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Preface


Anyone picking up a volume on Old Testament theology has a right to know what sort of book he or she is holding. Therefore I offer the following explanations, some of which are intended to state what the volume consciously intends to do, while others are given so that the book will not be read with false expectations.

First, this book is written primarily for college and seminary students, though I hope that it will be of use to scholars and teachers of Old Testament theology. Given this audience, I have tried to produce an analytical study of the Old Testament and the theology that can be derived from its pages. Thus there is more description, even summary, of texts than would be the case if I could have assumed that the audience had been the academic guild. After years of teaching undergraduates and seminarians I have learned that one cannot take for granted a shared knowledge of the Bible’s contents. The good news is that I have learned that both types of students are eager, intelligent learners. They simply need the chance to absorb the biblical text and its theological emphases. I have also spent a good bit of time with the text because I think theology should come from the Bible itself, not from the system I bring to the Scriptures.

Second, research for this volume, with a few exceptions, stops at the end of 1993. Scholarship in any biblical field continues unabated while one is writing and then editing for final publication a manuscript. Therefore I found it necessary to state where the scholarly material for the book ends. Sadly, certain works that would have informed and challenged my own were not available to me until it was too late in the writing process to use them. Several of these volumes are discussed in the appendix.

Third, I have emphasized the importance of historical context for theological analysis. To try to be consistent with this assertion I have included some discussion of authorship, date and setting issues. Of course such matters are usually reserved for Old Testament introduction, but I felt it necessary to suggest historical settings for the biblical books if I was going to argue for the value of historical study for Old Testament theology. Most of this type of material was cut from the final manuscript, but I trust that my views will be clear enough to be serviceable.

Fourth, I have utilized a canonical approach that attempts to demonstrate the Old Testament’s coherence through discussions of intertextual connections. In this way I have tried to keep faith with the theological contribution of each section of the Old Testament, yet without losing a sense of the canon’s wholeness. Some linkages with the New Testament have been made in hopes that future research might show how both parts of the Scriptures cohere.

Fifth, I have sought to incorporate the findings of scholars of various theological persuasions. I am an evangelical Old Testament scholar, but I see value in the works of writers with whom I disagree on a number of issues related to authorship, date and specific details of Old Testament theology. Thus I have utilized a wide variety of scholarly writings. I have attempted to make my own views plain. No doubt at times I have not been as irenic as I ought, yet my respect for those with whom I disagree should not be doubted. I am under no illusion that I am always correct, and I sincerely hope that I have been fair to the authors I have cited.

Sixth, this book has been written with the help of a number of persons. Each one made a significant contribution, and each one deserves more than the thanks I can give for their support.

Most of the manuscript was written while I was teaching at Taylor University in Upland, Indiana. During my ten years in the Department of Biblical Studies, Christian Education and Philosophy I had the privilege of working with as congenial and close-knit group of colleagues as I believe exists in academe. The encouragement of Herb Nygren, Bob Pitts, Win Corduan, Larry Helyer, Gary Newton, Bill Heth, Ted Dorman, Faye Chechowich, Doug Geivett, Ron Collymore, Mike Harbin, Jim Spiegel, Bob Lay and Ed Meadors was as kind as it was constant. Other Taylor friends such as Tom Jones, Carol Mott and Daryl Yost were helpful to me as I worked on the project. I am thankful that Dean Dwight Jessup, Associate Dean Steve Bedi and the Faculty Policies Committee made it possible for me to have a sabbatical and two-month-long study leaves during the research and writing process. Joanne Giger and Kari Manganello typed the long text, and Kari even completed the task after I had left Taylor University. June Corduan edited the footnotes and seemed to enjoy herself while doing so. These friends know that I owe them a debt I cannot pay.

The writing was completed after I moved to the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky. I am grateful for the affirmation I have received while teaching classes and seminars on Old Testament theology. Friends such as Ben Mitchell and Greg Thornbury offered specific encouragement. Bev Tillman helped produce the manuscript. Heather Old-field, a great editor, aided in the honing of the final copy, and Kyle McClellan helped proofread the page proofs. Each of these persons made the least exciting part of writing a book much more than bearable. My daughter, Molly, was excited about this project. Scott Hafemann, who is as close as family, was as enthusiastic as I was about the book. You do not make friends like Scott; God sends them to you.

I appreciate all the aid I received from Jim Hoover and the staff of InterVarsity Press. Jim was especially helpful in making the final draft of the book better than its predecessors. He also secured excellent comments from readers that honed weak portions of the text.

Finally, this volume is dedicated to my father, Roy D. House. He taught me to know God, to know what I believe and to stay connected to the Bible. For the past twenty-seven years he has supported my preaching, teaching and writing ministries. With the death of my mother in 1982, no one else survives from my beginnings, so no one person has been more steadfast in his encouragement and counsel.

For these and other kindnesses I am extremely grateful.
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    WITHOUT QUESTION THE OLD TESTAMENT DESERVES CAREFUL STUDY AND accurate interpretation. After all, this body of sacred Scripture chronicles such diverse and important events as the creation of the world, the origins of Israel, the ongoing relationship between God and Israel and God and the nations, the destruction of world powers and the rise and fall of mighty rulers. It stresses vital themes like the sinfulness of the human race, the certain judgment of that sinfulness, God’s willingness to save and forgive sinners and the ultimate renewal of all God has created. The Old Testament promises that a descendant of David will someday lead Israel and the rest of the nations into an era of salvation, peace and purity. Without forfeiting this sense of hope, the Old Testament refuses to live only in the future. Rather it boldly presents the pain and suffering inherent in human life. Incredibly, the Old Testament teaches that God is able to sustain the weary, heal the hurting, judge the wicked, empower the oppressed and do anything else necessary to be a loving Creator. Thus the Old Testament tells a vital story. It speaks of major issues to real people. It portrays a magnificent and all-sufficient God who constantly surprises his followers with a perfect blend of power and goodness. No wonder these texts have captivated readers through the centuries.


    At the same time, any reader of the Old Testament understands there are certain difficulties in approaching this material. First, there are historical barriers. One does not have to be an expert in ancient history to read the Old Testament intelligently, but some historical context is necessary. Such knowledge is particularly important if for no other reason than that the books of the Old Testament are not in chronological order. Unfortunately few readers are knowledgeable in even basic background matters. Second, there are literary barriers as well. Most readers can easily comprehend narrative books like Genesis, Joshua and Esther. Poetic works and prophecies, though, are more difficult to manage. Protoapocalyptic writings like Daniel 7—12 are even harder.


    Third, theological barriers exist. How does one reconcile the love of God and the wrath of God? How does God effect salvation in the era before Jesus? How does the Old Testament relate to the New Testament? What does the Old Testament have to say to current readers? Is the Old Testament relevant for worship today? These and other theological questions cause readers to pause, reflect and seek difficult answers. Fourth, the barrier of general unfamiliarity with the Old Testament hampers many readers. If there ever was a time when the Old Testament’s contents and emphases were well known, then that time has passed. Many if not most undergraduate and seminary students have never read the entire Old Testament. Fifth, there are scholarly barriers. Old Testament experts do not agree on how to approach the Old Testament’s history, contents and theology. Again, if such agreement ever existed; it no longer does so. The diversity of opinion can be quite confusing.


    Clearly, then, Old Testament students and teachers are left with a dilemma. On the one hand is the opportunity to analyze and enjoy enriching, inspired literature that makes up three-fourths of the Bible. Yet on the other hand lie the problems of understanding, interpreting and unifying the material being studied. Any attempt to discuss Old Testament theology must therefore strive to bridge these gaps while remaining faithful to the Old Testament’s message.


    Though it can only partially succeed, this book seeks to face this challenge. It will do so by first sketching the history of the academic discipline known as Old Testament theology. A complete survey of this subject is impossible, since that topic itself can only be treated in book-length form.1 Next, a methodology for analyzing Old Testament theology will be suggested. Then a book-by-book analysis of the Old Testament’s unfolding theology will be offered. The Hebrew order of books will be followed because of that sequence’s clarity and ancient roots. Finally, some suggestions about how the Old and New Testaments are linked will be noted. One of the questions students ask most often is how the Bible holds together, so some response is necessary. Throughout the discussion, a single unifying theme will be used to keep the various topics together, and Israel’s historical context will be duly recognized at strategic points. By the end of this work readers will grasp the basic details of Old Testament theology, will know how those details unfold in Israel’s history and will understand how the details unify the Old Testament and the whole of Scripture. Even partial fulfillment of these goals may prove helpful to many students.


    

      A Survey of the Study of Old Testament Theology


      It is quite difficult to choose a starting point for a description of the study of Old Testament theology. One could begin with the Old Testament itself, for there are many places where a text is influenced by a previous passage or refers to what “is written” in another part of Scripture.2 Certainly how the Old Testament’s theology grows and develops within its own pages must be part of a serious analysis of the subject. Still, attempting to chart how ideas originated and grew to maturity has the potential to leave interpreters seeking the history of theological processes rather than the conclusions of theology proper. Such analyses are legitimate forms of scholarship, but pursuing them in detail does not fit this book’s purpose.


      One could also start the description with the New Testament’s treatment of the Old Testament. This approach also has validity, because the New Testament writers make extensive use of the Old Testament. After all, it was their Bible! To start here, however, is to run ahead of one’s self. The New Testament authors knew the Hebrew Scriptures thoroughly and expected their readers to possess a similar familiarity. Most current readers need to examine the whole of the Old Testament and digest its theological contents before undertaking a study of the relationship between the testaments. Some knowledge and expertise are needed to proceed further.


      Another potential entry point is to examine how the early church fathers, medieval interpreters and leaders of the Reformation viewed Old Testament theology. Brevard Childs’s clear, concise description of these approaches demonstrates the richness and variety that has always attended biblical theology.3 John Calvin and Martin Luther are particularly notable examples of figures from church history who interpret the Old Testament as a theological document closely linked to the New Testament.4 The problem with this approach is that none of these individuals ever produced a single volume specifically devoted to Old Testament theology. Their ideas must be gleaned from literally dozens of sermons, commentaries and other works. Though this is an enriching task, once again an entire work or series of works would be required to complete the assignment.


      One other beginning place must be mentioned. Rabbinic scholars have been commenting on the Hebrew Scriptures since the Old Testament was completed. Thus some modern writers argue that the synagogue tradition is the place to start when assessing Old Testament theology.5 This approach is certainly legitimate and enlightening, yet it has the same constraints as trying to gather the various comments from church history. There are precious few concise works in the rabbinic tradition on the theology of the whole of Hebrew Scriptures. Much valuable linguistic, historical and inspirational data can be gained from rabbinic studies. But Judaism and Christianity disagree over the value of a two-Testament Bible and over the nature and work of Jesus Christ. Therefore common concerns of both religions can and should be addressed, yet without glossing over real differences.6 Only those who are open about their disagreements can truly relate their commonalities. Future dialogue between Judaism and Christianity can surely proceed only with complete candor.7 Honesty and kindness should, of course, characterize such discussions.


      Thus despite the importance of these four possibilities, another starting place is preferable. Over the past two centuries a number of works that deal specifically with Old Testament theology have been written. These efforts vary in style, substance and length, of course, yet they also share certain characteristics. First, the purpose of the book or books is to discuss Old Testament theology. Before this era the Old Testament’s theological statements were systematized with New Testament statements to describe Christian doctrine. Sometimes the biblical texts were part of an extensive biblical-theological system, such as in Calvin’s Institutes. At other times they were part of a philosophical and biblical system, as in Thomas Aquinas’s Summa Theologiae. In Calvin and Aquinas the Old Testament contributes to a larger theological scheme but does not appear as a separate theological voice. The pioneers of Old Testament theology attempted to analyze and explain what the Old Testament itself taught. They then sought to incorporate those teachings into a larger biblical or systematic theology. Scholars who have followed them have continued this pattern.


      Second, specifically Old Testament theologians pay close attention to historical data. That is, they strive to determine what each biblical author’s statements meant in their ancient context. They view this commitment as fundamental to accurate application of texts for today, since they believe strongly that “a text cannot mean what it never meant.”8 This emphasis breaks with the allegorical method of interpretation, whose best-known practitioner was St. Augustine. Of course, Old Testament experts hardly agree on the background of every biblical book, paragraph or sentence. Indeed Old Testament theologians have been participants in these disputes. At times they have proposed such radical historical reconstructions that a passage’s statements have largely been lost.9 Still, the effort to establish historical context must continue. Authors of Scripture wrote in concrete historical settings to real people. The ongoing value of the Bible stems in part from its ability to continue to speak to real people in the midst of everyday life.


      Third, though there are notable exceptions to this generalization,10 most Old Testament theologians seek to relate the Old Testament’s message to the church. Some do so by showing how the Old Testament leads naturally into the New Testament. Others state where the Old Testament no longer applies in Christian doctrine but maintain as valuable for the church as much of the Hebrew Scriptures as possible. Still others treat the Old Testament as a document that describes part of the history of Israel’s religion. These writers tend to exclude elements of the Old Testament such as animal sacrifice and holy war from any segment of Christian doctrine, yet they assert that universal truths such as the Ten Commandments are still valid for the Christian faith. Regardless of their approach, these authors believe that the Old Testament has always been the church’s Scripture and must therefore be incorporated into the church’s doctrine and practice. How to do so is the challenge they face.


      As has already been indicated, even these basic agreements cannot hide the differences that divide Old Testament theologians. They agree that the Old Testament deserves to be heard as an individual theological voice, yet they do not listen the same way, for the formats of their works are not all alike. They do not hear the same voice, and their conclusions differ. Though they think historical analysis is vital to their task they cannot always agree on a text’s actual historical background or what that background tells them. Despite their belief that the Old Testament belongs in the Christian Bible they are not unanimous on what the Old Testament teaches the church.


      Simply put, the history of this discipline is rather untidy. It does not reflect perfect agreement or unfailingly harmonious Christian unity. In other words, it is a bit like worldwide Christianity itself: imperfect, struggling, yet moving toward a worthy goal. The brief history sketched below will demonstrate the discipline’s agreement, disagreement and potential. Four periods are highlighted, each of which moves Old Testament theology studies onto new and challenging ground. Not every stage improves the discipline, but each one shapes it.


    


    

    

      Beginnings: From Gabler to Wellhausen (1787-1878)


      The beginnings of the discipline of biblical theology are commonly traced to March 30, 1787, when Johann P. Gabler delivered an address entitled “An Oration on the Proper Distinction Between Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and the Specific Objectives of Each” at the University of Altdorf, Germany. Before this time biblical theology had been subsumed under systematic theology (dogmatics). Gabler declared that biblical theology differs from dogmatics in origin and purpose. He writes that


      

        there is truly a biblical theology, of historical origins, conveying what the holy writers felt about divine matters; on the other hand there is a dogmatic theology of didactic origin, teaching what each theologian philosophizes rationally about divine things, according to the measure of his ability or of the times, age, place, sect, school, and other similar factors.11


      


      According to Gabler, the origin of biblical theology lies in the Bible itself, while dogmatic theology stems from individual theologians with prior philosophical and ecclesiological commitments. Biblical theology’s purpose is to set forth what the biblical writers actually believed. Dogmatic theology’s goal is to perpetuate a preestablished point of view. As a rationalist, Gabler particularly wanted to eliminate all precommitted approaches to theology.12

Gabler suggested a three-stage approach to examining biblical theology. First, interpreters must gather data on “each of the periods in the Old and New Testaments, each of the authors, and each of the manners of speaking which each used as a reflection of time and place.”13 Second, having gathered this historical material theologians must undertake “a careful and sober comparison of the various parts attributed to each testament.”14 Biblical authors’ ideas should be compared until “it is clearly revealed wherein the separate authors agree in a friendly fashion, or differ among themselves.”15 Third, the agreements and disagreements must be duly noted and analyzed in order to determine what “universal notions” emerge.16 Gabler offers no specific criteria for determining what constitutes universal notions except to cite “Mosaic law” as one example of what no longer applies to Christians.17 He simply distinguished between that which applied to the authors’ times alone and that which has more long-term value.18


      Underlying Gabler’s approach was a rationalistic view of the inspiration and reliability of Scripture. For him, only eliminating the temporary, human, nonuniversal elements of Scripture’s teachings can produce ideas that are truly inspired and valuable for church dogmatics. Even an appeal to passages on the Bible’s inspiration does not help determine the extent of the Bible’s inspiration, since “these individual passages are very obscure and ambiguous.”19 Therefore those who “wish to deal with these things with reason and not with fear or bias” must not “press those meanings of the Apostles beyond their just limits, especially since only the effects of their inspiration and not their causes, are perceived by the senses.”20 Only through careful exegesis and adherence to what Christ has spoken on inspiration can it finally be determined “whether all the opinions of the Apostles, of every type and sort together, are truly divine, or rather whether some of them, which have no bearing on salvation, were left to their own ingenuity.”21 Only then can the Bible’s pure doctrinal essence emerge ready for dogmatic collation.


      Obviously Gabler’s methodology has strengths and weaknesses. Its chief strength is the insistence on the value of biblical theology. Surely systematic theology benefits from careful, accurate analysis of what Scripture itself says. Church doctrine can become infinitely sterile if it decides what the text must say before it says it. Another strength is the call to historical analysis. Scripture speaks to all eras because it first spoke to a specific era. It embeds itself in human experience by having a concrete point of entry. Allegory agrees with the first part of that statement yet errs because it forgets the second part. History does matter in interpretation.


      Gabler’s scheme also has serious flaws. First, his insistence on rationalism and its refusal to discuss what lies beyond the human senses eliminates much of Scripture from serious theological consideration. None of the Bible’s miracles, very little of authorial inspiration and only a limited number of the apostles’ statements remain. One wonders how Gabler can speak of a Savior or of salvation22 and stand by his convictions. After all, salvation hardly seems a sense-oriented category. Clearly Gabler had his own governing ideology, just as those he criticized did. Second, despite his program for incorporating biblical and systematic theology, Gabler’s theories open the door for a negative separation of Old and New Testament theology. So little of the Old Testament would presumably have non-time-bound principles that it would be rendered fairly insignificant for biblical theology. This fact leads to the conclusion that Old Testament theology may be worthy of historical study but that it is not overwhelmingly pertinent to the church. As will be discussed later, many scholars adopted this approach after Gabler’s time. Third, a cleavage is created between the academic study of theology and the church’s teaching of doctrine. The idea emerges that “truth” is learned in the library and expounded in the lecture hall but the church teaches its same biases from one generation to the next. This division between church and academy exists in too many instances.


      This analysis of Gabler’s oration is longer than the treatment given most other authors because of its seminal nature and long-term impact. Without question Gabler helped chart the course for a new discipline. Also without question this course led in positive and negative directions that are still apparent in Old Testament studies.


      Many of the strengths and weaknesses of Gabler’s proposals appear in the first work devoted to Old Testament theology, which was published by Georg Lorenz Bauer in 1796. As the first to separate Old and New Testament theology, Bauer agreed with Gabler’s conviction that biblical theology should precede and inform systematic theology. He also sought to apply a historical methodology in his research and attempted to discover the universal ideas found in the Old Testament, which the volume’s very subtitle (A Biblical Sketch of the Religious Opinions of the Ancient Hebrews) indicates.23


      Bauer’s work is also unstintingly rationalistic. R. C. Dentan notes that to Bauer


      

        any idea of supernatural revelations of God through theophanies, miracles, or prophecies is to be rejected, since such things are contrary to sound reason and can easily be paralleled amongst other peoples. Thus Bauer regarded Moses as a brave, intelligent man, well instructed in the wisdom of Egypt, whose high purposes were strengthened when he saw a bush which had been kindled by lightning in a thunderstorm.24


      


      He interprets the Old Testament miracles as myths and indeed authors another volume that discusses both Old and New Testament “myths.”25 This antisupernaturalist commitment affects Bauer’s view of history. For Bauer, history is that which conforms to historical methods in use at the end of the eighteenth century.


      Since he was the first author of a distinctly Old Testament theology, it is interesting to note Bauer’s format for presenting his work. Though he determines to break away from dogmatics he still chooses to divide his work into the three traditionally dogmatic categories: theology, anthropology and christology.26 Perhaps he hoped to be able to influence dogmatic theology more readily by adopting common categories. Whatever his reasons, Bauer’s mode of presentation introduces an ongoing dilemma for Old Testament theologians: How does one incorporate all the biblical data into workable categories that fit the author’s purpose in writing? In Bauer’s case these categories are appropriate, because he wants to collect universal ideas that apply to Christians regardless of when they live.


      Given the long-term impact of Gabler’s and Bauer’s ideas and the fact that the discipline takes a different turn after 1800, it may be helpful to summarize their contribution to Old Testament theology.


      1. Gabler and Bauer basically create the discipline of Old Testament theology. They argue that the Old and New Testaments deserve to be heard on their own terms before their ideas are incorporated into dogmatic theology.


      2. Both Gabler and Bauer believe Old Testament theology must have a strongly historical component. Unfortunately this historical component is based on a rationalism that leaves little room for the supernatural. It also questions a great deal of material that is suspect only to keen rationalists.


      3. Gabler and Bauer argue that the Old Testament teaches some universal truths applicable to Christians in all eras. To find these concepts, however, both men eliminate much of the Old Testament as being due to the authors’ “own ingenuity.”27 This approach questions the general value of the Old Testament and leaves it with little to say that the New Testament does not repeat.


      4. Gabler never writes an Old Testament theology, but in his work Bauer divides the biblical material into the study of God, humankind and Christ. These are certainly topics of concern for any theologian, but they fit the whole of the Old Testament only imperfectly, as Bauer himself no doubt knew.


      Even though these notions are two centuries old, they continue to be debated to this day.


      Following Gabler’s and Bauer’s seminal efforts, Old Testament theologians began to respond to their findings. In his Die biblische Theologie, published in 1813, G. P. C. Kaiser pushed Gabler’s and Bauer’s rationalistic theories still further. Given its similarities with other ancient religions and its tendencies towards mythical writing, Kaiser argued, Old Testament religion is really just one religion among many. As Dentan concludes,


      

        With all their rationalism, previous writers had at least paid lip service to the doctrine of the finality of the Christian religion. With Kaiser the pretense disappears. For him, the idea of particular revelation seemed irrational and impious. The Bible was chiefly of interest as giving concrete instances of the application of universal laws.28


      


      Given his position on the relative value of the Old Testament, it is understandable that Kaiser became the first scholar to view the study of Old Testament theology as essentially a history of religion rather than a history of God’s revelation. This emphasis on Old Testament theology as a strictly historical exploration was to become the dominant methodology in biblical studies later in the century.


      Wilhelm M. L. de Wette attempted to chart a path between traditional orthodoxy and committed rationalism in his Lehrbuch der christlichen Dogmatik (1813; third edition 1831). Though he shared the rationalists’ conclusion about the Bible’s depictions of miracles, prophecies and so forth, he thought the rationalists’ dismissal of such accounts wrongheaded. Rather, de Wette argues, myths are poetic means of expressing feelings about God and all sacred things.29 Many ancient peoples thought and wrote in such terms, so it is not unusual that Israel did so as well. Thus Old Testament theologians must seek to understand the feelings and universal truths behind the myths, not simply discard them as fantasies penned by irrational or primitive people. Obviously readers who take the miracle stories literally also miss the point, since they, too, focus on the reliability of the account rather than the account’s deeper expression of religious feeling.


      Clearly de Wette takes a strongly philosophical approach to theology. Tutored by his friend J. F. Fries, who was strongly influenced by Immanuel Kant,30 de Wette believed that God inspires human reason and religious feeling. It is this divine inspiration that balances reason and feeling and gives both meaning.31 By making this assertion de Wette attempts to avoid Kant’s separation of the two impulses. He also tries to give meaning to historical analysis. Historical research does not exist solely for its own sake but rather to help reproduce the feelings and ideas of Old Testament faith.32 When it reveals these feelings and ideas it serves the church, which needs to feel and think in a similar manner.


      De Wette’s approach provided a bridge between the past and immediate future of Old Testament theology. Like his predecessors, he employed a historical methodology based on rationalistic principles. These principles helped him decide what is myth and what is history. He also searched for the universal in the Old Testament, which he thought begins with the notion of a holy God who rules the earth.33 Further, he believed parts of the Old Testament are simply human notions not inspired by God’s holy will.34 Such impure ideas must be separated from those of universal value. Thus he shares the strengths and weaknesses of Gabler and Bauer.


      However, de Wette leads the way for future researchers. His emphasis on myth as meaningful religious writing instead of useless fabrication inspired similar analyses. His concept of inspiration as a middle ground between reason and feeling gave many scholars who accepted rationalistic views of history a way to maintain contact with biblical piety. Finally, de Wette’s emphasis on the development within Old Testament religion encouraged movement toward studies of the text as a history of religion, though de Wette himself had no such inclination.


      Wilhelm Vatke’s Biblische Theologie, wissenschaftlich dargestellt, Die Religion des Alten Testaments (1835) also nudged Old Testament theology away from pure rationalism through philosophical means. This time it was Vatke’s teacher and colleague Georg W. Hegel, not Kant, who provided the stimulus.35 Vatke agreed with Hegel’s belief that history is a series of developments from lower to higher stages of thought and action. These stages occur when an action or thought (thesis) produces a reaction (antithesis), which afterward finds a higher stage of thought or action (synthesis). History’s continual creation of syntheses creates progress in whatever area of life that produces them. Hegel’s theory applied to Old Testament theology means that Old Testament religion grew progressively more complex as it evolved. This complexity may be good or bad, depending on one’s viewpoint. Since Hegel found meaning in these historical collisions, Vatke rejected the rationalist’s division between the purely historical and the Old Testament’s universally valid principles.36 Rather the two work together to advance Old Testament religion.


      Despite this affirmation of history, however, Vatke made some harsh observations about the Old Testament’s historical statements. He asserted that the first four books of the Pentateuch were not products of Moses’ time but were rather documents produced by a nation whose religion had evolved to a quite involved stage.37 Further, Deuteronomy was written during Josiah’s reformation of about 622-621 B.C., not by Moses, a position already forwarded by de Wette.38 Finally, the prophets must therefore be seen as the founders of specifically monotheistic Israelite religion.39 As R. K. Harrison notes, according to Vatke, over the centuries “the religion of the Hebrews evolved from comparatively primitive and unhistorical beginnings into the monotheistic faith that characterized the religion of Judaism.”40 In Israel’s history, then, the final synthesis was the sort of religion found in Ezra’s time (c. 450-425 B.C.) and beyond. Virtually all historical references that predate the prophets are later writings that project then-current ideas into the past.


      Vatke’s opinions took historical methodology in Old Testament theology to a new stage. Rationalists had simply declared certain parts of the Old Testament unhistorical. De Wette argued that even if these accounts are unhistorical they still express religious feeling through myth, which was a common ancient form of writing. Vatke believed that many accounts were simply not from the time period or authors stated in the text and that the events Scripture depicts did not occur as the Bible portrays them. Because he was committed to a specific interpretation of Hegel’s theory of history, Vatke found it impossible to accept that Israelite religion began with a monotheistic Mosaic covenant. It must have developed from nature religion to monotheism in an evolutionary manner. Once Old Testament history was reconfigured according to these principles, theologians could then interpret the Old Testament’s theology against this “correct” historical background. Very few readers utilized Vatke’s viewpoints until years after Biblische Theologie was published. One who did, however, was Julius Wellhausen, and that one disciple made Vatke’s ideas more prominent than Vatke ever did himself.


      By the time Vatke’s work was published and read, a perceptible dogmaticism had settled into the liberal ranks of Old Testament theology. First, the Old Testament’s historical statements were clearly suspect. Stated authorship of books, accounts of the miraculous and description of historical events were all challenged and often denied. Second, the Old Testament was at worst a slight contributor to legitimate biblical theology and was at best a legitimate source of universal ideas and inspired religious feelings. Third, it was unlikely, then, that the unity of the Bible could be maintained. Evolutionary views of history made it much more likely that the Old Testament was a lower religious state that had to be completed for the New Testament to emerge. Challenges to these assertions were soon to come, but they were not to have the lasting force their authors desired.


      Conservative responses to the liberal tendencies in the new discipline started in 1829, when E. W. Hengstenberg began to publish his Christologie des Alten Testaments, which was completed in 1835 as a four-volume work.41 Before this time conservatives resisted Old Testament theology, most likely because of its adherents’ opposition to traditional views of the Bible’s unity and historicity. They also rejected any differences between biblical and systematic theology.


      In time conservatives decided that Old Testament theology offered them a means of expounding sound doctrine, disputing views with which they disagreed and explaining ancient truth effectively to contemporary audiences.42


      Hengstenberg’s christological studies were not a complete Old Testament theology. Nonetheless, in this work he struck at some of the cardinal opinions of his colleague Vatke and other nontraditional scholars. In the first place, by choosing to expound the Old Testament’s messianic prophecies he disagreed with the notion that the Old Testament’s potential contribution to dogmatic theology was limited in any significant way. Further, if the messianic prophecies are so prevalent and such a part of the Old Testament’s overall structure and method, then the Hebrew Scriptures are distinctly valuable in biblical theology. Too, if the Old and New Testaments both give extensive witness to Jesus Christ, then surely there are grounds for claiming that there is great unity in Scripture.


      Second, in his subsequent History of the Kingdom of God in the Old Testament (ET 1871) Hengstenberg critiqued the historical conclusions reached by liberal historians. His chief means of attack was to defend Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch.43 He correctly sensed that this topic would be a determining factor in the success or failure of either his views or his opponents’. If Mosaic authorship could be sustained, then Vatke’s historical reconstruction and the theology built upon it could not be accepted.


      Hengstenberg’s conclusions have more than apologetic implications. His insistence on the importance of the Old Testament’s messianic prophecies sets up a close relationship between the Testaments based on the Old Testament’s promises and their fulfillment in the New Testament. His adherence to Mosaic authorship maintains a traditional attitude toward the historical claims of Scripture and of biblical inspiration and divine revelation. Emphasizing the accuracy of the Old Testament’s historical descriptions allows his promise-fulfillment scheme to unfold gradually over time, yet in a linear, not evolutionary, manner. Because of his role as first respondent to the new ideas in theological studies, Hengstenberg has influenced heavily the course of conservative Old Testament scholarship.44


      Despite his defense of traditional attitudes toward the Old Testament’s historicity, Hengstenberg did not explain clearly the relationship between historical analysis and theological reflection. This task was assumed by a group of scholars who stressed salvation history as a way to connect these two vital aspects of Old Testament theology. In a posthumous volume published in 1848,45 H. A. C. Havernick, a student of Hengstenberg, insisted that the ideas of Scripture could not be separated from the history in which they were born and declared. He also claimed that history slowly unfolded until it reached its ultimate climax in Jesus Christ.46 Thus history serves as God’s vehicle for salvation through the centuries.


      Havernick’s vision of history and salvation was shared by J. C. K. von Hofmann. In his Weissagung und Erfüllung (1841-1844),47 where the phrase “salvation history” first appeared,48 Hofmann stated that the Old Testament records God’s efforts to redeem the human race. Within the text are stages of this process. Each succeeding stage describes God’s redemptive methods in that era. Finally, God’s people find salvation in Jesus Christ, God’s perfect means of redemption. Clearly, then, history and theology are not the same thing, but they are inseparable in the sense that one cannot exist without the other.


      The most famous and popular proponent of salvation history in this era was Gustav Oehler, whose Prolegomena zur Theologie des Alten Testaments (1845) and Theologie des Alten Testaments (1873-1874) were highly influential. Like Havernick and Hofmann, Oehler believed that history and theology must remain carefully linked. In fact, he defines Old Testament theology in the following manner:


      

        As a historical science, it rests on the results of grammatico-historical exegesis, the business of which is to reproduce the contents of the biblical books according to the rules of the language, with due regard to the historical circumstances under which the books originated, and the individual circumstances of the sacred authors.49


      


      Besides carefully determining a text’s historical-grammatical background, interpreters must also chart the “process of development” in Old Testament faith. How does one discover this process? Oehler says,


      

        Since every such process can be comprehended only from its climax, biblical theology will have to understand the Old Testament in the light of the completed revelation of God in Christ for which it formed the preparation—will have to show how God’s saving purpose, fulfilled in Christ, moved through the preliminary stages of this history of revelation.50


      


      When these two emphases are combined, exactly how and under what circumstances the Old Testament writers produced their messages will become clear, as will the overall progress of the history of salvation. Again history operates as a vehicle of salvation. Salvation unfolds in history. Scripture is God’s revelation of how this process manifests itself in the lives of God’s people.


      Oehler used an interesting format to discuss his views. He presents the biblical material in the Hebrew Bible’s three-part scheme of Law, Prophets and Writings, though he called this third section Wisdom.51 In each of the first two sections he offers a historical summary of Mosaism and prophetism and then follows that analysis with systematic comments. His historical findings are conservative, in contrast to those of de Wette and Vatke. The third section has only systematic conclusions. This manner of presentation allows Oehler to demonstrate how the biblical books follow a sequential historical and thematic path. It also gives Oehler the opportunity to show how historical interpretation of Scripture can lead to doctrinal statements. The major problem with this format is that the Writings are not fully incorporated into the salvation-history scheme.


      These early conservative Old Testament theologians shared specific strengths and weaknesses. The first strength is their commitment to the inspiration of Scripture. To them, the Bible is God’s Word in its entirety. Not all of them believed the Scriptures inerrant, but each rejected the rationalists’ claims that the Bible is basically a human composition with few truly divine elements. A second strength is their insistence on the Old Testament’s historical accuracy. Part of this emphasis grows out of their position on inspiration, just as the opinions of Gabler, Bauer, de Wette and others grow out of their ideas on the matter. Still, they present serious historical and literary evidence that defends the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch and the historical statements in the Old Testament.


      A third strength is their belief in the possibility of miracles and supernatural occurrences on earth. This issue is often the dividing point between the liberal and conservative camps. Once scholars conclude that miracles may occur within human history, many of their views on other details of biblical history take their course. The fourth strength is their attempt to link history and theology. By struggling with how theology becomes real in human life they broke away from cold, sterile, unnecessarily transcendent views of how Scripture relates to people. Emphasizing salvation history also helped them relate the Old Testament to the New Testament, thus offering some possibilities for understanding biblical unity. Two testaments still exist, yet not as strangers.


      Certain weaknesses also emerge in their writings. First, they overemphasize their views of Hegelian thought as much as their rivals. They correctly see value in how history occurs over time, but they stress historical development to the point of leaving the Old Testament with few distinctly important ideas of its own. The Old Testament’s promises of a coming messiah are of great importance. But what of the Old Testament’s unique contributions to issues not specifically connected to redemption? For instance, what about the Hebrew Scriptures’ teachings on holy living, wisdom or social justice? These are vital matters the New Testament does not cover as extensively as does the Old Testament.


      Second, they do not always present their material in an accessible fashion. They do write a great deal about methodology, especially a methodology of uniting historical research and theological reflection. Still, they are unable to find a way to explain the whole range of theological ideas in the Old Testament. Oehler’s Theologie des Alten Testaments comes closest to what is needed, but the following of the Hebrew order of books and historical exposition breaks down in the section on Wisdom. This format may also try to do too much. In a way this weakness of format could be claimed against every Old Testament theology, given the vastness of the task, but it is still important to find effective ways to put methodology into readable form.


      By the time Oehler’s work became the first work of Old Testament theology to be translated into English (1875), a stalemate obviously existed. Liberal and conservative scholars agreed that there should be a strong historical component in Old Testament theology. Given their differing views on inspiration, the supernatural and historical theory, though, they seldom concurred on historical details. They agreed that biblical theology should inform systematic theology, but one side sought universal truths, common religious feelings and how the Old Testament served as a stage on the way to the New Testament, while the other made fewer distinctions between the Testaments and focused on salvation history. One group shied away from church authority and leaned toward academic historicism, while the other made close links with the church and struggled to use an appropriate philosophy of history. This stalemate was soon broken in a way that neither side would probably have suspected.


    


    

    

      The Dominance of Historicism: 1878-1920


      It is rare indeed for a single volume to change and set the course of all studies related to Scripture. In fact, such a feat may no longer be possible. It is not an exaggeration to say, however, that Julius Wellhausen’s Prolegomena to the History of Ancient Israel (1878; ET 1885) did just that.52 No segment of biblical studies, not even those related to the New Testament, was unaffected by its influence. In many ways this volume dictates a large portion of the agenda in Old Testament research to this day.


      Wellhausen’s genius lay in his ability to synthesize the findings of earlier scholars into a readable and unified whole. Dentan describes Wellhausen’s style as “lucid, persuasive, and gently humorous,”53 rare qualities in academic writing. Wellhausen accepted de Wette’s conclusion that Deuteronomy was written in the seventh century B.C. instead of by Moses. He agreed with Vatke’s assertion that Israel’s religion evolved over time, which meant to him that complex priestly material like that found in Leviticus was written at the end of Israel’s history and that the Pentateuch was completed after the Prophets. Likewise, he agreed with Karl F. Graf, Abraham Kuenen and other scholars who thought the first four books of the Pentateuch consisted of written documents, or sources, that used different names for God and proclaimed differing theological views. He agreed that Vatke’s views about Hegelian historical theories and de Wette’s conceptions about myth were correct. To these notions Wellhausen added his own thoughts on the prophets as the founders of ethical monotheistic faith and on the origins of Israel’s religion in nature cults.


      The synthesis of all these beliefs began with the assumption that Israelite religion evolved from roots in nature religion similar to other ancient Canaanite religions, to ethical monotheism in the prophets and the early stages of the Pentateuch, to a stronger monotheism and insistence on a central sanctuary in Deuteronomy and books it influences (Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, 1-2 Kings, Jeremiah), to the detailed, priest-guided religion like that found in Ezra, Leviticus, Ezekiel and 1-2 Chronicles. Unlike Vatke, who saw this evolution as positive, Wellhausen mourned the loss of the earlier, simpler religion. Like Vatke, Wellhausen considered much of the stated historical contexts in the Old Testament to be reflections of later generations transposed upon the past. To Wellhausen, Moses was at best a shadowy historical figure, and the patriarchs could not have been as advanced culturally as the Old Testament indicates. Prophetic monotheism eventually led to the Law, not the reverse as the Old Testament says.


      Simply put, Wellhausen’s views swept the theological field. By the end of the century his ideas were opposed by only a handful of scholars in Germany. After the publication of Prolegomena in English (1885) Wellhausen’s theories quickly came to dominate Old Testament studies in England. Even in the United States, which accepted European theology more slowly, Wellhausen made a large impact by 1900. As early as 1879 C. H. Toy was dismissed from his teaching position at the Southern Baptist Theological Seminary in Louisville, Kentucky, for espousing views similar to Wellhausen’s.54


      What this development meant for Old Testament theology was that a strictly historical approach to the subject dominated the scene. With sequential coherence gone in the Old Testament text itself, scholars began to reconstruct “coherent” histories of Israelite religion of their own. The Old Testament’s ideas were used to get at the “real” events and progressions of the history of an ancient religion. Concerning this era Walther Eichrodt writes that


      

        there was no longer any unity to be found in the OT, only a collection of detached periods which were simply the reflections of as many different religions. In such circumstances it was only a logical development that the designation “OT Theology,” which had formerly had quite a different connotation, should frequently be abandoned and the title “the History of Israelite Religion” substituted for it. Even where scholars still clung to the old name, they were neither desirous nor capable of offering anything more than an exposition of the historical process.55


      


      Neither the old liberal nor the old conservative camp triumphed. The historical studies both groups emphasized overran the various Old Testament theological principles they deemed valuable. Little if any of the unity of the Testaments remained—not the universal ideas of the rationalists, not the salvation history of the conservatives. Even de Wette and Vatke, whose historical ideas Wellhausen used extensively, could hardly have been pleased at the fate of their theological reflections.


      As Eichrodt suggests, several books that were actually studies of the history of Israel’s religion appeared under the title “Old Testament theology” during this era. Though A. B. Davidson’s The Theology of the Old Testament (1904)56 is an exception, Bernhard Stade’s Biblische Theologie des Alten Testaments (1905)57 and E. Kautzsch’s Biblische Theologie des Alten Testaments (1911),58 to name a few, are examples of such works. Despite retaining this title, however, they actually had more in common with those who chose to use “history of religion” in their titles than with the founders and early developers of Old Testament theology.


      Despite the clear dominance of historicism, some writers attempted to continue the tradition of theological reflection grounded in historical analysis. W. L. Alexander did so without grappling with Wellhausen and his followers’ ideas.59 Hermann Schultz and August Dillmann, however, dialogued with the prevailing theories. Schultz’s Alttestamentliche Theologie went through five editions between 1869 and 1896, which means the author worked before and during the period of historicism’s dominance. Though he adopted many of Wellhausen’s conclusions about the composition of the Old Testament, Schultz maintained contact with older traditions. He asserts that the Old Testament is the result of God’s revelation and claims that the one who studies it must be “able to bring himself into a living sympathy with the spirit of that religion.”60


      Further, he believed that there is unity between the Old and New Testament and traced this coherence by focusing on the single theme of “the kingdom of God on earth.”61 He argues that “no one can expound New Testament theology without a thorough knowledge of Old Testament theology. But it is no less true that one who does not thoroughly understand New Testament theology cannot have anything but a one-sided view of Old Testament theology.”62 The results of these biblical studies are the data that should inform an accurate biblical theology.63


      To demonstrate the validity of this claim, Schultz divides his work into two parts that describe the evolution of Israel’s religious worldview and a concluding section that deals with systematic topics such as God and the world, the human race and sin.64 His emphasis on a single theme that unifies Israel’s history and theology parallels the earlier conservatives’ stressing salvation history as a unifying factor in Scripture. It also set a precedent for the future. Just as many historicists followed Kaiser’s suggestions about Old Testament theology from a history of religions viewpoint, later Old Testament theologians chose to adopt a single-theme approach to unifying the Hebrew Scripture.


      Dillmann agreed with Schultz’s conclusions about the revelational nature of the Old Testament, the need for theologians to have a sympathetic approach to their task and the value of Old Testament theology for forming systematic theology.65 He disagreed, though, with Schultz’s acceptance of Wellhausen’s theories of the evolution of Israel’s religion. Dillmann did not believe that the Israelites developed involved religious practices and writings about these practices at the end of Old Testament times. Such views did not, in his opinion, match what occurred in the religions of Israel’s neighbors, who shared Israel’s general cultural environment.66 If Dillmann’s conclusions about the Pentateuchal materials are correct, then most of Wellhausen’s reconstruction of Israel’s history dissolves, and with it many of the theological theories carefully constructed on it fall as well. A few conservative biblical scholars attempted to prove the fallacies of Wellhausen’s hypotheses, most notably J. Orr,67 and German scholars began to alter his findings.68 Still, variations of Wellhausen’s ideas were forwarded, not repudiations of it, and arguments such as Dillmann’s were not accepted by many academicians.


    


    

    

      The Reemergence of Old Testament Theology: 1920-1960


      By 1920 the atmosphere was much more congenial to Old Testament theology. A number of factors contributed to this reversal. World War I demonstrated the moral depths to which human beings can sink. Hundreds of thousands of soldiers died, and virtually no nation on earth was unaffected by the carnage created by new weapons of destruction and governments that ordered their use. Many individuals realized that it was not enough to study Scripture historically, for the world cried out for meaning that created obedience to a Governor holier than any earthly governor. Pastors wrestled with how to make ancient texts relevant to congregations suffering in the modern world.


      The most famous pastor to struggle with these issues was Karl Barth, a Swiss minister serving in Safenwil. Barth was convinced that theology must once again stress God’s revelation in Scripture and turn away from focusing on historicism and notions such as the inevitable progress of the human race. His commentary on Romans, first published in 1919 and subsequently thoroughly revised, helped turn the theological world back to Scripture and the church.69 To write the sort of theology he envisioned, Barth looked not to authors from the previous several decades for models but to Calvin, Luther and Søren Kierkegaard. He also applied his own approach to Hegel’s historical and philosophical theories, focusing on a dialectical approach to theology in his monumental Church Dogmatics.70 Barth did not return to Calvin’s and Luther’s views on Pentateuchal authorship, nor did he champion other conservative viewpoints. But he did help move all theological studies back toward Scripture, which was no small achievement in his era.


      Besides these cultural and ecclesiastical influences, Dentan notes two other major factors that also led Old Testament theology to regained prominence. First was the general loss of faith in evolutionary naturalism, which resulted in a steadily increasing dissatisfaction with the religions-geschichtlich attempt to explain Israel’s religion as but one example of a universal law by which humans inevitably progress from animism to ethical monotheism. Second, there was a reaction against the mid-nineteenth-century conviction that historical truth can be attained by pure scientific objectivity or indeed that such objectivity is itself attainable. Stated in positive terms, there was a growing feeling that the inner truth of history, in contrast to mere external facts, is accessible only to those who in some way “feel themselves into” the situation that they are attempting to describe so that they in some sense become participants, not mere observers.71


      In other words, the claims of the earlier conservatives and Dillmann that the evolutionary scheme was flawed became more widespread, though these individuals did not necessarily impact this change at this particular point in time. Too, de Wette’s ideas about the truth behind not-necessarily-histori-cally-accurate events gained acceptance. No concerted effort was made to return to prerationalist views of history, then, but the biblical texts were no longer deemed “false” just because they were “not accurate.”


      The first Old Testament theology written in this period reflects the struggle to modify existing notions of history and thus balance history and theology. Like several of its predecessors, Eduard König’s Theologie des Alten Testaments (1922) endeavored to show how historical analysis informs theological reflection.72 Despite having distinct reservations about this volume, Eichrodt notes that König’s effort, coming when it did, “was a real act of courage which deserves to be recorded.”73 König’s insistence on the revelatory nature of Scripture and value of Old Testament theology for dogmatic theology was not new. It had just been some time since these ideas had been given a fair hearing.


      Though König’s work opened the door for a renewed theological emphasis in Old Testament theology, the history-versus-theology debate continued for some time. Otto Eissfeldt argued in 1926 that historical and theological analyses of Scripture must be kept separate. After all, he says, “the historical or the scientific study of religion, requires that the religion of the Old Testament be investigated by the same means with which historical scholarship otherwise works,” while the theological “discloses itself only to faith, and that is something different from empathetic reliving; it consists, namely, in being overwhelmed and humbled in inner obedience to that which has taken hold of oneself.”74


      Eichrodt disagreed with Eissfeldt’s clean break between history and theology in an article that appeared in 1929. He admitted that historical analysis cannot “command assent” to the Bible claims.75 But he also forcefully states that


      

        it is an impermissible restriction of the concept “historical” to relate it, as if self-evidently, only to observation of the growth process, to the genetic method; rather, “historical” may be understood as the opposite of anything normative. Thus, the systematic consideration is to be comprehended completely within the historical.76


      


      So, to be truly historical, interpreters must be willing to describe theological claims made within history and their initial backgrounds. Further, Eichrodt denies that theological studies are less objective than historical analyses. Even in historical research there is subjectivity in the selection of the object of study, the historian’s principles for choosing what data to include and the work’s purposes and guiding conceptions.77 It is untenable, then, to separate history and theology on qualitative grounds. Neither is inherently objective or subjective. Only historians and theologians make them so. Finally, given these theoretical observations, Eichrodt called for cooperation between historians and theologians. He asks that history help “lay a cross section through the developed whole in order to demonstrate the inner structure of a religion in the mutual relation of its various contents.”78 This “inner structure” will then aid in uniting the Old Testament’s various theological contents. Even if history makes this data available, history cannot make the data normative, for each person must make that theological decision themselves.79


      It soon became apparent that König’s and Eichrodt’s vision for Old Testament theology would supersede Eissfeldt’s. Eichrodt himself was the major factor in this development. Beginning with the first volume in 1933 and continuing through the next two volumes published in 1935 and 1939, Eichrodt’s landmark Theologie des Alten Testaments once again marked Old Testament theology as more than a historically based discipline.80 Without question this project is one of the most important works of its kind in the twentieth century.


      Building on the methodological conclusions in his earlier essay, Eichrodt says that the “cross section” that demonstrated “the inner structure of a religion in the mutual relation of its various contents”81 could be found. One concept unites the various aspects of Old Testament theology, and that concept is God’s covenant with Israel. Though many scholars disagree, Eichrodt claims that certainly from post-Mosaic times Israel did not conceive of its relationship with God outside of covenant terminology.82 God’s dealings with Israel, the world as a whole and the human race all flow from a covenantal perspective. Eichrodt finds that this emphasis on covenant fits the historical and theological details described in the Old Testament. The covenant model also offers a bridge between the Testaments, a linkage “which must be taken into account if the OT is to be understood.”83 When taken into account, interpreters will realize that what “binds together indivisibly the two realms of the Old and New Testaments—different in externals though they may be—is the irruption of the Kingship of God into this world and its establishment here.”84 This irruption occurs in God’s self-revelation in the covenant with Israel in the Old Testament and then is completed through God’s new covenantal self-revelation in Christ in the New Testament.85


      Eichrodt chose not to present a reconstruction of Israel’s history before making his theological statements, as Oehler and Schultz had done. Instead he presents his material within the broad systematic categories of God and covenant people (volume one), God and the world (volume two) and God and humankind (volume three). Within each section he offers comments on how Israel’s institutions, leaders and worship practices operate inside the covenant framework. No attempt is made to follow the canonical order of the Old Testament books. Rather Eichrodt cuts across the grain of the Old Testament, matching his covenant emphasis as he goes, linking the contents to his systematic categories.


      There is no question that Eichrodt was the major force in changing the direction of Old Testament theology. Like Wellhausen, he was able to synthesize his own ideas with those of earlier writers in a powerful way. His choice of a single theme mirrored Schultz’s emphasis on the kingdom of God and linked him at least thematically with the best of the salvation history proponents. By selecting covenant as his own focal point, Eichrodt was able to unite the Old Testament using a distinctly biblical notion. Though he did not break with Wellhausen’s theories of Pentateuchal authorship, Eichrodt took biblical accounts seriously and accepted the Bible’s revelatory nature. Thus he was able to return Old Testament theology to where Schultz left it.


      Other scholars soon followed Eichrodt’s lead. Ludwig Köhler’s Old Testament Theology (1935; ET 1957) also chooses a single theme, which is God the ruling Lord. Köhler declares, “God is the ruling Lord: that is the one fundamental statement in the theology of the Old Testament. . . . Everything else derives from it. Everything else leans upon it. Everything else can be understood with reference to it and only to it.”86 Like Eichrodt, Köhler divides his study into basic systematic categories, such as God, humanity and judgment and salvation, and he subdivides these sections according to key theological concepts. Köhler’s historical conclusions do not vary from the now-critical norm of placing much of the Pentateuch’s composition after the time of the writing prophets.87


      World War II interrupted the flow of work on Old Testament theology. Just as Eichrodt’s third volume and the Roman Catholic scholar Paul Heinisch’s Theologie des Alten Testaments (1940; ET 1950)88 appeared the war began. Toward the end of the war, British and American authors ventured to publish some works related to Old Testament theology, though not complete treatments of the subject. Included among these efforts were H. H. Rowley’s The Relevance of the Bible (1942),89 N. H. Snaith’s The Distinctive Ideas of the Old Testament (1944),90 which stressed Israel’s unique theological witness in the ancient world, and G. E. Wright’s The Challenge of Israel’s Faith (1944).91 These works foreshadowed similar efforts in the future. Each author claimed that the Old Testament has relevance for modern believers, that the Old Testament was not just another ancient religion without revelatory elements and that the Old Testament contributes heavily to any legitimate biblical theology.


      After the war a number of Old Testament theologies were published along lines begun by Eichrodt. More monographs like those described in the preceding paragraph were also produced, which gave birth to what is known as the biblical theology movement. T. C. Vriezen’s 1949 work An Outline of Old Testament Theology echoed Eichrodt’s and Köhler’s methodologies. Vriezen’s single theme is God’s communion with the human race, which he believes is the underlying factor in God’s self-revelation, the making of the covenants, the creation of a covenant community and the worship of God.92 In his tracing of this theme, though, Vriezen displays a freshness in his approach.


      First, he begins the volume with a major (c. 150 pages) discussion of the Old Testament’s relationship to the church. Certainly most if not all Old Testament theologians note the necessity of understanding the Hebrew Scriptures for grasping the New Testament, but few take the subject as seriously as does Vriezen. Second, he keeps the continuing relationship between God and the human race constantly before readers, which illustrates how the Old Testament relates to the church. Third, Vriezen spends the last one-third of his book discussing the “community of God.” This emphasis illustrates how having a relationship with God affects ethics. Clearly Vriezen presents a theology that he believes can and must impact the church.


      Most of his historical conclusions were identical to those of the critical school, however, which raises a fundamental question of the Old Testament’s authority and truthfulness. Vriezen answers this question by stating that


      

        the Bible does not derive its authority from its historical correctness or infallibility, but from its theological truth, from the reliability, the trueness to life of its message. The authority of the Bible rests on the spiritual force of the Biblical testimony on God and man, on sin and grace, life and death, world and re-creation.93


      


      Though different in many respects, this explanation sounds a great deal like the old search for universal truths and significant religious feelings or needs. If Old Testament and biblical theology are to be historically based, it is inadequate to retreat to these old categories when faced with convictions about a text’s historical setting that seemingly contradict what the text says about itself. If history matters for theology, then accuracy matters. Vriezen was not alone in this struggle to determine the Bible’s authority in light of historical-critical conclusions. This issue emerged again and again, as will be seen.


      Two other significant works appeared in 1949, both of which fit the then-current concerns of single themes and the Old Testament’s relevance for the church. Otto Baab’s The Theology of the Old Testament was the first complete Old Testament theology published in English since Davidson’s 1904 volume.94 This work was thoroughly historical-critical in its historical conclusions, yet it also attempted to find ways to link Israel’s religious consciousness with the modern world. Otto Procksch’s Theologie des Alten Testaments appeared two years after the author’s death, though Procksch “himself prepared the manuscript for the press and its appearance was delayed only by the advent of the War.”95 Procksch believed, like Hofmann, that theology is really a theology of history, since history is the vehicle for theology.96 He also divided his study into the same three categories as did Eichrodt, who acknowledges that it was from Proksch that he got his own scheme.97 The publication of Procksch’s theology, then, served to continue Eichrodt’s influence on the discipline.


      In the early 1950s the biblical theology movement and the writing of complete works of Old Testament theology intersected at certain key points. Both groups also continued to some extent Eichrodt’s agenda. Wright sought to focus on the uniqueness of Israel’s religion in The Old Testament Against Its Environment (1950) and then suggested that the single theme “God who acts” summarizes Old Testament theology in God Who Acts: Biblical Theology as Recital (1952). Both these efforts were part of the Studies in Biblical Theology series that produced dozens of titles on biblical theology from 1950 to 1976.


      Wright’s first work challenged some fundamental principles of developmental historicism. He first asserts that “it is increasingly realized to-day that the attempt to make the Old Testament a source book for the evolution of religion from very primitive to highly advanced concepts has been made possible only by means of a radical misinterpretation of the literature.”98 Next, he claims that “we cannot assume that a mere description of an evolutionary process provides the explanation for matters which belong to the realm of religious faith.”99 Finally, Wright notes that something made Israel’s faith radically different than their neighbors’ cults.100 He agrees with Eichrodt that this “something” is God’s redemption of Israel from Egypt and making of the Sinai covenant.101 God’s self-revelation and mighty acts on Israel’s behalf, then, led Israel to reject polytheism and embrace monotheism.102 God’s clear activity in history caused this belief, not a slow, steady evolution over time.


      In God Who Acts, Wright discussed some of the implications of his theories stated in Israel Against Its Environment. First, since decisive divine acts sparked Israel’s monotheistic beliefs, Israel’s theology is not so much a history of ideas as


      

        a theology of recital, in which Biblical man confesses his faith by reciting the formative events of his history as the redemptive handiwork of God. The realism of the Bible consists in its close attention to the facts of history and of tradition because these facts are the facts of God.103


      


      Again, Wright agrees with Eichrodt that the exodus and Sinai covenant are at the center of Israel’s recital.104 Second, the historical narratives, the Prophets and the psalms reflect on God’s actions and what they mean for their audiences.105 Third, the church must present God’s acts in both Testaments as part of God’s redemptive plan leading to the end of the world.106 Fourth, it is not enough to find certain universal truths in the Old Testament nor to fall back on discussions about myth when discussing the Old Testament’s authority. Indeed, “now in Biblical faith everything depends upon whether the central events actually occurred.”107 Still, and here Wright illustrates the authority dilemma again, “it must be admitted that the Bible. . . continually pushes beyond what is factually known. . . . Consequently, one cannot maintain the historical value of all parts evenly.”108


      Edmond Jacob seconds Wright’s insistence on God’s acts in his Theology of the Old Testament (1955; ET 1958). While discussing the permanent value of the Old Testament for Christianity, Jacob says, “Two closely connected themes have come to our notice more forcibly than others, the themes of the presence and the action of God.”109 The first idea serves as the basis for the initial part of the work, which describes the character of God. The second idea undergirds the book’s other two parts, both of which stress the work of God in history. Once again central themes (the Old Testament and the church) and historical details emerge as the major elements of theological reflection.


      Though other Old Testament theologies were written in the late 1950s,110 one two-volume effort made the most significant impact. Gerhard von Rad’s Old Testament Theology (1957, 1960; ET 1962, 1965) attempted to turn Old Testament theology in an entirely new direction. Like Procksch and Wright, von Rad believed strongly that the Old Testament speaks repeatedly of God’s saving acts in history. He took a much more critical approach to Israel’s history than did Wright, though, claiming that it is impossible to determine the Hexateuch’s basic historical features.111 Von Rad concludes that


      

        in the last 150 years critical historical scholarship has constructed an impressively complete picture of the history of the people of Israel. As this process took shape, the old picture of Israel’s history which the Church had derived and accepted from the Old Testament was bit by bit destroyed. Upon this process there is no going back, nor has it yet to come to an end. Critical historical scholarship regards it as impossible that the whole of Israel was present at Sinai, or that Israel crossed the Red Sea and achieved the Conquest en bloc—it holds the picture of Moses and his leadership drawn in the traditions of the Book of Exodus to be as unhistorical as the function which the Deuternomistic book of Judges ascribes to the “judges.”112


      


      How then can a theologian assemble a historically based theology? Von Rad’s answer is that interpreters must take Israel’s confessions about God as preaching, not specifically as history. This preaching (kerygma) is summarized in Deuteronomy 6:20-24; 26:5-9; Joshua 24:2-13; and 1 Samuel 12:7-8. In particular von Rad thinks Deuteronomy 26:5-9 “bears all the marks of great antiquity,” manages to “recapitulate the main events in the saving history” and does so “with close concentration on the objective historical facts.”113 Given his historical convictions, how can von Rad speak so confidently of historical fact? Chiefly because the elements of this confession occur repeatedly in Scripture.114


      With his underlying historical confessions in place, von Rad then traces the elements of these traditions and their offshoots through the Old Testament. He basically follows the Hebrew order of books in his analysis, though at times he diverges to fit a critically reconstructed historical scheme. At many points he emphasizes textual unity and the Old Testament’s connectedness to the New Testament. Because of his modified book-by-book approach, many of von Rad’s best reflections are accessible. The real strength of von Rad’s work is his emphasis on the Old Testament’s message that God has acted graciously on Israel’s behalf. This conviction helps von Rad argue for the Old Testament’s validity for the church in every generation. The most painful weakness is his failure to link reliable history and reliable historical theology, but his rich statements on the value of Israel’s preaching and their enduring traditions made it virtually impossible for later writers to ignore these aspects of Old Testament theology.


      A summary of the years 1920 to 1960 reads somewhat like the one for 1787 to 1878. Theologians insisted that Old Testament theology be historically based, be allowed to express its own discreet witness apart from systematic theology yet also be able to inform biblical and systematic theology. As before, there was disagreement among scholars over just how these goals were to be reached. New forms of salvation history were the preferred means of linking history and theology. Eichrodt’s emphasis on covenant, Vriezen’s on communion, Wright’s on God’s acts and von Rad’s on Israel’s confessions were variations on this time-tested idea. Overcoming the domination of historicism, Old Testament theologians began once more to attempt to link the Testaments. Biblical theology did not seem as impossible as it did during 1878 to 1920. Finding a historical foothold and authentic base of authority, though, troubled the discipline. While rejecting many of Wellhausen’s historical reconstructions, most writers continued to accept to some extent his views on the Pentateuch and the late nature of priestly writing. This tendency left theologians trying to overcome the limitations Wellhausen’s views represent while still embracing Wellhausen’s presuppositions.


      Several possible formats for presenting Old Testament theology had also emerged. Some writers continued to use systematic theology categories. Some utilized a single theme that united the various parts of Old Testament theology. Von Rad traced thematic threads as they became traditions within Israel’s history. On the one hand this diversity was positive, since it allowed freedom of expression and appropriate creativity. On the other hand this situation demonstrated that a methodological crisis was approaching that, coupled with the crisis of authority, would eventually result in new paths for the discipline. The question remained whether these new paths would be like the one taken from 1878 to 1920 or whether the basic goals of Old Testament theology would actually be realized.


    


    

    

      The Growth of Diversity: 1960-1993


      The 1960s represented something of a lull between the scholarly storms of the postwar years and the 1970s and 1980s. Some single Old Testament theologies were written, monographs continued to appear, and articles were published, but they came at a reduced rate of volume. Conservative scholarship, which had not been a serious partner in the discipline’s dialogue for many years, once again entered the picture. Overall Old Testament theology seemed a bit weary, its methodologies worn, its giants getting older. As is often the case in such situations, new ideas and new authors stepped forward to suggest how the discipline might move ahead. This shifting of purpose led to a diversity of opinions and methodologies never seen before in Old Testament theology. The same sort of ferment was also occurring in Old Testament studies as a whole.


      Conservative scholarship rejoined the discussions in 1958, when E. J. Young published a short survey of trends in the discipline entitled The Study of Old Testament Theology Today.115 This analysis stressed the lack of works based on conservative views of Scripture, biblical history and the unity of scriptural doctrine. J. Barton Payne certainly addresses these issues in The Theology of the Older Testament (1962). In the preface to this volume, Payne notes the lack of textbooks that correspond “to the historical sequence and redemptive character of Biblical Theology.”116 This gap caused him to write a work whose thesis is that


      

        God actively directs human history for the purpose of redeeming men to Himself. Objectively, He has accomplished our redemption once and for all by sending His Son Jesus Christ to die on the cross for man’s sin. Subjectively, however, he mediates this salvation to mankind through the instrument of His covenant, or to use a more accurate term, His testament.117


      


      So far this approach sounds much like other salvation history efforts. Payne quickly places himself in the Hengstenberg and Hofmann camps of salvation history, though, by stating that


      

        in approaching the Old Testament, the writer has made two assumptions: 1) that this book is the equivalent of God’s words; and 2) that its teachings are binding upon Christian faith and practice. The only exceptions to this latter assumption might relate to certain of the Old Testament ceremonies and to a few of the specific applications of its moral principles that concern ancient Near Eastern society (e.g. inheritance laws). The former assumption marks it as evangelical and distinguishes it from theological legalism; the latter marks it as traditionally orthodox and distinguishes it from modern dispensationalism.118


      


      These quotations indicate that Payne believes conservative Old Testament theology ought to offer a clear alternative to critical scholarship. Conservative theologians should stress the unity of God’s word and God’s revelation. They should also seek the redemptive connections between the Testaments and trace these saving elements in history. His comments also reveal the division between conservatives who are covenant theologians, as Payne himself is, and dispensational theologians, whom Payne thinks draw too many distinctions between the Testaments. Certainly conservative scholarship after Payne took many forms, but at least the emphases on infallible revelation and on redemptive history remained. A tone was set for future studies.


      Payne’s format for presenting his conclusions has seven parts, each of which leads readers progressively through the stages of redemption. This systematic study does not reproduce the canonical flow of Old Testament history, nor does it follow a set order of biblical books. Thus the volume is an exceptionally thorough treatment of redemption. It is not, however, structured to allow careful analysis of many secondary doctrines.


      Three volumes from other authors reflected the emerging diversity in Old Testament theology. Werner Schmidt attempted to stand between the history of religion and theology of the Old Testament approaches in The Faith of the Old Testament: A History (1968; ET 1983).119 Schmidt traces both the faith of Israel as it develops in history and its relationship to and divergences from other ancient religions. He manages to do so concisely. This book demonstrates the ongoing problem critical scholars felt in drawing together history and faith.


      Like his earlier monographs, G. E. Wright’s The Old Testament and Theology (1969) sought to draw conclusions about biblical theology without offering a full-length study of Old Testament theology. At the outset of the book, Wright states that he wants “to say what consequences follow for theology when one takes the Old Testament seriously: not seriously as solely a historical document of importance only as background for later movements, but vitally as canonical and of serious moment for present life and faith.”120 He repeats this concern from his earlier books because he believes “it runs counter to much that is being done as theology by ‘younger’ theologians at the present time.”121 While reaffirming his earlier works, Wright hopes the current one will break new ground in such areas as revelation and theology, the nature of God as Creator, Lord and warrior, and hermeneutics. Certainly Wright offers extensive explanations of concepts he introduces earlier. Still, the issue of authority remains unresolved, the unity of Scripture is still a goal rather than a reality, and the parts of Scripture that are not narrative history remain mostly outside the patterns he suggests.


      Given these and other methodological stalemates in the biblical theology movement, in Biblical Theology in Crisis (1970) Brevard Childs claimed that the time had come to move in new directions.122 Childs remained committed to uniting Scripture in a truly biblical theology. Likewise, he maintained the biblical theology movement’s emphasis on historical revelation, the uniqueness of Israel’s religion and the Old Testament’s value for the church.123 He no longer believed, however, that these goals could be reached outside of a new approach. Thus he proposed to make the canon, the Hebrew order of books, the context for Old Testament theology. From these fixed, authoritative, revealed Scriptures one can find the necessary data for biblical theology. Childs’s ideas are discussed extensively later, so they will not be dealt with in detail here. It is sufficient to note at this point his belief that the biblical theology movement was exhausted and that the canon, not history, preaching or a single theme, must become the focal point of Old Testament theology.


      Though not a specific study of Old Testament theology, R. K. Harrison’s Introduction to the Old Testament (1969) offered conservative Old Testament theologians a tremendous opportunity.124 Probably the most impressive book of its genre to appear to date in conservative circles, this massive volume critiques in great detail the assumptions and conclusions of critical scholarship. After copious references to ancient sources, to philosophers of history and to archaeological findings, Harrison rejects all evolutionary views of Israel’s history and de Wette’s, Vatke’s and Wellhausen’s theories of Pentateuchal authorship. He specifically argues that priestly writings were not written last in ancient cultures, a point Dillmann made earlier. Harrison presents the plausibility of biblical history and of Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch. He also divides his study of the Old Testament books themselves into the traditional Hebrew categories of Law, Prophets and Writings.


      The opportunity Harrison’s magisterial work gives conservatives is a solid historical basis for writing Old Testament theology. If his conclusions are sound, then conservatives can approach the text without having to choose nonhistorical categories for their work. Once again conservative biblical and Old Testament theology can be grounded in a legitimate historical context. Harrison’s volume also shows the value of following the Hebrew order of books when describing the Old Testament’s message.


      The 1970s saw a number of Old Testament theologies published that either reflected older methodologies or suggested new ones. Diversity continued to flourish. Walther Zimmerli’s Old Testament Theology in Outline (ET 1978) and Georg Fohrer’s Theologische Grundstrukturen des Alten Testaments, both originally published in 1972, sought centers for their studies from which they could expand their discussions. In this way they echoed the efforts of Schultz, Eichrodt and others. Zimmerli explains that the need for a uniting principle grows out of Old Testament theology’s obligation to “lead readers to bring together in their own minds the diverse statements the Old Testament makes about God, who wishes to be known not as a manifold God but as the one Yahweh.”125 To accomplish this task, Zimmerli chooses the first of the Ten Commandments as his foundational principle. He says, “Obedience to Yahweh, the one God, who delivered Israel out of slavery and is jealous of his own uniqueness, defines the fundamental nature of the Old Testament.”126 Zimmerli’s conclusion is basically correct, as will be argued later. All of Israel’s faith and actions rise or fall on this conviction that there is only one God, whose name is Yahweh.


      Fohrer’s volume revolves around the twin themes of God’s sovereignty and God’s communion with human beings.127 These two ideas help hold God’s nature, human history and individual and human community in their proper balance. Elmer Martens observes that Fohrer’s work also breaks away from the many purely descriptive theologies of the past. Unlike Eichrodt, to cite one example, Fohrer has no problem stating the normative nature of Old Testament theology and offering lengthy applications for the modern world.128 Thus he urges the importance of the Old Testament for the church, much as the biblical theology movement had done for twenty years.


      Most of the theologies written since Gabler’s oration at least stated in passing the Old Testament’s value for understanding the New Testament. John McKenzie broke with this tradition in A Theology of the Old Testament (1974). Indeed he claims that he wants to write as if the New Testament did not exist,129 since “the Old Testament is not a Christian book.”130 Instead McKenzie places a study of Israel’s cultic life first, and then he examines such topics as revelation, history, nature, wisdom and institutions. Expressing his feeling of closeness to Adolf von Harnack and Rudolf Bultmann, McKenzie appreciates the Old Testament’s existential roots yet does not extend those roots into Christianity.131 This reversion to the 1878-1920 opinion of the Old Testament does not benefit biblical theology, as McKenzie would probably admit. If the Old Testament is Christian Scripture, is part of the Bible, then its relationship to the whole must be taken into account, unless one wants to remove the Old Testament from the canon, as Harnack seemed to wish to do.


      Four significant Old Testament theologies were published in 1978. Two of them, Walter Kaiser’s Toward an Old Testament Theology and Samuel Terrien’s The Elusive Presence, used older methodologies to present their own creative ideas. The other two, Ronald Clements’s Old Testament Theology: A Fresh Approach and Claus Westermann’s Theologie des Alten Testaments in Grundzügen (ET 1982), charted newer paths in both methodology and commentary.


      Kaiser’s work is thoroughly conservative in its opinions on revelation, history and the unity of Scripture. After a brief analysis of the crisis in biblical theology at that time, Kaiser declares that “biblical theology has not been able to restate and reapply the authority of the Bible. In fact, the Bible’s authority has, if anything, diminished during this period rather than increased.”132 Why does Kaiser think so? Because biblical theology


      

        has not fully avoided the sterility of source criticism on the one hand or the historicism of the history of religions on the other. Nor has the force of philosophical theology been exchanged in every case for a methodology that refused to lay any a priori grids of any sort over the text.133


      


      To break this stalemate, Kaiser proposes to listen “to the canon as a canonical witness to itself.”134 When one does, Kaiser says, it will become apparent that the Old Testament’s “canonical theological center” lies in its ongoing system of promises and the fulfillment of those promises.135 He chooses this central theme despite many scholars’ reluctance about this methodology136 and argues that history itself carries promise and fulfillment through the Scriptures.137 Kaiser traces God’s promises from Abraham’s era (see Gen 12:1-3) through the Old Testament, focusing on the messianic promise. Almost as an appendix, he offers some suggestions on linking the Testaments, but many linkages have already been made clear.138


      Without question, Kaiser wrote in the conservative salvation history tradition of Hofmann and Hengstenberg. He also utilized a single-theme approach as did Schultz and Eichrodt. His tracing of the messianic theme in Scripture is as convincing as his conservative counterpart J. Barton Payne’s was of redemption in Scripture. Both share the same difficulty, however, for neither work has the breadth needed to cover Old Testament theology as a whole. No doubt this difficulty is part of the reason for the “toward” in Kaiser’s title. Kaiser’s emphasis on canon is also significant, since he joins Childs and others in a growing interest in the canon’s role in Old Testament theology.


      Terrien also used a single theme to give his volume focus and unity. He says, “The reality of the presence of God stands at the center of biblical faith. This presence, however, is always elusive.”139 Terrien’s emphasis on presence is similar to Vriezen’s and Fohrer’s stressing of communion with God, but Terrien places more weight on the elusiveness of God’s presence than do those writers. Like Kaiser, Terrien thinks “that the crisis of contemporary theology is related to the problem of authority in all domains, and that the perennial authority of Scripture requires new tools of semantic interpretation.”140 Terrien believes centering on God’s presence helps rebuild this authority because the Old Testament’s “theology of presence leads to the Christian theology of the eucharistic presence,” which indicates a unity of cult and faith, of belief and action.141


      Much of Terrien’s charting of this pattern follows the general flow of the Old Testament canon. Whether discussing the patriarchs, prophets or kings, Terrien always highlights these persons’ perception of their relationship with God. Probably his best achievement is his chapter on Wisdom, where he links a relationship with Wisdom’s teaching and one’s relationship to God.142 Terrien must also be commended for his desire to create possible ways to unite the Old and New Testaments. Perhaps the book’s greatest flaw is its overemphasis on the elusiveness of God’s presence without explaining that human sin and life’s circumstances, not God’s nature, make God seem elusive.143 A truly biblical theology must take the human sin problem more fully into account.


      Clements promised a fresh approach in his short volume and to a real extent delivered on the pledge. Like most recent writers of Old Testament theologies, Clements seeks a way to break the impasse he finds in the discipline. He welcomes Childs’s and J. A. Sanders’s144 insistence on the value of the canon for theological reflection and then concludes that


      

        at a very basic level we can see that it is because the Old Testament forms a canon, and is not simply a collection of ancient Near Eastern documents, that we can expect to find in it a “theology,” and not just a report of ancient religious ideas. There is a real connection between the ideas of “canon” and “theology,” for it is the status of these writings as a canon of sacred scripture that marks them out as containing a word of God that is still believed to be authoritative.145


      


      Clements then chooses the Hebrew canon as the object of his studies because he determines “that this Palestinian form of the canon represents the oldest, and most basic, form of the Old Testament.”146 Thus he finds it appropriate to analyze the three traditional Hebrew sections, Law, Prophets and Writings, in an Old Testament theology, though he does not examine the Writings in this volume.147 He hopes using the canon as theological document may help explain the Old Testament’s authority.148


      In his treatment of the biblical material, Clements argues that the Law, or Torah, “presents those demands which God has set before Israel as a consequence of his election of them, and as the condition of the covenant by which this election has been constituted. The Pentateuch therefore is a covenant literature.”149 Whether narratives, poetry or sermon, all of the Pentateuch’s contents help make up this unified “covenant literature.” While the Pentateuch presents instruction in covenant living, the Prophets highlight promise, both of hope and of woe.150 Because the prophets gain their ideas about judgment and blessing from the Torah, especially as it is declared in Deuteronomy, there exists real unity between the Law and Prophets.151 Because the Prophets section of the canon looks both backward and forward in human and Israelite history, these books serve as a bridge to the Writings and to the New Testament.152


      Like Terrien’s and Kaiser’s efforts, Clements’s book has a “toward” feeling about it. The author does not seek to present a methodology and an analysis of the Old Testament, just the former. At times Clements leaves excellent ideas without fully explaining them, and he suffers the same difficulty with authority that most historical critics share. Still, this monograph represents a real step forward in using the canon as a means of illustrating the Old Testament’s relationship to history, authority and unity.


      Westermann’s Theologie also effectively utilizes underlying themes and an emphasis on canon. For Westermann, “a Theology of the Old Testament has the task of summarizing and viewing together what the Old Testament as a whole, in all its sections, says about God.”153 He does not believe any single theme can achieve this goal, so he claims it is best to focus on “events rather than concepts.”154 Emphasizing events to the exclusion of ideas leaves Wisdom Literature no real place in Old Testament theology, which Westermann admits. Rather he sees God’s work as creator as the spark that ignited Wisdom Literature.155 Thus, though Westermann follows the canonical categories of Law, Prophets and Writings, a significant portion of the canon is neglected. This problem with the Writings is not new, for it goes back at least as far as Oehler’s theology.


      When Westermann analyzes God’s acts traditional themes emerge. God’s deliverance of Israel from Egypt indicates that the Lord saves. Creating the world indicates that God blesses. God also judges and demonstrates compassion for the weak and hurting. God also acts in and through Jesus Christ. Therefore Westermann departs from the single-theme approach to some extent, both by using God’s acts as a starting point, as Wright had done earlier, and by adopting a canonical structure. Even though his theological observations are not startlingly different from those of his predecessors, he still helped Old Testament theology try to break loose from its then-current gridlock.


      The 1980s did not produce as many theologies as did the preceding decade, but scholars applied the principles suggested in the 1970s quite decisively. It should come as no surprise that Childs, who critiqued the biblical theology movement in 1970, led the way in finding new directions for Old Testament theology. His first work in the 1980s was not a theology but instead an Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture (1980). This effort was but the latest installment of Childs’s determined effort to write a biblical theology that took the Old Testament’s and New Testament’s historical backgrounds, separate theological witnesses and canonical unity seriously. This effort was to culminate twelve years later.


      Like Harrison’s Introduction, Childs’s book offers possibilities for Old Testament theology. First, it suggests a fixed starting point for reflection: the final form of the Hebrew canon.156 The fixed canon’s shaping in history informs one’s grasp of the text, but that history is not the goal of the study. The canon’s message has that position. Second, it suggests an order of study for theology. Childs’s careful analysis of each book in its place in the Hebrew canon gives his analysis focus. Third, it attempts to solve the history-faith dilemma by noting the canon’s status as faith document written in a historical context. Fourth, it tries to locate authority in the whole canon, not just in selected universal ideas or in selected portions of the Old Testament. Childs’s Introduction sparked heated debate among scholars committed to primarily historical background approaches to the Old Testament. In due time it provided Childs with a way to analyze Old Testament theology itself.


      Elmer Martens did not reflect the movement toward canon in his God’s Design: A Focus on Old Testament Theology (1981). Instead he chose a key passage from which he was able to trace four significant themes that illustrate God’s design for Israel and the human race in history. In his preface Martens admits that writing an Old Testament theology is a daunting task and then says, “A theology of the Old Testament should lay bare, I believe, the essence of the Old Testament message, a message that centres in Yahweh, the God of Israel and the world.”157 At this point Martens’s concern sounds very much like Zimmerli’s, but he takes a different approach to fulfilling this goal.


      Martens’s volume distinguishes itself in its methodology and its evangelical theological and congregational commitments. On the former, he states that


      

        my claim is that the overarching theme of the Old Testament is God’s design, a design that incorporates four components: deliverance, community, knowledge of God, and the abundant life. This design is articulated at the exodus, implemented and tested in the monarchy, reaffirmed in the post-monarchy period, and continued into the New Testament.158


      


      As he implies, Martens chooses these themes as a result of his analysis of Exodus 5:22—6:8, not from systematic or topical categories.159 On the latter issue Martens writes, “It is my conviction that, since the Old Testament is God’s Word, a theology of the Old Testament should point beyond the description of the message to an indication of its importance for today’s believer.”160 Though based on different grounds, Martens’s conviction here mirrors that of Fohrer.


      There is much to praise in Martens’s work. He writes plainly and follows his program in an understandable way. His linking of history, text and revelation moves beyond the much-discussed authority impasse. Also, his choice of four themes offers a broader slice of Old Testament theology than is offered by Kaiser or Payne. Though weakest in its treatment of the Writings, overall this book sets high standards for later conservative theologians.


      During the 1970s and 1980s, Hartmut Gese wrote a series of articles and monographs on biblical theology that culminated in the second edition of Zur biblischen Theologie in 1983. Gese, a student of von Rad, argued for a renewed emphasis on traditions in Scripture. Gese thinks the multiplicity of traditions made it impossible for a single theme to “be torn out of its context and absolutized.”161 Gese believes that it is essential to treat the Old and New Testaments together, since


      

        a unity of the Bible is not to be established artificially through exegetical cross-references between the Old and New Testaments. A unity exists already because of tradition history. The gulf supposedly between the Old and New Testaments does not exist traditio-historically at all, and no dubious bridges are needed to span it. There is a difference between the Old and New Testaments insofar as the New Testament represents the goal and end, the telos of the path of biblical tradition. With the death and resurrection of Jesus, that event takes place toward which the earthly Heilsgeschichte [salvation history] of biblical revelation is moving.162


      


      Many authors at least loosely affiliated with salvation history theologians would agree with this conclusion. Many would not agree, though, with the methodology Gese uses to reach this decision. Besides disagreeing with scholars who focus on single themes, Gese argues with critics like Kaiser, Childs and Clements who think the final form of the Hebrew canon is normative.163 For one thing, Gese says, the Old Testament canon was formed over time only after thorough revising and cannot therefore be interpreted as a set document if one wants to recapture Israelite theology.164 For another, the Apocrypha must be included if one wants to trace the flow of tradition from the Old to the New Testament.165 Gese also locates biblical authority in Israel’s “life processes” as God identifies with them,166 a viewpoint that scholars who locate revelation and authority in the text itself could not hold.


      Thus those committed to biblical theology must applaud Gese’s emphasis on biblical unity.167 They must also appreciate his insistence on the breadth of Old Testament theology. Still, Gese’s placement of authority in the process of tradition forming rather than in some final text leaves interpreters with no fixed point of entry in their work. Jesper Høgenhaven rightly determines that Gese’s methods could lead to methodological chaos.168 Indeed it seems Gese himself analyzes the final, canonical text when claiming the resurrection as the ultimate goal of salvation history. Regardless of one’s opinions about Gese’s methodology and theological observations, his writings demonstrated once again the diversity that had arisen in Old Testament theology and biblical theology by the mid-1980s.


      Childs continued in his determination to write a biblical theology by publishing two significant works in mid-decade. The first, The New Testament as Canon: An Introduction (1984),169 supplemented his earlier similar work on the Old Testament and created a context for future observations on the New Testament’s role in biblical theology. The second, Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context (1985), presented in concrete form ideas Childs had mentioned in earlier articles and books.


      As he indicated in Introduction to the Old Testament as Scripture, Childs believes the starting point for examining Old Testament theology is the final form of the canon itself.170 This initial conviction means that the “materials for theological reflection are not the events or experiences behind the text, or apart from the construal in scripture by a community of faith and practice.”171 Rather such historical events inform interpreters about how theological conclusions were reached. Childs does not ignore history; he moves it to a role in theological studies subordinate to the theology itself. Second, the canon is “the scope of the authoritative literature.”172 Within the text the church finds its authority. Third, Childs claims that Old Testament theology is essentially a Christian discipline “because the church assumes a relationship between the testaments.”173 In this assumption biblical theology finds its starting place. Childs cautions against christianizing the Old Testament unduly and encourages efforts to hear the Old Testament’s “own theological testimony to the God of Israel whom the church confesses also to worship.”174 Underlying these main principles is Childs’s desire “to free the Old Testament for a more powerful theological role within the life of the Christian church.”175


      Childs separates his canonical approach from other methodologies. His approach does not utilize a single theme, nor does he choose between systematic or tradition-based categories. Instead Childs states that a canonical approach recognizes that both types of features appear in the Old Testament, as do “innumerable other options.”176 Again the canon shapes the discussion, not a system attempting to explain the canon’s contents. Similarly Childs refuses to distinguish sharply between salvation history and “real” history, preferring “to follow the biblical text in its theological use of historical referentiality.”177 Finally, Childs disagrees with attempts to place revelation outside the canonical Scriptures.178


      Despite his strong convictions about the ultimate value of biblical theology, Childs still affirms the importance of Old Testament theology for four reasons. First, he finds it wise to come to grips with the enormous and complex Old Testament materials before coordinating them with New Testament data. Second, Childs hopes studying the Old Testament from within a theological discipline “provides a major check against the widespread modern practice of treating it solely from a philological, historical, or literary perspective.”179 Third, he thinks such studies will help highlight the Old Testament’s valuable unique theological contributions, and fourth, he believes his approach will aid correct interpretations of the New Testament.180


      When he actually comments on the Old Testament, it is somewhat surprising that Childs does not work through the books of the Hebrew canon, as he does in Introduction and in his later complete Biblical Theology. Instead he uses the systematic category “revelation” to begin the work, then offers analyses of the major canonical categories (e.g., Law, Prophets, Covenant) and concludes with thematic studies such as “Male and Female as a Theological Problem,” “Life Under Threat” and “Life Under Promise.”


      This volume has definite strengths and certain weaknesses. Childs’s conviction that the finished canon is the authoritative, historically produced, normative object for theological reflection is correct. All pretextual matters, however valuable for understanding the text, are servants to the text that has influenced readers for centuries. Childs’s reasons for writing an Old Testament theology as a prelude to biblical theology are also true to the best traditions in the discipline. Further, attempting to examine and explain Old Testament theology by interpreting each book and section in its sequence offers both beginning and advanced theologians a focused way to discover and present their findings. Finally, the canonical approach gives history a viable place within the theological process without allowing it to become the chief goal of that process.


      Despite these advantages, some problems exist in the book. First, though Childs rejects any equation of revelation and history, he also is careful not to equate revelation and the text. He observes that


      

        in sum, the use of the term revelation within the context of the canon reflects the concern to be open to the theological dimensions of the biblical tradition which can never be either separated from or identified with the life of empirical Israel.181


      


      Placing any more weight on the text than “openness to theological dimensions” may lead to “misconstruals of interpretation which derive from over-emphasizing the cognitive, experiential, or historical elements.”182 But can Childs have it both ways? Can he deny source, form and tradition critics their insistence on pretextual authority and not equate text and authority? Is it possible to separate canon, text and authority in this manner?


      Second, Childs’s approach works best when he follows a book-by-book format. This departure from one of his strongest earlier details hampers his efforts to explain the inner structure and vital facets of the canon as it unfolds. Third, at one very key point Childs exits the canonical approach in favor of source criticism. He places his material on priests and the cult after the prophetic segments instead of with his statements on the Law. It is appropriate to wonder why Childs appears to want both late priestly writing and a methodology that stresses the final, received form of the canon. Not allowing the canon to speak on its own terms undercuts the canonical approach. Fourth, as is the case with many theologies, this volume does not deal extensively with the Writings, though it does devote a solid chapter entitled “The Shape of the Obedient Life” to this literature.


      Since 1985, the stressing of canon has continued, older emphases have been revived, and still more new approaches have been suggested. Paul Hanson offered the first of the new methodologies in The People Called: The Growth of Community in the Bible (1986).183 This volume treads a path somewhere between an Old Testament theology and a monograph devoted to a single major topic. Hanson’s thesis is that tracing the birth, growth and changes within the Old Testament community of faith reveals the best of Israelite faith. This analysis, in Hanson’s view, links Israel’s history and theology and helps demonstrate continuity between Old and New Testament believing communities.


      Hanson reconstructs Israel’s history along source-critical lines184 and determines that within this history the people of God at times transcended their surroundings and obeyed such covenant ideals as mercy, justice, liberation and equality.185 Rejecting most traditional definitions of revelation (conservative or liberal), Hanson finds authority in Israel’s continual process of doing God’s will. He says the Old Testament community “did not offer a finished program; it inaugurated a process. It did not commend to its members static answers; it offered the perspective of those who had experienced deliverance to others who suffered under various kinds of oppression.”186 When the church follows this heritage it recaptures the Scriptures’ revelation and authority.187


      Hanson’s study observes the value of life in community in Old Testament times and strives for a means of linking the Testaments. His methodology leaves one groping for fundamental principles, however, in much the way Gese’s does. For Hanson, authority exists only in the reenactment of commitments held by his reconstructed community. Central themes tend to sound as much like mainline Protestant theology as they do Old Testament theology.188 Ideology, both historical-critical and political, enter the picture too often.


      Christoph Barth’s posthumous God with Us (1991) turned to older ideas for its methodology.189 Barth’s emphasis on God’s presence reminds readers of the writings of Vriezen, Fohrer, Terrien and others. The book’s outline charts nine great acts of God that Barth believes unifies Old Testament theology, a strategy akin to Wright’s convictions. This volume shows that earlier methodologies continue to be valid and useful in the hands of resourceful authors.


      Like Hanson, Walter Brueggemann sought to cast Old Testament theology in a different mold. His collected articles entitled Old Testament Theology: Essays on Structure, Theme and Text (1992) asserted the need for a new dialectical, or bipolar, approach to the material. After noting with approval the earlier bipolar proposals of Westermann, Terrien, Hanson and others,190 Brueggemann declares, “The bipolar construct I suggest is that Old Testament faith serves both to legitimate structure and to embrace pain.”191 Much of Brueggemann’s discussion flows from ideas found in sociological theory and political science.192


      By “structure legitimation” he means that much of the Old Testament’s theology exists to keep society under control. Such theology “allows no slippage,” “is easily supportive of the status quo and readily becomes available for ideology,” “is the working of the nonreflective,. . . is the useful theology of dominant interest” and is too often the theology today’s church adopts.193 Much of the Sinai covenant and royal texts fall into this category.


      Theology that embraces pain, which Brueggemann defines as dysfunction in human beings’ relationship to God or one another,194 rocks the theological boat. It forces structure to have compassion, to put its power to better use.195 It laments, demands answers and cares for the oppressed. As a minority voice, it causes continual tension between itself and keepers of societal and theological structure.196 Though Brueggemann believes both types of theology are needed to balance church life correctly, it is clear that he thinks the pain expressed by the prophets and Wisdom writers has the most important word for modern Christianity.


      Brueggemann writes powerfully in all of his books, and this volume is no exception. He is challenging and thought-provoking. His concern for theology and church has been proven over his long and productive career. In this work his interests do not change. What does seem to change a bit from his earlier writings is his shift toward a sociopolitical approach that yields a program similar to Hanson’s. It is questionable whether the Old Testament was written against the backdrop of class struggles and ideological battles, however diverse the material may be. Indeed many laments are the result of problems between the rich, not between the rich and the oppressed. Pain and structure both exist in the Old Testament, then, but it is not clear that they oppose one another in the manner Brueggemann describes.


      In 1992 Childs published his Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments: Theological Reflection on the Christian Bible. As has been discussed, this book was the culmination of at least two decades of reflection and writing on the Old and New Testaments. By now Childs’s methodological categories were hardly a surprise, nor were his theological conclusions startling. His commitments to church, canon and biblical theology remained intact. Still, the quality of his comments and the fact that he wrote a biblical theology received attention.


      Childs first surveys the history of biblical theology, then defends his approach against certain critics, next notes hermeneutical issues involved in the discipline and finally discusses a canonical methodology. Two basic conclusions inform his study. First, he asserts that the canonical structuring of theology reflects the fact that the Old Testament was written within Israel’s historical context. This fact does not mean the Old Testament only records historical events, for this history is selected according to its importance. Further, these historical events are told in various literary types and are not all applied to the community of faith the same way. Thus the canonical approach embraces the Old Testament’s diversity and unity.197 Second, though different in many respects, the New Testament plays a similar role in the life of the church. It is also significant that the New Testament “bears its witness to the radically new in terms of the old.”198 It continually uses the Old Testament as its authoritative point of reference.


      The analysis of Scripture unfolds in three basic parts. First, Childs describes the “discrete” witness of the Old and New Testaments. In the Old Testament section he follows the canon closely and even places a small section on priesthood and the tabernacle in the material on Mosaic traditions.199 Second, he analyzes Genesis 22:1-19 and Matthew 21:33-46 to help relate the two Testaments to one another. Third, Childs examines themes such as God, God the Creator and Christ the Lord that he believes unite the Old and New Testaments. This approach allows Childs to move from methodology, to summary and description, and finally to theological reflection, which is a sound hermeneutical procedure.


      All but one of the strengths and weaknesses noted above for Childs’s Old Testament Theology in a Canonical Context apply here except one. Though he still places the actual writings of priestly material late in Israel’s history, Childs does at least place the priesthood and tabernacle back in its canonical place. Even those who disagree with Childs must admire the persistence and consistency with which he has forwarded the canonical approach.


      One other significant scholar seconded many of Clements’s, Childs’s and Sanders’s comments on canon. Rolf Rendtorff, a student of von Rad, challenged the conclusions of source criticism and used canonical analysis as a new paradigm for exegesis and theological reflection. In The Problem of the Process of the Transmission of the Pentateuch (1977; ET 1990), Rendtorff critiqued Wellhausen’s JEDP theory of Pentateuchal authorship and its reconstruction of Israel’s history. He observes that despite the alterations in the theory suggested by the work of Hermann Gunkel, Martin Noth, von Rad and others,


      

        the overwhelming majority of scholars in almost all countries where scholarly study of the Old Testament is pursued, take the documentary hypothesis as the virtually uncontested point of departure for their work; and their interest in the most precise understanding of the nature and theological purposes of the individual written sources seems undisturbed.200


      


      Theology continues to be formulated against this historical backdrop.


      Rendtorff then examines certain criteria commonly used for dividing sources. He finds that linguistic evidence for the J or P sources “is reduced to a tiny crumb.”201 Likewise, careful analysis of the Pentateuch’s theology leads to “but one explanation: a ‘Yahwist,’ who shaped and handed on the patriarchal stories and the complexes of tradition that follow them, does not exist.”202 Also, he concludes, “it is clear that a coherent P-narrative in the patriarchal story cannot be demonstrated.”203 Rendtorff does not believe source criticism asks illegitimate questions, nor does he turn to Mosaic authorship; he simply believes such questions cannot be answered using source-critical methodology. Instead new approaches must be sought that focus on larger literary units and their theology.204


      At least partly due to such historical conclusions, Rendtorff features canonical analysis in his Canon and Theology: Overtures to an Old Testament Theology (ET 1993). Here Rendtorff suggests an Old Testament theology that sounds a great deal like Childs’s scheme:


      

        Consequently my own proposed outline is to consist of two main parts: a first section which will follow the “canonical” plan of the Old Testament books or collections. . . and a second which will consider individual themes and concepts—perhaps also individual theological outlines, and so on, within the Old Testament.205


      


      He also registers his distrust of traditional source criticism and declares, “The subject of any interpretation has to be first and foremost the given text of the Hebrew Bible.”206 Rendtorff notes that canonical criticism’s greatest strength is its dealing with the received text’s “larger units, such as biblical books, and even with the canon as a whole.”207


      To illustrate his methodology’s ability to aid interpretation of large sections of biblical material, Rendtorff offers studies of covenant as structuring device in Genesis and Exodus, the literary framework of 1 Samuel 1—2, three separate articles on the unity of Isaiah and an analysis of Ezekiel’s structure. Each of these essays follows a canonical approach in that it works from the received text and quotes biblical texts related to the study without positioning them along source-critical lines.


      Without question Rendtorff’s observations further the cause of canonical analysis. His exegetical work shows its value for unlocking keys to the unity of whole books. His historical studies of the Pentateuch make it essential that a historically based Old Testament theology move away from Wellhausen’s opinions, which in turn makes the canon an attractive place to begin anew. Certainly he shares some of Childs’s problems as well, such as the appropriate role of authority and revelation. Together with Childs’s efforts, Rendtorff’s writings make canonical analysis a likely major force in the future of Old Testament theology.


      One final theology concluded this era. Ralph Smith’s Old Testament Theology (1993) proceeded basically along systematic lines. He includes solid scholarly commentary on such issues as knowing God, election, God’s nature, sin and redemption, and judgment. The book’s most impressive feature is Smith’s excellent introduction to the discipline and methodology of Old Testament theology.208 It is instructive about the diverse nature of the discipline to read Smith’s purpose for writing, which is “to explore, not to argue or debate. It [the book] does not set out any radically new method of doing theology or of interpreting the Old Testament.”209 Rather he seeks to describe, analyze and promote the Old Testament’s great doctrines. He succeeds in his descriptive purpose.


    


    

    

      Conclusion


      More than two hundred years have passed since Gabler’s formative essay. Hundreds of volumes and articles related to the discipline have been published. Rationalism has given way to historicism, which has in turn given way to the diverse situation that now exists. What has been gained? Where is the discipline at this point? Perhaps these two questions can guide a brief summary of the situation.


      Certain overriding principles have been gained over the years. Virtually every Old Testament theologian agrees that the discipline must maintain ties to the ancient world’s historical context. Also, most Old Testament theologians believe that their conclusions ought to aid biblical theology, though some writers are now stressing the Old Testament by itself or as it relates to Jewish thought. This conviction is held without any effort to neglect the Old Testament’s own unique message or its own special unity. Finally, there is a growing conviction that theology must address the world in some normative fashion. Totally descriptive theology is waning at the moment.


      The current state of Old Testament theology is that little agreement exists about how to achieve these common goals. Does one adopt a methodology that embraces a single theme or bipolar distinctives? Does one examine the Old Testament canonically or according to a reconstructed history of Israel? How does one deal with the role of revelation and authority in Scripture? How does one relate the Old and New Testaments? These questions are being asked by all scholars whether liberal or conservative, Catholic or Protestant, pastor or academician.


      No single volume will solve these matters. Still, progress can be made if recent trends away from Wellhausen’s program and toward the fixed biblical text can be utilized. If the authoritative text as it now stands can be explained in a way that highlights God’s nature, person and actions, then this book may be part of a return to truly Old Testament and biblical theology. Only then can it have anything of value to say to the church.


    


    

    

      A Methodology for Examining Old Testament Theology: Basic Principles


      This survey of literature makes it quite clear that several methodologies for composing Old Testament theology exist. Every serious analysis of the discipline makes this point. The question arises, then, of how to proceed in a manner true to the Old Testament itself.


      Certain definitions and convictions undergird this volume’s approach to Old Testament theology. No doubt the most important definition is of theology itself. This Greek word means “the study of God” and implies that those who undertake to study God will learn a great deal about God’s nature, actions and attitudes. From learning about God they will in turn discover how God relates to the created world, including the human race. All analyses begin with God and flow to other vital subjects. Thus Old Testament theology itself can be defined as “the task of presenting what the Old Testament says about God as a coherent whole.”210 Only by keeping God at the forefront of research can one compose a viable and balanced theological work.


      As has been stated, a few basic convictions have generally characterized Old Testament theology. First, it must have a historical base. Second, it must explain what the Old Testament itself claims, not what preconceived historical or theological systems impose upon the biblical material. Third, when part of Christian theology, as this book attempts to be, Old Testament theology must in some way address its relationship to the New Testament. Fourth, by joining with the New Testament to form biblical theology, Old Testament theology offers material that systematic theologians can divide into categories and topics for discussion. Fifth, by stating what the Old Testament says about God’s nature and will, Old Testament theology moves beyond description of truth into prescription of action. After all, if interpreters agree that the Old Testament teaches that God commands certain behavior, it seems evident that a description has discovered a norm. One may obey the normative command or not, but the fact that a norm has been uncovered remains unchanged.


      Beyond these shared convictions lie some concepts this volume holds in common with many, though not all, other similar works. First, Old Testament theology must be presented in a clear, coherent pattern so its readers can incorporate its findings into their lives and ministries. Second, Old Testament theology must try to display the Old Testament’s theological unity within diversity. Difficult ideas must not be hidden, but the text’s wholeness should have priority for the preceding objective to be reached. Third, authors must be honest about their established mindset. These mindsets are developed over time and after careful consideration. This volume is written by an evangelical Christian who has come to this position only after serious study, reflection and struggle. Certainly those of a different mindset also went through a similar process.


      Because of these definitions and convictions, Old Testament theology should not include certain tasks. For instance, though historical studies undergird Old Testament theology, it is not the discipline’s role to write a history of all Israelite religious beliefs. Old Testament theology should focus on what the Bible’s authors believed, while historians of Israelite religious beliefs must, among other things, take into serious consideration what Israelites who did not agree with the Bible’s authors believed. Such data informs Old Testament theologians, but is not their main priority when they present their findings. These disciplines intersect at key points, but they are not identical.


      To cite another example, though Old Testament theology has a close relationship to the New Testament the two have discrete witnesses of their own.211 Therefore Old Testament theology must state the Old Testament’s unique message before incorporating the New Testament perspective. The ultimate goal is still to produce biblical theology yet to unite the testaments at the proper moment. This procedure is sound on historical, canonical and exegetical grounds and will make scriptural unity plainer than starting from the opposite end of the canon. It will also help the Old Testament’s unique value for theology clearer.


      Finally, if the text is allowed to dictate theological reflection, then it is not Old Testament theology’s task to incorporate its results into a formal system. Old Testament theology must not be written in order to justify Calvinism, Arminianism or some other time-honored system of belief. If the results are congenial to a system, then proponents of that system may use the data. The goal is to avoid forcing the text into a mold before the text is studied. Scholars of all faiths and ideological convictions have committed this error, and to some extent this failing is universal, so it is necessary to attempt to be careful in this area.


    


    

    

      A Methodology for Examining Old Testament Theology: Specific Principles of a Canonical Approach


      With all these considerations in mind, it is possible to move toward stating this book’s methodology. Gerhard Hasel claims that there have been ten different methodologies used in the history of Old Testament theology. These include


      1. the dogmatic-didactic method, which organizes Old Testament theology along the lines of systematic theology (Bauer, Köhler, Jacob)


      2. the genetic-progressive method, which traces the growth of Israel’s faith in history (Clements)


      3. the cross-section method, which utilizes a single theme to explain the Old Testament’s contents (Eichrodt, Vriezen, Kaiser)


      4. the topical method, which focuses on major ideas regardless of their historical emergence or ability to unify the Old Testament (McKenzie, Fohrer, Zimmerli)


      5. the diachronic method, which charts the use of basic traditions in the Old Testament (von Rad)


      6. the “formation of tradition” method, which goes beyond von Rad’s arguments to claim that a series of traditions unify both testaments (Gese)


      7. the thematic-dialectic method, which arranges its studies around “opposing” ideas such as presence/absence (Terrien), deliverance/blessing (Westermann) and structure legitimation/embracing of pain (Brueggemann)


      8. recent “critical” methods, which is Hasel’s category for scholars who question whether Old Testament theology can be done at all (e.g., James Barr and John J. Collins)


      9. the new biblical theology method, which attempts to relate the Testaments to one another; the chief proponent of this method is Childs, who utilizes a canonical approach to biblical theology (Hasel also places Vriezen and Clements in this group and notes Terrien’s, Westermann’s and Gese’s interest in the discussion as well)


      10. the multiplex canonical Old Testament theology method, which is Hasel’s own program for the discipline (it consists of four main points: a study of the canonical Scriptures rather than a history-of-religions approach, a summary of the canon’s concepts and themes, a utilization of more than one methodological scheme and an analysis of blocks of material without following the specific order of Hebrew canon)212


      Hasel’s excellent list makes the methodological possibilities and difficulties in Old Testament theology evident. He is correct in stating that a combination of methodologies must be used but incorrect in which combination works best.


      First of all, Old Testament theology that seeks to contribute to biblical theology should indeed analyze the Hebrew canon, for it is this canon that the New Testament mentions (see Lk 24:44) and quotes as divine revelation. Since it is the three-part (Law, Prophets, Writings) scheme that the New Testament mentions, the general order of the canon ought to be followed as well. Because it is an unfolding canon, intertextual connections between the books must be duly noted. Since the apocryphal books are not so quoted and described, they should not be included in Old Testament theology.213 Analyzing the canon offers the best chance for the Old Testament to speak for itself.


      Second, following the canonical order keeps the Old Testament’s historical context before the reader. This principle is generally true for any reader who thinks Vatke’s and Wellhausen’s reconstruction of Israelite history and biblical composition faulty. Also, many scholars who agree broadly with Wellhausen and his successors believe that the Pentateuch and Prophets at least contain many materials that are quite ancient, so they also appreciate the canonical text’s stated historical sequence. Other experts hold to Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch and that the stated authors of biblical books are indeed those books’ authors. They, too, find historical progression in the canon. This volume adopts a conservative approach to Israelite history and biblical composition yet hopes its comments on the canon can at least aid those who disagree at many points.


      Third, despite the current reluctance among some scholars to adopt a single centering theme,214 Old Testament theology needs focal points. The key here is to argue for a main focal point, not necessarily for the central theme of the Old Testament. A focal point is valuable as long as it is true to Scripture and actually helps the theologian’s analysis hold together. Attempting to argue a certain theme as the only major uniting idea can succeed only if all other motifs are proven secondary, and this volume makes no such exclusive claims for its centering theme. Surely such an argument would require an extended discussion before the theologian could begin. This book uses the Old Testament’s insistence on the existence and worship of one God as a major, normative, theological and historical emphasis. Several theologians mention this theme’s centrality (see below), though none uses it to the extent employed here. This fundamental concept helps explain the Old Testament’s ideas about God, Israel and the human race. It also provides an extremely important theological link between the Old and New Testament communities of faith.


      Fourth, this wedding of canonical and thematic approaches also has a practical goal. One of the drawbacks of a noncanonical, or non-book-by-book, approach is that many current students do not have extensive biblical knowledge. Therefore it is quite difficult for these students to use a systematic or dialectic approach that assumes they have already mastered the theological details in individual Bible books. Such students are not intellectually weak; they lack exposure to and experience with the material for a systematic analysis of Scripture. I hope, then, this book’s approach will be both accurate and appropriate for a majority of theological students.


      Given these assertions, this volume adopts a canonical approach to Old Testament theology that can be summarized by the following principles. First, the Old Testament canon accepted by the first-century Palestinian Jewish/ Christian and Jewish/non-Christian communities will be examined. The canon will be treated in the general order accepted by those groups: Law, Prophets and Writings. Analysis of specific groupings within these three parts will follow the Masoretic text found in Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia, an imperfect but reasonable procedure that keeps faith with the contours of each section as they have been handed down through the centuries. Second, each book of the canon will be examined to show its unique theological contribution to the Old Testament. Then intertextual connections between the individual book and the rest of the canon will be noted. The thematic wholeness of Hebrew Scripture will thereby be illuminated.215


      Third, the treatments of single books will at times include brief comments about historical details such as authorship, date and audience. The canon’s contents did not emerge in a vacuum, nor is their historical context irrelevant to their message. Choosing the Law, Prophets, Writings sequence allows the basic outlines of Israelite history to be followed without a history of religion approach taking over the study. Fourth, the Old Testament’s insistence on monotheism will be used as a historically attested centering theme to give focus to the text’s many emphases.216 This emphasis will also aid the volume’s attempt to focus on God’s character and acts more than on other matters. Fifth, the canon will be treated as Scripture, as divinely inspired texts that claim and are accepted as having authoritative status. Neglecting this principle in effect leads to approaching the Old Testament in a manner foreign to the history of its interpretation and foreign to its own subject matter.


      Thus by “canonical” this volume means analysis that is God-centered, intertextually oriented, authority-conscious, historically sensitive and devoted to the pursuit of the wholeness of the Old Testament message. It means theological reflection that intends to deal carefully with the uniqueness of the Old Testament so that its influence on the New Testament and systematic theology can be better understood. Of course such goals may not be attainable by any author, much less by this one. Still, this sort of canonical analysis may make a small contribution to the practice of Old Testament theology during an era in which the discipline seems to be seeking an identity. It may also help remove a few of the barriers that keep biblical and systematic theology unnecessarily apart from one another.


      No methodology for writing Old Testament theology is flawless, and the one proposed here is no exception. Still, the suggested format is valid on historical, canonical and literary grounds. It offers a chance to read the Old Testament as communities of faith have done for centuries: as authoritative Scripture born in history, intended for the ages. It also attempts to keep theological reflection focused through the use of a theme recognized by large numbers of scholars as central to the Old Testament’s message. In short, then, it may be one way to break through the common problems with the Old Testament’s historicity, authority and unity. If so, it may also be an approach that bridges gaps between the testaments and thereby contributes to an informed and valid biblical theology.
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The God Who Creates

Genesis

[image: point]


GENESIS STANDS AT THE HEAD OF THE CANON AND OF THE PENTATEUCH. AS the first book of the Bible it introduces the Lord, Israel and its importance and the way God’s covenant binds the Lord and Israel to one another. It also establishes God as the sole creator, sustainer and judge of all persons regardless of their race or nationality. As the first book of the Pentateuch Genesis acts as foundational prelude to Israel’s greatest leader (Moses), Israel’s most crucial event (the exodus), Israel’s defining moment (Sinai) and Israel’s immediate future (the conquest of Canaan). It expresses the roots and results of worldwide rebellion against God and Israel’s place in the remedy for that rebellion. Standing serenely above all these vital, defining ideas, though, is the book’s portrayal of one God who alone creates and rules all that has been created. Thus Genesis has its own discrete theological witness that contributes to the Pentateuch and the Old Testament’s theological unity.

As virtually any student of Scripture knows, Genesis has sparked heated debate for centuries. Rather than cooling over time, the arguments seem to have increased in volume and vehemence in the past several decades. Standing juxtaposed to one another have been Darwinists and creationists, scientists and theologians, professional theologians and laypersons, believers and skeptics. It is not the goal of this chapter to revisit or attempt to solve all these disputes. Rather this chapter intends to chart the theological message of Genesis as it relates to the whole of the Old Testament canon. To do so it focuses on the book’s major thematic divisions; yet it also tries to incorporate important ideas that emerge within these divisions.

The book of Genesis has several separate sections, each of which testifies to the one God of Scripture. First, Genesis 1—2 provides the essential idea upon which the rest of the Scriptures are based: One God is the creator. This belief separates Old Testament faith from its ancient Near Eastern counter-parts. Second, Genesis 3:1—6:4 presents the God who judges and protects. Human sin must be punished, yet God protects people from themselves and from one another. Third, Genesis 6:5—11:9 depicts the Lord as the one who punishes and renews. Worldwide punishment occurs here, yet God begins afresh with those made in his image.

Fourth, Genesis 11:10—25:18 describes the God who calls and promises. Abraham becomes the focal point of God’s redemptive work. It is Abraham to whom the Lord pledges heir, relationship and land, themes David Clines identifies as central to the whole Pentateuch.1 Fifth, in the life of Isaac the Lord is revealed as the God who provides covenantal continuity (25:19—28:9). The Abrahamic promises do not expire when he dies. They continue on through his son. Sixth, Genesis 28:10—36:43 portrays God as the one who elects and protects. No clearer case of divine election exists in Scripture than God’s choice of Jacob. This painfully human man becomes the bearer of God’s most precious promises. Seventh, Genesis 37—50 sets forth the God who preserves the covenant people. No threat, however severe, can thwart the Lord’s plans for Abraham’s family. The Creator’s purposes for creation will be upheld through the lives of these particular creatures.


The God Who Creates: Genesis 1—2

From the very first verse of the canon God’s uniqueness and sovereignty emerge. “In the beginning” only one God creates the heavens and earth. No other deity challenges God’s right to create; no other deity helps God create; no other deity opposes God’s creative activity. From the beginning, or from the origin of time and history, only God exists or acts. Only God’s spirit hovers over the chaos of watery darkness. Whatever else Genesis 1:1-2 implies, it certainly portrays God as self-existent, unmade by anyone else, as timeless, since he exists whenever “the beginning” begins, and as able to generate the heavens and earth without aid.

This depiction of a self-existent, solitary, self-sufficient Creator differs sharply from other ancient creation accounts. Since 1876, when George Smith first published The Chaldean Account of Genesis,2 scholars have discussed the relationship between how Genesis portrays origins and how texts from Babylon and Egypt describe those events. Soon after their publication some authors, such as Hermann Gunkel, analyzed the texts and concluded that Genesis and the Babylonian account share some common mythic elements.3 Other writers admitted certain similarities in the stories yet stressed their fundamental differences.4 More recently commentators have stopped debating the relationship between the differing accounts and have tried to explain Israel’s distinctive witness in the midst of the ancient world.5 This approach is the most productive for theological inquiry and also offers the best way for the unique message of Genesis to be understood.

All scholars note that the chief difference between Genesis and other creation texts is the Israelite insistence on monotheism. Babylonian stories state that a dispute among the gods resulted in a dead god’s body being thrown from heaven. This body becomes planet earth, and the drops of blood from other injured deities become individual persons. Egyptian stories are more sedate, but they too include several gods. Israel stands alone in claiming that a single God created all that exists. Monotheism in creation means that God is limited neither in nature nor by region to a particular place. God has no rivals. God has jurisdiction over all created persons and things.

In what appears in the text as swift succession, the Lord creates night and day, land and water, animals and people. Generally speaking, Genesis 1:3—2:3 presents the natural results of the preceding two verses. If only one God exists, then that God must be responsible for every creative act. Every created entity derives its existence, its name, its function, its basic “good” nature, its limitations and its sustenance from the one Creator. Clearly these verses stress God’s sovereignty over creation. They state that this sovereignty begins with the ability to speak things into existence. Further, they imply that God’s power and ownership extend to a sure knowledge of all that occurs. God has the authority to create and an awareness of how creation coheres.

These verses affirm the order and dignity of creation. While other creation stories tend to treat the human race as an aggravation to the pantheon and the created world as an afterthought of the gods, Genesis 1:1—2:3 presents the created order as the result of purposeful activity on the one God’s part. Thus the natural world functions smoothly on a day-to-day basis under God’s supervision. Each creature has its place in this world, and that place has inherent dignity because God insures that everything made is “good,” whole and appropriate, for its purpose. God’s sovereignty, knowledge, personal goodness and resolve produce an orderly world that removes the chaos and void mentioned in Genesis 1:2.

Human beings occupy a unique place among the creatures. They alone are made in the “image and likeness” of God. They alone are told to “rule and subdue” the earth, a command that seems to explain at least in part what “God’s image” means. Like God, human beings have the capacity to make decisions that affect the earth and its inhabitants positively or negatively. The whole earth is given to sustain them (1:29-30), rather than vice versa, yet obviously wise rulership will be necessary for humans to draw sustenance from the land. At this point in Genesis there is no reason to expect anything but wise rulership. Simply put, humans are God’s representatives on earth.6

Several other possible interpretations of “God’s image” have been suggested, most of which can be drawn from Genesis 1—2. For example, God’s image may include the ability to relate to the Lord (1:28-30; 2:15-25). At no point in Scripture does the text imply God has this sort of relationship with animals or plants. Only people converse with God; only people are held responsible by God for their actions; only people are given standards by which they must choose to live. Each of these elements implies a relationship between thinking, responsible, communicative personalities. Unless such a relationship exists it is impossible for people to act as God’s representatives, or stewards, on earth.

Augustine believed the phrase “image and likeness” refers to “the powers of the soul, in memory, intellect, and love.”7 Certainly God has these capacities, and Adam’s ability to work, name animals and “cleave” to Eve indicates both the man and the woman possess memory, intellect and the ability to love. Again, such qualities are necessary for relationship with God and for stewardship of the animals and the earth. Augustine’s ideas complement a broader notion more than they stand alone.

The option that is unlikely is that the verse means that humans beings physically resemble the Lord. Gunkel thinks the text means just that and claims that this interpretation shows how Genesis reworked and adapted mythic ideas.8 Gerhard von Rad believes that the passage at least implies this meaning.9 This reading of the text neglects the obvious noncorporeal nature of the God who functions in Genesis 1—2. God can oversee the earth before, after and during the creative process and is evidently able to assess what occurs on earth from a “higher” vantage point. God can choose to speak elements such as light into existence, view the elements and assess the elements. God can also decide to relate closely to Adam in the garden without being confined to that space-time limitation. God is able to go between earth and nonearth. Thus the humans can do some things God can do; yet there are many things the Lord can do people cannot. The main difference lies in the humans’ physical limitations, which God does not share. Physical resemblance, then, does not explain “image and likeness.” It is much more likely that the human race’s duties and relationship to God mentioned earlier fits the context.

One other issue in Genesis 1:26 deserves mention. The Lord says, “Let us make man in our image,” a potentially odd comment in a monotheistic creation account. Since the next verse emphasizes “God created man in his own image” and stresses “he created” male and female, it is improbable that any other deity is invoked in Genesis 1:26. It is more likely that a plurality of personality is meant,10 since both God and the Spirit of God appear in Genesis 1. It is not likely that the Lord addresses angels and other celestial beings.11 To interpret the phrase in this manner implies that these beings share creator status with the Lord.

After creating the heavens, the earth and the human race, God establishes the seventh day as a time of ceasing of activity. This ceasing, or shabbat (sabbath), sets the seventh day apart from the other days of activity. Thus constant activity does not consume or define God and must not consume or define the rest of creation either. A time of ceasing is as valid as the times of making and doing in these seven days of creation.

Genesis 2:4-25 deals specifically with concepts introduced in the previous thirty-four verses. Most especially it focuses on God’s initial relationship to the newly created human race. The self-existent, self-sufficient, transcendent yet present and involved Creator personally creates the first male (2:4-7). His life comes from God, not through a random coalescence of cells and tissue. When “Adam” receives life he awakes to an earth already prepared to sustain him, just as Genesis 1:3-26 has indicated. On this earth the man begins to work in and care for the garden in which he has been placed (2:15, 19-20), an activity that fulfills God’s commands in Genesis 1:28. God allows the man total freedom in his pursuits with one exception: he may “not eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil” and is promised death if he breaks this command (2:17). It becomes clear, then, that God’s favor is not unconditional in the sense that Adam may do as he pleases and still enjoy God’s blessing. Rather he must abide by this simple law code to continue as he has begun. To do so he must trust God’s word and believe God’s warning. Faith is required.

Without a mate, though, the man’s life is “not good,” not complete (2:18). Such a conclusion cannot be final for a God whose character and creation are both “good” (e.g., 1:10, 12, 18). Thus God completes the human race by forming a woman from the man’s body (2:21-22). Adam confesses his closeness to her, and Moses adds the comment that this union is the basis for the man’s forsaking all previous familial relationships for a sole commitment to his wife (2:24).

A happier scene could hardly be imagined. The first couple is perfectly at ease with one another, for they are “naked and not ashamed” (2:25). There is no division, no emotional pain, no contention between them. Presumably they will fulfill the Lord’s command to multiply on the earth (1:28), which indicates that sexuality has an important role in human relationships. No problems exist in this realm either.

The Creator God has completed the creative task. Earth, human beings and plant and animal life are all “good,” all appropriate for their function. Humans exercise their “imaging” of God by relating to their Creator and by ruling the animals and the earth according to the Lord’s command. Flawless in its design, perfect in its purpose, the creation reflects the Creator’s genius and self-unity. Nothing more and nothing less could be expected. Time and human history have begun from the uncaused decision of God to speak them into existence.




Canonical Synthesis: Creation

Besides setting the stage for what immediately follows in Genesis itself, the creation account is used for a variety of canonical purposes in the rest of the Old Testament. Though these texts will be examined in due course, it is proper to note their existence now to demonstrate how creation influences other books. First, in the Prophets creation serves as evidence of God’s concern for Israel and the rest of the human race and as proof that the Lord has every right to judge every living creature. For example, Isaiah claims that the fact that Yahweh creates the heavens and earth means that the Lord never grows weary and is ever willing to comfort a hurting people grown weary of Assyrian oppression (Is 40:12-31). Further, Isaiah links the notion that God alone made the earth with Yahweh’s sovereignty over and redemption of Israel (Is 44:24). Finally, Isaiah says that since God is Creator, it is possible, no, necessary, that the Lord dictate history, even to the point of issuing a predictive prophecy about a future Persian leader, Cyrus (Is 45:1-8). Isaiah also states that a once-good earth can spring forth salvation and righteousness (Is 45:8). Amos, however, uses three creation hymns to punctuate denunciations and threats of certain punishment for sin (Amos 4:13; 5:8-9; 9:5-6). The Lord who created the earth and its people can certainly assess what occurs in human history. Turning in repentance to the Creator is the only way to avoid the coming devastation (Amos 5:8-9).

Second, several psalms celebrate Yahweh’s status as Creator with the intent of stressing God’s incomparability, the dignity of the human race made in Yahweh’s image, the redemption of Israel and the constancy of God’s commitment to David and his lineage. These latter two themes appear prominently in Psalms 136 and 89 respectively and will be treated later in light of the exodus and the Davidic covenant. It is significant to observe, however, that without God’s status as solitary Creator these events become less significant, indeed no greater than claims about other gods made by polytheistic nations. Psalms 8, 47, 91 and 93—99 proclaim that God’s greatness transcends yet permeates the earth and that the Lord also entrusts people with great, challenging tasks that prove the dignity in being God’s creatures. In all these passages God stands supreme as the only God of record.

Third, Job 28 and Proverbs 8 argue that God’s skills as Creator prove the Lord’s unsurpassed wisdom. According to Job, God alone possesses an understanding of wisdom’s depths because only the Lord has created mysterious elements like wind, water, lightning and thunder (Job 28:25-26). Since God’s wisdom surpasses any human’s, the author counsels readers to develop a healthy respect or fear of the Lord (Job 28:28). Similarly Proverbs 8:22-36 traces wisdom back to the creation of all things, for Yahweh created by using infinite wisdom. Thus for the writers of these wisdom-oriented texts the creation accounts testify to the majesty of God’s applied intellect. This emphasis completes a biblical picture of God that includes images of God as maker, judge, master and sage. These ideas imply the Lord has creative, decisive, supervisory and intellectual capabilities no other single being possesses.




The God Who Judges and Protects: Genesis 3:1—6:4

When readers finish Genesis 2 it is with a sense of well-being bordering on euphoria. After all, the incomparable, solitary God has made an ideal world for a fully rational, relational, functional human race that in turn enjoys work, sex and spiritual pursuits. God’s only rule, the prohibition against eating from “the tree of the knowledge of good and evil,” has been kept so far.

What occurs next shatters this serenity. The woman encounters another created being, a serpent, that is subtle, crafty and verbally combative. It is important to emphasize the serpent’s “creatureliness,”12 because otherwise readers may conclude that this tempter has power equal to that of God. Later Scriptures discuss how the serpent became one who attempts to get people to turn against God (cf. Is 14:12-17; Ezek 28:2-5), but no such explanation appears here. Clearly, though, the serpent represents interests diametrically opposed to those stated by God in Genesis 2:16-17. Thus at least one created being resists Yahweh’s commands. Since Genesis 1—2 reports that everything created is “good,” it seems likely that the serpent represents a being that has corrupted its own good purpose, not one that God created corrupt from the start.

The conversation between the woman and the serpent begins with a thinly veiled challenge to God’s single, simple command, proceeds to an outright denial of the consequences of disobedience announced in Genesis 2:17 and concludes with an overt temptation based on an attack on the Creator’s character (3:1-6). After considering the serpent’s arguments, the woman eats, as does her husband (3:6). This breaking of the Lord’s command constitutes sin. The command was not too difficult to understand, nor was the consequence of this action. Rather eating the fruit amounts to a trusting of the tempter over the Creator and a desire for knowledge that destroys. Sin begins with mistrust of God, includes a craving for what harms one’s self, neglects revelation of truth and ultimately concludes in destruction. Believing lies based on a lack of faith cannot produce obedience to the Creator.

Subsequent to their sin the humans experience the penalty for their disobedience. Their ease with one another is shattered, for they cover their nakedness (3:7). Their communion with God is broken, and they hide from the One who created them in his image (3:8-9). Their grasp of truth is weakened as they blame others for what they each have done (3:10-13). Fractures in friendship, fellowship and integrity are all casualties of sin.

Other consequences follow that are imposed by God. First, God condemns the serpent to eat dust and to a certain knowledge that he will duel with humans only to be crushed eventually (3:14-15). This text has rightly been deemed the protoevangelion, or first statement of good news, since it reassures readers that evil will not always dominate human beings. As the canon unfolds, this promise grows to include messianic concepts. Even at this seminal stage, however, the notion comes as a relief. The Creator remains in control of even the rebellious segments of the creation.

Second, the woman receives two basic penalties for her actions. One is physical, and the other is relational. Pain will accompany childbirth (3:16), which indicates that the effects of sin cannot be localized to some spiritual portion of human life. Rather sin impacts the woman’s physical being as well, forcing her to remember her failure during what should be a joyous moment in her life. As hard as this punishment is, it is less pervasive than the second. Her sin also bears the penalty of frustration in her relationship with her husband (3:16).

Martin Luther argues that this punishment means that women are now placed under the man’s authority in all matters but procreation and the nurturing of children, tasks he considers eminently honorable. This subjection would not have occurred without sin.13 G. C. Aalders offers the fairly common idea that though the woman knows the pain associated with childbirth she will still desire sex with her husband, which in turn leads her back to her pain. He agrees in principle with Luther’s opinions on the woman’s subjection to her husband.14 Victor Hamilton modifies this viewpoint somewhat, stating that this punishment means that instead of “being a reign of co-equals over the remainder of God’s creation, the relationship now becomes a fierce dispute, with each party trying to rule the other.”15

None of these interpretations has the universal implications the account seems to intend. Again the issue appears to be chiefly relational. Her desires will not be fulfilled in the manner she wishes. Never again will she enjoy flawless communion like that in Genesis 2:25. Claus Westermann captures the force of the passage by writing that

what he [the author of Genesis 3:16] really wants to say is much more sober: just where the woman finds her fulfillment in life, her honor and her joy, namely in her relationship to her husband and as mother of her children, there too she finds that it is not pure bliss, but pain, burden, humiliation and subordination.16


Emotional pain has been added to spiritual and physical pain. The pressures caused by sin keep expanding.

Adam fares no better. Besides the problems he will encounter through the punishment given to the serpent and the woman, he learns that his work will not always be successful. He will sweat and strain yet encounter struggles and setbacks in his efforts to make the ground produce. Work is not the punishment, since God tells humans to work in Genesis 1:28. Sin results in no ease for Adam, then, for he must battle the serpent, deal with the frustrations he and his family produce and also face the certainty that no certain success in labor will ever exist.

With the consequences of sin clearly stated and with a long-term promise of the serpent’s defeat in place, God acts in mercy to sustain the fallen couple. God clothes them (3:21). The Lord also removes them from the garden to protect them from eating of the tree of life, which had not been forbidden previously, so that they will not live forever in a sinful condition (3:22-24). Not even their sin can separate them from God’s concern for and commitment to the well-being of the people he has created.

Rapidly, inexorably, sin spreads. Eve gives birth to two sons, Cain and Abel, who grow up to become a planter and a herdsman respectively (4:1-2). Though the text does not explain how they know to do so, both men bring offerings appropriate to their professions. Again without saying exactly why, the text reports the Lord accepts Abel’s sacrifice but not Cain’s.17 Though God warns a pouting Cain that he must master sin, Cain not only ignores the Lord’s caution but also kills his brother (4:5-8). Sin shows itself here as violence, as cruel, cold-blooded murder, as injustice. Obviously, too, one of the results of sin is that an innocent party may suffer for the sins of others.

Like his parents, Cain responds to his own standards rather than to God’s. Therefore like his parents he suffers punishment, in his case the necessity of living a nomadic, unsettled life (4:9-14). Still, God responds to Cain in mercy, just as the Lord responds in mercy to Cain’s parents (4:15-16). Cain has his own family, which eventually produces Lamech, a man as violent as Cain himself (4:17-24). Human technology improves (4:17, 21-22), but this ingenuity in no way diminishes the effects of sin. God graciously replaces the dead with new life (4:25), and people learn to call on the Lord (4:26), yet there is no return to the “goodness” of Genesis 1—2, nor can there be.

The genealogy in Genesis 5 and the strange account in Genesis 6:1-4 conclude the text’s initial description of human sin and lead to the book’s next major segment. From Adam to Lamech the human race begins, begets and dies (5:1-31). Humans fill the earth with their offspring in fulfillment of God’s command (1:26-31), and they share the curse of death and painful toil on the earth (5:29). Despite the seeming monotony and sameness of procreation, life and death, under the surface of the text lies a sad fact: sin continues to increase as well, and sin never dies. This fact is evident in Genesis 6:1-4, where the world seems completely out of control. Interpretations of this text range from the idea that the verses are basically mythological18 to the notion that they mean humans “involved themselves in unholy marriages, and sin soon became the dominant characteristic of the race.”19 All scholars agree that the passage demonstrates pervasive human sinfulness, the consequences of which emerge in Genesis 6:5 and the following text.




Canonical Synthesis: Pervasive Sin

Who is responsible for all this sin? It is vital to conclude that each individual is responsible for his or her actions. Though God created the serpent, the serpent was not commanded to tempt the humans. God warned the people against eating the fruit of one tree, but Eve and Adam lacked the faith necessary to believe the Lord instead of the serpent. When faced with believing God enough to keep one law, the humans fail. Their failure is their own, though, since they had been warned and since the serpent possessed no physically coercive powers.

How continuous is this sin? How ongoing is it? Jewish and Christian scholars have stated for centuries that humans are born in sin after Adam and Eve’s fall. Many thinkers have also disputed this interpretation. Though the Genesis texts make no explicit statement one way or the other, no human avoids sin after Genesis 3. No one is sinless; everyone is affected by living in a sinful world. By birth, by choice or by both, the result remains that every human sins and that every human suffers for that sin spiritually, physically, emotionally, relationally and vocationally.

How important is the prevalence of sin in the rest of the Old Testament canon? In a very real sense, the rest of Scripture deals with the solution to the sin problem. Moses mediates a covenant in the Pentateuch that includes sacrifices for sins offered in faith by penitent sinners. The Former Prophets sketch how long-term, habitual sin, left unchecked, gradually pulls Israel into destruction. Prophets like Isaiah and Jeremiah lament being among an unclean people (Is 6:5) and being a person with a wicked, diseased heart (Jer 17:9). Isaiah 13—27, Jeremiah 46—51, Ezekiel 25—32, Amos 1:2—2:3, and other passages proclaim the sinfulness of all nations. The psalmists declare there are no righteous persons (e.g., Ps 14:1-3; 53:1-3; 140:3). Job and Proverbs counsel wisdom in light of human error and foolishness, while the remainder of the Writings depict the effects of sin on Israel’s exiles (see Esther and Daniel) and the nation’s attempt to overcome its own sin (see Ecclesiastes, Ezekiel, Nehemiah, 1-2 Chronicles).

Thus sin never skips a generation, nor does it skip a single individual. Perhaps these particular stories are not retold as the reason for relentless human sin, but the canon certainly wrestles with the results of these accounts from this passage forward.20 The starting point, the place where sin enters the human race, is Genesis 3, a fact Paul highlights in Romans 5:12 as a contrast to Christ’s work.




The God Who Punishes and Renews: Genesis 6:5—11:9

This section of Genesis provides significant insight into God’s interior and exterior character. That is, these verses explain how God’s motives lead to God’s actions. While doing so, they also indicate what the Lord plans to do in the long and short term about runaway human sin. So far God’s major attributes have been creativeness, power, mercy and a commitment to high ethical standards. God’s concerns have included sustaining and relating to people. Now sustenance and relationship will occur in a way that will force human beings to take full responsibility for their reprehensible actions.

Genesis 6:5-8 is probably the most negative statement in Genesis about the human race as a whole. Whereas Genesis 1:31 and Genesis 2:25 speak of goodness and a lack of shame, this passage states that sin pervades every pore of the human being. At the same time, few texts in all of Scripture speak more clearly about God’s motives for action. The fact that God’s motives remain good when the human race’s have become so impure highlights sin’s inappropriateness and God’s correctness in doing something about it.

As in previous texts, God sees what occurs on earth. This time the Lord sees how the human race has grown progressively more violent and wicked. The Lord knows the inclinations of human hearts, a sure sign that God knows everything. Sadly, every inclination is always toward evil. Every plan made tends toward wickedness. Having seen (6:5), God now feels grief and pain over what people are doing. God’s power and all-inclusive seeing lead to proper emotion, not to callousness or cynicism or brutality. Based on this seeing and feeling, the Lord determines to change the policy of allowing the human race to live in this condition. God’s regret means action must be taken, not that a great cosmic mistake has been made.21 Therefore the Lord determines to punish the wicked but to spare Noah, a man who acts differently than others and who thereby avoids their punishment (6:8).

Noah becomes the catalyst for God’s mercy and judgment. God decides to punish worldwide sin by eliminating the sinful through a comprehensive flood (6:13). Noah will be spared by building a boat and will save his family and the animals by leading them into the ship (6:14-22). Through this process God’s intentions of punishing sin and sparing a righteous minority, or remnant, are realized. Noah’s family thus becomes the means by which a merciful God preserves the human race as well as a visible symbol of how a just and good God distinguishes between faithful and disobedient persons.

The major theological force of this section is magnified by the differences between the Genesis flood account and certain Babylonian parallel stories.22 As is well known, the Babylonian flood story has elements in common with the biblical account, such as the presence of a hero who builds a boat, a devastating flood, a bird sent to survey earth’s terrain and a sacrifice made when the humans emerge from the ship.23 Though these framing devices serve both stories, the reason for the flood, the reason a human is spared, the purpose for sacrifice and the very number of existing gods differ in the accounts. Clearly this last difference takes precedence over the others, for it ultimately explains the other variations, as will be noted.

Once the flood recedes and Noah emerges from his ship he worships God through offering sacrifices (8:20). God responds favorably and graciously to Noah’s devotion. Despite the sinfulness of the human race the Lord promises never again to destroy sinful persons as in the flood (8:21-22). Further, God renews the original commands made to people in Genesis 1:26-31. Humans are to multiply, rule the creatures and receive sustenance from the earth (9:1-3). Only two requirements are expected from humans: they must not eat animals whose blood has not been drained, and they must not take human life (9:4-6).

Based on God’s promises and Noah’s commitments, these two parties make a covenant, or binding agreement that includes pledges, responsibilities and blessings. This word (covenant) will occur in several future key contexts in the canon, so it is important to make some preliminary observations about the concept now. By Moses’ time (c. 1450 B.C.) the covenant was an established part of ancient society, but what does the concept mean in Genesis 6:17-18 and Genesis 9:8-17?

In the first text the covenant is based on God’s prior knowledge of and relationship with Noah.24 The Lord already knows the quality of Noah’s character and offers the covenant based on this awareness. Besides stating the quality of the relationship between God and Noah, the covenant separates Noah from the sinful humanity of that era. He becomes the sole focus of God’s work with creation. Finally, the covenant includes responsibilities that go with the privileges connected with the offer.25 Noah must believe God’s word, build the ark, collect the animals and his family and actually survive the flood. God saves Noah by explaining the future to him.

After the flood the covenant is explained, expanded and formalized. Though their hearts remain wicked (8:21), human beings are expected to care for the animals and stop brutalizing one another (9:1-6). In other words, they are to treat one another the way they want to be treated instead of acting like Cain and Lamech. They are also to fulfill God’s original commands (1:26-31). In return the Lord will sustain them (9:1-4) and protect them from watery cataclysmic judgment (9:11). These conditions and promises in place, God establishes the rainbow as a sign that the covenant benefits are unceasing. This whole process highlights God’s gracious and saving personal self-revelation and foreshadows virtually every subsequent occurrence of covenant making in the Old Testament.

Two striking incidents follow the covenant text. First, Noah makes wine, gets drunk and lies naked in his tent (9:20-21). Ham sees his father yet does nothing but tell his brothers Shem and Japheth about their father’s condition. The brothers cover Noah without looking at him (9:23). Clearly the human race will not stop sinning, as Genesis 8:21 has already indicated. Second, upon awaking, Noah curses Ham, the father of the Canaanites, but blesses Shem and Japheth, especially Shem (9:25-27).

Noah’s blessing is unusual in that it really blesses Shem’s God instead of Shem himself.26 Of course if Shem’s God flourishes, then Shem will prosper as well. This blessing subsumes the human under the divine27 and also implies God will aid Israel, the descendants of Shem.28 From this point forward God’s specific electing work will go through Shem’s family.29 The impact will be that God will be blessed, glorified and exalted in some manner through the particular lineage of this respectful son of Noah. Just how will unfold later in the text.

Despite all that the Lord has done to create, sustain, correct and renew the earth and the human race, sin continues. New ways to sin are devised. As the people multiply and spread, they center their population in “a plain in Shinar” (11:1). There they use their technological expertise to build a city and a tower for the express purpose of honoring themselves and avoiding God’s command to fill and rule the earth (11:2-4; cf. 1:28; 9:7).30 Human pride is certainly not new, but the corruption of technology to tempt them to act proudly has not been mentioned to this point in the text.

Once more God “sees” what occurs on earth, and once more God acts to counter what people are doing (11:5-9; cf. 6:5). Since the humans use their common language to undergird their work the Lord confuses their speech patterns. The project thus interrupted, God scatters the people, which forces them to fulfill the Lord’s purpose for them. This punishment reemphasizes God’s sovereignty, God’s determination to fulfill the stated purpose for creation and God’s merciful nature. Rather than destroy the culprits, the Lord chooses to force them to do what is best for them. Still, sin continues unabated. No real long-term solution to this menace has appeared.

Clearly polytheists must accept limited confidence in the gods’ character, limited security under the gods’ “ordering” of the earth and limited knowledge of how or why they may be judged. Moses’ account, however, urges readers to know that God grieves over sin, controls injustice, never perpetuates tyranny of any sort and empowers those who are obedient. Monotheists therefore have the freedom to live confidently even in the midst of a chaotic world.




The God Who Calls and Promises: Genesis 11:10—25:18

If Genesis 1—11 highlights the creation of earth and humanity, then in a very real sense Genesis 12—50 emphasizes God’s creation of a special clan, or nation. This group of chosen people plays several strategic roles. First, their election is the key to solving the sin problem related so unrelentingly in Genesis 3—11. Second, they provide a visible symbol to the world of God’s forgiving grace to sinful human beings. Third, they demonstrate the necessity of commitment and adherence to the one Creator God. Fourth, they illustrate the necessity of exercising faith in their relationship to the Lord.

These chapters mark the beginning of canonical texts that can be dated with some historical precision and illuminated with details from extrabiblical sources. Most scholars agree that, broadly speaking, the patriarchs (Abraham, Isaac and Jacob) lived about 2100-1700 B.C. Some experts argue for later dates,31 but these claims are unlikely given the preponderance of contrary evidence.32 This ability to link text and history not only expands interpreters’ knowledge of biblical backgrounds but also shows how theology was hammered out in the midst of both everyday life and earth-shattering events. Theology marked human lives then as well as now.

Genesis 12—50 can be divided by the appearance of its major characters. Abraham dominates the scene from the first mention of his name in Genesis 11:26 until his death in Genesis 25:11. Traveler, warrior, thinker and all-too-human struggler for faith, this father of the Israelite people begins the process of initiating a single nation and salvation for all people. Though Isaac, Abraham’s son, is also a vital character, it is Isaac’s son Jacob who dictates the story line in Genesis 25:19—36:43. This enigmatic man fathers twelve sons who become the twelve tribes, or clans, of Israel. One of these sons, Joseph, acts as central figure in Genesis 37:1—50:26, though the tenacious Jacob remains in view until 50:14! Each of these individuals, their wives, their children, their friends and their enemies provide a panoramic yet personal view of how faith, work, comedy and tragedy interact in history and theology.

By the close of the tower of Babel account, human sin’s scope and depth ought to concern even the most dispassionate reader. After all, sin is indeed universal and corrupts even the human race’s technological achievements. It seems logical for another universal solution, such as the flood, to emerge, but God opts for a different approach. God works through Shem’s line until Abram appears, then elects him to bear the hope humans need to find relief from their guilt. This telescopic approach to a problem will appear again and again in the Scriptures as the canon unfolds.

At first Abram seems as ordinary as any of the other persons named in a genealogical table (11:10-32). In Genesis 12:1-9, however, he becomes the focal point of God’s dealings with the human race. Through an act of direct, personal revelation the Lord commands Abram to leave his homeland and his father’s house (cf. Gen 2:24) and go to an unspecified location he will be shown (12:1). In response to Abram’s act of faith, God promises certain blessings: Abram will become a great nation (12:2), which is quite a pledge to a man whose wife has already been identified as barren (cf. 11:30); Abram will be blessed with a great reputation (12:2); Abram will be blessed with protection (12:3); Abram will bless all nations (12:3). The blessing of a homeland implicit in 12:1 becomes explicit in 12:7, where God tells Abram that Canaan will belong to his “seed,” or descendants. Clines summarizes these blessings as heir/nation, covenant/relationship and land.33 Each of these blessings deserves brief treatment.

First, Abram will receive a replacement for the homeland he leaves in response to God’s summons. Obviously he must act in faith to gain this particular blessing. Thus both divine promise and human obedience make the blessing occur. Since all subsequent blessings are dependent on this initial faithful response, none of the promises are unconditional in the sense that Abram need do nothing to inherit them. Though the realization of this promise requires several centuries, as will be seen, from this point forward Abram and his progeny believe the land is theirs by divine right. Emphasizing the land here indicates that the earth, or land, may finally be inhabited by people willing to obey Genesis 1:26-31.

Second, the pledge of a great nation means that God may begin redeeming sinful humanity by calling a single individual but fully intends for that number to grow. Thus not only will a childless, barren couple birth a nation, but also the morally barren world will flourish again. As is the case with the land promise, Abram must wait what will seem to him an interminably long time. Perhaps more than with any other single promise, Abram struggles to believe this blessing will ever materialize or to allow God to deliver on the pledge in a timely fashion.

Third, the mention of a great name, or reputation, highlights the spread of Abram’s influence to a world that needs to imitate his faithfulness. God’s name will be honored as Abram’s is honored, so the blessings of his fame will enhance God’s reputation as well.

Fourth, God’s protection insures the new nation’s future. Abram himself need not fear those who wish him harm, for God will protect the chosen man and his family. The Lord’s guardianship guarantees that only those who can overthrow the Creator can destroy Abram. More immediately, as Abram journeys toward the land God will show him, he will pass safely. Just as in Genesis 1:26—2:17 and Genesis 3:21-24, the Lord pledges to sustain those whom he has created, called and made promises to.

Fifth, the notion of all nations being blessed by Abram seals God’s plan for worldwide renewal of human beings. All persons are infected with and affected by sin. The results of this fact have been catastrophic. Now God identifies an individual through whom the Lord’s plan can be revealed. Abram’s faith can replace Adam and Eve’s doubts about God’s commands, can offer further insight into how evil’s head will be crushed (cf. Gen 3:15), can begin the process of magnifying Shem’s God (cf. Gen 9:26) and can reverse the international pride and chaos surrounding the Babel episode. What remains to be seen is how this promise comes true, which places it on the same footing as the other four.

God’s choice of Abram also initiates the ongoing practice of divine election. Perhaps God elects Noah, too, but the text at least hints that in Noah’s era the Lord has no one else to choose. Here God selects Abram from people like himself, though Abram may indeed have possessed special qualities for the task given him. Still, the Lord chooses Abram the same way God determines to create the heavens and earth, out of the sheer freedom that comes from being the unique, all-sufficient, self-contained God. The Lord also chooses that which is good, that which benefits creation. Election here does not exclude or condemn anyone. Rather it works exclusively as a benefit to a world that has no intention of doing what is right. Election in this case proves God’s merciful kindness to the world, not just to Abram.

Though he sets out from Haran in response to God’s commands, Abram does not exercise faith in every situation he faces. For example, after encountering famine in Canaan, the land God promises him, Abram keeps journeying south until he arrives in Egypt. Once there he forgets the Lord’s promise of protection and seeks to protect himself by calling Sarai his sister. For placing his wife’s and the Egyptians’ virtue in jeopardy he receives a tongue lashing from the pharaoh, who nonetheless sends him away with gifts that add to Abram’s wealth (12:10-20). Similar lapses in faith occur when he has a child with Hagar and then allows her to be mistreated (16:1-16), when he repeats the “sister” deception a second time (20:1-18) and when he questions whether he will ever have a child with his wife (17:17-18). He may be the key to the solution of the sin problem, but he is far from sinless himself.

However, Abram definitely displays faith in God at strategic points. He allows his nephew Lot first choice when they divide land (13:1-18), he rescues Lot from kidnappers and refuses reward from Sodom’s king (14:1-24), he adopts the practice of circumcision as a sign of his family’s commitment to the Lord (17:1-27), and he prays for Sodom and Lot to be spared God’s judgment (18:16-33). Each of these episodes indicates Abram’s potential for permanently embedded trust in the God who has elected and called him. Two other incidents, however, act as final proof of his moral fiber and as examples for future people of faith. One takes place relatively early in Abram’s journey and the second later in his life when he has become Abraham, the father of nations.

In Genesis 15, Abram’s early mistakes and initial victories lie in the past. Once again Yahweh’s revelation comes to Abram, but this time he questions whether God’s promise of a son, which is in turn the key to the promise of land, will ever be fulfilled (15:1-3). In response to the chosen’s agony, God reiterates the promise. Solely in response to the Lord’s reassurance Abram believes God, and God counts that belief as righteousness on his part (15:6). Certainly his earlier acts of faith help him believe now,34 yet this instance is all the more impressive because it occurs years after the original promise is tendered and because it continues to have no evidential basis other than God’s word and God’s character. As Walter Brueggemann says, this renewed faith “is not grounded in the old flesh of Sarah nor the tired bones of Abraham, but in the disclosing word of God.”35 This faith resides in God’s reliability, which is inseparable from the Lord’s personhood. Faith here amounts to one friend’s trust of another friend’s promises.

Because of his faith, God considers him righteous, or rightly related to God, and thus secure in the Lord,36 even though Abram has not technically done anything. Abram’s faith is not a work, but it does require a willingness to set aside clear physical evidence (no child) in favor of the unadorned promise of God. In other words, faith may not be physical work, but it is not easy nonetheless. God realizes its value and strenuous nature and recognizes that faith is the first step to obedient action. Faith leads Abram to demonstrate his righteousness by offering a sacrifice in 15:7-21, faith sustains Abram when he learns his descendants will not inherit Canaan for over four centuries (15:13-14), and faith therefore provides the basis for the covenant between God and Abram that is implicit in Genesis 12—14 but made explicit in Genesis 15. Without faith there can be no righteousness. Where faith exists, however, more and more righteous action will follow as the human-divine relationship unfolds.37

Years after the formalization of this faith-based covenant, Abram, now called Abraham (“father of nations”), faces the most significant “test” (22:1) of his belief in God. Having adopted circumcision as a sign of the covenant (17) and having received his heir after twenty-five years of waiting (21:1-8), Abraham is tested when God commands him to sacrifice Isaac, the son of promise (22:1-2). Without hesitating, Abraham takes the boy to a place of offering and then prepares to kill him (22:3-10). God stops him, stating that this action proves Abraham “fears” God, which is another way of saying that he bases his life on God. Here “faith” and “fear” amount to the same thing, obedience. Once again faith works itself out in actions that have their basis in trust in God alone. Abraham trusts God even when the Lord commands the unthinkable, indeed when God commands what seems to be the irreparable removal of the key to the promises in Genesis 12:1-9. The Lord honors this faith by offering renewed reassurances of blessing (22:15-19). With the test over and Abraham’s faith proven, the chosen servant of God, the key to the sin problem’s solution, concludes his life by paving the way for Isaac to continue to build the nation (23:1—25:18).

The very nature of Abraham’s faith invites reflection on the character of the God in whom he trusts. First, it is clear that only one deity appears in this story. Though he believes the term monotheism can be properly applied only when the text chooses Yahweh over “a possible worship of several gods,” Westermann writes, “What is decisive is the following. In the individual patriarchal narratives people always stand face to face with only one God; it is always only one God who deals with and speaks to people.”38 This God is identical to the deity in Genesis 1—11, so the Lord who creates, sustains, judges and renews also elects, calls, sustains, promises, tests and blesses. The same deity concerned about the creation’s sin calls and relates to the one chosen to mediate eventual victory over sin.

Second, this one God relates to people on a personal basis, communicating commands, promises and guidance through each successive decade. It is impossible to know so many years after such revelations exactly how they occurred, but it is important to note that these encounters come at God’s initiative and that they convey actual concrete communication concerning Abraham’s past, present and future. The Lord never stops guiding human beings who listen to the Lord.

Third, the promises of heir, land, nation and international blessing require faith on Abraham’s part. Abraham must find his security in God rather in shifting circumstances.39 He must believe that to possess a relationship with God is the same thing as possessing the fulfillment of the Lord’s promises.40 Just as God counts Abraham’s faith as righteousness, so also does Abraham count God’s promise as righteousness. Abraham believes that the Lord’s plan for history is real and therefore bound to occur.41 No lesser faith could possibly lead him to accept signs such as circumcision or endure commands such as to leave his homeland or, more particularly, to sacrifice his son.

Fourth, God’s promises to Abraham provide a framework for the rest of the Old Testament, indeed for the rest of the Bible. No doubt many routes to the unity of Scripture exist, but none dare neglect Abraham’s role in that unity. Israel emerges as his descendants. David is an Israelite, and the messiah comes from his lineage. Israel becomes the people of God that are called to glorify the Lord in all the earth, a role the combined Israelite and non-Israelite church says in the New Testament that it assumes. The desire to conquer, to possess and to keep the land promised to Abraham consumes many pages of the Old Testament, though these concerns recede in the New Testament. Simply stated, then, it is hard to overstate this section’s importance in biblical literature and thus biblical theology.




Canonical Synthesis: Abraham and the New Testament

Canonically speaking, Genesis 12:1-9, 15:6 and 22:1-19 receive significant treatment in the New Testament. Paul concludes that Jesus fulfills the promise of international blessing, for Jesus is the offspring of Abraham who mediates salvation to all persons (Gal 3:16). As E. J. Carnell states, “Abraham is a blessing to all nations because Jesus Christ is the true offspring of Abraham. There is one covenant; it unites both economies in the Bible.”42 Further, Paul argues that in Abraham’s life faith produced righteousness that led to the patriarch’s acceptance of circumcision, which means that salvation occurs without works of righteousness (Rom 4:1-15). The only way for God’s promises to come true, therefore, is for faith to be exercised, not for works to occur (Rom 4:16-25).

In his discussion of Abraham’s life, James declares that the faith mentioned in Genesis 15:6 is proven by the willingness to sacrifice in Genesis 22:1 (Jas 2:18-24). Paul’s ministry requires a focus on the fact that works without faith are dead, while James’s requires the emphatic comment that faith without works is dead. Both men placed priority on faith, for both knew which text comes first in the canon (cf. Rom 4:10; Jas 2:23). Both recognized the foundational nature of faith. Both realized the logical, essential, historical, practical emergence of obedience from this faith. Without faith, promises are just words. Without obedience, “faith” is mere mental, emotional or verbal assent and thus has no real substance. Abraham’s faith had substance. The New Testament writers tried to insure that no one claiming Abraham’s lineage lacked the substantive faith of their father.




The God Who Provides Continuity: Genesis 25:19—28:9

Upon Abraham’s death his son Isaac becomes the story’s central character, though just for a few pages. This Isaac is the chosen heir of faith (17:15-21), the son for whom Abraham waited twenty-five years (21:1-4), the son Abraham loved but refused to love more than God (22:1-11). Isaac witnessed, indeed experienced, his father’s greatest test of faith and therefore knew that faith required obedience. He also knew that God provides for the faithful (22:13-14).

Isaac’s life quietly proclaims the necessary truth that the faith required for blessing has been passed to the next generation. Continuity has been assured, and continuity of faithful persons is clearly and sorely lacking in Genesis 1—11. God acts directly to effect this continuity, for in Genesis 26:1-5 the Lord appears to Isaac in an unspecified manner and commands him to stay in the promised land (12:7) instead of fleeing to Egypt. God pledges three things in return. First, the Lord “will be with” Isaac, a phrase that indicates continual presence. This benefit grows in importance as the canon continues to the point that it becomes the only absolute, constant detail in the call stories related to Moses, Jeremiah and others. Second, God will bless Isaac as Abraham was blessed. In other words he will be protected and will enjoy material prosperity. Third, the Lord will multiply his descendants. In fact God must do so to keep previous pledges to Abraham.

His lifestyle demonstrates that Isaac acts in faith on God’s promises. He knows that God’s assurances provide the necessary theological link between himself and Abraham. Like his father, he is far from flawless, yet like his father he refuses to shrink from the arduous process of living in an unpossessed promised land. His patience and durability give witness to God’s presence with him in every area of his life (26:28-29). Also like his father he experiences pain in his family, in his case pain due to his twin sons’ rivalry (25:19-34; 27:1-40). He also suffers physically more than any person in Genesis.

In the midst of his worst pain, Isaac attempts to bless his oldest and favorite son, Esau, with the Lord’s covenant (27:1-4). His attempt runs contrary to the Lord’s prediction when the twins are born (25:23) and eventually fails through Jacob and his mother’s deceitfulness (27:5-31). This loss is a great blow to Esau, who earlier despised his birthright and sold it to Jacob (25:29-34). The faith passes to the next generation, but to what sort of man? How can continuity continue when Jacob seems to possess little if any of the character Abraham and Isaac exhibit? Theologically speaking the issue is whether sin will consume the earth again as it did after the flood.

Ultimately the answer to these questions lies in the nature of the God who created Adam, Noah, Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. Either the Creator can handle the creation or not. In this monotheistic account there is no other option. But in this account God has already shown that two generations of faith and obedience are possible. Therefore the possibility definitely exists that God’s plan is effective and will lead to future glory. At this point the plan seems imperiled or at least in doubt from a human perspective. The most comforting fact is that God has not swerved in purpose, promise or power. God’s character remains intact in a way that increases the reader’s respect and anticipation for the future.

Though Genesis 27 states that Isaac believes his death is imminent, he in fact lives for another two decades, not succumbing to his afflictions until Genesis 36:27-29. His prolonged illness causes Jacob to surpass him as the story’s main character before his death. This situation will occur again, since Joseph dominates Genesis 37—50 even though Jacob lives until Genesis 49:29-33 and since Joseph dies in Genesis 50:26 yet remains a factor in the account in Exodus 1:1-18 and Exodus 13:19. Not until Moses dies does the text produce a clean break between major characters, and even Moses is followed by the by then quite familiar Joshua. Again the inclusion of this type of historical fact makes the theological point that the Lord provides linkages between each successive generation.




The One God Who Elects and Protects: Genesis 28:10—36:43

Few Old Testament texts highlight the biblical concepts of election and grace more than the Jacob accounts. As has already been noted, God says that Jacob will rule over Esau while the twin boys jostle each other in their mother’s womb (25:23). God’s prediction comes true in part when Jacob gains the birthright Esau considers unimportant (25:34) and steals the blessing Esau wants desperately to possess (27:1-40). Because of Esau’s hatred of Jacob, their parents send the “blessed one” to Laban, his uncle (27:42—28:2; cf. Laban’s role in Gen 24). Before he leaves, however, his father states clearly that Jacob must carry on the Abrahamic faith and receive the Abrahamic blessings (28:3-4). Certainly Jacob has demonstrated no godly character to this point. Rather God chooses before such actions could possibly occur, a point Paul makes in Romans 9:10-18. God blesses Jacob above Esau out of love for Jacob, an idea Malachi 1:2-3 highlights. God’s grace selects this terribly imperfect man and not because of merit on his part.43 Love dictates the decision, and this love is as much for Abraham and Isaac as it is for Jacob, since God’s earlier promises remain in effect.

What is left unstated at this point in Genesis is whether God’s choice of Jacob precludes faith and obedience on the chosen one’s part. Slowly, perceptibly, even inexorably the Lord makes the elected one a person of faith, but the task is neither quick nor easy.44 God begins the work in the same manner as with Abraham and Isaac—through revelation and promise (28:10-22). Every promise made to Abraham and Isaac is offered to Jacob: land (28:13), descendants (28:14), being a blessing to all peoples of the earth (28:14) and God’s abiding presence (28:15). Jacob learns beyond a shadow of a doubt what it means to possess the birthright and blessing in Abraham’s family.45 He seems impressed that he has received such promises, but he offers an equivocal response that pales in comparison with his grandfather’s and father’s reactions to their own initial divine encounters. As if he were trading with Esau or a tribal leader, he promises to make the Lord his God only if he returns home safely at some point in the future. God’s love for Jacob has not been conditioned by works, but Jacob seems determined not to offer his love quite so cheaply.

The circumstances of Jacob’s life magnify the consequences of wanting blessings without offering unreserved obedient faith. At the same time they reveal that God’s purposes and promises will be realized no matter how difficult their fulfillment. For example, Jacob eventually fathers twelve sons and one daughter. The twelve sons become the beginnings of the twelve tribes of Israel and thus the catalyst for the completion of God’s promises to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob of a great nation developing from their progeny.

To have these children, however, Jacob endures marrying two women, one he loves and one he does not love (29:15-30), because of a deception played on him by the women and Laban their father (29:1-14). He suffers division in his household brought about by the women vying for his attention (cf. Gen 30:8) and labors under the watchful eye of Laban, his self-serving father-in-law (30:25-43). Eventually he gets rich, just as his father and grandfather before him did, but only after two decades of hard labor for Laban, whose sons interpret Jacob’s prosperity as detrimental to their family (30:1-2). In his father-in-law Jacob finds a man as willing to deceive, as willing to pursue his own ends, as willing to make deals as himself. As G. J. Wenham summarizes these episodes,

Yet through these experiences God’s purposes were advanced. Jacob had been promised he would have a multitude of descendants, and it was through the unloved Leah and her maid Zilpah that eight of the twelve tribes traced their descent. Thus even the deceitfulness of Laban and Jacob can be overruled to bring the divine plan to fulfillment (cf. Hos 12:2). Human sins may have delayed Jacob’s return to his homeland, but all other aspects of the promises made to him were advanced by his unhappy sojourn in Mesopotamia.46


God has kept every significant promise to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob to this point in the story. Still, Jacob remains a less than faithful individual. When the Lord promises to “be with” Jacob if he will return home, however, even this problem finds its solution. Jacob fears going home because of Esau’s hatred, so he divides his family into units and sends Esau presents (32:1-21). At the same time he fervently prays that God, who promised to be with him, will protect him from his brother (32:9-12).

In countering Jacob’s fears the Lord takes extraordinary measures to secure, to elect, Jacob’s character in faith. Late at night, near the river Jabbok, Jacob is attacked by a person whose identity is slowly divulged in the account. First the one who wrestles with him is called “a man” (32:24) but is no typical man, for he merely “touches”47 Jacob’s thigh and yet cripples him for life (32:25, 31-32). Next, the crippler asks the tenacious Jacob to release him, noting that daybreak approaches. Is this attacker a river demon that fears light, as Westermann suggests,48 or simply one ready to bring the encounter to a climax? The situation clarifies when the attacker changes Jacob’s name to Israel, or from “heel grabber/supplanter” to “he struggles with God,” and promises him he has “overcome.” In blessing Jacob and changing his name the attacker proves superior to the newly crippled, newly named man. When the episode ends, the text says Jacob believes himself lucky to be alive, for he thinks he has seen God and survived (32:30). He has not encountered a river demon in his opinion. He has encountered one who knows his past, present and future. Only God fits this description in the book of Genesis.

But does God really act in such a manner? Does the Lord insist on obedience in such a determined fashion? Does God use physical coercion for spiritual ends? Does election extend so far? These pertinent theological questions have been answered negatively by many scholars who believe mythical or legendary elements have crept into Genesis here. They believe the text’s theological thrust is that it explains that God’s selection of Israel goes back to Jacob’s experiences in ancient times and places. In their view, then, election remains the passage’s major emphasis, even though the details are not totally accurate.49

Certainly God works in a reasonably similar way in other canonical texts. For example, Jeremiah believes his own ministry occurs under a compulsion he likens to rape (Jer 20:7-12). Ezekiel’s work may have included a period of divinely induced dumbness (Ezek 3:26), and Job’s testing included physical suffering (Job 1—2). In the New Testament, Paul’s entrance into the church and the ministry begins with blindness caused by a bright light sent by God (Acts 9:1-19). Clearly, canonically speaking at least, Jacob’s experiences are unusual to be sure, yet not totally unique. Election and service sometimes entail physical as well as emotional and spiritual pressure. God is not limited to any one aspect of human existence when calling, preparing and disciplining the chosen.

Beyond the oddness of this account lie two vital theological points that characterize Jacob’s entire experience with the Lord. First, God wrestles with Jacob because Jacob is a major key to the fulfillment of the promises to Abraham, which in turn is the Lord’s response to the human race’s sin problem. Thus his election amounts to the latest step in a redemptive process. Second, God wrestles with Jacob and changes his name to reassure him that he has indeed “overcome.” He will return home. He will be blessed. Esau will not kill him. All God’s promises made in Genesis 28:10-22 will be fulfilled, and his prayer for help in Genesis 32:9-12 has been answered. Therefore the scene has the theological impact of demonstrating God’s mercy for both Jacob and the human race, since it is the pledges from Genesis 12:1-9 that come true.

God indeed does protect Jacob from his brother (33:1-17) and also keeps the clan safe from those who abuse them and even from their own vengefulness (34:1-31). In response Jacob sets up an altar near Shechem (33:20), but is he willing to make a commitment to singular devotion to the Lord as he himself promised in Genesis 28:21-22? The answer comes in Genesis 35:1-5. Here Jacob receives another divine command to travel, this time to Bethel, the site of the Genesis 28 vision. There the family will settle and build an altar to the God who speaks and protects (35:1).

Jacob senses the importance of the command, for he orders his family to rid themselves of all idols and to purify themselves for worship (35:2). Jacob intends to keep his earlier vow (35:3), so the family hands over earrings and idols (35:4). As Derek Kidner observes, “Any impression that patriarchal worship was free and easy is dispelled by these demands, which already have the makings of the Sinai law in their call for a single loyalty, ceremonial purity and the renunciation of magic (the earrings were evidently charms; cf, perhaps Ho. 2:13).”50 The fact that Jacob buries the idols illustrates these images’ lack of value and vitality. These idols are stolen in the first place by Rachel under somewhat humorous circumstances (cf. Gen 31:22-35), only to be buried like the nonentities they are. Certainly Moses has no respect for these images and thereby strips them of any sense of dignity or worth.51 It is impossible to imagine treating the God who creates, calls, chooses and protects as these images have been.

Once again God encounters Jacob at Bethel to reaffirm the promises made to Abraham and Isaac, yet also to Jacob. First, God repeats the name change initially mentioned in Genesis 32:28 as a way of reminding Jacob of the divine election and protection that are his (35:9-10). Second, God repeats the promise of nationhood (35:11). Third, God reemphasizes the gift of land (35:12). At long last Jacob’s commitments have become more worthy. He has ceased making deals. Instead he recognizes God’s faithfulness as a spur to his own. This one who wrestles to become a person of faith has at last chosen to serve the only God who cannot be stolen, sat upon and buried, the God of his fathers and mothers.




Canonical Synthesis: Jacob and Election

Three texts highlight Jacob’s importance in the canon outside Genesis. Hosea 12:1-6 charts the major events in his life as a means of imploring eighth-century B.C. Israelites to turn from sin as their ancestors did. In life Jacob grabbed Esau’s heel and struggled with God, yet he overcame and committed himself at Bethel (Hos 12:3-4). Likewise Israel must return to the Lord in humility, love, justice and patience (Hos 12:6). Hosea’s interpretation of Jacob’s life highlights the patriarch’s journey toward faith in the one God, a journey the people of Hosea’s era needed to make.

As mentioned earlier, Malachi 1:2-3 and Romans 9:10-18 stress the Lord’s love for Jacob and freedom in election respectively. In the Malachi text, the Lord reassures a fifth-century B.C. audience that their current harsh situation in no way proves God does not love them. Rather the love shown for Jacob in Genesis 25:23 continues unabated yet is hidden by the people’s own sinfulness and complaining spirit. Paul adopts a similar trajectory in Romans. That is, he stresses God’s compassion in choosing Jacob (Rom 9:15) and then asserts that the Lord’s electing love occurs “to make the riches of his glory known” (Rom 9:23). Finally, he states that it was Israel’s lack of faith, not God’s lack of love, that caused the break between the two. Israel responded by pursuing righteousness “as if it were by works” rather than believing that only by faith could a relationship with God occur (Rom 9:30-33).

In all three texts election is used as an encouragement to repent and relate to God, yet in each text the authors sadly relate how Jacob’s descendants failed to realize what their father learned through many hard experiences: the one God wants singular devotion, faith and obedience. Blessings and protection come from God’s grace and kindness, not as a reward for good deeds or as a tribal entitlement.




The One God Who Preserves the Covenant People: Genesis 37—50

Life was many things for Abraham, Isaac, Jacob and their families in Genesis 12—36, but “safe” would hardly describe their situation. Their travels alone put them in constant danger and thus in constant need of God’s promise of protection (12:3; 26:2-3; 31:3; 35:5). Their own family squabbles added to their difficulties. Most of the time, however, their foes were people and circumstances they could see and assess. But in this section Jacob’s family faces an unsparing famine they can neither predict nor conquer, which means they need the help of a God who knows the future, prepares for disaster and manages people, events and nature. That such a God exists is the major emphasis in the rest of Genesis.

Family fights and famine provide the unlikely framework for the Lord’s preserving acts in these chapters. Revelatory dreams once again (cf. Gen 28:10-15) act as means of guidance for the story’s chief character, and persons outside the chosen clan serve as helpers and hindrances in the account. Jacob retains his role as bearer of the Abrahamic covenant, yet it is his son Joseph who dominates these chapters and eventually saves his family from disaster. This concluding segment of Genesis continues the text’s emphasis on election, introduces the Scriptures’ ongoing concern with unjust suffering, begins the motif of God delivering Israel and conclusively shows that the Lord has kept all promises made to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

Election and oppression collide in Genesis 37—45. Jacob loves Joseph more than his other sons because the boy was born in his old age and because Joseph was Rachel’s son (37:3; 42:38). Thus he puts Joseph in charge of his brothers, many of whom are older, a decision that the brothers resent so much they hate Joseph (37:4). To make matters worse, Joseph relates dreams that indicate his brothers and the cosmos will bow down to him (37:5-11). Jealousy and hatred cause the ten oldest brothers to sell Joseph into slavery and allow Jacob to believe his son has been killed (37:12-36). Subsequently the text reveals that Judah, one of the more prominent brothers, indeed the one who suggested selling Joseph (37:26-27), has a habit of mistreating others even while fulfilling his own sexual appetite (38).

In contrast Joseph avoids sexual misconduct but initially to no avail. His reward for not sleeping with his master’s wife is time in jail, where even kindly interpreting others’ dreams seemingly does him no good (39—40). It appears that wickedness triumphs, since abusers and oppressors like Judah, the other brothers and the seductive wife of Potiphar walk free while the victimized Joseph remains imprisoned. Nothing in the story seems fair, just or good, and the God who intervenes against evil in the fall narrative, flood story and tower of Babel episodes does nothing the text cares to mention about these outrages.

Despite his difficulties, Joseph professes a faith in God that has certain key facets. First, he senses the presence of God regardless of where he goes. Joseph obviously rejects any notion of the Lord as a local or regional deity, for he acknowledges God in every episode.52 Second, he believes God’s presence “is the ultimate sanction of morality.”53 He refuses his master’s wife’s advances because he views such actions as sin against God (39:9). Third, he credits God with his ability to interpret dreams as a matter of habit (40:8; 41:16, 51-52).54 Like his ancestors, Joseph learns that

God can be with him in a foreign land, in the territory which is in the preserve of foreign gods; he can affect the people of this land through him. There is no thought of competition or polemic in this action of God through Joseph, just as there was not in the case of the God of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. . . . The religion of the God of the fathers is not confined to an isolated area; God acts and speaks directly and immediately within the whole realm of reality.55


Eventually Joseph’s God-given interpretative powers take him out of prison and into Egypt’s halls of power as prime minister. He has endured and overcome and sets out to help Pharaoh, his benefactor, guide Egypt through the seven-year famine Joseph predicts based on Pharaoh’s dreams (41). Though he has emerged from oppression, no real reason for his suffering has been given. The Egyptians seem to receive more attention in these accounts than do Abraham’s descendants.

When the text finally divulges the reason for Joseph’s suffering he demonstrates other characteristics of his monotheistic faith. The most prominent feature of this mature faith is forgiveness. His brothers come to buy grain from him and do not recognize him. After a series of tests that help him know his father and full brother (Benjamin) are alive and that his brothers regret selling him (42—44), he reveals his identity and forgives his brothers’ guilt without punishing them (45:1-5).56 This action parallels Esau’s pardoning of Jacob (33:4-5) yet surpasses it because of the more desperate situation from which Joseph has come. Another characteristic explains Joseph’s motive for forgiveness: he fears God (42:18). From this first mention of reverent “fear” a great biblical theme will grow, eventually reaching its apex in the Writings. At this point it is enough to say that his fear means obedience to what he believes God requires of him.57 His relationship with God dictates his relationship with human beings.

Finally, his realization that God has placed him in power to save his family from extinction reveals a willingness to suffer redemptively. The fact that his troubles result in deliverance for others eases his pain (45:5). Now he understands why he has suffered, and he wastes no time rescuing the entire clan (45:21-24). Endurance of pain, then, acts as God’s mode of deliverance here. What the brothers have done is not good, but as in the cases of Abraham’s, Isaac’s and Jacob’s mistakes, fears and outright sins, God makes good out of the bad that has been done.

Two Abrahamic promises collide in Genesis 46—50. For the clan to endure and become the great nation promised to Abraham, Jacob, the resident patriarch, must lead the family/nation out of the promised land, Israel’s true homeland. Just as God had earlier assured Jacob it was time to go home (31:3), so now God reveals to Jacob that it is time to leave home, to go to Egypt (46:1-7). This journey in no way jeopardizes the land promise, since the move has been anticipated since Genesis 15:13. The time has come for the four-hundred-year sojourn God revealed to Abraham. As always, God pledges to be with Jacob (46:4), and the aging bearer of faith must act solely on his belief in this renewed promise and on his past experiences with the Lord. To his credit, he does go to Egypt, accompanied by every member of his clan (46:8-27). Once there he is reunited with Joseph, who secures the best of Egypt’s pasture land for his people (46:28-34).

Blessing and a determination to return to the promised land frame the remaining episodes in Genesis. Jacob blesses Pharaoh, an ironic scene, since Pharaoh exceeds Jacob in every earthly manner except age (47:7). Next, Jacob blesses Manasseh and Ephraim, Joseph’s sons, putting the younger Ephraim above his brother (48:12-20), a not too unlikely action given Jacob’s own experience. Finally, based on his knowledge of their character and on his insight into the future, Jacob blesses his sons before he dies (49:1-28). Certainly Joseph receives high praise for his faithful endurance (49:22-26), yet it is Judah, the leader of his siblings, who is promised “the scepter,” “the ruler’s staff” (49:10). Leadership will continue to come from Judah, and eventually Judah’s authority will extend until other nations obey him. Whatever international power the clan will possess must come from Judah’s family, and how Abraham’s lineage will bless all nations must therefore begin there, though Joseph’s activities certainly fit that category as well.

With the appropriate blessings made, Jacob and Joseph turn their thoughts to the land. Jacob promises Joseph that the land promise will come true, for God will be with the people and take them there (48:21-22). Because of this conviction, Jacob instructs his sons to bury him with his fathers and mothers in the promised land (49:29-32), a task they perform in due time (50:1-14). Similarly Joseph tells his brothers to carry his bones from Egypt when God gives them the land (50:25-26). Thus to his faith in God’s presence, his obedience to divine standards, his willingness to suffer on behalf of others, his ability to aid his own family and a foreign nation and a gracious power to forgive, Joseph adds an unshakable hope that exile will end and the chosen people will reside in their God-given home.58 The man who interprets dreams by God-given insight also possesses a God-given dream for the future. Still, just how this dream will come true has not yet been revealed.59
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