off the face of the earth.
This view has in its favor its agreement with the strong polemic in Genesis
against intermarriage with unbelievers. Whether we look at Abraham’s
instruction to his servant not to get a wife for Isaac “from the daughters of the
Canaanites” (Gen. 24:3) or at Rebekah’s distress over Esau’s Hittite wives
(26:34–35; 27:46), the message is the same: do not intermarry with pagan
neighbors. Jacob had to flee for his life after he deceived Isaac, but his stay in
Paddan-Aram resulted in his marriage to Leah and Rachel, relatives of Abraham.
Thus, if the sin of Genesis 6:2 was intermarriage, it would fit in nicely with the

overall teaching of the book.
A second line of argument focuses on the use of “sons” to refer to human
beings. Usually the context in which “sons” appears is talking about the children
of Israel or God’s chosen people (Deut. 14:1; 32:5; Isa. 43:6), even though their
behavior often left much to be desired. But Hosea 1:10 looks forward to the day
when the rebellious Israelites “will be called ‘sons of the living God.’ ” The
complete phrase “sons of God” is never applied to men, but Adam is called “the
son of God” in the genealogy of Christ (Luke 3:38). Since Genesis 5 presents the
genealogy of man from Adam to Noah and since it specifies that Adam was
made “in the likeness of God” (v. 1), perhaps Genesis 6:2 employs the phrase
“sons of God” with reference to the godly line of Seth that takes up the rest of
Genesis 5. If that is true, “the daughters of men” would refer to the descendants
of Cain, whose lineage was famous for its cultural achievements but not for its
godliness (Gen. 4:17–24). The offspring of these marriages unfortunately
behaved more like Cain than Seth and accelerated the evil inclinations of
mankind. And it was man’s wickedness—not the activity of fallen angels—that
is singled out in Genesis 6:5.
Whereas the Seth hypothesis has some important advantages, it too encounters
some major problems. Perhaps the most serious is the identification of “the
daughters of men” with “the daughters of Cain.” What evidence can prove that
all the daughters of Cain were wicked and all the sons of Seth were godly? Were
their respective lines kept completely separate and were they uniformly good or
evil? Because of the flood being prepared by God, the inference is that by this
time many of the descendants of Seth were also wicked. If so, why would they
be called “the sons of God,” that is, “godly sons”? The main contrast in the two
phrases is between “God” and “men” (’ādām), and this indicates that “the sons
of God” did not belong to the sphere of mankind.
The dynastic-ruler interpretation. In light of the difficulties inherent in the
other two views, Meredith Kline has suggested that “sons of God” refers to kings
or dynastic rulers primarily descended from Cain.48 These rulers continued the
civilization described in 4:17–24 and like Lamech in 4:19 were guilty of
polygamy. “The daughters of men” were the members of the harems possessed
by these kings as a sign of their wealth and prestige.
Support for this theory comes first of all from the use of ’elōhîm (“God” or
“gods”) in the limited sense of “judges” in Exodus 21:6; 22:8–9; and possibly
Psalm 82:6. Understood in this fashion, “sons of the judges” could refer to a
succession of kings and the authority they wielded. Second, one could point to
examples in other Near Eastern literature where kings are referred to as the son
of a particular deity. In Egypt the pharaoh was quite clearly regarded as divine,

while in other nations a king could be called a god’s son because he was chosen
as ruler and enjoyed the god’s favor. In the Old Testament, Solomon is called
God’s son because he would succeed David as king (2 Sam. 7:14), and there
does seem to be a special father–son relationship between God and the king from
this time on (cf. Ps. 2:7). God chose David’s family to be the ruling dynasty in
Israel, and He endowed them with the strength and wisdom to be effective kings.
Yet this concept is not found in Scripture until 1000 B.C. and is difficult to read
back into Genesis 6.
A third line of support for the dynastic ruler theory comes from the Sumerian
King List, which tells us that, before the flood, kingship was lowered from
heaven and eight monarchs enjoyed very long reigns.49 The tradition about these
kings—though usually compared with Genesis 550—might be reflected in
Genesis 6:1–4 with its references to “the sons of God” and “the heroes of old,
men of renown.” If the antediluvian kings were descended from Cain, they
would form a parallel line to the great heroes of Seth listed in Genesis 5.
Although Kline’s interpretation has some attractive features, it suffers from
lack of evidence. Why were not “the sons of God” called “kings” or “rulers” if
that was intended, and why is the subject of polygamy mentioned so indirectly?
The paragraph is admittedly an obscure one, but the first two theories supply
more adequate solutions.

The Extent of the flood
Few issues have been as controversial as the debate between those who
believe that the Bible teaches a universal flood and those who are convinced that
a local flood better fits the data. Since the publication of The Genesis flood by
John Whitcomb and Henry Morris in 1961, the debate has been particularly
spirited.51 Whitcomb and Morris have attempted to buttress biblical arguments
with evidence from geology to demonstrate that the flood must have covered the
entire globe. Other scholars, such as Bernard Ramm and Davis Young, have
defended the local flood hypothesis, arguing that both Scripture and science
point to a limited rather than a worldwide flood.52 Most Christian geologists
favor a local flood, but biblical scholars are more evenly divided. As in other
issues when science and Scripture need to be reconciled, the amount of data is
mind-boggling and the interpretation of the evidence is anything but simple.
Evangelicals readily admit that God used the miraculous to accomplish His

purposes, but the number and scope of the miracles is hotly debated. We should
also point out that God has chosen to perform a large number of “water”
miracles and that all of them are hard to explain. In the Old Testament are the
crossing of the Red Sea and the Jordan River under Moses and Joshua and the
floating of the axe-head and purification of poisoned water by Elisha. During
Christ’s ministry on earth He changed the water to wine and He walked on the
Sea of Galilee. Throughout the Scriptures God has chosen to demonstrate His
sovereignty over water in a way that defies natural explanations, and this should
serve as a warning not to expect too many answers from a study of the Noahic
flood.
The case for a universal flood. Judging from the language used in Genesis 6
and 7, the flood was a catastrophe of global dimensions. God decided “to destroy
all life under the heavens” (6:17) because mankind had filled the earth with
corruption and violence. To carry out this judgment God commanded “all the
springs of the great deep” to burst forth, “and the floodgates of the heavens were
opened” (7:11). It rained for forty days and forty nights as tremendous amounts
of water were poured out upon the earth. This description seems to reverse the
work of creation, when God “separated the water under the expanse from the
water above it” (Gen. 1:7) and when He distinguished between the dry ground
and the seas (1:9–10). As the flood continued, everything disappeared in the
water, and the earth became formless and empty as it had once been. Ironically,
the word for “the deep” in Genesis 1:2 (tehôm) appears in 7:11, when the springs
of the great deep burst forth. It looks as if the whole earth is returning to a
watery chaos.
As the waters rose “all the high mountains under the entire heavens were
covered” to a depth of at least twenty feet (7:19–20). Since water seeks its own
level, how would it be possible to cover one high mountain without covering the
entire earth? Even if the Alps and Himalayas were excluded, hardly any creature
could have survived such a tremendous flood. According to 7:23, “Every living
thing on the face of the earth was wiped out,” including men, animals, and birds.
The only survivors were Noah and his family and all the creatures that had taken
refuge with them on the ark. If the flood were only local, why would it have
been necessary to take aboard animals and birds? Surely Mesopotamia would
have soon been replenished with creatures that had safely avoided the area
during the flood. The size of the ark also indicates how extensive this flood was,
for it measured approximately “450 feet long, 75 feet wide and 45 feet high”
(6:15). Such a ship could accommodate thousands of animals and birds, far more
than would be necessary if a localized area were intended.
Similarly, the duration of the flood tells us something about its extent. Noah

and his family were in the ark for more than a year, and according to John J.
Davis, “a flood which lasts 371 days cannot be anything short of universal.”53
Moreover, when God made a covenant with Noah after the flood, He promised
that He would never again destroy the earth by means of a flood (Gen. 9:11). In
view of the large numbers of devastating local floods that have ravaged our
planet since then, it would seem that God has either broken His promise or the
Noahic flood was worldwide.
Since the main purpose of the flood was to destroy sinful mankind, a strictly
Mesopotamian flood would be ineffective, unless everyone were still living in
that limited area. Yet when one looks at the longevity of antediluvian man, the
population must have increased rapidly, making it unlikely that the many
millions of people would all have been able to stay close to the Tigris and
Euphrates rivers.54 Did those who lived outside of Mesopotamia thereby escape
judgment? If so, a number of scholars argue that Peter’s warning about the future
day of judgment loses its impact. In 2 Peter 3:3–7 the apostle addressed those
who scoffed at the notion of a second coming and a day of reckoning. He
reminded them that the world of Noah’s day “was deluged and destroyed” as a
sign that “the present heavens and earth are reserved for fire” in a judgment that
will destroy all the ungodly (2 Pet. 3:6–7). Why would Peter compare the final
judgment with the Noahic flood unless the whole world were involved in both
events?
The case for the local flood. In spite of the formidable arguments in favor of a
global flood, a number of scholars have shown how the biblical data can point
equally well to a much more limited flood. Geographically, the account of Noah
and his family is set in Mesopotamia, and even after spending more than a year
in the ark, they landed “on the mountains of Ararat” (Gen. 8:4), the ancient area
of Urartu just to the north of Assyria. If Noah had been afloat for a year, why did
the ark not drift much farther than the few hundred miles to Urartu? When we
consider the vast size of the globe it is remarkable that Noah landed so close to
his starting point, unless the flood was restricted to Mesopotamia and the Near
East.
In other words, when the Bible speaks of the waters increasing on the earth
and covering “all the mountains under the entire heavens” (Gen. 7:19), it might
be referring to that area of the world familiar to Noah and his countrymen. From
their perspective the waters flooded the world that they knew and the mountains
they had seen, without at all intending to include the vast peaks hundreds and
thousands of miles away.
The Hebrew word for “earth” (’eres) is in fact often translated “land” or

“country,” and its meaning has to be determined by context. It may be
significant that the other common word for “world” (tēbēl) does not occur
anywhere in the flood narrative. Elsewhere in Genesis the word ’eres has the
same ambiguous sense in connection with another catastrophe, an extensive
famine. After Joseph wisely stored up grain in preparation for seven lean years,
the text says that the whole world descended upon Egypt to buy grain, “because
the famine was severe in all the world” (Gen. 41:57). According to most
interpreters, the famine affected Egypt and several other countries around the
Mediterranean Sea, but it is not necessary to think in terms of a “global” famine.
It was a Near Eastern famine restricted to the Mediterranean world. Perhaps
Peter’s reference to the floodwaters that destroyed “the world of that time” has a
similar limited sense (2 Pet. 3:6). In Colossians 1:23 Paul rejoices that the gospel
“has been proclaimed to every creature under heaven,” a statement very close to
Genesis 7:19 but clearly understood as hyperbole.
Although the local flood theory must wrestle with the problem of water
seeking its own level, those who believe that the flood was global have the
equally difficult problem of explaining where the water came from and also
where it went. A flood that covered mountains 15,000 feet high would require
several times more water than the earth presently holds. Where did all of this
water go? Genesis 8:1 says only that God “sent a wind over the earth, and the
waters receded.” Does this mean that the oceans were made deeper to contain
much larger amounts of water?55 Perhaps God did intervene in a miraculous way
to remove the water, but Genesis states that within a year the waters receded
enough to enable Noah and his family to disembark. This was a very short time
for so vast a runoff. A mixing of fresh water and salt water would also have
required a miracle to keep most of the fish from dying; yet the Bible says
nothing about preserving any fish in the ark.56
Since the ark did contain large numbers of animals and birds, however, a local
flood theory could make the task of caring for them more manageable. Noah and
his family had to feed these animals and birds (Gen. 6:21), an assignment that
would have been overwhelming if thousands of species from all over the world
were involved. But if the flood was limited to the Near East, it is easier to
understand how the animals of that region found the ark and how the eight
people on board were able to take care of them. Such a view still requires a
miracle to get the animals into the ark, but it reduces the scope of the miraculous
to bring it more in line with the biblical evidence.
At the end of the flood when Noah was trying to determine whether it was dry
enough to disembark, a dove brought to him “a freshly plucked olive leaf” (Gen.

8:11). Here was proof that the waters had receded and that at least one olive tree
had survived the flood. This would seem to indicate that the flood was not
geologically active and that the earth’s surface was relatively undisturbed.57
Additional evidence comes from the reference to the Tigris and Euphrates rivers,
in connection with the garden of Eden. Apparently they remained in
approximately the same riverbeds after the flood, for Genesis 2:14 states that the
Tigris ran along “the east side of Asshur,” the region known as Assyria in later
times (cf. Gen. 10:11).
Conclusion. Without question the problems associated with the flood are
challenging ones, and we must be careful about dogmatism. The judgment of
God was unleashed upon an unsuspecting world with awesome power and to this
day remains a warning of His great wrath. If the flood was global, the number of
miracles involved were greater than if it was local, but either way the miraculous
is clearly evident throughout the account. The issue is not what could God have
done, but what did He do in this great catastrophe. If one were to opt for
something less than a universal flood in view of the scientific problems inherent
in the universal flood approach, something on the order of a regional or
continental flood might be the best choice. This would explain the need for a
sizable ark and also account for the destruction of all mankind. It is unlikely that
a strictly Mesopotamian flood could have accomplished this, unless the world’s
population was much smaller than most calculations.
The Babylonian flood stories. Since the discovery of the library of
Ashurbanipal at Nineveh, scholars have been aware of another ancient account
of a flood that is somewhat similar to the biblical record. In tablet XI of the
Gilgamesh Epic, we have a description of the flood that wiped out everyone
except Utnapishtim and his family. Gilgamesh, king of Uruk around 2600 B.C.,
hears the story of the flood from his ances-ter in a visit to the underworld, where
he had journeyed in a vain attempt to find immortality. After an arduous trip
through the underworld, Gilgamesh finally found Utnapishtim and learned about
the flood. According to Utnapishtim, the god Ea warned him that Enlil was
planning to send a flood to destroy the earth. Utnapishtim proceded to build a
ship 120 cubits square and seven stories high to save his family and some
animals. He also took aboard food, gold and silver, and some trained seamen.
After a seven-day storm, the water began to recede and the boat landed on a
mountaintop. Utnapishtim sent out a dove, a swallow, and a raven to determine
if the earth was really drying out. The raven found something to eat and did not
return to the boat, so Utnapishtim knew that it was safe to disembark. As he left
the ship, he offered sacrifices to the gods, who gathered around the altar like
flies in their eagerness to eat the meat. Enlil was distressed that any mortals had

survived the flood, but he did reward Utnapishtim and his wife by turning them
into gods.
Another version of the flood is found in the Atrahasis Epic, which H. W. F.
Saggs believes lies behind the Gilgamesh Epic.58 In this account, Atrahasis
replaces Utrapishtim as the hero and the flood was sent because men were too
noisy and the gods could not sleep. Again, it is Enlil and Ea (=Enki) who play
the leading roles among the gods.
In some respects the Babylonian flood stories are remarkably similar to the
biblical account. A key role is played by a hero who is divinely instructed to
build a large boat to save his family and an assortment of birds and animals. The
storm itself brings a terrible deluge that wipes out mankind. After the flood
abates, the hero sends out birds to assess how quickly the earth is drying up.
Noah sent out a raven and a dove, whereas Utnapishtim used a dove, a swallow,
and a raven. As a token of gratitute to the deity, offerings are presented as soon
as the ship is emptied of its precious cargo.
There are, of course, significant differences between Genesis and the
Babylonian accounts, but nonetheless we must ask about possible relationships
between them. Did the Hebrews derive the flood story from the Babylonians and
modify certain elements to make it more acceptable? Or do both accounts go
back to the same event that Genesis reports accurately and the Babylonians
corruptly?59 Certainly the dimensions of Noah’s ark befit a seaworthy ship,
unlike the cube-shaped Babylonian vessel that would have capsized quickly. The
flood lasts only a few weeks in the Babylonian version, compared with the more
realistic year-long ordeal of Noah and his family. Moreover, the sharp contrast
between the righteous and holy God of Genesis and the quarreling gods of
Babylon with their human passions indicates the vast gap between the accounts.
Only in Genesis are we given a clear reason for the flood and an equally clear
reason why only Noah and his family are saved. By way of summary, then, the
Babylonian flood stories present a garbled and confused account of a real event
and manage to preserve only a few details relatively intact.

The Curse of Canaan
After the flood, God established a covenant with Noah and his descendants,
promising that never again would He send a flood to destroy the earth (Gen. 9:1–
17). Noah lived another 350 years, but little is known about them except for an
incident that resulted in a curse on Canaan, the youngest son of Ham. On that

occasion Noah drank too much wine and in his drunken state “lay uncovered
inside his tent” (Gen. 9:21).
Later writers talk of the shame and disgrace of the drunk man who is stripped
naked for all to see. Usually it is the judgment of God that lays a man low in
humiliation and dishonor (cf. Lam. 4:21; Hab. 2:15, 16). In Noah’s case we are
given no reason for his behavior, shocking as it is for one who had been so
righteous. Lying in his exposed condition, Noah was seen by his youngest son,
Ham. According to verse 22, Ham “saw his father’s nakedness and told his two
brothers outside.” Shem and Japheth then proceeded to cover Noah with a
garment, being careful not to look at him in the process.
Since Ham was not responsible for Noah’s drunken condition, the severity of
the curse against Ham’s family is puzzling. What was so evil about seeing
Noah’s nakedness? Scholars have suggested that Ham may have made fun of his
father’s condition, inviting others to look at the strange sight. Such mocking
would have been diametrically opposed to the command to honor one’s father
and mother (cf. Ex. 10:12), which must have been known since the creation of
man. As the youngest son (v. 24), Ham may have displayed his carelessness and
immaturity by his derisive actions. Elsewhere in the Pentateuch, dishonoring
one’s father is related to sleeping with the father’s wife (Lev. 18:7; 20:11; Deut.
27:20), and this has led F. W. Basset to suggest that Ham was really guilty of
incest and that Canaan was the offspring of this relationship.60 But the actions of
Shem and Japheth in verse 23 and the likelihood that Canaan was already alive
make this theory most unlikely.61
There is a possibility that sexual immorality was involved, however, because
the expression “to see one’s nakedness” is sometimes used of sexual intercourse.
In Leviticus 20:17 the text literally speaks of a brother and sister seeing each
other’s nakedness as a euphemism for having sexual relations. Usually this is
expressed through the idiom “uncover one’s nakedness,” which occurs
throughout Leviticus 18 in connection with prohibitions against incestuous
relationships. If Ham was guilty of some sort of homosexual activity, his action
would parallel the behavior of Lot’s daughters, who got their father drunk and
then slept with him to preserve their family line (Gen. 19:32–36). Ironically, the
immorality of Lot’s family occurred just after the destruction of Sodom and
Gormorrah, which were judged primarily because of rampant homosexuality.
Canaan was plagued with homosexuality, and it was Ham’s son Canaan who
was actually cursed by Noah. Was the behavior of Ham repeated by his
descendants in the land of Canaan in the centuries that followed?
One other factor also points in the direction of sexual immorality in this

incident. Often in Scripture drunkenness is linked with debauchery and sexual
immorality (cf. Rom. 13:13; Gal. 5:19). Besides, if Ham was guilty of
immorality, it would be easier to understand why his family was cursed. The
punishment does not seem to fit the crime unless something more serious than
simply “looking” is involved.

The Tower of Babel
Just before the account of God’s call to Abram, Genesis gives a succinct
description of yet another judgment, the confusion of languages and the
scattering of the peoples. These nine verses (11:1–9) are given in an inverted, or
hourglass, form that is beautifully symmetrical. Verses 1 and 2 parallel verses 8
and 9, all four being written in narrative style. Verses 3 and 4 match verses 6 and
7 with the emphasis on the words of men and God respectively. In both instances
the phrase “Come, let us” is emphasized.62
At first glance it is difficult to identify the sin committed by the tower
builders, but the problem was probably human pride. Like the “men of renown”
in 6:4, the Babel builders wanted to “make a name” for themselves (11:4) and
defy God. In Hebrew the word for “Babel” is normally translated “Babylon,”
and throughout Scripture Babylon represents a kingdom that is dramatically
opposed to God. This is perhaps best seen in the description of the arrogant king
of Babylon, who wants to raise his throne “above the stars of God” (Isa.
14:13).63 Nebuchadnezzar was filled with pride over his accomplishments as the
architect of the Neo-Babylonian Empire about 600 B.C. (cf. Dan. 4:30), and
even in Revelation 17–18 the final form of the kingdom of Babylon will face
God’s judgment. Man must acknowledge God’s sovereign ability to rule over
His creation.
“Babel” sounds like the Hebrew word for “confuse” (bāled), and this
wordplay has forever associated the word not with “gate of God” (its Akkadian
meaning) but with the confusion of languages that stopped the building of the
city. The strength of the people—their unity—was destroyed by their inability to
communicate, and the resultant struggle was reminiscent of Adam’s toilsome
efforts at working the soil after God had cursed it. In a very real sense, the unity
lost at Babel was restored on the day of Pentecost, when Jews from many
different nations heard Galileans speaking their languages (Acts 2:6–12). Only
when individuals submit to the lordship of Christ can there be a genuine unity
blessed by God. People from every nation can be one in Christ, who is building

His church to the glory of God.
Ironically, the Tower of Babel was most likely similar to the Meso-potamian
temple towers known as ziggurats, which were intended to bring man into touch
with God. Built with square bases and sloping sides, the ziggurat had a small
shrine at the top where the gods could be worshiped. Although such a structure
was often designed to be a staircase between heaven and earth (cf. Gen. 28:12),
in this instance communication between God and man was broken off.
To punish the tower builders, God scattered them far and wide, a dispersion
reflected in chapter 10. In all probability, the Tower of Babel episode preceded
the scattering of the families of the three sons of Noah and was the cause of their
dispersion. Chapter 10 already refers to the different languages spoken by the
nations as they spread throughout the world (vv. 5, 20, 31). To Moses’
contemporaries, the association of “scattering” with “punishment” was a
sobering warning because of the curses connected with covenant disobedience.
If Israel chose to disobey God, God would scatter them among the nations and
fill them with terror and dread (Deut. 28:64–67).
The choice of Israel as God’s special people is connected with Noah’s son
Shem, and both chapters 10 and 11 contain genealogies of the family of Shem.
Both genealogies mention Shem’s descendant Eber (10:24–25; 11:14–17), from
whom the name “Hebrew” is derived. In the more detailed genealogy of chapter
11, we are introduced to Terah and his son Abram and their journey from Ur of
the Chaldeans to Haran. It is Abram (later called Abraham) and his family who
occupy center stage for the rest of Genesis and the Pentateuch.

THE BEGINNINGS OF THE NATION OF ISRAEL
From a literary standpoint, Genesis 1–11 functions as a prologue to the rest of
the book and to the Pentateuch as a whole. These chapters provide an
indispensable introduction to Genesis and help the reader understand why God
chose to make a new beginning with Abram. Although Abram was a sinner like
all other men, his faith and obedience marked him as a prophet and God’s friend
and brought for him and his descendants unparalleled blessing.

The Abrahamic covenant
Of crucial importance for Genesis and the rest of the Bible is the institution of
the Abrahamic covenant, because from this point on God will deal with the
nations through the special covenant nation descended from Abraham. God told
Abraham to leave his country and his father’s family and go to the land of
Canaan. As a result of his obedience, God promised to make Abraham into a
great nation and to bless him richly. Unlike the “men of renown” in 6:4 and the
tower builders who wanted to “make a name” for themselves in 11:4, Abraham’s
greatness was in accord with God’s will and benefited all mankind. “All people
on earth will be blessed through you” (v. 3). The original blessing upon mankind
given in the creation account (1:28) is to be extended through the family of
Abraham. In Genesis, Abraham’s family brings blessing to the nations through
Joseph’s wise provision of food in Egypt (cf. 41:57), but the primary emphasis is
upon the spiritual blessing that would come through Jesus Christ, a descendant
of Abraham (cf. Acts 3:25–26). Paul calls this promise to Abraham “the gospel
in advance” (Gal. 3:8). Just as Abraham believed God (cf. 15:6), so those who
have faith in Christ “are blessed along with Abraham “ (Gal. 3:9).
Implicit in God’s promises to Abraham was possession of a land where the
nation could develop. When Abraham arrived in Canaan, God announced that
this land would be given to his offspring (12:6). In chapter 15 the boundaries of
the land are broadly defined as the river (or wadi) of Egypt in the south and the
Euphrates River in the north (v. 18). During the golden age of David and
Solomon, Israel did indeed control most of this area (1 Kings 4:21), but normally
their northern border did not extend beyond Hamath. The Promised Land per se

was confined to the area between Dan and Beersheba, and this was the land
divided among the twelve tribes (cf. Deut. 34:1–4). Even though Abraham was
an alien in Canaan, God reiterated His promise that some day the whole land
would belong to his family and it would be theirs forever (13:15; 17:8).
When Abraham purchased from the Hittites the cave and field of Machpelah
in Hebron so that he could bury Sarah, the possession of the Promised Land had
begun (23:17–20). By this purchase Abraham was in effect gaining title to the
whole land, although it would be hundreds of years before full possession would
become a reality (cf. 15:13). Most of the patriarchs were buried in the cave of
Machpelah, a symbol that Canaan would eventually become the resting place of
the whole nation (cf. Josh. 1:13).
Normally, covenants are ratified by solemn ceremonies, and chapter 15
contains the account of such a ceremony. Abraham was instructed to kill a
heifer, a goat, and a ram, cut them in two, and arrange the halves in two rows.
Then, as Abraham fell into a deep sleep, “a smoking fire pot with a blazing torch
… passed between the pieces” (v. 17). Since fire is often a symbol of God (cf.
Ex. 3:2; 13:21), the fire pot and torch no doubt represent the Lord. By passing
between the pieces, God was committing Himself to the terms of the covenant
with a self-maledictory oath. If He violated the covenant, He would in effect be
subject to the same fate as the animals. It is significant that the Hebrew
expression “make a covenant” is literally “cut a covenant,” referring no doubt to
the sacrifice of animals in connection with the ratification of the covenant (cf.
Ex. 24:5–8).64
There is only one other reference to the actual passing between the pieces of
an animal, however. In Jeremiah 34:18–19, the Lord condemned the men of
Judah for breaking a covenant guaranteeing freedom for Hebrew slaves. Even
though they cut a calf in two and “walked between the pieces,” they violated
their agreement and earned God’s wrath in the process. In Genesis 15 only the
Lord passed between the pieces, not Abraham. This was a one-sided covenant in
which God unconditionally guaranteed that His promises to Abraham would be
fulfilled, and because He guaranteed it, this was “an everlasting covenant.”
The sign of the covenant. Almost twenty-five years after the original promise,
the Lord appeared to Abraham and confirmed His covenant with him. To
commemorate this occasion, both Abraham and Sarah were given new names.
Up to this point, their names had been “Abram,” meaning “exalted Father”
(referring to God), and “Sarai,” meaning “princess” or “princesslike.” In
anticipation of the birth of Isaac, Abram is given the name “Abraham,” meaning
“father of many,” and Sarai becomes “Sarah,” which also means “princess.” In
spite of the fact that Abraham and Sarah only had one son through the surrogate

mother Hagar, it is now revealed that Abraham will be the “father of many
nations” (17:4) and Sarah will be “the mother of nations” (17:16). This was
startling news to a husband and wife aged ninety-nine and ninety.
Along with the name change, God announced to Abraham that he and his
male descendants would have to be circumcised as the sign of the covenant
between God and him. From this day on, every male would have the foreskin of
his reproductive organ cut off or he would “be cut off from his people” (17:14).
Other nations, such as Egypt, also practiced circumcision, but for them it was
associated with reaching puberty. Abraham’s descendants were to be
circumcised when they were eight days old in order to be included in the
covenant. The singling out of the male organ emphasized the need for sexual
purity, but circumcision was primarily a symbol of Israel’s consecration to God.
The physical “cutting” was an indication of submission and commitment to the
God of Abraham.
On several occasions the Bible talks about the need to “circumcise” a person’s
heart so that he will be humble and responsive to God’s Word (cf. Lev. 26:41;
Deut. 10:16). If someone’s heart is circumcised, he will love the Lord with all
his soul (Deut. 30:6). According to the prophets, physical circumcision was not
enough, for God demanded a wholehearted commitment from His people (cf.
Jer. 4:4).
The responsibilities of the covenant. Although the Abrahamic covenant is
called repeatedly an “everlasting” covenant, there is a sense in which it was
conditional for individual Jews.65 As noted above, all the males had to be
circumcised and thus “keep my covenant” (17:9), and chapter 18 mentions that
Abraham was faithful in teaching his children and his servants “to keep the way
of the Lord” so that they might receive what God promised him (v. 19).
Abraham himself had to leave his father’s household to journey to the Promised
Land, and in 26:5 we are told that “Abraham obeyed me and kept my
requirements, my commands, my decrees and my laws.” Such terms sound like a
description of the Sinai covenant and imply that if Abraham had been alive when
Moses received the law he would have eagerly obeyed God’s commands. In
Genesis 14:20 we learn that Abraham gave a tithe to Melchizedek (cf. 28:22), an
indication that some of the later requirements of the law may have been revealed
to Abraham.
Ironically, the most dramatic example of Abraham’s obedience involved an
action that ran counter to the later levitical prohibition against child sacrifice
(Lev. 18:21). When God asked Abraham to sacrifice Isaac as a burnt offering,
the faith of the patriarch was severely tested and the whole covenant appeared to
be in jeopardy. Yet by his obedience Abraham demonstrated that he loved God

more than Isaac and that he was willing to give up his precious son. When God
saw Abraham’s commitment, He intervened to spare Isaac’s life and renew his
promise to multiply his offspring (22:16–18).
The confirmation of the covenant. After the death of Abraham the Lord
appeared to Isaac and Jacob and reiterated His commitment to the covenant.
Usually, a restatement of the covenant promises occurred during a time of crisis
in the life of a patriarch. In spite of opposition or danger, God would provide for
His own, and He would never abandon the family of Abraham.
In chapter 26 Isaac faces the twin problems of a famine and a group of hostile
Philistines. The solution might have been a trip to Egypt, as Abraham had done
earlier. But the Lord appeared to Isaac and told him to stay in the land, where
God would be with him and would multiply his descendants. All these blessings
belonged to Isaac “because Abraham obeyed me” (v. 5). Later, when Isaac dug a
well and the Philistines did not dispute its ownership, the Lord appeared once
more and repeated His promises. Again, Isaac would be blessed “for the sake of
my servant Abraham” (v. 24).
In many respects the blessing of Abraham seemed to elude his grandson
Jacob, whose deceptive ways brought him into conflict with his own brother. Yet
the Abrahamic covenant was confirmed with Jacob more than with any other of
the patriarchs. Even Isaac—who clearly preferred Esau—wound up mistakenly
blessing Jacob, almost quoting Genesis 12:3 in the process:

May those who curse you be cursed and those who bless you be blessed.
(27:29)

When Jacob had to flee for his life to avoid an enraged Esau, he had a dream
and saw the Lord standing above a stairway leading to heaven. Even though
Jacob was leaving the Promised Land and heading for Mesopotamia, God
promised to be with him and to bring him back to Canaan eventually. Some
twenty years later Jacob returned home and after about thirty years came back to
Bethel, where God again appeared to him. By now Jacob had eleven sons, but
God said that “a nation and a community of nations will come from you”
(35:11). It was the same promise God had given Abraham before the birth of
Isaac (17:6). Abraham’s descendants had not yet become innumerable, but the
process of fruitfulness had begun.
Soon a twelfth son was born, but disaster struck when the favorite son, Joseph,

had apparently been torn limb from limb. But like Isaac on Mount Moriah,
Joseph figuratively rose from the grave when Jacob learned that he was still
alive and in fact “ruler of all Egypt” (45:26). Invited to join his beloved son,
Jacob prepared to journey to Egypt. Would God approve of this departure from
the Promised Land? On his way south Jacob heard the word of the Lord in a
vision, and again it was a promise that Jacob’s family would return to Canaan.
Meanwhile, that family would become “a great nation” in Egypt (46:27).
Seventy went with Jacob to Egypt (46:27), but about two million would
participate in the Exodus (cf. 12:37).
Just before his death, Jacob reminded Joseph of God’s promise to him at
Bethel, assuring Jacob that Canaan would be his as an everlasting possession
(48:3–4). With Joseph’s two sons before him, Jacob proceeded to adopt them as
his own, thereby giving Joseph the birthright. His two sons, Manasseh and
Ephraim, would be tribes in their own name, giving Joseph a double-share in the
inheritance. Appropriately, Ephraim means “twice fruitful,” an indication that
God had blessed Joseph in exile and that God would continue to make the
descendants of Abraham fruitful in fulfillment of His covenant. In his final
blessing, Jacob referred to Joseph as “a fruitful vine” (49:22), recalling the
meaning of the name “Ephraim” and anticipating the fruit-fulness of Jacob’s
descendants. The almighty God (El-Shaddai) who established His covenant with
Abraham (cf. 17:1–2) would abundantly bless the descendants of Jacob and
Joseph (49:25). Aware that the Promised Land was Canaan and not Egypt,
Joseph made his brothers promise to carry his bones to Canaan after his death
(50:25).

The Historicity of the Patriarchs
As we move from the primeval to the patriarchal period, we come to an era
that is firmly within historical purview. Thanks to the work of archaeologists, the
period from 2000–1600 B.C.—called the Middle Bronze Age—has yielded
extensive evidence from Mesopotamia, Egypt, and Palestine. With the onslaught
of higher critical views about the origin of the Pentateuch toward the end of the
nineteenth century, there unfortunately arose a growing skepticism about the
historicity of the patriarchs. Julius Wellhausen ruled out the possibility of any
genuine historical knowledge about the patriarchs, and the form critic Hermann
Gunkel relegated the stories about the patriarchs to the realm of saga or legend.66
Major German scholars of the twentieth century such as Gerhard von Rad and

Martin Noth have maintained this largely negative assessment of our knowledge
of the patriarchs.
In America, however, the rise of archaeology and the study of the ancient
Near East produced a more positive approach to the patriarchal period. W. F.
Albright, the leading archaeologist from 1930 to 1960, wrote that there was no
reason to doubt the general accuracy of the historical pictures given in Genesis.67
One of his students, John Bright, has developed this view most fully in his
classic History of Israel,68 placing Abraham toward the start of the second
millennium. Clay tablets from the Mesopotamian cities Mari (18th century B.C.)
and Nuzi (15th century) contributed valuable information about life in this
period.
During the 1970s the moderate views of the Albright school have been
challenged by a group of scholars who sought to connect the patriarchs with the
first millennium B.C. rather than the second. Led by T. L. Thompson69 and John
van Seters,70 these scholars claim that others have ignored important evidence
from the first millennium that correlates more fully with the patriarchal accounts.
If they are right, the accounts are not likely to be historical, Mosaic authorship is
of course ruled out, and the Graf-Wellhausen documentary hypothesis would
gain new credence. In a critique of Thompson and van Seters, Kenneth Kitchen
argues that they overemphasize first-millennium materials and conveniently
ignore features that are unique to the second millennium.71
As in the case of other important biblical figures, there are no explicit
references to the patriarchs outside of the Scriptures. The question of their
historicity must be studied in the light of the names, events, and culture
described in the biblical text. The evidence is considerable and points clearly to
an authentic second millennium setting.
Political factors. The patriarchs were sometimes in touch with kings and
pharaohs, but unfortunately few of their names are given. Prior to the time of
Solomon’s son Rehoboam, Egyptian rulers were identified in the Bible only by
the general title “Pharaoh,” a practice that is equally frustrating in the book of
Exodus. In Genesis 14, however, we are given the names of four kings who
invade the region around Sodom and Gomorrah and carry off goods and
captives. Since Abraham’s nephew Lot was among the captives, Abraham
became involved in his rescue and led a surprise attack against the four kings.
Although none of the four can be positively identified, their names are similar to
actual kings who reigned early in the second millennium. “Kedorlaomer” is an
Elamite name composed of Kutir (or “Kudur”) plus X, and Arioch is similar to
the name Arriyuk or Arriwuk found in the Mari tablets from the eighteenth

century B.C. The name Tidal (Hebrew tid’al) is the equivalent of Tudkhalia, the
name of several Hittite kings who ruled anywhere from 1700–1200 B.C. in Asia
Minor.72 In each case it would have been difficult for a first millennium writer to
introduce such authentic names into the text. Kitchen also points out that a
coalition of the sort would have been possible prior to the reign of the powerful
Hammurapi of Babylon about 1700 B.C. but not later.73
Another indication of the antiquity of this chapter is the unusual nature of the
names of the people who lived near the Dead Sea. When Kedorlaomer and his
allies attacked this area, they encountered the Rephaites, Zuzites, Emites, and
Horites. From Deuteronomy 2:10 and 20 we learn that the Rephaites and Emites
used to live in the region later occupied by the Moabites and Ammonites during
the time of the Exodus, and the Horites lived in Edom before the descendants of
Esau defeated them (Deut. 2:12). Part of Og’s kingdom of Bashan was also
“known as a land of the Rephaites” (Deut. 3:13).
The freedom with which Abraham and his family moved about in the Fertile
Crescent also ties in well with early second millennium conditions. His trip to
Egypt is reminiscent of the famous painting from a tomb at Beni Hasan showing
a group of thirty-seven Asiatics arriving in Egypt.74 The roads were open,
allowing armies and private citizens to travel long distances without great
difficulty.
In several chapters there is mention of the Philistines and their kings, who
were in uneasy contact with both Abraham and Isaac. This early reference to the
Philistines is somewhat surprising since they did not seem to have arrived in
Palestine in large numbers until about 1200 B.C. In Genesis their center is Gerar,
a city a little farther from the Mediterranean than the Pentapolis familiar to us
from the book of Judges. Although they argue with the patriarchs over wives and
wells (cf. 20:1–7; 26:8–11, 19–22), the Philistines of Genesis seem to be more
peaceful than the contemporaries of Samson. In light of the connection between
the Philistines and the island of Crete (also known as “Caphtor”) it may be
significant that an early invasion of the Caphtorites is mentioned in
Deuteronomy 2:23.75 If Cyrus Gordon’s identification of Minoan “Linear A” as
Semitic is accepted, it would help explain the Semitic aspects of Philistine
culture.76
Proper names. The similarities between the names of the patriarchs and
names found in extrabiblical sources from about 2000 B.C. stand as one of the
strongest arguments for the historicity of the patriarchs. In recent years, the
publication of tablets from Ebla in Syria have added an exciting corpus of names
to this study. Dated at about 2300 B.C., the Ebla tablets refer to a king named

Ebrum (or Ebrium), which is very close to the name of Abraham’s ancestor Eber
(Gen. 11:14–16).77 Individuals called Ishmail and Ishrail also appear in the texts,
names which are closely related to Ishmael and Israel. Since these individuals
lived centuries before the patriarchs, they cannot be identified with the biblical
figures, but their appearance indicates that names of this sort were borne by real
people.
The name “Abraham” can be compared to Aburahan, found in the Egyptian
Execration Texts of about 1800 B.C., and Jacob is close to the name “Yaqub-il.”
Other helpful parallels are Yasmakh-El (Ishmael) from the tablets found at
Ugarit (13th century B.C.).78 The name of Jacob’s son Zebulun is quite similar
to the Old Babylonian Zabilanu. Although Thompson argues that names that are
similar to the patriarchs can also be found in first millennium sources, the few
that he does find come from the late eighth and early seventh centuries.79 There
are virtually no parallels for several centuries at the start of the first
millennium.80
Social customs. By a study of social customs it is hoped that we can “set the
general historical background [of the patriarchs] in a sharper focus than would
otherwise be the case.”81 Because of the longevity of particular customs,
however, it is sometimes difficult to determine the chronological limits in every
case. Here again there are those who believe that the first millennium has been
overlooked, but as in the study of personal names, most of the evidence places
the culture of the patriarchs squarely in the first part of the second millennium.
According to most scholars, certain materials related to the Hurri-ans and
Hittites have been misused, particularly some of the Hurrian materials from the
city of Nuzi, a site near Kirkuk in Iraq. The wife-sister marriage developed by
Speiser in connection with Genesis 12, 20, and 2682 has now been largely
discounted,83 and the same is true regarding the reason for Rachel’s theft of
Laban’s household gods.84 No longer do scholars feel that possession of the gods
was primarily related to gaining title to an inheritance. Similarly, the proposed
connection between Abraham’s purchase of the cave of Machpelah (Gen. 23)
and the Hittite law code is now very doubtful. Both the date of the law code and
its relevance to the distant hills of Palestine raise questions about any possible
relationship.85
On the positive side, a careful study of Old Babylonian law codes has been
more fruitful in clarifying patriarchal practices, and in some cases these
materials have supported evidence from the later (15th century) Nuzi tablets.
One such example concerns a man’s adoption of a slave as an heir. In Genesis

15:2–3 Abraham refers to a servant named Eliezer from Damascus as the one
who will be the heir to his estate. In an Old Babylonian letter from Larsa it
mentions that a man who has no sons could adopt a slave as his son,86 and
apparently Abraham was considering this option. Tablets from Nuzi also refer to
this custom. Although he had twelve sons, Jacob nonetheless adopted Joseph’s
sons Ephraim and Manasseh as his own (Gen. 48:5). The adoption of grandsons
is also referred to in a Ugaritic text and in paragraph 170 of the law code of
Hammurapi.87
When Abraham learned that his servant Eliezer would not be his heir but that
he would have a son of his own (15:4), he followed another Near Eastern custom
to produce that heir. Sarah had a slave girl named Hagar, and she became a
surrogate mother for her mistress. Later, Rachel used the same method by giving
her servant Bilhah to Jacob to produce Dan (30:2–7). This practice is paralleled
by sections 144, 146, and 163 in the Hammurapi law code as well as by a text
from Nuzi.88 In such instances, the child belonged legally to the main wife and
not to the slave girl, and normally neither the child nor the natural mother was
sold or sent away. This helps explain why Abraham was so upset when God told
him to send away Hagar and Ishmael permanently (Gen. 21:11–13).89
Since Ishmael was Abraham’s oldest son, this raises the question of
inheritance rights. Apparently the sons of concubines did not normally share
equally with the sons of a man’s wife (or wives).90 Isaac was the only son of
Sarah and inherited everything Abraham owned (25:5). Before his death,
however, Abraham “gave gifts to the sons of his concubines” (25:6), and this
probably included Ishmael also. The oldest son was entitled to the birthright,
normally a double share of the inheritance. When Esau sold his birthright to
Jacob (25:33), he was following a custom some scholars say has a parallel in the
Nuzi tablets. Others argue that the tablets in question do not deal specifically
with future inheritance rights. In any case, there are several examples that
describe the transference of part of an inheritance from brother to brother.91 The
birthright itself could be transferred from one son to another by the father if a
serious breach of conduct occurred. Reuben forfeited the birthright by sleeping
with his father’s concubine Bilhah (35:22; 49:3–4).
The issue of inheritance was also involved in the complaint registered by
Jacob’s wives Rachel and Leah against their father Laban. Apparently Laban had
not given them the portion of the bride payment that was usually transferred to
the girls as a dowry. When Rachel and Leah complained that Laban “has used up
what was paid for us” (32:15), the Hebrew idiom involved (’ākal kesep) is
identical to the Akkadian equivalent (kaspa akālu) found five times in the Nuzi

tablets.92 The existence of such a precise parallel to the biblical wording again
places the patriarchs in a second millennium rather than a first millennium
context.

The Near-Sacrifice of Isaac
In all of the Bible there are few chapters that can compare with Genesis 22 in
dramatic power and theological significance. Here is a demonstration of
Abraham’s love for God and commitment to Him that is overwhelming and
inspiring. At the same time we are given a picture of God’s profound love for
mankind, because the same God who stopped Abraham from killing Isaac “did
not spare his own Son, but gave him up for us all” (Rom. 8:32). There is a clear
parallel between Isaac and Jesus in Hebrews 11:17, where Isaac is called
Abraham’s “one and only son” (cf. Gen. 22:2). The Greek term (monogenēs) is
the same one applied to Christ in John 3:16.
Isaac was Abraham’s unique son in that he was the only son of Sarah and was
the bearer of the covenant. As we observe the pain of Abraham as he took Isaac
to Mount Moriah, we are given a glimpse of the heart of God the Father as He
sent His Son to the cross. This perspective is not drawn out in the gospels as
fully as it is in Genesis. Within the context of the Pentateuch, the near-sacrifice
of Isaac helps us understand the meaning of the animal sacrifices described
mainly in Leviticus. Such sacrifices were clearly substitutionary, for the animal
was accepted on behalf of the offerer “to make atonement for him” (Lev. 1:4).
When Abraham released Isaac and offered in his place “a ram caught by its
horns,” we are given a drastic example of substitution. In the same way we think
of Christ as “the Lamb of God, who takes away the sin of the world” (John
1:29). Isaac’s death would not have accomplished redemption, for he was a
sinful human being, remarkable as his submission to Abraham may have been.
But Jesus was sinless, and His death was the only sacrifice that could truly atone
for sin.
From the perspective of the covenant, Abraham was, of course, perplexed
about God’s command. Why would God promise to fulfill the covenant through
Isaac (cf. 21:12) and then ask Abraham to put him to death? No wonder this is
called a test (22:1), for God would quickly learn what was in Abraham’s heart
(cf. Deut. 8:2, 16). By his response Abraham would demonstrate whether or not
he loved Isaac more than God. This ordeal was also a test of Abraham’s faith,
and we find that Abraham did cling to the truthfulness of God’s earlier promises.

From Hebrews 11:17 we learn that Abraham believed “that God could raise the
dead, and figuratively speaking, he did receive Isaac back from death.” After all,
Isaac had been given life in the dead womb of Sarah, and the same Lord who
had brought about his miraculous birth could raise Isaac from the dead if
necessary. Was this faith behind Abraham’s statement to his servants that “we
will worship and then we will come back to you” (22:5)?
The place to which Abraham took Isaac was called “the region of Moriah” (v.
2). According to 2 Chronicles 3:1, Mount Moriah was the site of Solomon’s
temple and was known throughout the kingdom period as the temple mount. It
was there that Solomon and his successors offered countless sacrifices, and after
the exile the temple was rebuilt at the same location. Earlier, Abraham had
conversed with Melchizedek at this very area, if Salem and Jerusalem are to be
identified (cf. 14:18). Moriah lay just north of ancient Jerusalem, and it would
become the center of worship for Abraham’s descendants after David captured
the city about 1000 B.C.
By his obedience Abraham clearly demonstrated that he feared God, as the
angel acknowledged (v. 12). He trusted God implicitly and reverently submitted
to His command in spite of the nature of the request. In so doing, Abraham set
an example for his descendants, who were constantly taught to fear the Lord. On
another important mountain—Mount Sinai—the Israelites were awestruck as
God revealed Himself to them in thunder and lightning. God had come to test
them so that, like Abraham, they would fear God and refrain from sinning (Ex.
20:18–20). Whatever the situation and whatever the need, “the Lord will
provide” (Gen. 22:14).
Although we do not know how young Isaac was at the time of his ordeal, the
issue of child sacrifice deserves some mention. Nearby nations such as the
Ammonites and Phoenicians condoned child sacrifice, but kings of Israel were
harshly condemned for this practice (cf. 2 Chron. 33:6). God’s favor was not
gained through shedding of innocent blood. In a bizarre incident recorded in 2
Kings 3:26–27, the king of Moab offered his firstborn son—the crown prince—
as a sacrifice to ward off almost certain defeat. Such drastic action indicated that
the king was desperate to appease his god, but the method was an abomination to
the God of Israel (cf. Lev. 18:21).
As noted above, Abraham’s obedience became the occasion for a restatement
of the covenant promises. A chapter that began as a threat to the chosen son
ended with a firm commitment to the expansion and success of the nation as a
people singularly blessed by God (22:15–18).

The Origin of the Twelve Tribes
Like the number seven, the number twelve takes on significance in Genesis.93
Abraham’s brother Nahor had twelve sons (22:20–24) as did his son Ishmael
(25:13–16), but the most famous occurrence of “twelve” is tied to the family of
Jacob. Throughout the Old Testament we are told about the twelve tribes of
Israel and their geographical allotments, and even in the New Testament the
twelve disciples and the twelve gates of the new Jerusalem (Rev. 21:12) reflect
the same ideal.
According to some scholars, the names of the twelve tribes refer only to
groups and not individuals,94 but the Genesis account points to a literal twelve
sons. Most of them were born in Mesopotamia, and Exodus tells us that they
became a large nation in Egypt. But their ultimate destiny was the land of
Canaan.
Jacob’s journey to Paddan Aram was occasioned by his dispute with Esau
over the blessing of Isaac. Encouraged by Rebekah, Jacob had lived up to his
name by deceiving his father and obtaining the coveted blessing. The result was
a conflict with his brother that would continue between their descendants
perpetually. When Jacob reached Haran he happily located his mother’s family,
but he was not prepared for the hard lessons he would learn from Rebekah’s
brother Laban. Jacob fell deeply in love with Laban’s daughter Rachel only to
discover after seven years of work that he was given Leah instead. In this
country, explained La-ban, the oldest daughter always gets married first.
Jacob was also given his beloved Rachel, but it was Leah who had the
children—Reuben, Simeon, Levi, and Judah in rapid succession. Understandably
Rachel became jealous and cried out for a child. Like Sarah, she gave her servant
Bilhah to Jacob to produce offspring for her, and Leah followed suit with Zilpah.
Suddenly Jacob had four wives, divided into at least two factions, and down
through the years the Rachel and Leah tribes competed for family leadership.
Jacob made matters worse by favoring Joseph and Benjamin, arousing the
jealousy of Leah’s offspring. Eventually, Leah’s sons tried to get rid of Joseph
and sold him to traders on their way to Egypt (37:38). In later years the Joseph
tribes (especially Ephraim) and Judah vied for leadership, and after Solomon’s
reign the kingdom was split in half.
Unlike the children of Abraham’s concubines (cf. 25:6), the sons of Jacob’s
concubines received inheritances as full members of the family. Perhaps this was
partially due to the fact that the two concubines—Zilpah and Bilhah—had been

given by Laban to Leah and Rachel as part of the dowry (29:24, 29).95
Their main function was to be servants to Jacob’s wives, but when Rachel had
difficulty becoming pregnant, Bilhah became a surrogate mother (30:3). Not to
be outdone, Leah gave Zilpah to Jacob to produce children on her behalf (30:9).
The four boys born to the servant girls—Dan, Naphtali, Gad, and Asher—
counted as part of the twelve, but none of the four ever became prominent. The
tribe of Dan was known best, owing to the exploits of Samson in the book of
Judges.
When Rachel finally became pregnant and gave birth to Joseph, Jacob was
ready to return to Canaan. But first he built up his flocks and herds after Laban
agreed to give him all the newborn speckled, spotted, and streaked sheep and
goats. Through God’s intervention Jacob’s share of the flocks grew dramatically,
upsetting Laban and his sons. With the agreement of his wives, Jacob decided to
return to his homeland secretly to avoid further trouble, but Laban found out
about their departure and set out in pursuit. When he caught up with Jacob he
complained bitterly about the way Jacob was deceiving him (31:26) and about
the theft of his gods. Unknown to Jacob, Rachel had stolen Laban’s household
gods, and she kept them hidden in her camel’s saddle while Laban searched for
them. Her excuse to Laban for remaining seated was that she was having her
period (31:35).
There has been much discussion about Rachel’s reason for taking these idols
(cf. “Social Customs” above). Apparently she wanted them for protection, for
guidance (cf. Ezek. 21:21), or even to promote fertility. Her attachment to these
idols illustrates the strong influence of paganism upon Laban’s family. Once
they reached Canaan, Jacob urged all the members of his household to get rid of
their foreign gods and to worship the Lord (35:2). Several centuries later the
descendants of Jacob left Egypt only to become involved in the worship of the
golden calf. When Moses became aware of their idolatry he took stern measures
to put an end to their apostasy (Ex. 32:4, 20).
One reason Jacob spent twenty years with Laban was the fear of having to
face Esau. As that dreaded encounter drew near, Jacob prayed for God’s
protection and even wrestled with an angel during the night. In the midst of his
spiritual and physical struggle, Jacob was given the new name of “Israel,”
meaning “he struggles with God” (35:28). He who had been a deceiver and had
used schemes of all kinds to achieve his goals now submitted to God in this lifechanging experience. Jacob became Israel and received God’s blessing. After
such a harrowing experience, the meeting with Esau was almost anticlimactic,
but happily the two brothers were reconciled and were able to live in peace.
Peace is not the theme of chapter 34, however, when two of Jacob’s sons,

Simeon and Levi, orchestrate a treacherous attack against the prominent city of
Shechem. Angered by the rape of their sister Dinah, Jacob’s sons used deceit to
get revenge on the whole city, including the leaders, Hamor and Shechem. If the
Lord had not intervened, other Canaanites probably would have wiped out
Jacob’s small clan (cf. 34:30; 35:5). The conflict between Jacob’s family and the
Canaanites did not erupt in full force until the nation of Israel left Egypt and
returned to conquer the Promised Land (cf. Joshua 6).

The Structure of the Joseph Narrative
The last of the tôledôth, the “accounts” in Genesis, is the account of Jacob
(37:2) containing the record of his sons’ activities and particularly the story of
Joseph. Found in chapters 37–50, this account is the most beautiful from a
literary point of view, moving from a description of bitter jealousy between
brothers to a portrayal of deep brotherly concern and reconciliation. For Jacob
the story begins with the apparent death of his beloved Joseph and ends with
unspeakable joy as father and son are reunited. Through it all shines the
unmistakable presence of God who takes the hatred of man and uses it to save
the entire family and many other lives besides (cf. 50:20). Rarely has God’s
providence been so evident in such an extended passage.
The Joseph narrative also provides a transition from Mesopotamia and Canaan
to the land of Egypt, where the drama contained in Exodus unfolds. Though
briefly visited by Abraham (12:10–20), Egypt now becomes the home for the
twelve tribes where—thanks to Joseph’s foresight—they can retain their religion
and traditions without too much interference. Placed by Joseph in the district of
Goshen in the northeastern part of Egypt, the family of Jacob lived within easy
range of Canaan (47:27). But little did they know how difficult it would be to
return to the Promised Land.
Although the Lord had revealed Himself in dreams earlier in Genesis (cf.
28:12), when we come to the Joseph narrative the dreams now occur in pairs,
and they are symbolic in nature. Joseph himself had the two dreams indicating
his superiority to his brothers—dreams that so incensed them that they decided
to get rid of him (37:5–11). While languishing in an Egyptian prison, Joseph
later interpreted the dreams of Pharaoh’s cupbearer and baker, dreams that were
similar in nature but very different in their interpretation (40:7–19). The two
dreams of Pharaoh—which were also interpreted by Joseph—had essentially the
same meaning (41:25–27) and of course opened the way for Joseph’s rise to

prominence.
The Joseph narrative is a tightly knit whole, and chapter 38 with its
description of Judah seems to be intrusive. Upon closer examination, however,
chapter 38 is an integral part of the development of the entire story and helps us
understand why Joseph and not Judah received the birthright (1 Chron. 5:1).
Judah fails miserably in this chapter, first by only halfheartedly following the
practice of levirate marriage and second by sleeping with a supposed
prostitute.96 His daughter-in-law Tamar, to whom Judah refused to give his last
son, took matters into her own hands by posing as a prostitute and becoming
pregnant through Judah. One of her twin sons, Perez, became the ancestor of
David (Ruth 4:18–22) and of Christ (Matt. 1:1–6). Initially, Judah had ordered
Tamar to be burned to death (38:24) but changed his tune when he was identified
as the father (v. 26).
Judah’s moral weakness stands in sharp contrast to Joseph’s ability to resist
temptation in chapter 39. When Potiphar’s wife invited him to sleep with her,
Joseph refused and fled the scene. Even though he had been abandoned by his
own brothers and sold into slavery, Joseph remained a faithful son of the
Abrahamic covenant by rejecting sexual immorality (cf. 39:9).
In the blessing of Jacob in chapter 49 Judah is given the right to rule the
tribes, a position as full of honor as the blessing received by Joseph. What
happened between chapters 38 and 49 to account for such a change in Judah’s
status? I believe the answer lies in Judah’s courageous offer to guarantee the
safety of Benjamin when Jacob finally allowed his youngest son to make the trip
to Egypt. When Benjamin was caught with the silver cup in his sack, the other
brothers were offered their freedom, but Judah begged the Egyptian official to
release Benjamin and keep him as a slave (44:33–34). At this display of love for
both Benjamin and Jacob, Joseph finally told his brothers who he was and threw
his arms around them (45:1–15).
Joseph’s startling revelation was the culmination of a lengthy process wherein
he tested his brothers. After they arrived in Egypt to buy grain, he set in motion a
plan to find out if the brothers were as jealous of Benjamin as they had been of
him and if they still cared little about their father’s feelings. To do this, Joseph at
first treated his brothers harshly but at the same time put their money back in
their sacks. Then he gave Benjamin larger portions of food to observe the
brothers’ reaction (43:34).
The final exam involved the placing of Joseph’s silver cup in Benjamin’s sack
—a plan that Joseph may have devised after hearing how his mother had hidden
the household gods from Laban (31:34). The unsuspecting brothers were
dumbfounded when Benjamin’s sack contained the missing cup. Returning to

Joseph they resigned themselves to spending the rest of their lives as slaves in
Egypt—a fate that their descendants would sadly have to endure. But Joseph had
the perfect solution: leave Benjamin in Egypt and return home to Canaan. If they
did this, Joseph would know that their hearts had not changed much over the
years. It would tell him that they still did not have much love for Benjamin and
that they did not care if Jacob died in sorrow. To Joseph’s great joy, however,
the brothers did not take the easy way out. They had clearly repented of their
earlier sin and could now share God’s blessing under Joseph’s care.
Given the Egyptian setting of the Joseph narrative, it is not surprising that a
study of specific terms and practices can help us appreciate the historical
background of the story. As in the case of the Mesopotamian materials, most of
the evidence points toward a second millennium context. For example, the word
sārîs, used to describe Potiphar in 37:36 and 39:1, is translated “eunuch”
elsewhere in the Old Testament. Since Potiphar was a married man and since
eunuchs were rarely found in ancient Egypt, this poses a serious problem. But
Kenneth Kitchen has shown how the word sārîs changed its meaning from
“official” or “courtier” in the second millennium to “eunuch” in the first
millennium.97 The other books in the Old Testament that have sārîs all come
from the first millennium and use the term in its later sense. When Potiphar
purchased Joseph, he paid twenty shekels of silver, the correct sum for a slave at
about 1800 B.C. By the fifteenth century B.C. the price had climbed to thirty
shekels, and it rose to fifty shekels in the first millennium.98
Joseph’s meteoric rise to power placed him in a position second-in-command
to Pharaoh himself, a position the Egyptians called vizier. According to Genesis
41:43 he was in charge of the whole land of Egypt, and in 45:8 Joseph is called
“father to Pharaoh, lord of his entire household and ruler of all Egypt.” It is also
possible that the obscure term ’abrēk (41:43), translated “make way” or “bow
down,” is a word that actually means “vizier.” The Akkadian abarakku, meaning
“steward,” may be related to ’abrēk.99 Semites were known to have achieved
high positions in the Egyptian government at an early date, so Joseph’s success
would not have been unprecedented. 100
When Joseph was rushed into Pharaoh’s presence to interpret his dreams, the
Egyptian background of the story is unmistakable. In characteristic fashion
Joseph shaved off his beard (41:14), for the cleanshaven Egyptians were very
different from the bearded Semites and other Asiatics. Normally shaving off
one’s beard was a sign of mourning for a Semite (cf. Jer. 41:5), and if anyone
was compelled to shave his beard it was considered an insult (cf. 2 Sam. 10:45).
Since Joseph had been a prisoner, however, he was not really in a position to

complain, and since he was being taken to the king’s court it would be
absolutely necessary to be clean shaven and properly attired. In his subsequent
role as a top administrator, Joseph likely kept his beard off indefinitely, and his
Egyptian appearance contributed to the effectiveness of his disguise when his
brothers came to buy grain. Egypt was also renowned for its fine linen, so when
Joseph was put in charge of the whole country he was dressed in robes of fine
linen (41:42). The mention of the signet-ring and gold chain underscore the
authority of Joseph, although such symbols were known in other countries as
well (cf. Esther 3:10).
In theory Egypt had always been the property of the pharaoh and the people
his tenants, but as a result of Joseph’s economic policies the theory became a
fact.101 During the seven years of plenty the Egyptians had to contribute 20
percent of their harvest to the government (41:34), and during the years of
famine the people spent all the money they had to buy these same crops (47:15).
After that they traded their livestock for food, and when the animals were gone,
they sold Pharaoh their land in exchange for food (47:19–20). In effect the
people became serfs to whom the land was leased, and after the famine ended a
fifth of the harvest had to be returned to the Pharaoh perpetually.102 Genesis
notes that the priests did not have to sell their land and were thus able to retain
their powerful position vis-à-vis the pharaoh (47:22, 26).
Because of the valuable service rendered to Egypt by Joseph, when he and his
father, Jacob, died their bodies were embalmed following the usual lengthy
procedure (50:2–3, 26). The mummification process was of course well-known
in Egypt and marks another genuine feature of the Joseph narrative. Although
Joseph “was placed in a coffin in Egypt” (50:26), his goal was to be buried in
Canaan, the Promised Land where Israel as a nation would experience the
fullness of God’s blessing (vv. 24–25).
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EXODUS

Like Genesis, Exodus is a powerful and dramatic book of beginnings as it
depicts the descendants of Abraham becoming a well-organized nation. Exodus
is a book of salvation and deliverance, relating how the Israelites gain their
freedom from Egypt under the mighty hand of God. The firstborn of Egypt die
as the Passover angel spares the precious sons of Israel for whom the blood of
the lamb was shed. At Mount Sinai God reveals Himself to Israel and enters into
a covenant with them, a covenant summarized in the Ten Commandments. There
in the Sinai Desert God gives to Israel the tabernacle, a sanctuary where the
people can worship the Lord who now dwells in their very midst.

TITLE
The Greek translators of the Old Testament gave the name “Exodos” to the
second book of the Pentateuch. It was a superb title, since the word means “exit”
or “departure” and since the book describes the departure of Israelites from
Egypt after a difficult period of slavery. The word appears in the Greek Bible in
Exodus 19:1. The English “Exodus” is the Latin variation of the Greek word and
is found in the Vulgate, the splendid Latin translation of Jerome.
The Hebrew title is “These are the names of” taken from the first words of the
book. Unlike “In the beginning” for Genesis, the Hebrew title does not fit the
overall content of the book very well, but it does link Exodus with Genesis 46:8,
where the names of Jacob’s sons are also given. In Exodus 1:2–5 the order is
slightly different, giving the sons of Leah and Rachel before the four sons of the
concubines. The “seventy” who came to Egypt became an innumerable host
before finally gaining their release from Egypt.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE
The book of Exodus was written to describe the difficulties of the Israelites in
Egypt and the faithfulness of the God who rescued them from their bondage. Not
only did the Lord deliver them from Egypt, He entered into a formal covenant
with the nation at Mount Sinai and taught them how to live and how to worship.
Through the giving of the Ten Commandments, God showed the Israelites how
to maintain a proper relationship with Him and with one another. The
instructions about the tabernacle enabled the people to approach the Lord and to
be conscious of His presence among them.
Among the promises to Abraham was the assurance that his descendants
would be fruitful and multiply (cf. Gen. 35:11–12), and in the early verses of
Exodus we learn that this did indeed happen in Egypt (1:7). When the covenant
was instituted, however, Abraham was also told that his descendants would “be
enslaved and mistreated four hundred years” in a foreign land (Gen. 15:13). That
grim prediction was fulfilled in Egypt as the Israelites suffered greatly, at least
during the latter part of the four hundred years. But God did not forget His
covenant with Abraham and, through the mediation of Moses, delivered His
people from the house of slavery.
For the Israelites, the great themes of salvation and redemption were
inextricably linked with the Exodus from Egypt. God was a God who above all
else rescued Israel from their horrible situation and won their freedom with His
mighty hand. While accomplishing His purposes God revealed His character to
the Israelites and the Egyptians when He made known to them His name
“Yahweh.” Appearing to Moses in the burning bush, God disclosed that He was
the great “I AM” and that He would be with His people in their distress (Ex.
3:12, 14). Through the plagues and the miracle of crossing the Red Sea the
Israelites came to know more fully who Yahweh really was (Ex. 6:3), and
through these acts of judgment the Egyptians learned the hard way that Israel’s
God was “the Lord” (Ex. 7:5). He was the Lord of history, “majestic in holiness,
awesome in glory, working wonders” (Ex. 15:11).1
When God spared the firstborn sons of the Israelites, He instituted the Feast of
the Passover, which became a calendar-changing event (cf. 12:2). The blood of a
lamb had to be placed on the door frame of each house on the fourteenth day of
the month, and the angel of the Lord “passed over” each house where the blood
was visible (cf. v. 13). The death of a lamb in place of the death of the eldest son

served as a dramatic illustration of substitutionary atonement (cf. also Gen.
22:13) and is used in the New Testament with reference to Christ when He is
called “our Passover lamb” (1 Cor. 5:7; John 1:29). Throughout the Old
Testament the Passover was the most important of the religious festivals and
served as a reminder of God’s mercy and deliverance. The Last Supper observed
by Jesus and His disciples was a celebration of the Passover meal.
Before completing the relatively short journey to Canaan the Israelites spent a
year at Mount Sinai, receiving instructions from the Lord and preparing to fight
the Canaanites. This strategic interlude was designed to turn a disorganized band
of slaves into a cohesive nation, one that was deeply committed to the God of
their fathers. At Mount Sinai God revealed Himself to the people and entered
into a covenant with them. Called the Sinai, or Mosaic, covenant, this agreement
is also known as the old covenant and has given its name to the Old Testament.
Here at Mount Sinai Israel was given the key principles to godly living
summed up in the Ten Commandments, and these were followed by specific
guidelines for how to apply the Ten Commandments (chaps. 21–23). When
Israel agreed to obey God and keep His covenants, God promised that they
would be His special nation, “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (19:5–6).
To help them achieve this lofty goal, the Lord designed a tabernacle and
appointed priests to serve there. God Himself would “dwell among them” (25:8),
and when the sanctuary was completed “the glory of the Lord filled the
tabernacle” (40:35). Under Moses’ supervision the tabernacle was constructed
and Moses’ brother Aaron became the high priest. As beautiful as it was simple,
the tabernacle enabled the Israelites to worship God and to keep Him at the
center of their lives.
While Moses was on Mount Sinai receiving the Ten Commandments and the
design for the tabernacle, the rest of the nation was at the foot of the mountain
getting involved in the worship of the golden calf.2 Aaron lost control of the
people and allowed them to talk him into fashioning an idol for them (Ex.
32:14). This was a flagrant violation of the second commandment, and Moses
sharply condemned Aaron for his action. Aaron was supposed to make
atonement for the people rather than lead them into sin. How could the nation
fall into apostasy so soon after agreeing to the terms of the covenant in chapter
24?
In light of Israel’s refusal to be a holy nation, the Lord vowed to destroy them
and start all over again with Moses, making him into “a great nation” (32:10; cf.
Gen. 12:2). But Moses pled with God on the basis of His promises to Abraham
and the patriarchs (32:13), and total judgment was averted. Moses broke the two
tablets containing the Ten Commandments as a sign that the people had broken

the covenant (32:19), but the Lord gave him two new tablets when he climbed
Mount Sinai again (cf. 34:1, 27–28). In spite of the judgment that befell part of
the nation, God used this occasion to reveal to Moses His goodness, compassion,
and mercy (cf. 33:19; 34:6).

LITERARY STRUCTURE
Like Genesis, Exodus is a mix of literary genres, including narrative, poetry,
legal, and cultic materials. The book begins with a rapid survey of the
experience of the Israelites in Egypt after the death of Joseph. Verses 1–6
provide a link to Genesis by referring to the twelve sons of Jacob, who are also
listed in Genesis 46. Joseph is emphasized, indicating that the author assumes
that the reader is familiar with the last fourteen chapters of Genesis. But in
contrast to the favored position of Jacob’s family while Joseph ruled Egypt, the
Israelites found themselves reduced to slave status. Most of chapters 1–12
describe the suffering of the people and the role of Moses in gaining their
freedom. This beautifully interconnected narrative tells about the birth of Moses,
his expulsion from Egypt, and his return forty years later to challenge Pharaoh.
When Pharaoh refused to release the Israelites, God sent the plagues to judge
Egypt and demonstrate His power. The plagues seem to be arranged in three
groups of three followed by the dramatic tenth plague. Many of the plagues were
directed at specific deities to show their inherent weakness.
After the death of the firstborn we are given a narrative account of the
Exodus, the crossing of the Red Sea, and the journey to Mount Sinai (12:31–
18:27). Interspersed in the narrative are lists of regulations for the celebration of
the Passover (12:43–49) and the Feast of Unleavened Bread (13:3–10) as well as
the consecration of the firstborn (13:2, 11–16). Chapter 15 contains a
magnificent song of victory commemorating the startling defeat of the mighty
Egyptians at the Red Sea. This powerful hymn contains many archaic elements,
much like Genesis 49.3 In chapters 15–17 we are also introduced to the
grumbling and quarreling of the people. Their complaints become an all too
familiar refrain in Exodus and later in Numbers (cf. Ex. 15:24; 16:2, 7; 17:2).
With the arrival of the nation in the Desert of Sinai, we come to the main legal
section of the book, which is sometimes called “the Book of the covenant”
(24:7). Chapters 19–24 contain a list of the covenant stipulations—the Ten
Commandments—and a whole series of specific laws spelling out some of the
implications of the Ten Commandments. Scholars sometimes refer to the Ten
Commandments as apodictic statements, which are given in the form of “You
shall/You shall not.” This type of law is rare in other ancient law codes but has
parallels with the stipulations that appear in treaties. For example, the Hittite
king Mursilis tells his vassal king, “Do not turn your eyes to anyone else” in an

attempt to secure his firm allegiance.4 Similarly, God told Israel, “You shall
have no other gods before me” (Ex. 20:1).
A more common legal form is casuistic or case law, which is given in an “ifthen” arrangement. “If you commit this crime, then you will suffer the following
penalty.” The material in Exodus 21:1–22:17 is largely presented in casuistic
form and deals with such areas as the treatment of servants and penalties for
assault and battery or for stealing or damaging personal property. Laws about
sexual misconduct, the treatment of the poor, and honesty in court are also
included. In chapter 24 Moses describes the covenant ratification ceremony as
the people promise to obey God.
THE LITERARY STRUCTURE OF EXODUS

The final sixteen chapters of the book deal with the tabernacle, except for the
golden calf episode found in chapters 32–34. In chapters 25–31 God gives
Moses instructions about the building of the tabernacle and the craftsmen who

would do the work. Then in chapters 35–40 Bezalel and his associates construct
the tabernacle and its furnishings. Each of these sections has a paragraph about
keeping the Sabbath, first at the end of the instruction materials (31:12–17) and
second at the beginning of the construction process (35:1–3). Since the Sabbath
was the sign of the Mosaic covenant (31:13), the Lord was careful to remind the
people not to work on the Sabbath, not even when they were making the
tabernacle.5
Before Moses had a chance to come down from Mount Sinai and bring God’s
word to the people, the worship of the golden calf had begun. Chapters 32–34
thus interrupt the tabernacle accounts to emphasize the contrast between God’s
holiness and man’s sinfulness. A rebellious nation needed a place where
offerings could be presented to make atonement for sin to purify the people.
Through the construction of the tabernacle, God provided a way for Israel to
approach Him.
The Exodus from Egypt became the main illustration in the Bible of God’s
ability to save His people. It took a mighty God to deliver Israel “from the power
of Pharaoh” (Deut. 7:8) and centuries later from the power of Babylon (Isa. 52:9;
see “God as Redeemer” in chap. 1). When the infant Jesus was taken from Egypt
back to Palestine, Matthew quotes Hosea 11:1, a verse that referred to the
Exodus: “Out of Egypt I called my son” (Matt. 2:15). In the New Testament
most allusions to the Exodus and redemption compare deliverance from slavery
to deliverance from sin (cf. Rom. 3:24). Through Christ the believer has been
rescued “from the dominion of darkness” just as the Israelites were freed from
Pharaoh’s oppressive power (Col. 1:13–14).

LIBERATION THEOLOGY
The remarkable deliverance of Israel from Egypt and its slavery has become
associated in recent years with the development of liberation theology. Taking
their cue from the seminal work of Gustavo Gutierrez, A Theology of
Liberation,6 a number of theologians have dedicated their writings to the
liberation of the poor and oppressed, particularly in the countries of Latin
America. Juan Segundo and José Miranda are other scholars who have written
about the need for social revolution to obtain the freedom of oppressed peoples.
Often capitalism is identified as the villain that perpetrates social and economic
injustice, and Marxism is appealed to as a solution to the dilemma. Although
most of the liberation theologians are Roman Catholics, they do not hesitate to
appeal to the writings of Hegel and Marx and in some ways are trying to
Christianize Marx. The goal is not atheistic Communism, but Marx’s class
analysis and economic views are very evident among liberation theologians.
European influence on the movement has come from Jürgen Moltmann’s
Theology of Hope with its emphasis on God as the one who makes all things
new.7
The book of Exodus has also been utilized by other groups seeking relief from
oppression, most notably American blacks involved in the civil rights
movement. Moses’ request to Pharaoh, “Let my people go” (5:1), has become a
watchword of Americans who feel that they have been discriminated against.
Though such a slogan would have applied more precisely during the time of
slavery, it still serves as a denunciation of all kinds of oppression. One of the
contributions of liberation theology is its emphasis on social justice, and this is
certainly an important theme of Exodus, as well as of the later prophets (cf. Isa.
10:1–2). Because of the suffering of the Israelites in Egypt, God urged them to
show particular kindness to poor people and aliens (cf. Ex. 23:6, 9). The cruelty
of Egypt’s taskmasters was long remembered (Ex. 5:16), so proper treatment of
servants and employees was important to the Jews. Wherever the causes of
poverty can be removed, governmental leaders should be actively involved.
In their use of Exodus, liberation theologians are sometimes guilty of reading
their ideas into the text. Those who suggest that the Israelites revolted against
Pharaoh are overlooking the main elements of the story. Moses asked for
permission to lead the people into the desert to worship God, not to install a new

form of government over Egypt. When deliverance finally came, it was
accomplished through the sovereign power of God rather than the stubborn
resolve of the Israelites.8 Even after their release, some of the people felt that
things had been better in Egypt than out in the desert, and they longingly
recalled the food they enjoyed in Egypt (cf. 16:3). Such complaining sounds a
warning for those who advocate revolt in order to achieve freedom. What sort of
“freedom” will the people enjoy under a new regime? Those who point an
accusing finger at the oppression of capitalist governments often ignore the
oppressive tactics of socialists or communist regimes.
With their emphasis on making improvements in the social order, liberation
theologians define salvation almost exclusively in political terms and ignore a
person’s need of salvation from sin. Sin is in fact defined as man’s inhumanity to
man9 rather than as rebellion against God. Yet in Genesis 15:6 Abraham is made
righteous by believing the Lord, and the same term is used in connection with
the Exodus. When the Israelites saw God’s great power in overthrowing the
chariots of Pharaoh, they “put their trust in him and in Moses his servant” (Ex.
14:31). It was God who had saved them from Egypt, and it was He who saved
them from sin. In their zeal for political reform, liberation theologians tend to
overlook the need for the salvation of the individual soul. Evangelism is not
important because, for them, good living conditions in the present world
constitute salvation. Eternal realities fade into insignificance before the allconsuming needs of the here and now.

THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PLAGUES
When Abraham and Sarah traveled to Egypt to find relief from famine,
Pharaoh unwittingly took Sarah into his harem only to be inflicted with “serious
diseases” (Gen. 12:17). The word for “disease” (nega’) is also used in Exodus
11:1 to describe the plague on the firstborn. Whereas the episode over Sarah was
unpleasant for the Pharaoh and his household, it was nothing like the experience
of the later Pharaoh, who had to deal with the ten plagues. Never before had a
nation challenged the power of God only to be overwhelmed by an incredible
series of catastrophes. Pharaoh thought he was dealing with the revolt of a
helpless and enslaved people; instead he wound up in conflict with God
Almighty and nearly brought about the destruction of his entire nation.

The Purpose of the Plagues
When Moses and Aaron appeared before Pharaoh, their goal was to secure the
release of the Israelites from Egypt. God had heard the cry of His people and
was going to rescue them from the land of slavery. Since Pharaoh would not
listen to Moses, God performed signs and wonders to convince Pharaoh to let
Israel go. These miracles are called “mighty acts of judgment” in 6:6 and 7:4,
because Egypt deserved the punishing hand of God for mistreating the Israelites.
After all, Joseph had brought great blessing to Egypt with his God-given
foresight, but later pharaohs took advantage of the Israelites and reduced them to
slavery.
At this time in history Egypt was one of the most powerful nations on earth
and was proud of its heritage and religions. But by means of the ten plagues,
Pharaoh and his people learned the hard way that there was no one like the God
of Israel, who was supreme in heaven and earth (cf. 7:5; 9:14). The Israelites
also came to know in a more profound way that Yahweh was indeed Lord (cf.
6:3, 7) and were instructed to tell their descendants what the Lord accomplished
(10:2). According to Exodus 9:16 and 18:11, the plagues were a demonstration
to the whole world that the Lord God of Israel was more powerful than any other
God. He was the sovereign one, controller of the forces of nature and before
whom “the nations are like a drop in a bucket” (Isa. 40:15).

Many commentators believe that some of the plagues were directed against
specific Egyptian deities to reveal their impotence. For example, the Nile River
was worshiped as the god Hopi because the overflow of the Nile irrigated all of
Egypt’s crops. The plague on livestock may have been a direct rebuke against
the bull-gods, Apis and Mnevis, and the ram-god, Khnum. In the ninth plague,
“total darkness covered all Egypt” (10:22), bringing the nation to a complete
standstill. Where was Ra, the sun-god, who was revered as one of the main
Egyptian deities? None of the gods were able to step in and stop the calamities
announced by Moses.

The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart
Several times in these chapters mention is made of Pharaoh hardening his
heart or of God hardening Pharaoh’s heart. Does this mean that Pharaoh really
had no choice in the matter, that a sovereign God had decided his fate in
advance? Whereas it is true that the first two references state that God “will
harden” Pharaoh’s heart (4:21; 7:3), the next seven mention that Pharaoh
hardened his own heart (7:13, 14, 22; 8:15, 19, 32; 9:7). Not until after the sixth
plague does it actually say that “the Lord hardened Pharaoh’s heart” (9:12).
Thus, it appears that Pharaoh had every opportunity to respond to the intense
pleas to release Israel, and even his own magicians recognized in the third
plague “the finger of God” (8:19). But Pharaoh remained stubborn and
unyielding, and finally God confirmed that hardened condition and ensured his
continued obstinacy. When Paul states that God “hardens whom he wants to
harden” (Rom. 9:18) and uses Pharaoh as his example, he nonetheless argues
that God is just (v. 14) and that His action is not arbitrary. Yes, God is sovereign
and fully in control, but that does not eliminate man’s free will and the bearing
of responsibility for his choices.10 Berkouwer has noted that it is difficult to
distinguish between sovereignty and arbitrariness. Since there is no authority
that can call God to account, what seems to us an arbitrary decision is not really
that at all.11 God acts in accord with His purposes and plans, which are righteous
and holy.
The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart is paralleled by the experience of Sihon
King of Heshbon, who refused to give the Israelites passage through his land
(Num. 21:21–23). According to Deuteronomy 2:30 the Lord “made his spirit
stubborn and his heart obstinate” in order to give Israel the victory. The verb
made stubborn (hiqšâ) is used in connection with Pharaoh (cf. Ex. 7:3), though it

is followed by “heart” and not “spirit.” “Make obstinate” (’immēs) does not
occur in the Pharaoh account but is clearly a synonym of the other terms used.
Several passages refer to the Israelites as a “stiff-necked” people (Deut. 9:13;
10:16), and Psalm 95:8 alludes to the time they hardened their hearts in the
wilderness. Eventually, Israel’s stubbornness would lead to the Babylonian exile
(cf. Lev. 26:41), but it is nonetheless clear that in His grace and mercy God
loved Israel and chose her “above all nations” (Deut. 10:15). Neither Pharaoh
nor Israel acted independently of God but were part of the sovereign plan by
which God revealed His power and glory.12

The Pattern of the Plagues
Most of the plagues begin with the request of Moses and Aaron that the
Israelites be allowed to go free. This is followed by a description of the plague
itself and the response of Pharaoh and his officials. Sometimes Pharaoh asks
Moses to pray to the Lord so that the plague will end (8:8, 29; 9:28), and in some
instances he agrees at least partially to Moses’ demands. In plagues one–five and
seven we are told that Pharaoh hardened his own heart, and in plagues six and
eight–ten God hardened Pharaoh’s heart.
The plagues seem to be arranged in three groups of three, followed by the
climactic tenth plague. Plagues one, four, and seven—the first plague in each set
—are introduced by a warning from Moses to Pharaoh in the morning. The last
plague in each set—three, six, and nine—takes place without any announcement
in advance.13 Beginning with the fourth plague, the text states that the region of
Goshen, where the Israelites lived, was not struck. Exemption from the effects of
the plagues is also mentioned with reference to the fifth, seventh, ninth, and
tenth plagues (9:4, 26; 10:23; 11:7), although it is likely that the Lord made a
distinction between the Egyptians and Israelites in plagues six and eight also.
With respect to the tenth plague, the Israelite firstborn were protected only if the
blood of the Passover lamb was applied to the doorposts (cf. 12:13).
The destructive nature of plagues seven–nine may indicate increasing severity
as God’s judgments proceed. The plague of hail was the worst storm ever to
strike Egypt (9:24), and according to Pharaoh’s officials the locust plague left
the country in ruins (10:7). All this preceded the worst disaster of all—the death
of the firstborn—a final crushing blow to Pharaoh and his people.

The Plagues as Natural Disasters
In an attempt to explain the sequence of the plagues, Greta Hort has suggested
that an unusually high inundation of the Nile could have been the precipitating
factor.14 Excessive rains could have brought down large amounts of red
sediment from Ethiopia, turning the Nile bloodred and killing some of the fish.
A week later frogs, already infected with Bacillus anthracis, would have moved
inland to escape the polluted Nile. The piles of dead frogs left throughout the
land likely spread the cattle disease of plague five. Because of the high
floodwaters, plentiful breeding grounds would have been available for the gnats
and flies of plagues three and four, and they in turn could have caused the boils
or skin anthrax of plague six. The hailstorm would have occurred some months
later in January or February, destroying the flax and barley but not the wheat and
spelt, which would have been left for the locusts.15
Even if this theory is correct and the order of the plagues followed along
natural lines, the timing of the plagues and their intensification required
supernatural control. Without God’s intervention Moses and Aaron could not
have foreseen the coming of these disasters with such precision. And there is no
way to account for the tenth plague on naturalistic grounds. God may have used
natural means up to that point, but the death of the firstborn sons required
supernatural action.

The Plagues as Eschatalogical Forerunners
Taken as a whole the Bible has relatively few periods in which miracles are
plentiful. After the time of Moses we must wait until the ninth century B.C. and
the prophetic ministries of Elijah and Elisha when once again God intervened
decisively through miraculous signs. In the New Testament there are, of course,
numerous miracles connected with the ministry of Christ as the last days begin
(cf. Heb. 1:2). At the culmination of the last days as recorded in the book of
Revelation, it is interesting to note that the judgments described are sometimes
similar to the plagues of Egypt. In chapter 8 a third of the sea is turned into
blood (v. 8), and a third of the sun becomes dark (v. 12). The ugly and painful
sores associated with the outpouring of God’s wrath (Rev. 16:2) and the falling
of huge hailstones in 16:21 are also reminiscent of the plagues. Perhaps in

Revelation we are to think of the deliverance of the righteous as a kind of final
Exodus from the bondage of a wicked world.16 The forces of Satan will be
defeated as decisively as Pharaoh and his armies.

The Individual Plagues
1. The plague of blood. Since the waters of the Nile were so critical to the
well-being of the Egyptians, the first plague delivered a powerful message to
Pharaoh. The bloodred color of the Nile may have come from the tons of red soil
carried by the White Nile and Blue Nile (see above), and, combined with a type
of algae called flagellates, proved to be deadly to the fish.17 These problems with
the Nile, which probably occurred in July and August, began a sequence of death
and destruction that grew steadily worse in subsequent months. If Cassuto is
correct in linking the wood and stone articles of 7:19 with idols, the blood that
was poured over the gods would have defiled them and further insulted the
deities of Egypt.18
2. The plague of frogs. The frog was the symbol of the Egyptian goddess
Heqt, who was depicted as a woman with a frog’s head. Since Heqt was a
goddess of fertility, the reference to frogs swarming into bedrooms in Exodus
8:3 may be an allusion to her accustomed role, now sadly achieving quite the
opposite result. When Moses asked the pharaoh to set the time for the removal of
the frogs, he was demonstrating God’s sovereignty over time, for the Lord
responded to Moses’ prayer (Ex. 8:9–13).19
3. The plague of gnats. God’s sovereignty was even more pronounced when
Aaron struck the ground with his staff and the dust became gnats. Whereas it is
likely that “dust” refers to the immense number of gnats, the wording is
reminiscent of God forming man “from the dust of the ground” (Gen. 2:7).
Pharaoh’s magicians acknowledged the creative power of the Lord when they
said, “This is the finger of God” (Ex. 8:19). According to Psalm 8:3 the heavens
are the work of God’s fingers, and in Exodus 31:18 the Ten Commandments are
“inscribed by the finger of God.” God clearly revealed His will in the
Decalogue, and He was vividly demonstrating His power through the plagues.
When Jesus drove out demons “by the finger of God” the forces of evil were
being defeated (Luke 11:20).
4. The plague of flies. Egypt’s troubles continued when vast hordes of flies
covered the whole country except for the region of Goshen, where the Israelites

lived (8:22). Devastation was so widespread that “the land was ruined” by the
multiplying pests (8:24). These exact words, tiššāhēt hā’āes, are used in Genesis
6:11 to describe the corruption of the earth before the flood. Just as God sent the
flood to judge the earth, so He was sending the plagues to punish Egypt for her
evil. Faced with impending disaster, Pharaoh softened his stance somewhat and
told Moses and Aaron to sacrifice in the land. But since shepherds were
detestable to the Egyptians (cf. Gen. 46:34), Moses knew that sacrifices would
likely be offensive to them also, so he insisted on offering sacrifices in the
desert.
5. The plague on livestock. When Pharaoh once again hardened his heart, the
hand of God struck the land a fifth time, this plague destroying the nation’s
livestock. The anthrax disease might have been contracted from the piles of dead
frogs still left in the land or from the flies of plague four. Since a number of
animals were associated with specific deities, this fifth plague may have dealt a
powerful blow against Egypt’s religion. Apis was the sacred bull of Ptah, the
well-known god of crafts, and Hathor, the goddess of joy, was portrayed with the
ears of a cow.20 But no god was able to save the animals from the terrible
scourge sent by the Lord.
6. The plague of boils. Included among the curses Moses warns the Israelites
about in Deuteronomy 28 is a reference to “the boils of Egypt” (v. 27), a clear
allusion to this sixth plague. Many feel that the boils were a kind of skin anthrax,
a black abscess that turns into a pustule.21 It was probably related to the disease
that struck the livestock in the previous plague and was likely spread by infected
flies. These boils were extremely painful and particularly affected the knees and
legs (Deut. 28:35), making it difficult for the magicians to “stand before Moses”
either literally or figuratively. When Moses tossed into the air handfuls of soot
from a furnace to launch the plague (9:10), his actions linked the suffering of the
Egyptians to the slavery of the Israelites. The furnace—or brick kiln—was the
symbol of Israel’s bondage (cf. 1:14).
7. The plague of hail. The third trio of plagues began with a hailstorm
described as the worst that Egypt had ever known (9:18, 24). Normally Egypt
receives very little rainfall, especially in Upper Egypt, and since hailstorms of
any kind are rare, the impact of this storm was even more powerful. Before the
plague began Moses told the pharaoh that God had raised him up to show him
His power (v. 16), and the storm itself was a mighty message from the Lord.
Later at Mount Sinai God spoke to the Israelites through thunder and lightning
(cf. Ex. 19:16) as He gave them the Ten Commandments, and this earlier storm
was an important revelation for Pharaoh. For the first time Pharaoh admitted that

he had sinned (v. 27), but he broke his promise to let the Israelites go free when
the hail and thunder stopped. In the aftermath of the storm, the flax and barley
harvests had been destroyed, and coupled with the loss of so many livestock in
the previous plague, Egypt’s economy suffered a crippling blow.
8. The plague of locusts. Pharaoh’s economic woes continued with the
onslaught of the locust hordes in March or April. Brought by strong east winds,
the locusts came in unprecedented numbers and devoured anything green that
had survived the hailstorm (cf. 10:12). The severity of the plague was indicated
by the Lord’s instruction that the Israelites tell their children and grandchildren
about this harsh treatment (10:2). Ironically, the same phraseology is used in the
book of Joel to introduce a locust plague that struck Israel centuries later.22 In
Moses’ final words to Israel in Deuteronomy 28, he twice refers to swarms of
locusts that will devastate the crops if the people rebel against God (vv. 38, 42).
9. The plague of darkness. Elsewhere in Scripture darkness is associated with
distress, barrenness, and the judgment of God (cf. Isa. 8:22; Jer. 4:23). In Egypt,
where the sun-god, Ra, was a prominent deity, darkness would have been a sign
of his disfavor or, worse yet, his weakness—particularly when the other plagues
had been sent in the name of the God of Israel. The darkness was doubtless
associated with the khamsin, the strong winds that blow in from the desert each
spring. The resultant sandstorm apparently matched the unparalleled proportions
of the hail and locust plagues and completely blotted out the sun. Angered by yet
another disaster, Pharaoh ordered Moses out of his sight and refused to see him
again.
10. The death of the firstborn. According to Egyptian theology, Pharaoh was
himself a god, but in this final plague the vulnerability of the king was clearly
exposed.23 Israel was God’s “firstborn son” (Ex. 4:22), and since Pharaoh
refused to release Israel, Pharaoh’s firstborn son would die as a consequence
(4:23). In the Near East the firstborn son enjoyed special privileges, including a
double share of the inheritance, so the loss of the firstborn was a tragedy that
“would cripple the family legally and emotionally.”24 Because the tenth plague
claimed only Egyptian firstborn males—including animals—the destruction was
clearly a miracle and not an epidemic. The death of the firstborn produced an
unprecedented volume of wailing throughout Egypt, but among the Israelites
there was calm and quietness (11:6–7; 12:30).

THE PASSOVER
The tenth and last plague brought the death of the firstborn and the longawaited permission for Israel to leave Egypt. To escape the plague themselves,
the Israelite households were instructed to sacrifice a lamb and smear the blood
on the doorposts of each house. The sacrifice of the Passover lamb as well as the
Feast of Unleavened Bread were celebrated annually in commemoration of the
dramatic rescue of the firstborn. Shortly thereafter the whole nation was
miraculously delivered at the Red Sea. So important were these events that from
then on this became the first month of the year. Known as the month of Abib (cf.
13:4) and later as Nisan, the Passover and exodus marked the beginning of the
religious calendar.

The Passover Lamb
Unlike some of the older plagues in which the Israelites and their animals
were automatically exempt (cf. 8:22; 9:4), there were special instructions with
regard to the sparing of the firstborn sons. The key provision was the sacrifice of
a year-old lamb or goat and the application of the blood to “the sides and tops of
the doorframes of the houses” (12:7). The same night they were to eat the meat
“along with bitter herbs, and bread made without yeast” (12:8). When the Lord
“passed over” each house and saw the blood, He would not permit the destroying
angel to strike down the firstborn son (v. 23).
As in the case of the ram that was sacrificed in place of Isaac (cf. Gen. 22:13),
the substitutionary nature of the Passover lamb must have been quite clear to the
firstborn sons and their families. They knew that if the lamb was not killed, the
oldest son would die, a son who had a privileged position in the family. The
New Testament writers refer to Christ as “our Passover lamb” (1 Cor. 5:7), “a
lamb without blemish or defect” (1 Pet. 1:19; cf. Ex. 12:5), and the apostle John
noted that none of His bones were broken (John 19:36). According to Exodus
12:46 and Numbers 9:12, the bones of the Passover lamb could not be broken.
To make the connection between Christ’s sacrifice and the Passover crystal
clear, the gospels tell us that Christ died shortly after observing the Passover
with His disciples (Matt. 26:18–30).

Feast of Unleavened Bread
Closely associated with the Passover was the Feast of Unleavened Bread,
which began on the next day and continued from the fifteenth to the twenty-first
of the month. Since the people had to leave Egypt quickly, they did not have
time to bake dough with yeast (Ex. 12:11, 39). In verse 8 the bread without yeast
is eaten along with bitter herbs, a reminder of the hard labor they had been
required to perform (cf. 1:14). As this feast was celebrated from year to year,
parents reminded children about their bitter experiences in Egypt, and together
they gave thanks for God’s deliverance. Down through the years the feasts of
Passover and Unleavened Bread virtually became one feast (cf. Mark 14:12).

Regulations
The Bible is specific about how the Passover lamb was to be sacrificed and
how it was to be eaten. For example, the meat had to be roasted, and it had to be
eaten the same night (vv. 8–9). All who were ceremonially clean were required
to celebrate this Passover, but those who were unclean could celebrate the feast
exactly one month later (Num. 9:11, 13). Of special importance was the rule that
all the males be circumcised. Circumcision was the sign of the Abrahamic
covenant and indicated commitment and submission to the God of Abraham (see
“The Abrahamic covenant” in chap. 3). If ever there was a time when the
Israelites needed to renew their dedication to God, it would be at the Passover.
According to Exodus 4:22, Israel was God’s firstborn son, so the time of the
Passover with its emphasis upon the firstborn was a marvelous occasion to think
about the meaning of a covenant relationship. Just after the reference to Israel as
God’s firstborn, we are told that Moses had failed to circumcise his own son, an
oversight that nearly proved fatal (Ex. 4:24–26).25 Ironically, even with the
emphasis on circumcision and the Passover, both were neglected during the
wilderness wanderings and at other periods in Israel’s history (cf. Josh. 5:5; 2
Chron. 30:1–5). According to Exodus 12:43–49, the Passover could also be
celebrated by slaves and aliens who were part of the community, provided they
had been circumcised. Foreigners and hired workers, who had no desire to
worship the God of Israel, were specifically excluded, however.

Death of the Firstborn
Although Pharaoh thought that his country could survive the hardships
brought on by the first nine plagues, the tenth plague was more than even he
could handle. To lose a firstborn son was a crushing blow, and this catastrophe
befell every household, including that of the pharaoh. There was no doubt about
the power of Israel’s God this time. Remarkably the Egyptians gave the
Israelites valuable gifts as they left, perhaps in recognition of the years of labor
performed on their behalf. Abraham had been told that his descendants would be
“enslaved and mistreated four hundred years” (Gen. 15:13), and it turned out to
be 430 years. But now they were on their way back to the Promised Land to
fulfill the Abrahamic covenant.

Crossing of the Red Sea
The joy of freedom came to an abrupt end, however, when the Israelites
realized that Pharaoh had changed his mind and had sent out his chariots and
officers to recapture them. How could they fight against this powerful enemy
and avoid a new period of enslavement? To make matters worse, the Israelites
were camped right next to the Red Sea and had no place to flee. But the angel of
God who had protected the firstborn was still with Israel and placed the pillar of
cloud between the opposing forces (Ex. 14:19). Then as Moses stretched his staff
over the sea, the waters were miraculously divided and the people crossed on dry
ground. When the Egyptians tried to follow, the waters returned to overwhelm
them, destroying the soldiers and their chariots. Once more God triumphed over
Pharaoh, and the crossing of the Red Sea became for all time the prime example
of deliverance and salvation (cf. Isa. 51:10). News of Israel’s rescue would also
strike terror into the hearts of the Canaanites and neighboring nations (Ex.
15:15).
Scholars have long been stymied in their attempt to pinpoint the place where
the Israelites crossed the Red Sea, partially because the term is more properly the
“Reed Sea.” The Hebrew word sûp, which corresponds closely to the Egyptian
tjuf (“papyrus”), refers to the reeds along the bank of the Nile in Exodus 2:3 and
to the seaweed in the Mediterranean in Jonah 2:5 [HB 2:6]. Since there are a
series of lakes with abundant supplies of reeds and papyrus north of the Red Sea

(the Gulf of Suez)—such as Lake Menzaleh and Lake Timsah—it is felt that one
of these may have been the “Reed Sea” crossed by the Israelites.26
To complicate matters there was an ancient canal between these lakes that
may have served as a wall of defense on the border, making the escape route
more difficult. The term “Reed Sea” can, however, sometimes refer to the Gulf
of Suez (Num. 33:10–11) or the Gulf of Aqaba (Num. 14:25; 1 Kings 9:26), the
two northern arms of what is commonly called the Red Sea. The strong west
wind that deposited the locusts into the “Red [Reed] Sea” (Ex. 10:19) probably
refers to the Gulf of Suez also.
Adding to the confusion is our difficulty in locating the places mentioned
along the route of the exodus. Succoth (Ex. 13:20) is identified with Tell
elMaskhutah west of the Bitter Lakes and was on “the desert road toward the
Red Sea” (Ex. 13:18). The three places mentioned in Exodus 14:2 all seem to be
in the vicinity of the Bitter Lakes, but none can be identified with certainty. If
Baal Zephon is the same as the place later called Tahpanhes, which was located
just south of Lake Menzaleh (cf. Jer. 2:16), the crossing may have occurred at
the southern end of Lake Menzaleh or at nearby Lake Ballah.27
Barry Beitzel places the crossing at Lake Timsah just south of modern
Ismailia, a location he believes was closer to where the desert road intersected
the line of lakes.28 On the other hand, since there is some evidence that the Gulf
of Suez may have extended northward to the Bitter Lakes at one time, Walter
Kaiser denotes this area at the northern tip of the Gulf as the most likely area of
the crossing.29 Regardless of where the exact spot may have been, there is no
doubt that God’s miraculous dividing of the sea was a mighty demonstration of
His power and a clear indication of His love for Israel.

THE DATE OF THE EXODUS
In spite of substantial evidence from biblical and archaeological sources, there
are two major competing theories about the date of the exodus. One, known as
the “early date,” places the exodus at about 1446 B.C. during the reign of
Amunhotep II. The other, the so-called “late date,” argues for 1290 B.C. as the
date of the exodus, when the great Rameses II was Pharaoh. A discrepancy of
150 years is a large one, especially when the problem could be easily solved if
we knew when Joshua conquered Canaan, some forty years after the exodus.
Yet, even with all the archaeological work in Palestine and all of our knowledge
of Egypt, there are still problems to be solved. Evangelicals have suggested both
dates, so the issue is not simply a liberal versus conservative debate.

Key Biblical Numbers
The most important chronological note about the exodus is found in 1 Kings
6:1, where the fourth year of Solomon (966 B.C.) is dated 480 years after Israel
left Egypt. Such a precise figure seems to put the exodus at 1446, but other
interpretations are possible. John Bright argues that 480 is a round number
composed of twelve generations of forty years each. Since the numbers “forty”
and “eighty” occur with regularity in the book of Judges, perhaps “forty” equals
a generation, which could refer to only twenty-five literal years.30 Twelve times
twenty-five would total only 300, correlating quite nicely with the late-date
theory. Approaching the problem from a different angle, Kenneth Kitchen
reasons that the 480 figure may be the sum of partly concurrent figures, giving
an absolute number that is too high.31
Kitchen uses the same argument with reference to Judges 11:26, where
Jephthah states that Israel had occupied Transjordan for 300 years.32 Since
Jephthah lived about 1100 B.C., the 300 years would refer back to c. 1400 B.C.,
the approximate time of the conquest according to the early-date hypothesis.
Advocates of the late date must squeeze all of the book of Judges between 1250
B.C. and 1050 B.C., a difficult task even with overlapping time periods. To
account for all of the judges in so short a period requires more overlapping than
the book seems to allow.33

Egyptian Evidence
The name Rameses. Each of the kings of Egypt has several names, but
unfortunately none of them ever appears in Genesis and Exodus. Instead, the
royal title “Pharaoh”—which means “great house”—is used for each ruler. One
famous name occurs twice, however, apparently in connection with Rameses II,
the powerful pharaoh who ruled from 1290–1224 B.C.
In Exodus 1:11, Rameses is one of two store cities built by the Israelites, and
in Genesis 47:11 we are told that Jacob and his sons settled in “the district of
Rameses.” From these references scholars have concluded that Rameses II was
indeed the pharaoh of the exodus, which must have occurred early in the
thirteenth century B.C. Whereas it is true that Rameses II was a prodigious
builder, it is not at all certain that the city mentioned in Exodus 1:11 bore his

name at first. In chapters 1 and 2 it appears that Moses had not been born until
after Rameses was built, and yet he was eighty years old at the time of the
exodus.34 The same problem exists with the appearance of “Rameses” in
Genesis 47:11, hundreds of years before the reign of Rameses II. Apparently in
both cases earlier names were updated by a later editor who used the more recent
name. Such a proleptic use also appears in Genesis 14:14, where Abraham
pursued the captors of Lot as far as Dan. But the name of the city was “Laish”
until the tribe of Dan captured and renamed it in the days of the judges (Judg.
18:29).35
Another argument against the identification of Rameses II as the pharaoh of
the exodus is the length of the reign of the king who preceded that pharaoh.
According to Exodus 2:23, Moses fled from Egypt for forty years until the
pharaoh who sought his life died. Rameses’ predecessor, Seti I, reigned for only
twelve years, but Thutmose III, the pharaoh of the oppression according to the
early date, ruled from about 1495–50 B.C. He was succeeded by Amunhotep II,
who was followed to the throne by one of his younger brothers, Thutmose IV.
Amunhotep’s firstborn son may have perished in the tenth plague, the
catastrophe which precipitated the exodus.
The Hyksos rulers. During part of the time that the Israelites were in Egypt, a
group of foreigners known as the Hyksos (“chiefs of foreign lands”) ruled the
country. From their capital in Tanis in the same northeastern delta region where
the Israelites lived, the semitic Hyksos ruled Egypt from about 1700–1550 B.C.
Manfred Bietak believes that a colony of merchants and craftsmen from the city
of Byblos north of Israel may have furnished the core of these foreign upstarts
who took control of the land as the pharaohs of dynasties 15 and 16.36 The
Hyksos introduced new bronze swords and daggers, the compound bow, and
especially the horse and chariot into warfare.
Since the Israelites were themselves Semites who had produced one
prominent leader in Egypt, there is a great deal of interest in their relationship
with the Hyksos. Did the Israelites enter Egypt during the Hyksos period or were
the Israelites enslaved by the Hyksos at a later time? The answer to these
questions lies partially in the identification of the pharaoh “who did not know
about Joseph” and who cruelly oppressed the Israelites (Ex. 1:8). Was this king
one of the Hyksos, or was he Ahmose, the native Egyptian who drove out the
hated Hyksos and founded the New Kingdom about 1550 B.C.? Those who
favor a Hyksos interpretation argue that the 1550 date is too late in light of the
400 years of mistreatment predicted in Genesis 15:13. If the reference is to a
Hyksos ruler of 1700 B.C. there would be at least 250 years of oppression rather

than a little over a century. Second, it is asserted that fears over the growing
population of the Hebrews would suit the minority Hyksos rulers better than the
Egyptians, who presumably outnumbered the Israelites by a wide margin.37 Yet
the population issue could equally well point to Ahmose as the new king because
by 1550 the Israelites would have had an additional century and a half to
reproduce. Besides, it is more difficult to explain why the Hyksos would want to
enslave their fellow Semites to the level indicated in Exodus 1–2. The native
Egyptian dynasty that drove out the Hyksos might have used the occasion to
oppress another Semitic people at the same time.
Whereas the identification of the new king in Exodus 1:8 is a difficult one,
there is a much greater likelihood that the pharaoh who welcomed Jacob to
Egypt was not a Hyksos ruler. From the account of Joseph’s rise to power we are
given every indication that he was dealing with a native Egyptian dynasty.
Foreigners were not allowed to eat with the Egyptians (Gen. 43:32), and all
shepherds were “detestable to the Egyptians” (Gen. 46:34).38 Since the late-date
theory of the exodus would place the arrival of the Israelites in Egypt at the
beginning of the Hyksos period, this evidence places the start of the 400 years at
an earlier time and harmonizes best with a 1446 exodus.

Evidence from Jericho
The city of Jericho was the first stronghold captured by Joshua, and the
interpretation of its remains has been the object of lively archaeological debate.
John Garstang, who excavated Jericho between 1930 and 1936, thought the
evidence favored the early date, but Kathleen Kenyon, who dug there from 1952
to 1958, placed the fall of Jericho in “the third quarter of the fourteenth century”
and pointed out weaknesses in Garstang’s conclusions.39 Of special interest was
her denial that the “double-wall” identified by Garstang with Joshua’s capture
came from the late Bronze period. The two walls came from a time more than
500 years before Joshua.40 Unfortunately, the city mound suffered severe
erosion after 1500 B.C., partially because Jericho was abandoned until the reign
of Ahab (cf. 1 Kings 16:34).
A key point in the debate concerns the “Middle Building” above the spring,
both of which date about 1350 B.C. Miss Kenyon connects it with Joshua’s
Jericho, but Garstang links that part of the city with the brief occupancy of King
Eglon of Moab during the time of the judges (Judg. 3:13). Since Jericho at that

time was apparently a small, unwalled city, the evidence seems to favor
Garstang in this instance.
Garstang’s main argument for the early date lay in his interpretation of the
pottery found both on the mound and in the tombs. He observed that the pottery
pieces and the scarabs are abundant from the time of Thutmose III (about 1500
B.C.) to Amunhotep III (about 1414–1378), but there is nothing from the reign
of Akhenaton, the successor of Amunhotep. Miss Kenyon countered that scarabs
cannot be used for accurate dating, since they tend to be heirlooms.41 In her
opinion the pottery remains continue to about 1550 B.C., and the absence of a
red-and-black bichrome ware is particularly decisive in reaching this conclusion.
Known primarily from Megiddo in the north and Tell el-’Ajjul in the south, it
may be questioned, however, whether this bichrome ware ever came to the hills
of central Palestine or to the Jordan Valley. If not, its absence has no bearing on
the date of the occupancy of Jericho. Although the pottery analysis continues to
be a difficult one, Garstang’s conclusions may still be the best. If he is right, the
thick burned layer of ash beneath this pottery may come from Joshua’s
destruction of Jericho.42
Although Miss Kenyon’s interpretation of the pottery evidence at Jericho does
not support the early date of the exodus, her overall assessment of pottery
changes in Palestine is most interesting. From her study she states that a major
change in Palestinian culture occurred about 1400 B.C., precisely at the time
when Joshua and the Israelites would have reached Canaan if the exodus took
place about 1446 B.C.43

Evidence from Other Cities
Archaeologists have also been hard at work examining other sites captured by
Joshua and his forces, and their excavations have uncovered a pattern of
destruction primarily in the thirteenth century. Places such as Lachish, Debir,
and Bethel were destroyed by fire, and the date of their demise seems to support
a 1290 B.C. exodus. But a comparison of the archaeological data and the biblical
text raises several problems. In a summary of the conquest, Joshua 11:13 notes
that Hazor was the only city burned by Joshua—except for Jericho and Ai as
described earlier. Although Lachish was subdued in the southern campaign, the
text says nothing about burning (Josh 10:32). Since a broken pot with “year
four” written on it in the characteristic style of the Egyptian pharaoh Merneptah

has been found at Lachish, it is possible that the Egyptians burned Lachish.44
This was the same Merneptah whose famous stele from about 1220 B.C.
mentions that he defeated Israel in battle.45 The invasion of the Sea Peoples
about 1200 B.C. could also account for the destruction of Lachish and Debir.
Many cities from Asia Minor to Egypt suffered at the hands of these migrating
peoples. Unlike Lachish and Debir, the city of Hazor does not show evidence of
burning in its thirteenth century destruction level (Stratum I), and yet according
to Joshua 11:13 this stronghold some nine miles north of the Sea of Galilee was
indeed burned. During the excavation, Israeli archaeologist Yigael Yadin did
uncover signs of burning in Stratum III, which he attributed to one of the
Egyptian pharaohs, probably Thutmose III.46 Since this destruction would be
only about fifty years before the time of Joshua according to the early-date
theory, Leon Wood has suggested that the city of Stratum III may very well have
been the one burned by Joshua.47 The thirteenth-century destruction could have
been connected with the victory of Deborah and Barak over another Jabin, who
reigned in Hazor during the period of the judges (cf. Judg. 4:2, 24).

Evidence from Transjordan
Ever since the surface explorations of Nelson Glueck undertaken in the late
1930s, scholars have questioned the existence of strong nations such as Edom or
Moab prior to 1300 B.C. Glueck concluded that Transjordan was largely
uninhabited from 1800 to 1300 B.C., so if Joshua and Moses had come prior to
1300 B.C. there would have been no enemy to oppose them.48 But, a more
recent study of sites in the central Moab plateau has shown no occupational gap
there from 1500–1200 B.C.49 From a study of other sites, J. J. Bimson has also
reached the conclusion that Transjordan was in fact inhabited during the
period.50 The work of Kautz and Bimson supports the earlier views of Lancaster
Harding, who found evidence of Late Bronze occupation in the territory of the
Ammonites.51

The Amarna Tablets
In 1887 a remarkable set of about 350 clay tablets was found at the Egyptian

city of Tell el-Amarna. These letters from leaders of cities in Palestine and Syria
were written to the pharaohs Amunhotep III and Akhenaton complaining about a
group of people known as Habiru who had invaded the land. Since the two
pharaohs ruled from about 1400–1360 B.C. and since the word “Habiru” is quite
similar to “Hebrew,” it is tempting to connect the two and to interpret the
Amarna letters as external evidence of the conquest under Joshua. Under closer
scrutiny, however, this view is difficult to substantiate.
First, the term Habiru, or ’Apiru (a close equivalent), is used to describe
soldiers, mercenaries, and slaves in several countries throughout the ancient
Near East. From about 2000 B.C. on there are references to the Habiru (’Apiru in
Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Ugaritic, and Hittite texts) in addition to the Amarna
materials. In most of these texts there does not seem to be any possible
connection with the biblical Hebrews, and scholars generally believe “Habiru”
refers to a class rather than an ethnic group.52
Second, the information about Habiru activities in Canaan does not line up
very closely with the account given in Joshua. For example, the king of
Jerusalem is named Abdi-Hepa, whereas Joshua 10:1 refers to Adoni-Zedek as
the king of this important fortress. Cities such as Lachish and Gezer seem to be
supporting the Habiru rather than suffering defeat at the hands of Joshua (Josh.
10:33).53
On the other hand, Gleason Archer has shown that some details about the
Habiru fit the story of the Hebrew conquest rather well. For instance, letters to
the Egyptian kings came from cities that Joshua had difficulty in capturing—
places such as Jerusalem, Megiddo, Ashkelon, and Gezer. In one such letter,
Abdi-Hepa of Jerusalem complained that Labayu had given Shechem to the
Habiru, a piece of information that would help explain why the Israelites held a
covenant renewal ceremony at Shechem (Josh. 8:30–35). A letter from the king
of Megiddo refers to a leader named Yashuya, which is rather close to the
Hebrew spelling of Joshua.54 If the early date theory is correct, it is possible that
the leaders of Canaan regarded the Hebrews as part of the Habiru people, though
the two terms were unrelated prior to this time.
Meredith Kline has taken the position that the Habiru may be identified with
the invasion of Cushan-Rishathaim recorded in Judges 3:7–11. Kline believes
that this king from northern Mesopotamia may have been allied with the
Hurrians of Mitanni, a powerful force in the fifteenth and fourteenth centuries.55
Since this invasion occurred roughly about 1375 B.C., it fits within the reign of
Akhenaton when complaints about the Habiru in Canaan were at their peak.
Like the other aspects of the problem of dating the exodus and the conquest,

the Habiru issue remains a difficult one. After examining the biblical, historical,
and archaeological evidence, we can see that both the 1446 date and the 1290
date can be supported by impressive arguments, but at this point in the debate
the case for the 1446 B.C. exodus appears to be the stronger one.

THE NUMERICAL SIZE OF ISRAEL
Another thorny problem confronting the biblical interpreter is the staggering
size of the Israelite nation as they made their way out of Egypt. According to
Exodus 12:37, “There were about six hundred thousand men on foot, besides
women and children” at the time of the exodus. This places the total population
at two million at the very least. How could Moses manage such a throng and
how could they survive in the desert? The number also seems to be very large in
comparison with the other nations and with the armies of that era. Critical
scholars have rejected the accuracy of the biblical numbers, developing a
number of theories to reduce the overall population. But as clever and as wellintentioned as these theories may have been, none seem compatible with the
biblical data. The books of Exodus and Numbers in particular present a
consistent picture of Israel’s remarkable growth and show how the nation’s
survival in the desert was the direct result of God’s intervention.
Exodus, in fact, begins with a discussion of the amazing fruitfulness of the
Israelites, who had “become much too numerous” for the pharaoh (1:9). The
king feared that in a war the Israelites might join the enemy and help overthrow
Egypt, so he took measures to control the population by killing all of the Hebrew
baby boys (1:10, 16). Such drastic action implies that the Israelites numbered far
more than twenty or thirty thousand and that a figure of two million is not
unreasonable. Since there were about seventy in Jacob’s family when they first
migrated to Egypt, each family would have had five or six children to reach the
two million total four hundred years later.56
The two censuses given in Numbers correspond closely to the exodus data. In
Numbers 1:46 the number of men twenty years old or more is given as 603,550,
and in 26:51, at the end of the desert wanderings, the total is 601,730. In both
chapters the census is broken down into tribal units to make up the total, and in
chapter 2 there are subtotals for each set of three tribes.
Because of the inherent difficulties involved in leading such a large group to
the Promised Land, scholars have diligently tried to reinterpret the biblical
numbers. George Mendenhall has noted that the word translated “thousand,”
(’elep) can sometimes have the meaning of “group” or “clan.”57 In Judges 6:15
Gideon links himself with the weakest “clan” in the tribe of Manasseh, and in 1
Samuel 23:23 Saul vows to track David down “among all the clans of Judah.”

Earlier in 1 Samuel ’elep is rendered “unit,” where it may not necessarily refer to
exactly one thousand men. If six hundred “thousand” could be translated six
hundred “units” and if each unit only had two hundred men, the total figure
would be reduced to 120,000 men, still high but somewhat more reasonable. Yet
in the census figures given in Numbers the totals are also spelled out in hundreds
and tens (cf. 1:24), strongly implying that “thousand” should be taken literally.
Besides, when materials were collected for the tabernacle, half a shekel was
received for each man counted in the census, and the total came to exactly
301,775 shekels, a half shekel for each of the 603,550 men (cf. 38:25–26).
Clearly, the writer of Exodus and Numbers intended that these numbers be
understood in their normal, literal way.
In a recent commentary on the book of Numbers, Ronald Allen has wrestled
with the data and has suggested that the numbers have been intentionally
exaggerated as a rhetorical device to look ahead to the day when the descendants
of Israel would indeed be as innumerable as the stars. Allen cautiously suggests
that the numbers have been inflated by a factor of ten, giving an actual total of
60,000 men and 250,000 to 300,000 to include women and children.58 The
discrepancy between actual and inflated numbers would be similar to the
assertion in 1 Samuel 18:7 that “Saul has slain his thousands, and David his tens
of thousands,” an exaggeration designed to emphasize God’s great blessing on
Israel’s first two kings. Allen acknowledges that the mathematical exactness of
Exodus 38:25–26 is a formidable obstacle to his theory, but he argues that this
figure was derived from the census total given in Numbers 1:46.59 In his
discussion of the number of those who died after worshiping the Baal of Peor
(Num. 25:9), Allen accepts the 24,000 total at face value, partially because of the
23,000 figure contained in 1 Corinthians 10:8. This would amount to a loss of
nearly 10 percent of the “actual” population of 250,000 and would make the
plague that much more devastating.60
Even if the number of able-bodied men literally totaled 603,000, it should be
noted that they did not all fight in the same battle.61 When Moses fought the
Midianites, only twelve thousand troops were sent, and Joshua used thirty
thousand against Ai (cf. Num. 31:5; Josh. 8:3, 12). Later, in the civil war against
Benjamin, mobilization was more complete, with four hundred thousand
Israelites battling twenty-six thousand men of Benjamin (Judg. 20:2,15). The
size of armies varied greatly in the historical books, from hundreds of thousands
of soldiers to only a few thousand (cf. 2 Chron. 13:3; 1 Kings 20:15). Attempts
have been made to scale down the numbers in some of these instances also, but
as Gideon learned, God could win battles with only a few hundred if necessary.

From a human perspective, feeding and clothing two million people in the
desert was an impossibility, and the Scriptures make clear that supernatural
provision was necessary all along the way. After three days in the desert without
water, the grumbling against Moses began, but God turned bitter water to sweet
at Marah and led the people to twelve springs at Elim (Ex. 15:25, 27). In the
Desert of Sin God sent down manna from heaven, and these thin flakes that
“tasted like wafers made with honey” were miraculously provided for the next
forty years (cf. Ex. 16:31). On two occasions quail came in from the sea when
the people craved meat (Ex. 16:13; Num. 11:31). And during those long and
difficult years neither their clothes nor their sandals wore out (Deut. 29:5).
Because of unbelief an entire generation perished in that desert, but the nation as
a whole survived with God as their “shield and helper” (Deut. 33:29).

THE SINAI COVENANT
Three months after the exodus, the Israelites arrived at Mount Sinai in the
southeast section of the peninsula, and there God met with them in a powerful
way. Following their years of slavery the people needed an opportunity to hear
from God before heading for the Promised Land. God gave them specific
instructions about how to live and how to worship Him. Hundreds of years
earlier God had entered into a covenant relationship with Abraham, promising to
make him into a great nation. Now that “great nation” needed to enter into
corporate relationship with God that they might become His treasured
possession. Later passages look back at the Sinai covenant as the marriage
between God and Israel, and the breaking of that covenant resulted ultimately in
the “divorce” or exile (cf. Jer. 3:8). By agreeing to obey the Lord fully, Israel did
become at Mount Sinai “a kingdom of priests and a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6).
They were set apart to fear God and to worship Him alone; no other nation
enjoyed this special relationship with God. In 1 Peter 2:9 the apostle notes that
New Testament believers have entered into these privileges as those who are
chosen by God.62

Theophany
To impress upon the nation the significance of their decision, God revealed
His power and glory on Mount Sinai in an awe-inspiring display. While the
people stood at the foot of the mountain, God came down to the top of Mount
Sinai amid thunder and lightning, an earthquake, and billowing smoke. God’s
voice and the thunder seemed indistinguishable, and the people were terrified,
thinking they would die. They begged Moses to do the listening for them, and
promised that they in turn would listen to him (Ex. 19:19; 20:18–19). In effect
they were asking Moses to be a mediator, a prophet, and by their request they
were agreeing to listen closely to all of God’s words through the prophet (cf.
Deut. 18:15–16). This meant that Israel should have paid very close attention to
the Ten Commandments and to the other laws given to them by Moses.
The fire and smoke on Mount Sinai also accompanied the presence of God at
the institution of the Abrahamic covenant (cf. Gen. 15:17) and God’s appearance

to Moses (Ex. 3:2). But it was the revelation at Sinai that was forever etched in
the nation’s memory, and in subsequent years they spoke of the Lord as “the
One of Sinai” whenever they reflected upon His power and the way He protected
His people (cf. Judg. 5:5; Ps. 68:8 [HB 68:9]).

The Ten Commandments
In an earlier chapter (see “The covenants” in chap. 1) we discussed the
centrality of the Ten Commandments to the Sinai covenant. Known simply as
“the Ten Words” (Ex. 34:28; Deut. 4:13; 10:4; rendered “Decalogue” from the
Greek), these succinct commands summed up the requirements of the law and
represent the moral law as distinguished from the civil or ceremonial law. As
noted above, the Ten Commandments correspond closely to the stipulations of a
treaty, another reason the Israelites should have obeyed them wholeheartedly.
“Inscribed by the finger of God” (Ex. 31:18) on two tablets of stone, the Ten
Commandments were kept in the ark of the covenant as a sign of their
importance. The tablets were probably duplicate copies, each containing all of
the commandments. Before they could be read to the people, however, Moses
broke the tablets when he saw the worship of the golden calf (32:19). Two new
tablets were chiseled out and inscribed when Moses returned to the top of the
mountain (34:1).
There are differences of opinion about the exact way the Ten Commandments
are divided up, but all agree that the initial commands address man’s relationship
with God and the later commands deal with man’s relationship with man. The
command to keep the Sabbath is somewhat transitional, since the Sabbath is
based upon God’s resting on the seventh day of creation and at the same time is
closely intertwined with owner/slave or employer/employee relationships. The
next command—“Honor your father and your mother” (20:12)—is called “the
first commandment with a promise” in Ephesians 6:2.
When asked which of the commandments was the most important, Jesus
quoted Deuteronomy 6:5—“Love the Lord your God with all your heart and
with all your soul” (Matt. 22:37), which is a summary of the first four
commandments. The second commandment, “Love your neighbor as yourself”
(Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:39), sums up the last six commandments.63 From Jesus’
words it is probably safe to conclude that the Ten Commandments are arranged
in a descending order of importance. The first commandment prohibiting the
worship of other gods is the most important, and the command against coveting

would be the least significant—though still extremely important. Sadly, Israel
quickly became involved in the worship of the golden calf, breaking the first two
commandments (Ex. 32:4).
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus showed the inner dimension of the law by
comparing anger and hatred with murder, and lust with adultery (Matt. 5:21–22,
27–28). Sin begins in the heart, which is “the well-spring of life,” so it must be
carefully guarded (Prov. 4:23). If we meditate on God’s Word day and night, and
if we think about things that are noble, right, and pure (Ps. 1:2, Phil. 4:7–8), we
can walk in the light and avoid the works of darkness.

The Book of the covenant
Taken from Exodus 24:7, this title refers in its strictest sense to 20:22–23:33,
a section containing expansions and extensions of the Ten Commandments.
Almost all of the commandments are referred to in one way or another, though
sometimes briefly.64 For example, the worship of God alone is the subject of
20:23 and 22:20, and idolaters must be destroyed—a strong term usually
reserved for judgment on the Canaanites and Amorites (cf. Josh. 2:10). Laws
about the Sabbath (the fourth commandment) are contained in 23:10–12,
including mention of the sabbatical year of rest for the land. Hebrew slaves were
also to be given their release “in the seventh year” (21:2). Anyone who attacks
or curses his parents “must be put to death” for breaking the fifth commandment
(21:15, 17), and the same was true for anyone guilty of murder (21:12, 14). If the
death was accidental, however, God provided a city of refuge for the one guilty
of manslaughter (21:13). Various kinds of sexual immorality are addressed in
22:16–19, and the lengthy section on theft is presented in 22:1–15. Finally,
chapter 23 contains warnings against giving false testimony in court (vv. 1–9).
Throughout this section there are injunctions urging kind treatment for slaves,
aliens, widows, and orphans (22:21–24); for they remembered only too well
“how it feels to be aliens” from their years in Egypt (23:9). Concern for the poor
in general is encouraged, for the Lord was a compassionate God (22:27). Even
animals were to be treated with mercy (23:5, 12).
As noted above, several violations were punishable by death, and others were
subject to “the law of retaliation,” an eye for an eye and a tooth for a tooth
(21:24). Repeated in Leviticus 24:20 and Deuteronomy 19:21, this law was
designed to make the punishment fit the crime rather than to encourage personal
revenge. And sometimes even the required penalty was modified in a humane

way (21:26–27). When Jesus reacted to the “eye for eye” principle, he was
showing how love could replace the desire for personal revenge (Matt. 5:38–42).

covenant Ratification
Although the Israelites had provisionally agreed to accept the terms of the
covenant in 19:8, the actual ratification ceremony is contained in chapter 24.
Unlike the institution of the Abrahamic covenant in Genesis 15, the
responsibilities of the people are emphasized. Accompanied by Aaron, his two
sons, and seventy elders, Moses met with the Lord after the people had twice
agreed to do everything the Lord said (vv. 3, 8). In response to their affirmation
Moses offered sacrifices at the foot of Mount Sinai and sprinkled part of the
blood on the people as a sign that they were set apart as God’s special nation.
This was called “the blood of the covenant,” a term that recalls the words of
Christ just before He shed His own blood to institute the new covenant (Mark
14:24).
After the sacrifices were offered, Moses and the others went partway up the
mountain and participated in a meal to seal the covenant. A fellowship meal was
commonly connected with the ratification of a covenant (cf. Gen. 26:30; 31:54),
though the majestic surroundings of this meal were unique. Amazingly, verses
10 and 11 say that they “saw God” and lived to tell about it. Since not even
Moses was allowed to see God’s face (cf. Ex. 33:20), perhaps on this occasion
they only saw God’s feet (cf. v. 10). This was a limited revelation of God’s glory
but one that should have impressed upon these leaders of the people the need to
keep this covenant. Moses himself was then called to the top of the mountain,
now enveloped with the glory of the Lord. For forty days Moses remained in this
cloud of glory and received from God instructions about the law and the
construction of the tabernacle. To the Israelites the cloud looked like a
consuming fire (24:17), a symbol of the power and anger of a God who
demanded obedience to the covenant (cf. Deut. 4:23–24).

A COMPARISON WITH OTHER ANCIENT LAW
CODES
Students of the ancient Near East are well aware of the existence of other law
codes that bear some resemblance to the biblical laws. Several are older than the
Scriptures, such as the Sumerian code of Ur-Nammu (twenty-first century), the
code of Bilalama of Eshnunna written in Akkadian (twentieth century), and most
famous of all, the Akkadian code of King Hammurapi of Babylon (eighteenth
century). Other important discoveries were the Hittite code from Asia Minor,
going back to the sixteenth century, and the Middle Assyrian laws, found on clay
tablets dated in the reign of King Tiglath-Pileser I (1115–1077 B.C.) but perhaps
as much as three hundred years older. The longest and most important of these
codes was the one attributed to Hammurapi, preserved on an eight-foot stele of
black diorite and discovered in the ancient Elamite capital of Susa in 1902 from
where it was carried off to the Louvre in Paris by French archaeologists.65
Among the hundreds of laws found in these codes are some that are quite
close to verses in Exodus or Deuteronomy,66 but almost all of them are given in
casuistic rather than apodictic form. Known especially from the Ten
Commandments, the apodictic style is also characteristic of the stipulations
found in Near Eastern treaties. Strangely, the ancient law codes are not often
referred to in the settling of lawsuits and may have had a greater role in the
education of scribes and judges than in actual legal practice.67 A comparison
with the biblical laws reveals that the other codes set a higher value on property
than they do on human life.68 For instance, if a bull that had previously killed
someone gores another person to death, according to Exodus 21:29 the owner of
the bull “must be put to death” unless the family of the victim is willing to
accept payment of a fine instead (v. 30). According to Hammurapi law 251,
however, all that is required is the payment of a fine.69 In cases of theft, the
Hammurapi code demanded restitution ranging from tenfold to thirtyfold, much
higher than the biblical fourfold or fivefold (Ex. 22:1).70
Laws about slaves abound in the various codes, dealing with such matters as
punishment, the granting of freedom, and marriages with female slaves. Often a
female slave was purchased as a concubine (implied in Ex. 21:7–8) and enjoyed
greater privileges. The inheritance rights of children born to such marriages were

carefully regulated.71 In general, Exodus expresses great concern for the
privileges of slaves and encourages humane treatment. Hebrew slaves were to be
released after six years of labor (Ex. 21:2) and given gifts of food and animals in
recognition of their valuable service (cf. Deut. 15:12–15).
The law of retaliation (“an eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth”) is also found in
laws 197 and 200 of the Code of Hammurapi, but the non-biblical codes include
in addition punishment in the form of bodily mutilation. For example, if a slave
strikes the cheek of one of the aristocracy, his ear is cut off.72 Similarly, if a son
strikes his father, his hand is cut off.73 For some reason the Middle Assyrian
laws demand bodily mutilation for a large number of crimes, even though that
code is later than most of the others.
If a man injures another in a fight, both the Hammurapi code and the Hittite
code specify that the guilty party must pay the fee charged by the physician.74
According to Exodus 21:19 the aggressor “must pay the injured man for the loss
of his time and see that he is completely healed.” Laws 209–14 of the
Hammurapi code deal with various penalties assessed for striking a woman and
causing a miscarriage. These laws may have a bearing upon Exodus 21:22–25,
which also deals with punishment for hitting a pregnant woman. In Exodus it is
unclear whether the woman gives birth prematurely or has a miscarriage, though
the former is more likely on exegetical grounds.75
To discourage false testimony in court, law 1 of the Hammurapi code stated
that a person who falsely accuses another of murder must himself be put to
death.76 The biblical parallel in Deuteromony 19:16–19 states that anyone who
falsely accuses another of a crime must receive the punishment appropriate to
that crime. Apparently capital punishment was intended, because the sentence
“You must purge the evil from among you” is used elsewhere in connection with
the death penalty (Deut. 13:5; 17:7; 21:21; 22:21, 24; 24:7). Lying was a serious
offense and had to be eliminated from all aspects of community life (cf. Ex.
23:1–3).

THE TABERNACLE AS GOD’S DWELLING
PLACE
After the giving of the law and the ratification of the covenant, God revealed
to Moses the plans for the tabernacle, God’s special dwelling place among his
people. Instead of remaining on Mount Sinai enshrouded in a cloud of glory, the
Lord was willing to come down and fill the tabernacle with the same cloud of
glory. True, the people could not enter His presence directly, but mediated by
Moses, Aaron, and the priests, Israel had amazing access to the Almighty God.
God had promised to be with the people—as the name Yahweh itself suggests
(Ex. 3:12)—and now He would remain with them in the camp. Like the later
temple of Solomon modeled after it, the tabernacle was the perfect structure to
teach Israel about God and how He could be approached. Although there were
similarities between this sanctuary and other ancient temples, the tabernacle was
unique and designed by God Himself (25:8).
The significance of the tabernacle can be seen in the names given to it. Along
with “tabernacle,” which means essentially “dwelling place,” the building was
first called “a sanctuary,” that is, “a place of holiness,” stressing the
transcendence of God (25:8).77 When the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle
(cf. 40:34), the structure was set apart from all other sanctuaries. At night the
cloud looked like fire, just as it had appeared on Mount Sinai (cf. Num. 9:16).
Another name for it was the Tent of Meeting, the place where God spoke to
Moses and where He met with the Israelites and received their sacrifices and
offerings (29:42–43). The word tent indicates that the tabernacle was a portable
structure. “Whenever the cloud lifted from above the Tent, the Israelites set out”
to find a new location (Num. 9:17). The entire structure was dismantled and then
reassembled at the new campsite. A fourth name for the tabernacle was “the Tent
of the Testimony” (Num. 9:15; cf. Ex. 38:21), an indication that the ark of the
testimony containing the two tablets of the law was kept in the Most Holy Place.
The tabernacle proper was divided into two sections, a Holy Place measuring
30 feet by 15 feet and a Most Holy Place that measured 15 feet on each side.
Inside the Most Holy Place was the ark of the testimony with its atonement
cover, the most important article in the entire structure. The Holy Place
contained a table with the bread of the Presence, the golden lampstand, and the
altar of incense. Between the two sections was “the shielding curtain,” which

barred the way to the Most Holy Place (cf. 39:34). Around the tabernacle was a
courtyard that measured 150 feet by 75 feet and contained the bronze altar of
burnt offering and the bronze laver.
The materials for the tabernacle were contributed by the people and their
leaders as freewill offerings to the Lord, and more than enough was received in
this fashion (35:20, 29; 36:6–7). The bronze totaled about two-and-a-half tons
and the silver about three-and-three-quarters tons. The gold—which was used
mainly for the sacred furniture inside the sanctuary—amounted to a little more
than a ton (cf. 38:24, 25, 29). The curtains and the priests’ garments were made
mainly out of linen and blue, purple, and scarlet yarn (26:1; 28:5). Coverings
made of ram skins and of the hides of sea cows—the “dugong” of the Red Sea—
were also placed over the tabernacle for protection (36:19). Substantial amounts
of acacia wood were used for the boards, furniture, and posts of the tabernacle
and its courtyard. Found in the Sinai peninsula and as far north as Jericho, acacia
wood is as hard as oak and very valuable for building.78 Two men were
primarily responsible for building the tabernacle: Bezalel from the tribe of Judah
and Oholiab from the tribe of Dan, both highly skilled craftsmen. Significantly,
Bezalel was filled with the Spirit of God (31:3; 35:31), the first reference to the
filling of the Spirit in Scripture. Just as prophets and apostles were empowered
to proclaim God’s Word, so Bezalel was given the artistic ability to construct the
tabernacle that speaks to us about our God. Bezalel and Oholiab were carpenters,
metal workers, designers, embroiderers, and stonecutters (cf. 35:32–35), and
they were assisted by many other skilled workers (36:1). Following the plans
God gave to Moses on Mount Sinai, these talented individuals completed the
tabernacle in less than a year.
The first part of the tabernacle described in Exodus was the ark of the
testimony, also known as the ark of the covenant (25:22; Num. 10:33). A
wooden chest 3.75 feet long and 2.25 feet wide and high, the ark was the only
article in the Most Holy Place. It was overlaid with pure gold and had two
cherubim made “out of hammered gold at the ends of the cover” (25:11, 18). The
cherubim may have looked like the winged sphinxes carved into the armrests of
some ancient thrones, and elsewhere the cherubim are angelic creatures
associated with the presence of God (Ezek. 10:2–3).79 In 2 Samuel 6:2 God is
said to be “enthroned between the cherubim that are on the ark.” The Most Holy
Place was the throne room of God on earth and the ark was His footstool (cf. Ps.
132:7–8). When Moses entered the tabernacle “to speak with the Lord,” God
spoke to him “from between the two cherubim” (Num. 7:89). At the ark of the
covenant, God met with man in a unique way (cf. Ex. 25:22).

The cover to which the cherubim belonged was called the “atonement cover”
because that was the place where the high priest sprinkled blood once a year on
the Day of Atonement (Lev. 16:14). More than any other sacrifice, the blood of
the goat presented in this way symbolized the appeasement of the wrath of a
holy God, who was willing to forgive the sin of the people and to meet with
them.
As noted earlier, Moses was instructed to place in the ark the “tablets of the
Testimony” (Ex. 31:18), the Ten Commandments that epitomized the entire
covenant (Ex. 25:16, 21). Two other items were also placed in the ark: a jar of
manna (Ex. 16:33–34) and Aaron’s staff that budded (Num. 17:10). Sometimes
the ark accompanied Israel’s troops into battle as a sign that God would scatter
the enemy before them (cf. Num. 10:33–36; 14:44).
If the Most Holy Place represented God’s throne room, the holy place may be
compared to a royal guest chamber where His people wait before Him as
symbolized by the bread of the Presence, the light on the lampstand, and the
incense ascending from the altar of incense.80 The bread of the Presence (the
“showbread”) consisted of twelve loaves of bread that represented the twelve
tribes of Israel. Set on a small table about three feet long and two-and-one
quarter feet high, the loaves were replaced every Sabbath day and were eaten
only by the priests (Lev. 24:8–9). The bread was an offering to the Lord of the
fruit of the people’s labor, but at the same time it served to acknowledge God’s
provision of food for the nation.
On the south side of the tabernacle across from the table stood the seventyfive-pound pure gold lampstand (or “menorah”) with its central shaft and six
branches. On top of the shaft and each of the branches was a saucerlike lamp
with a wick fed by olive oil. The lampstand may have represented God as a light
to Israel or perhaps Israel as a light to the Gentiles (Isa. 42:6), reflecting the
glory of the Lord by their godly lives.81
Right in front of the curtain that shielded the Most Holy Place stood a small
wooden altar overlaid with gold. Only three feet high and one-and-one-half feet
square, this altar of incense was used twice a day by Aaron and his sons, and on
the Day of Atonement the horns of the altar were smeared “with the blood of the
atoning sin offering” (Ex. 30:10). Unlike the altar of burnt offering in the
courtyard, the altar of incense was never used for animal sacrifices. Only a
specially blended fragrant incense could be burned on this altar (cf. 30:34–35),
and the smoke represented the prayers that the people offered to God (cf. Ps.
141:2; Luke 1:10).
Although some interpreters have overemphasized the typological significance

of the tabernacle, the symbolism of this unique structure is nonetheless rich and
meaningful. Above all the tabernacle pictures God’s desire to dwell among His
people (Ex. 25:8), and when John the apostle described the incarnation of Christ,
he said that “the Word … made his dwelling among us” or, more literally,
“tabernacled among us” (John 1:14). The same verse speaks of seeing Christ’s
glory—not the cloud that filled the tabernacle but the miracles He performed and
His resurrection. When Christ died “the curtain of the temple was torn in two
from top to bottom” (Mark 15:38), and that curtain represented the body of
Christ, who through His death gave believers access to the Most Holy Place and
the very presence of God (Heb. 10:19–22). Through the one sacrifice of His
body, the sins of all mankind were paid for, something that the blood of bulls
and goats could never do (Heb. 10:4, 12).
The olive oil that burned in the lamps on the lampstand probably symbolized
the empowering work of the Holy Spirit. This is strongly implied in Zechariah’s
vision of the lampstand and the two olive trees in which the governor
Zerubbabel was one of the olive trees and was “anointed to serve the Lord”
(Zech. 4:14). In verse 6 we are told that Zerubbabel will finish rebuilding the
temple by the power of God’s Spirit. The same connection between anointing oil
and the empowering of the Spirit was present when David was anointed king
over Israel. “From that day on the Spirit of the Lord came upon David in power”
(1 Sam. 16:13).
When the cloud identified with the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle (Ex.
40:34), the Israelites knew that the Lord was pleased with the newly built tent
and that He would indeed live among them. The same God who had displayed
His power through the plagues and who had revealed Himself at Mount Sinai
would now be present to guide the nation on its journey to the Promised Land.
When the Lord spoke to Moses at the burning bush and commissioned him to
lead the Israelites out of Egypt, He had said, “I will be with you” (Ex. 3:12).
Here, at the end of the book of Exodus, Moses and all the people worshiped this
one who had proved His love for them and had chosen them to be His “treasured
possession” (19:5).
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LEVITICUS

Although

Leviticus contains many details about natural matters, a careful
reading of the book can help us learn much about worship and holy living. The
emphasis in Leviticus upon sacrifices and offerings enables us to appreciate the
meaning of Christ’s sacrifice on Calvary, and the description of the Day of
Atonement in chapter 16 is especially important in this regard. In Leviticus we
learn that sin must be dealt with and that God demands holy living. The people
of God were to be different from their pagan neighbors, and the specific
instructions about purity and morality have many contemporary applications.

TITLE
“Leviticus” means “relating to the Levites,” a title given to this book by the
translators of the Septuagint and adapted by the Latin Vulgate in the fourth
century A.D. Since much of the book deals with the responsibilities of the
priests, who all belonged to the tribe of Levi, the title is an appropriate one. The
rest of the Levites assisted the priests in their ministry, but surprisingly they are
mentioned only in 25:32–34. In some respects the book is concerned as much
with laypeople as with the priests, for there are instructions about how the
Israelites were to bring their offerings and how they were to celebrate the
festivals (especially in chap. 23). Worship was not limited to the priests and
Levites but was to be an integral part of the life of all Israel.
The Hebrew title for the book is “and he called” (wayyiqra’), referring to the
Lord calling to Moses from the tabernacle (1:1). This expression underscores the
significance of the words that God was about to speak to Moses, but it does not
reveal much about the general contents of the book.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE
Leviticus tells how a sinful people could approach a holy God and how they
could live holy lives. To make atonement for their sins the Lord prescribed a
series of sacrifices culminating in the offerings presented by the high priest on
the Day of Atonement. The covenant people were expected to avoid sexual
immorality and to obey all of the Lord’s commandments. If anyone ignored
these laws and commandments, the penalties were severe (cf. 10:2; 20:1–27). In
chapter 26 the nation is warned that if they break God’s covenant in the
Promised Land the results will be famine, disease, defeat, and eventually
deportation.
When the glory of the Lord filled the tabernacle at the end of Exodus (40:34),
the Israelites were very much aware of the presence of God. God had come to
live among the twelve tribes, a people who were to be “a kingdom of priests and
a holy nation” (Ex. 19:6). In a world filled with unholiness Israel was taught to
distinguish between the holy and the profane, the clean and the unclean. This
affected the practical areas of diet, healthful habits, and sexual behavior, as well
as ceremonial matters and separation from other gods. God set high standards for
the nation, and, as leaders of the people, the priests were subject to even higher
standards (cf. 21:7–8). The priests were responsible for the overall ministry of
the tabernacle, so any disobedience on their part brought swift punishment. The
same fire that consumed the burnt offering and signaled approval of the Aaronic
priesthood consumed the rebellious sons of Aaron two verses later (9:24; 10:1–
2). Severe as it was, the death of Nadab and Abihu demonstrated to all the
people the requirements of their holy God. Privilege and position did not give
them the luxury of violating the Lord’s command.
In the midst of a book filled with ritual and ceremony stands a verse cited by
Christ as the second greatest commandment: “Love your neighbor as yourself”
(Lev. 19:18; Matt. 22:39; Mark 12:31). Quoted more often than any other verse
in the Old Testament, Paul indicates that the entire law is summed up in this
single command (Gal. 5:14; cf. Rom. 13:9). If the people love the Lord with all
their hearts (Deut. 6:5) and their neighbors as themselves, they will be well
along the way to holy living. “Neighbor” includes the alien who “lives with you
in your land” (19:33). Since the Israelites remembered what it was like to be
aliens in Egypt, they must not mistreat such individuals.
To enable the people to be cleansed of their sin and to express their dedication

to God, the Lord provides for them a series of sacrifices and offerings in
chapters 1–7. With Aaron and his sons officiating, these sacrifices were
presented “before the Lord,” the one whose law had been violated but who was
willing to forgive. Atonement was made for those who confessed their sin and
offered an animal to die as a substitute for the sinner.
Chapters 11–15 deal with the topic of uncleanness and defilement in relation
to food, skin diseases, and bodily discharges. Although uncleanness was not the
same as sinfulness, it typified sin and impurity. Anyone affected by a skin
disease or a bodily discharge had to be cleansed through special ceremonies. The
most important cleansing ritual of all, however, which involved the high priest
on the Day of Atonement, brought about the forgiveness of Israel’s sin. On this
one day of the year, the priest sprinkled blood on the atonement cover in the
Most Holy Place because of the sin of the people (16:15). As a sign that God had
removed Israel’s sin, a scapegoat symbolically carried away the sin of the nation
into the desert (16:21).
Now that Israel has learned about the sacrifices and offerings that can atone
for sin, chapters 17–27 discuss the practical dimensions of holy living. Often
referred to as “the Holiness Code,” these chapters cover a variety of topics
applicable both to the people and to the priests. In several instances the laws
were designed to help Israel avoid the unholy customs of its pagan neighbors,
who had defiled the land by their immoral practices (cf. 18:24). Chapter 17
prohibits the eating of blood or sacrificing to goat idols, and then chapter 18
spells out illicit sexual relations, particularly those involving incest. In chapter
19 there is a restatement of several of the Ten Commandments and appropriate
expansion for more precise application. If God’s commands or laws are violated,
the penalties to be assessed are given in chapter 20. Since the priests were set
apart to God in a special way, chapters 21–22 present rules they and their
families had to obey meticulously.
Chapter 23 contains a summary of the religious calendar for the entire year,
reviewing the exact time of each festival and what was expected of the people.
This is expanded in chapter 25 to include a discussion of the sabbatical year
(every seventh year) and the Year of Jubilee (every fifty years), both of which
had important economic, as well as religious, implications. If the people obeyed
God’s laws and commands faithfully, He promised to send them peace and
prosperity and to walk among them (26:1–13). But if Israel turned their backs on
God and disobeyed His law, the nation would suffer every imaginable calamity
and eventually be driven out of the Promised Land (26:14–46).
Chapter 27 is something of an appendix and deals with special vows made to
the Lord. These gifts of persons or property were voluntary ones given to God as

expressions of thanksgiving. Perhaps they are included at the end of Leviticus to
keep them separate from the required sacrifices and offerings described in the
opening chapters.

LITERARY STRUCTURE
At first glance Leviticus appears to be an endless list of rules and regulations
put together in rather haphazard fashion, but a closer examination reveals a
greater coherence. Whereas it is true that much greater attention is given to ritual
in Leviticus than in the other books of the Pentateuch, the book is still “part of
the great history of Israel’s journey from Egypt to the promised lands.”1
Although the narrative material in Leviticus is not extensive, what we do have in
chapters 8–10 and in 24:10–16 is important to the overall structure of the book.
In one sense the laws about sacrifices are given in chapters 1–7 to help us
understand the various offerings presented at the ordination of Aaron and his
sons in chapters 8–9.2 The death of Aaron’s two eldest sons in chapter 10 and
the death of the blasphemer in chapter 24 are stern warnings that neither the
priesthood nor the laity can ignore God’s laws with impunity.
The book begins with a two-part discussion of the most important offerings.
First, the general procedure for the presentation of each offering is outlined,
including the respective responsibilities of the offerer and the officiating priest.
The first three offerings described—the burnt offering, grain offering, and
fellowship offerings—were the “sweet savor” offerings, the ones that provided
“an aroma pleasing to the Lord” (1:9; 2:2; 3:5). They were followed by the sin
offering and guilt offering—the two that dealt with specific sin (4:1–6:7).
THE LITERARY STRUCTURE OF LEVITICUS

Second, in 6:8–7:38 Moses gave the regulations for the various offerings,
providing additional details for the priests about how the offering was to be
presented and how the animal or grain was to be disposed of. “Regulations” is a
translation of the same Hebrew word for Torah (tôrâ), which is usually rendered
“law.” But since the basic meaning of the word is “instruction” or “teaching” (cf.
Prov. 1:8), “the law of the burnt offering” (6:8) refers to instructions about this
offering. These laws about the sacrifices and other rituals were as important as
the laws that governed personal morality and social responsibility.
“Regulations” is the basic meaning of “Torah” in chapters 11–15 also.
Whether the subject be rules about food (11:46), procedures for a woman after
childbirth (12:7), or an examination of contaminated articles of clothing (13:59),
the translation “regulations” applies quite well. Of special importance were the
regulations for the cleansing of someone who had been healed of an infectious
skin disease (14:2).
Although chapter 16 with its description of the Day of Atonement is the most

important ritual in Leviticus, it is nonetheless set in the historical context of the
death of Aaron’s sons (v. 1). If Aaron presents the sacrifices in the prescribed
manner, sin will be atoned for—and Aaron will not die in the process. According
to verse 34, the yearly atonement ceremony was to be “a lasting ordinance” for
the nation (cf. Ex. 27:21; 29:9).
The second major section of the book (chaps. 17–27) begins with a chapter
that is something of a hinge linking the chapters on ritual regulations (chaps. 1–
16) with those dealing with more personal matters.3 Chapters 18–20 are a
combination of apodictic and casuistic laws that sound much like Exodus 20–23.
The prohibitions against slander or showing favoritism in court (19:15–16) are
very similar to Exodus 23:2–3, and sorcery is condemned in both books (Ex.
22:18; Lev. 19:26). The close relationship between the book of the covenant in
Exodus 20–23 and Leviticus 18–20 shows that the earlier emphasis on ceremony
in Leviticus was not intended to replace the ethical and moral concerns of the
covenant. On the contrary, the words “I am the Lord your God, who brought you
out of Egypt”—which introduce the Ten Commandments in Exodus 20:2—are
repeated in Leviticus 19:36.4 These words, which have been identified with the
historical prologue of the treaty/covenant, help to stamp Leviticus as a covenant
document also. In this regard, perhaps the regulations about the yearly festivals
in chapter 23 and the sabbatical year and Year of Jubilee in chapter 25 could be
considered part of the covenant stipulations. The emphasis upon the Sabbath in
chapter 23 and the seven sevens of years in chapter 25 are an expansion of the
fifth commandment in the Decalogue. And as pointed out by Wenham, the
blessings and curses of chapter 26 are “entirely appropriate to a covenant
document.”5

THE MEANING OF THE SACRIFICIAL SYSTEM
To the Western mind, a study of the sacrifices and offerings appears to be a
tedious chore and not very relevant to the New Testament believer. After all, if
Christ’s sacrifice rendered the Levitical sacrifices obsolete, why should we
bother with details about the slaughter of animals and the sprinkling of blood?
Perhaps the most important reason is the fact that the New Testament describes
Christ’s death in terms of Old Testament sacrifices, making a knowledge of the
Levitical system essential to the understanding of our faith. In 1 John 1:2 we are
told that Christ is “the atoning sacrifice for our sins,” and Hebrews 9:22 states
that “without the shedding of blood there is no forgiveness.” Significant sections
of Hebrews draw upon the ceremonies and rituals of Leviticus to explain the
work of Christ, including a specific reference to the sin offering (Heb. 13:11–
12). Without a basic knowledge of Leviticus, Hebrews will remain a closed book
to the Christian.
Throughout the Old Testament are numerous references to sacrifices and
offerings in the life of the nation as well as in individual lives. Although the
prophets sometimes gave the impression that sacrifices were useless (cf. Isa.
1:11–14), the purpose of such preaching was to shake the people out of their
lethargy. Ritual for ritual’s sake was wrong (cf. 1 Sam. 15:22), but if the
individual brought a sacrifice with a repentant attitude and a heart full of praise,
the whole experience was an exciting moment of worship (cf. Ps. 4:5). Malachi
declared that the backslidden tended to bring sick animals as sacrifices,
reflecting the sinfulness of their hearts (Mal. 1:6–8).6
One of the basic words for “offering” (qorbān) is derived from the verb to
bring near.7 When sacrifices were offered, man came near God, with the hope
that the sacrifice would be accepted and sin atoned for. Reconciliation with God
was the goal of the worshiper, whose sinful-ness always made it difficult to
approach the Almighty. Sin aroused the wrath of God, so the sacrifice was
presented to appease the righteous wrath of a holy God. In several instances
God’s anger at the rebellion of Israel brought about a terrible plague against the
people. When Ko-rah and his followers died, Moses told Aaron to fill his censer
with incense and make atonement for the rest of the people, because “wrath has
come out from the Lord” (Num. 16:46). Even so, “14,700 people died from the
plague” (Num. 16:49). Later in Numbers the people were guilty of idolatry and

sexual immorality, and another plague broke out. This time Aaron’s grandson
Phinehas drove a spear through two of the offenders and “made atonement for
the Israelites” (25:13). In one sense the death of a sacrificial animal was always
a ransom to save the life of the offerer, who really deserved to die for his sin.8

General Procedure
Regardless of which sacrifice was offered, normally the following pattern was
observed: (1) The animal had to be a healthy specimen, free of any defect, for
God demanded the very best. Peter referred to Christ as “a lamb without blemish
or defect,” the sinless Son of God (1 Pet. 1:19, 22; cf. Heb. 9:14). (2) The person
bringing the offering placed his hand on the head of the animal as a sign that the
animal was dying in his place (1:4). The substitutionary nature of sacrifice was
most clearly seen in the offering of Isaac (Gen. 22:13). (3) Then the offerer had
to slaughter the animal near the altar of burnt offering in the courtyard. Without
the death of the victim, the sacrifice would not be accepted. (4) The priest
sprinkled some of the blood either on the altar of burnt offering or on the altar of
incense inside the Holy Place. (5) Depending on the kind of sacrifice, the priest
burned all or part of the animal on the altar of burnt offering. The fat, which was
considered the best part of the animal, was always burned (3:16). (6) Except for
the burnt offering and certain forms of the sin offering, part of the animal could
be eaten by the priest or the offerer or both. This has special significance for the
fellowship offerings.

The Burnt Offering
The most common of all the sacrifices, the burnt offering was presented in a
wide variety of situations. It is also called the “whole burnt offering,” because
the entire animal was consumed by the flames—except for the hide, which
belonged to the priest (Lev. 7:8; Deut. 33:10). Male animals were required and
—depending on the wealth of the individual involved—could be a bull, sheep,
goat, or even a dove or pigeon (1:1–17; cf. Luke 2:24). The priests had to
sacrifice a lamb as a burnt offering every morning and evening without fail, and
the fire on the altar was never allowed to go out (Ex. 29:38–43; Lev. 6:8–13;
Num. 28:3–8). Every Sabbath and new moon and at the celebration of the annual

festivals, additional burnt offerings were required (Num. 28:9–29:11). Like the
fellowship offering—with which it was often combined—the burnt offering was
usually accompanied by grain offerings and drink offerings (cf. Num. 15:15).
THE BLOOD SACRIFICES

Order when presented in a series: sin (or guilt)—burnt—fellowship. The burnt
offering and fellowship offering were usually accompanied by a grain offering
and drink offering.
The burnt offering was often an expression of the worshiper’s devotion and
commitment to the Lord and along with the fellowship offering was presented on
occasions of national importance also. When the covenant was renewed on
Mount Ebal (Josh. 8:31) and at the great dedication of Solomon’s temple (1
Kings 8:64), the people sacrificed burnt offerings and fellowship offerings. At

times of national catastrophe these offerings were presented to effect
reconciliation with God and “to make atonement” (Judg. 20:26; 2 Sam. 24:25).
Usually the sin or guilt offerings made atonement for iniquity, but even on the
Day of Atonement the burnt offering followed the sin offering to make
atonement for Aaron and the people (Lev. 16:24).
The burnt offering, grain offering, and fellowship offering are sometimes
referred to as “an aroma pleasing to the Lord” (1:9; 2:2; 3:5). First mentioned in
connection with Noah’s sacrifice after the flood, “the pleasing aroma” indicates
that God is delighted with the offering (Gen. 8:21). Another translation for
“pleasing” is “soothing,” a term implying that sacrifices usually address the
anger of God. Even though such offerings are intended to be acts of worship, the
offerer was still a sinner who did not deserve to be accepted by God. Ultimately
the wrath of God was fully appeased by the death of Christ, who “gave himself
up for us as a fragrant offering” (Eph. 5:2). Christ’s death was linked
typologically to a burnt offering in the near-sacrifice of Isaac, whose place on
the altar was taken by a ram that was sacrificed as a burnt offering (Gen. 22:13).

The Grain Offering
Although the grain offering was usually presented in conjunction with burnt
offerings and fellowship offerings, it is treated as a distinct offering in 2:1–16
and 6:14–23. The grain offering was made of fine flour mixed with olive oil and
incense, and it could be “baked in an oven or cooked in a pan or on a griddle”
(7:9). Before the offering was baked or cooked, a priest took a handful of the
fine flour mixed with oil and incense and burned it “as a memorial portion on the
altar” (2:2). The rest of the offering belonged to the priests and was eaten by
them (v. 3).
Normally no yeast or honey could be added to the grain offering, perhaps
because they cause fermentation (2:11). On the other hand, verse 13 specifies
that salt should be added to all of the offerings, probably because salt prevents
the spoiling of food and symbolizes the lasting nature of the covenant. In other
places where salt is mentioned, the word everlasting is linked with the salt of the
covenant (Num. 18:19; 2 Chron. 13:5). If the grain offering was presented to the
Lord as an offering of firstfruits, yeast or honey were apparently acceptable
(Lev. 2:12; 23:17). In those instances it was not connected with the burnt
offering.

The Fellowship Offering
Of all the offerings, the most joyous and most flexible was the fellowship
offering. Earlier translations called this sacrifice “the peace offering,” because
the Hebrew word is built on the term shalom, which often means “peace.”
Shalom also denotes “wholeness” and “wellbeing,” however, and the emphasis
in this offering is primarily on the communion and fellowship of the offerer and
his family with the priests and the Lord. The fellowship offering was an
expression of praise to God for His goodness and for answered prayer.
There were three different kinds of fellowship offerings: (1) The thanksgiving
offering was presented in response to a particular blessing (7:12–15). (2) The
votive offering was brought after a time of acute distress had elicited a vow from
the offerer (cf. Jonah 2:9). (3) The freewill offering was presented as an
expression of gratitude and love for God without focusing on any specific
blessing (7:16–18). In presenting one of the fellowship offerings, the individual
could bring a male or female cow, sheep, or goat (3:1–16), and in the case of the
freewill offering, even a deformed or stunted animal was acceptable (22:21–23).
The unique feature of the fellowship offering was that the offerer, along with
his family and friends, was permitted to eat part of the sacrificed animal. As
always, the fat belonged to the Lord and was burned on the altar, the breast and
right thigh were given to the priests (7:28–34), and the rest of the meat was eaten
by the offerer and his family either on the day of the sacrifice or the next day
(7:15–17). This was a time of rejoicing before the Lord, feasting together and
acknowledging his blessing. After Hannah had vowed to give her son to the Lord
for lifelong service, she took Samuel to the sanctuary and presented a peace
offering out of gratefulness for answered prayer (1 Sam. 1:24–28). As noted
above, peace offerings were presented on occasions of national importance.
When the Sinai covenant was ratified, some of the leaders met with God and
presented burnt offerings and fellowship offerings (Ex. 24:5). Centuries later
when Saul was crowned as the first king of Israel, the people “sacrificed
fellowship offerings before the Lord, and … held a great celebration” (1 Sam.
11:15). King Solomon offered twenty-two thousand cattle and a hundred and
twenty thousand sheep and goats as the nation gathered to dedicate the temple he
had built (1 Kings 8:63–65). Since Israelite families ate the Passover lamb
together, Wenham suggests that the Passover was “a specialized type of peace
offering.”9 When Christ observed the Passover at the Last Supper, He shared the
bread and the cup with His disciples in a way reminiscent of the meal associated

with the fellowship offering.

The Sin Offering
Probably the most important sacrifice was the sin offering, which always
preceded the other sacrifices and played such a key role on the Day of
Atonement. If a person committed a sin—even unintentionally—he had to bring
a female lamb or goat as a sin offering, or if the offerer was poor, two doves or
pigeons, or two quarts of flour (5:1–13). The fat of the lamb or goat was burned
on the altar and the rest of the animal was eaten in the courtyard of the
tabernacle by the officiating priest and his sons (6:24–29). If a leader of the
community sinned, he had to bring a male goat as a sin offering (4:22–26).
If a priest sinned, or if the whole community was guilty of sin, a bull had to be
sacrificed and its blood was taken inside the tabernacle and sprinkled in front of
the inner curtain. The fat, kidneys, and covering of the liver were burned on the
altar of burnt offering, and the rest of the bull was taken outside the camp and
burned. None of it was eaten (4:3–21). In Hebrews 13:11–12 the death of Christ
“outside the city gate” is compared to the burning of the sin offering “outside the
camp.”
Both unintentional sins and sins of omission required sin offerings for
forgiveness (cf. Lev. 5:1–4), as did lengthy periods of uncleanness.
According to 12:6, a woman had to bring a sin offering several weeks after
childbirth. Someone who had recovered from a serious skin disease or a bodily
discharge of some kind also had to present a sin offering (cf. 14:19; 15:15).
Usually, the sin offering was followed by a burnt offering.

The Guilt Offering
Closely linked with the sin offering was the guilt offering, which also dealt
with specific sin. Although there was some overlap between the two offerings,
the guilt offering was required when restitution was possible after another person
had been wronged. For example, if someone was guilty of theft or extortion, he
had to return what was taken and pay a penalty of 20 percent (6:1–5). If neither
the person wronged nor a close relative was still alive, the total amount due was
given to the priest (Num. 5:5–10). To acknowledge his guilt before the Lord, the

individual had to offer a ram as a guilt offering, which, except for the fat parts,
belonged to the priest and his sons (see above).
From a study of Leviticus 6:1–7 and Numbers 5:6–7, it seems clear that not all
of the sins involved were unintentional. Apparently deliberate sins could also be
forgiven provided that the individual repented and confessed his sin.10
Forgiveness for all sin ultimately came through the death of Christ, and it is
significant that Isaiah 53 with its description of Christ as the Lamb on whom the
iniquity of us all was laid (vv. 6–7) refers to our Lord’s death as a guilt offering
(v. 10). By His death Christ made full and perfect compensation for the sins of
the world.
Whenever the different sacrifices were offered together, the sin or guilt
offering always came first, followed by the burnt and fellowship offering (Lev.
9:22; Num. 6:16–17). This order was important theologically, for confession of
sin had to precede the consecration of the worshiper to God (represented by the
burnt offering). Third came the fellowship offering, which reflected the
reestablishment of communion and fellowship with God.11 Through these
offerings sin could be atoned for, and a cleansed and forgiven people could
enjoy the presence of their God.

THE ROLE OF THE PRIESTS AND LEVITES
The smooth functioning of the sacrificial system depended on the effective
ministry of a consecrated priesthood, set apart to approach God on behalf of the
people. In Leviticus 8–9 Aaron and his sons are officially ordained as priests and
begin this important ministry. Prior to their ordination Moses himself served as a
priest and led the nation in worship. Back in Genesis the patriarchs occasionally
performed a priestly role, building altars and presenting burnt offerings and
drink offerings to the Lord (Gen. 22:13; 35:14). Once the Abrahamic covenant
had been established, the patriarchs wanted to maintain that relationship and
keep their families pure before God (cf. Gen. 35:1–3). Similarly, when the
Mosaic covenant was being instituted, Moses built an altar at the foot of Mount
Sinai and “sent young Israelite men” to present burnt offerings and fellowship
offerings (Ex. 24:4–5). When the tribe of Levi rallied to Moses’ side during the
golden calf crisis, God set them apart to be His special ministers. Aaron and his
descendants were to serve as priests on a permanent basis, and the rest of the
Levites were to assist the priests in the work at the tabernacle.
Although in one sense Israel as a whole was to be “a kingdom of priests and a
holy nation” (Ex. 19:6), the family of Aaron had to maintain a level of purity and
ceremonial cleanness beyond that of their fellow countrymen. They were the
only ones who could enter the Holy Place, sprinkle the blood of the sacrifices,
and eat the meat that was “holy” to the Lord. And the high priest was the only
one who could enter the Most Holy Place on the Day of Atonement to sprinkle
blood on the ark of the covenant.

The High Priest
In both Exodus and Leviticus the main focus is upon the ministry of the high
priest, who was the mediator between God and the nation. Because of his sacred
duties, the high priest had to maintain a higher standard of holiness than anyone
else. He could not become ceremonially unclean, not even at the death of his
father or mother, and the woman he married had to be a virgin (Lev. 21:11, 13).
In view of the dignity and honor of his office, the high priest wore a special set
of beautiful garments. One of these was the ephod, an apronlike garment made

out of linen, as well as blue, purple, and scarlet yarn and strands of gold thread
(Ex. 39:2–5). Fastened to the shoulder straps were two mounted onyx stones
with the names of six sons of Jacob on each stone. Attached to the ephod was the
“breastpiece for making decisions,” a nine-inch-square cloth pouch that had
twelve precious stones, also representing the twelve tribes (Ex. 28:15, 21). The
breastpiece also contained the mysterious Urim and Thummim, some sort of dice
or lots that were used to determine the will of God (Ex. 28:30). Meaning “lights
and perfections” or “curses and perfections,” these stones were cast to give a
positive or negative response to a question.12 In this way, the will of God could
be determined (Num. 27:21).
Another feature unique to the dress of the high priest was a turban to which a
plate of pure gold was attached. On this sacred diadem were engraved the words
“Holy to the Lord” (Ex. 39:30–31), an inscription which symbolized the ideal
the nation hoped to achieve as well as the special consecration of the high priests
to the Lord.13 The holiness of the high priests was especially important on the
Day of Atonement (see below).

The Other Priests
Although the high priest bore the primary responsibility for the religious life
of the nation, he received valuable assistance from his sons. They too wore
special “tunics, sashes, and headbands … to give them dignity and honor” as
they carried out important functions along with their fathers (Ex. 28:40). Aaron’s
son Eleazar was in charge of the entire tabernacle and the Levites who worked
there, especially the Kohathites (Num. 3:32; 4:16). His brother Ithamar also
supervised the Levites, particularly the clans of Gershon and Merari (Ex. 38:21;
Num. 7:8).
In addition to their administrative functions, the priests officiated at the
tabernacle when the various sacrifices were presented. They were also
responsible for determining if individuals had been healed of various diseases,
and if so the priests superintended the cleansing rituals (Lev. 14:2–3; Deut.
24:8). As messengers of the Lord, priests were given the task of teaching the
Israelites the decrees of the law, so that the Lord’s commands would not be
violated (Lev. 10:11; Mal. 2:7). When questions about the law came up in court,
the priests exercised a judicial function and handed down decisions (cf. Deut.
17:8–11).
Since the wars Israel fought were sometimes entered at the mandate of the

Lord and were considered “holy wars,” the priests would be there accompanied
by the ark of the covenant and other sacred furniture (cf. Num. 31:6). The priests
also blew the silver trumpets to give signals in battle (Num. 10:8; Josh. 6:4–5).
Their presence—along with the ark—was a sign that God was among His people
and would drive out the enemy before them (Num. 10:35).

The Levites
When the firstborn sons of the Israelites were spared during the climactic
tenth plague in Egypt, God declared that all the firstborn were His. But instead
of segregating the firstborn and separating them from their families, God chose
the whole tribe of Levi to be His special servants (Num. 3:11–13). In this role
the Levites were a “gift” to Aaron and his sons “to do the work at the Tent of
Meeting” (Num. 18:6). Though the Levites could not serve as priests, they were
able to assist the priests in their work and to carry the tabernacle whenever the
camp was moved. The clans of Gershon and Merari were responsible for
carrying the heavier parts of the tabernacle and its courtyard, such as the frames,
posts, tents, and curtains (cf. Num. 3:25–26, 36), while the clan of Kohath
carried the sacred furniture and the other articles used in the sanctuary (cf. Num.
3:31). Men between the ages of twenty-five and fifty were allowed to do this
work (Num. 8:24–25).
Since the Levites were not given any inheritance in the Promised Land, the
Israelites were commanded to give their tithes to the Levites. The Levites in turn
were to give a tenth of those tithes to the priests as an offering to the Lord (Num.
18:21–28). Unhappily the irregular tithing of the other tribes often left the
Levites with little income.

The Ordination of the Priests
Prior to assuming the heavy responsibilities of the priesthood, Aaron and his
sons were ordained in an impressive seven-day ceremony. Great care was taken
to cleanse and purify the priests so that they could minister on behalf of the
people. After washing Aaron and his sons with water, Moses poured some
anointing oil on Aaron’s beard, probably a symbol of the empowerment of the
Holy Spirit (cf. the end of chapter 4). Next, Moses offered a sin offering and a

burnt offering in recognition of the fact that atonement must be made for the
priests. After sacrificing the ram of ordination, Moses sprinkled some blood on
Aaron’s right ear, right thumb, and the big toe on his right foot (Lev. 8:22). This
threefold application of blood symbolized the priests’ need to listen closely to
God’s command, to do their work faithfully, and to walk in God’s ways.
When the week-long ritual was completed, Aaron and his sons began their
ministry. First, Aaron offered a sin offering for himself, because, like the rest of
the people, he was a sinner who needed forgiveness. The book of Hebrews
mentions that the priests had to offer sacrifices for their own sin every day, but
Christ was the perfect High Priest who offered Himself as a sacrifice “once for
all” (Heb. 7:27). After presenting the sin offering and burnt offering for himself,
Aaron presented the offerings on behalf of the people. In a remarkable
demonstration of God’s acceptance of these sacrifices and His approval of the
ministering priests, fire from heaven consumed the burnt offering on the altar
(Lev. 9:24). This miracle was similar to the descent of the glory of the Lord
upon the newly erected tabernacle in Exodus 40:34, and the people responded in
joyful worship.

The Death of Nadab and Abihu
Up to this point Aaron and his sons had obeyed God’s instructions
meticulously as they prepared to be priests. But for some reason, Aaron’s two
oldest sons, Nadab and Abihu, presented to the Lord incense that did not contain
the ingredients specified in Exodus 30:30–34. By offering unauthorized incense
contrary to God’s command (cf. Ex. 30:9), Aaron’s sons were immediately
struck dead. “Fire came out from the presence of the Lord”—the very same
words that had signaled God’s approval of Aaron’s sacrifice in Leviticus 9:24
(10:2). Two verses later it is the fire of judgment that consumes Aaron’s sons.
Understandably Aaron was badly crushed as it appeared that the priesthood
would collapse almost before it began. What had gone wrong? Had the sons
been careless, or had they been drunk? In verse 8 the Lord told Aaron “not to
drink wine or other fermented drink” when ministering in the tabernacle “or you
will die.” Those who approached God had to be pure in every way. Nadab and
Abihu had been privileged to be on Mount Sinai when the covenant was
established (cf. Ex. 24:9), and they were highly honored as the sons of Aaron,
but privilege brings responsibility and the bearing of consequences.
The shocking death of Nadab and Abihu can be compared with the fate that

befalls Ananias and Sapphira in Acts 5. Just after “tongues of fire” came upon
the believers and the Holy Spirit filled them (Acts 2:3–4), an apparently devout
couple was struck down for lying to Peter about a gift. There it was the
beginning of the church; in Leviticus, it was the inauguration of the priesthood.
At these two crucial periods God let it be known that He demanded holiness and
that sin brought judgment and death.14

THE MEANING OF “CLEAN” AND “UNCLEAN”
Closely related to the concepts of “holy” and “profane” are the terms clean
and unclean (Lev. 10:10). All these words are used both in a ritual and moral
sense. For example, an “unclean” land is a sinful or pagan country (cf. Josh.
22:19; Amos 7:17), but a person can become “unclean” simply by attending a
funeral (cf. Num. 6:7). Meat becomes “holy” by virtue of being part of a
sacrificed animal, and loaves of bread that are placed on the table in the
sanctuary are also “holy” (Lev. 24:9). These different uses carry over into the
New Testament, where we encounter “unclean,” that is, “evil,” spirits and
“unclean” children, that is, those who have unsaved parents (1 Cor. 7:14). The
last example is especially confusing, because Paul argues that if one of the
parents is a believer, the children born to that family are “holy.” This does not
mean that the children are automatically saved but that they will enjoy the godly
influence of one parent.15 Drawing upon his knowledge of how holiness and
uncleanness are transmitted according to the Old Testament, Paul makes a
pointed application to the difficult issue of mixed marriages.

The Basic Distinction
“Cleanness” has the basic meaning of “purity,” as illustrated by the pure gold
with which the ark of the covenant and the sacred table were overlaid (cf. Ex.
25:11, 24). Through the process of refining, metals were purified of their dross
(cf. Mal. 3:2–3). A second meaning is “healthy,” or “whole.” In chapters 13–14
there are regulations for those suffering from various skin diseases who were
“unclean” because of their condition. When Naaman dipped himself in the
Jordan River, he was cured of his leprosy and his flesh “became clean” (2 Kings
5:14). Normally a priest examined someone who had recovered from a skin
disease and, if he appeared healthy and whole, the priest pronounced him clean
(Lev. 13:23, 28). Since the ultimate result of disease is death, it is not surprising
that any contact with a dead body makes an individual unclean also.
Uncleanness was contagious, but never more so than when death was involved.16
By virtue of being set apart to minister in the sanctuary, priests were holy and
had to maintain strict separation from the dead (21:1–2, 11). Uncleanness and

holiness were not supposed to be combined in any way.17
Women were ritually unclean during their menstrual flow or for a number of
weeks after giving birth (cf. 12:1–5), and sexual intercourse made a couple
unclean until evening. Bodily discharges of any kind rendered a person unclean,
and anything or anyone the person touched also became unclean (chap. 15).
In spite of the uncleanness associated with intercourse or childbirth, this does
not in any way imply that sex is sinful. It is a reminder, however, that we are all
sinners from the time of conception (cf. Ps. 51:5) and that sexual activity outside
of marriage is sinful. Since uncleanness and holiness do not mix, this ritual
requirement also ruled out any cultic prostitution in Israel. Blatant immorality
and sexual perversion defiled the land of Canaan and was one reason God drove
out its inhabitants (Lev. 18:24–25).
Although “unclean” and “sinful” are not synonymous, the two can be equated
in a metaphorical way. When Isaiah had a vision of God in the temple, he
described himself as “a man of unclean lips” (Isa. 6:5). So overwhelmed was he
by the presence of God that he was acutely aware that his words were sinful and
he needed cleansing. On the national level a major source of uncleanness in
Israel was idolatry. The worship of idols and images constituted sin of the worst
kind, and repeatedly the land had to be cleansed of this evil (cf. 2 Chron. 34:3–4;
Jer. 2:23).18

Clean and Unclean Food
In Leviticus 11 and Deuteronomy 14, Moses distinguishes between food that
is clean, and hence edible, and food that is unclean, and hence detestable.
Scholars have puzzled over the reasons behind these distinctions and have
offered the following explanations.
1. The division into clean and unclean was arbitrary, given to the Israelites to
test their obedience to God. Such an approach, though supported by some of the
rabbis, has little to commend it.
2. The distinctions were designed to keep Israel separate from pagan religious
practices. God chose Israel to be a special people and to be different from other
nations, especially in their moral behavior (Lev. 18:24). These particularly
degrading aspects of pagan worship—especially those involving the occult—that
used certain animals may have been the reason for their ban in Israel. The pig
was used in the worship of underworld deities and was employed in Canaanite

rituals as well.19 But other animals—such as the bull—were commonly used in
Egyptian and Canaanite worship, and yet the bull was considered clean in
Leviticus and could be sacrificed on the altar.
3. The distinctions were made for hygienic reasons, since the unclean animals
and birds were more often carriers of disease. R. K. Harrison has noted that the
vegetarian diet of the clean animals meant that they would be less likely to
transmit infections than animals that ate rapidly decaying flesh in such a warm
climate. The pig carried several parasitic organisms that could cause serious
infection, especially trichinosis,20 and Isaiah 66:17 compares eating the flesh of
pigs with eating “rats and other abominable things.” Most of the unclean birds
preyed on carrion and could cause infection, and fish without scales often fed on
sewage and carried dangerous bacteria.21 For this reason, other nations in the
ancient Near East also considered such food unacceptable. R. Laird Harris
argues strongly that most of these laws promoted the public health and would
help protect the Israelites from the diseases of Egypt (Ex. 15:26). By observing
these laws, the Jews would have been largely free from parasites and worms and
would have enjoyed more healthy living conditions in which to develop.22
Although health factors can explain why some food was branded as unclean, it
does not account for all of the items. And if hygiene was the main reason for
pronouncing food clean or unclean, why did Jesus declare all food clean in the
New Testament (Mark 7:19)? Were health laws unnecessary by the first century
A.D.?23
4. Cleanness is a matter of wholeness or normality. According to
anthropologist Mary Douglas, the animals, birds, and fish that are clean are those
that conform wholly to the class to which they belong.24 Animals that have a
split hoof and that chew the cud are clean, and those that lack one of these
“normal” characteristics are unclean. Flying insects that walk on all fours exhibit
confusion between the bird realm and insect realm and are thus not pure
members of the class. Just as priests had to be free from any physical deformity
(cf. Lev. 21:17–21), so any deviation from normality within a particular class
rendered that member unclean. Douglas’s view presents an interesting variation
on the symbolic interpretation of the food laws, which emphasized the
similarities between clean animals and righteous Israelites. But her “normality”
approach seems to run counter to the creation account in Genesis 1, which
labeled all of God’s creatures as “good” (cf. 1:25) and hence “normal.” Harris
also objects to Douglas’s definition of normality and observes that since most
animals are unclean, it is hard to see why the clean animals should be regarded
as the normal ones.25

In some respects there is truth in all of the above explanations, and it may not
be necessary to select only one alternative as the correct one. Perhaps a
combination of factors determined what was clean and unclean as God chose
what was best for His people. By obeying these regulations and all of the other
laws laid down in the Pentateuch, Israel could be a holy nation, enjoying the
presence of a holy God.

THE DAY OF ATONEMENT
The most important day of the year was the Day of Atonement, “Yom
Kippur,” which came on the tenth day of the seventh month (SeptemberOctober). On this day the high priest entered the Most Holy Place and sprinkled
blood before the ark of the covenant. Since the Most Holy Place was God’s
throne room (see the end of chapter 4), entrance there could bring death (cf.
16:1–2). Ironically, in the one chapter that emphasizes the Holy of Holies more
than any other, it is never called qōdeš haqqodāšîm (“the Holy of Holies”), the
normal Hebrew phrase. Instead it is referred to as haqqōdeš, which is usually
translated “the Holy Place,” and indicates the area where the lampstand, the
table, and the altar of incense were located (cf. Ex. 26:33). In a sense the entire
sanctuary became one “Holy Place,” and only Aaron was allowed anywhere in
the building.
Before entering the sanctuary Aaron put on a special set of linen garments,
rather than the more beautiful robe and tunic he usually wore (cf. v. 4, 32). This
simpler dress may have symbolized more fully the purity required on this day.
Aaron’s job was to make atonement for the sin of the nation, but he could not
do this until he had made atonement for himself and his household. So first he
offered a bull as a sin offering for himself and his family, and taking a censer so
that the smoke of fragrant incense would “conceal the atonement cover above
the [ark of the] testimony,” he stepped inside the Most Holy Place and sprinkled
the bull’s blood “on the front of the atonement cover” and “before the atonement
cover” (vv. 13–14). Only then could Aaron sacrifice a goat as a sin offering for
the people and take its blood and sprinkle it on the atonement cover (v. 15).
According to verse 16, Aaron’s actions also made atonement for the Most
Holy Place itself, and he sprinkled blood in the Tent of Meeting (probably the
altar of incense in the Holy Place; Ex. 30:10) and on the altar of burnt offering in
the courtyard to make atonement for them. The entire sanctuary had to be
cleansed and consecrated “from the uncleanness of the Israelites” (v. 19). Both
the bull’s blood and the goat’s blood had to be used to cleanse the altar of burnt
offering, because it had been defiled by the sinfulness of the priests and the
people (v. 18).26
Another unique feature of the Day of Atonement was the sending of a second
goat into the desert to carry away the sins of Israel. This live goat—called the
scapegoat—was sent to a solitary place after Aaron placed his hands on it and

confessed over it all the sins of the people.27 The symbolism of the scapegoat
illustrated that through the sin offering sin had been effectively removed from
the camp (cf. Ps. 103:12). Atonement had been made, and God had forgiven His
people for their wickedness and rebellion (v. 21).
After the scapegoat ritual Aaron put on his regular priestly garments and
presented the burnt offerings for himself and the people. In this way Aaron
expressed the renewed devotion of the Israelites as those cleansed from their sin.
To make the Day of Atonement meaningful to the people in general, all the
Israelites had to deny or humble themselves the entire day (v. 29; cf. 23:26–32).
No work of any kind was allowed (v. 31), and the self-denial undoubtedly
included fasting and prayer. Each individual needed to bow low before God and
to confess his sins.
In accord with normal procedure for sin offerings (see above), those parts of
the animals not burned on the altar were taken outside the camp and burned (v.
27), a custom with which the writer of Hebrews compared Christ’s death
“outside the city gate” (Heb. 13:11–12). Romans 8:3 also speaks of Christ’s
death as a sin offering, and Hebrews notes that our Lord did not have to offer a
sacrifice for His own sins first (Heb. 7:27).
Most of the New Testament comparisons between the Day of Atonement and
the death of Christ emphasize the provision of access into the Most Holy Place.
When Christ died, the curtain in the temple was torn in two (Matt. 27:51), and
Christ as our High Priest “entered the Most Holy Place once for all by his own
blood” (Heb. 9:12). Unlike the Aaronic priests who had to enter the inner room
every year, Christ entered heaven itself and lives in the presence of God (Heb.
9:7, 24). As those redeemed through Christ’s blood, “we have confidence to
enter the Most Holy Place” and “draw near to God” (Heb. 10:19, 22). This
privilege should not be taken lightly but rather should motivate us to live holy
and blameless lives as the children of a loving Father.

HOLY LIVING
Through the sacrifices and offerings, the Israelites were given the means to
approach God and make atonement for sin. A holy God required repentant hearts
and sacrifices that were presented in the right way. A holy God also demanded
that His people live holy lives, and chapters 17–25 spell out some of the
specifics involved. Three times the Israelites were told to be holy because God
was holy (19:2; 20:7, 26).
One of the major hindrances to holy living was the low moral and spiritual
level of the nations surrounding Israel. Repeatedly the Lord warned them not to
behave like the Egyptians or the Canaanites, whose wicked customs the Lord
abhorred (18:3; 20:23). Because of the sins of the Canaanites, God was evicting
them from the land, and Canaan would belong to Israel (18:24; 20:24). If the
Israelites followed their customs and practices, they too would be driven into
exile (18:24). Sexual immorality was rampant among the nations, so Leviticus
18 warns Israel against incest, homosexuality, bestiality, and prostitution. The
Canaanites were well-known for their homosexuality (cf. Gen. 19:5), and
prostitution of various kinds was also common, of which the most insidious form
was temple prostitution. Both men and women could work as “sacred”
prostitutes by dedicating their earnings to the deity in whose temple they
worked. Such a practice was detestable to the Lord (Deut. 23:17–18). The close
relationship between sexual immorality and idolatry is graphically illustrated by
Israel’s involvement in the working of the Baal of Peor. When they were invited
to attend the sacrifices, the men committed fornication with Moabite women and
brought down God’s wrath upon thousands (Num. 25:1, 9).
Equally detestable to the Lord was the worship of the Ammonite god Molech,
which often included child sacrifice. Known also in Phoenicia north of Israel,
this practice was condemned in Leviticus 18:21, and the death penalty was
assessed to anyone who offered a child to Molech (20:1–5). Closely linked with
child sacrifice were the sins of divination and sorcery and any consultation with
mediums and spiritists (Lev. 20:6; Deut. 18:10–12). All such practices were
strongly denounced as illegitimate means of contacting deity. According to
Deuteromony 18:15, God raised up prophets such as Moses to make His will
known to Israel. When Balaam was hired by the king of Moab to curse Israel, he
expected to use sorcery and divination (cf. Num. 22:40; 24:1) to accomplish his
purpose, but the Spirit of the Lord came upon him and he proceeded to bless

Israel instead (Num. 24:2–9; see below).
Included in the list of unlawful sexual relations are several that were permitted
in patriarchal times. Marriage to one’s half-sister was prohibited in 18:98, a rule
that would have kept Abraham from marrying Sarah (cf. Gen. 20:12). And
Jacob’s difficulties with Leah and Rachel may have been behind the prohibition
against marrying two sisters (Lev. 18:18; cf. Gen. 30:1).28 In our study of the
structure of the Joseph narrative, we commented about Judah’s involvement with
his daughter-in-law Tamar in Genesis 38. Although such a union was permitted
by the Hit-tites, Leviticus 18:15 bans the practice among the Israelites.
Earlier (see “Purpose and Scope”) we noted the importance of the statement
“Love your neighbor as yourself” as a summary of the law (19:18). Showing
kindness to neighbors and concern for the poor and the alien were marks of the
people of God. During harvesttime the Israelites were supposed to leave the
gleanings in the fields so that the poor could gather them (19:9–10), and
recalling their own harsh experiences in Egypt, the people were to love aliens as
themselves (v. 34).
In a sense concern for the disadvantaged also lay behind the law about
sabbatical years, for every seventh year the land was to “lie un-plowed” and the
poor were allowed to take whatever grew (Ex. 23:11; Lev. 25:1–7). Every seven
sabbaths of years—once every forty-nine years—there was to be a Year of
Jubilee that brought “liberty throughout the land” (25:10). Hebrew slaves were
to be released and all land reverted to its original owners. If a man had fallen
upon hard times, he could lease his land to another to raise money, but in the
fiftieth year it returned to the family whose inheritance it was. This was a way to
prevent individuals from being poor perpetually, and it also involved recognition
that the land really belonged to God, not to Israel. He would give it to them in
accord with His promise to Abraham, and the people were not supposed to hoard
land and “take advantage of each other” (25:17, 23; cf. Isa. 5:8).
If a man had to sell some of his property, a relative had the right to repurchase
or “redeem” the land for him. If the original owner himself became prosperous,
he could buy the property back before the Year of Jubilee. When God rescued
Israel from Egypt, He “redeemed” them, gaining their freedom and returning
them to the Promised Land (see “God as Redeemer”).
To encourage the people in their spiritual lives there were several festivals
scattered throughout the year, in addition to the weekly Sabbath. Leviticus 23
presents a summary of these events, which took place between the first and
seventh months, or roughly from March until October. All of those festivals are
referred to as “sacred assemblies” (vv. 2–4, 7, 8, 21, 24, 27, 35, 37), days of rest
that were set apart to the Lord, and by observing these special seasons the

Israelites were reminded of God’s faithfulness and goodness.
The first and last festivals—the Passover and the Feast of Tabernacles—
commemorated the Exodus and the founding of the nation in the Sinai Desert.
Those two festivals, along with the Feast of Weeks, marked the three times a
year when all of the men had to appear before the Lord at the sanctuary (Ex.
23:14–17; Deut. 16:18). Called the pilgrimage feasts, these three occasions
afforded an opportunity for the people to renew their allegiance to the Lord and
to sense their unity as a nation. After settling in the Promised Land, it became all
too easy for the tribes to go their separate ways and become distant from one
another and from the Lord.
The religious calendar was closely aligned with the agricultural year and the
different harvests. The Feast of Passover and Unleavened Bread (see “The
Passover” in chap. 4) came at the time of the barley harvest in the spring, and the
Feast of Weeks was celebrated during the wheat harvest in June. The seventh
month (September-October) contained three festivals, the Feast of Trumpets, the
Day of Atonement (see above), and the Feast of Tabernacles and coincided with
the ripening of grapes, figs, and olives. In October or November the fall rains
began, and a new agricultural year got underway. By celebrating the festivals at
these harvest times, the Israelites gave thanks to God for His provision of food
and were protected from the influence of pagan harvest festivals with their
immorality and idolatry.
The Feast of Weeks (or “Harvest;” Ex. 23:16) was observed fifty days (seven
weeks) after the Passover and for this reason came to be known in New
Testament times as “Pentecost,” the Greek word for fifty (cf. Acts 2:1). It was
the only pilgrimage feast that was confined to one day, but it did commemorate
the crucial wheat harvest. A firstfruits offering of new grain was presented to the
Lord along with an assortment of blood sacrifices. Although it was a day of
“sacred assembly” (Lev. 23:21), the Feast of Weeks was also a time to “rejoice
before the Lord” and to share with family members and with the poor their
abundant provisions of food (Deut. 16:10–12).
The final festival of the year, the Feast of Tabernacles, was also the most
joyous. Called the Feast of Ingathering in Exodus 23:16, it marked the end of the
summer harvest and functioned somewhat like our Thanksgiving Day. For seven
days, from the fifteenth to the twenty-first day of the month, the people were to
live in booths made of palm fronds and leafy branches to recollect the huts and
tents in which the Israelites lived during the wilderness journey. The whole
family was to recall the hardships of the past and to give thanks for the
abundance of Canaan, the land in which their joy could “be complete” (Deut.
16:15). According to Numbers 29:12–34, a large number of burnt offerings and

one sin offering were sacrificed each day.
On the twenty-second day of the month a sacred assembly brought to an end
not only the Feast of Tabernacles but the whole cycle of feasts starting with the
Passover. God had blessed His people both materially and spiritually, and they
were never to forget all of His benefits (cf. Deut. 8:10–14).29

THE CHALLENGE TO OBEY
With the prospect of a life in Canaan that would be prosperous and joyful, the
nation of Israel had every reason to obey God’s commands. In Leviticus 26:1–13
the Lord summarizes the happy results that such obedience would bring, but in
verses 14–39 He warns them about the consequences of rebellion against Him.
Such a list of blessings and curses was often found at the end of legal texts, and
as in Leviticus 26 the curses usually outnumbered the blessings.30 Ancient Near
Eastern treaties also contained blessings and curses, but in reverse order. The
biblical order indicates that, even though the Sinai covenant and especially its
renewal in Deuteronomy are closely connected with the treaty form, the legal
nature of the text remains important. At the end of the book of the covenant in
Exodus 23:20–33 there is also a list of blessings and implied curses to encourage
the people to respond positively to the giving of the law.
Leviticus 26 begins with a warning against idolatry and a plea to keep the
“sabbaths and have reverence for my sanctuary” (vv. 1–2). Since Israel was
God’s people and He walked among them (v. 12), God promised that obedience
would bring the blessings of rain and abundant crops, of victory over enemies
and a secure peace. Wild animals would not ravage the land, and all would be
able to lie down without fear (v. 6). In accord with the Abrahamic covenant, God
would increase their numbers greatly (v. 9; cf. Gen. 22:17).
On the other hand, if the people chose to disobey, the Lord would bring
disease and drought, with failing crops, diminishing flocks and herds, and a
dwindling population (vv. 16, 19–22). Israel’s armies would be defeated in
battle, and cities would be besieged, bringing plagues, famine, and even
cannibalism (vv. 25–29). Eventually the cities would be captured, and the people
who survived would be scattered among the nations while the land lay in ruins.
Three times the text states that God will punish Israel “seven times over” for her
sins (vv. 18–21, 28). In line with its usage elsewhere, the number seven
apparently stresses the completeness of the judgments, a meaning supported by
the extensive list of catastrophes in this chapter.31
“Seven” also figures prominently in the discussion of the sabbatical years in
verses 34 and 35. “When the Israelites go into exile, the land will rest and enjoy
its sabbaths” (v. 34). This is a prophecy that the instructions given about
sabbatical years in chapter 25 will not be followed, and according to 2

Chronicles 36:21 the seventy-year Babylonian captivity did in fact allow the
land to catch up on “its Sabbath rests.” This means that between 1400 and 586
B.C. more than half of the sabbatical years were missed.
In verse 25 Israel’s sins are described as “the breaking of the covenant,” and
in spite of the fact that Leviticus spends many chapters talking about various
sacrifices, offerings will not be sufficient to atone for the nation’s sins (v. 31).
The people must repent of their sin and rebellion, and if they do so, God
promised to “remember the covenant” He made with their ancestors and bring
the captives back to Israel (vv. 42, 44). This grim prediction of the nation’s
destiny is expanded in Deuteromony 28–30, as Moses urges the people to ever
be vigilant and to keep sin from ruining their future. It was a theme taken up by
many of the prophets also, but unfortunately their warnings went unheeded.
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NUMBERS

After a year at Mount Sinai receiving instruction about life in the Promised
Land, the Israelites headed north toward their ultimate destination. Possessors of
a legal code and a system of worship superior to any other nation, Israel seemed
certain to enter Canaan in triumph. Along the way, however, lack of faith stalled
the people an incredible thirty-eight years, and an entire generation died
wandering in the wilderness. Instead of behaving like God’s chosen people, the
Israelites murmured and complained and endured God’s judgment on several
occasions. Yet at the end of the forty years in the Sinai Desert, God proved
faithful to His promise and led Israel to the edge of the Promised Land.

TITLE
The fourth book of the Pentateuch is called “Numbers” because of the
censuses contained in chapters 1 and 26. A translation of the Sep-tuagint’s
Anthmoi, “Numbers” is an accurate title in light of all the lists and figures given
in the book. In addition to the census figures for the twelve tribes and the
Levites, the book contains a detailed list of the tribal offerings at the dedication
of the tabernacle in chapter 7. Totals are also given for the weekly and monthly
sacrifices and for the number of arrivals offered in the yearly festivals (chaps.
28–29). In two of the most discouraging chapters of the book we are told of the
death of 14,700 and 24,000 Israelites as plagues broke out because of sin (16:49;
25:9). Toward the end of the book there is a detailed list of the plunder taken
from the Midianites (31:32–47) and a description of the number and size of the
Levitical cities in chapter 35.
The Hebrew title, taken from the first verse, is “in the desert” (bammidbdr),
and this too is a fitting description of the book in light of the thirty-eight years
during which the Israelites wandered about in the Sinai Desert. For all of those
who were twenty or older when the nation left Mount Sinai, the desert became a
burial site as well.

PURPOSE AND SCOPE
After almost a year at Mount Sinai, Israel was ready for the journey to the
Promised Land, and Numbers tells how the tribes were organized for this march.
Because of the negative report of the spies and the unbelief of the people, God
condemned the nation to wander in the desert for forty years. The judgment that
fell upon the people time and time again demonstrated that God demanded strict
adherence to the terms of the covenant. Yet at the end of the forty years the Lord
Himself proved faithful to the covenant by giving the Israelites victories in
Transjordan. Before the new generation entered Canaan, however, they were
given additional instructions about political and religious matters in the
Promised Land.
In Exodus and Leviticus, Israel had been given detailed instructions about the
moral, civil, and ceremonial laws that they were to follow. Equipped with the
book of the covenant, the tabernacle, and a priesthood to minister on their behalf,
the nation was now ready for life in the Promised Land. Before beginning their
journey, however, the individual tribes were counted and organized, and each
was assigned a position in the order of march and in the encampment around the
tabernacle. Although the Levites were not counted among the twelve tribes, they
were responsible for carrying the tabernacle and all its furnishings (Num. 1:50).
“All the men twenty years old or more” were counted with a view “to serve in
the army” (1:20), whereas all the Levites “from thirty to fifty years of age” were
assembled “to serve in the work in the Tent of meeting” (4:3). Interestingly, the
same Hebrew word (sābā’) appears in both verses, indicating that the Levites’
work in the service of the Lord was just as important as the other tribes’ service
in the army. The role of the Levites is spelled out in chapters 3 and 4, and in
chapter 8 they are set apart to their ministry in an impressive ceremony.
Although members of other tribes could not join the Levites and assist in their
work, anyone had the option of taking a Nazirite vow and dedicating himself or
herself to the Lord (chap. 6). Usually this involved a limited time period, but
individuals such as Samson and Samuel were lifelong Nazirites.
The Israelites began their journey northward when “the cloud lifted from
above the tabernacle” (10:11), and in a span of only a few weeks they should
have reached the Promised Land. But along the way “the people complained
about their hardships” (11:1), about their diet of manna (11:4–6), and about
Moses’ wife (12:1). Strangely Miriam and Aaron were among those who spoke

against Moses. These complaints were a portent of greater problems to come,
because when spies were sent from Kadesh Barnea to explore the Promised
Land, the majority were convinced that Canaan could not be captured (13:28–
29). In spite of the protests of Caleb and Joshua, the Israelites refused to believe
they could conquer the Promised Land, in effect rebelling against the Lord.
Angered by their response, God threatened to destroy the whole nation and start
all over again with Moses (14:12), but after Moses’ impassioned plea the Lord
relented. Yet He did punish the nation by sentencing them to forty years of
wandering in the desert, where the entire adult population would die (14:32–34).
Eventually the nation returned to Kadesh (20:1), but little is known about the
long years of travel. From the names recorded in Numbers 33 we know
something about the journey, but many of the places are impossible to locate.
According to Joshua 5:7, the boys born in the desert were not circumcised, an
indication that the Passover was not observed and that covenant responsibilities
were generally neglected. Moses also faced a rebellion led by the Levite named
Korah and by two men from the tribe of Reuben, Dathan and Abiram.
Apparently Korah was jealous of Moses’ religious prominence, and the two men
from Reuben (Jacob’s oldest son) were looking for political power. After a
warning of impending judgment, the ground split apart and swallowed up the
leaders, and another 250 men were struck down by fire from the Lord (16:31–
35). To confirm God’s choice of Moses and Aaron, a staff with Aaron’s name on
it “budded, blossomed and produced almonds” (17:8) and was kept near or in the
ark of the covenant along with the two tablets of the law and a jar of manna (v.
10; cf. Ex. 16:34; 25:16; Heb. 9:4).
As the years of wandering came to an end, both Miriam and Aaron died
(Num. 20:1, 28), and Moses received the sad news that he would not be able to
enter the Promised Land either. Exasperated at the complaining of the people,
Moses failed to honor the Lord when he struck the rock to bring forth water. His
anger and lack of trust in God cost him the opportunity to participate in the
conquest of Canaan (20:12–13). Yet Moses would play the leading role in the
capture of Transjordan and even caught a glimpse of victory in Canaan when the
Israelites destroyed the southern city of Arad (21:1–3). Neither Edom nor Moab
would allow Israel to travel through their territory, so the people were forced to
take a circuitous route as they made their way around the Dead Sea. During the
journey there was a new outburst of complaining punished by a plague of
venomous snakes. When Moses interceded for the people, God told him to put a
bronze snake on a pole, and those who were bitten could look at it and live
(20:4–9). The snake on a pole became a symbol of the salvation accomplished in
the hearts of those who look in faith to the one who hung on a cross (John 3:14–

15).
After circumventing Edom and Moab, the Israelites defeated Si-hon king of
the Amorites and Og king of Bashan, victories that gave them effective control
of Transjordan (21:21–35). Then they set up camp in the plains of Moab
opposite Jericho. Alarmed at the size and power of Israel, Balak king of Moab
hired the seer Balaam to come and curse the Israelites; but although he tried to
comply, Balaam delivered a series of oracles that proved to be a blessing rather
than a curse (23:7–24:24). Yet Balaam did manage to bring a curse on Israel by
advising the king of Moab to involve the Israelites in idolatry and immorality,
and the resultant judgment brought death to twenty-four thousand (25:1–9; cf.
31:16).
In spite of the terrible catastrophe, the nation would be allowed to enter the
Promised Land, and chapters 26–36 anticipate conditions in Canaan. There are
rules regulating inheritance rights for women in chapters 27 and 36, rules about
vows in chapter 30, and about the conduct of war in chapter 31. The boundaries
of Canaan are outlined in chapter 34, followed by a discussion about the towns
for the Levites. Six of these towns were to be designated as cities of refuge,
where those who killed someone accidentally could find safety. Three were to be
on each side of the Jordan River because the tribes of Reuben, Gad, and half of
Manasseh asked for and received their inheritance in Transjordan (chap. 32).
Before agreeing to their request, Moses made these tribes promise that they
would send troops west of the Jordan to help the nation conquer Canaan (32:20–
32).

LITERARY STRUCTURE
Like the other books in the Pentateuch, Numbers contains a variety of literary
genres and is not restricted to lists and ritual procedures. It is true, however, that
the census lists in chapters 1 and 26 form a kind of inclusio, giving population
totals at the beginning and end of the forty-year wilderness experience. The
totals are remarkably similar, though the tribe of Simeon suffered a loss of
thirty-seven thousand men, probably reflecting the decimation of that tribe as a
result of the worship of the Baal of Peor in chapter 25. That calamity on the
plains of Moab forms a second inclusio with the earlier rebellion at Kadesh
Barnea recorded in chapter 13. Like the census of chapter 1, the tragic episode of
unbelief in connection with the report of the spies came early in the forty-year
period. Neither generation—the adults who perished in the desert nor their
children camped near the Jordan—deserved to enter the Promised Land. But in
His grace God allowed the new generation to enter Canaan and see the
Abrahamic covenant fulfilled.
Unhappily, disobedience was not confined to chapters 13–14 and 25, for
another major rebellion is described in chapter 16. Hamilton has noted that after
the first two episodes there are chapters that talk of God’s provision of cleansing
in the future (chaps. 15, 19).1 The ceremony involving the ashes of a red heifer
and the water of cleansing is unique to Numbers. In his Introduction to the Old
Testament as Scripture, Bre-vard Childs argues that purification is a unifying
theme of Numbers. Much of the book deals with the distinctions between the
holy and the profane.2
Geography plays an important role in Numbers. In the first ten chapters the
Israelites are still at Mount Sinai preparing for their journey to Canaan. From
10:11–21:35 the nation is on the move, spending thirty-eight wasted years in the
Sinai Desert before turning north once more and heading for the Promised Land.
They reach the plains of Moab along the Jordan in 22:1, and the rest of the book
has its setting there. Most of the narrative material is contained in the middle
section, often in conjunction with the people’s complaints and rebellion. In
chapter 33 there is a detailed listing of the campsites used by the Israelites from
the exodus until they reached the plains of Moab. The places are mentioned in
rapid succession, with only a few comments about important events.
LITERARY STRUCTURE OF NUMBERS

The various lists in Numbers are usually arranged according to the twelve
tribes and given in the same formula. In the census contained in chapter 1 the
paragraphs are identical, except for the name of the tribe and the final total. The
later census (chap. 26) included the names of the different clans in each tribe, but
again the paragraphs are arranged in the same way. The repetition is even more
extensive in chapter 7, which records the gifts of the twelve tribal leaders at the
dedication of the tabernacle. Each day a different leader brought his offering, but
the five-verse description for each offering is the same throughout a very long
chapter. As noted above, the tribe of Levi is treated separately from the other
tribes, with careful attention to the three clans and their different functions. At
the end of the book the measurements of a Levitical city are given and a full
description of the role of the six cities of refuge (chap. 35).
Poetry may seem out of place in a book filled with lists and totals, but several
remarkable poetic passages do occur in Numbers. Chapter 6 ends with the threeverse priestly blessing that Aaron and his sons were to pronounce upon the
Israelites, bestowing upon them the Lord’s grace and peace (6:24–26).
Whenever the people broke camp, the ark of the covenant led the way as a
symbol of God’s presence with them. On such occasions Moses said, “Rise up,
O Lord! May your enemies be scattered; may your foes flee before you” (10:35).
Moses realized that the Lord’s favor and blessing were more important than the
strength of Israel’s armies.
Warfare also provided the background for three poems in chapter 21, one of
which was cited from “the Book of the Wars of the Lord” (v. 14). The longest of
the three (vv. 27–30) was apparently an Amorite song commemorating the

earlier victory of Sihon over the Moabites. In subsequent years the Israelites
would sing about their victory over Sihon and Og as they celebrated God’s
goodness to them (Pss. 135:11; 136:19–20).
The best-known poetry in Numbers is the seven oracles spoken by Balaam
after he saw the Israelites poised on the edge of the Promised Land. These
magnificent poems talk about Israel’s future glory and coming Messiah
(especially 24:17), leaving no doubt that God has blessed them. The first four
oracles are from eight to eleven poetic verses in length and are introduced by
narrative material involving, in particular, Balak king of Moab (chaps. 23–24).
The last six verses of chapter 24 contain the final three oracles, only a verse or
two in length and briefly introduced (24:20–25).3
In a sense the concluding eleven chapters of the book constitute an appendix,
dealing with issues that would affect life in the Promised Land. Inheritance
matters form an important part of this discussion, and the claims of
Zelophehad’s daughters are handled both at the beginning (chap. 27) and end
(chap. 36) of this section. Like the Levites—who also had no direct inheritance
in Canaan (cf. 26:62; 35:2)—women were to be treated kindly and fairly.

THE ORGANIZATION OF THE TRIBES
When the Israelites arrived at Mount Sinai they were a disorganized group of
fugitives who had just been freed from slavery. When they left Mount Sinai a
year later, they were the possessors of a legal code and a worship manual and a
solid cadre of leaders.

The Twelve Tribes
Ever since the birth of Jacob’s last son, Benjamin, the Israelites were known
by their twelve units. When the tribe of Levi was separated from the others for
special duty at the tabernacle, their place was taken by a division of the family of
Joseph into two tribes—Ephraim and Manasseh. By receiving a double share of
the inheritance (two tribes instead of one), Joseph was thus given the birthright,
an honor befitting his noble accomplishments (cf. 1 Chron. 5:1–2). In the two
censuses, Ephraim and Manasseh are identified as the sons of Joseph (Num.
1:32; 26:28), but their order is reversed. Both chapters group the tribes by threes
according to their arrangement around the tabernacle. The sons of Leah are
mentioned first, followed by Rachel’s sons, then those of the concubines.
On four different occasions we are given the names of the twelve leaders of
the tribes, both in connection with the censuses and with the dedication offerings
for the tabernacle (cf. 1:5–15; 7:12–83). These men assisted Moses and Aaron in
compiling census figures and in the general administration of the tribes (1:4).
Since four of the tribes played a leading role in each of the groups (Judah,
Reuben, Ephraim, Dan), it is likely that the heads of these tribes carried
additional responsibility. Although not counted among the others, the tribe of
Levi was also divided into three groups, and the leaders of each of these clans
are named (3:24, 30, 35). Eleazar son of Aaron was “the chief leader of the
Levites” (3:32).

Arrangement of the Tribes

As a symbol of the central place to be given to the Lord in the life and
worship of the nation, the tabernacle was located in the middle of the camp. God
was pleased to dwell among them, and the people were to be aware of His
presence at all times. To the east of the tabernacle at the position of greatest
honor were the living quarters of Moses and Aaron and their families (3:38). The
Levites were to set up camp on the other three sides as a buffer between the
tabernacle and the other tribes (1:53). The rest of the Israelites had to keep their
distance from the sacred tent or face death.
As noted above, the twelve tribes were arranged in four groups around the
tabernacle (see chart). On the east lay the camp of Judah, which also contained
the divisions of Issachar and Zebulun, fellow sons of Leah (2:3–8). To the south
were the three divisions of Reuben, including Simeon and Gad. Gad was a son of
Leah’s servant girl Zilpah and occupied the position that Levi would have filled
(cf. Gen. 30:11). The other three sons of the servant girls were situated to the
north, led by the divisions of Dan (Num. 2:25–31). Meanwhile, the Rachel tribes
(Ephraim, Manasseh, and Benjamin) camped to the west of the tabernacle.4 By
this arrangement the maximum homogeneity of the tribes was achieved, a factor
designed to reduce friction as the difficult journey began.

The Order of March
Guided by trumpet blasts sounded by the priests, the tribes set out on their
journey in a prescribed order. The divisions of the camp of Judah led the way, a
position that matched the prominent role this tribe was destined to play. Jacob
had predicted that a ruler would come from Judah (Gen. 49:10), and although the
reign of David was still centuries away, the tribe of Judah often took the lead in
Israel (cf. Judg. 1:2). Caleb ranked with Joshua as one of the few men of faith
who believed God’s word in that generation (13:6, 30).
After Judah came the Levitical clans of Gershon and Merari, who carried the
heavier parts of the tabernacle (10:17). By surrounding the tabernacle with
thousands of men, the Israelites prevented any enemy from attacking and seizing
the silver, gold, and valuable curtains. The sacred furniture was carried by the
Kohathites, who followed the camp of Reuben. According to 10:21, the men of
Kohath came a little later in the order of march so that the tabernacle could be
set up before they arrived at the next campsite. The most sacred article of all—
the ark of the covenant—was probably carried at the head of the entire
procession as a symbol of God’s presence with His people (cf. 10:33–36). At the
end of the line of march came the armies of Ephraim and Dan, poised to protect
against rear-guard action.
It is of interest to note that the same order was followed when the tribes
presented their offerings at the dedication of the altar. The leader of Judah
brought his gift first, and the head of the tribe of Naphtali came last (7:12, 78).
From a military standpoint, the fourfold division of the tribes has a parallel in the
campaign of Rameses II against the Hittites. Four separate Egyptian armies
marched north to Kadesh on the Orontes River, and after the first army had
suffered heavy losses, the troops that followed helped to rescue their fellow
soldiers.5

REBELLION AT KADESH BARNEA
The Kadesh that was pivotal for the Israelites was the southern city of Kadesh
Barnea, about forty miles south of Beersheba. Only a two-week journey from
Mount Sinai, Kadesh was intended to be a brief pause on the way to the
Promised Land.

Report of the Spies
At the request of the people, Moses selected twelve men to spy out Canaan
and bring back a full report (cf. Deut. 1:22). The men chosen were not the
leaders of the tribes but presumably younger men who could endure the rigors of
this mission. Among them were representatives of the most influential tribes:
Hoshea son of Nun—whom Moses renamed Joshua (13:16)—from Ephraim, and
Caleb son of Jephunneh from Judah. Joshua had been Moses’ aide for some time
(cf. Ex. 24:13) and probably led the expedition. The men traveled about 250
miles north to Lebo Hamath, the northern limit of the Promised Land, and took
forty days to explore the land (Num. 13:21, 25). When they returned they spoke
in glowing terms of the fruitfulness of the country God had given to them, but
they also observed the fortified cities and the tall, powerful warriors who lived
there. According to the majority of the spies it would be impossible to capture
Canaan and drive out its inhabitants. Joshua and Caleb presented a much
different minority report, arguing that with God’s help they could conquer the
land (14:8–9).
From a human perspective it was true that cities surrounded by high walls
were difficult to capture. To the spies the walls appeared to extend “up to the
sky” (cf. Deut. 1:28), and normally fortified cities had to be besieged, starving
out the inhabitants over a period of months or even years.6 Siege weapons could
help, but the Israelites had neither the weapons nor the time to take the land by
this means. The description of the tall warriors in Canaan was also an accurate
one. Centuries later the Philistine giant Goliath terrorized Saul and his troops,
and everyone cowered before the nine-foot warrior. The Anakites of Hebron
were likewise tall and strong, and renowned for their military prowess (cf. Deut.
2:10).

But Joshua and Caleb believed in the power of God, and they had witnessed
the defeat of Pharaoh and his chariots at the Red Sea. If God could destroy that
army, he could enable Israel to defeat Jericho. From Joshua 6 we know that God
honored their faith by leveling the walls of Jericho without a siege. At the age of
eighty-five Caleb was able to drive the Anakites out of Hebron and take over the
city. Later, about 1020 B.C., the teenager David dared to believe that God would
give Goliath into his hands, and with a sling and a stone felled the mighty
Philistine.

Rebellion of the People
Unfortunately most of the Israelites did not have the faith of a Joshua, Caleb,
or David, and the majority report sounded convincing to them. As they thought
about the problems they would face trying to capture the Promised Land, they
became discouraged and turned against Moses and Aaron. Their hopes of
gaining a homeland disintegrated, and they talked of returning to Egypt and
perhaps salvaging a few more years for their wives and children (14:1–4).
When Joshua and Caleb saw what was happening, they repeated their claim
that it was possible to capture Canaan. The Lord was with them, and none of the
people of Canaan could stand before Israel’s God. In spite of their impassioned
plea, however, the Israelites refused to believe them, and in effect they rebelled
against God (14:9). Even though God had rescued them from Egypt and revealed
Himself to them at Mount Sinai, the people were filled with doubt about God’s
ability to give them Canaan and fulfill the Abrahamic covenant. Like Pharaoh,
they were hardening their hearts and ignoring God’s clear command (cf. Ps.
95:7–8), and their unbelief cost them an opportunity to enter the land of rest (cf.
Heb. 3:16–18).

Punishment Decreed
In response to Israel’s unbelief the Lord spoke to Moses and announced that
He would destroy the nation and start all over again with Moses. This was the
second time that God had threatened to obliterate His people, and for the second
time Moses begged Him to relent. As he had done in the golden calf episode (cf.
Ex. 32:11–13), Moses reminded the Lord that the Egyptians would hear about

Israel’s demise and that His reputation would be tarnished. Since the Lord was
slow to get angry and abounded in love, He could again forgive His people,
though He would not “leave the guilty unpunished” (Num. 14:18; cf. Ex. 34:6–
7).
In His mercy and grace God granted Moses’ request and forgave His
rebellious people. But because they treated Him with contempt and had already
complained several times about their lack of water and food since the exodus,
the Lord decreed that that generation would perish in the desert (Num. 14:22–
23). Not one of those twenty years old or more would ever reach Canaan except
for Joshua and Caleb, who had not wavered in their commitment to the Lord. For
forty years—one year for each day the spies spent in Canaan—the Israelites
would wander in the desert, until the whole generation died out (14:34). The ten
spies who had presented the negative report were struck down immediately and
died of a plague (v. 37) as judgment for the greater responsibility they bore in
influencing the entire nation.
During the forty years the rest of the nation suffered for rebelling along with
the spies, and their children also suffered for the unfaithfulness of their parents
(vv. 33, 34). The second commandment refers to “punishing the children for the
sin of the fathers to the third and fourth generation” (Ex. 20:5), a verse quoted by
Moses in his intercessory prayer (Num. 14:18). Ironically, the children, whom
the people thought would be taken as plunder in Canaan (v. 3), were the very
ones who would conquer the Promised Land. God would “bring them in to enjoy
the land” that their parents would never see (v. 31).
Deeply disturbed by the severity of the punishment meted out, the people
admitted that they had sinned and decided to attack Canaan after all. But it was
already too late, and neither Moses nor the Lord went with the people. Without
God’s blessing, the Israelites were soundly defeated by the Amalekites and
Canaanites living in the southern part of the hill country. Although the land was
destined to be theirs as the children of Abraham, they could not occupy it for
almost forty more years.

FORTY YEARS IN THE WILDERNESS
Between Numbers 15:1 and 20:1 the Scriptures give a brief description of life
in the desert before the Israelites returned to Kadesh Barnea. These chapters
cover approximately thirty-eight years, which must have been filled with
considerable complaining and discouragement. The adults had nothing to look
forward to except death, and the younger generation was wasting its best years
moving aimlessly from campsite to campsite. As might be expected, there was
major opposition to Moses and Aaron, and at the end of this period even Moses
offended the Lord and was forbidden to enter the Promised Land. But entrance
into Canaan remained the goal of the nation and is mentioned as early as 15:2.

The Rebellion of Korah, Dathan, and Abiram
In an effort to overthrow Moses and Aaron there was a well-organized revolt
led by individuals from the tribes of Levi and Reuben. The ringleader of the
group was a Levite named Korah, who belonged to the favored clan of Kohath,
whose members carried the sacred furniture of the tabernacle (cf. Num. 7:9). But
Korah was not a son of Aaron, so he could not officiate at any of the sacrifices
offered at the sanctuary, and apparently he was jealous of the powerful position
of both Moses and Aaron. Why did they set themselves above the other
Israelites? Korah was supported by Dathan and Abiram, from the tribe of
Reuben, who was Jacob’s firstborn son. Normally the firstborn son was the
leader of the family, so they thought their tribe was being slighted. In verses 12–
14 Datham and Abiram accuse Moses of failing to lead the Israelites into the
Promised Land. He had taken them from Egypt, “a land flowing with milk and
honey,” and had brought them into a desert to die. Earlier the people had referred
in their complaints to the variety of food available in Egypt (Num. 11:5), but like
Dathan and Abiram they had forgotten about the hard taskmasters and the
slavery.
To settle the dispute, Moses had Korah and his 250 followers put fire and
incense in censers and present them to the Lord. When the men approached the
Tent of Meeting the Lord appeared and told Moses and Aaron that he would “put
an end” to the entire assembly. As he had done earlier (cf. 14:12), Moses cried

out to the Lord and begged Him to spare the people. After the Israelites moved a
safe distance away from the tents of the leaders, the ground split apart and
swallowed up Korah, Dathan, Abiram, and their households. Not all Korah’s
sons died, however, an indication that they had not joined the rebellion (cf.
26:11; Ps. 49, heading). The 250 men who offered incense were struck down by
fire from the Lord, just like the two sons of Aaron in Leviticus 10:2 (Num.
16:35).
Upset by the death of their countrymen, the rest of the Israelites “grumbled
against Moses and Aaron” and accused them of killing the Lord’s people (v. 41).
Once again the Lord became angry and threatened to wipe out all of them.
Quickly Moses told Aaron to take incense and fire and make atonement for the
people before a plague consumed all of them. Nonetheless the plague claimed
14,700 lives as the judgment of God fell (v. 49).
Lest the people challenge the prerogatives of the Aaronic priests again, Moses
had representatives of the twelve tribes bring a staff into the tabernacle. The next
day only Aaron’s staff had budded and blossomed and even produced almonds,
and Moses put that rod inside the ark of the covenant as a sign that God had
chosen Aaron and his family to be the priests (Num. 17:10; Heb. 9:4).

The Disobedience of Moses and Aaron
At the end of the years of wandering the Israelites returned to Kadesh Barnea,
where Miriam died and was buried (20:1). By now almost all of the older
generation had died and their children were preparing to enter the Promised
Land. But the surviving Israelites closely resembled their parents in that they
complained about the lack of water and food and wished that they had died in
the desert (Num. 20:2–5). They longed for figs, grapes, and pomegranates, the
food they would have enjoyed in Canaan had their parents not rebelled (cf. Num.
13:23), but their own opposition to Moses and Aaron put in jeopardy the
prospect of reaching Canaan.
As in chapters 14 and 16 the glory of the Lord again appeared, and the Lord
told Moses to speak to a rock and it would pour out its life-giving water (Num.
20:8). When Moses and Aaron had gathered the assembly, Moses proceeded to
disobey the Lord by striking the rock twice with his staff. Apparently his
frustration with forty years of leading a rebellious nation got the better of him,
and this new round of complaining angered Moses greatly. The younger
generation was repeating the mistakes of their elders in spite of God’s

intervention time and time again. As a result of Moses’ rash actions, the Lord
told him that he would not enter the Promised Land. Both Moses and Aaron “did
not trust in me enough to honor me as holy” there at the waters of Meribah, so
neither of them would ever see Canaan (v. 12). Elsewhere Moses’ actions are
described as “breaking faith” with God and failing to uphold His holiness (Deut.
32:51). By his angry words and impetuous actions, Moses had not shown the
proper respect for God’s presence.7 Later Moses prayed that the Lord would
relent and permit him to see Canaan, but his request was refused (Deut. 3:23–
26).
When the Israelites left Kadesh and came to Mount Hor, God told Moses to
ascend the mountain with Aaron and his son Eleazar. After placing Aaron’s
sacred garments on Eleazar to identify him as the new high priest, Moses bid
farewell to his beloved brother. Although he was old and had lived a full and
fruitful life, Aaron died because he and Moses had rebelled against the Lord’s
command at Meribah (20:24).

Military Victories on the Way to Canaan
As the nation journeyed toward Canaan, the dawning of a new age was
marked by several important victories. The first was a reversal of the battle
almost forty years earlier that had ended in a crushing defeat at the hands of the
Amalekites and Canaanites (14:45). This time the king of Arad from southern
Canaan attacked the Israelites, and in response to prayer, the Lord gave Israel the
victory. Several cities were totally destroyed according to the policy applicable
to Canaan in general (Num. 21:1–3; Deut. 7:2). No captives, livestock, or
valuables were to be taken as plunder, for everyone and everything was under
God’s judgment.
In order to reach the eastern shore of the Jordan River opposite Jericho, the
Israelites had to travel around the countries of Edom and Moab. Neither king
gave Israel permission to cross his territory, and the Lord did not allow Moses to
attack these descendants of Esau and Lot (Num. 20:18; Deut. 2:5, 9). When the
Israelites approached the land of the Amorites north of Moab and the Arnon
River, King Sihon marched out to confront them. Cities such as Heshbon fell to
the Israelites, and they captured all of the land in Transjordan between the Arnon
and the Jabbok rivers. Traveling farther north, Moses also defeated Og, king of
Bashan, and took control of Gilead and the area around the Sea of Galilee (Num.
21:33–35). These victories greatly facilitated the conquest of Canaan by

eliminating enemies east of the Jordan, and the people were encouraged by these
convincing triumphs. By defeating Og, who was one of the giant Rephaites
(Deut. 3:11), Israel knew it could also conquer the tall and powerful warriors
west of the Jordan who had so intimidated the spies a generation earlier (cf.
Num. 13:28, 33). When two men were sent by Joshua to spy out Jericho, they
learned through Rahab that the victories over Sihon and Og had indeed
demoralized the people of Canaan (Josh. 2:10–11).

The Wilderness Theme in Scripture
The experiences of the Israelites in the wilderness are referred to elsewhere in
Scripture as a grim warning about the consequences of rebellion and
disobedience. In a passage quoted at length in Hebrews, the psalmist urged the
Israelites not to harden their hearts like their forefathers and miss the opportunity
of entering God’s rest (Ps. 95:7–11). The “rest” to which the Israelites looked
forward was to be found in the land of Canaan, which God promised would be
their “resting place” after the years of slavery in Egypt and the difficulties of the
wilderness (Ex. 33:14; Deut. 12:9). Under the leadership of Joshua the people
finally did enter that “rest” and enjoyed significant stretches of peace and
prosperity in the Promised Land (Deut. 25:19; Josh. 21:44).
The writer of Hebrews draws an analogy between Israel’s experience and the
life of a believer, who likewise must deal with difficulties and temptations and
obey the call to be faithful. Just as Israel had been redeemed from Egypt and
gloriously freed, so the believer has been redeemed by the blood of Christ and
has been freed from sin’s bondage. As the recipient of God’s gracious kindness,
the believer should echo the words of the Israelites, who promised at Mount
Sinai to “do everything the Lord has said” (Ex. 19:8). Yet Israel’s failure to
honor that commitment demonstrated just how easy it is to forget one’s sincere
vows. In Hebrews we are urged to learn from Israel’s mistakes and to maintain
an attitude of trust and belief. If we refuse to believe His promises and instead
harden our hearts, we are in danger of missing God’s rest and forfeiting His
blessing.
The believer’s “rest” is called a “Sabbath-rest” and is compared with the
seventh day of creation when God rested from His own work (Heb. 4:9).
Although the exact sense of this “Sabbath-rest” is unclear in Hebrews,8 we do
know that the Israelites were often guilty of breaking the Sabbath, a kind of
rebellion analogous to their often defiant attitude in the wilderness. Like the

Israelites, we too are quick to ignore God’s guidance and to grumble and
complain, thereby stunting our growth in grace and laying ourselves open to the
disciplining hand of God.9 Israel’s behavior brought death to a whole generation
and may have made the conquest of the Promised Land much more difficult.
Unbelief and rebellion will always help the Enemy of our souls and bring
disgrace to the cause of Christ. God does not want His children to stumble
around in the wilderness but to be a light to the nations and to bring blessings to
all people (cf. Gen. 12:3).

THE ENIGMATIC ROLE OF BALAAM
After conquering most of Transjordan, the Israelites set up camp in the plains
of Moab opposite Jericho. Their proximity to the territory of Moab just to the
south prompted Balak king of Moab to take action against them, for he feared
that his country would be the next to fall (22:2–3). Supported by the leaders of
Midian, Balak sent messengers to Balaam son of Beor, asking him to come from
his home near the Euphrates River and put a curse on Israel. His reputation as a
diviner and prophet made it likely that he could devise a way to harm Israel, and
a generous fee was offered to encourage a prompt response (22:7, 17). Moab had
suffered humiliation at the hands of the Amorites and was hoping to avoid
subjection to the powerful Israelites.

Balaam as Prophet
In light of the references to divination and sorcery (22:7; 24:1) and Balaam’s
close association with Moab and Midian, the pagan nature of his ministry seems
well established. Yet the remarkable content of his prophecies and the Lord’s
interaction with him make it sound as if he was—or had been—a prophet of
Yahweh. When the elders of Moab and Midian came to ask for his help, Balaam
said that “the Lord has refused to let me go with you” (22:13). Five verses later
Balaam refers to “the Lord my God” as if he were a genuine worshiper of
Yahweh (v. 18). In his oracles he twice says that he “hears the words of God”
(24:4, 11), and in 24:2, “The Spirit of God came upon him” as he delivered his
oracle. Balaam also refers to God as “Most High” and “the Almighty,” names
known by Abraham in Genesis (24:4, 16),10 and the last two lines in 24:9 about
the differing fates of those who bless or curse Israel almost sound like a
quotation taken from the Abrahamic covenant (Gen. 12:3). The content of
Balaam’s oracles is remarkable, even including what may be a messianic
prophecy in 24:17.
Nevertheless most interpreters view Balaam as a pagan diviner who was used
by God in spite of being ranked with the false prophets.11 Balaam is compared
with the Mesopotamian baru priests, who were very much involved with animal
divination. When Balaam received pieces of sacrificed cattle and sheep (22:40),

he would have examined in particular the livers of these animals in order to
predict the future. Divination may also have been the reason for the sacrifices of
bulls and rams in 23:1–2. In 24:1 we are told that Balaam “did not resort to
sorcery” since the Lord was putting the words in his mouth each time anyway.
Balaam realized that in spite of his personal preferences he had no choice but to
deliver the oracle God gave to him. This was made clear when the angel of the
Lord confronted him with a drawn sword on his way to Moab. On that occasion
the renowned “seer” could not see the angel blocking his path, but his donkey
was well aware of the danger—and even instructed her master (22:21–35).12
One interesting way of explaining Balaam’s knowledge of Israel and the Lord
is the possibility that he may have come originally from Edomite or Ammonite
stock. In Genesis 36:32 there is mention of a king of Edom named Bela son of
Beor, which is very close to “Balaam son of Beor.”13 If Balaam had connections
with Edom, we could understand the hostility he would be expected to have
toward Israel and why Balak might have known about him. The Ammonite
hypothesis is based on a textual variant in Numbers 22:5, where several Hebrew
manuscripts and ancient versions read “in the land of the Ammonites” rather
than “in his native land.”14 Ammon, like Edom, was a neighbor of Moab.
In an Aramaic prophetic text recently discovered at Deir ’Alla in Jordan
archaeologists have uncovered further words attributed to “Balaam son of Beor.”
The text speaks of Balaam as a seer, and he is once again cast in the role of one
who pronounced curses upon others. Since this material was found in a
sanctuary or shrine of some kind, it is an interesting confirmation of the
reputation Balaam possessed.15
If Balaam had at one time been a true prophet of the Lord, we could compare
the coming of the Spirit upon him with the work of the Spirit upon King Saul
after he had been rejected as king. When Saul was pursuing David at Ramah, the
Spirit of God came upon him and he began to prophesy (1 Sam. 19:23). Saul had
no intention of prophesying but was helpless to do anything else. In the same
way Balaam spoke words of blessing, which neither he nor King Balak wanted
to have expressed.

Balaam’s Prophecies
After all the effort and expense of securing Balaam’s services, King Balak
could hardly believe his ears when Balaam began to speak. Instead of cursing

Israel, Balaam proceeded to bless them repeatedly. As he looked at the Israelites
from various vantage points, he observed that they were numerous and powerful,
free from misfortune and misery. For the first time in the Pentateuch God is
called Israel’s King, and He was the one who rescued them from Egypt (23:4–5).
Though once held captive by the mighty pharaohs, Israel is now ready to “rise
like a lioness” and devour the prey (23:24). The themes of the Exodus and of
Israel’s lionlike strength are repeated in the third oracle (24:8–9). This time
Balaam speaks of Israel’s human king, who “will be greater than Agag” (v. 7).
An Amalekite king named Agag was defeated in battle by Israel’s first king,
Saul, though an earlier Agag may have ruled Amalek in the days of Moses (cf.
Ex. 17:8–13; 1 Sam. 15:8).16 Amalek’s ruin is also noted in 24:20, perhaps a
reference to their subsequent defeat at the hands of David (cf. 1 Sam. 30:17–18;
2 Sam. 8:12).
In the climactic fourth oracle Balaam utters what many believe may be a
messianic prophecy: “A star will come out of Jacob; a scepter will rise out of
Israel” (24:17). “Star” is a metaphor for a king in Isaiah 14:12, and “scepter” is
found in another important pronouncement of blessing, Genesis 49:10 (see
“Salvation” and “The Messiah” in chapter 1). Identified as “a ruler” in verse 19,
this prophecy probably begins with David and anticipates the Messiah.17 Israel’s
king will not only “crush the foreheads of Moab,” but Edom will also be
conquered (v. 18). As he heard Balaam’s pronouncements, Balak’s worst fears
were realized, and he knew what was in store for Moab and its neighbors. The
curse he hoped for had been turned into a torrent of blessing (cf. Deut. 23:5;
Neh. 13:2); the promises made to Abraham were about to be fulfilled in this
great nation poised to conquer Canaan and eventually all of the surrounding
countries.

Balaam’s Deadly Advice
After listening to a description of Israel’s glorious future in the oracles of
Balaam, we are ill prepared for the catastrophe that strikes the Israelites in
chapter 25. Instead of growing strong and enjoying the blessing of God, the
chosen people are overcome by sin, and thousands perish in a deadly plague.
From Numbers 31:16 we learn that Balaam did find a way to curse Israel after
all by advising the Moabite women to invite the Israelites to worship Baal with
them and get them involved in immorality. By attending the sacrifices and
bowing before the gods of Moab, the Israelites were guilty of idolatry, and since

the worship of Baal often included fertility rites, the people were soon entrapped
in sexual immorality. Like those other sad occasions in which Israel rebelled,
God sent a plague to punish His people, and twenty-four thousand died.
In order to stop the plague, drastic action was taken by Phinehas, the son of
the new high priest Eleazar and grandson of Aaron. When Phinehas saw an
Israelite taking a Midianite woman into his tent right in front of Moses and the
assembled people, he drove a spear through both of them, an execution that
reflected God’s own anger with the sinners and “made atonement for the
Israelites” (25:13).18 As a result of his courageous action, Phinehas and his
descendants were given “a covenant of a lasting priesthood” (v. 12). The
Israelite who was executed was a leader of the tribe of Simeon, and apparently
many of those who died in the plague belonged to that tribe. In the census of
chapter 26, the totals for Simeon are substantially lower than those given in
chapter 1 (cf. 26:14 and 1:23).

Balaam’s Death and Legacy
The effectiveness of Balaam’s advice probably earned him the handsome
reward Balak had promised him. But he did not get to enjoy it very long because
of his presence among the Midianites, who were the objects of God’s vengeance.
Because of the key role played in the seduction of Israel by Cozbi, the daughter
of a Midianite leader, God ordered Moses to attack the Midianites in his final
military action. According to Numbers 31:8 the Israelites killed the five kings of
Midian and Balaam son of Beor. The man who had prophesied Israel’s
ascendancy and military victories became himself a victim in battle. By his
clever advice he had brought a curse on Israel, but he in turn was cursed as well
(cf. 24:9).
In the New Testament Balaam is compared with false prophets and false
teachers who loved “the wages of wickedness” (2 Pet. 2:15). They were godless
men who turned “the grace of God into a license for immorality” and “rushed for
profit into Balaam’s error” (Jude 4, 11). In Revelation the teaching of Balaam is
linked with the heretical sect of the Nicolaitans, who apparently were involved
with idolatry and immorality while pretending to be part of the church in
Pergamum (Rev. 2:6, 14–15). Each of these passages paints a portrait of Balaam
as a dangerous and deceptive leader with impure motives.

PREPARATION FOR THE PROMISED LAND
In spite of the calamity that befell the nation there on the plains of Moab, God
in His grace was going to bring the Israelites into Canaan. Before they crossed
the Jordan to begin the conquest, the Lord gave Moses additional instructions
about various problems the people would face. Of special importance were
issues dealing with tribal allotment and family inheritance.

The Inheritance Rights of Women
In the census recorded in chapter 26 there is special mention of the five
daughters of Zelophehad son of Hepher (v. 33). Since Zelophehad did not have
any sons, the daughters asked Moses if they could inherit the property that
normally would have gone to the sons. After bringing their case before the Lord,
Moses decided in favor of the five daughters and established a law regulating the
transfer of an inheritance. If a man had no sons or daughters his property was
given to his brothers and then to his father’s brothers (27:8–10). Later the leaders
of the clan of Gilead from the tribe of Manasseh raised a question about the
potential marriages of Zelophehad’s daughters to men from other tribes. If that
happened the land would be “added to that of the tribe they marry into” (Num.
36:3). To prevent this occurrence, Moses decreed that the girls must marry
“within the tribal clan of their father” (v. 6), and they complied by marrying
“their cousins on their father’s side” (v. 11). A classic example of the importance
of a family inheritance can be seen in Naboth’s refusal to sell his property to
King Ahab in Jezreel (1 Kings 21:2–3). When Jezebel confiscated the property
to satisfy her husband, it spelled doom for the dynasty of Ahab (1 Kings 21:19).

Joshua’s Commissioning
During the entire forty-year period in the desert Joshua had been Moses’
general and top assistant, so it is not surprising that he was selected to be the
man to lead Israel into the Promised Land. Moses had known from the beginning

that Joshua would be his replacement, because in a battle against the Amalekites
shortly after the Exodus, God had told Moses to make sure that Joshua knew that
Amalek was to be destroyed (Ex. 17:14). As part of his training, Joshua had
climbed Mount Sinai with Moses when Moses met with God (Ex. 24:13). When
the two returned after forty days, Joshua watched as Moses dealt with the crisis
sparked by the worship of the golden calf. An even greater crisis arose after the
spies announced that Canaan could not be conquered, but Joshua along with
Caleb had the faith to believe that God would give Israel victory (cf. Num. 14:6–
9). Over the years Joshua had been a reliable and capable aide, full of faith in the
Lord and an experienced military leader. Anyone who attempted to follow
Moses as leader would have a difficult job at best, but with the help of Eleazar
the high priest and with the support of the people, Joshua was equal to the task.
In response to the Lord’s command Moses laid his hand on Joshua and gave
him some of his authority (Num. 27:18–20). While the whole assembly looked
on, Moses had Joshua stand before Eleazar and commissioned him as the new
leader (27:22–23). From Deuteronomy 3:25 we learn that Moses prayed for an
opportunity to cross the Jordan and see Canaan, but God refused his request and
pointed to Joshua as the one who would bring the Israelites into the Promised
Land (Deut. 3:28).

The Battle against Midian
After Midianite women had become involved in the seduction of Israel in
connection with the worship of the Baal of Peor, God told Moses to treat the
Midianites as enemies (Num. 25:17). As one of his final actions Moses
mobilized the Israelites and led them in a holy war against Midian. Since God
had given the order for this war, Phinehas the priest played a major role in the
battle. He had been the one who courageously executed two of the major
offenders in the Peor fiasco (Num. 25:8), so it was fitting that he accompany the
troops. Phinehas took with him “articles from the sanctuary,” presumably
including the ark of the covenant as the primary symbol of God’s presence
(31:6).19 A thousand men from each of the tribes were called to the battle to
show that the entire nation was united “to carry out the Lord’s vengeance” on
Midian (31:3).
In the ensuing battle the Israelites defeated the Midianites and killed all the
troops, including the five kings of Midian. They captured the women and
children and took the herds and flocks as plunder (31:7–9). Normally in wars

against enemies outside of Canaan, this was to be the accepted procedure, and
captive women could be taken as wives (cf. Deut. 20:14; 21:10–14). But because
the Midianite women had led the Israelites into apostasy and immorality earlier,
Moses ordered them to be killed. All of the males were likewise executed, and
only the girls who were virgins were spared. The amount of plunder taken was
immense, and Moses divided it equally between the soldiers and the rest of the
community. From the soldiers’ share, one out of every five hundred persons and
animals was given to the priests “as the Lord’s part” in this holy war (31:28–29).
From the community’s half, one out of every fifty was turned over to the
Levites. This careful division of the plunder set a pattern of fairness to be
followed in Canaan also. All of the people received a share of the spoils,
including the priests and Levites as the Lord’s special representatives. Although
some of the battles in Canaan entailed the total destruction of people and animals
(cf. Josh. 6:21), large quantities of plunder were accumulated and needed to be
shared with all the Israelites—not just the warriors (cf. Josh. 22:8).

Tribal Inheritance in Transjordan
Ever since God had told Abraham that He would give his descendants the land
of Canaan (Gen. 12:7), the Israelites had looked forward to permanent
possession of this cherished territory. So it must have come as somewhat of a
shock to Moses when the tribes of Reuben and Gad asked if they could have
their inheritances east of the Jordan (Num. 32:4–6). The area captured from
Sihon and Og contained excellent grazing land, suitable for the large herds and
flocks of these tribes. But why were the people of Reuben and Gad eager to stop
short of the national goal?
Moses was upset at their request and accused the two tribes of repeating the
sin of their parents, whose rebellion at Kadesh Barnea brought about the forty
years of wandering in the desert (32:8–13). He was afraid that when the other
tribes heard about the desire of their brothers, they might become discouraged
and return to the desert. But the leaders of Reuben and Gad assured Moses that
they were not trying to divide the nation and promised that they would send
troops across the Jordan to help conquer the land of Canaan. Only after the
conquest of the Promised Land would they return to their families in Transjordan
and settle down (32:16–19). Their answer satisfied Moses, who agreed to assign
the inheritances of these two tribes—along with the half-tribe of Manasseh—to
the former land of the Amorites east of the Jordan. As a result of this decision,

the other nine and a half tribes had more land to divide among themselves in
Canaan, but it became more difficult for the twelve tribes to function as a unified
nation. During the days of the judges, civil war broke out between tribes east and
west of the Jordan, with substantial loss of life (cf. Judg. 12:4–6). The two and a
half tribes also were vulnerable to attack from the Ammonites, Moabites, and
later the Arameans of Damascus.
Strictly speaking, Transjordan was not part of the “holy land,” and on one
occasion Joshua referred to it as “defiled” (literally “unclean”) land. The Lord’s
land was “where the Lord’s tabernacle stands,” the earthly dwelling place of the
Almighty (Josh. 22:19). Moses longed to cross the Jordan and enter Canaan,
which really constituted the Promised Land. Yet at the same time God told
Moses to select three cities as cities of refuge on each side of the Jordan (Num.
35:14). These six towns were places to which anyone who had accidentally
killed someone could flee and find protection from the avenger of blood (35:15).
The six were among the forty-eight towns given to the tribe of Levi as their
inheritance. Since the Levites had no tribal territory per se, they were assigned
cities and pasture lands among all the other tribes. This included a number of
cities from the tribes east of the Jordan (cf. Josh. 21:27, 36–39). The presence of
Levites on both sides of the river seems to support the legitimacy of the claim
that Transjordan rightfully belonged to the Israelites.20
Nonetheless the eastern tribes did feel a sense of estrangement from their
brothers, an attitude demonstrated by an incident after the conquest of Canaan.
On their way back home, the troops from Reuben and Gad built a memorial altar
in Canaan close to the Jordan River (Josh. 22:10). They built the altar as a
witness that they worshiped the Lord and that they participated in the conquest.
If the western tribes ever said that the eastern tribes had “no share in the Lord,”
the altar stood as a memorial to the unity of the nation and to the faith that bound
them together (Josh. 22:25–27).
The lessons learned by all of the tribes in the book of Numbers were difficult
ones to be sure. Their well-organized march to Canaan had turned into forty
years of aimless wandering marked by persistent rebellion. But now the new
generation waited at the edge of the Promised Land, buoyed by the great
victories over Sihon and Og and assured by God’s blessing. They were filled
with hope and courage as a new leader, Joshua, was ready to replace Moses.
Before his death, however, Moses presented a series of final exhortations to the
nation, urging the tribes to follow the Lord wholeheartedly as they entered the
land flowing with milk and honey.
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DEUTERONOMY

Moses was one of the greatest leaders who ever lived, and in Deuteronomy we
are given his final words to the nation of Israel. In a series of speeches Moses
challenged the new generation to obey the terms of the Sinai covenant and to
follow the Lord wholeheartedly. If they truly loved the Lord, such obedience
would not be tedious, but a response growing out of a deep commitment. Moses
urged Joshua and the people to be strong and courageous and to take possession
of the Promised Land. Undergirded by “the everlasting arms” of “the eternal
God” (Deut. 33:27), Israel could experience the fullness of God’s blessing as
they served the Lord in their new homeland.

TITLE
The final book of the Pentateuch gains its name from the Greek
deuteronomion touto of Deuteronomy 17:18, which means “this second law
giving.” Actually the Hebrew expression means more accurately “a copy of this
law,” but the popular use of “second law” does link the book with the Sinai
covenant of Exodus, with which Deuteronomy is closely associated. Along with
the repetition of the Ten Commandments in chapter 5, Deuteronomy contains
many laws that are similar to those found in Exodus, especially in the book of
the covenant (Ex. 21–23).1 It was certainly Moses’ desire to remind the nation of
its responsibility to keep the precepts of the law and to abide by the terms of the
Sinai covenant.
As is sometimes the case, the Hebrew title, “These are the words,” is taken
from the first verse of the book. Since this title is rather vague, however, the
book is occasionally referred to as mišneh hattôrâ, “a copy of the law” (cf.
17:18), or simply mišneh. The phrase “this Book of the Law” occurs in 28:61;
29:21; 30:10; and 31:26, and “this law” is also frequently used.2
Deuteronomy is quoted some eighty times in the New Testament and is cited
in all books except for John, Colossians, 1 Thessalonians, 2 Timothy, and 1 and
2 Peter.3 Of these, the most famous are the Shema in 6:4–5 and the verses quoted
by Jesus during His temptation (6:13, 16; 8:3).

PURPOSE AND SCOPE
In his last words to Israel, Moses effectively led the nation to renew the Sinai
covenant as he reflected upon the forty years in the desert. The book was
designed to remind the Israelites of God’s faithfulness and to encourage them to
love the Lord with all their hearts. Since the nation was finally ready to enter
Canaan, Moses dealt with a number of issues he had not previously addressed,
including instructions for future kings (17:14–20). This was important because
throughout Deuteronomy God was preeminently Israel’s king, the suzerain who
demanded the allegiance of the whole nation (cf. 33:5).4 If the people obeyed the
Lord and His commandments, they would be richly blessed (28:1–14); if they
chose to rebel, they would experience calamity after calamity and be driven out
of the land (28:15–68).
The fifth book of Moses is different from the other four in somewhat the same
manner as the book of John is different from the three Synoptic Gospels. Both
Deuteronomy and John contain significant amounts of new material and give us
important discourses of Moses and Jesus (cf. John 13–17) at the end of their
lives. The two books emphasize the need to love God and to serve Him
faithfully.
After four decades in the desert, Moses was eager to challenge the younger
generation to follow God with their whole hearts. Now that their parents had
died during the desert wanderings, Moses renewed the covenant made at Mount
Sinai and sought both to encourage and to warn those who would actually take
possession of the Promised Land. A great opportunity lay before them, but there
were also dangers that could drive the nation far from God. They needed the
same commitment that had been voiced by their parents at Mount Sinai along
with a much better record of obedience. In light of what had happened so
recently on the plains of Moab (cf. Num. 25:1–9), the new generation seemed
equally susceptible to rebellion against God.
As Moses addressed the Israelites in these final messages, he reflected upon
many of the experiences they had shared in the desert. In the first four chapters
Moses described the key events that took place during the forty years, starting
with the mission of the spies and the rebellion at Kadesh Barnea. Skipping
quickly over the years of wandering, he described the Lord’s command to
bypass the lands of Edom, Moab, and Ammon as they made their way
northward. All of those nations were relatives of Israel, and God had given them

their land even as He had given Israel Canaan (Deut. 2:5, 9, 19). But the
Israelites were allowed to attack the Amorites, and in 2:24–3:11 Moses gives a
somewhat fuller account of the victories over Sihon and Og than the one found
in Numbers 21. After the conquest of Transjordan, Moses assigned the land to
the tribes of Reuben and Gad and the half-tribe of Manasseh (3:12–20). These
victories were a great encouragement to the Israelites, and Moses challenged
them to continue on in triumph to Canaan. Moses stressed that if the people
remembered the goodness of God who redeemed them from Egypt and if they
obeyed the laws and decrees revealed to them on Mount Sinai, they would
indeed “live long in the land” the Lord was giving them (4:40). But should they
choose to rebel against the Lord and worship idols, they would be destroyed and
driven out of Canaan (4:26–27).
To renew the Sinai covenant with the new generation, Moses repeats the
entire Ten Commandments in chapter 5, for they contain the key stipulations of
the covenant (see “The Ten Commandments” in chapter 4). Those who heard
these commands at Mount Sinai were quick to ignore them, worshiping the
golden calf and bringing upon themselves the wrath of God (Deut. 9:7–9). But
God had chosen Israel as His special people and would faithfully keep “his
covenant of love to a thousand generations” (7:9; 10:12). In light of His gracious
provision for Israel, why did the nation hesitate to love God with all their hearts?
If they truly loved Him, they would fear Him and “serve him only” and
faithfully keep His commandments (6:5, 13; 10:12; 11:1). With all its rules and
regulations, the Sinai covenant was nonetheless based on love, and Israel’s
obedience should have issued out of their love for God.5 During the last forty
years they had been given food and drink in a miraculous way and had been
protected from “venomous snakes and scorpions” (8:15). In spite of all their
difficulties, their clothes did not wear out and their feet did not swell, providing
additional reasons that they should have been eager to obey the Lord out of
grateful hearts (8:4).
Once they reached Canaan, the Israelites would be faced with new challenges
that would prove to be a stern test to their faith. To help them survive in a hostile
setting, Moses articulated specific decrees and laws that in some cases were
modifications of the laws given in Exodus, Leviticus, and Numbers. For
example, although offerings still had to be presented at the central sanctuary, “at
the place the Lord will choose,” the people could slaughter animals and eat meat
in any of the towns where they lived (12:14–15). Every third year the Israelites
were to store their tithes in their hometowns to provide for the Levites and other
needy people (14:28–29; 26:12). This represented a change from earlier
instruction about tithing given in Numbers 18:21–28.

Since Canaan was a land filled with many forms of pagan worship, Moses
warned the people about diviners, sorcerers, mediums, and spiritists (18:9–11).
In contrast to such detestable practices, Moses urged Israel to listen closely to
prophets whom God would raise up. Those who spoke in the Lord’s name would
declare the message God wanted His people to hear (18:15–19). But if false
prophets arose and spoke presumptuously, they were to be put to death (18:20).
Anyone who claimed to be a prophet and at the same time encouraged idolatry
was guilty of rebellion against the Lord and deserved to die (cf. 13:1–5).
In Jacob’s blessing upon the twelve tribes, he predicted that “the scepter will
not depart from Judah,” an indication that a king would ultimately come from
Judah (Gen. 49:10). Moses likewise anticipated the appointment of a king and
set down guidelines for his rule. The future monarch must pay close heed to the
law of Moses, and he “must not acquire great numbers of horses,” “accumulate
large amounts of silver and gold,” or marry many wives (Deut. 17:16–17).
Otherwise his heart would stray from the Lord, and he would trust in his own
resources and alliances (v. 17). In spite of this warning, King Solomon was
especially guilty of extensive acquisitions in all three areas, to the ultimate
detriment of his kingdom (cf. 1 Kings 11:1–6).
The practice of polygamy lay behind Moses’ decree that the right of the
firstborn belonged to the “actual firstborn” rather than the son of his favorite
wife.6 To minimize the evil effects of divorce, Moses outlawed the remarriage of
a divorced woman to her first husband if she had married a second man (24:14).
If a man died before his wife had a son, the man’s brother was responsible to
marry the widow, and the first son “shall carry on the name of the dead brother”
(Deut. 25:5–10). This custom—known as levirate or “brother-in-law” marriage
—is best illustrated in the marriage of Ruth and Boaz (Ruth 4:5).7
Following the long recital of decrees and laws contained in chapters 12–26,
Moses tried to motivate the people as he reviewed the blessings and the curses
that lay in store for them. When they reached the Promised Land, the tribes were
instructed to travel to the important city of Shechem, and there renew the
covenant on Mount Gerizim and Mount Ebal. Sealing their vows with an oath,
the Israelites promised to obey the terms of the covenant and to serve the Lord
(cf. 29:12). If they were faithful to the Lord, the nation would be richly blessed,
enjoying victory over their enemies and a growing population. Their flocks and
herds would increase dramatically, and their crops would be abundant (28:1–14).
If they disobeyed, however, the reverse would be true, and 28:16–19 is
exactly opposite to 28:3–6. Rebellion would bring defeat in battle, drought, and
disease, and swarms of locusts would devastate the crops (v. 42). Eventually

foreign armies would besiege Israel’s cities, break down the walls, and take the
people captive, scattering the Israelites “from one end of the earth to the other”
(v. 64). The curse section was a lengthy one—from verse 15 to verse 68—but it
did not deter the people from stubborn disobedience. Like Leviticus 26,
Deuteronomy 28 turned out to be a prophecy of the horrible punishment Israel
would ultimately receive.
In chapters 31–34 Moses gives his final words to the nation, this time in
poetic form. The song of Moses in chapter 32 reminded the Israelites of God’s
faithfulness and their sinfulness and describes the judgment in store for them.
Whenever the people sang it, they testified to the greatness of their God, whose
“works are perfect” and “who does no wrong” (v. 4).8 Before he died Moses
blessed the tribes, just as Jacob had done in Genesis 49. Whereas Joseph again
receives lengthy praise (33:13–17), the blessing of Judah is very brief (v. 7), and
Simeon is completely omitted. Simeon’s brother Levi is treated in a positive
fashion, owing to the courageous action of that tribe during the golden calf crisis
(33:8–11; cf. Ex. 32:26–29).
When Moses climbed Mount Nebo, where he died and was buried by the Lord
Himself, Joshua succeeded him as the nation’s leader. Commissioned by Moses
and “filled with the spirit of wisdom,” Joshua was well-prepared to assume his
new role (34:9). No one could compare with Moses, “whom the Lord knew face
to face,” (34:10), but strengthened by the Lord, Joshua had been assured that he
would bring Israel into the Promised Land (31:23).9

LITERARY STRUCTURE
More has been written about the literary structure of Deuteronomy than about
any of the previous four books, partially because of the intriguing similarities
between Deuteronomy and ancient Near Eastern treaties. As noted in chapter
one, the outline of Deuteronomy follows the major features of a treaty,
particularly Hittite treaties of the late second millennium B.C.:10
A COMPARISON OF DEUTERONOMY AND HITTITE TREATIES
Deuteronomy

Normal Hittite Order

Historical Prologue (chaps. 1–4) Historical Prologue
Stipulations (chaps. 5–26)
Stipulations
Blessings (chaps. 27–30)
Witnesses
Curses
Curses
Witnesses (chaps. 31–34)
Blessings
In Deuteronomy the “witnesses” section follows the curses and blessings, and
the order of the curses and blessings is reversed. By placing the blessings before
the curses and by including a much larger number of curses than blessings,
Deuteronomy follows the pattern of early second millennium law codes.
Kenneth Kitchen has noted that the Hammurapi law code contains only two
blessing clauses before a series of forty curses.11 Since Deuteronomy is so
closely connected to both law and covenant, it is not surprising that in some
respects it follows legal patterns.
THE LITERARY STRUCTURE OF DEUTERONOMY
Title/Preamble
1:1–5
Historical Prologue 1:6–4:43
Stipulations
4:44–26:19
Blessings, Curses 27–30
Witnesses
31–34

Preamble
Hittite suzerain-vassal treaties began with a preamble identifying the Hittite
king as the one initiating the agreement. In Deuteronomy 1:1 we are told that
Moses was the one who addressed Israel, not as the suzerain himself but as one
who represented the Lord, the God of the covenant.

Historical Prologue
After the preamble Hittite treaties contained a historical prologue that
reviewed the political interaction between the two countries. Generally the
suzerain referred to ways in which he or his predecessors had helped the vassal
nation, hoping that these kindnesses would encourage the vassal to show
allegiance to the Hittite king.12 In Deuteronomy 1–4 Moses recalls what God did
for Israel in the exodus from Egypt and during the perilous years in the
wilderness (cf. 2:24–3:11; 4:33–34).
The historical prologue was probably the most distinctive feature of secondmillennium treaties and helps in the effort to place the writing of Deuteronomy
in the time of Moses.13 But Weinfeld argues that the seventh-century B.C.
Assyrian treaties of Esarhaddon provide a closer parallel to Deuteronomy, partly
because of the lengthy curse section found in both texts. Weinfeld admits that
the Assyrian treaties do not have a historical prologue, but he points out that a
number of first-millennium treaties are damaged at the beginning where the
historical prologue would have been placed.14

Stipulations
The longest section in Deuteronomy—corresponding to the stipulations of the
treaty form—is divided into two parts. Chapters 5–11 are of a more general
nature whereas chapters 12–26 contain specific laws and regulations covering a
wide range of topics. Since Deuteronomy is basically a renewal of the covenant
made at Mount Sinai, it is not surprising that chapter 5 repeats the Ten
Commandments from Exodus 20 with only slight variations. In the fourth

commandment keeping the Sabbath is required because God had rescued Israel
from slavery in Egypt, whereas in Exodus 20:11 the people are to rest on the
Sabbath because God rested on the seventh day during the creation week. Both
were excellent reasons, but the exodus was a reminder that in Canaan the
Israelites needed to treat their servants and the poor and the needy with kindness
(cf. 15:15; 16:12; 24:18, 22).
When a Hittite king renewed a treaty with a vassal state—usually after a
change of monarch—he would bring the stipulations up to date, and this may
explain some of the changes in the specific laws found in chapters 12–26 (see
“Purpose and Scope” above). The new generation faced special problems as they
anticipated life in the land of Canaan. A major change had to do with the
location and manner of their worship, and the first and last chapters in this
section both deal with the subject of presenting tithes and offerings (12:4–14;
26:1–15). Apart from this example of “inclusio,” it is difficult to uncover the
organization of these chapters, but Stephen A. Kaufman has proposed that the
material follows the order of the Ten Commandments in chapter 5.
In an elaborate study Kaufman argues that by means of organizational patterns
and a logic not easily discernable by the Western mind these chapters do indeed
parallel the Ten Commandments.15 Some chapters line up better than others,
with chapter 12 corresponding quite nicely to the first two commandments and
chapter 15–16 dealing with sabbatical materials. But the assertion that “honor
your father and mother” corresponds to the regulations about judges, kings, and
prophets (all lumped together under the category of “authority”) begins to stretch
our credulity. The section on false witnesses in 19:15–21 occurs unexpectedly
with the sixth commandment rather than the ninth.16 Kaufman must work so
hard to make his theory fit that serious questions are raised about the whole
endeavor.
Besides, in other places when the Ten Commandments are expanded and
developed—such as the book of the covenant in Exodus 21–23 or in Leviticus
19—the order of the commandments is not rigidly followed. Leviticus 19, for
example, begins by urging respect for one’s parents and observance of the
Sabbath, both in verse 3. Then it precludes the worship of idols in verse 4 and
much later in the chapter returns once more to the Sabbath issue (v. 30).17 There
seems to be a flexibility in handling the Commandments that should caution us
not to expect too much order in Deuteronomy 12–26. Nevertheless, Kaufman is
to be commended for his prodigious effort to uncover the structure of this
section. His article contains many helpful insights.18 When a treaty was
concluded there was usually a formal oath of obedience taken by the vassal and

attested by the gods.19 Evidence of such an oath can be seen in Deuteronomy
26:17, which states that the Israelites “have declared this day that the Lord is
[their] God.” On Mount Sinai the previous generation had declared that they
would “do everything the Lord has said” (Ex. 19:8).

Blessings and Curses
To impress upon the nation the seriousness of the covenant, chapters 27–30
contain an important series of blessings and curses. In chapter 27 Moses gives
instructions for the renewal ceremony to be held at Shechem—a ceremony
referred to more briefly in 11:26–32. The main body of stipulations (chapters
12–26) comes between these two references to the covenant renewal
ceremony.20 Although there are far more curses than blessings in chapter 28, the
fact that there are any blessings at all points again to a second millennium date
for Deuteronomy. In first millennium treaty documents there are numerous
curses but no blessings.21 Additional blessings are found in chapter 33, the
record of Moses’ final words to the twelve tribes.

Witnesses
Most ancient treaties contained an imposing list of gods who were witnesses
to the formation of the agreement. Deities from the pantheons of both nations
were included, with the hope that respect for these gods would inspire the vassal
nation to adopt a stance of obedience to the terms of the treaty. Since the
Israelites worshiped only one God, a different kind of “witness” was required.
The song of Moses, given in the form of a covenant lawsuit (see chapter 1), is
called a witness for the Lord against the Israelites (31:19). The “Book of the
Law” was another witness (31:26), and every seven years at the Feast of
tabernacles the law containing the terms of the covenant was to be read to the
people (31:10–11). Occasionally Hittite treaties refer to the public reading of the
document as a reminder of the stipulations incumbent upon the vassal nation.22
To make sure that a treaty document was not lost, both parties to the agreement
kept a copy in a temple in their respective countries. When Moses wrote “this
law” he gave it to the priests for safekeeping in the tabernacle (31:9; cf. “The
tabernacle” in chapter 4).

Included in the list of witnesses in some of the Hittite treaties were “heaven
and earth” or “the gods of heaven and the gods of the earth.”23 As a way of
calling on all of creation to join the Lord as a witness to the covenant, Moses
summoned “heaven and earth” three different times as witnesses against Israel
(30:19; 31:28; 32:1). Centuries later the prophets also called on heaven and earth
to testify that the people had rebelled against God and deserved to be punished
(cf. Isa. 1:2; Jer. 2:12).

Deuteronomy as Exhortation
Deuteronomy is not only an account of the renewal of the covenant, it is also a
record of the addresses of Moses to the nation.24 Throughout the book Moses
spoke to the Israelites in a series of messages that are often sermonic in style.
Even where he dealt with specific laws, Moses exhorted and encouraged the
nation to obey the Lord fully (cf. 15:1–6). This sort of preaching about the law is
sometimes referred to as “parenesis.”25 Occasionally Moses brought together
events that were widely separated chronologically (cf. 1:34–37), and in other
places he included insights that were parenthetical in nature (cf. 5:5). Time after
time he challenged the Israelites to follow the Lord and experience great
blessing. In spite of all their failures in the desert, what God was asking them to
do was within their reach and not at all too difficult (30:11–14; cf. Rom. 10:6–
7).

THE CENTRALITY OF THE “SHEMA”
During the last several decades a great deal of attention has been given to the
“credos” of 6:20–24 and 26:5–9 identified by Gerhard von Rad in 1938 (see
“Tradition Criticism” in chapter 2). But another passage has emerged as a bona
fide creedal statement, and that is the “Shema” of Deuteronomy 6:4–9. Named
after the Hebrew word for “Hear” in verse 4, the Shema has been called the
fundamental dogma of the Old Testament and was identified by Christ as the
most important of all the commandments (Mark 12:29–30).

Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God, the Lord is one. Love the Lord your
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your strength.
(6:4–5)

In each of the places where this passage is quoted in the gospels, Christ also
mentions the second greatest commandment: “Love your neighbor as yourself,”
taken from Leviticus 19:18 (see “Purpose and Scope” in chapter 5). Two of the
three gospels add “mind” to “heart,” “soul,” and “strength” (Mark 12:30; Luke
10:27), and Matthew 22:37 has “mind” in place of “strength.” The basic teaching
is that the Israelites were to love God with their whole being, including the
intellect, emotions, and will. In eight other passages the people were told to love,
serve, or obey the Lord with all their heart and soul, for that kind of devotion
would enable them to avoid the perils and pitfalls that lay ahead in Canaan (cf.
4:29; 10:12; 11:13; 13:3; 26:16; 30:2, 6, 10).
There was only one individual in the Old Testament of whom it was said that
he turned to the Lord “with all his heart and with all his soul and with all his
strength,” and that was King Josiah (cf. 2 Kings 23:25). In 621 B.C. Josiah
conducted a thorough reform in Judah, ridding the land of the high places, idols,
mediums, and spiritists that had drawn the nation away from God (2 Kings
23:19, 24). Like Jehoshaphat and Hezekiah before him, Josiah was serious about
obeying the Mosaic law and was highly honored for his faithfulness. Moses’
contemporaries, Joshua and Caleb, also “followed the Lord wholeheartedly” and
were the only two adults to survive the desert and enter the Promised Land

(Num. 32:11–12).
Those who were fully committed to the Lord demonstrated by their attitude
and actions that “the Lord is one” (Deut. 6:4). In a world that acknowledged the
existence of many gods, Israel was supposed “to have no other gods before me”
(Ex. 20:3; Deut. 5:7). This first of the Ten Commandments was a clear statement
of the uniqueness of Israel’s God. Whereas the nations might worship other gods
with great dedication, the Israelites had received abundant evidence that “there is
no god besides me” (4:35; 32:39). Yahweh was the Creator of heaven and earth
and had redeemed Israel from bondage (see 32:6 and “The Theology of the
Pentateuch” in chapter 1). At the Red Sea, Pharaoh and his army learned the
hard way that Yahweh was God (Ex. 14:18), and King Balak of Moab could not
thwart the purposes of the God of Israel (Num. 23:21–23). Nonetheless Moses
warned the people that the Canaanites served many gods who could become a
temptation in the future. Unless the Israelites avoided intermarriage with the
residents of Canaan, they would soon worship their gods and experience the
Lord’s anger (cf. 6:14; 7:4).
To underscore the importance of 6:4–5 and other similar exhortations, Moses
urged the people to use every means to teach these commandments to their
children. Whether at home or walking along the road, parents were encouraged
to talk to their children constantly about God’s requirements. Eventually the
Jews took verses 8–9 literally, writing the passage on strips of parchment that
were put into small leather boxes called phylacteries. Every morning before
praying, Jewish men tied the phylacteries to their left arms and their foreheads.26
It also became common practice to attach small containers with Scripture verses
to the door frames of houses (v. 9). The passages that were normally placed in
those boxes were Exodus 13:1–16; Deuteronomy 6:4–9; and 11:13–21.27 Over
the years this custom deteriorated into a legalistic exercise, and by New
Testament times the Pharisees and teachers of the law wore their phylacteries to
impress the populace (Matt. 23:5).
When Jesus was tempted by Satan for forty days in the desert of Judea, two
out of the three verses He used to refute the devil were taken from Deuteronomy
6—and the other was 8:3. In response to Satan’s urging that He throw Himself
down from the highest point of the temple, Jesus quoted 6:16—“Do not put the
Lord your God to the test” (Matt. 4:7). When Satan offered Him all the
kingdoms of this world if Jesus would bow down before him, the Lord
responded, “Worship the Lord your God, and serve him only” (Matt. 4:10; cf.
Deut. 6:13). By resisting these temptations, Jesus succeeded where Israel as a
nation had failed in its own wilderness ordeal. His use of these verses from

chapter 6 indirectly emphasized the importance of the Shema in verses 4–9 and
implied that anyone who loved the Lord wholeheartedly and was thoroughly
familiar with His commands could foil the plans of Satan. Toward the end of the
general section of the stipulations, part of the Shema is repeated in a slightly
expanded fashion. Verses 18–20 of chapter 11 are very similar to 6:6–9 and
emphasize the need for parents to know the Lord’s commands to teach Him to
their children. By linking the command to fix God’s words in their hearts and
minds with the injunction to tie them as symbols on their hands and foreheads
(v. 18), Moses was probably indicating that the latter should be taken
metaphorically and not literally. The Israelites were not required to write the
Lord’s commands on the door frames of their houses, but their minds were to be
so saturated with God’s laws and decrees that all conversation and activity was
to be dominated by them. If this were true, Israel would occupy Canaan for
many, many years to come, enjoying the blessing of God (11:21).

THE COVENANT CURSES: PARADIGM FOR THE
PROPHETS
Almost as well known as the Shema are chapters 28 and 29 with their
extensive catalog of the covenant curses. Like Leviticus 26, Deuteronomy 28
begins with about a dozen verses of blessing, but the curses that follow are even
more numerous than those in Leviticus. Along with additional warnings in
chapters 19 and 30, these curses form a kind of climax to the whole Pentateuch,
urging the Israelites to respond to God in obedience and escape the severe
judgment that would otherwise lie ahead.
A strong indication of the importance of these chapters is the emphasis placed
upon them in the prophetic books. In both the major and minor prophets there
are repeated allusions to specific words and concepts contained in Deuteronomy
28–29. The judgment announced by the prophets is linked directly with the
curses described by Moses, leaving no doubt that Israel’s troubles were caused
by her disobedience. The nation broke the terms of the Mosaic covenant and
thereby incurred the wrath of God and the fulfillment of the curses.

Drought and Crop Failure
Just as Israel’s obedience would bring abundant rains and healthy crops (28:8,
12), so her disobedience would be followed by sparse rain and meager crops.
According to 28:23 “the sky over your head will be bronze, the ground beneath
you iron.”28 Without rain “the ground is cracked,” and “the farmers are
dismayed,” for the crops will be sure to fail (Jer. 14:4). Hosea lamented over the
stalk that had no bend (8:7), and Haggai groaned because of the drought “on the
grain, the new wind, [and] the oil” (Hag. 1:11; cf. Deut. 28:38–40). In a graphic
description of a meager harvest, Isaiah spoke of a ten-acre vineyard that would
produce only six gallons of wine and of six bushels of seed that would produce
less than a bushel of grain (5:10). Even if the people should manage to grow
crops, swarms of locusts would devour them (Deut. 28:38, 42). The prophet Joel
compared the day of the Lord to a dreadful locust plague that ravaged the land
(1:4).

Disease and Blindness
During their lengthy tenure in Egypt the Israelites were acquainted with a
number of “horrible diseases” (Deut. 7:15), and the plagues with which God
afflicted the Egyptians were of unparalleled intensity. If the Israelites rebelled
against God in the future, Moses warned that they would be afflicted with “the
boils of Egypt and with tumors, festering sores and the itch” (Deut. 28:27). They
would also be plagued “with wasting disease, with fever and inflammation,”
illnesses no doubt aggravated by drought and famine (28:22). In Isaiah 1—a
chapter that follows the pattern of a covenant lawsuit29—the prophet spoke
about the nation’s “wounds and welts and open sores” (v. 6). Jeremiah also
lamented the pitiful condition of the people and looked for “balm in Gilead” and
for a physician who could bring healing (Jer. 8:22). Both Amos and Jeremiah
spoke of famine and of the plagues that God sent to punish Israel (Jer. 24:10;
Amos 4:10).
Included among the various diseases are “blindness and confusion of mind”
(Deut. 28:28), and Isaiah was keenly aware that in the eighth century the nation
was spiritually blind and deaf. Their inability to see and understand is also
mentioned in Isaiah 29:9; 42:19; 43:8; and 59:10. During the exile the prophet
Ezekiel tried to minister to a rebellious people who had eyes and ears but could
not see or hear (Ezek. 12:2).

Invasion and Captivity
Although the Israelites were about to conquer the Promised Land and drive
out the current residents, Moses warned that disobedience would ultimately lead
to expulsion for Israel also. Foreign armies would invade Canaan and defeat the
Israelites in battle (Deut. 28:25). “Like an eagle swooping down,” a nation from
far away would ravage the land and lay siege to the cities, bringing untold
suffering (Deut. 28:49, 51–52). Because of the cutting off of food supplies,
parents would be forced to eat their own children in an attempt to survive
(28:53–57). But eventually the cities would be captured, and those still alive
would be deported to foreign lands. Uprooted from the Promised Land, the
Israelites would be scattered among the nations to live in constant dread or to
serve as slaves (28:37, 63–68).

Moses’ solemn words must have been recalled periodically when foreign
invaders oppressed the Israelites during the time of the judges (e.g., Judg. 6:16),
but it was the later prophets who repeated the curses of Deuteronomy in their
preaching. During the eighth century B.C. Amos predicted that the prosperous
Israelites would be sent into exile (5:27; 6:7), and several decades later Isaiah
foresaw the invasion of a powerful army that would devastate the land (5:26–30;
7:20–25). The Assyrians did in fact take the northern kingdom into exile in 721
B.C., but the southern kingdom of Judah failed to learn from this catastrophe.
About a century later the prophet Jeremiah drew heavily from Deuteronomy 28
as he described the invasion of a nation “whose language you do not know,” this
time a reference to the armies of Babylon (Deut. 28:49; Jer. 5:15). A key theme
in Jeremiah is the uprooting of Judah and the exile of the nation (cf. 1:10;
31:28), and toward the end of his prophecy, Jeremiah recounted the grim details
of the capture of Jerusalem (Jer. 39, 52). In the book of Lamentations he refers to
the cannibalism that took place during the siege of the chosen city of David
(4:10).

Disgrace
At Mount Sinai Israel had been singled out as God’s “treasured possession”
among the nations (Ex. 19:5), but her status would be changed drastically as all
these calamities befell her. When God inflicted punishment on her, Israel would
become “a thing of horror and an object of scorn and ridicule” in all the nations
where she would be scattered (Deut. 28:37). Israel had gained her freedom from
the slavery of Egypt, and her new country was to be a land of liberty (cf. Lev.
25:10), but Jeremiah declared that Israel would be given “‘freedom’ to fall by
the sword, plague and famine” as her apostasy deepened (Jer. 34:17). By
breaking the covenant with God, Israel would bring disgrace upon the name of
the Lord wherever her people went. Jeremiah repeatedly referred to the shame
and ridicule to which Israel would be subjected (cf. 15:4; 24:9; 25:9; 26:6;
29:18; 42:18; 44:12), and Isaiah and Ezekiel similarly spoke of the reproach and
scorn that lay ahead for the disobedient nation (Isa. 43:28; Ezek. 5:14–15).

CURSE REVERSALS: THE PROMISE OF
BLESSING
Ever since the early chapters of Genesis the Pentateuch has been a mixture of
blessings and curses. In the garden of Eden God cursed the serpent who had
deceived Eve, and He cursed the ground that Adam would struggle to till (3:14,
17). When Cain killed Abel he was put under a curse and condemned to be a
restless wanderer on the earth (4:11–12). Generations later the sin of mankind
had escalated to the point that God had to send a flood and destroy the earth.
When the waters had finally subsided God promised never again to “curse the
ground because of man,” and He pronounced a blessing on Noah and his sons
who were to repopulate the earth (8:21; 9:1). Before the end of Genesis 9,
however, Noah’s son Ham dishonored his father, and a curse was placed on
Ham’s son Canaan, who would be “the lowest of slaves … to his brothers”
(9:25).
The people who were destined to subdue the Canaanites were the descendants
of Abraham, a man God called out of Mesopotamia and promised to bless in an
extraordinary way. From the opening description of the Abrahamic covenant in
Genesis 12:1–3 to the words of Moses the servant of the Lord in Deuteronomy
33, the nation of Israel was lavishly endowed with God’s blessing. Even the man
Israel—who as Jacob the deceiver hardly deserved God’s favor—experienced
God’s blessing in a mighty way, and at the end of his life he peered into the
future and pronounced a blessing on each of his twelve sons (Gen. 49). In spite
of oppression in Egypt the descendants of Jacob multiplied greatly, and after the
Exodus the seer Balaam reluctantly admitted that he could not curse “those
whom God has not cursed” and proceeded to bless Israel in a remarkable series
of oracles (Num. 23:8; 24:5–9; see “The Enigmatic Role of Balaam” in chap. 6).
The only way that Israel could fail was if she violated the terms of the
covenant God made with her on Mount Sinai. In both Leviticus 26 and
Deuteronomy 28 the curses for disobedience are spelled out, and they became a
tragic prophecy of the calamities that would befall the nation. But even after the
curse took effect and Israel suffered disaster after disaster, God promised that He
would graciously restore His people. When the people confessed their sins and
returned to the Lord with all their hearts, He would rescue them from foreign
lands and bring them back to Canaan (Lev. 26:40–45; Deut. 30:1–10).

This hope of restoration likewise became a prominent theme in the books of
the same prophets who recorded the fulfillment of the covenant curses.30 Like
Deuteronomy 28:38, Joel predicted a devastating locust plague in Joel 1:4, but
he also looked forward to the day when “the mountains will drip new wine, and
the hills will flow with milk” (Joel 3:18). Jeremiah anticipated a time when the
Israelites would again rejoice over “the grain, the new wine and the oil” (Jer.
31:12), and Isaiah announced that God would make Israel’s deserts “like Eden,
her wastelands like the garden of God” (Isa. 51:3). With similar exuberance
Amos spoke of the day “when the reaper will be overtaken by the plowman and
the planter by the one treading grapes” (Amos 9:13).
According to Deuteronomy 28:28 the disobedient nation would be afflicted
with blindness, but in a passage that described the transformation of the nation,
Isaiah predicted that the eyes of the blind would one day see (29:18). In Isaiah
35:4–5 the healing of the blind and the deaf is associated with the messianic age
(cf. Matt. 11:5). When Christ ministered on earth He brought about both
physical and spiritual healing, and through His death He reversed the ultimate
curse that lay upon mankind because of sin. By hanging on the cross He was
under God’s curse, for this was true of “anyone who is hung on a tree” (Deut.
21:23).
The prophets also spoke of the day when the exile would be over and the
people of Israel would be regathered from all the lands to which they had been
banished (Jer. 32:37). Once again the streets would be full of children, and city
borders would have to be extended to hold the growing population (cf. Isa. 54:1–
2). Instead of suffering at the hands of an invading army (Deut. 28:49), Israel
will enjoy the assistance of other nations. Foreigners will be attracted to Israel
and to her God and will stream to Mount Zion to learn about the ways of the
Lord (cf. Isa. 2:2–4; 55:5). Israel will be a light to the nations, and her physical
and spiritual restoration will bring blessing to the whole world.
In his final blessing pronounced on the twelve tribes, Moses—the greatest of
the prophets—likewise engaged in some curse reversal. When Jacob had spoken
of the tribe of Levi, he condemned the rash action of Levi in the destruction of
Shechem (Gen. 49:5–7). But at Mount Sinai the tribe of Levi had rallied to
Moses’ side during the crisis precipitated by the worship of the golden calf (Ex.
32:28–29). As a result of their courage and obedience, God set apart the tribe of
Levi, and Moses acknowledged that those who offered sacrifices and taught the
law to Israel would be descendants of Levi (Deut. 33:10). They had loved the
Lord wholeheartedly and thereby fulfilled the most basic principle of the law
(Deut. 6:5).
In the last verse of chapter 33—the final words of Moses—the great lawgiver

ascribes blessing to the nation as a whole:

Blessed are you, O Israel! Who is like you, a people saved by the Lord?
(v. 29)

Although he had seen the people at their worst, Moses had also seen their God
face-to-face, and because of the greatness of the Lord, Moses knew that
ultimately blessing would come upon the chosen people and through them upon
the whole world.
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Zondervan, 1986), 11.

3.

Thompson, Deuteronomy, 11.

4.

P. C. Craigie, Commentary on the Book of Deuteronomy, NICOT (Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976), 65.

5.

Samuel J. Schultz, The Gospel of Moses (New York: Harper & Row, 1974), 6.

6.

Cf. Barry J. Beitzel, “The Right of the Firstborn in the Old Testament (Deut.
21:15–17),” in A Tribute to Gleason Archer, ed. W. C. Kaiser Jr., and R. F.
Youngblood (Chicago: Moody, 1986), 179–90.

7.

Although Boaz was not a brother-in-law, he was a close relative, and as a
“kinsman-redeemer” he also bought the land that had belonged to Naomi’s
husband (Ruth 4:3; cf. Lev. 25:25).

8.

Note the impact of this chapter on the prophetic books (see chap. 1, especially
“The Names of God”).

9.

Cf. “The Significance of Moses” in chap. 1 and “Preparation for the Promised

Land” in chapter 6.
10.

Cf. Kenneth Kitchen, The Bible in Its World (Exeter: Paternoster, 1977), 80.

11.

Kenneth Kitchen, Ancient Orient and Old Testament (Chicago: InterVarsity,
1966), 97–98 n. 41; cf. ANET, 178–80.

12.

Meredith Kline, Treaty of the Great King (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1963),
52.

13.

Cf. Kitchen, Ancient Orient, 95; also see chapter 2 in this volume.

14.

M. Weinfeld, Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1972), 67; also cf. J. A. Thompson, The Ancient Near Eastern
Treaties and the Old Testament (London: Tyndale, 1964), 14–15.

15.

Stephen A. Kaufman, “The Structure of the Deuteronomic Law,” Maarav 1–2
(1978–79): 105–58.

16.

Ibid., 113–14.

17.

Cf. Gordon J. Wenham, The Book of Leviticus (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1979), 264.

18.

Kaufman’s effort is comparable to the work of scholars who are trying to
determine the connections between seemingly unrelated proverbs in Proverbs
10–22. Recent studies show that there is greater order in the arrangement than
had previously been thought.

19.

Kitchen, Ancient Orient, 94; cf. ANET, 203.

20.

Craigie, Deuteronomy, 327.

21.

Kitchen, Ancient Orient, 96.

22.

Cf. ANET, 205; M. Kline, The Structure of Biblical Authority (Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1972), 121–23; Kitchen, Ancient Orient, 97.

23.

Cf. ANET, 205–6.

24.

Cf. Craigie, Deuteronomy, 89.

25.

Cf. Thompson, Deuteronomy, 13, 24–25.

26.

Goldberg, Deuteronomy, 66.

27.

Ibid.

28.

In the Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon (lines 526–30), there are references to a
copper sky that allows no rain and to soil that becomes iron; cf. ANET, 3d ed.
with Supplement (1969), 539.

29.

Herbert M. Wolf, Interpreting Isaiah (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1985), 73;
see “The Impact of the Pentateuch on the Prophetic Books” in chapter 1 of this
volume.

30.

For a more complete discussion of curse reversal in the prophets see Herbert
Wolf, “The Transcendent Nature of covenant Curse Reversals,” in Israel’s
Apostasy and Restoration, ed. Avraham Gileadi (Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988),
319–25.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

REFERENCES ON THE PENTATEUCH

General References on the Pentateuch

Aharoni, Y. The Land of the Bible. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967.
Albright, William F. From the Stone Age to Christianity. Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins U., 1946.
Allis, Oswald T. The Five Books of Moses. Philadelphia: Presb. & Ref., 1953.
______. God Spoke to Moses. Philadelphia: Presb. & Ref., 1951.
Anderson, J. Kerby, and Harold G. Coffin. Fossils in Focus. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1977.
Archer, Gleason L. Jr. A Survey of Old Testament Introduction. Rev. ed.
Chicago: Moody, 1974.
Bailey, Lloyd R. The Pentateuch: Interpreting Biblical Texts. Nashville:
Abingdon, 1981.
Baker, W. C. Reliving Genesis and Exodus. Valley Forge, Pa.: Judson, 1978.
Barton, George A. Archaeology and the Bible. 7th ed. Philadelphia: American
Sunday School Union, 1944.
Beegle, Dewey M. Moses, the Servant of Yahweh. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1972.
Bermant, Chaim, and Michael Weitzman. Ebla: A Revolution in Archaeology.
New York: New York Times, 1979.

Blenkinsopp, J. Pentateuch. Edited by L. Bright. London: Sheed and Ward,
1971.
Bright, John. A History of Israel. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972.
Brueggemann W., and H. W. Wolff. The Vitality of Old Testament Tradition.
Atlanta: John Knox, 1975.
Brueggemann, W. “Kingship and Chaos (A Study in Tenth Century Theology).”
CBQ 33 (1971): 317–32.
Cassuto, U. “The Beginning of Historiography Among the Israelites.” Biblical
and Oriental Studies 1 (1973): 7–18, 71–78.
Cazelles, H. “Theological Bulletins on the Pentateuch.” BibTB 2 (1977): 3–24.
Childs, Brevard. Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture. Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1979.
Clifford, Richard J. “Cosmogonies in the Ugaritic Texts and in the Bible.” Or 53
(1984): 183–201.
Clines, David J. A. “The Theme of the Pentateuch.” JSOT Sup 10. Sheffield,
U.K.: 1978.
Custance, Arthur C. Science and Faith. Doorway Papers 8. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1978.
Davidson, Francis, Stibbs, and Kevan, eds. The New Bible Commentary. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1962.
DeYoung, Donald B., and John C. Whitcomb. “The Origin of the Universe.”
GTJ 1 (1980): 149–61.
Erdman, C. R. The Pentateuch. Old Tappan, N.J.: Revell, 1968.
Fensham, F. Charles. “Transgression and Penalty in the Book of the covenant”
JNSL 5 (1977): 23–41.
Finegan, Jack. Light from the Ancient Past. 2d ed. Princeton: Princeton U., 1959.

Foster, W. R. “The Meaning of Biblical History.” GTJ 4 (1963): 3–8.
Freedman, David Noel. “Who Asks (or Tells) God to Repent?” BRev 1 (1985):
56–59.
Gettys, J. M. Survey of the Pentateuch. Atlanta: John Knox, 1962.
Good, Robert M. “The Just War in Ancient Israel.” JBL 104 (1985): 385–400.
Gordon, Cyrus R. “Biblical Customs and the Nuzu Tablets.” BA 3(1) (Feb.
1940).
Gordon, Cyrus H. Ancient Near East. New York: Norton, 1965.
Hamilton, Victor P. Handbook on the Pentateuch. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1982.
Harris, R. Laird; Gleason Archer; and Bruce Waltke. Theological Wordbook of
the Old Testament. Chicago: Moody, 1981.
______. “An Alternative to Evolution.” Presbyterian 5 (1979): 99–109.
Harrison, R. K. An Introduction to the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Eerd-mans,
1969.
Hasel, Gerhard F. The Remnant: The History and Theology of the Remnant Idea
from Genesis to Isaiah. 3d ed. Berrien Springs, Mich.: Andrews U., 1980.
Hayden, R. E. “Hammurapi.” ISBEnc 2 (1982): 604–8.
Kaiser, Walter C. Jr. Toward Old Testament Ethics. Grand Rapids: Zon-dervan,
1983.
Kaufmann, Yehezkel. The Religion of Israel. Translated by Moshe Green-berg.
Chicago: U. of Chicago, 1960.
Keil, C. F., and F. Delitzch. Biblical Commentary on the Old Testament: The
Pentateuch. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1949.
Kitchen, Kenneth A. Ancient Orient and Old Testament. Chicago: Inter-Varsity,
1966.

______. The Bible in Its World. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity 1977.
Klein, Ralph W. “The Message of the Pentateuch.” Die Botschaft (1981): 57–66.
Kline, Meredith G. The Treaty of the Great King. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1963.
Kurichianil, J. “Prayer in the Life and Ministry of Moses.” ITS 23 (1986): 229–
47.
Livingston, G. Herbert. The Pentateuch in Its Cultural Environment. Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1974.
Long, B. O. “Prophetic Call Traditions and Reports of Visions.” ZAW 84 (1972):
494–500.
Lucas, E. C. “covenant, Treaty, and Prophecy.” Them 8 (1982): 19–23.
Marks, John H. The Pentateuch. Nashville: Abingdon, 1983.
Martens, E. A. God’s Design: A Focus on Old Testament Theology. Grand
Rapids: Baker, 1981.
McCarthy, Dennis J. “An Installation Genre?” JBL 90 (1971): 31–41.
______. Treaty and covenant: A Study in Form in the Ancient Oriental
Documents and in the Old Testament. Rome: Pontificial Biblical Institute,
1978.
McConville, J. G. “The Pentateuch Today.” Them 8 (1982): 5–11.
McCurley, Foster R. Ancient Myths and
Transformations. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1983.

Biblical

Faith:

Scriptural

McNamara, M. The New Testament and the Palestinian Targum to the
Pentateuch. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1966.
Milgrom, Jacob. “Of Hems and Tassels.” BARev 9 (1983): 61–65.
Miller, Patrick D. Jr. “Enthroned on the Praises of Israel: The Praise of God in
Old Testament Theology.” Int 39 (1985): 5–19.

Murray, John. Principles of Conduct. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957.
______. Redemption—Accomplished and Applied. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1957.
Nelson, J. Robert. Science and Our Troubled Conscience. Philadelphia: Fortress,
1980.
Newell, William R. Studies in the Pentateuch. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1983.
Oswalt, John N. “A Myth Is a Myth Is a Myth: Toward a Working Definition.”
Spectrum (1982): 135–45.
Parunak, H. Van Dyke. “Transitional Techniques in the Bible.” JBL 102 (1983):
525–48.
Paterson, David L. “A Thrice Told Tale: Genre, Theme and Motif.” BR 18
(1973): 30–43.
Pfeiffer, Charles F. The Book of Genesis–Leviticus. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1957–
58.
______. Old Testament History. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973.
Phillips, Anthony. “Another Look at Adultery.” JSOT 20 (1981): 3–25.
Plaut, Gunther W. The Torah: A Modern Commentary. New York: Union of
American Congregations, 1974.
Pratt, Richard L. “Pictures, Windows and Mirrors in Old Testament Exegesis.”
WTJ 45 (1983): 156–67.
Pritchard, James B. Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament.
Princeton: Princeton U., 1950.
Purvis, J. D. The Samaritan Pentateuch and the Origin of the Samaritan Sect.
Washington, D.C.: Howard U., 1968.
Ramm, Bernard. The Christian View of Science and Scripture. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1954.

Rand, H. “Figure-Vases in Ancient Egypt and Hebrew Midwives.” IEJ 20
(1970): 209–21.
Rashi. Commentaries on the Pentateuch. New York: Norton, 1970.
Robinson, G. “The Prohibition of Strange Fire in Ancient Israel. A New Look at
the Case of Gathering Wood or Kindling Fire on the Sabbath.” VT 28 (1978):
301–17.
Rosenberry, J. “Meanings, Morals, and Mysteries: Literary Approaches to
Torah.” Response 26 (1975): 67–94.
Schultz, Samuel J. The Gospel of Moses. Chicago: Moody, 1979.
Snaith, Norman H. The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament. Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1946.
Soggin, J. Alberto. Introduction to the Old Testament. Translated by John
Bowden. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1976.
Stannard, Russel. Science and the Renewal of Belief. London: SCM, 1982.
Stek, J. H. “Salvation, Justice and Liberation in the Old Testament.” CalvTJ 13
(1978): 133–65.
Suelzer, A. The Pentateuch. New York: Herder and Herder, 1964.
Thomas, D. Winton. Documents from Old Testament Times. London: Nelson,
1958.
Thurman, L. Duane. How to Think about Evolution and Other Bible-Science
Controversies. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1978.
Torrance, Thomas F. Christian Theology and Scientific Culture. New York:
Oxford U., 1981.
______. Reality and Evangelical Theology. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982.
Ukleja, P. Michael. “Homosexuality and the Old Testament.” BSac 140 (1983):
259–66.

Unger, Merrill F. Archeology and the Old Testament. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1954.
Van Der Woude, A. S., ed. The World of the Old Testament. Bible Handbook,
vol 2. Translated by Sierd Woudstra. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1989.
Vaux, Roland de. Ancient Israel, Its Life and Institutions. New York: Mc-Graw,
1961.
______. The Early History of Israel. Translated by David Smith. Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1973.
Walton, John H. Chronological Charts of the Old Testament. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1978.
Weinburg, N. The Essential Torah. New York: Block, 1974.
Whybray, R. N. The Making of the Pentateuch: A Metrological Study. JSOT
Sup, no. 53. Sheffield: JSOT, 1987.
Wiseman, Donald J. “Is It Peace?—covenant and Diplomacy.” VT 32 (1982):
311–26.
Wiseman, Donald J., and Edwin Yamauchi. Archaeology and the Bible: An
Introductory Study. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1979.
Wood, Leon J. A Survey of Israel’s History. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1970.
Wormhoudt, A. The Five Books as Literature. Gladesville, Australia:
Shakespeare Head, 1961.
Wright, G. Ernest. Biblical Archaeology. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1957.
Young, Edward, J. An Introduction to the Old Testament. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1949.
Zeitlin, S. Studies in the Early History of Judaism. 2 vols. New York: Ktav,
1974.

Criticism on the Pentateuch

Andersen, F. I. The Hebrew Verbless Clauses in the Pentateuch. Nashville:
Abingdon, 1970.
Armerding, Carl E. The Old Testament and Criticism. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1983.
Brandon, S. G. F. Religion in Ancient History. New York: Scribner’s, 1969.
Brueggemann, W. “The Kerygma of the Priestly Writers.” ZAW 84 (1972): 397–
414.
Carpenter, Eugene E. ”Pentateuch.” ISBE 3. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1986:
740–53.
Cassuto, U. The Documentary Hypothesis and the Composition of the
Pentateuch. Edited and translated by I. Abragams. Jerusalem: Magnes, 1972.
Ellis, P. F. The Yahwist: The Bible’s First Theologian. Notre Dame: Fides, 1968.
Fox, M. V. “The Sign of the covenant: Circumcision in the Light of Priestly
Etiologies.” RB 81 (1974): 557–96.
Gerbrandt, Gerald E. Kingship According to the Deuteronomic History (SBL).
Decatur, Ga.: Scholar’s, 1986.
Green, William H. The Higher Criticism of the Pentateuch. Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1978.
Groningen, G. Van. “An Apologetic Approach to Mosaic Authorship.” VoxR 11
(1978): 9–21.
Gunkel, Hermann. The Legends of Genesis: The Biblical Saga and History. New
York: Schocken, 1984.
Johnstone, W. “The Mythologizing of History in the Old Testament.” ScotJT 24
(1971): 201–17.
Kaiser, Walter C. Jr. Classical Evangelical Essays in Old Testament
Interpretation. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1973.

Kaufmann, S. “The Structure of Deuteronomic Law.” Maarav 1 (1979): 105–58.
Kikawada, Isaac M. “Some Proposals for the Definition of Rhetorical
Criticism.” Semitics 5 (1977): 67–91.
Kikawada, Isaac M., Arthur Quinn. Before Abraham Was: A Provocative
Challenge to the Documentary Hypothesis. Nashville: Abingdon, 1985.
Labuschagne, C. J. “Additional Remarks on the Pattern of the Divine Speech
Formulas in the Pentateuch.” VT 34 (1984): 91–95.
La Verdicre, E. A. “The Elohist ‘E’.” BiTod 55 (1971): 427–33.
Lee, J. A. A Lexical Study of the Septuagint Version of the Pentateuch. Decatur,
Ga.: Scholar’s, 1983.
Leverson, Jon D. “Who Inserted the Books of the Torah?” HTR 68 (1975): 203–
33.
McCarthy, D. J. Berit and covenant in Deuteronomistic History. Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill, 1972.
McEvenue, S. E. “Word and Fulfillment: A Stylistic Feature of the Priestly
Writer.” Semitics 1 (1970): 104–10.
______. The Narrative Style of the Priestly Writer. Rome: Pontifical Biblical
Institute, 1971.
Milgrom, J. “The Priestly Doctrine of Repentance.” RB 82 (1975): 186–205.
Montgomery, R. M. An Introduction to Source Analysis of the Pentateuch. New
York: Abingdon, 1971.
Nelson, Richard D. The Double Redaction of the Deuteronomistic History. JSOT
Sup, no. 18. England: JSOT, 1982.
Noth, M. A History of Pentateuchal Tradition. Translated by B. W. Anderson.
Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1972.
Orlinsky, H. M., ed. Notes on the New Translations of the Torah. Philadelphia:

Jewish Pubn., 1969.
Patrick, Dale. “The covenant Code Source.” VT 27 (1977): 145–57.
Peckham, Brian. The Composition of the Deuteronomic History. Harvard
Semitic Museum Monographs. Decatur, Ga.: Scholar’s, 1985.
Petersen, D. L. “covenant Ritual: A Traditio-Historical Perspective.” BibRes 22
(1977): 7–18.
Polzin, Robert M. “Martin Noth’s A History of Pentateuchal Traditions.”
BASOR 221 (1976): 113–20.
______. Moses and the Deuteronomist: A Literary Study of the Deuteronomic
History. New York: Harper, 1981.
Rendtorff, Rolf. “The Future of Pentateuchal Criticism.” Henoch 6 (1984): 114.
______. “Traditio-Historical Method and the Documentary Hypothesis.”
PrWcJesSt 5 (1969): 5–11.
Segel, Moses Hirsch. The Pentateuch, Its Composition and Contents and Other
Biblical Studies. Jerusalem: Magnes, 1968.
Silver, A. H. Moses and the Original Torah. New York: Macmillan, 1961.
Soggin, J. A. Ancient Israelite Poetry and Ancient ‘Codes’ of Law and the
Sources ‘J’ and ‘E’ of the Pentateuch. VTSup. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill,
1975.
Thompson, R. J. Moses and the Law in a Century of Criticism Since Graf.
VTSup. 3 vols. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1970.
Tigay, J. H. “An Empirical Basis for the Documentary Hypothesis.” JBL 94
(1975): 329–42.
Tucker, Gene M. Form Criticism of the Old Testament. Philadelphia: Fortress,
1971.
Van Seters, John. Abraham in History and Tradition. New Haven: Yale U.,

1975.
______. “Recent Studies on the Pentateuch: A Crisis in Method.”
JAOS 99 (1979): 663–72.
Vink, J. G. “The Date and Origin of the Priestly Code.” OTS 15.
Von Rad, Gerhard. The Problem of the Hexateuch and Other Essays. New York:
McGraw, 1966.
Wenham, Gordon. “The Perplexing Pentateuch.” VE 17 (1987): 7–21.
Wijngaards, J. N. M. The Dramatization of Salvific History in the Deuteronomic School. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1969.
Zevin, E. The Birth of the Torah. New York: Appleton, 1962.

REFERENCES ON GENESIS

Books on Genesis

Aalders, G. Charles. The Book of Genesis. 2 vols. Bible Student’s Commentary.
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1981.
Anderson, Berhard W. Creation in the Old Testament. Philadelphia: Fortress,
1984.
Anworth, T. Creation, Evolution and the Christian. London: Evangelical, 1970.
Asimov, I. Words in Genesis. Boston: Houghton, 1962.
Banner, Jacob. The First Book of the Bible. Translated by E. I. and W. Jacob.
New York: Ktav, 1974.
Barnhouse, D. G. Genesis: A Devotional Exposition. Grand Rapids: Zondervan,
1973.
Blenkinsopp, J. From Adam to Abraham. London: Longman and Todd, 1965.
Blumenthal, Warren B. The Creator and Man. Lanham, Md.: U. of America,
1980.
Boice, James M. Genesis: An Expositional Commentary, Volume 2. Grand
Rapids: Zondervan, 1985.
Bonhoeffer, D. Creation and fall. Translated by J. C. Fletcher. New York:
Macmillan, 1965.
Bosley, H. A. Sermons on Genesis. Nashville: Abingdon, 1964.

Brean, H. N., ed. The Date and Purpose of Genesis Three. Philadelphia: Temple,
1974.
Brueggemann, Walter. Genesis. Interpretation: Bible Commentary for Teaching
and Preaching. Atlanta: John Knox, 1982.
Cameron, Nigel, M.D. Evolution and the Authority of the Bible. Exeter, England:
Paternoster, 1983.
Candlish, R. S. Studies in Genesis. Grand Rapids: Kregel, 1979.
Cassuto, Umberto. A Commentary on the Book of Genesis. 2 vols. Jerusalem:
Magnes, 1961.
Clements, R. E. Abraham and David. Naperville, Ill.: Allenson, 1967.
Coats, George W. Genesis, With an Introduction to Narrative Literature. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983.
Cochrane, Charles G. The Gospel According to Genesis: A Guide to
Understanding Genesis 1–11. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1984.
Custance, Arthur C. Genesis and Early Man. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975.
______. Noah’s Three Sons: Human History in Three Dimensions. Door way
Papers 1. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975.
Davidson, Robert. Genesis 1–11. Cambridge NEB Commentary. New York:
Cambridge, 1973.
Davies, J. D. Beginning Now. A Christian Exploration of the First Three
Chapters of Genesis. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1971.
Davis, John J. Paradise to Prison: Studies in Genesis. Grand Rapids: Baker,
1975.
Delitzsch, Franz. A New Commentary on Genesis. 1887. Reprint. Minneapolis:
Klock & Klock, 1978.
Dillow, Joseph C. The Waters Above: Earth’s Pre-flood Vapor Canopy.

Chicago: Moody, 1981.
Doukhan, J. B. The Genesis Creation Story: Its Literary Structure. Berrian
Springs, Mich.: Andrews U., 1982.
Dye, D. L. Faith and the Physical World. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1966.
Elliott, R. H. The Message of Genesis. Nashville: Broadman, 1961.
Esses, J. Jesus in Genesis. Plainfield, N.J.: Logos International, 1974.
Evans, J. M. Paradise Lost and the Genesis Tradition. New York: Oxford, 1968.
Filby, F. A. Creation. Old Tappan, N.J.: Revell, 1964.
______. The flood Reconsidered. London: Pickering, 1970.
Fokkelman, J. P. Narrative Art in Genesis: Specimens of Stylistic and Structural
Analysis. Translated by Puck Visser-Hagedoom. Amsterdam: Van Gorcum,
1975.
Frair, Wayne, and Percival Davis. A Case for Creation. Chicago: Moody, 1983.
Freitheim, T. E. Creation, fall and flood. Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1969.
Gage, Warren Austin. The Gospel of Genesis. Studies in Protology and Eschatology. Winona Lake, Ind.: Carpenter, 1984.
Gibson, John C. L. Genesis, Chapters 1–11. The Daily Study Bible, vol. 1.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1981.
______. Genesis, Chapters 12–50. The Daily Study Bible, vol. 2.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982.
Gispen, W. H. Genesis I. Commentary on the Old Testament. Kampon,
Netherlands: Kok, 1974.
______. Genesis II. Commentary on the Old Testament. Kampon, Netherlands:
Kok, 1979.

Graves, Robert, and Raphael Petai. Hebrew Myths, The Book of Genesis. Garden
City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1964.
Green, W. H. The Unity of the Book of Genesis. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1979
(1895).
Gutzke, M. G. Plain Talk on Genesis. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1975.
Hanson, R. S. The Serpent Was Wiser: A New Look at Genesis 1–11.
Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1972.
Hargreaves, J. A Guide to the Book of Genesis. London: SPCK, 1969.
Harris, R. Laird. Man, God’s Eternal Creation. Chicago: Moody, 1971.
Heidel, Alexander. The Babylonian Genesis. Chicago: U. of Chicago, 1942.
______. The Gilgamesh Epic and Old Testament Parallels. 2d ed. Chicago: U.
of Chicago, 1949.
______. Noah and Utna Pishtim: Monotheism and Moses. Edited by R. J.
Christian. Lexington, Mass.: Heath, 1969.
Jackson, Thomas A. “Creation Stories of the Ancient Near East.” BibIll (1986):
20–25.
Heinze, T. F. The Creation vs. Evolution. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970.
Herbert, A. S. Genesis 12–50. London: Student, 1962.
Holt, J. M. The Patriarchs of Israel. Nashville: Vanderbilt, 1964.
Houston, James. I Believe in the Creator. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980.
Hunt, I. The World of the Patriarchs. Old Tappan, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1967.
Kidner, Derek. Genesis. London: InterVarsity, 1967.
Klotz, J. W. Genesis and Evolution. St. Louis: Concordia, 1970.
Knight, G. A. F. Theology in (Metaphorical, Homiletical) Pictures: A

Commentary on Genesis, Chapters One to Eleven. Edinburgh: Handsel, 1981.
Kravitz, W. Genesis: A New Interpretation of the First Three Chapters. New
York: Philosophical Library, 1967.
Lead, E. Genesis as Myth and Other Essays. London: Jonathan Cage, 1970.
Leibowitz, N. Studies in the Book of Genesis. Translated by A. Newman.
Jerusalem: World Zionist Organization, 1972.
Lewis, J. P. A Study of the Interpretation of Noah and the flood in Jewish and
Christian Literature. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1968.
Liebler, C. C. In the Beginning. New York: Vantage, 1972.
Lowenthal, E. I. The Joseph Narrative in Genesis. New York: Ktav, 1973.
Maatman, R. W. The Bible, Natural Science and Evolution. Grand Rapids:
Reformed Fellowship, 1970.
McCarthy, D. J. Treaty and covenant. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute, 1978.
McComiskey, Thomas Edward. The covenants of Promise: A Theology of the
Old Testament covenants. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1985.
Mendenhall, G. E. The Tenth Generation. Baltimore: Johns Hopkins U., 1973.
Meyer, F. B. Abraham. London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott, 1978.
Millard, A. R., and D. J. Wiseman, eds. Essays on the Patriarchal Narratives.
Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1983.
Miller, Patrick D. Genesis 1–11: Studies in Structure and Theme. JSOT Sup 8.
Sheffield, UK. (jsot.sagepub.com)
Moltmann, Jurgen. The Future of Creation. Essays on the Theology of Creation.
London: SCM, 1979.
Morgenstern, J. The Book of Genesis. 2d ed. New York: Schocken, 1965.
Morris, Henry M. Biblical Cosmology and Modern Science. Nutley, N.J.: Craig,

1970.
______. The Genesis Record. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1976.
Morris, Henry M., and Gary E. Parker. What Is Creation Science? San Diego:
Creation Life, 1982.
Moses ben Nahman, Gerondi. A Commentary on Genesis Chapters 1–6. Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill, 1960.
Murray, R. L. From the Beginning. Nashville: Broadman, 1964.
Newman, Robert C., and Herman J. Eckelman. Genesis One and the Origin of
the Earth. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1981.
Overman, R. H. Evolution and the Christian Doctrine of Creation: A Whiteheadean Interpretation. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1967.
Patten, D. W. The Biblical flood and the Ice Epoch: A Study in Scientific
History. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1966.
______. The Noachian flood and Mountain Uplifts: A Symposium on Creation.
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1969.
____., ed. A Symposium on Creation II. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1970.
______. A Symposium on Creation V. Creation Research Society. Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1975.
Pearce, E. K. V. Who Was Adam? Exeter, England: Paternoster, 1967.
Phillips, John. Exploring Genesis. Chicago: Moody, 1980.
Pun, Pattle P. T. Evolution: Nature and Scripture in Conflict? Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1982.
Rad, Gerhard von. Genesis: A Commentary. Translated by J. H. Marks.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1973.
Radday, Yehuda T. An Analytical Linguistic Key-Word-in-Context Concordance
to the Book of Genesis: Computer Bible 18. Wooster, Ohio: Biblical Research

Associates, 1979.
Radday, Yehuda T., and Haim Shore. Genesis: An Authorship Study in
Computer-assisted Statistical Linguistics. Rome: Pontifical Biblical Institute,
1985.
Ramm, Bernard. The Christian View of Science and Scripture. Grand Rapids:
Eerdmans, 1954.
Redford, D. B. A Study of the Biblical Story of Joseph. VTSup. London: Brill,
1970.
Renchens, H. Israel’s Concept of the Beginning. New York: Herder and Herder,
1964.
Rendsburg, Gary A. The Redaction of Genesis. Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1986.
Reno, C. A. Evolution on Trial. Chicago: Moody, 1970.
Ross, Allen P. Creation and Blessing: A Guide to the Study and Exposition of
Genesis. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988.
Rust, E. C. Science and Faith, Towards a Theological Understanding of Nature.
New York: Oxford, 1967.
Sailhamer, John H. “Genesis.” In EBC, vol. 1. Edited by Frank E. Gae-belein.
Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990.
Sarna, Nahum M. Understanding Genesis: The Heritage of Biblical Israel. New
York: Schocken, 1970.
Schaeffer, Francis A. Genesis in Space and Time. Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity, 1972.
Skinner, John. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Genesis. Edited by
Samuel R. Driver et al. UK: T and T Clark, 1930.
Snaith, N. H. Notes on the Hebrew Text of Genesis. London: Epworth, 1965.

Speiser, E. A. Genesis. Anchor Bible, vol. 1. Edited by William F. Albright and
D. N. Freedman. New York: Doubleday, 1964.
Spier, J. H. The Creation. New York: Doubleday, 1970.
Stevens, Sherrill G. Layman’s Bible Book Commentary: Genesis. Nashville:
Broadman, 1978.
Stigers, Harold G. A Commentary on Genesis. Grand Rapids: Zonder-van, 1976.
Thielicke, H. How the World Began. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1961.
Thompson, C. A Geologist Looks at Genesis. New York: Vantage, 1976.
Travis, M. M. The Divine Drama. Cranbury, N.J.: Barnes, 1967.
Vawter, B. A Path Through Genesis. London: Sheed and Ward, 1973.
______. On Genesis: A New Reading. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1977.
Vos, Howard F. Beginnings in the Old Testament. Chicago: Moody, 1975.
______. Genesis. Chicago: Moody, 1982.
Waskow, A. I. God Wrestling. New York: Schocken, 1978.
Wenham, Gordon J. Genesis 1–15. Word Biblical Commentary. Waco, Tex.:
Word, 1987.
Westermann, Claus. Beginning and End in the Bible. Translated by K. Crim.
Philadelphia: Fortress, 1972.
______. Genesis. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987.
______. The Promises to the Fathers: Studies on the Patriarchal Narratives.
Translated by D. Green. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1980.
Whitcomb, John C., and Henry M. Morris. The Genesis flood. Grand Rapids:
Baker, 1961.
White, D. M. Holy Ground. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1962.

Wilder-Smith, A. E. Man’s Origin, Man’s Destiny. Wheaton, Ill.: Harold Shaw,
1968.
Willis, John T. Genesis. Living Word Commentary on the Old Testament.
Austin, Tex.: Sweet, 1979.
Wiseman, P. J. Ancient Records and the Structure of Genesis: A Case for
Literary Unity. Nashville: Nelson, 1985.
______. Clues to Creation in Genesis. London: Marshall, Morgan and Scott,
1977.
Young, Davis A. Christianity and the Age of the Earth. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1982.
______. Creation and the flood: An Alternative to flood Geology and Theistic
Evolution. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1977.
Young, E. J. Studies in Genesis One. Philadelphia: Presb. & Ref., 1965.
Youngblood, Ronald. Faith of Our Fathers. Glendale, Calif.: Regal, 1976.
______, ed. The Genesis Debate. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1986.
______. How It All Began. Ventura, Calif.: Regal, 1980.
Zimmerman, P., ed. Rock Strata and the Bible Record. St. Louis: Concordia,
1970.

Periodicals on Genesis 1–11

Alexander, P. S. “The Targumin and Early Exegesis of ‘Sons of God’ in Genesis
6.” JJS 23 (1972): 60–71.
Allaway, R. H. “fall or fall-Short?” ExpTim 97 (1986): 108–10.
Anderson, Bernhard W. “From Analysis to Synthesis: The Interpretation of
Genesis 1–11.” JBL 97 (1978): 23–29.

______. “Unity and Diversity in God’s Creation, A Study of the Babel Story.”
CurTM 5 (1978): 69–81.
Bailey, J. A. “Initiation and the Primal Woman in Gilgamesh and Genesis 23.”
JBL 89 (1970): 137–50.
Barre, Lloyd M. “The Poetic Structure of Genesis 9:5.” ZAW 96 (1984): 101–4.
Basset, F. W. “Noah’s Nakedness and the Curse of Canaan, a Case of Incest?”
VT 21 (1971): 232–37.
Birney, L. “An Exegetical Study of Genesis 6:1–4.” JETS 13 (1970): 43–52.
Bishop, Ronald E. “The Protevangelium.” BibIll 14 (1987): 28–29.
Blum, E. R. “ ‘Shall you not surely die?’ ” Them 4 (1978): 58–61.
Bromiley, G. W. “Evolution.” ISBEnc 2 (1982): 212–15.
Brueggemann, W. “Of the Same Flesh and Bone.” CBQ 32 (1970): 532–42.
Bryan, David T. “A Reevaluation of Genesis 4 and 5 in Light of Recent Studies
in Genealogical Fluidity.” ZAW 99 (1987): 180–88.
Bube, Richard H. “Creation (A): How Should Genesis Be Interpreted?” JASA 32
(1980): 34–39.
______. “Creation (B): Understanding Creation and Evolution.” JASA 32
(1980): 174–78.
Burtness, J. M. “What Does It Mean to ‘Have Dominion over the Earth’?”
Dialog 10 (1971): 221–26.
Carvin, Walter P. “Creation and Scientific Explanation.” ScotJT 36 (1983): 289–
307.
Clark, W. M. “The flood and the Structure of the Pre-Patriarchal History.” ZAW
83 (1971): 174–211.
______. “The Righteousness of Noah.” VT 21 (1971): 261–80.

Clines, D. J. A. “Noah, flood, 1: Theology of the flood.” Faith and Thought 100
(1972): 128–42.
______. “The Significance of the ‘Sons of God’ in the Context of the Primeval
History.” JSOT 13 (1979): 33–46.
______. “The Tree of Knowledge and the Law of Yahweh.” VT 24 (1974): 814.
Cohn, Robert L. “Narrative Structure and Canonical Perspective in Genesis.”
JSOT 25 (1983): 3–16.
Dahlberg, Bruce T. “On Recognizing the Unity of Genesis.” Theology Digest 24
(1976): 360–67.
Davies, Philip R., and David M. Davies. “Pentateuchal Patterns: An
Examination of C. J. Labuschagne’s Theory.” VT 32 (1982): 268–96.
Davis, Steve. “Stories of the fall in the Ancient Near East.” BibIll 13 (1986): 36–
40.
Dumbrell, W. J. “Genesis 1–3, Ecology, and the Dominion of Man.” CR 21
(1985): 16–26.
Fisher, L. R. “An Ugaritic Ritual and Genesis 1:1–5.” Ugaritica 6 (1969): 197–
205.
Frymer-Kensky, Tikva. “The Atrahasis Epic and Its Significance for Our
Understanding of Genesis 1–9.” BA 40 (1977): 147–55.
Fujitushe. “Theology of Hope in Genesis 1–11.” BiTod 80 (1975): 519–27.
Goodman, M. L. “Non-Literal Interpretations of the Genesis Creation.” GTJ 14
(1973): 15–38.
Gordon, Cyrus H. “Ebla and Genesis 11.” Spectrum (1982): 125–34.
Granot, M. “For Dust Thou Art.” BethM 17 (1972): 310–19.
Hannah, John D. “Bibliotheca Sacra and Darwinism.” GTJ (1983): 37–58.
Harrison, R. K. “Genesis.” IBSEnc 2 (1982): 431–33.

Hartman, T. C. “Some Thoughts on the Sumerian King List and Genesis 5 and
llb.” JBL 91 (1972): 25–32.
Hasel, Gerhard F. “Genesis 5 and 11: Chronogenealogies in the Biblical History
of Beginnings.” Origins 7 (1980): 46, 48.
______. “The Genealogies of Genesis 5 and Their Alleged Babylonian
Background.” AUSS 16 (1978): 361–74.
______. “The Meaning of ‘Lights’ in Genesis 1:1f.” Andrews University Semitic
Studies 13 (1975): 58–66.
______. “Recent Translations of Genesis 1:1, a Critical Look.” BiTrans 22
(1971): 154–68.
______. “The Significance of the Cosmology in Genesis in Relation to Ancient
Near East Parallels.” Andrews University Semitic Studies 10 (1972): 1–20.
Heckelman, Joseph. “‘Excess’: The Hidden Root of Evil.” DD 12 (1984): 237–
45.
Hendel, Ronald S. “When the Sons of God Consorted with the Daughters of
Men.” BRev 3 (1987): 8–13, 37.
Hesse, Eric W., and Isaac M. Kikawada. “Jonah and Genesis 1–11.” AJBI 10
(1984): 3–19.
Howe, Frederic R. “The Age of the Earth: An Appraisal of Some Current
Evangelical Positions, Part 1.” BSac 142 (1985): 23–37.
______. “The Age of the Earth: An Appraisal of Some Current Evangelical
Positions, Part 2.” BSac 142 (1985): 114–29.
Hummel, Horace D. “The Image of God.” ConcordJ 10 (1984): 83–93.
Joines, Karen Rudolph. “The Serpent in Gen. 3.” ZAW 87 (1975): 1:11.
Kikawada, Isaac M. “Genesis on Three Levels (Creation and Babel Form an
Inclusio to Adam-Cain-Noah).” AJBI 7 (1981): 3–15.

Kline, Meredith G. “Primal Parousia.” WTJ 40 (1977): 245–80.
Landes, George M. “Creation and Liberation.” USQR 33 (l979): 79–89.
Lewis, A. H. “The Localization of the garden of Eden.” BETS 11 (1968): 169–
75.
Luke, K. “ ‘The Nephilim Were on the Earth.’ ” BibBh 9 (1983): 279–301.
McCarthy, Dennis J. “ ‘Creation’ Motifs in Ancient Hebrew Poetry.” CBQ 29
(1967): 393–406.
Millard, A. R. “The Etymology of Eden.” VT 34 (1984): 103–6.
Miller, J. M. “The Descendants of Cain: Notes on Genesis 4.” ZAW 86 (1974):
164–74.
Milne, D. J. W. “Genesis 3 in the Letter to the Romans.” RTR 39 (1980): 10–18.
Moberly, R. W. L. “Did the Serpent Get It Right?” JTS 39 (1988): 1–27.
Nardoff, Bruce D. “A Man to Work the Soil: A New Interpretation of Genesis 2–
3.” JSOT 5 (1978): 2–14.
Navone, J. “The Myth and the Dream of Paradise.” SR 5 (1975): 152–61.
Newman, Aryeh. “Genesis 2:2, An Exercise in Interpretive Competence and
Performance.” BiTrans 27 (1976): 101–4.
Newman, Robert C. “The Ancient Exegesis of Genesis 6:2, 4.” GTJ 5 (1984):
13–36.
Nicol, George B. “The Threat and the Promise.” ExpTim 94 (1982): 136–39.
Nielsen, Edward. “Creation and the fall of Man.” HUCA 43 (1972): 1–22.
Orlinsky, Harry M. “The Plain Meaning of Genesis 1:1–3.” BA 46 (1983): 207–
9.
Patte, D., and J. Parker. “A Structural Exegesis of Genesis 2 and 3.” Semeia 18
(1980): 55–75.

Porter, B., and U. Rapport. “Poetic Structure in Genesis 9:7.” VT 21 (1971):
363–68.
Rice, G. “Cosmological Ideas and Religious Truth in Genesis 1.” JRT 23 (1966):
15–30.
______. “The Curse That Never Was.” JRT 29 (1972): 5–27.
Rieman, P. A. “Am I My Brother’s Keeper?” Int 24 (1970): 482–91.
Robinson, Robert B. “Literary Functions of the Genealogies of Genesis.” CBQ
48 (1986): 595–608.
Ross, Allen P. “The Curse of Canaan.” BSac 137 (1980): 223–40.
______. “The Table of Nations in Genesis 10—Its Structure.” BSac 137 (1980):
340–53.
Ruger, Hans Peter. “On Some Versions of Gen. 3:15, Ancient and Modern.”
BiTrans 27 (1976): 105–10.
Sailhamer, John. “Exegetical Notes: Genesis 1:1–2:4a.” TJ 5 (1984): 73–82.
Sasson, Jack M. “Word-Play in Gensis 6:8–9.” CBQ 37 (1975): 165–66.
Sawyer, J. F. A. “The Meaning of ‘The Image of God’ in Genesis 1–11.” JTS 25
(1974): 418–26.
Scullion, J. J. “New Thinking on Creation and Sin in Genesis 1–11.” Aus-BR 22
(1974): 1–10.
Selman, Martin J. “Comparative Methods and the Patriarchal Narratives.” Them
3 (1977): 9–16.
Soggin, J. A. “God as Creator in the First Chapter of Genesis.” BibOr-Pont 29
(1975): 88–111, 120–29.
Thompson, P. E. S. “The Yahwist Creation Story.” VT 21 (1971): 197–208.
Trible, P. “Eve and Adam: Genesis 2–3 Reread.” ANQ 14 (1972): 251–58.
Trudinger, L. Paul. “Not Yet Made or Newly Made, A Note on Genesis 2:5.”

EvQ 47 (1975): 67–69.
Tucker, G. M. “The Creation and the fall: A Reconsideration.” LexTQ 13 (1978):
113–24.
Van Gemeren, Willem A. “The Sons in Genesis 6:14.” WTJ 43 (1980): 32048.
Walsh, Jerome T. “Genesis 2:4b–3:24, a Synchronic Approach.” JBL 96 (1977):
161–77.
Walton, John. “The Antediluvian Section of the Sumerian King List and Genesis
5.” BR 44 (1981): 207.
Weeks, Noel. “The Hermeneutical Problems of Genesis 1–11.” Them 4 (1978):
12–19.
Weinberg, Werner. “Language Consciousness in the O.T.” ZAW 92 (1980): 185–
204.
Weinfeld, M. “Genesis 7:11; 8:1–2 Against the Background of the Ancient Near
Eastern Tradition.” WO 9 (1978): 224–48.
Wenham, Gordon J. “The Coherence of the flood Narrative.” VT 28 (1978):
336–48.
Wickham, L. R. “The Sons of God and the Daughters of Men: Genesis 6:2 in
Early Christian Exegesis.” ITS 19 (1974): 134–47.
Wilfong, Marsha M. “Genesis 2:18–24.” Int 42 (1988): 58–63.
Williams, A. J. “The Breath of His Nostrils: Gen. 2:7b.” CBQ 36 (1974): 237–
40.
______. “Genesis 3:15, a Protevangelium?” CBQ 36 (1974): 361–65.
______. “The Relationship of Genesis 3:20 to the Serpent.” ZAW 89 (1977):
357–74.
Woudstra, Marten H. “Recent Translations of Genesis 3:15.” CalvTJ 6 (1971):
194–203.

______. “The Story of the garden of Eden in Recent Study.” VoxR 34 (1980):
22–31.
Wyatt, Nicolas. “Interpreting the Creation and fall Story in Genesis 2–3.” ZAW
93 (1981): 10–21.
Zemek, George J. Jr. “Aiming the Mind: A Key to Godly Living.” GTJ 5 (1984):
205–27.

Periodicals on Genesis 12–50

Alexander, T. Desmond. “Genesis 22 and the covenant of Circumcision.” JSOT
25 (1983): 17–22.
Barr, James. “Erizo and Ereido in the LXX: A Note Principally on Genesis
39:6.” JSS 19 (1974): 198–215.
Battenfield, J. R. “A Consideration of the Identity of the Pharaoh of Genesis 47.”
JETS 15 (1972): 77–85.
Breitbart, Sidney. “The Akedah—A Test of God.” DD 15 (1986/87): 19–28.
Brodie, L. T. “Jacob’s Travail (Jer. 30:1–13) and Jacob’s Struggle (Genesis
32:22–32).” JSOT 19 (1981): 31–60.
Brueggemann, Walter. “ ‘Impossibility’ and Epistemology in the Faith Tradition
of Abraham and Sarah.” ZAW 94 (1984): 615–34.
Burrows, M. “Abraham’s Sacrifice of Faith: A Form-Critical Study of Genesis
22.” Int 27 (1973): 389–400.
______. “The Ancient Oriental Background of Hebrew Levirate Marriage.”
BASOR 77 (1940): 2–15.
____. “From Canaan to Egypt. Structural and Theological Context for the Joseph
Story.” CBQ Monograph Series 4. Washington: Catholic Biblical Association
of America, 1976.

______. “The Joseph Story and Ancient Wisdom: a Reappraisal.” CBQ 35
(1973): 285–97.
______. “Levirate Marriage in Israel.” JBL 59 (1940): 23–33.
______. “Widows Rights: A Crux in the Structure of Genesis 38.” CBQ 34
(1972): 461–66.
Diamond, J. A. “The Deception of Jacob: A New Perspective on an Ancient
Solution to the Problem.” VT 34 (1984): 211–13.
Dilling, D. R. “The Atonement and Human Sacrifice.” GTJ 5 (1975): 23–43.
Emerton, J. A. “The Riddle of Genesis 14.” VT 21 (1971): 403–39.
______. “Some Problems in Genesis 38.” VT 25 (1975): 338–61.
Eslinger, Lyle M. “Hosea 12, 5a and Genesis 32, 29: a Study in Inner Biblical
Exegesis.” JSOT 18 (1980): 91–99.
Exum, Cheryl J. “The Mothers of Israel: The Patriarchal Narratives from a
Feminist Perspective.” BRev 2 (1986): 60–67.
Feldman, Emanuel. “Joseph and the Biblical Echo.” DD 13 (1985): 161–66.
Fishbane, M. “Compositon of the Jacob Cycle.” JJS 26 (1975): 15–38.
Frankema, R. “Some Remarks on the Semitic Background of Chapters 29–31 of
the Book of Genesis.” OTS 26 (1972): 53–64.
Friedman, Richard Elliot. “Deception for Deception.” BRev 2 (1986): 22–31, 68.
Gaston, L. “Abraham and the Righteousness of God.” HBT 2 (1980): 39–69.
Gevirtz, Stanley. “Abram’s 318.” IEJ 19 (1969): 110–13.
______. “Of Patriarchs and Puns: Joseph at the Fountain, Jacob at the Ford.”
HUCA 46 (1975): 33–54.
______. “The Reprimand of Reuben (Gen. 49:3–4).” JNES 30 (1971): 87–98.

Goldin, Judah. “The Youngest Son, or Where Does Genesis 38 Belong?” JBL 96
(1977): 27–44.
Hallo, William W. “As the Seal upon Thy Heart.” BRev 1 (1985): 20–27.
Hasel, G. F. “The Meaning of the Animal Rite in Genesis 15.” JSOT 19 (1981):
61–78.
Heckelman, Joseph A. “Was Father Isaac a Co-Conspirator?” DD 13 (1985):
225–34.
Helyer, Larry R. “The Separation of Abram and Lot: Its Significance in the
Patriarchal Narratives.” JSOT 26 (1983): 77–88.
Houtman, C. “Jacob at Mahanaim.” VT 28 (1976): 37–44.
______. “What Did Jacob See in His Vision at Bethel?” VT 27 (1976): 33751.
Jacobson, Howard. “A Legal Note on Potiphar’s Wife.” HTR 69 (1976): 177.
Jagendorf, Zvi. “ ‘In the morning, behold, it was Leah’: Genesis and the
Reversal of Sexual Knowledge.” Proof 4 (1984): 187–92.
Moran, W. L. “Genesis 49:10 and Its Use in Ezekiel 21:32.” Bib 39 (1958): 405–
25.
Morrison, Martha A. “The Jacob and Laban Narrative in Light of Near Eastern
Sources.” BA 46 (1983): 155–64.
Muilenburg, J. “A Study in Hebrew Rhetoric: Repetition and Style.” VT 1
(1953): 97–111.
Neff, R. W. “The Annunciation in the Birth Narrative of Ishmael.” BibRes 17
(1972): 51–60.
______. “The Birth and Election of Isaac in the Priestly Tradition.” BibRes 15
(1970): 5–18.
Niditch, Susan. “The Wronged Woman Righted: an Analysis of Genesis 38.”
HTR 72 (1979): 143–49.

Oden, Robert A. “Jacob as Father, Husband, and Nephew; Kinship Studies in the
Patriarchal Narratives.” JBL 102 (1983): 189–205.
Peck, J. “Note on Genesis 37:2 and Joseph’s Character.” ExpTim 82 (1970): 342.
Peck, William J. “Murder, Timing, and the Ram in the Sacrifice of Isaac.” ATR
58 (1976): 23–43.
Rapaport, Y. “The Time Has Come to Return the Biblical flood Story to Its
Former Glory.” Beth Mikra 29 (1983/84): 208–14.
Rendsburg, Gary A. “Double Polysemy in Genesis 49:6 and Job 3:6.” CBQ 44
(1982): 48–51.
______. “Notes on Genesis XXXV.” VT 34 (1984): 361–66.
Robertson, O. Palmer. “Genesis 15,6: New covenant Expositions of an Old
covenant Text.” WTJ 42 (1980): 259–89.
Robinson, G. “The Idea of Rest in the Old Testament and the Search for the
Basic Character of Sabbath.” ZAW 92 (1980): 32–42.
Rogers, C. L. “The covenant with Abraham and Its Historical Setting.” BSac 127
(1970): 241–46.
Ross, Allen P. “Jacob at the Jabbok, Israel at Peniel.” BSac 142 (1985): 338–54.
______. “Jacob’s Vision: The Founding of Bethel.” BSac 142 (1985): 22437.
Rotenberry, P. “Blessing in the Old Testament: A Study of Genesis 12:3.” ResQ
2 (1958): 32–36.
Roth, W. M. W. “The Wooing of Rebekah: A Traditional Critical Study of
Genesis 24.” CBQ 34 (1972): 177–87.
Shanks, Hershel. “Illuminations: Abraham Cut Off from His Past and Future by
the Awkward Divine Command: ‘Go You!’ ” BRev 3 (1987): 8–9.
Sutherland, Dion. “The Organization of the Abraham Promise Narratives.” ZAW
95 (1983): 337–43.

Thompson, Thomas L. “The Background to the Patriarchs: A Reply to W. Dever
and Malcolm Clark.” JSOT 9 (1978): 2–43.
______. “A New Attempt to Date the Patriarchal Narratives.” JAOS 98 (1978):
76–84.
Wehmeire, G. “The Theme ‘Blessing for the Nations’ in the Promise to the
Patriarchs and in Prophetical Literature.” BangTFor 6 (1974): 1–13.
Wenham, G. J. “The Symbolism of the Animal Rite in Genesis 15.” JSOT 22
(1982): 134–37.
West, Stuart A. “Judah and Tamar—A Scriptural Enigma.” DD 12 (1984): 246–
52.
______. “The Nuzi Tablets: Reflections on the Patriarchal Narratives.” DD 8
(1980s): 12–20.
Westbrook, R. “Purchase of the Cave of Machpelah.” Israel Law Review 6
(1971): 29–38.
Wright, G. R. H. “Joseph’s Grave and the Tree by the Omphalos at Shechem.”
VT 22 (1972): 476–86.
______. “The Positioning of Genesis 38.” ZAW 94 (1982): 523–29.
Yamauchi, E. M. “Cultic Prostitution.” AOAT 22 (1973).
Yarchin, William. “Imperative and Promise in Genesis 12:1–3.” SBT 10 (1980):
164–78.
Young, D. W. “A Ghost Word in the Testament of Jacob (Genesis 49:5)?” JBL
100 (1981): 335–42.
Ziderman, I. Irving. “Rebecca’s Encounter with Abraham’s Servant.” DD 14
(1985/86): 124–25.
Zimmerli, W. “Abraham.” JNSL 6 (1978): 49–60.
Zimmerman, C. L. “The Chronology and Birth of Jacob’s Children by Leah and

Her Handmaid.” GTJ 13 (1972): 3–12.

REFERENCES ON EXODUS

Books on Exodus

Andreasen, Niels-Erik A. Rest and Redemption. Berrien Springs, Mich.:
Andrews U., 1978.
Auerbach, E. Moses. Detroit: Wayne State U., 1975.
Barclay, W. The Ten Commandments for Today. New York: Harper, 1974.
______. The Old Law and the New Law. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1972.
Beyerlin, W. Origins and History of the Oldest Sinaitic Traditions. Oxford:
Blackwell, 1965.
Bimson, John J. Redating the Exodus and Conquest. JSOT Sup 5. Sheffield:
JSOT, 1978.
Boecker, H. J. Law and the Administration of Justice in the Old Testament and
Ancient East. Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1980.
Bork, P. F. The World of Moses. Nashville: Southern Publishing Assoc., 1978.
Cassuto, U. A Commentary on the Book of Exodus. Jerusalem: Magnes, 1961.
Childs, B. S. The Book of Exodus: A Critical Theological Commentary.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1974.
Clements, R. E. Exodus. Cambridge: Cambridge U., 1962.
______. God’s Chosen People. London: Student, 1968.
Coats, G. W. Rebellion in the Wilderness. New York: Abingdon, 1968.

Cole, R. A. Exodus: An Introduction and Commentary. Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity, 1973.
Cornwall, E. J. Let Us Draw Near. Plainfield, N.J.: Logos International, 1977.
Criswell, W. A. The Gospel According to Moses. Grand Rapids: Zonder-van,
1960.
Dalglish, E. T. The Great Deliverance: A Concise Exposition of the Book of
Exodus. Nashville: Broadman, 1977.
Daube, D. The Exodus Pattern in the Bible. London: Faber and Faber, 1963.
Davies, G. H. Exodus. London: Student, 1967.
Davies, G. I. The Way of the Wilderness: A Geographical Study of Wilderness
Itineraries. New York: Cambridge U., 1979.
Davis, John J. Moses and the Gods of Egypt: Studies in the Book of Exodus.
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1971.
Driver, S. R. The Book of Exodus. Cambridge: Cambridge U., 1911.
Dumbrell, William S. “The Respect of Unconditionality in the Sinaitic
covenant.” In Israel’s Apostasy and Restoration, 141–55. Edited by Avraham
Gileadi. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988.
Durham, John I. Exodus. WBC. Waco, Tex.: Word, 1987.
Ellison, H. L. Exodus. Daily Study Bible. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1982.
Finegan, J. Let My People Go. New York: Harper, 1963.
Gispen, W. H. Exodus. Translated by Ed van der Maas. Grand Rapids: Baker,
1982.
Goldin, J. The Song at the Sea. London: Vale, 1971.
Goldman, S. The Ten Commandments. Chicago: U. of Chicago, 1956.
Greelay, A. M. The Sinai Myth: A New Interpretation of the Ten

Commandments. Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1972.
Harrelson, W. The Ten Commandments and Human Rights. Philadelphia:
Fortress, 1980.
Huey, F. B. Jr. Exodus: A Study Guide Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zon-dervan,
1977.
Hyatt, J. P. Commmentary on Exodus. The New Century Bible Commentary.
Edited by Ronald E. Clements. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1980.
Jordan, James B. The Law of the covenant: An Exposition of Exodus 21–23.
Tyler, Tex.: Institute for Christian Economics, 1984.
Kaiser, Walter C. Jr. “Exodus.” In EBC, vol. 2. Grand Rapids: Zonder-van,
1990.
Kester, M. D. The Peshitta of Exodus. Winona Lake, Ind.: Van Gorcum, 1971.
Kiene, P. F. The tabernacle of God in the Wilderness of Sinai. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1977.
Kitchen, Kenneth A. Pharaoh Triumphant: The Life and Times of Rameses II,
King of Egypt. Warminster, England: Aris & Phillips, 1982.
Knight, George A. F. I Am; This Is My Name. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1983.
______. Theology as Narration. A Commentary on the Book of Exodus. Grand
Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976.
Lockman, J. M. Signposts to Freedom. Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1982.
Marty, M. E. The Hidden Discipline. St. Louis: Concordia, 1962.
Meyer, Lester. The Message of Exodus: A Theological Commentary.
Minneapolis: Augsburg, 1983.
Moberly, R. W. At the Mountain of God: Story and Theology in Exodus 32–34.
JSOT Monograph Ser., no. 22. England: JSOT, 1983.
Motyer, J. A. The Revelation of the Divine Name. London: Tyndale, 1959.

Myer, F. B. Devotional Commentary on Exodus. New York: Kregel, 1978.
Napier, B. D. The Book of Exodus. Atlanta: John Knox, 1963.
Nicholson, E. W. Exodus and Sinai in History and Tradition. Atlanta: Blackwell, 1973.
Noth, Martin. Exodus, a Commentary. Translated by J. S. Bowder. Philadelphia:
Westminster, 1962.
Paul, S. M. Studies in the Book of the covenant in the Light of Cuneiform and
Biblical Law. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1970.
Pink, Arthur W. Gleanings in Exodus. Chicago: Moody, 1964.
Plastaras, J. The God of Exodus. Milwaukee: Bruce, 1966.
Ramm, B. His Way Out. Glendale, Calif.: Gospel Light, 1974.
Rhymer, J. The Beginnings of a People. Dayton, Ohio: Pflaum/Standard, 1967.
Sanderson, Judith E. An Exodus Scroll from Qumran: 4QpaleoExodus and the
Samaritan Tradition. Harvard Semitic Studies. Decatur, Ga.: Scholar’s, 1986.
Sarna, N. M. Exploring Exodus. New York: Schocken, 1986.
Slusser, D. M. At the Foot of the Mountain. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1961.
Thompson, R. J. Moses and the Law in a Century of Criticism Since Graf.
Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1970.
Wallace, R. S. The Ten Commandments. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1965.
Waltke, Bruce K. “The Phenomenon of Conditionality Within Unconditional
covenants.” In Israel’s Apostasy and Restoration. Edited by Avraham Gileadi.
Grand Rapids: Baker, 1988.
Warburton, W. The Divine Legation of Moses Demonstrated. New York:
Garland, 1978. Wilson, Ian. Exodus: The True Story. New York: Harper, 1986.
Wood, L. T. “Date of the Exodus.” In New Perspectives on the Old Testament,

66–87. Edited by J. B. Payne. Waco, Tex.: Word, 1970.
Workman, E. J. The Book of the Law. Hicksville, N.Y.: Exposition, 1966.
Woudstra, M. H. “The tabernacle in Biblical-Theological Perspective.” In New
Perspectives on the Old Testament, 88–103. Waco, Tex.: Word, 1970.
Wright, Christopher J. H. An Eye for an Eye: The Place of Old Testament Ethics
Today. Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1983.
Youngblood, Ronald F. Exodus. Everyman’s Bible Commentary. Chicago:
Moody, 1983.

Periodicals on Exodus

Albright, William F. “From the Patriarchs to Moses Part II: Moses Out of
Egypt.” BA 36 (1973): 48–76.
Aling, Charles F. “The Biblical City of Ramses.” JETS 25 (1982): 129–38.
Archer, G. L. “Old Testament History and Recent Archaeology: From Moses to
David.” BSac 127 (1970): 99–115.
Arden, H. “In Search of Moses.” National Geographic 149/1 (1976): 2–37.
Auffret, Pierre. “The Literary Structure of Exodus 6:2–8.” JSOT 27 (1983): 46–
54.
Bailey, Lloyd R. “Exodus 22:21–27.” Int 32 (1978): 286–90.
______. “The Golden Calf.” HUCA 42 (1971): 97–115.
Batto, Bernhard F. “Red Sea or Reed Sea?” BAR 10 (1984): 56–63.
Beale, G. K. “An Exegetical and Theological Consideration of the Hardening of
Pharaoh’s Heart in Exodus 4–14 and Romans 9.” TJ 5/2 (1984).
Beitzel, B. J. “Exodus 3:14 and the Divine Name: A Case of Biblical

Paronomasia.” TJ 1/1 (1980).
Beuken, W. A. M. “Exodus 16.5, 23. A Rule Regarding the Keeping of the
Sabbath?” JSOT 32 (1985): 3–14.
Brichto, Herbert Chanon. “The Case of the SOTA and a Reconsideration of
Biblical Law.” HUCA 46 (1975): 55–70.
Bright, J. “The Apodictic Prohibition: Some Observations.” JBL 92 (1973): 185–
204.
Brownlee, W. H. “The Ineffable Name of God.” BASOR 226 (1977): 39–46.
Brueggemann, W. “The Crisis and Promise of Presence in Israel.” HBT 1
(1979): 47–86.
Butterworth, M. “The Revelation of the Divine Name?” IndJT 24 (1975): 4552.
Campbell, E. F. Jr. “Moses and the Foundations of Israel.” Int 29 (1975): 141–
54.
Carmichael, C. M. “A Singular Method of Codification of Law in the
Mishpatim.” ZAW 84 (1972): 19–25.
Chirichigno, Greg. “The Narrative Structure of Exodus 19–24.” Bib 68 (l987):
457–79.
______. “A Theological Investigation of Motivation in O. T. Law.” JETS 24
(1981): 303–14.
Cohen A. B., and D. N. Freedman. “The Dual Accentuation of the Ten
Commandments.” MasST 1 (1974): 7–20.
Craigie, P. C. “Yahweh Is a Man of War.” ScotJT 22 (l969): 183–88.
Cross, F. M., and D. N. Freedman. “The Song of Miriam.” JNES 14 (1955):
240–47.
Davis, Dale R. “Rebellion, Presence, and covenant; a Study in Exodus 3234.”
WTJ 44 (l982): 71–87.

Dion, P. F. “The ‘Fear Not’ Formula and Holy War.” CBQ 32 (1970): 565–70.
Doron, Pinchas. “The Motif of the Exodus in the Old Testament.” ScrB 13
(1982): 5–8.
Drumbrell, W. “Exodus 4:24–26, A Textual Re-Examination.” HTR 65 (1972):
285–90.
Dyer, Charles H. “The Date of the Exodus Reexamined.” BSac 140 (1983): 225–
43.
Eakin, F. E. Jr. “The Plagues and the Crossing of the Sea.” RevExp 74 (1977):
473–82.
Faur, J. “The Biblical Idea of Idolatry.” JQR 69 (1978): 1–15.
Ferris, Paul Wayne Jr. “The Manna Narrative of Exodus 16:1–10.” JETS 18
(1975): 191–99.
Freedman, D. N. “The Burning Bush.” Bib 50 (1969): 245–46.
Gianotti, Charles R. “The Meaning of the Divine Name YHWH.” BSac 142
(1985): 38–51.
Goldberg, Michael. “Exodus 1:13–14.” Int 37 (1983): 398–91.
Good, E. M. “Exodus 15:2” VT 20 (1970): 358.
Gordon, C. H. “He Is Who He Is.” Berytuss 23 (1974): 27.
Gunn, David M. “The ‘Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart’; Plot, Character and
Theology in Exodus 1–14.” In Art and Meaning, 72–96. Edited by D. Clines.
Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1982.
Gutmann, J. “The History of the Ark.” ZAW 83 (1971): 22–30.
Haran, M. “The Passover Sacrifice.” VTS 23 (1972): 86–116.
Harrison, R. K. “Exodus.” ISBEnc 2 (1982): 222–30.
Honeycutt, R. L. Jr. “Aaron, the Priesthood, and the Golden Calf.” RevExp 74

(1977): 523–35.
House, H. Wayne. “Miscarriage or Premature Birth? Additional Thoughts on
Exodus 21, 22–25.” WTJ 41 (1978): 108–123.
Hunt, Harry B. “An Annotated Bibliography on Exodus.” SwJT 20 (1977): 89–
94.
Jackson, B. S. “The Goring Ox Again.” JJurPapyr 18 (1974): 55–94.
______. “The Problem of Exodus 21:22–25.” VT 23 (1973): 273–304.
Janzen, J. G. “What’s in a Name? ‘Yahweh’ in Exodus 3 and the Wider Biblical
Context.” Int 33 (1979): 227–39.
Karlberg, Mark W. “Reformed Interpretation of the Mosaic covenant.” WTJ 43
(1980): 1–57.
Kearney, Peter J. “Creation and Liturgy: The P Redaction of Exodus 25–40.”
ZAW 89 (1977): 375–86.
Kidner, D. “The Origins of Israel.” TSF Bulletin 57 (1970): 3–12.
Kitchen, K. A. “From the Brickfields of Egypt.” TB 27 (1976): 137–47.
______. “Labour Conditions in the Egypt of Exodus.” BurH 20 (1984): 43–49.
Klein, E. M. “Exodus 15:2.” JJS 26 (1975): 61–67.
Kline, M. G. “Lex Talionis and the Human Fetus.” JETS 20 (1977): 193–201.
Kuyper, L. J. “Hardness of Heart According to the Biblical Perspective.” ScotJT
27 (1974): 459–74.
Lawton, Robert S. J. “Irony in Exodus.” ZAW 97 (1985): 414.
Lemche, N. P. “The Hebrew Slave Comments on the Slave Law: Exodus
21:211.” VT 25 (1975): 124–44.
Lewis, Joe O. “The Ark and the Tent.” REX 74 (1977): 537–46.

Loewenstamm, Samuel E. “Exodus 21:22–25.” VT 27 (1977): 352–60.
______. “The Making and the Destruction of the Golden Calf.” Bib 48 (1967):
481–90.
______. “The Making and Destruction of the Golden Calf: A Rejoinder.” Bib 56
(1975): 330–43.
Magonet, Jonathan. “The Rhetoric of God: Exodus 6:2–8.” JSOT 27 (1983): 56–
67.
Martens, E. A. “Tackling Old Testament Theology.” JETS 20 (1977): 123–32.
Mattingly, Gerald L. “The Exodus Conquest and the Archeology of
Transjordan.” GTJ 4 (1983): 245–62.
Mayonet, J. “The Bush That Never Burnt.” HeyJ 16 (1975): 304–11.
McCarthy, Dennis J. “Exodus 3:14: History, Philosophy and Theology.” CBQ 40
(1978): 311–22.
McKay, J. W. “Exodus 23:1–5, 6–8: A Decalogue for the Administration of
Justice in the City Gate.” VT 21 (1971): 311–76.
Moster, Julius B. “Thus They Stripped the Egyptians.” DD 16 (1987/88): 41–44.
Nicholson, E. W. “The Antiquity of the Tradition in Exodus 24:9–11.” VT 25
(1975): 69–79.
______. “The Covenant Ritual in Exodus XXIV:3–8.” VT 32 (1982): 74–86.
______. “The Decalogue as the Direct Address of God.” VT 27 (1977): 422–33.
______. “The Interpretation of Exodus 24:9–11.” VT 24 (1974): 77–97.
______. “The Origin of the Tradition in Exodus 24:9–11.” VT 26 (1976): 275–
83.
Nielson, Eduard. “Moses and the Law.” VT 32 (1982): 87–98.
Oswalt, J. “The Golden Calves and the Egyptian Conception of Deity.” EvQ 45

(1973): 13–20.
Patrick, D. “Casuistic Law Governing Primary Rights and Duties.” JBL 92
(1973): 180–87.
Perdue, L. G. “The Making and Destruction of the Golden Calf: A Reply.” Bib
54 (1973): 237–46.
Phillips, Anthony. “A Fresh Look at the Sinai Pericope.” VT 34 (1984): 39–52,
282–94.
______. “The Place of Law in Contemporary Society.” ExpTim 93 (1981): 108–
12.
Proffitt, T. D., III. “Moses and Anthropology: A New View of the Exodus.”
JETS 27 (1984): 19–25.
Ramm, B. “The Theology of the Book of Exodus: A Reflection on Exodus
12:12.” Southwestern Journal of Theology 20 (1977): 59–68.
Rea, John. “The Time of the Oppression and the Exodus.” BETS 3 (1960): 58–
69.
Riggs, J. R. “The Length of Israel’s Sojourn in Egypt.” GTJ 12 (1971): 18–35.
Rodriguez, Angel Manuel. “Sanctuary Theology in the Book of Exodus.” AUSS
24 (1986): 127–45.
Sarna, Nahum M. “Exploring Exodus: The Oppression.” BA 49 (1986): 68–80.
Sasson, J. M. “The Worship of the Golden Calf.” AltORAT 22 (1973): 153–54.
Spencer, Michael. “Redemption in Exodus.” Emmanuel 90 (1984): 496–503.
Stek, John H. “What Happened to the Chariot Wheels of Exodus 14:25?” JBL
105 (1986): 293–94.
Tate, Marvin. “The Legal Traditions of the Book of Exodus.” REX 74 (1977):
483–505.
Tigay, J. H. “ ‘Heavy of Mouth’ and ‘Heavy of Tongue’: On Moses’ Speech

Difficulty.” BASOR 231 (1978): 57–67.
Toit, S. du. “Aspects of the Second Commandment.” OTWerkSuidA 12 (1969;
ed. 1971): 101–10.
Vriezen, T. C. “The Exegesis of Exodus 24:9–11.” OTS 12 (1972): 100–133.
Waldman, Nahum. “A Comparative Note on Exodus 15:14–16.” JQR 66 (1976):
189–92.
Weinfeld, M. “The Origin of the Apodictic Law: An Overlooked Source.” VT 23
(1973): 63–75.
Wenham, G. J. “Legal Forms in the Book of the covenant.” TB 22 (1971): 95–
102.
Wicke, Donald W. “The Literary Structure of Exodus 1:2–2:10.” JSOT 24
(1982): 99–107.
Wilson, R. R. “The Hardening of Pharaoh’s Heart.” CBQ 41 (1979): 18–36.
Wright, C. J. H. “The Israelite Household and the Decalogue: the Social
Background and Significance of Some Commandments.” TB 30 (1979): 101–
24.
Zeligs, D. F. “Moses and Pharaoh: A Psychoanalytic Study of Their Encounter.”
American Image 30 (1973): 192–220.
Zevit, Ziony. “The Priestly Redaction and Interpretation of the Plague Narrative
in Exodus.” JQR 66 (1976): 193–211.

REFERENCES ON LEVITICUS

Books on Leviticus

Bonar, A. A. A Commentary on Leviticus. 5th ed. 1861. Reprint. Edinburgh:
Banner of Truth, 1966.
De Welt, D. Leviticus. Joplin, Mo.: College, 1975.
Douglas, Mary. Purity and Danger: An Analysis of the Concepts of Pollution
and Taboo. Rev. ed. London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1978.
Eerdman, C. R. The Book of Leviticus. New York: Revell, 1951.
Gray, G. B. Sacrifice in the Old Testament: Its Theory and Practice. 1925.
Reprint. New York: Ktav, 1970.
Harris, R. Laird. “Leviticus.” In EBC, vol. 2. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1990.
Harrison, R. K. Leviticus: An Introduction and Commentary. TOTC. Downers
Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1980.
Hoffner, Harry A. Jr. “Incest, Sodomy and Bestiality in the Ancient Near East.”
In Orient and Occident. Essays Presented to Cyrus H. Gordon on the Occasion
of His Sixty-Fifth Birthday, 81–90. Edited by H. A. Hoffner Jr. NeukirchenVluyn: Neukirchener Verlag, 1973.
Jukes, A. J. The Law of the Offerings. London: Pickering, 1965.
Kinlaw, Dennis. “Leviticus.” Beacon Bible Commentary. Kansas City, Mo.:
Beacon Hill, 1969.
Knight, George A. Leviticus. Daily Study Bible. Philadelphia: Westminster,

1981.
Levine, B. A. In the Presence of the Lord: A Study of Cult and Some Cultic
Terms in Ancient Israel. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1974.
Lyonnet, S., and L. Sabourin. Sin, Redemption and Sacrifice. Rome: Pontifical
Biblical Institute, 1970.
Mays, J. L. The Book of Leviticus and the Book of Numbers. Atlanta: John Knox,
1963.
Micklem, N. Leviticus. IB. Edited by G. A. Buttrick. New York: Abing-don,
1953.
Milgrom, J. Cult and Conscience; the Asham and the Priestly Doctrine of
Repentance. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1976.
Murray, John. Principles of Conduct. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1957.
Neusner, J. The Idea of Purity in Ancient Judaism. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill,
1973.
Noordtzij, A. Leviticus. Bible Student’s Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1982.
Noth, Martin. Leviticus. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1965.
Porter, J. R. Leviticus. Cambridge NEB. New York: Cambridge, 1976.
Schultz, Samuel J. Leviticus. Everyman’s Bible Commentary. Chicago: Moody,
1983.
Snaith, N. H. Leviticus and Numbers. Nashville: Nelson, 1967.
Wenham, G. J. The Book of Leviticus. NICOT. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1979.

Periodicals on Leviticus

Ashbel, D. “The Goat Sent to Azazel” (Hebrew). Beth Mikra 11 (1965): 89102.
Bigger, S. “The Family Laws of Leviticus 18 in Their Setting.” JBL 98 (1979):
187–203.
Brichto, H. C. “On Slaughter and Sacrifice, Blood and Atonement.” HUCA 47
(1976): 19–56.
Brueggemann, W. “The Kerygma of the Priestly Writers.” ZAW 84 (1972): 397–
413.
Davies, Douglas. “An Interpretation of Sacrifice in Leviticus.” ZAW 89 (1977):
387–99.
Feinberg, C. L. “The Scapegoat of Lev. 16.” BSac 115 (1958): 320–33.
Freedman, D. N. “Variant Readings in the Leviticus Scroll from Qum-ran Cave
11.” CBQ 36 (1974): 524–34.
Garner, Gordon. “Earliest Bible Text Discovery.” BurH 22 (1986): 51–52.
Gispen, W. H. “The Distinction Between Clean and Unclean.” OTS 5 (1948):
190–96.
Hamilton, Victor P. “Recent Studies in Leviticus and Their Contribution to a
Further Understanding of Wesleyan Theology.” Spectrum (1982): 146–56.
Haran, M. “The Complex of Ritual Acts Performed Inside the Tabernacle.”
ScrHier 8 (1961): 272–302.
Hoenig, S. B. “Sabbatical Years and the Year of Jubilee.” JQR 59 (1969): 222–
36.
Hulse, E. V. “The Nature of Biblical ‘Leprosy’ and the Use of Alternative
Medical Terms in Modern Translations of the Bible.” PEQ 107 (1975): 87–
105.
Johnson, Luke T. “The Use of Leviticus 19 in the Letter of James.” JBL 101
(1982): 391–401.

Kaiser, W. C. Jr. “Leviticus 18:5 and Paul: Do This and You Shall Live.” JETS
14 (1971): 19–28.
Laughlin, J. C. H. “The ‘Strange Fire’ of Nadab and Abihu.” JBL 95 (1976):
559–65.
McCarthy, D. J. “The Symbolism of Blood and Sacrifice.” JBL 88 (1969): 166–
76.
McKeating, H. “Sanctions Against Adultery in Ancient Israelite Society, with
Some Reflections on Methodology in the Study of Old Testament Ethics.”
JSOT 11 (1979): 52–72.
Milgrom, J. “The Betrothed Slave Girl, Leviticus 19:20–24.” ZAW 89 (1977):
4344.
______. “The Biblical Diet Laws as an Ethical System.” Int 17 (1963): 288–301.
______. “The Concept of ma’al in the Bible and the Ancient Near East.” JAOS
96 (1976): 236–47.
______. “The Missing Thief in Leviticus 5:20ff.” RIDA 22 (1975): 71–85.
____. “The Priestly Doctrine of Repentance.” RB 82 (1975): 186–205.
______. “A Prolegomenon to Lev. 17:11.” JBL 90 (1971): 149–56.
Mittwoch, H. “Story of the Blasphemer Seen in Wider Context.” VT 15 (1965):
386–89.
Moran, W. L. “The Literary Connection Between Lev. 11:13–19 and Deut.
14:12–18.” CBQ 28 (1966): 271–77.
Rainey, Anson F. “The Order of Sacrifice in O.T. Ritual Texts.” Bib 51 (1970):
485–98.
Robinson, G. “The Prohibition of Strange Fire in Ancient Israel.” VT 28 (1978):
301–17.
Rowley, H. H. “The Meaning of Sacrifice in the Old Testament.” BJRL 33 (Sept.

1950): 95–100.
Selvidge, Maria J. “Mark 5:25–34 and Leviticus 15:19–20: A Reaction to
Restrictive Purity Regulations.” JBL 103 (1984): 619–23. Snaith, N. H. “Sinoffering or Guilt Offering?” VT 15 (1965): 73–80.
Strand, Kenneth A. “An Overlooked Old Testament Background to Revelation
11:1 (Leviticus 16).” AUSS 22 (1984): 317–25.
Weingreen, J. “The Case of the Blasphemer (Lev. 24:10ff.).” VT 22 (1972):
118–23.
Wenham, Gordon J. “The Theology of Unclean Food.” EvQ 53 (1981): 6–15.
______. “Why Does Sexual Intercourse Defile?” ZAW 95 (1983): 432–34.
Westbrook, R. “Redemption of Land.” ILR 63 (1977): 367–75. Wilkinson, John.
“Leprosy and Leviticus: The Problem of Description and Identification.” SJT
30 (1977): 153–69.
______. “Leprosy and Leviticus: A Problem of Semantics and Translation.” SJT
31 (1978): 153–66.

REFERENCES ON NUMBERS

Books on Numbers

Allen, Ronald B. “Numbers.” In EBC, vol. 2. Grand Rapids: Zonder-van, 1990.
____. “The Theology of the Balaam Oracles.” In Tradition and Testament:
Essays in Honor of Charles Lee Feinberg. Edited by John S. Feinberg and Paul
D. Feinberg. Chicago: Moody, 1981.
Budd, Philip J. Numbers. WBC. Waco, Tex.: Word, 1984.
Coats, George W. Moses vs. Amalek. Leiden, Netherlands: Brill, 1975.
______. Rebellion in the Wilderness. The Murmuring Motif in the Wilderness
Tradition of the Old Testament. Nashville: Abingdon, 1968.
Fisch, S. The Book of Numbers. New York: Judaica, 1971.
Gray, George Buchanan. A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on Numbers.
ICC. Edinburgh: T & T Clark, 1903.
Harrison, R. K. Numbers. WEC. Chicago: Moody, 1990.
Hirsch, Samson Raphael. Numbers. The Pentateuch Translated and Explained,
vol. 4. Translated by Isaac Levy. London: Isaac Levy, 1964.
Huey, F. B. Jr. Numbers. Bible Study Commentary. Grand Rapids: Zon-dervan,
1981.
Jones, K. E. The Book of Numbers. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1972.
Maarsingh, B. Numbers. Edited by A. S. Van der Woude and translated by John

Vriend. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987.
Moriarty, Frederick L. “Numbers.” In The Jerome Biblical Commentary. Edited
by Raymond E. Brown. Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1968.
Noordtzij, A. Numbers. Bible Student’s Commentary. Translated by Ed van der
Maas. Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1983. Noth, Martin. Numbers. OTL.
Philadelphia: Westminster, 1968.
Owens, John Joseph. “Numbers.” In The Broadman Bible Commentary. Edited
by Clifton J. Allen. Nashville: Broadman, 1970.
Riggans, Walter. Numbers. Daily Study Bible. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1983.
Smick, Elmer B. “Numbers.” In The Wycliffe Bible Commentary. Edited by C. F.
Pfeiffer and E. F. Harrison. Chicago: Moody, 1962.
______. “A Study of the Structure of the Third Balaam Oracle.” In The Law and
the Prophets, 242–52. Edited by John H. Skilton. Nutley, N.J.: Presb. & Ref.,
1974.
Snaith, Norman H. Leviticus and Numbers. The Century Bible. Nashville:
Nelson, 1967.
Sturdy, John. Numbers. Cambridge: Cambridge U., 1976.
Wenham, Gordon J. Numbers. TOTC. Leicester, England: Intervarsity, 1981.

Periodicals on Numbers

Asher, Norman. “Moses and the Spies.” DD 12 (1984): 196–99.
Bartlett, J. R. “The Conquest of Sihon’s Kingdom: A Literary Reexamination.”
JBL 97 (1978): 347–51.
______. “Historical Reference of Numbers XXI:27–30.” PEQ 101 (1969): 94–
100.

______. “Sihon and Og of the Amorites.” VT 20 (1970): 257–77.
Brichto, H. C. “The Case of the Sota and a Reconsideration of Biblical Law.”
HUCA 46 (1975): 55–70.
Butler, T. C. “An Anti-Moses Tradition.” JSOT 12 (1979): 9–15.
Christenson, D. L. “Numbers 21:14–15 and the Book of the Wars of Yahweh.”
CBQ 36 (1974): 359–60.
Coats, George W. “Balaam: Sinner or Saint?” BibRes 18 (1973): 21–29.
______. “Conquest Traditions in the Wilderness Theme.” JBL 95 (1976): 179–
90.
______. “Humility and Honor: A Moses Legend in Numbers 12. In Art and
Meaning, 97–107. Edited by D. Clines. Winona Lake, Ind.: Eisenbrauns, 1982.
______. “Wilderness Itinerary.” CBQ 34 (1972): 135–52.
Fishbane, M. A. “Accusations of Adultery: A Study of Law and Scribal Practice
in Numbers 5:11–31.” HUCA 45 (1974): 25–45.
Gilead, Chaim. “Song of Parables (Num. 21:27–30).” Beth Mikra 23 (1977/78):
12–17.
Hanson, H. E. “Num. XVI, 30 and the Meaning of Bara’” VT 22 (1972): 35359.
Hoftijzer, J. “Prophet Balaam in a 6th Century Aramaic Inscription.” BA 39
(1976): 11–17.
Kselman, J. S. “Notes on Numbers 12:6–8.” VT 26 (1976): 500–505.
Laughlin, John C. H. “The ‘Strange Fire’ of Nadab and Abihu.” JBL 95 (1976):
559–65.
Leiman, S. Z. “The Inverted Nuns at Numbers 10:35–36 and the Book of Eldad
and Medad.” JBL 93 (1974): 348–55.
Levine, B. A. “Critical Note: More on the Inverted Nuns of Numbers 10:35–36.”
JBL 95 (1976): 122–24.

Margoliot, M. “The Transgression of Moses and Aaron—Numbers 20:10–13.”
JQR 74 (1983): 196–228.
McEvenus, S. E. “A Source-Critical Problem in Num. 14:26–38.” Bib 50 (1969):
453–65.
Mendenhall, G. E. “The Census Lists of Numbers 1 and 26.” JBL 77 (1958): 52–
66.
Milgrom, Jacob. “Of Hems and Tassels: Rank, Authority and Holiness Were
Expressed in Antiquity by Fringes on Garments.” BAR (Winter 1983): 63–55.
______. “The Paradox of the Red Cow (Num. 19).” VT 31 (1981): 62–72.
______. “Priestly Terminology and the Political and Social Structure of PreMonarchic Israel.” JQR 69 (1978): 65–81.
Miller, P. “The Blessing of God.” Int 29 (1975): 240–51.
Quadrah, A. “The Relief of the Spies from Carthage.” IEJ 24 (1974): 210–14.
Rainey, A. “The Order of Sacrifices in Old Testament Ritual Texts.” Bib 51
(1970): 485–98.
Reif, S. C. “What Enraged Phinehas? A Study of Numbers 25:8.” JBL 90
(1971): 200–206.
Robinson, G. “The Prohibition of Strange Fire in Ancient Israel: A New Look at
the Case of Gathering Wood and Kindling Fire on the Sabbath.” VT 28 (1978):
301–17.
Sakenfeld, K. B. “The Problem of Divine Forgiveness in Numbers 14.” CBQ 37
(1975): 317–30.
Sasson, J. M. “Numbers 5 and the ‘Waters of Judgment.’ ” BZ 16 (1972): 249–
51.
______. “A Genealogical ‘Convention’ in Biblical Chronography?” ZAW 90
(1978): 171–85.

Snaith, N. H. “A Note on Numbers 18:9.” VT 23 (1973): 373–75.
Tosato, A. “The Literary Structure of the First Two Poems of Balaam.” VT 29
(1979): 98–106.
Wenham, J. W. “Large Numbers in the Old Testament.” TB 18 (1967): 19–53.

REFERENCES ON DEUTERONOMY

Books on Deuteronomy

Beitzel, Barry J. “The Right of the Firstborn (pî šnayim) in the Old Testament
(Deut. 21:15–17).” In A Tribute to Gleason Archer, 179–91. Edited by Walter
C. Kaiser Jr., and Ronald F. Youngblood. Chicago: Moody, 1986.
Bellefontaine, E. “The Curses of Deuteronomy 27: Their Relationship to the
Prohibitives.” In No Famine in the Land. Studies in Honor of John L.
McKenzie. Missoula, Mont.: Scholar’s, 1975.
Blair, E. P. The Book of Deuteronomy and the Book of Joshua. Atlanta: John
Knox, 1964.
Brueggemann, W., and H. W. Wolff. The Vitality of Deuteronomic Traditions.
Atlanta: John Knox, 1975.
Carmichael, C. M. The Laws of Deuteronomy. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell U., 1974.
Clements, R. E. God’s Chosen People: A Theological Interpretation of the Book
of Deuteronomy. Valley Forge: Judson, 1969.
Craigie, Peter. Deuteronomy. NICOT. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1976.
Cunliffe-Jones, H. Deuteronomy. Torch Bible Paperbacks. London: SCM, 1951.
Francisco, C. T. The Book of Deuteronomy. Grand Rapids: Baker, 1964.
Goldberg, Louis. Deuteronomy. Bible Study Commentary. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1986.
Kitchen, Kenneth. “Ancient Orient, ‘Deuteronomism,’ and the Old Testament.”

In New Perspectives on the Old Testament. Edited by J. Barton Payne. Waco,
Tex.: Word, 1970.
Kline, Meredith G. The Treaty of the Great King. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans,
1963.
Mayes, A. D. Deuteronomy. NCB. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1981.
McConville, J. G. Law and Theology in Deuteronomy. JSOT Sup Series 33.
England: JSOT, 1985.
McPolin, J. God Loves His People. A Guide to Deuteronomy. Dublin: Ver-itas,
1970.
Moran, W. L. “Deuteronomy.” In A New Catholic Commentary on Holy
Scripture. Camden, N.J.: Nelson, 1969.
Nicholson, E. W. Deuteronomy and Tradition. Philadelphia: Fortress, 1967.
Payne, David F. Deuteronomy. Daily Study Bible. Philadelphia: Westminster,
1985.
Phillips, A. Deuteronomy. New York: Cambridge, 1974.
Ridderbos, J. Deuteronomy. Bible Student’s Commentary. Grand Rapids:
Zondervan, 1984.
Schneider, B. N. Deuteronomy: A Favored Book of Jesus. Grand Rapids: Baker,
1970.
Schultz, Samuel J. Deuteronomy. Everyman’s Bible Commentary. Chicago:
Moody, 1971.
Thompson, J. A. Deuteronomy: An Introduction and Commentary. TOTC.
Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity, 1978.
Von Rad, Gerhard. Deuteronomy: A Commentary. Translated by Dorothea
Barton. Philadelphia: Westminster, 1966.
______. Studies in Deuteronomy. Studies in Biblical Theology, No. 9. London:

SCM, 1953.
Weinfeld, M. Deuteronomy and the Deuteronomic School. Oxford: Clarendon,
1972.
Wevers, J. W. Text History of the Greek Deuteronomy. Goettingen, Germany:
Vanderhoeck and Ruprecht, 1978.
Wright, G. Ernest. “The Lawsuit of God: A Form-Critical Study of
Deuteronomy 32.” In Israel’s Prophetic Heritage, Essays in Honor of James
Muilenberg. Edited by Barnard W. Anderson and Walter Har-relson (New
York: Harper & Row, 1962), 26–67.

Periodicals on Deuteronomy

Abba, Raymond. “Priests and Levites in Deuteronomy.” VT 27 (1977): 257–67.
Baker, John Austin. “Deuteronomy and World Problems.” JSOT 29 (1984): 317.
Bee, R. E. “A Study of Deuteronomy Based on Statistical Properties of the
Text.” VT 29 (1979): 1–22.
Bellefontaine, E. “Deuteronomy 21:18–21: Reviewing the Case of the
Rebellious Son.” JSOT 13 (1979): 13–31.
Braulik, Georg. “Law as Gospel: Justification and Pardon According to the
Deuteronomic Torah.” Int 38 (1984): 5–14.
Brueggemann, W. “The Kerygma of the Deuteronomistic Historian. Gospel for
exiles.” Int 22 (1968): 387–402.
Carmichael, Calum M. “A Common Element in Five Supposedly Disparate
Laws.” VT 29 (1979): 129–42.
______. “A Time for War and a Time for Peace.” JJS 25 (1974): 50–64.
______. “Uncovering a Major Source of Mosaic Law; the Evidence of

Deuteronomy 21:15–22:5.” JBL 101 (1982): 505–20.
Cazelles, H. “Passages in the Singular Within Discourse in the Plural of Dt. 14.”
CBQ 24 (1967): 207–19.
Christensen, Duane L. “Prose and Poetry in the Bible. The Narrative Poetics of
Deuteronomy 1, 9–18.” ZAW 97 (1985): 179–89.
Coats, George W. “Legendary Motifs in the Moses Death Report.” CBQ 39
(1977): 34–44.
Craigie, P. C. “Deuteronomy and Ugaritic Studies.” TB 28 (1977): 155–69.
Daube, D. “One from Among Your Brethren Shall You Set King over You.”
JBL 90 (1971): 480–81.
Derrett, J. D. “2 Cor 6:14: A Midrash on Dt. 22:10.” Bib 59 (1978): 231–50.
Dion, Paul E. “Deuteronomy and the Gentile World: A Study in Biblical
Theology.” Toronto Journal of Theology 1 (1985): 200–21.
Doron, Pinchas. “Motive Clauses in the Laws of Deuteronomy: Their Forms,
Functions and Contents.” HAR 2 (1978): 61–77.
Frankena, R. “The Vassal Treaties of Esarhaddon and the Dating of
Deuteronomy.” OTS 14 (1965): 122–54.
Fratheim, T. E. “The Ark in Deuteronomy.” CBQ 30 (1968): 1–14.
Gammie, J. G. “The Theology of Retribution in the Book of Deuteronomy.”
CBQ 32 (1970): 1–12.
Haran, Menahem. “Book-Scrolls in Israel in Pre-Exilic Times.” JJS 33 (1982):
161–73.
Hobbs, T. R. “Jeremiah 3:1 and Deuteronomy 24:1–4.” ZAW 86 (1974): 23–29.
Janzen, J. Gerald. “On the Most Important Word in the Shema.” VT 37 (1987):
280–300.
Kaiser, W. C. Jr. “Current Crisis in Exegesis and the Apostolic Use of

Deuteronomy 25:4 in 1 Cor. 9:8–10.” JETS 21 (1978): 3–18.
Kaufman, S. “The Structure of the Deuteronomic Law.” Maarav 1 (1979): 105–
58.
Kearney, P. J. “The Role of the Gibeonites in the Deuteronomic History.” CBQ
35 (1973): 1–19.
Lemche, N. P. “The Manumission of Slaves—The fallow Year—The Sabbatical
Year—The Jobel Year.” VT 26 (1976): 38–59.
Lundbom, Jack R. “The Lawbook of the Josianic Reform.” CBQ 38 (1976):
293–302.
McBride, S. D. “The Yoke of the Kingdom: An Exposition of Deuteronomy
6:4–5.” Int 27 (1973): 273–306.
McKay, J. W. “Man’s Love for God in Deuteronomy and the Father/ Teacher/
Son/Pupil Relationship.” VT 22 (1972): 428–35.
Milgrom, J. “Profane Slaughter and a Formulaic Key to the Composition of
Deuteronomy.” HUCA 47 (1976): 1–17.
Millard, A. “A Wandering Aramean.” JNES 49 (1980): 153–55.
Miller, P. “ ‘Moses My Servant’: The Deuteronomic Portrait of Moses.” Int 41
(1987): 245–55.
Moran, W. L. “Conclusion of the Decalogue, Ex. 20:17—Dt. 5:2l.” CBQ 29
(1967): 543–54.
Schley, Donald G. Jr. “Yahweh Will Cause You to Return to Egypt in Ships.”
VT 35 (1985): 369–72.
Schultz, Samuel J. “Did Moses Write Deuteronomy?” Christianity Today 19
(1975): 1094–96.
Shrager, Miriam Y. “A Unique Biblical Law.” DD 15 (1986): 190–94.
Skehan, P. W. “The Structure of the Song of Moses in Deuteronomy.” CBQ 33

(1971): 67–77.
Tucker, Gene W. “Deuteronomy 18:15–22.” Int 41 (1987): 292–97.
Vries, S. J. de. “The Development of the Deuteronomic Promulgation Formula.”
Bib 55 (1974): 301–16.
Walsh, M. F. “Shema Yisrael: Reflections on Deuteronomy 6:4–9.” BT 90 (April
1977): 1220–25.
Watson, P. “A Note on the ‘Double Portion’ of Dt. 21:17 and 2 Ki. 2:9.” ResQ 8
(1965): 70–75.
Weinfeld, M. “On Demythologization and Secularization in Deuteronomy.” IEJ
23 (1973): 230–33.
Wenham, Gordon J. “Deuteronomy and the Central Sanctuary.” TB 22 (1971):
103–18.
______. “The Restoration of Marriage Reconsidered.” JJS 30 (1979): 36–40.
Wenham, Gordon J., and J. G. McConville. “The Date of Deuteronomy: LinchPin of Old Testament Criticism.” Them 10 (1985): 15–20.
______. “Drafting Techniques in Some Deuteronomic Laws.” VT 30 (1980):
248–52.
Wevers, J. W. “The Earliest Witness to the LXX Deuteronomy.” CBQ 39
(1977): 240–44.
Williams, W. H. “A Look Within the Deuteronomic History.” SJT 25 (1972):
337–45.
Willis, J. T. “Man Does Not Live by Bread Alone (Dt. 8:3 and Mt. 4:4).” ResQ
16 (1973): 141–49.
Willoughby, Bruce E. “A Heartfelt Love: An Exegesis of Deuteronomy 6:419.”
ResQ 20 (1977): 73–87.
Wittstruck, Thorne. “The So-Called Antianthropormorphism in the Greek Text
of Deuteronomy.” CBQ 38 (1976): 29–34.

Zakovitch, Y. “Some Remnants of Ancient Laws in the Deuteronomic Code.”
ILR 9 (1974): 346–51.
Zevit, Ziony. “The EGLA Ritual of Deuteronomy 27:1–9.” JBL 95 (1976): 377–
90.

INDEX OF SUBJECTS AND PERSONS

Aaron
Abimelech
Abraham
Abrahamic covenant
Account, this is the
Accounts, duplicate
Adam
Adam, second
Adonay
Adoption
Akkadian
Altar
Amalekites
Amaziah
Ammon/Ammonites
Amon
Amorites
Angels
Anointing oil
Archaeology
Ark, Noah’s
Ark of the covenant
Ashtoroth
Assyria
Atonement
Atrahasis Epic
Baal
Babel, Tower of
Babylon

Babylonian Genesis
Balaam
the man
oracles of
Balak
Bashan
Beni Hasan, painting of
Bethel
Bezalel
Binary opposites
Birthright
Blasphemy
Blessing
in covenant/treaty
Jacob’s final
on all nations
Blood, sprinkling of
Book of Generations
Book of Jashar
Book of Moses
Book of the covenant
Book of the law
Book of the Wars of the Lord
Bread of the Presence
Bride payment
Cain
Caleb
Calf, golden
Canaan
conquest
land of
son of Ham
Canaanites
Canonical criticism
Census lists
Chiasmus
Child sacrifice
Christ
coming of

death of
deliverance through
genealogy of
the High Priest
incarnation of
as Lamb of God
Last Supper of
lordship of
miracles of
on Mount of Transfiguration
the prophet
the Rock
temptation of
Circumcision
Cities of refuge
Concubines
Covenanty
everlasting
lawsuit
mediator
New
Noahic
ratification
renewal
of salt
sign of
Sinai
Creation
Creator
Credos
Crete (Caphtor)
Crystallization theory
Cuneiform
Curses
Damascus Document
Dan
David
Day of Atonement

Day of the Lord
Dead Sea Scrolls
Deuteronomic work
Deuteronomy, hortatory character of
Dinah
Divination
Documentary hypothesis
Dream interpretation
Drought
Drunkenness
Ebionites
Editorial activities
Edom/Edomites
Egypt
Elijah
Elisha
Elohim
Elohist
Enoch, book of
Enuma Elish
Ephod
Epic literature
Epiphanius
Esau
Euphrates River
Eve
Evolution (Darwinism)
Execration texts
Exile, Babylonian
Exodus, the
Ezekiel
Ezra
Faith
Fall, the
Famine
Fearing the Lord
Feast of Tabernacles

Feast of Unleavened Bread
Feast of Weeks
Fire from heaven
Flood
Babylonian version
Noahic
Forgiveness
Form criticsm (Formgeschichte)
Fossils
Foundation document
Fragmentary hypothesis
Gap Theory
Garden of Eden
Genealogies
Genesis
Genesis, Babylonian
Genesis Apocryphon
Genetic Code (DNA)
Glory, cloud of
God
finger of
goodness of
holiness of
image of
judgment of
love of
mercy of
mighty acts of
providence of
sovereignty of
transcendence of
wrath of
God, names of. See also Yahweh Adonay
El Shaddai
Eternal God
Father
Fear of Isaac
God Almighty

God most High
Mighty One of Israel
Mighty One of Jacob
Redeemer
Rock
Savior
Sovereign LORD, 31
Yahweh
Goshen
Gospels
Graf-Wellhausen hypothesis
Habiru
Hagar
Ham
Hammurapi
Haominid
Hasmonean era
Hebrew, Abram the
Hegelian philosophy
Herod Agrippa I
Hexateuch
Hezekiah
High places
Hilkiah
Historical narrative
Historical prologue
Historicity
Hittites
Holiness and cleanness
Holiness code
Holy Spirit
Holy war
Homer
Homo sapiens
Homosexual behavior
Hurrians
Hyksos rulers

I AM
Immanuel
Immorality, sexual
Immortality
Incest
Inheritance rights
Intermarriage
Irenaeus
Isaac
Isaiah
Ishmael/Ishmelites
Ishtar
Israel, meaning of
Jacob
becomes Israel
blessing of
dream of
exile of
meaning of
struggle with angel
treaty with
Jehovah. See Yahweh Jericho
Jerome
Jerusalem
Jethro
John Hyrcanus
Joseph
Josephus
Joshua
Josiah
Jubilee, Year of
Judah
Justification by faith
Justin Martyr
Kadesh Barnea
Keret Epic
Kings

Kingu
Laban
Laish
Lamb of God
Law
apodictic and case
of retaliation
sacrifices and
Leah
Legends
Levirate marriage
Levites
Liberation theology
Lot
Maccabeans
Machpelah, cave of
Man
Manna
Manuscripts
Marcionites
Marduk
Marriage customs
Masoretic Text
Melchizedek
Messiah
Midian
Mighty One of Jacob
Miraculous signs
Miriam
Moab/Moabites
Molech
Monotheism
Moses
blessing of

burning bush
call of
education
God and
humility of
leadership
prophets and
significance of
sin of
song of
sources used by
Most Holy Place
Mount Ebal
Mount Gerizim
Mount Horeb
Mount Moriah
Mount Sinai
Mount Zion
Murder
Mythology
Nablus
Names
Nazarites
Neanderthal man
Nehemiah
Neolithic Period
Noah
Nuzi
Occult
Og
Oracles of destiny
Oral dissemination
Oral tradition
Origen
Osiris
Paddan Aram
Paleo-Hebrew script

Parallelism
Passover
Pentateuch
formation
genres
literary characteristics
names for
poetic elements
Samaritan
unity of
wordplay
writing of
Pentecost, day of
Pharaoh
Philistines
Philo
Phinehas
Phylacteries
Pilgrimage feasts
Plagues
Polygamy
Prayer
Pride
Priests
documents
high
ministry
ordination
priestly circles
Primeval history
Progressive creationists
Promised Land
Prophets
false
like Moses
Prose, elevated
Prostitution
Protoevangelium
Psalms

Pseudepigrapha
Rachel
Rainbows
Rameses
Redaction criticism
Redactor. See Editorial activities
Redeemer
Redemption
Red Sea
Repentance
Rephaites
Re (sun god)
Revelation, divine
Rhetorical criticism
Rodanim
Sabbath
Sabbath-rest
Sacrifices/offerings
Salt
Salvation
Samaria/Samariatans
Sarah
Satan
Saul
Scapegoat
Scribes
Scrolls
Septuagint
Serpent (Satan)
Servant of the Lord
Seth
Sex, rules for
Shaddai
Shechem
Shem
Shema
Shinar

Sinai peninsula
Sinfulness of man
Sinuhe epic
Situation in life
Slavery
Snake, bronze
Snakes, fiery
Sociological context
Sodom
Solomon
Songs of Moses
Sons, firstborn
Source criticism. See Documentary hypothesis
Spirit of God
Spontaneous generation
Star and scepter
Stephen
Stipulations (in treaties)
Strophes
Structuralism
Sumerian literature
Supplementary hypothesis
Surrogate mothers
Synagogues
Tabernacle
Table of nations
Tablets, clay
Tablets, Ebla
Tablets, Mari
Tablets, Tell el-Amarna
Tablets of the testimony
Tablet theory
Talmud
Tamar
Temple
Ten Commandments
Terah
Tertullian

Tetragrammaton
Tetrateuch
Thebes
Tiamat
Tigris River
Tithing
Torah
Tradition criticism
Transjordan
Treaties, Assyrian
Treaties, Hittite suzerainty
Treaty renewal
Tree of knowledge of good and evil
Trinity
Typology
Ugaritic deities
Uppsala School
Ur
Urartu
Urim/Thummim
Utnapishtim
Valentinus
Vulgate
Warfare
Wennamun epic
Wilderness wanderings
Writing, age of
Yahweh
Yahwist
Zelophehad, daughters of
Zerubbabel

INDEX OF AUTHORS

Aharoni, Yohanan
Aland, Kurt
Albright, W. F.
Allen, Ronald B.
Alter, Robert
Anderson, Bernhard W.
Archer Jr., Gleason
Armerding, Carl
Astruc, Jean
Avi-Yonah, Michael
Barker, Kenneth
Barth, Karl
Barthes, Roland
Basset, F. W.
Beegle, Dewey M.
Beitzel, Barry J.
Berkouwer, G. C.
Bietak, Manfred
Bimson, J. J.
Bodenstein, Andreas
Bohlin, Raymond G.
Briggs, Charles Augustus
Bright, John
Brown, Frances
Bruce, F. F.
Bube, Richard H.
Bullock, C. Hassell

Bush, Frederick
Buswell III, J. Oliver
Carpenter, Eugene
Carr, G. Lloyd
Cassuto, Umberto
Charles, R. H.
Childs, Brevard
Cornhill, H.
Craigie, Peter C.
Cross Jr., Frank Moore
Custance, Arthur C.
Darwin, Charles
Davis, John J.
Davis, Percival
Delitzsch, Franz
DeWette, Wilhelm M. L.
Douglas, J. D.
Douglas, Mary
Drechsler, Moritz
Driver, S. R.
Eichhorn, Johann
Eissfeldt, Otto
Eldridge, Niles
Elwell, Walter A.
Engnell, Juan
Ewald, Heinrich
Feinberg, Charles Lee
Fokkelman, J. P.
Frair, Wayne
Gaebelein, Frank
Garstang, John
Geddes, Alexander

Gesenius, W.
Gileadi, Avraham
Gispen, W.
Glueck, Nelson
Goldberg, Louis
Gordon, Cyrus H.
Gould, Stephen Jay
Graf, Karl
Green, William Henry
Greenberg, M.
Gressmann, Hugo
Gundry, Robert H.
Gunkel, Hermann
Gurney, O. R.
Gutierrez, Gustavo
Habel, Norman
Hadidian, Dikran Y.
Hallo, William W.
Hamilton, Victor P.
Harding, Lancaster
Harris, R. Laird
Harrison, R. K.
Hayes, John
Heidel, Alexander
Hengstenberg, E. D.
Henry, Carl F. H.
Hertz, J. H.
Hillers, D. R.
Hobbes, Thomas
Hoffner Jr., Harry A.
Hoftijzer, J.
Hort, Greta
Hubbard, David A.
Hupfeld, Hermann
Ibn, Ezra

Ilgen, Karl D.
Inch, Morris
Jackson, J. J.
Kaiser Jr., Walter C.
Kaufman, Stephen A.
Kaufman, Yehezkel
Kautz, J. R.
Kautzsch, E.
Keil, C. F.
Kenyon, Kathleen
Kidner, Derek
Kikawada, I. M.
Kitchen, Kenneth 42
Kline, Meredith
Kuenen, Abraham
Lamarck, Chevalier de
Lambert, W. G.
LaSor, William Sanford
Leach, Edmund
LeClerc, Jean
Lester, Lane P.
Levi-Strauss, Claude
Levin, Roger
Livingston, G. Herbert
Mare, W. Harold
Martin-Achard, R.
McCarter, P. Kyle
McDonald, H. D.
Meeks, Wayne A.
Mendel, Gregor
Mendelsohn, I.
Mendenhall, George

Milgrom, Jacob
Millard, Alan R.
Miranda, Jose
Moltmann, Jürgen
Morgenstern, Julius
Morris, Henry
Muilenburg, James
Murray, John
Newman, R. C.
Noth, Martin
Nunez, Emilio
Nyberg, H. S.
Pasteur, Louis
Payne, J. Barton
Pereira, B.
Pettinato, Giovanni
Pfeiffer, Robert
Pritchard, James B.
Pun, Pattle
Ramm, Bernard
Reuss, Eduard
Robertson, Edward
Ruger, H. P.
Ryken, Leland
Saggs, H. W. F.
Sailhamer, John
Saussure, Ferdinand de
Sayce, A. H.
Schultz, Samuel J.
Scott, Jack
Segundo, Juan
Selman, M. J.

Simon, Richard
Simpson, George Gaylord
Simpson, William K.
Skehan, Patrick
Smith, William Robertson
Snow, R. J.
Speiser, E. A.
Spencer, Herbert
Spinoza, Benedict
Stager, Lawrence
Steuernagel, C.
Sun, Henry T. C.
Thompson, J. A.
Thompson, T. L.
Tigay, Jeffrey H.
Tuch, J. C. F.
Tucker, Gene
Tullock, John H.
Tyndall, John
Van Seters, John
Vater, Johann
Vatke, Wilhelm
Vaux, Roland de
Vermes, G.
Vitringa, Campegius
Von Baer, Karl Ernst
Von Rad, Gerhard
Vos, Gerhaardus
Waltke, Bruce
Walton, John H.
Weinfeld, Moshe
Weir, C. J. Mullo
Wellhausen, Julius

Wenham, Gordon J.
Whitcomb, John
Williams, R. J.
Wiseman, Donald J.
Wiseman, P. J.
Wolf, Frederick
Wolf, Herbert M.
Wood, Leon
Woudstra, Marten H.
Wright, G. Ernest
Yadin, Yigael
Yamauchi, Edwin
Young, Davis A.
Young, E. J.
Youngblood, Ronald

INDEX OF SCRIPTURES

OLD TESTAMENT
Genesis
1:1
1:2
1:16
1:21, 27
1:26, 28
1:27
2:7
3:5
3:9
3:15
3:21
4
4:1
4:4
4:8
6:5
8:1
8:20
9:6
9:8–11
10:4
11:1–9
12
12:1–9
12:3
12:6
13:18
14
14:18–22
15:1–19
15:2, 8
15:5
15:6

15:16
15:17
17:1
17:7, 13, 19
17:10–11
18–19
18:3
18:12
18:25
19:32–38
21:33
22:12
22:13
22:17
22:18
24:3
24:16
24:26, 43
26:4
26:5
26:25
26:26–33
26:30
28:3
31:42
31:42, 53
32:20
35:11
36:31
37–50
38:18
39:11–20
40:1
43:14
45:7
49–50
49:10
49:24
50:20

Exodus
1:11
1:12–13
2:24
3:5
3:6
3:12, 14
4:1, 5, 31
5:14
6:3
6:5
6:6
6:6–7
11:3
12:23
12:36
12:37
14:13–14
14:31
15:2
15:11
15:13
15:18
17:6
19:5
19:5–6
19:9
19:11–13
20
20:2
20:3
20:4–5
20:6
20:7
21:22–25
24:1–18
25–31
29:9
32

32:28
33:11
33:20
34:6
34:28–29
40:38
Leviticus
1:4
2:13
4:26, 31
10:1–2
16
16:11–15
16:15–17
17–26
18:7
19
19:2
19:18
24:8
24:11, 16
25:10
26
26:27-32
Numbers
11:1
12:3
14:11
14:18
14:34
16:31–33
18:19
21:4–9
21:6
21:9
21:14
23–24
23:21
24:4, 16

24:16
25:1–9
25:9
25:12–13
35
Deuteronomy
1–3
1:31
1:32
3:24
4:7
6:2
6:4–5
6:5
6:13, 16
6:20–24
7:1–4
7:8
7:9
8:10–14
9:26
9:27
10:1–2
10:17
11:13–21
12:5
13:5
17:14–20
18:15, 18
19:15–21
21:23
27:12–13
28–29
28:22–23
28:37–39
28:58–59
28:58–64
29:18
30:9

30:19
31:14–18
32–34
32:1
32:4, 15, 18, 21
32:6
32:15
32:27
32:37
33:27
34:1–12
Joshua
1
1:7–8
1:8
5:5
8:30–35
8:31
8:34
10:13
11:13
13:22
21:44
22:19
23:6
23:6–13
24:2–13
24:26
Judges
4:2, 24
5:22
6:15
8:24
11:26
18:29
Ruth
4:5
4:18
4:18–22

1 Samuel
1:24–28
10:5
15:22
19:23
2 Samuel
1:18
7:13
7:14
1 Kings
2:3
4:21
6:1
8:64
21:2–3
19
2 Kings
3:26–27
11:18
14:6
18:6
22:8
23:2
23:25
1 Chronicles
4:33
5:1
5:1–2
5:15
22:13
2 Chronicles
3:1
8:13
9:29
12:15
13:5
17:9
25:4
35:12

Ezra
4:1–4
6:18
Nehemiah
4:1–8
8:3
8:12, 17
13:1
Job
1:6
2:1
38:7
Psalms
1:2
2:7
8:5
18:2
19
22:12
51:5
78:20, 35
95:8
103:8
118:14
119
122:6
132:2, 5
132:7–8
139:13
Proverbs
1:8
Isaiah
1:2
1:6
1:24
6:5
7:14
9:7
12:2

14:12
14:13
17:10
28:16
34:7
35:4–5
40:15
40:18
41:14
45:9, 11
49:26
51:3
52:9
53:6–7
54:1–8
60:16
63:4
63:9, 16
63:16
Jeremiah
1:10
2:12
8:22
9:14
13:10
23:15, 17
25:9, 11
29:18
34:18–19
46:15
Ezekiel
5:14–15
10:2–3
12:2
21:21
21:25–27
Daniel
4:30
Hosea

11:1
Joel
1:4
2:13
3:18
Amos
4:9
6:12
9:13
Jonah
2:9
4:2
Haggai
1:10–11
2:7
Malachi
1:6–8
2:7
3:2–3

NEW TESTAMENT
Matthew
1
1:1–6
1:17
2:15
4:4, 7
4:10
5:21–22
5:27–28
5:38–42
5:43
11:5
19:19
22:30
22:37
22:39
23:5
26:18–30
27:51
Mark
2:26
7:19
12:25
12:26
12:30
12:31
12:31, 33
14:12
14:24
15:38
Luke
1:10
2:23, 24

2:24
3:38
10:26
10:27
11:20
16:29
16:31
20:34–36
24:27
John
1:1, 3, 10
1:14
1:17
1:29
1:45
3:14–15
3:16
4:20
5:46–47
6:32, 35
6:51
7:19, 21–23
8:58
13–17
19:36
Acts
2:1
3:22–23
3:25
5
7:22
7:37
12:22–23
26:22
Romans
1:4
3:24
4:3
4:9, 22

4:20–22
5:12
8:2
8:3
8:32
9:14, 18
10:5
10:6–7
13:9
13:13
16:20
1 Corinthians
5:7
10:3
10:3–4
10:6, 11
10:8
15:22
2 Corinthians
3:15
5:17
11:3
Galatians
3:6
3:8–9
3:16
3:17–18
4:4
4:24–31
5:14
5:19
Ephesians
4:24
5:2
6:2
Philippians
4:7–8
Colossians

1:13–14
1:23
3:10
1 Timothy
2:14
Hebrews
1:2
2:8–9
3:5
3:16–18
4:9
7:1–17
7:27
8:6
9:4
9:7, 24
9:12
9:14
9:22
9:24–25
10:4, 12
10:19–22
11:17
11:25–26
12:18–22
13:11–12
James
2:8
2:23
3:9
1 Peter
1:19
1:22
2:9
3:6
2 Peter
1:21
2:4–6
2:15

3:3–7
3:8
1 John
1:2
3:1–2
Jude
4, 11
6–7
Revelation
2:6, 14–15
8:8, 12
16:2, 21
17–18
21:12

Find it now at your favorite local or online bookstore.
www.MoodyPublishers.com

