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  The Bible has many authors, but one Author. It contains scores of books, but has one story. It was written in ancient times, but speaks to modern times. It is studied, parsed, dissected, analyzed and scrutinized by scholars, but is accessible, comprehensible and edifying to the layperson. The Bible is complex, yet simple; distant, yet near; foreign, yet familiar; and disturbing, yet comforting. The Bible is many things to many people, but for those whose faith is formed by its words, it is Scripture.


  Scripture holds a special place in the lives of Christians. It contains God’s revelation about himself and the world in which we live. What made Jesus’ parables effective was, in part, that they touched the everyday life experiences of his audience, such as money, employment, agriculture and livestock. Likewise, we connect with Scripture on a personal level because its narratives deal with people like us in situations and circumstances with which we can readily identify. We can resonate with the jealousy of Cain, the hunger and thirst of the Israelites in the wilderness, the barrenness of Hannah, the love of Ruth and Boaz, the bond of friendship between David and Jonathan, the challenge of making ends meet and the frustration of living in a society ruled by those whose interests are not generally our own. The Bible takes place in reality, with historical figures in historical places participating in the thrills of life’s victories and the agonies of life’s defeats.


  One of the first things I do each day is check the weather. I want to know how the meteorologists expect the day to shape up. Living in Colorado, this may entail a short-sleeved shirt and sunglasses on my way to work, and a coat and boots on my return. Nonetheless, I rely (somewhat reluctantly, at times) on the expertise of those who pay attention to things like barometric pressure, jet streams, water-vapor density and upper atmospheric conditions. This has not always been the case. When Jesus called his first disciples, they were fishing on the Sea of Galilee (Mk 1:16-20). Before Peter, James and John set to sea that morning, they didn’t turn on the Weather Channel or check the Weather Bug app on their smartphones. They looked to the sky. “Red sky at night, sailor’s delight; red sky at morning, sailors take warning” (see Mt 16:2-3). While you and I embrace weather reports with a healthy dose of skepticism, we recognize that those reports are generally reliable, based on decades of accumulating atmospheric data and mapping meteorological patterns. Peter, James and John simply looked to the skies.


  The doctrine of the perspicuity of Scripture states that Scripture is clear and unambiguous on matters pertinent to salvation. It does not, however, apply to all matters. This should be an obvious conclusion, based on the overwhelming number of biblical commentaries and the voluminous sales of study Bibles. As someone who both studies and teaches the Old Testament professionally, I can attest that there are copious passages, topics and issues that require some explanation for students of the Bible.


  One such issue is cosmology—that is, how the biblical authors and characters viewed the structure and nature of the known world. Why does the Bible refer to heaven as up there? How is it that birds, clouds, the sun, the moon and stars are located in heaven, God’s home? What does Scripture mean when it refers to the “four corners,” “ends” or “depths” of the earth? Why is Sheol at the opposite end of the cosmos from heaven? What does it mean for the cosmos to have an upper end and a lower end? Why does Elisha talk about “windows in the sky”? Is there really a firmament in the heavens that separates the waters above from the waters below? How could there be storehouses of snow in heaven? What are the “fountains of the deep”? These questions may not come to mind immediately to the casual reader of Scripture, but they are there for the asking.


  A number of years ago, one of my college roommates told me about a man who had devoted his entire adult life to the study of the Bible. In his final days, he was asked to comment on his mastery of its contents. The man replied by running his finger back and forth across the worn leather binding, and said, “I’ve only scratched the surface.” I can’t attest to the authenticity of the story, but I can attest to the authenticity of its message. There is always more to be mined from the depths of its quarry. Having spent the last two decades studying the languages, history, geography and culture of ancient Israel and its neighbors, I am humbled by the vastness of my ignorance. It has been said that the more you know, the more you realize what you don’t know. This has been true for me in my own study of the Bible, as I suspect it is for you as well.


  I have learned some things, though, that I hope will benefit those who want to know more about the book they call Scripture. While I am dealing specifically with the issue of biblical cosmology and how the Bible has been interpreted differently in light of changes in our understanding of the cosmos, this book is really about reading the Bible faithfully, which I suspect is a goal for most, if not all, of those who have chosen to read Scripture and Cosmology. It is written for anyone who wants to be more engaged in the cultural context of ancient Israel. It is written for students of the Bible who are curious about what to do with biblical passages that seem out of date. It is written for Christians who want to get a sense of the history in which our Bible has been interpreted over the millennia. It is written for men and women who want their faith to be more engaged with the sciences. It is written for evangelicals who may be frustrated with interpretations of the Bible that don’t seem to coincide with their own careful reading of the text. It is especially written for young believers who have begun to lose their faith for any of the reasons above.
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  SCRIPTURE IN CONTEXT


  It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way—in short, the period was so far like the present period, that some of its noisiest authorities insisted on its being received, for good or for evil, in the superlative degree of comparison only.



  Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities
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  This unbearably long run-on sentence is perhaps among the most recognizable opening lines in English literature. Despite its setting “in the year of Our Lord one thousand seven hundred and seventy-five,” attentive readers of Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities readily recognize the narrative as a work of fiction. They notice the metrical rhythm and cadence as a highly stylized literary device. They observe the polar opposite contrasts permeating the text. They appreciate the hyperbolic language of the superlatives. They note that even though the next line offers a description of the kings and queens of England and France, Dickens does not identify these pivotal characters. Beyond the literary clues, historians would tell us that A Tale of Two Cities intentionally conjures imagery of the primary forces that led to the French Revolution. In other words, instead of reading the story as historical narrative, it is best to understand this literary masterpiece as historical commentary.


  Text in Context


  As any competent teacher of literature will tell you, one of the most important keys to understanding any literary work is context. The illustration from Dickens attests to this. Someone who reads A Tale of Two Cities as historical narrative, rather than historical commentary, will miss the point. Dickens’s concern was not with the historical accuracies of the period, however true they may be. Rather, his concern was more sociological. He wanted his readers to empathize with those who suffered because of the huge disparity between those for whom it was the best of times and those for whom it was the worst of times.1 Understanding the narrative within all the relevant contexts permits the reader to extract most accurately from the text the message and details Dickens intended.


  If context clues are important for comprehending literature that is 150 years old, imagine how much more important they are for comprehending Scripture, written over two millennia ago. In any given passage, several contextual issues will surface. These include cultural, geographical, historical and literary, among others.


  Cultural context. Cultural context pertains to how people think and behave based on their environment. The book of Ruth is replete with examples of cultural norms and customs. The climax of the story relies on its audience getting the fact that Ruth’s survival depended on a kinsman redeeming her. Another cultural issue is found in 3:7, “Now this was the custom in former times in Israel concerning the redemption and the exchange of land to confirm any matter: a man removed his sandal and gave it to another; and this was the manner of attestation in Israel.” It is interesting to note that by the time of Ruth’s composition, the sandal ceremony in 3:7 was not readily apparent. It had to be explained. The author did not want the audience to miss the significance of the act, so he provided a brief commentary on the relevance of the sandal ceremony.


  Cultural context also relates to how people understand reality. For example, ancient Hebrews believed that people felt emotions with their kidneys and thought with their hearts. In Deuteronomy 6:5, the Lord commands Israel to “love the LORD your God with all your heart, and with all your soul, and with all your might.” However, when the Synoptic Gospels cite this passage, they include both heart and mind (Mt 22:37; Mk 12:30; Lk 10:27). Unlike the Hebrews, the Greeks rightly identified the mind as the seat of the intellect. To avoid confusion, the Gospel writers explain the Hebrew concept of “heart” (lēb) by translating it as “mind” (dianoia).


  Geographical context. Geographical context is concerned with the location of events, particularly in relation to other locations in the narrative. Immediately after Solomon’s death, the united monarchy of Israel dissolved into two separate nations. While Solomon’s son Rehoboam ruled the kingdom of Judah, Jeroboam ruled the northern kingdom of Israel. Early in his reign, Jeroboam rebuilt Shechem as the new capital city and constructed altars in Dan and Bethel. These two cities were located at the northern and southern extremes of Jeroboam’s kingdom, enabling every citizen of Israel to stay within the nation’s borders to worship. Thus no one had an excuse to return to Jerusalem, where they might have been tempted to “revert to the house of David” (1 Kings 12:26). A sense of the geographical context of 1 Kings 12:25-33 helps the reader infer the significance of Jeroboam’s choice of sites.


  Historical context. Historical context relates to the sequence of events, not only in the immediate narrative context, but also in the broader history of the world. As an example, consider the short prophetic book Haggai. This book is set “in the second year of Darius the king, on the first day of the sixth month.” This date formula, along with other information taken from ancient Near Eastern texts, allows us to date the book of Haggai very precisely to the year 520 B.C. In fact, the New Living Translation is so confident of the historical data that it has translated Haggai 1:1 as follows: “On August 29 of the second year of King Darius’s reign . . .” However, knowing the date is only significant as it relates to other events in Israelite history. So the fact that the book of Haggai took place in 520 B.C. indicates to the reader that the events in the book occurred after the Babylonian exile, which ended with the decree of Cyrus in 539 B.C. Thus the concerns of Haggai are different from the concerns of preexilic prophets like Amos and Hosea. Moreover, the historical context sheds important light on one of the main issues of the book, namely, the reconstruction of the temple, which had been destroyed by the Babylonians sixty-six years prior to Haggai’s prophetic message.


  Literary context. Literary context pertains to how a book is structured and how the individual passages and literary units fit within the whole. Literary analysis is an imprecise art. As a case in point, Thomas Krüger’s commentary on Ecclesiastes summarizes eight separate scholarly attempts to outline the literary structure of the book of Ecclesiastes.2 However, the fact that scholars have invested considerable time in the endeavor demonstrates its importance for understanding the book.


  A less complicated book in terms of its literary structure is the aforementioned prophetic book Haggai. Although there remains room for discussion, the following outline represents a basic understanding of its literary structure.3


  
    I. First Word from the Lord (1:1–1:15)


    A. Question 1 (1:3)


    B. Consider (1:5, 7)


    II. Second Word from the Lord (2:1-9)


    A. Question 2 (2:3)


    B. The Lord Will Shake the Heavens (2:6)


    C. The Lord Will Shake the Nations (2:7)


    D. The Lord Will Fill the Temple (2:9)


    III. Third Word from the Lord (2:10-19)


    A. Question 3 (2:12-13)


    B. Consider (2:15, 18)


    IV. Fourth Word from the Lord (2:20-23)


    A. The Lord Will Shake the Heavens (2:21)


    B. The Lord Will Overthrow the Nations (2:22)


    C. The Messiah Will Rule the Earth (2:23)

  


  One quickly notices that the climax of the book comes in the final section. The imperative “consider” (literally “please set your heart,” śîmû [naʾ] lĕbabkem) forms an inclusion, or bracket, around sections 1-3. Whereas the first three sections raised questions, the final section supplies the answer. The answer rests not in any earthly kingdom but in the messianic kingdom whose power lies not in horse and chariot but in the strength of the Lord of Hosts.


  A subcategory of literary context is genre. Genre analysis is concerned with how a particular type of literature is to be understood. Some examples of genre include proverb, lament, military annals, genealogy, itinerary, prophetic oracle and hymn.4 When Nathan confronts David about his affair with Bathsheba, he tells David a story. In fact, he tells him a parable, but David misunderstands the genre. David thinks Nathan is recounting a tragic injustice in the kingdom that requires royal intervention. Instead, Nathan uses a short fictitious tale to confront the king about his abuse of power. It is not until Nathan reveals the genre by declaring “You are the man” (2 Sam 12:7) that David understands the gravity of the situation. Having a proper understanding of the intended genre of a text is imperative for proper biblical exegesis.


  Example from 2 Kings. A contextual analysis of 2 Kings 7:1-2 illustrates the importance of attending to the various contextual issues of a text.


  But Elisha said, “Hear the word of the LORD: thus says the LORD, Tomorrow about this time a measure of choice meal shall be sold for a shekel, and two measures of barley for a shekel, at the gate of Samaria.” Then the captain on whose hand the king leaned said to the man of God, “Even if the LORD were to make windows in the sky, could such a thing happen?” But he said, “You shall see it with your own eyes, but you shall not eat from it.”


  Even though many readers may not be able to immediately locate this text in its historical, literary and geographical contexts, a quick glance at the narrative surrounding the text would resolve those issues. The narrative is set in the ninth century B.C., in the midst of an Aramean siege on Samaria. Samaria was Israel’s capital city, while Aram was Israel’s hostile neighbor to the north. The siege had left Samaria in such dire straits that four Israelite lepers determined it was better to risk defecting to Aram, where there was food, than to starve to death in Samaria. As a prophetic narrative, the main point is to demonstrate not only Elisha’s validity as a true prophet but also the Lord’s power over both Israel and Aram.


  The passage also raises an important question about the cultural context. What is the meaning of the clause “Even if the Lord were to make windows in the sky”? Note how several modern translations render it.


  ESV: “If the LORD himself should make windows in heaven”


  NRSV: “Even if the LORD were to make windows in the sky”


  NIV: “even if the LORD should open the floodgates of the heavens”


  NLT: “even if the LORD opened the windows of heaven”


  Taken literally, the text would suggest that God would install panes of glass in the sky. Common sense would lead most modern readers to realize that this expression is a reflection of human observation rather than scientific analysis. It would be preposterous to posit that on the basis of carefully constructed scientific experiments the ancient Hebrews had determined that there were sheets of glass that required divine latching and unlatching. Most people would implicitly deduce that the phrase used here in 2 Kings 7:2, and again in 7:19, explains how the ancients perceived the atmosphere.


  Imagine living in rural or semi-urban ancient Israel, in which you have no Internet access, no television, no radio or even Encyclopedia Britannica. Columbus had not sailed to the New World, Magellan had not circumnavigated the globe, Sputnik had not yet orbited the earth, Neil Armstrong had not walked on the moon and the Hubble Telescope had yet to capture one image of the galaxies of the universe. If you’re an ancient Israelite, what do you know about the world? How big do you imagine it to be? What shape is it? Where does the sun go at night? Where does the moon come from? Where have the stars been hiding? What’s on the other side of the sea, or the mountains? How far down does the earth go, and what’s beneath it? How deep are the lakes and seas? Where does spring water come from? Where do rain and snow come from? The answers to these questions would be as obvious to you as they were to any ancient observer. Which is to say, it wouldn’t be obvious at all.


  A New Yorker’s Geography


  In 1976, The New Yorker published on its cover Saul Steinberg’s famous illustration of a New Yorker’s view of the world.5 Looking west from the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the New Yorker shows great familiarity with his immediate surroundings. As his mind moves west, his grasp of the details diminishes rapidly. “Jersey” lies immediately beyond the Hudson River, but there is no concern for any landmarks. Beyond “Jersey” lies the rest of the United States and North America, with only vague reference to geographical landmarks, such as the Rocky Mountains and Las Vegas. The Pacific Ocean, barely larger than the Hudson River, separates the United States from the rest of the known world, which consists solely of China, Japan and Russia, with Japan being only slightly smaller than its trans­pacific neighbors.


  Steinberg’s point was not that New Yorkers are ignorant of world geography. Rather, the brilliance of the drawing is that it captures the geographical cultural worldview not only of New Yorkers but also of humans in general. By nature, we create our perceptions of reality based on observational experience. One of the reasons universities have general education requirements is to expand those experiences, thus broadening one’s understanding of reality. When a New Yorker leaves the five boroughs and begins to see the land beyond the Hudson, then she can appreciate its spacious skies, amber waves of grain, purple mountains’ majesty and fruited plain. Until then, the names, places and geological formations remain vague ideas in the Great Unknown.


  The cover art of the March 29, 1976, edition of The New Yorker demonstrates the natural tendency to view the world through one’s own cultural lens. According to Steinberg’s depiction, the New Yorker does not consciously ignore the rest of the world. The rest of the world simply is not part of his reality. He has not hiked the Appalachian Trail; bought pecans in Macon, Georgia; bartered for a used lawnmower in Christopher, Illinois; chewed on barbeque ribs in St. Louis; gasped for air in Rocky Mountain National Park; or surfed the waves off the coast of San Diego. He only knows what he has seen, which is very limited. He has a faint notion of the West and the rest of the world, but that notion is limited to what others have told him about it, what he imagines it must be like. In a similar manner, the ancient Hebrews’ only knowledge of the world around them was limited to what their parents told them, what they had seen for themselves and what they imagined it must be like.


  Worldview


  The term Weltanschauung, or “worldview,” was coined by Immanuel Kant in his Critique of Judgment.6 Kant defines Weltanschauung as one’s “intuition of the world.”7 For Kant, Weltanschauung was a philosophical notion related to issues of epistemology—that is, how we know what we know. In this classical sense, worldview entails the implicit and explicit presuppositions with which one processes information. Where my daughter might see a bent bicycle rim as a useless piece of junk, a girl in the slums of Kibera, Kenya, would relish it as a luxurious toy to be propelled by a wooden stick, eliciting laughter and providing a sense of escape from dreadful living conditions. Both children see the same object, but their worldviews tint the way they see that object.


  Everyone is guilty, if such an indictment is appropriate, of basic assumptions about how the world around him or her operates, or should operate. The 1981 movie The Gods Must Be Crazy provides a comical description of the clash of worldviews. In this film, a careless passenger aboard a small plane discards his empty Coke bottle, which plummets to earth and lands at the feet of an African Bushman. Since the foreign object fell from the sky, the Bushman and his fellow villagers assume it was a gift from the gods. While at first it’s seen as a divine blessing, the internal strife caused by the Coke bottle’s presence leads them to conclude that the gods were, in fact, crazy for introducing such a divisive device into their camp.


  The point is not that the Bushmen were wrong about the origins of the Coke bottle. Rather, it is how they perceived reality. From their experience, the only things that ever descended from the sky were rain, snow, hail and lightning. Since these phenomena derived from the heavens, the abode of the gods, it only stood to reason that the Coke bottle also derived from the heavens. Although the audience knows differently, the Bushmen’s Weltanschauung precluded them from perceiving these events in any other way.


  Another way of thinking about worldview is “cognitive environment.”8 As John Walton explains, “There is a great difference between explicit borrowing from a specific piece of literature and creating a literary work that resonates with the larger culture that has itself been influenced by its literatures.”9 These cultural influences were not factors that ancient Israel adopted as their own. Rather, this cognitive environment constituted part of their essence as residents of the ancient Near East. The authors of the Hebrew Scriptures communicated their message within a particular milieu. Its authors wrote in Hebrew and Aramaic, the languages that were in use at that time in their region of the world. Their texts represented the cultural norms, business practices, laws, forms of worship, modes of travel, living arrangements and diet of people who lived in a world far different from twenty-first-century Western civilization. The ancient Israelites viewed the world in a way that is, in many respects, nonsense to the modern reader. Thus, for the purposes of this book, “worldview” refers to this same cognitive environment that saturated ancient Israel.


  Cosmological worldview of ancient Israel. Although it’s a fallacy to say there was one, and only one, ancient worldview, it is not too reckless to assert that certain philosophical assumptions guided human behavior. The ideas and concepts prevalent in ancient Israel were, generally speaking, the very same ideas and concepts prevalent throughout the ancient Near East. As Walton states,


  The Israelites received no revelation to update or modify their “scientific” understanding of the cosmos. They did not know that stars were suns; they did not know that the earth was spherical and moving through space; they did not know that the sun was much further away than the moon, or even further than the birds flying in the air. They believed that the sky was material (not vaporous), solid enough to support the residence of deity as well as to hold back waters.10


  One of those assumptions is the cosmological worldview, which Richard J. Clifford calls “the biblical three-tiered universe of the heavens, the earth and the sea.”11 Consequently, the ancient Israelite concept of the cosmos looks something like what Sandra Richter depicts in her book The Epic of Eden (see figure 1.1).12 In fact, this view of the cosmos was not unique to ancient Israel. It was the accepted view of reality throughout the ancient Near East.
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      Figure 1.1. Biblical view of the cosmos

    

  


  The first tier comprised the heavens, the dwelling place of the sun, moon, stars and planets. Since the sun and moon appeared to track across the sky in an arc only to hide during “off hours,” it was assumed that they disappeared beneath the earth. Other heavenly luminaries, such as planets and stars, entered through small pin-sized holes in a heavenly canopy.


  The middle tier in the ancient cosmological worldview was the earth. The flat earth served as the focal point of human reality. Like the Lower East Side of Manhattan, the earth was the viewpoint from which cosmological observations were made. On either side of terra firma, the ancient Israelites knew of mountains and seas that essentially limited the scope of travel. No mortal could know what lay beyond them. The earth was held in place by pillars, which functioned as the earth’s foundation. When people died, they were buried in the ground, and their bodies remained in Sheol, the abode of the dead.


  The heavenly canopy not only served as the earth’s roof but also functioned as a floodgate for the upper seas. The upper seas explain how water fell from heaven. Thus the canopy controlled the amount of precipitation that could descend to earth at any given time. As these waters encircled the earth,13 the waters that lay beneath the earth were called the abyss, or watery deep. The bottomless bodies of water, such as the oceans, seas and large lakes, pooled beneath the earth’s surface. From these pools, springs bubbled and well water was captured.


  Proverbs 8:22-31. I will address the biblical evidence concerning the three-tiered cosmological structure throughout chapters three and four. However, it might be helpful at this early stage to set the ideas of the previous section into a biblical context. This passage from Proverb 8 is known as the Hymn of Wisdom.14 Although its main purpose is to demonstrate that God’s wisdom is eternal, the passage’s relevance to this discussion should be readily apparent.


  
    The LORD created me at the beginning of his work,


    the first of his acts of long ago.


    Ages ago I was set up,


    at the first, before the beginning of the earth.


    When there were no depths I was brought forth,


    when there were no springs abounding with water.


    Before the mountains had been shaped,


    before the hills, I was brought forth—


    when he had not yet made earth and fields,


    or the world’s first bits of soil.


    When he established the heavens, I was there,


    when he drew a circle on the face of the deep,


    when he made firm the skies above,


    when he established the fountains of the deep,


    when he assigned to the sea its limit,


    so that the waters might not transgress his command,


    when he marked out the foundations of the earth,


    then I was beside him, like a master worker;


    and I was daily his delight,


    rejoicing before him always,


    rejoicing in his inhabited world


    and delighting in the human race. (Prov 8:22-31)

  


  This poem is structured loosely according to the three-tiered system of the universe. Proverbs 8:23-26 pertains to the earth, including the mountains, hills, fields and dust. The second section, Proverbs 8:27-28, is concerned with the heavens, including the canopy (circle on the face of the deep) and the skies. The final section, Proverbs 8:29, describes boundaries of the sea. The waters, which appear above the heavens and below the earth, are mentioned in all three sections because without the divinely appointed boundaries, the whole earth would flood.


  Scripture and Cosmology


  Over forty years ago Luis Stadelmann was the first to argue systematically that one realm in which the ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment manifested itself in the biblical text was cosmology.15 Stadelmann argued that the “three-leveled structure of the world has its roots not only in the basic human experience of the external world from whose impressions man conceived such an imaginative depiction, but also in the mythological traditions so cherished among Israel’s neighbors. It is also natural that the Hebrews be influenced by the cultural achievements and thought patterns of the peoples with whom they came into contact.”16 Thus, according to Stadelmann, one of the most profound cultural influences on the Old Testament was cosmology. Stadelmann’s argument was not particularly provocative. He merely demonstrated that the ancient Hebrews, like every society before and after, were influenced by their cultural context. Among scholars of the world of ancient Israel today, there is no significant disagreement over how the ancients viewed the structure of the cosmos.


  It is my contention, then, that a high view of Scripture employs a hermeneutic that accommodates the biblical writers’ immersion in their ancient, pre-Enlightenment cultural context. Therefore, as with other cultural matters, such as social customs and language, the biblical texts reflect that worldview in their written communication. This will be demonstrated in three parts. First, I will establish the diverse ways in which the ancient Near Eastern concept of the three-tiered cosmos projects itself onto the biblical text. Second, I will show that as astronomical advances were made concerning the structure of the universe, interpreters had to accommodate their views of Scripture in light of that new information. Finally, I will draw conclusions regarding an appropriate posture toward biblical interpretation in light of other points of contact between science and Scripture.


  Part One
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  The ancient residents of the geographical region in and around Israel did not call their homelands “the ancient Near East.” Historians and Bible scholars use the term to make generalizations about a cluster of civilizations in the distant past. As is often the case with such generalities, modern uses of this label are primarily dependent on the interests of those making the designation. So, as we begin our investigation of ancient Israel’s cultural context, it would be wise to begin by defining the parameters of that context.


  What Is the Ancient Near East?


  Generally speaking, the ancient Near East was composed of the lands that would today include Kuwait, Iraq, Syria, Lebanon, Israel, Palestine, and portions of Iran, Turkey and Egypt. Millennia ago, these lands were occupied by the major world powers of Assyria, Babylon, Egypt and Hatti, as well as smaller states like Ammon, Aram, Edom, Israel, Judah and Moab. From a geographical perspective, the ancient Near East encompassed the mass of land from the Mediterranean Sea in the west, to the Persian Gulf and Zagros Mountains in the east; from the Taurus Mountains in the north, to the Red Sea in the south.


  However, geography is but one factor. The other factor to consider is chronology. Although there is some dispute over the logical conclusion to the period, the two most logical end dates for the period are 539 B.C., with the rise of the Persians, and 332 B.C., with their subsequent fall to Alexander the Great. The main argument for 539 B.C. is that the Persian Empire marked a change in the cultural landscape of the region.1 By contrast, the rationale for 332 B.C. is that Alexander’s reign introduced not only a new empire but a hoard of classical literature that opened up new avenues for studying myth and history in the ancient world.2 Although both options are valid, it is necessary for this volume to consider that significant portions of the Old Testament were written between the fall of Babylon in 539 B.C. and the fall of Persia in 332 B.C. For the purposes of this book, then, the ancient Near East concludes with the latter date.


  Why It Matters


  The world of the ancient Near East was a mystery for centuries. Of course, Bible scholars knew these worlds existed, but they were irrelevant for biblical interpretation in their view. After all, how could texts from foreign lands have anything valuable to say about Jesus? These were pagan lands, hosts of the people who took Israel captive, prayed to false gods and instigated idolatry. The only interest biblical interpreters had in these barbarous peoples was in contrast to God’s people, first the Israelites, then the Christians. Even though the contextual world of the Bible garnered little attention from exegetes, the ancient voices of Israel’s neighbors would not be silenced forever.3


  Egyptian hieroglyphics fell out of use in the fourth century A.D., leaving the language of the pharaohs in a linguistic dark age for nearly a millennium and a half. During Napoleon Bonaparte’s military expedition into the Nile delta in the year 1799, one of his soldiers came across a large black basalt slab inscribed in three separate languages: Greek, Demotic and hieroglyphics. The inscribed rock became known as the Rosetta Stone and proved to be the key to deciphering the lost language of hieroglyphic Egyptian. When Napoleon learned of its discovery, he assembled an entourage of scholars to scour the land in search for other important cultural artifacts. Two years later, though, the British defeated the French and collected the Rosetta Stone as spoils of war.4 Two decades later, in his Lettre à M. Dacier, the French scholar Jean-François Champollion articulated the essence of the language, effectively demonstrating that hieroglyphics had been deciphered.5 It would not be long before Egyptologists flocked to Egypt’s ancient ruins, translating them for the first time into modern languages, and discovering the wealth of cultural, political and religious information contained therein.


  Discovery and decipherment of the Mesopotamian material would shortly follow suit. These ancient texts lay buried in the sands of the Arabian desert until the early nineteenth century, when the French explorer A. H. Layard unearthed thousands of clay tablets written in cuneiform script.6 The de­cipherment of the text was confirmed in 1857 when the Royal Asiatic Society set before a few scholars a yet untranslated text from the Assyrian king Tiglath-pileser I (1114–1076 B.C.).7 Although a few scholars were able to translate lengthy texts, it had not garnered widespread interest in the guild until December 3, 1872. On that date George Smith presented a paper to the Society of Biblical Archaeology on what is now known as the Epic of Atrahasis, a Babylonian flood story with many similarities to the biblical flood account. In 1876, Smith published The Chaldean Account of Genesis.8 Suddenly, the texts from the land between the rivers took on a whole new level of significance.


  Excavations throughout the ancient Near East ensued in the following decades, and continue to this day. Beginning in 1907 archaeological digs in Boghazköy, Turkey, yielded important inscriptions from the ancient kingdom of Hatti.9 Although these Hittites are clearly distinct from the Hittites mentioned in the Old Testament Historical Books,10 the excavations produced myriads of historical, administrative, legal, lexical, mythological and religious texts.11 A little over two decades later, thousands of texts were discovered in the coastal city of Ugarit, located on the northeastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, near Mount Zaphon.12 Among the most fascinating and significant texts were those related to Canaanite religion, whose mythological characters had close parallels to biblical concepts and deities. As new cites were found—such as Mari (1933), Alalakh (1937) and Emar (1971), to name a few—more texts surfaced that continued to shed light on the life and culture of the ancient Near East.


  When these vast caches of Mesopotamian, Anatolian, Canaanite and Egyptian texts were first discovered and translated in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, scholars immediately became enamored of the vast similarities between these texts and the Hebrew Bible. These important texts were welcomed with the same unrestrained, sensationalist vigor as today with the latest archaeological “find.” As my two former teachers Bill Arnold and David Weisberg observe, “The last half of the nineteenth century had witnessed an explosion of knowledge and information from Mesopotamia, and many uncritical comparisons had been made with the more familiar biblical materials.”13 Specifically, Arnold and Weisberg were commenting on Friedrich Delitzsch’s famous “Babel und Bibel” lectures of 1902, which heightened public awareness to the profundity of the Mesopotamian tablets.


  Now, at a stroke, the walls that have shut off the remoter portion of the Old Testament scene of action fall, and a cool quickening breeze from the East, accompanied by a flood of light, breathes through and illuminates the whole of the time-honoured Book—all the more intensely because Hebrew antiquity from beginning to end is closely linked with this same Babylonia and Assyria.14


  Delitzsch, and the academy in general, saw in all of these finds the keys to unlocking the secrets of the Bible.


  In time, scholars naturally began to temper their enthusiasm. Realizing that these amazing finds were not as earth-shattering as originally thought, scholars began to exercise more caution in drawing parallels between ancient Near Eastern texts and the Bible. But that transition has not come easily. K. Lawson Younger Jr. succinctly describes that process as follows:


  Over the last one hundred and fifty years, questions of how to handle the “parallels” between the biblical text and the ancient Near Eastern materials have received different answers. On the one hand, some scholars have been guilty of overstressing the parallels, a type of “parallelomania,” while others—often in reaction to the excesses of the former—have downplayed the parallels to the point of ignoring clear, informative correlations, producing a type of “parallelophobia.”15


  As Younger rightly notes, two extreme positions emerged. Those of one position interpreted the Bible through the lens of the ancient Near Eastern texts at every turn. Those of the other position discounted the comparative material as having any relevance for biblical interpretation.


  From these extremes, a more moderate position emerged, known as the “contextual method.” Advocates of the contextual method acknowledge that the biblical authors were not necessarily in direct contact with these sources. Rather than assume a direct borrowing from source A to source B, the contextual method recognizes that ancient Near Eastern texts arrive from a variety of cultural conditions: social, historical, linguistic, geographical and chronological. Nonetheless, the peoples of the ancient Near East shared many cultural concepts, such as language and superstitions, as well as ideas of family, life, death, kingship, labor and war, to name a few.


  Naturally, ancient Israel and Judah were part of this ancient cultural milieu. We know from the biblical text, as well as from extrabiblical data, that Israel had contact with their surrounding nations. They lived at times in Egypt, Babylon and the Persian Empire. Their kings made marriage alliances with Phoenicia (1 Kings 16:31) and Egypt (2 Kings 3). They engaged in battle with numerous nations and kings. They welcomed foreigners into their community (Lev 19:34; Josh 6:22-25; Ruth 4:13-15). They even participated in many of the same cultic practices as their neighbors, such as building idols (1 Kings 16:25-33), offering child sacrifices (2 Kings 16:3) and practicing sorcery (2 Kings 21:6). As John Walton states,


  It is to be expected that the Israelites held many concepts and perspectives in common with the rest of the ancient world. This is far different from suggesting literature was borrowed or copied. This is not even a case of Israel being influenced by the peoples around them. Rather we simply recognize the common conceptual worldview that existed in ancient times. We should therefore not speak of Israel being influenced by that world—they were part of that world.16


  In light of these cultural connections, considering the texts of the ancient Near East is not optional. Although we cannot defer to these texts as the definitive commentary on the biblical texts, they provide necessary contextual insight into the world of ancient Israel. In some cases where the biblical text is opaque, these texts often provide clarity. However, more often than not, these texts provide a context in which to read the Bible that is often missing for modern readers.


  In light of these considerations, the logical starting point in our study of the biblical cosmology would be to assess the cosmologies of ancient Israel’s neighbors. Whereas the biblical authors assumed the ancient audience would comprehend their conceptual world, we are far removed, often missing analogies and direct allusions to a world that was ingrained in their worldview. This is where a contextual analysis will prove most useful, since many of the ancient Near Eastern texts provide more descriptive details than the biblical text, using a vast array of representations: technical, mythological, iconographic and textual.


  Ancient Near Eastern Cosmography


  When we think of the cosmos, we think in terms of planets, moons, comets, asteroid belts, orbits, solar systems, galaxies, light years, black holes and dark energy. Our understanding of the cosmos has been informed by centuries of atmospheric observation with the naked eye, telescopes, moon landings, space stations and satellite imagery. Thanks to the Hubble Telescope, we have images of faraway galaxies, nebulae, star clusters and galactic “debris.” Our cosmography, or map of the universe, then, takes all of these data into consideration. The vastness of the universe really is beyond comprehension.


  The ancients were no less intrigued by the complexities and perplexities of their own cosmography. Land travel was limited to the reliability and durability of transportation. In fact, it has been estimated that a donkey carrying about 150 pounds could only travel about fifteen to twenty miles per day.17 Sea travel was considered perilous; thus mariners generally maintained visual contact with land, although some vessels ventured out far enough to discover islands such as Crete and Cyprus.18 In fact, the vast majority of ancient people probably never wandered more than a few miles from their homeland. In other words, the capacity to learn about the cosmos was restricted to a relatively small parcel of land and water we call the ancient Near East. What lay beyond the mountains and seas, above the clouds and beneath the earth, remained a mystery. Indeed, the vastness of their universe was equally beyond comprehension.


  Despite the limits to their observational evidence, the ancients were not deterred from drawing some rather confident conclusions about the structure of the cosmos. In light of the evidence, modern scholars of the ancient Near East have been able to deduce a fairly consistent picture of how the ancients viewed their universe. They perceived the cosmos as consisting of three parts: the earth, the heavens and the sea. The earth was the plot of land on which they lived, traveled, traded, toiled and suffered. It was terra firma, that on which they carried out their existence and in which their bodies would be placed at their expiration. It was also the point of view from which they experienced the heavens and sea. From where they stood, the earth remained still, while the sun rose in the east and set in the west. The stars came out at dusk and faded at dawn. The day was illumined by the sun, while the night was illumined by the moon. The heavens were the realm of birds and clouds and were “up there.” The ancients also observed that life-sustaining water was all around them. When they traveled to the edges of their world, they encountered it. It came from above in the form of rain, snow and hail. It came from below in the form of dew, springs, wells, streams and rivers. It was only logical, then, that the entire cosmos was surrounded by it.


  This tripartite division is evident in a variety of places but appears prominently in creation epics. In the Babylonian creation epic Enuma Elish there existed only two waters: fresh water of the deep (Apsu) and salt water of the sea (Tiamat). Eventually, the chief Babylonian deity Marduk defeats Tiamat, splaying her body like a shellfish in two, with one half serving as the firmament, the other half becoming earth.19 Similarly, Atrahasis, a Mesopotamian creation account famous for its similarities with the flood account in Genesis 6–9, opens with Anu, Enlil and Ea casting lots for possession of the heavens, the earth and the sea.20 We also see this tripartite construction in the Egyptian Memphite Theology:
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