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Preface


This book began, as all academic books should, as a conversation. My theologian son (J. Harvey) and I (John) were discussing the problem that people have today with the conquest of Canaan. “Is God some kind of moral monster that he would commit or condone genocide?” This has indeed become a major thorn in the flesh for many Christians . . . and not only because the skeptics of the world have positioned it as the major indictment against the Bible, the God of the Bible, and Christians who take the Bible seriously. It has also become a catalyst for Christians to begin to doubt the Bible, doubt their God, and doubt their faith. As I listened to my son’s thoughts, I realized that he was formulating solutions that I had not encountered before as he brought new perspectives into the issue. He was building on the foundational work that I have done on the nature of law in the ancient world and in the Bible, and on the covenant, as well as using hermeneutical methods that I have taught. But then he was following them through to their logical conclusions to craft an overall understanding of what is going on in the conquest. I found it refreshing and paradigm shifting. It reshaped the conversation for me, as I hope it will for readers.

I suggested he write a paper about it. So he began. After writing nearly nonstop for several days, he had passed twenty thousand words and was not near finished. We realized that this was going to be too long for a journal article and began thinking about a book. At first we were concerned that it might not be long enough for a book, but as the writing process continued, it became clear that having enough for a book would be no problem. It was only after I talked to Dan Reid at IVP about whether he was interested in such a book (and gratefully he was) that it occurred to us all that it would be best as another Lost World book. By the time we were done, we had to pay attention to economy of words so that it would not become too long. It is a complicated topic, and as a result readers who have read other books in the series will find this a more difficult read. Nevertheless, we have tried to honor our commitment to accessibility. Several technical sections seemed apropos, but we decided to make them available on the InterVarsity Press website. The logic should flow around those so that readers who don’t want to get entangled or waylaid in the technical details do not have to. Yet, at the same time, that information will be available to those who desire to get it all.

I never intended for Lost World to become a series. In fact, after each one, I state emphatically to friends, family, and students that this will be the last Lost World book! But in our Bible reading, all of us continually encounter portions that we find difficult to penetrate and understand. We need whatever help we can get to position ourselves in the ancient Israelite audience and hear the text as they heard it.

The foundational principles of the book are ones that I have developed over the course of my career, but the specific ideas, logic, and flow of the argument, as well as much of the writing, are the work of my son. My role has been that of consultant for Hebrew and for the ancient Near East, and editor and conversation partner as the ideas developed. This book represents in the main my son’s ideas, but I don’t say that to distance myself from them. Where I was not initially on board with one piece or another, we would hash it out until we came to agreement. The ideas in the book have been shaped along the way by our conversations, and I have provided the Hebrew details and pointed him to resources from the ancient Near East to make the case.

The stock in trade of the Lost World series is that it uses information from a close reading of the Hebrew text (whether the broad scope of literature and theology or the focused studies of lexical semantics) and combines that with perspectives and information from the ancient cultural context of the Old Testament. This process produces interpretations that help us to transcend the shackles of our modern worldview and traditional readings to recapture the text as it would have been understood by the original author and audience. Our hope is that through that process a world, and indeed a text, that has been lost to us can be found.

Supplemental material for this book can be found at ivpress.com/the-lost-world-of-the-israelite-conquest. Three appendixes available there are “The Holiness Spectrum and Its Flaws,” “Syntactico-Semantic Analysis of Qdš,” and “Joshua 10:12-15 and Mesopotamian Celestial Omen Texts.”
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Introduction


Christians and skeptics alike struggle with the God of the Old Testament. With images of Jesus fresh in their minds from the New Testament, they are baffled with the portrait of a God of war and retribution in the Old Testament. How can such a portrait be reconciled with the peaceful love of God proclaimed in the New Testament? What of forgiveness and loving one’s enemies? The situation only gets worse when readers arrive at the account of the conquest of the Promised Land recorded in Joshua, set up in the five books that precede it. Here God looks not only harsh and demanding, but also as if he is actually driving the Israelites to genocide of the native population of the land. Skeptics and sensitive Christians all ask, “How can Christians worship such a God?”

One response to this conundrum is to conclude that God is not really like that at all—that somehow these accounts of the conquest are actually just Israel’s own political agenda, which they shifted onto their God, as one commonly finds in the ancient Near East. In order to steer criticism away from God, well-meaning interpreters portray Israel as justifying their land grab by claiming covenant rights and a martial God who has grown offended by the native population—propaganda, plain and simple.

Others readers, willing to accept God as the actual mover of these events and justified in whatever he does, endorse the Israelite invasion and furthermore appropriate the whole scenario to a variety of situations beyond the time of Israel. They stand ready to justify war as holy war against the enemies of God and fight in his name, demolishing cities and people deemed worthy of God’s punishment. In their minds the book of Joshua gives marching orders to wipe out the infidels.

The options look bleak. If we reject the biblical account as simply propaganda, describing what Israel did but having no teaching for us, we face the prospect of a flawed or inconsistent method of interpretation when we try to take other parts of the Bible seriously. If we reject select elements in the biblical portrait of God, we go against the claims of Jesus to actually be the God of the Old Testament, and we resign ourselves to picking and choosing from the biblical material to simply shape God as we want him to be. If we accept both God and conquest as providing marching orders, somehow providing guidelines for us today, how do we avoid the appropriation made by fanatics?

Some despair and just conclude that the Old Testament is no longer of any value to us today. Others resign themselves to the idea that morality has no internal logic but is based solely on the inscrutable and arbitrary commands of a higher power. Still others insist that God will always act justly, so he must have had warrant for the extermination of the people of the land, and they try to reconstruct that warrant in order to justify God (theodicy).1 Apologists begin to explore the nature of good. Yet much that is revealed in the Bible is not good, even by its own admission. How do we tell which parts reveal the good and which do not? Is something only good if it conforms to what we already believe the good to be? But where did this prior belief come from? Not from the Bible, for we are applying that understanding to the Bible. But if not from the Bible, how do we know that it conforms to God? So around and around it goes, as we try to extract God from what seems an embarrassing situation. And through it all, atheists declare that all rational persons must disavow any God less moral than themselves.

In this book, we are not going to follow any of those paths. We believe that the solution to the supposed problem is better reading of the biblical text and better understanding of the ancient world in which the biblical Israelites were embedded. Armed with that information and its resulting interpretation, we will try to understand the theological meaning of this material for today.

As described briefly above, there is no shortage of proposed interpretations or explanations of the conquest. When weighing these various options against the understanding of the Bible as an ancient text, however, it becomes clear that virtually every element that forms the basis of these interpretations is misunderstood. The words and ideas that modern interpreters use to describe, defend, or dispute the conquest do not correspond to what those words and ideas mean in the ancient context of the biblical text.

When we consider the broader issue of the conquest, we base our solutions on, among other things, the answers we give to the following questions:


	What is the law, and what does it mean that the Canaanites did not obey it?2


	What does it mean to be holy?


	What sin did the Canaanites supposedly commit?


	What is the purpose of the covenant?


	What does it mean for God to punish?


	What does the Hebrew word ḥerem (“put under the ban”; “devote to destruction”; “utterly destroy”) actually mean, and what is accomplished by doing it?




Many readers have ready answers to most or all of these that are relatively consistent across the spectrum of proposed interpretations. So we commonly hear that the law represents a list of God’s moral commandments; to obey them is to be holy, and to disobey is to sin; the purpose of the covenant is to bring salvation (a combination of morality and monotheism) to all people; punishment is retribution for the crime of failing to be perfectly moral; and ḥerem is the carrying out of the (death) sentence for the worst offenders. These elements are relatively consistent, though their specific connotations vary depending on whether the Canaanites are depicted as heinous sinners, overprivileged oppressors, or (conversely) victims of vicious imperial expansionism or a fanatical religious pogrom. Yet despite the consistency of the answers, when we examine the text as an ancient document, we discover that every single one of them is open to serious question.

Without the accurate answers to these questions, it is impossible to develop any kind of accurate understanding of the conquest as an event, or of what that event says or does not say about the God who commanded it, or what significance that event has for people today. Discovering those accurate answers is the purpose of this book. However, this task is neither simple nor straightforward.

If we want to reach an understanding about how we should go about reading a particular passage in the Bible, we have to understand how we should go about reading the Bible more generally. In particular, we want to have a way to approach the biblical text that we are comfortable applying to any part of it, as opposed to selectively choosing an approach based on whether it produces the conclusions that we want. Consequently, before we can discuss how to go about interpreting the conquest account specifically, we have to discuss how to go about interpreting the Bible. Once we understand how to learn what any passage is teaching, and how to apply that teaching to expectations of our behavior today, we will be able to apply that understanding to the conquest and be confident in the conclusions that result.








PART 1

INTERPRETATION
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Proposition 1

Reading the Bible Consistently Means Reading It as an Ancient Document


The problem of the conquest is not about what a tribe of Semitic people did or did not do in the Levant in the Bronze Age. The issue is all about what the Bible says or does not say. If we really are interested in what the Bible says, we should take particular care that our interpretations do not simply result in us construing the text to say whatever we would prefer it to say or think that it should say. One of the ways we avoid doing this is to make sure that methods we use to derive our conclusions are applied consistently to any biblical text. In other words, we should adopt a method and accept whatever conclusions result from it; we should not adopt a conclusion and then apply whatever method will enable us to reach it in that particular instance. But how should we go about forming a method for interpreting the biblical text?

Central to our approach to how the conquest should be interpreted and understood is that the Bible, while it has relevance and significance for us, was not written to us. It was written in a language that most of us do not understand, to a culture very different from ours, and to people who thought very differently from how we do. If we want to understand what something in the Bible means, we have to first understand what it meant to the people to whom it was originally written.


THE CULTURAL RIVER

To illustrate the difference between the modern and ancient cognitive environments, we propose the metaphor of a cultural river. In our modern world there exists a cultural river that is widely known. Among its currents are various ideas and ways of thinking, such as natural rights, freedom, capitalism, democracy, individualism, globalism, postcolonialism, postmodernism, market economy, scientific naturalism, an expanding universe, empiricism, and natural laws, just to name a few. Though the culture of the United States may well be the primary source for the cultural river described above, the currents of this river flow around the globe (globalism is another current in the river) and affect many other cultures. Some may well wish to float in these currents, while others may struggle to swim upstream against them, but everyone draws from its waters. Though the extent to which each culture immerses itself varies, we are all in the cultural river. We are all aware of and affected by the ideas and ways of thinking listed here, whether or not we support any or all of them.

In the ancient world, the cultural river of the time flowed through all of the diverse cultures: Egyptians, Hittites, Phoenicians, Canaanites, Aramaeans, Assyrians, and Babylonians—and the Israelites. And despite the variations among cultures and across the centuries, certain elements remained static. But the point is that currents common to the ancient cultures are not the currents found in our modern cultural river. In the ancient cultural river we would find currents such as community identity, the comprehensive and ubiquitous control of the gods, the role of kingship, divination, the centrality of the temple, the mediatory role of images, the reality of the spirit world and magic, and the movement of the celestial bodies as the communication of the gods. The Israelites sometimes floated on the currents of that cultural river without resistance, while at other times the revelation of God encouraged them to wade into the shallows to get out of the currents or to swim persistently upstream. But whatever the extent and nature of the Israelites’ interactions with the cultural river, it is important to remember that they were situated in the ancient cultural river, not immersed in the modern ideas or mindsets of our cultural river.

The Bible is written for us (that is, we are supposed to benefit from its divine message and expect that it will help us to respond to the currents in our cultural river by transforming us), but it is not written to us (not in our language or in response to our culture). The message transcends culture, but it is given in a form that is fully ensconced in the ancient cultural river of Israel. The communicators that we encounter in the Old Testament are not aware of our cultural river; they neither anticipate it nor address its elements directly. We cannot therefore assume any of the constants or currents of our cultural river in Scripture. This means that if we are to interpret Scripture so as to receive the full impact of God’s authoritative message, we have to recognize our modern influences in order to do the best we can to realize when they are affecting our understanding of the text. The Bible was written to the people of ancient Israel in the language of ancient Israel, and therefore its message operates according to the logic of ancient Israel.

Since the Bible was not written in terms of our modern cultural river, its purpose is not to teach us how to be good Americans, where good is defined by the cognitive environment of America. But by the same token, it was not written to teach the ancient Israelites how to be good Americans either; that is, it does not necessarily affirm that the things Americans like are good, the things Americans value are valuable, and so on.

At the same time, it was not written to teach the ancient Israelites how to be good citizens of the ancient world; for the same reason, it does not teach us that we should be good citizens by the standards of the ancient world, either. The Bible was not written in order to transform ancient thought to resemble modern thought, and neither was it written in order to simply affirm the values and ideas of the ancient cognitive environment and stamp them with divine authority for all time. But its teaching is presented in the context of the ancient cognitive environment, just as it is presented through the medium of ancient language. That does not mean that God wants us to think like ancient Israelites any more than it means that God wants us to speak Hebrew. But it does mean that if we want to understand what the Bible is teaching we have to know what the ancient cognitive environment was, in the same way that if we want to know what the Bible is saying we have to be able to read Hebrew. This is what we mean when we say that the cultural river or cognitive environment must be translated. Since we don’t come to the text with the same mindset as the ancient people to whom it was written, we have to work to understand the currents that were flowing in the cultural river of the time and how they affected the message of the Bible for its original audience.




TRANSLATING THE CONQUEST

Because the Bible was written for us—that is, its teaching is not confined to the context of the ancient world—it means that we can apply its teaching within our own cognitive environment. However, because the logic and culture must be translated, we cannot apply that teaching by simply reading the logic of our own culture onto the words of the text. In order to translate properly, we have to understand the internal logic of the source, apply that logic to the text (as opposed to our own), and then rephrase the conclusion in terms that correspond to our logic. The conquest is a war, but if we want to understand the event, we cannot do so by using our modern understandings about war—what it is, what it is for, whether it is good or evil, how it should be waged, and so on. Instead, we have to look at the account in light of ancient understandings about war.

When we read phrases like “destroy them totally . . . and show them no mercy” (Deut 7:2), the meanings of those (English) words combine with the logic of our cognitive environment to produce a meaning of “do a thing that should never be done.” Consequently, when we translate the conquest event today, we are inclined to draw parallels to other things that our culture defines as things that should never be done: the Holocaust, jihad, colonial imperialism, the Crusades, and so on. But in the logic of the cognitive environment of ancient Israel, God was not commanding Joshua to do a thing that should never be done. Those parallels are therefore an example of bad cultural translation. Joshua is conducting a war in a generally similar manner to the way wars were conducted in the ancient world (for further discussion, see proposition 17). Whether or not we prefer to conduct wars that way is irrelevant; what matters is not what modern Westerners think about the methods, but what ancient Near Easterners would have thought.

The ancient world did not perceive of war as an irreconcilable evil in the way that some modern people do. When the narrator of Ecclesiastes laments the grievous evil that is done under the sun, he does not mention war, or plague, or tsunamis, or the deaths of innocent children, or any of the other things that modern Westerners are inclined to decry as the worst of all evils. On the other hand, he does mention things such as improper burial (Eccles 6:3) and being forgotten (Eccles 1:11), which were horrifying for the ancients but are matters of relative indifference for us. Thus we can understand that such threats as “Your carcasses will be food for all the birds and the wild animals” (Deut 28:26) should not be interpreted in light of modern (neutral or positive) ideas of returning to nature and providing for the needs of animals; in the ancient mindset, improper burial condemned the victim to an eternity of restlessness in the afterlife and thus was essentially the conceptual equivalent of modern hellfire. In the same way, we cannot understand the meaning of the conquest accounts by imposing our modern animosity toward war and human suffering onto the words.

The Israelites would not have understood Moses’ command to ḥerem the Canaanite communities as “do a thing that you are inclined to think should never be done,” even though that is what we feel when we hear the words. In contrast, the command to Ezekiel in Ezekiel 4:12 (“bake it . . . using human excrement for fuel”) is intended to be heard as “do a thing that should never be done,” but many of us would be relatively indifferent to doing this ourselves; if someone developed a process to turn human waste into an energy source, we would celebrate. We can understand that this prophetic sign-act is intended to be shocking, regardless of whether we are actually shocked by it. Likewise, we should understand that the conquest was not intended to be outrageous, even if we are outraged by it. The purpose of prophetic sign-acts is not to communicate ideal sentiments about human feces; neither is the command to Israel here intended to communicate ideal sentiments about ḥerem and war. We don’t have to share the sentiments portrayed in the language and logic of the text, but if we want to understand the text properly we have to know what those sentiments were and interpret accordingly. That is what this study is intended to examine.










Proposition 2

We Should Approach the Problem of the Conquest by Adjusting Our Expectations About What the Bible Is


The difficulties that the conquest account presents in the modern mind do not arise only as a result of the words of the biblical text. We are not simply experiencing the culture shock of unfamiliar ideas, or even reacting emotionally to a depiction of “man’s inhumanity to man.” We can read a book such as the Iliad, with its glorification of ancient cultural values that differ from ours and its graphic depictions of the sack of cities, without experiencing visceral horror. This is because the modern difficulties with the conquest account derive as much from what the Bible is as they do from what the Bible says. In other words, because Christians view the Bible as intended to be prescriptive for today, reading it is different from reading something we view as merely descriptive of ancient times.


THE BIBLE IS THE AUTHORITATIVE WORD OF GOD

The most common rationalization of the conquest by far is to construe the account as an act of divine judgment on the people of Canaan as punishment for spectacular crimes that together constituted a greater evil than the evils of the wars that destroyed their society. As we will discuss throughout this work, such an interpretation cannot be derived from the text itself. But the difficulties that arise for modern readers from the text as written are mostly derived from ideas about what the Bible is and how it is supposed to be used. Whatever else the Bible is, it is most importantly the authoritative Word of God. But if we want to regard the Bible’s teaching as an authority (as opposed to literature, records of an ancient culture, insightful fables, stories for children, a collection of inspirational and emotionally uplifting platitudes, an instrument of social control, and so on), and if we want to respect that authority, then the thing we must absolutely not do is to change what it says. By the same token, if we do not regard the Bible as an authority, then we have no compelling reason to rationalize what it says, for the same reasons that we have no compelling reason to rationalize what the Iliad says.

Our first premise, then, is that the Bible is a source of authoritative teaching. That is, we (the readers) are supposed to adjust our thinking and/or behavior in more or less specific ways based on what it says. This in turn means that we cannot adjust what it says to match the ways that we would prefer to behave; we have to work from the text as it is written. These premises are foundational and nonnegotiable, but they themselves do not produce the problem of the conquest. The problem of the conquest arises from a further series of assumptions about how to convert the text’s content into behavior, and consequently about what that behavior turns out to be. In light of the Bible’s authority, we assert that these assumptions, rather than the content of the Bible’s text, should be adjusted. But that adjustment in turn requires examining what the assumptions actually are.




WHAT DO WE MEAN BY “WHAT THE BIBLE SAYS”?

We should not think of what the Bible says as a list of sentences (or verses) read in isolation; we have to consider the significance of the ideas that the words and sentences contain in light of broader considerations such as theme and genre. So, if we want to understand what, for example, “the city and all that is in it are ḥerem for the LORD” (Josh 6:17) means, in terms of the thought and behavior that we are supposed to adopt as a result of reading it, we first have to understand what all the words mean in their context. We cannot draw conclusions based on the meaning of the English words “utterly destroy,” because those words mean different things for us from what the word ḥerem meant for the Israelites (see proposition 15). The question, “What does the Bible say?” cannot be effectively answered by asking, “What does this [word or verse] mean?” Rather, the question we should ask is, “Why is this in here?” In the process of answering that question, we will have to consider what the words mean and what ideas are being conveyed by the various units of discourse, but we will also be able to consider the broader questions of context that are crucial to discerning meaning.

Of course, it is theoretically possible that the question, “Why is this in here?” will yield an answer of “So that you will do exactly what it tells you to do,” but that possibility is yet another assumption that should not be simply taken for granted. If we want to know why any given passage is in the Bible, we must first have some understanding of why any passage is in the Bible; in other words, we must know why we have a Bible. We have accepted as a premise that the Bible is a source of authority that expects an adjustment in the thought and behavior of its readers. Therefore, at a superficial level we could conclude that God gave us the Bible because God wants particular thoughts or behaviors from those who read it. But thoughts and behaviors are desired for a purpose, and producing them is a means to an end. When we know why God wants us to think and behave in certain ways, we will understand why we have a Bible and, in turn, we will be in a position to understand how any particular part of the Bible, and the conquest in particular, serves that purpose.

We propose that the Bible is given to us not to provide a list of rules for behavior but to reveal God’s plans and purposes to us, which in turn will allow us to participate with him in those plans and purposes. We believe that God’s plans and purposes are good and that by our participation we will contribute to the manifestation of that goodness in some way. When we get to the conquest, it is easy to become confused about how God’s plans and purposes represented there are good and how they should affect our thinking about his goodness and ours. We therefore must turn our attention briefly to the idea of God’s goodness.










Proposition 3

The Bible Does Not Define Goodness for Us or Tell Us How to Produce Goodness, but Instead Tells Us About the Goodness God Is Producing


When we read the conquest account today, we normally approach the text with the assumption that it will contain rules or demonstrations that we should follow or imitate in order to increase human happiness or decrease human suffering, because we believe that this is what God has always wanted to do because God is good. It is this assumption, and not the content of the text per se, that produces the problem we encounter with the conquest. Thus the solution to that problem must first be approached not by examining the words of the text, but by examining our assumptions about what the text is and what its teaching is supposed to accomplish.

One fundamental tenet of the Christian tradition is that God is good. Presumably, then, God’s reasons for acting in particular ways are supposed to lead to some manifestation of goodness in the world. Since providing us with the Bible was one of God’s actions, we can assume that the thoughts and behaviors that the Bible’s teaching are intended to produce are supposed to lead, in turn, to some manifestation of goodness in the world. The primary difficulty with the conquest account is that it seems to advocate behaviors that, if carried out, did not produce goodness then and are incapable of doing so now. However, this difficulty arises from several further assumptions about how the words in the text are supposed to be converted into behaviors and also about what exactly goodness is. These assumptions must be examined before we can draw any conclusions about the Bible’s teaching and the conquest.

The examination of the way that God’s goodness is manifested in reality is called moral theology. There are several different approaches to the question of how God’s goodness is manifested, but two in particular are of interest to us. The first is called nomism and teaches that God produces goodness in the world by providing rules for people to follow, then enforcing those rules either in real time, through the dispensing of blessing or calamity, or in eternity, by means of heaven and hell. Interpreters vary on their understanding of how these rules are conveyed; some think they are known innately by all people, and some think they are deduced through reason, but for our purposes the most important means of conveyance is that the rules are written down in the Bible. A nomistic approach to the Bible sees the text as a collection of commands, demonstrations, and illustrations of principles that, if obeyed or imitated, will produce goodness.

This approach creates an immediate difficulty with passages like the conquest account, since such passages contain commands or record actions that we do not think produce goodness. Consequently, the tendency of many nomistic interpreters is to infer all manner of horrific crimes committed by the Canaanites in order to make Joshua’s actions seem good and thereby form the basis of a rule that we can feel comfortable imitating (“God commands us to remove evil from the world by taking action against evil people”). This interpretation is problematic because, as we will demonstrate in parts two and three, most specifically in proposition eight, the text does not support this indictment of the Canaanites. Reading an indictment of the Canaanites into the text requires changing what the text says, in which case we are not treating it as having authority.

Other nomistic interpreters decide that, since God issued commands to Joshua and the Bible records Joshua’s actions in carrying them out, the outcome that transpired must have been good, even if it does not seem that way to us. Since God’s commands produce goodness, Joshua’s actions define what goodness is, and if we think otherwise, then our perception is wrong. This interpretation is problematic as well. Fortunately, nomism is not the only possible approach to moral theology.

An alternative view is that God produces goodness in the world by taking actions that serve a good purpose. This could theoretically consist of giving rules, but goodness in this conception is something that God produces, not something that God teaches us how to produce. The difference is most clearly demonstrated by Joseph’s statement in Genesis 50:20: “You intended to harm me, but God intended it for good.” God orchestrated Joseph’s slavery, imprisonment, and elevation (Gen 45:8, “It was not you who sent me [to Egypt], but God”) to serve a good purpose. It does not mean that Joseph’s brothers, or Potiphar, or even Joseph himself (Gen 47:21) are demonstrating behavior that, if imitated, will produce goodness. The Joseph narrative exists to describe something that God did, not to illustrate things that God wants us to do, either specifically or even in principle. Joseph’s brothers contributed to God’s good purposes specifically by selling their brother into slavery; that does not mean that we can contribute to God’s good purposes by selling our own siblings into slavery. It does not even mean broadly that we can do evil things that should never be done (of which the text offers selling a brother as an example) as long as they contribute to God’s greater purpose of “the saving of many lives” (Gen 50:20). Neither the details of the particular methods nor the details of the purpose itself are provided by the text. Joseph was sent to Egypt to provide a means to preserve Jacob’s bloodline (Gen 45:7, “to preserve for you a remnant on earth and to save your lives by a great deliverance”), but that in turn was a means to preserve the covenant with Abraham, which was made in service of a larger purpose that we can in no way reproduce. (For a further discussion of the covenant, see proposition eight.)

In this approach to moral theology, the same is true of the entire Bible. The Bible is a record of God’s actions that we are supposed to understand, not a compilation of rules that we are supposed to obey. But this approach still has to explain how reading about God’s actions is supposed to lead to any implications for our thought and behavior. In this approach, the actions of Joseph’s brothers have no implications for us; the actions of Joshua and his army have no implications for us; why should the actions of God have any implications for us?


WHAT DOES IT MEAN TO BE GOOD?

That God does not tell us how (or expect us) to produce goodness does not therefore mean that goodness has nothing to do with us. We already understand this basic idea in the context of salvation. If we want to be saved, we have to make specific adjustments to our thoughts and behaviors, but those thoughts and behaviors do not themselves produce our salvation; Christ’s death and resurrection does that (that is, what God does produces salvation, not what we do). Further, the Bible does not tell us what particular actions we have to take; we draw our understanding of these from our own religious tradition (that is, our own cognitive environment). The text does not specify anything beyond a generic “Believe in the Lord Jesus” (Acts 16:31) and baptism of water and the Spirit (Jn 3:5). It provides no specific creed or catechism and does not specify infant baptism, believer’s baptism, the sacrament of chrismation, the sinner’s prayer, or any other particular action. It certainly does not tell us that if we want to be saved we should do what Christ did.1 God does not tell us how to produce our own salvation; instead, he tells us how we can participate in the salvation that he has produced. Goodness works the same way. God’s actions are performed toward a good purpose; our expected actions are not intended to produce goodness but to allow us to participate in the goodness that God is producing. But then what exactly should we expect that participation to look like? This leads us to examine the question of what goodness is.

Our modern Western system of ideas, which historians and philosophers call humanism, is based on the belief that human happiness constitutes the highest value and therefore the highest good (since goodness is related to value). Happiness in turn is generally defined in terms of an absence of pain (physical, psychological, or existential), such that our word evil (the opposite of good) is synonymous with human suffering. Everyone who participates in the cognitive environment of the modern West, both Christian and non-Christian, shares this idea, although Christians and non-Christians often have different ideas of the means by which the greatest happiness might be achieved (power, pleasure, and material prosperity versus charity, simplicity, existential fulfillment, etc.) and also about the various institutions and social structures that can best bring it about. Religions normally advocate themselves as the means to human happiness, while what we call secular humanism advocates a combination of irreligious government and the sciences to achieve human happiness. Regardless of the means or particulars, human happiness remains the highest ideal.2 It is part of our cognitive environment and is the substance of what we mean when we use the English word good.

The cognitive environment of the ancient Near East, however, did not hold human happiness as the highest ideal. Their highest ideal is probably best described by our English word order. For ancient Near Easterners, a thing was good not based on the extent to which it produced human pleasure or alleviated human suffering, but the extent to which it was functioning as it was intended to.3 There is some overlap between happiness and order, but while we moderns tend to value order only insofar as it serves as a means to human happiness, the ancients would have valued human happiness only insofar as it occurred in the appropriate context within the ordered system. In the ancient perspective, failing to harm or destroy a people who are behaving contrary to order would be bad no matter how happy they are; likewise, harming or destroying those people would be good no matter how much they suffer. This was part of the cognitive environment of the ancient world and was what ancient writers meant when they used the word that translators render in English as good.

It is important to recognize that the Bible does not advocate for either of these definitions of goodness. The Bible was not written to teach the ancient Israelites how to value human happiness instead of order. Neither was it written to teach modern Westerners that they should value order instead of human happiness. But because the Bible was written in Hebrew to an ancient Near Eastern audience, its language and imagery are expressed in terms of their conceptions and their ideology, not ours. Thus, when the Bible wants to depict something as good, it describes that thing in terms, concepts, and illustrations that the ancient world associated with order, not in ways associated with human happiness. Consequently, things that the Bible portrays as good do not always correlate with the things we associate with human happiness. Some of the things that ancients saw as good are also things that we moderns happen to also see as good, such as fidelity in marriage, respect for personal property, aversion to murder, and the need to care for the poor; others are not, such as debt slavery, blood vengeance, and respect for social hierarchy. But in neither case does the Bible exist to tell us what goodness is in the absolute ideal sense, or how to produce it. The Bible exists to tell us what God is doing, and it describes what God is doing in terms of the language, logic, and values of the culture to which it was originally written.

What this means is that the idea of goodness described in the text needs to be translated, not simply adopted. If we obeyed the particular instructions of the Old Testament text, we would become good citizens of the ancient Near East. If we obeyed the particular instructions of the New Testament text, we would become good citizens of classical Rome. But what we are supposed to be is good citizens of the modern West, for the same reasons that the Israelites (the original audience of the Old Testament) were supposed be good citizens of the ancient world, and the early Christians (the original audience of the New Testament) were supposed to be good citizens of the classical world. We will discuss what those reasons might be in propositions eleven and twenty-one, but for now the point is that obeying the text without translating can potentially lead to the opposite behavior that it intends. A good citizen of the ancient or classical world is not a good citizen of the modern world, because the modern world is different from the ancient and classical world.




THE PROBLEM OF PROGRESS

Many people today who misread the Bible do so as a result of failing to properly translate its ideas. As a result, some people view the Bible’s text as containing a record of God’s absolute ideals, which were dictated to ancient Israel in an effort to alter their thinking to become like modern people, or at least more like modern people than they already were. This is because we see modern ideas as being better than ancient ideas. While it is reasonable for us to prefer modern ideas (if for no other reason than simply because they are ours), it is not reasonable to project our ideas onto God and ascribe them to him simply because we prefer them. This is why, if we wish to treat the text as a source of authority, it is so important to make sure that we are careful and consistent in describing what it actually says, instead of intuitively describing what we think it should say. We must never appropriate divine authority for ourselves, and we must never assume that our ideals and perspectives correlate with God’s.

The idea that modern conceptions are inherently superior to ancient conceptions is itself a product of our modern Western cognitive environment. This idea, called progress, assumes that all of history is moving toward a common (though ambiguous) goal, developing increasing levels of efficacy and efficiency over time. Those iterations that appear earlier are seen as inferior to those that followed, simply by virtue of having occurred earlier in time (and having been replaced). This theory of progress is applied to all spheres of human experience, from philosophy and technology to morality and religion. In Christian theology, a primary example of a progressive model is called Heilsgeschichte, or “salvation history.” It attempts to trace the progress of God’s saving work through the various inferior covenants, from Adam to Noah to Abraham to Moses, until finally Christ appears and renders all the defective prior stages obsolete.4

The assumption that underlies all progressive models is that every iteration throughout the historical sequence is trying to accomplish the same purpose in more or less the same way, with the only difference being the level of effectiveness. The value of each iteration is measured according to how well it compares to a (usually hypothetical) ideal. A metaphor for how a progressive system works comes from technology. The ideal desktop computer is fast and has good graphics. If my computer is slower and has worse graphics than yours, it is an inferior computer, because it deviates further from the ideal that all desktop computers are measured against. Applied to the Bible and moral theology, progressive ideology assumes three things: (1) that the ideal (that is, the definition of goodness) the Old Testament is advocating is the same as the definition we use (that is, the production of human happiness), (2) that it is the same definition that the New Testament uses, and (3) that it was inferior in its ability to produce this ideal (which is why it was replaced). Modern anti-Christians extend the same claim to the New Testament—that is, that it is inferior for today and needs to be replaced. We will examine this more thoroughly when we discuss the specific application of the Old Testament in proposition twenty. However, because the progressive model of history is a modern invention, these ideas cannot be derived from the biblical text itself.5 In fact, the ancient people who wrote the Bible were more inclined toward the reverse; what was older and established was superior to what was innovative and novel.6 But neither the ancient cognitive environment nor modern anachronisms are useful for constructing a way of evaluating the ideals of different periods of history and developments in culture.

Although we should understand God’s actions as purposeful (that is, working toward a goal), we should not imagine that God furthers that goal by producing progress. We should not imagine that God is constantly shaping humanity to ever-higher levels of goodness or morality that will eventually achieve the ideal. Neither should we imagine that we represent the society that has actually achieved the ideal. An alternative model to understanding a process toward achieving a goal is what we could call procedure, as opposed to progress. In a procedural model, every iteration serves a different purpose toward a common goal, which could not be achieved without the completion of every step. The metaphor for a procedural model is the process of baking a cake. There is a final, ideal cake at the end, and some of the steps will more closely resemble it in terms of their attributes than others, but the various stages in the recipe are evaluated not on the basis of how closely they resemble the ideal, final cake but of how necessary they are to produce the final product.

So, for example, some people wonder why the conquest account and similar passages are included in the text, because they do not see these passages as providing instructions or examples that are useful for producing human happiness. Other people add or remove elements from those passages until they look like they might become useful for producing human happiness. Both of these approaches are misguided; evaluating biblical texts (whose language and logic belong to an ancient cognitive environment) based on whether they match the modern ideal is like evaluating each step of a cake recipe based on whether it tastes like cake. If we skip the “mix eggs, milk, and vanilla extract” step because it does not taste like cake, or if we add sugar and pudding to the mixture until it does, we will not wind up with a functional cake at the end of the baking process. This defeats the purpose of even having a recipe in the first place. Likewise, if we change what the biblical text says so that we can use it in the way we would prefer to use it, we won’t ever get the result that it was actually intended to produce, in which case we might as well not even have it at all.

On the other extreme from progress, and misguided for similar reasons, is another modern idea, called relativism. Where progress asserts only one single ideal, which different cognitive environments achieve with varying degrees of success, relativism asserts that there are no such things as ideals at all. In other words, for relativism, since none of the steps of the recipe taste like cake, there is no cake. For some people, cake tastes like eggs and vanilla extract; for others it tastes like flour and butter; for others it tastes like a greased baking tin; each of these is an equally valid interpretation of cake. Applied to the Bible and moral theology, relativism says that, if the Bible does not tell us what God’s ideal of goodness is, then God has no ideal of goodness at all. Or, said another way, since the ideal of goodness that God presented to the Israelites is not an ideal of goodness to us (by virtue of belonging to a different cognitive environment), then God’s actions to Israel have no relevance at all for us.

The relativist approach, like the progressive approach, is misguided because it misunderstands what the Bible is for. The Bible does not tell us what God’s ideal of goodness is because the purpose for which the Bible was written does not require us to know that. The individual steps of a recipe do not each tell you how to make something that tastes like cake; instead, they tell you how to make something that will go through a variety of processes to eventually produce something that tastes like cake. We might imagine bakers on an assembly line, each producing one step of a recipe over and over. None of them are personally making cake, and none of them, by examining the thing they are making, will have any real understanding of what the cake that comes out of the factory at the end will be like. In this metaphor God is the factory, and the cake is the goodness that God is acting to produce. The Bible does not tell us what that final product is; the Bible tells us how to do our part on the assembly line. If we fail to translate the teaching properly, we will fail to do our part in the process; we will not produce goodness, and we will not contribute to the procedure. If we do translate properly, we will be able to contribute to the procedure, but we ourselves will still produce no goodness. This is because, once again, the Bible was not written to tell us how to produce goodness; it was written to tell us how to participate in the goodness that God is producing.




TRANSLATION VERSUS RATIONALIZATION

We believe by faith that God is good. The choice to serve God includes the recognition that God’s purposes produce a higher good than we could produce ourselves. If we believe that serving God will simply serve as a means to bring about our own idea of goodness, then we aren’t really serving God; instead, we are using God as a means to serve ourselves. But if God’s ideal of goodness is different from ours, there will be areas where they do not overlap. Some of what is good to God will seem nonsensical to us; some of it might even seem evil. A final example illustrates how this works.

Consider a child who is forced to experience the “evil” of eating Brussels sprouts. The child’s own determination of what is good and evil is based on taste, while the parent’s higher determination that eating Brussels sprouts is good is based on nutrition. We can only evaluate taste, so we have to trust God that even things that taste bad (that is, that we perceive as evil, based on the definitions of our cognitive environment) are somehow nonetheless good. At the same time, we should not convince ourselves that Brussels sprouts taste good, nor should we recalibrate our definition of “tastes good” to put Brussels sprouts at the top. We can recognize that Brussels sprouts taste terrible while simultaneously not believing that our parents are evil for subjecting us to this terrible taste, because we understand that our parents have other concerns. (The metaphor breaks down at this point because, while we could theoretically gain the knowledge of nutrition that our parents have, we can never gain any knowledge of the higher good that God is working to bring about. In terms of the metaphor, we can know that it is good to be fed Brussels sprouts, but we can never understand why.)

God through the Bible does not tell us how to produce his ideal of goodness, but God through Moses did not tell Joshua how to produce it, either. The conquest account is written in such a way that the ancient audience would have understood it as good according to the metric of establishing and sustaining order (see proposition fourteen), but the ancient definition of good does not match God’s ideal any more than the modern definition of establishing and sustaining human happiness does, for the same reasons. The text does not affirm that killing the Canaanites is good, because killing the Canaanites is not the objective of the conquest. The objective of the conquest is to fulfill the covenant, which in turn is only a part in a larger process leading up to the new covenant, which in itself is only a part of the process leading up to the new creation. The conquest account was not written in order to tell us what we should do; it was written to teach us about what the Israelite covenant is, which in turn is necessary for us to know what the new covenant is, which in turn is necessary for us to know what specifically we are supposed to do in our own cultural context to play our part in the new covenant. That is the story that we are going to explore in the remainder of this book.

But that story is written in Hebrew, and it is written according to the logic of the ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment. Therefore, if we want to understand it, we will have to translate it. But before we will be able to do that, we have to stop imagining that the purpose of the conquest account is to teach us that God’s ideal of goodness involves us going out and killing Canaanites (or whomever they represent today) and then either adopting that idea or rationalizing it away by embellishing the text so that killing Canaanites seems good according to our own logic.
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