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      “When Neil Armstrong finally landed on the moon and famously said, ‘That’s one small step for a man, one giant leap for mankind,’ on July 20th, 1969, this was the culmination of years of planning, research, and hard work at NASA which silenced, at least for a while, all the naysayers who said such a monumental task could not be accomplished—ever. In many ways, creating a helpful and detailed biblical theology that encompasses every book of the Bible is frankly almost as monumental an achievement as the moon landing, not least because biblical studies has become a discipline that has splintered into many specialized enterprises. Furthermore, Biblical Theology by Köstenberger and Goswell manages to deal not just with the themes or the storylines of the sixty-six books of the Bible, but even with the ethics of each book too, recognizing that the theology and ethics of the Bible are inherently intertwined and interdependent. Whether or not one agrees in detail with the basically Reformed approach to the themes and narrative of the Bible that one finds in this volume, this book is a giant leap in the right direction to producing a coherent and comprehensive understanding of biblical theology.”

      Ben Witherington III, Jean R. Amos Professor of New Testament for Doctoral Studies, Asbury Theological Seminary; Emeritus Professor, St. Andrews University, Scotland

      “More books on biblical theology are appearing of late, but this book is a pearl of great price that does not simply probe the central themes and ethics of individual books and authors—it tracks their place in the storyline of Scripture. I wish I’d had this book for my first classes when I began studying God’s word, but it also offers a wealth of insights for those already schooled in Scripture. It is brilliantly conceived and executed, and I recommend it highly for students at all levels, pastors, and researchers.”

      David E. Garland, Professor of Christian Scriptures, George W. Truett Theological Seminary

      “This work meets a genuine and crucial need to build biblical theology inductively from the constituent works of the canon. While listening to the individual voices, the authors masterfully demonstrate the coherence of the canonical symphony highlighting God’s love for the world in Christ. The authors’ competence in addressing and synthesizing such a broad range of material with sensitivity and effectiveness is remarkable!”

      Craig S. Keener, F. M. and Ada Thompson Professor of Biblical Studies, Asbury Theological Seminary

      “Biblical theology explores the interactions of the literary, historical, and theological dimensions of the various biblical books, focusing on the Bible’s unifying storyline. It is, by definition, interdisciplinary. Yet, two angles, intrinsic to the nature of the Bible itself, are sorely neglected in most studies of biblical theology: the significance of the order of the books in the Bible and the Bible’s moral teaching. Biblical Theology by Köstenberger and Goswell incorporates canonical and ethical approaches, resulting in a rich and rewarding exposition that is comprehensive in scope. The book is a magisterial study of immense value to students and scholars, preachers and pastors, and anyone interested in the Bible’s teaching about the will of God for his people and his world.”

      Brian Rosner, Principal, Ridley College

      “In Biblical Theology, Goswell and Köstenberger are a dynamic duo, uniting their specializations in each Testament for the good of the church. The result is a treasure trove of insights into the theology of each book of the Bible and the rich connections binding these books together. An impressive work!”

      Andrew Abernethy, Professor of Old Testament, Wheaton College; author, Savoring Scripture

      “In this wide-ranging, well-researched book, Andreas Köstenberger and Gregory Goswell make a significant and welcome contribution to the field of biblical theology. The authors carefully examine the Scriptures’ canonical structure and book order, wrestle seriously with their unity and diversity, and rightly stress the essential ethical component of biblical theology. This volume abounds with fresh insights and faithful exegetical and theological reflections, and I warmly commend it to pastors, scholars, and all serious students of Scripture.”

      Brian J. Tabb, Academic Dean and Professor of Biblical Studies, Bethlehem College & Seminary

      “In Biblical Theology, Köstenberger and Goswell clearly define and locate biblical theology within its canonical, thematic, and ethical setting. They cover every major section of Scripture within the overall biblical storyline while also showing the relation between the Testaments. You rarely find a work that approaches the Scriptures from an exegetical, theological, and ethical perspective. Here you have it! Their marvelous contribution is comprehensive in scope, holistic in approach, grounded in solid biblical exegesis, and attentive to the unity and diversity of the Scriptures. They are faithful to the Bible’s overarching goal by identifying the love of God in Christ as the heart of the biblical story. Students and church leaders looking for a reliable and engaging resource to guide them through the Bible’s message about God and how he relates to his people and his world, look no further. I recommend it highly!”

      J. Scott Duvall, Fuller Professor of Biblical Studies, Ouachita Baptist University

      “Köstenberger and Goswell’s Biblical Theology is a remarkably comprehensive treatment. It offers both a bird’s-eye view—giving more attention than is often done to the theological significance of the arrangement of the biblical books within the canon—and an ‘up close and personal view’ analyzing the theological contribution of each book of the Bible. The authors describe the ‘ethical’ significance and contribution to the storyline of Scripture of each book and each collection of books. This volume thus puts on clear display both the diversity and the unity of our single canonical volume.”

      Douglas Moo, Kenneth T. Wessner Professor of New Testament, Wheaton College

      “Evangelical biblical theologians have often been either too restrictive or too broad. In this refreshing volume, Köstenberger and Goswell refuse to reduce the Bible to a single concept yet refrain from multiplying endless categories. By offering a book-by-book approach that respects the Bible’s canonical ordering, they helpfully identify the major themes of each inspired work and situate them within the grand storyline of Scripture. A personal favorite is their inductive treatment of biblical ethics. I commend this volume without reservation to Christians who are serious about growing in their literacy of God’s word.”

      Cory M. Marsh, Professor of New Testament, Southern California Seminary; author, A Primer on Biblical Literacy

      “The authors break new ground by furnishing much more under ‘biblical theology’ than one normally finds. In this book, we encounter methodological considerations and history of the discipline, hermeneutics (implicitly), canonical placement and its implications, theological exposition leading to thematic highlights of each book of the Bible, the ethics of every book, and each book’s place in the Bible’s storyline. A lengthy and full conclusion ties everything together. The extensive scholarship of Köstenberger and Goswell combines seamlessly, resulting in a wide-ranging synthesis drawing on a wealth of bibliography. The last chapter even offers a vision for the future of biblical theology. Here, then, is a compendium of recent generations of scholarship, with fresh insights for grappling with the whole counsel of Scripture in this and the coming generation.”

      Robert W. Yarbrough, Professor of New Testament, Covenant Theological Seminary

      “Biblical theology holds in tension a variety of complexities—unity versus diversity, individual book versus corpus or canon, theme versus storyline. It indeed is a challenge to encompass all the layers of Scripture’s richness. In that way, this volume makes a major contribution to the field in that it endeavors to show how all these factors build upon each other into a cohesive whole. This work then is not only a resource to observe biblical theology in every book of Scripture, but also gives much food for thought as to how we engage in biblical theology.”

      Abner Chou, President and John F. MacArthur Endowed Fellow, The Master’s University

      “How do we hear the meaning of individual parts of the Bible in light of the larger whole or determine overall themes in the Bible with proper respect to its parts? In Biblical Theology, Andreas Köstenberger and Gregory Goswell offer a welcomed method for discovering the theology of the whole Bible by beginning with careful interpretation of its diverse parts. What I love most about this seeming magnum opus is that it not only teaches a method for doing biblical theology that readers can put into practice but also models it by careful treatment of each book of the Bible where rich themes are drawn out, connections made, and the resounding voice of the triune God heard. Add to this a section on the ethical message derived from the Bible’s theology, and Köstenberger and Goswell’s Biblical Theology is something all serious readers of the Bible will want to keep close at hand.”

      Sam Ferguson, Rector, The Falls Church Anglican, Falls Church, Virginia

      “In an age when most biblical scholarship is skeptical about the unity of the Bible, Köstenberger and Goswell have coauthored an impressive biblical theology text—a text in the tradition of Adolf Schlatter, Geerhardus Vos, and Charles H. H. Scobie, which holds together admirably both the unity of the Bible and the diversity of each canonical book’s contribution to the grand storyline of redemptive history. Readers will appreciate the consistent application of Köstenberger and Goswell’s solid methodology, their sophisticated exegetical engagement of the Scriptures themselves, and their scholarly engagement of the secondary literature. This is a fine text that will serve the church well.”

      C. Scott Shidemantle, Professor of Biblical Studies, Geneva College

      “Very few scholars are brave enough to attempt to produce a biblical theology covering both Testaments. Köstenberger and Goswell ambitiously and innovatively seek to do so by considering the themes, ethics, and place within the storyline of Scripture of each biblical book. They pack a lot in and provide the reader with judicious exegetical decisions, insightful ethical reflection, and sound theological conclusions. Highly recommended.”

      Alexander E. Stewart, Vice-President for Academic Services and Professor of New Testament, Gateway Seminary

      “Andreas J. Köstenberger and Gregory Goswell have provided a unique and significant contribution with Biblical Theology. Their work is not only comprehensive, but it also provides details into concerns not often addressed by standard texts on the subject of biblical theology. Their canonical approach takes seriously the fact that a ‘biblical theology’ depends upon the relationships between books within a book. Their thematic approach recognizes the significance of what mattered to the individual authors of Scripture, while also tracing the threads that reflect the message of the divine author. Finally, the attention given to an ethical reading comes with the understanding that biblical theology, from Genesis to Revelation, is inherently applicable. The value of this work cannot be overstated!”

      Richard Alan Fuhr Jr., Professor, Rawlings School of Divinity, Liberty University; coauthor, Inductive Bible Study: Observation, Interpretation, and Application through the Lenses of History, Literature, and Theology
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      Authors’ Preface

      Writing a biblical theology is no small endeavor. The proverbial eating of an elephant comes to mind. Who in their right mind would tackle such a daunting task? There were many times during this process when we thought we had bitten off more than we could chew. And yet, tackling such a massive undertaking, taxing though as it has been, has also been greatly rewarding. It has forced us to fill gaps in our previous research, encouraged us to look more closely at intercanonical connections, and enabled us to use some of our previous research and integrate it into a larger whole. In many ways, therefore, this is a capstone project that culminates decades of in-depth research in various fields pertaining to Old and New Testament study.

      Both of us have greatly enjoyed partnering with each other in this project. We wrote this book not merely with academics in mind but also pastors, seminary students, and other serious students of Scripture. We hope that you find this book helpful, logical, and clear. The layout of this volume is rather simple. We take a canonical, thematic, and ethical approach and follow the canonical order throughout (the Hebrew order for the Old Testament), as we believe students of Scripture have much to gain from such careful biblical-theological reading. For every book of the Bible, we discuss the themes, ethics, and place in the storyline of Scripture. In this way, we aim to blend a book-by-book reading with both a central-themes and a metanarrative approach.

      In a work of this scope, it is virtually impossible to cite the entire relevant literature. As a result, certain judgment calls are inevitable. In keeping with our understanding of the nature of biblical theology, we normally presuppose introductory matters, including historical background, as well as most matters of exegesis. For this reason, we do not always cite Old or New Testament introductions or commentaries (with regard to the New Testament, the present volume builds on Andreas’s work, coauthored with Scott Kellum and Charles Quarles, The Cradle, the Cross, and the Crown). Our focus is on biblical theology, which involves connections between biblical books, particularly the New Testament use of the Old Testament. In this regard, we cite primarily the monograph literature, journal articles, and essays. In addition, we interact with Old and New Testament theologies as well as biblical theologies.

      In terms of primary influences, we believe that biblical theology, properly conceived, is inductive, that is, it should start with a careful and sustained reading of both Testaments in the original languages. For this reason, before turning to the secondary literature, or even primary literature outside the Bible, we developed our understanding of the theology of a given book, as well as its ethic and place in the storyline of Scripture, directly by reading that book repeatedly, both in its own right and in its canonical context. In addition, we particularly benefited from the work of Richard Hays, especially The Moral Vision of the New Testament, Echoes of Scripture in the Letters of Paul, and Echoes of Scripture in the Gospels.
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      1

      Biblical Theology: A Canonical, Thematic, and Ethical Approach

      Embarking on a study of the theology of the biblical writers is like taking a journey around the world. Few are privileged to explore every part of our globe, but even partial forays into the beautiful landscapes offered by Planet Earth prove awe-inspiring and rewarding for the casual traveler. Similarly, students of the Bible often have not read the Scriptures in their entirety, but even what they have read reveals an amazing array of diverse literary genres, historical settings, and theological insights. How do you wrap your brain around a library of sixty-six books written over hundreds of years by dozens of authors? What is the story the Bible sets out to tell? And how do you know that your reading of Scripture is in keeping with its actual God-intended message? What is more, as an inspired book, the Bible does not merely aim to impart the knowledge of God and his ways; it also seeks to draw us into a deep personal engagement with God and others. One more thing: How can we, in all fairness, make sure all biblical voices are heard, as opposed to merely those who are dominant and have the potential of drowning out lesser voices? Those are the kinds of questions we’ll try to tackle in the present chapter of our book. We hope you’ll enjoy the trip around the biblical world. Fasten your seat belts!

      1.1 The Nature of Biblical Theology

      What is biblical theology? One might simply say, “Biblical theology is theology that is biblical”—theology that is biblically grounded.1 The problem with this definition, however, is that all Christian theology should be properly grounded in Scripture, so positing this kind of definition merely seems to be stating the obvious. A simple alternative definition would be the following: “Biblical theology is the theology of the Bible.”2 In other words, biblical theology is not our own theology, or that of our church or denomination; it is the theology of the biblical writers themselves. Old Testament theology, then, is the theology of the Old Testament writers; New Testament theology the theology of the New Testament writers;3 Pauline theology the theology of Paul; Johannine theology the theology of John; and so forth.4 At the same time, there is divine continuity, since the various theologies of the biblical writers are ultimately unified and not in contradiction with one another, as they express the unitary purpose of God in biblical revelation.5 If this is the way we define biblical theology, we will not only construct our theology on a biblical foundation (though, of course, we should do that), but we will place our focus on the writers of Scripture and their beliefs and contributions as they expressed them under divine inspiration in the Old and New Testament writings.6

      In an important sense, of course, the biblical authors themselves engaged in biblical theology, which means that we do not just get our content from Scripture, but our method as well. Later Old Testament writers referred back to earlier Old Testament books, and New Testament writers used the Old Testament in a variety of ways.7 For this reason, it may be said that the Scriptures themselves set the standard for what biblical theology is and how it ought to be done, similar to the way in which they exhibit a certain set of hermeneutical principles that provide a framework for hermeneutics, or the way in which they deal with various moral issues that sets the stage for how the church today should engage in ethical decision-making.8 In many ways, therefore, biblical theology done today represents an effort to recapture the biblical way of doing biblical theology—drawing inner-biblical connections, tracing intertextuality, and following thematic threads that are unfolding progressively along the salvation-historical metanarrative of Scripture.9

      Fast-forwarding to the modern period, while the term “biblical theology” was used in several earlier works in a different sense,10 the academic discipline of biblical theology is commonly said to have begun with Johann Philipp Gabler and his 1787 inaugural address at the University of Altdorf, “On the Proper Distinction between Biblical and Systematic Theology.”11 As the title of Gabler’s address suggests, he urged that a proper distinction be made between biblical and systematic theology in keeping with the historical character of the former and the dogmatic nature of the latter. While advocating this distinction and emphasizing the historical nature of biblical theology is certainly appropriate, however, Gabler also urged making a distinction between what is “truly divine” (i.e., revelatory) and what is “merely human” in Scripture, in keeping with universal religious rational principles, which is deeply problematic.12 For this reason, some dispute, with some justification, that Gabler can rightfully be considered the “father of biblical theology.”13

      In the years that followed, historical criticism flourished under the banner of the Tübingen School, as did the history-of-religions approach, which sought to understand the religion of Israel and early Christianity against the backdrop of ancient Near Eastern religions and Hellenistic first-century religious practices.14 In the vein of Ferdinand Christian Baur, the founder of the Tübingen School, biblical theology was conceived as a merely historical enterprise conducted by scholars who largely rejected the revelatory, inspired, and authoritative character of Scripture.15 Thus, in 1897, William Wrede could write a capstone volume bearing the telling title, Concerning the Task and Method of So-Called New Testament Theology, in which he declared the demise of New Testament theology.16 One of the few bright spots against the backdrop of the Gabler-Baur-Wrede phalanx of—often critical—historical scholarship was the Swiss-German theologian Adolf Schlatter, who published a pair of editions of his two-volume New Testament theology in 1909/10 and 1921/22, in which he engaged in an integrative discussion of The History of the Christ and The Theology of the Apostles.17 The theological giants Karl Barth and Rudolf Bultmann each in their own way sought to salvage theology, whether by advocating neoorthodoxy or by engaging in demythologization, but in both cases theology no longer grew organically from the historical and literary dimensions of the biblical text.18 Instead, they contended that revelation is to be located in the kerygma—the proclaimed apostolic message—not in biblical history.19 Rather than take the Wredebahn (Wrede-train) of historical research, Barth therefore sought to engender an existential encounter with the text by looking to the “risen Christ made present through proclamation,” while Bultmann reinterpreted biblical miracles—including Jesus’s resurrection—in purely existentialist terms.20

      In the 1950s and 60s, a new biblical theology movement arose—influenced, in part, by Karl Barth and to some extent also by Johann Christian Konrad von Hofmann—which sought to revive the discipline, but did so by unduly dichotomizing between God’s redemptive acts in history and the biblical text.21 The enterprise stalled to such an extent that Brevard Childs could write a book in 1970 with the title Biblical Theology in Crisis.22 Biblical theology, of course, was not in crisis; what was languishing was the biblical theology movement. James Barr severely criticized practitioners of that movement for inadequate methodological and linguistic procedures, so much so that some thought he had killed the whole enterprise.23 Barr himself viewed Scripture as a “fragmentary collection of documents” with “no internal coherence” and a plethora of “contradictions.”24 Since then, however, especially within the North American conservative evangelical world, a new type of biblical theology has begun to flourish, based on a high view of Scripture and grounded in both historical research and literary study.25 It is this kind of biblical theology that we are endeavoring to practice in the present volume as we adopt a thematic, ethical, and canonical approach.

      Above all, biblical theology is concerned with the theology of the biblical writers themselves. Schlatter put the matter well more than a century ago: “In speaking of ‘New Testament’ theology, we are saying that it is not the interpreter’s own theology or that of his church and times that is examined but rather the theology expressed by the New Testament itself.”26 In view of this, how should we go about discerning the theology of the Bible? Again, Schlatter’s comments are helpful: “We turn away decisively from ourselves and our time to what was found in the men through whom the church came into being. Our main interest should be the thought as it was conceived by them and the truth that was valid for them. We want to see and obtain a thorough grasp of what happened historically and existed in another time.”27 Schlatter calls this “the historical task”—in distinction from historical theology, which maps later, post-canonical developments in the church’s doctrinal formulations—which is followed by “the doctrinal task” of systematizing the Bible’s teachings on a given subject.

      Definitions matter.28 All this discussion of definitional matters may seem rather pedantic, but we believe it is exceedingly important that, before engaging in the practice of biblical theology, we have a clear understanding of what it is we are doing. Whether writing a book on biblical theology or engaging in everyday communication, it is vital that our conversation partners are on the same page as we are, and part of this process is defining one’s key terms carefully and explicitly. As we proceed, therefore, we do so on the basis of the understanding that when engaging in biblical theology, we are essentially seeking to discern the theological contributions of the biblical writers themselves. As we do so, we will naturally aim to present these contributions in a coherent format, asking questions as to what the distinctive emphases are in a given book of Scripture, arranging these in the form of major and minor themes, and relating them to one another in such a way that our presentation reflects the thought world of the biblical writers as accurately as possible.29

      1.1.1 Biblical and Systematic Theology

      The relationship between biblical and systematic theology is best conceived as a collaborative enterprise between two related and adjacent disciplines.30 The image of a relay race comes to mind, where one runner—biblical theology—hands off the baton to the next—systematic theology. The two disciplines run—and win or lose—the race together, but biblical theology runs first and systematic theology second. In fact, since biblical theology is grounded in introductory matters such as authorship, date, provenance, audience, occasion, and purpose for writing—not to mention the exegesis of specific texts—as part of a four-person relay team, introductory matters would run first, followed by exegesis, then biblical theology—complemented by historical theology—and finally systematic theology (as well as pastoral theology).31 Hopefully, introductory matters would get the relay team off to a great start, exegesis would build a solid lead, biblical theology would even extend that lead, and systematic theology would get the team home across the finish line.32

      So, then, when it comes to the handoff between the final two runners, biblical theology runs first and hands off the baton to systematic theology, which has the privilege and responsibility of being the final runner.33 Incidentally, this is exactly how Schlatter himself proceeded: He first wrote a two-volume New Testament theology (The History of the Christ and The Theology of the Apostles) followed by a systematic theology (Das christliche Dogma), not to mention works on ethics, philosophy, and a variety of other subjects.34 Not only is it important to distinguish between biblical and systematic theology and to engage in biblical theology first, as Schlatter reminds us, it is also important not to unduly blur the line between these two disciplines. Otherwise, our view of the Bible’s teaching will likely become distorted and our application imprecise, if not invalid.35 For example, when Paul speaks of our earthly bodies as “tents,” as he does in 2 Corinthians 5, we should first examine the meaning of this metaphor in a first-century context (e.g., Paul was a tentmaker, etc.) rather than—as we’ve heard preachers do—use illustrations from camping trips they went on with their families. Likewise, we should seek to understand the reference to God’s creation of humanity as male and female in his “image” in ancient Near Eastern rather than modern terms (e.g., as conveying representative rule rather than as reflecting a person’s physical appearance as photographs do).36 In the same vein, we should read the creation account in Genesis 1 primarily in view of its original purpose—grounding Israel’s covenantal history in God’s act of creation—rather than as addressing questions of evolution or intelligent design.37 As Schlatter observes, “The distinction between these two activities [biblical and systematic theology] thus turns out to be beneficial for both. Distortions in the perception of the subject also harm its appropriation, just as conversely improper procedures in the appropriation of the subject muddy its perception.”38 In other words, before moving to address current topics (systematic theology), we need to engage in biblical theology, which Schlatter calls “the historical task.”

      For our present purposes, we will define biblical theology as essentially historical, inductive, and descriptive.39 In this way, the interpreter is able to “draw out”—exegete—the original meaning of the biblical text. As Geerhardus Vos rightly notes, in biblical theology, exegesis is primary; and exegesis, for its part, requires a “receptive” attitude on the interpreter’s part. Thus, engaging in biblical theology is “eminently a process in which God speaks and man listens.”40 What is more, not only do interpreters employ an “authorial-intent” hermeneutic, but they also ground their interpretation in biblical authority. On the basis of their exegetical and biblical-theological work, they can proceed to organize the teaching of Scripture on various topics in order to provide a solid foundation for contemporary application. How, then, does biblical theology relate to systematic theology, and how does the latter square with the hermeneutical triad—the three-legged stool—of history, literature, and theology?41

      In adjudicating these questions, D. A. Carson’s essay on the subject, with the fitting subtitle “The Possibility of Systematic Theology,” serves as a convenient starting point.42 Addressing the relationship between exegesis, biblical theology, and systematic theology, Carson begins by saying that “it would be convenient if we could operate exclusively along the direction of the following diagram:

      Exegesis → Biblical Theology → [Historical Theology] → Systematic Theology.”43

      However, as Carson rightly notes, put in this straightforward, linear fashion, such a diagram would be unduly simplistic and naïve, since no one approaches exegesis without presuppositions. After exploring the model of a hermeneutical circle, he proposes a form of the diagram in which each of these component parts are mutually informing.44 Nevertheless, he insists that “exegesis, though affected by systematic theology, is not to be shackled by it.”45 On the one hand, we should recognize that we all approach exegesis with a kind of systematic theology already in place, whether we realize it or not and regardless of how sophisticated such a systematic theology is. On the other hand, we should make every effort to be cognizant of our own theological system and presuppositions and critically distance ourselves from these, so that we can approach our exegesis and biblical-theological work as inductively as possible.46

      One particular danger that lurks if we are unaware of our theological presuppositions or deny that we have them is that of anachronism, that is, the fallacy of reading later developments into earlier texts.47 An example of this may be treatments that acknowledge progressive revelation in Scripture yet primarily stress continuity while inadequately considering possible elements of discontinuity.48 The question that needs to be asked, however, is whether a given system stands in tension with the inductive nature of biblical theology. In principle, at least, we ought to be committed not to read later developments into earlier Scripture but rather to allow earlier texts to be subject to further development. To be sure, the Old Testament Scriptures speak about the coming Messiah (Luke 24:24–27; John 5:46–47) and can serve to instruct New Testament believers (1 Cor. 10:1–13; 2 Tim. 3:16–17), but biblical revelation is nonetheless progressive, and at times may involve disclosure of previously unrevealed spiritual truths.49 Restraint in this area, therefore, requires that we be open to diversity and discontinuity in Scripture if we are committed to biblical theology as being primarily and principially an inductive discipline.50

      How, then, are we to conceive of systematic theology? Carson offers the following definition: Systematic theology is “Christian theology whose internal structure is . . . organized on atemporal principles of logic, order, and need.”51 Thus, one typical schema organizes the biblical material under the categories of prolegomena (protology or cosmology [the study of origins] and bibliology [the doctrine of Scripture]), theology proper (the doctrine of God), angelology and demonology, anthropology (the doctrine of humanity), hamartiology (the doctrine of sin), Christology, pneumatology (the doctrine of the Spirit), soteriology (the doctrine of salvation), ecclesiology (including missiology), and eschatology (the doctrine of the future).52 If properly grounded in exegesis and biblical teaching on each of these topics, such an atemporal organization of material based on logic, order, and need (the contemporary situation) can be very beneficial as one constructs a biblical framework for the church at a particular point in time.

      In fact, there are several reasons why systematic theology can helpfully complement and supplement biblical theology. To begin with, no one passage exhausts the totality of Scripture’s teaching on any given topic, which requires a methodical, systematic organization of material. Also, in view of the Reformation principle of Scripture interpreting Scripture (scriptura sui ipsius interpres, “Scripture is its own interpreter”), systematic theology can keep interpreters from accentuating only part of the biblical teaching on a given subject while neglecting other parts and thus being unbalanced or even slipping into theological error. In this way, there is an oscillating dynamic between biblical and systematic theology. Rather than moving from exegesis to biblical theology, and from there to systematic theology, in linear fashion, we “circle back around,” so that key biblical doctrines serve as confessional framework for our biblical-theological exploration (though care must be taken to do so in such a way that the inductive nature of biblical theology is not compromised).

      D. A. Carson speaks to this when he writes,

      Most emphatically, this point is neither belittling systematic theology nor an attempt to sideline the discipline. When I warn against the danger of systematic theology domesticating what Scripture says, I nevertheless gladly insist that, properly deployed, systematic theology enriches, deepens, and safeguards our exegesis. . . . The best of systematic theology not only attempts to bring together all of Scripture in faithful ways, but also at its best enjoys a pedagogical function that helps to steer exegesis away from irresponsible options . . . by consciously taking into account the witness of the entire canon.53

      Such “theology-disciplined exegesis” is able to benefit from past insights and to resist succumbing to the latest theological trends.54 In fact, as mentioned, there is a necessary two-way relationship between exegesis and systematic theology “in which exegesis shapes systematic theology and . . . systematic theology shapes exegesis.”55

      Nevertheless, as Carson notes, as we engage in systematic theology, we should be aware of “subtle ways to abandon the authority of Scripture in our lives.” One such way is “allowing the categories of Systematic Theology to domesticate what Scripture says.”56 Scripture—not exegesis, biblical theology, or even systematic theology—must remain our sole and final authority (the Reformation principle of sola Scriptura, i.e., Christian Scripture alone is the final authority in all matters of Christian faith and practice). In the end, we should always be prepared to subject our interpretations of individual passages, as well as the way in which we connect the dots among those passages (biblical theology), and even our larger overarching theological systems, to Scripture itself. Otherwise, our theological system usurps the role of Scripture and becomes in effect our primary point of reference and authority, a place properly reserved for Scripture alone.

      One helpful way of differentiating between biblical and systematic theology is recognizing that biblical theology is primarily about establishing theological connections (connecting biblical texts not merely literarily and intertextually but also along historical lines) while systematic theology is primarily about theological construction (organizing the biblical material methodically and comprehensively, topic by topic). That is, biblical theology relates the theology of a given biblical book or writer to that of other books in a given Testament and ultimately the entire canon, though a certain amount of arrangement and organization is inevitable even in biblical theology. In this way, we can see an interconnected web of theological relationships emerge from the various biblical writings included in the canon as a whole.

      Systematic theology, by contrast, consists in an effort to construct a given doctrine in a more abstract yet orderly fashion. Take the doctrine of the Trinity, for example.57 While not explicitly taught in such terms in Scripture—the church father Tertullian was the first Latin writer to use the term trinitas, though not necessarily in the exact sense in which the doctrine is formulated today—the doctrine of the Trinity is the result of legitimate theological construction from the biblical teaching on God (the Father), Jesus (the Son), and the Holy Spirit in various portions of Scripture. While we may initially glean this teaching along historical lines as it emerges from the biblical writings—first in the Old Testament and then in the New—eventually connection gives way to construction, resulting in the doctrine of the Trinity organized along atemporal, logical, and systematic lines.

      No one could legitimately argue that such a systematic formulation of the doctrine of the Trinity is misguided or unhelpful. There is an obvious utility to having this doctrine presented in a coherent, comprehensive manner. At the same time, it is apparent that such an atemporal presentation should be sufficiently grounded in the biblical texts themselves, studied along historical lines (the contribution of biblical theology). Thus, theology is best conceived of as a collaborative discipline between biblical scholars and (systematic) theologians who work in tandem in such a way that each contributes to our knowledge and application of Scripture in their respective areas of expertise.58 This collaborative model further extends to other fields such as historical theology (the study of the way in which doctrines were developed over time) and Christian philosophy (which deals with questions such as epistemology, the science of how we come to know).

      Citing the work of Graham Cole, D. A. Carson distinguishes between four levels of biblical and theological exploration.59 First is the exegesis of scriptural texts in historical contexts and in terms of their literary features (including genre), in an attempt to discern the underlying authorial intent as much as this is feasible. Second is the interpretation of a given text within the scope of biblical theology in its entirety, in an effort to determine its contribution to the biblical metanarrative. Third is the quest to understand theological structures in a given text in conjunction with other major theological themes in Scripture. Fourth is the subjection of all teachings derived from the biblical writings to the interpreter’s larger hermeneutical proposal. While interpreters have traditionally operated mostly on levels 1 and 2, most recent practitioners of the theological interpretation of Scripture operate on levels 3 and 4.60 While the best biblical-theological work operates on all four levels (or at least the first three), biblical theologians should not shortchange levels 1 and 2 in their quest to progress to levels 3 and 4. On the other hand, scholars should not stop at level 2 or even 3. Cole’s model thus provides a helpful grid for assessing strengths and weaknesses of a given approach. At the same time, it remains vital to define biblical theology carefully and to maintain a proper distinction between biblical and systematic theology.61

      1.1.2 Biblical Theology and the Theological Interpretation of Scripture (TIS)

      We turn now briefly to a discussion of one recent effort to engage in theology, commonly known as the theological interpretation of Scripture (TIS). Of the two ventures described above—biblical theology and systematic theology—the latter is the more comprehensive task in that it involves even more synthesizing than biblical theology. In doing its work, such theologizing draws on a far wider range of resources, only one of which is biblical theology and its fruits. On the whole, recent exponents of TIS seek to be more holistic and attempt to repair divisions between various disciplines rather than add another theological specialty.62 Nevertheless, on a methodological level, TIS tends to be more deductive, while biblical theology aims to be more inductive. TIS builds a picture of the theology of the Bible using broad categories derived from systematic theology, whereas biblical theology works with specific observations found in the biblical material itself. As in the case of the relationship between biblical and systematic theology, this is not a case of competition or incompatibility, for biblical theology and TIS each have their legitimate aims and methods. Christian believers read Scripture with the aim of understanding God’s person, actions, and motivations and what this means for who they are and how they should live. That, in any case, is the ideal; namely, this is part of the role of the kind of reader that the Bible itself invites us to be as we read and act upon what it says.63 The task of reading the Bible is not just a matter of technique or method. Rather, it makes demands upon the moral character of the reader. In turn, Scripture will shape the moral character of the person who uses it as intended—the one who has eyes to see and ears to hear, both of which God gives to the reader. In this vein, practitioners of TIS understand the post-Enlightenment fragmentation of theology to have caused the division of theology into a set of discrete disciplines under such titles as biblical, historical, systematic, and practical theology—each with its own set of goals, values, and rules of operation.64

      In line with this ambitious agenda of consolidation, attention is now being paid to the biblical canon, including the ordering of books in the canon, as a God-given theological resource provided to the church for instruction in doctrine and ethics. For example, it has been noticed that the unifying function of the Johannine corpus is all the more effective due to the fact that it includes literary works belonging to several genres—Gospel, epistle, and apocalypse—and the fact that its components are not placed together but are scattered throughout the New Testament canon.65 The practitioners of biblical and systematic theology have started to talk with each other and even to cooperate. The Two Horizons Commentary series is an example of this rapprochement, seeking to bridge the gap between biblical studies and systematic theology by offering a section-by-section exegesis of biblical texts in close conversation with theological concerns.66

      In writing a biblical theology, we have sought to learn from these efforts, and so the present volume is attuned to the canonical structuring of the biblical material (e.g., canonical groupings such as the Pentateuch and the four-Gospels corpus) and book order (e.g., in the Greek canon, Judges–Ruth, or Jeremiah–Lamentations). We engage in the process of synthesis that has a legitimate and essential role in biblical theology—believing that the theologies of different books in Scripture, while not identical in every respect, are compatible and mutually enriching, and we note and trace common theological themes in books—and ultimately in all of Scripture—as a means to that end. In our book-by-book survey of the two Testaments, we explore their ethical teaching as well as theological themes. Too often, biblical theology is an ethics-free zone, so that the important “So what?” question is not raised, much less answered.

      A helpful discussion of what the theological interpretation of Scripture is and is not is provided in Kevin Vanhoozer’s preface to the Dictionary for Theological Interpretation of the Bible.67 Certainly, it should not be the imposition of a theological system or confessional grid onto the Bible in an effort to constrain exegesis. On the other hand, biblical scholars must have recourse to theology in order to make sense of the text’s theological claim to be the word of God for the people of God, such that “[r]eadings that remain on the historical, literary, or sociological levels cannot ultimately do justice to the subject matter of the texts.”68 Much, of course, depends on how practitioners of TIS define “theology” and how they engage in “theological interpretation.” More often than not, “theology” is a blend between the interpreter’s own theology and that expressed in the text that is being interpreted; to the extent that this is the case, TIS goes beyond the approach advocated here, which understands biblical theology as essentially a quest to understand the theology of the biblical writers as expressed in the biblical texts and ultimately in the entire canon of Scripture.

      In the final analysis, the Bible belongs to the church and was written for believers and not for the academy. This does not mean that we ignore academic attacks on the Bible (which need to be answered) or refuse to use the tools that academics have developed to study the biblical text (insofar as the tools are suitable for the text they supposedly elucidate). It does mean, however, that the primary purpose of the Bible is not to assist in the writing of a history of religions or a number of other reductionistic or even atheistic projects but to guide the beliefs and behavior of the people of God.69 There are pitfalls to TIS as presently practiced, including the lack of a consensus among the practitioners as to what they are doing and why (though, to be fair, the same could be said for practitioners of biblical theology).70 In fact, the current variety of approaches does not differ all that much from that which is found in almost any area of biblical or theological study. It appears that there is more than one way of practicing TIS; indeed, it is “a family of interpretive approaches.”71 We neither approve nor defend all the methods used in the current TIS movement.72 Yet, as believing scholars with a high view of Scripture as God’s inspired word, we can take to heart some of the legitimate concerns of TIS and combine these with the way in which responsible biblical scholars and systematic theologians have engaged in their work for a considerable amount of time, and such a discerning appropriation can be of genuine service to the church.73

      1.1.3 Biblical Theology and Hermeneutics

      We now turn to the vital relationship between biblical theology and hermeneutics. While biblical theology is predicated upon hermeneutics, biblical hermeneutics itself is properly grounded in the nature (ontology) of Scripture.74 Scripture itself claims to be God-breathed (theopneustos, 2 Tim. 3:16) and the product of divine inspiration (2 Pet. 1:20–21).75 As Scott Swain affirms, “Scripture is the supreme literary expression of God’s self-revelation in history.”76 In view of biblical inspiration, Eckhard Schnabel rightly observes that Scripture requires a “sacred hermeneutic” (hermeneutica sacra) rather than an “atheistic” method concerned merely with historical—or, one might add, literary—facets of interpretation.77 In addition, authorial intent is never to be construed solely in terms of a human author’s intent but within the orbit of dual authorship, both divine and human, whereby the divine intent provides an overall canonical, thematic, and metanarratival framework.78

      In the ultimate analysis, the Bible’s unity is grounded in the unity of the one, triune God. On the basis of this underlying unity, the manifest diversity of Scripture is accounted for by a variety of factors, such as the historical time interval over which divine revelation took place, multiple literary genres, the personal ways of expression of individual biblical authors (such as vocabulary and style), and the chosen emphases in their respective writings depending on a variety of circumstantial and other factors.79 The Father is the Creator and self-revealing God. Also, there is a sense in which Christ is both the agent and the telos (ultimate point of reference) of biblical revelation; all Scripture is oriented toward him and finds in him its fulfillment.80 The Spirit is the agent of inspiration. On the human side, what corresponds to divinely inspired revelation is Spirit-illumined interpretation.81 Thus, the Spirit’s role is vital in both inscripturation and interpretation.82

      Biblical theology is, however, more than mere Spirit-filled interpretation; it involves connecting the dots between different strands of divine revelation in Scripture.83 Yet how are those strands to be connected? One way to do this is by way of intertextuality.84 While it is certainly important and legitimate to identify antecedent texts where such are intentionally invoked by a later biblical author, however, the frequent tendency of practitioners of an intertextual approach is that the respective historical settings are inadequately taken into account. In fact, intertextuality can be practiced by those who affirm textual autonomy—the notion that, as far as interpretation is concerned, textuality is all there is—as well as by deconstructionists, postmodernists, structuralists, and practitioners of other methods that insufficiently ground a given text (or set of texts) in history.85 However, since texts are themselves historical artifacts, the interpreter of Scripture—and of any text, for that matter—should keep the twin interpretive realities of text and history together throughout the process of interpretation, in addition to being mindful of the text’s third vital dimension: theology. The same goes for the biblical theologian. In their quest for a string of various divinely revealed motifs, biblical theologians will therefore do well to view a given biblical text through the triadic lens of history, literature, and theology.86

      In addition, Vos lodges the important reminder that “knowing” God, in the Semitic sense, is not merely intellectual assent but means “to love,” “to single out in love.”87 God does not merely want to be known; he wants to be loved. God’s purpose is more than mere education; it is love.88 Hence, the backbone of Old Testament revelation, for its part, is not a school but a series of covenants.89 In addition, Vos engages in an important critique of rationalistic, critical scholarship, noting that “in religion the sinful mind of man comes . . . face to face with the claims of an independent, superior authority.”90 At closer scrutiny, therefore, rationalism’s “protest against tradition is a protest against God as the source of tradition.”91 Decrying evolution and positivism, Vos adds that “[t]racing the truth historically” but “with a lack of fundamental piety” has “lost the right of calling itself theology.”92 The problem is not the exercise of one’s rational faculties but irreverence and rebellion against revelation and ultimately against God himself. Thus, on a foundational level, biblical theology, which is primarily concerned with divine revelation, should be grounded in a hermeneutic that respects the divine authority, inspiration, and integrity of Scripture.93 Above all, biblical interpreters should practice a “hermeneutic of love” grounded in the biblical injunction of the “twofold love of God and neighbor.”94

      1.2 The Practice of Biblical Theology

      If, then, biblical theology is conceived of as the theology of the Bible and the biblical writers themselves, with the goal of not only knowing but loving God supremely, this raises the obvious set of follow-up questions: How can one ascertain what the theology of the biblical writers is? What is the most appropriate method when engaging in biblical theology? Is ascertaining the theology of the biblical writers even a realistic goal? These are valid and vital questions. Students of the history of biblical interpretation know that scholars have increasingly come to realize that interpretation has an inescapably subjective component. This is likely to affect our ability to arrive at a definitive understanding of the theology of a given biblical writer, though one’s presuppositions need not have a debilitating effect, as long as proper distantiation occurs and interpreters are aware of what they bring to the text and are willing to learn from other interpreters.

      Edward Herrelko wrote his PhD dissertation on the role of presuppositions in biblical theology, a rather neglected topic.95 Specifically, he compared the Pauline theologies of James D. G. Dunn and Thomas R. Schreiner.96 Both scholars profess to engage in biblical theology—they share the same essential definition of the nature and goals of biblical theology along the lines discussed above—and yet, when one looks at their respective works, they describe Paul’s theology rather differently. What this case study demonstrates is that all interpreters come to the practice of biblical theology with a set of presuppositions that will invariably impact the outcome of their work. In the case of Dunn’s and Schreiner’s Pauline theologies, such presuppositions include their view of Scripture, their take on introductory matters, and their use of history. Schreiner is an inerrantist who believes Paul wrote all thirteen letters attributed to him in the New Testament. Dunn does not affirm inerrancy and holds to the Pauline authorship of only seven letters.97 It is to be expected that if one writes a theology of Paul based merely on Romans, 1–2 Corinthians, Galatians, and a few other epistles, one’s presentation will look different than one based on all thirteen letters. In addition, Dunn and Schreiner differ in their reconstruction of the first-century Jewish background when interpreting Paul’s letters; Dunn is one of the major proponents of the “New Perspective on Paul,” while Schreiner essentially holds to a Reformed perspective.98

      So, how does one navigate the thorny issue of presuppositions while engaging in biblical theology? It is true that anyone aiming to discover the theology of a given writer of Scripture faces the inescapable reality of their own subjective viewpoints. At the same time, presuppositions—or preunderstanding (Vorverständnis), as some call it—are not necessarily a problem, much less an insurmountable one.99 If presuppositions are well grounded—which we believe is the case for a high view of Scripture and a belief in the Pauline authorship of the letters the New Testament attributes to him—such presuppositions can serve as the vital foundation for one’s biblical-theological work. What is more, through following proper principles of biblical interpretation and mutual dialogue and critique, we can reasonably expect to arrive at a valid picture of Paul’s theology and that of other biblical writers, especially within the context of an evangelical hermeneutic aimed at discovering the biblical authors’ original intent.100

      Beyond this, biblical theology is much more than a mere academic exercise; it is of considerable practical relevance for the church.101 Biblical theology has great promise for preachers and teachers and serious students of God’s word; it matters and is worthy of our utmost attention, careful definition, and execution.102 Geerhardus Vos helpfully affirms the practical utility of biblical theology. He observes that by exhibiting the organic unfolding of revelation, biblical theology supplies a “special argument from design for the reality of Supernaturalism.”103 In addition, it provides a “useful antidote against . . . rationalistic criticism.”104 In light of the fact that the “Bible is not a dogmatic handbook but a historical book full of dramatic interest, . . . [b]iblical theology imparts new life and freshness to the truth by showing it to us in its original historic setting.”105 Biblical theology also shows the indispensable nature of the “doctrinal groundwork” of our beliefs. God has taken great care “to supply His people with a new world of ideas.”106 By engaging in biblical theology, we can move beyond isolated proof texts to an organic system.107 Since the “supreme end” of biblical theology is the glory of God, biblical theology can give us “a new view of God as displaying a particular aspect of His nature in connection with His historical approach to and intercourse with man.”108 Similarly, Charles Scobie maintains that “BT is not to be undertaken in independence from the life of the church.”109 Properly understood, it is a “bridge discipline, standing in an intermediate position between the historical study of the Bible and the use of the Bible as authoritative Scripture by the church.”110 While building on “the historical study of Scripture, . . . it is not simply concerned with what the Bible ‘meant.’ It is also concerned with what the Bible ‘means’ as a canonical whole, and thus cannot be separated from the process of biblical interpretation.”111

      1.2.1 Method in Biblical Theology

      With this, we move from a treatment of the nature of biblical theology to an examination of method.112 In our discussion above, we’ve defined biblical theology as essentially the theology of the Bible that we need to discern and present in an orderly fashion, and we have proposed a triadic hermeneutic, aiming to discover the authorial intent by studying the historical, literary, and theological dimensions of Scripture.113 That said, what specific method should we use when engaging in biblical theology? D. A. Carson once trenchantly remarked, “Everyone does that which is right in his or her own eyes, and calls it biblical theology.”114 So, giving proper attention to method is very important. We would suggest that such a method needs to include the following three essential components.115

      First, such a method should be historical.116 That is, unlike systematic theology, which is primarily abstract and topical in nature, biblical theology aims to understand a given passage of Scripture in its original historical setting. For example, when interpreting the well-known passage, “‘For I know the plans I have for you,’ declares the Lord, ‘plans to prosper you and not to harm you, plans to give you hope and a future’” (Jer. 29:11 NIV), we should ask who the original recipients of this promise were and at what stage of Israel’s history this prophecy was uttered. To cite another example, when studying the biblical theology of tithing, we need to interpret references to tithing in Malachi or Matthew in such a way that we take into account the specific salvation-historical situation in which those passages of Scripture are to be placed.117

      Second, biblical theology will seek to study Scripture inductively, on its own terms, in a way that pays special attention, not merely to the concepts addressed in Scripture, but to the very words, vocabulary, and terminology used by the biblical writers.118 Rather than investigating “sanctification” as a broader topic, for example, the biblical theologian will study the individual words that are used in the Bible to express what may be called the subject of Christian growth—words such as “set apart” (hagiazō) or “grow” (auxanō).119 That said, there is, of course, also the reverse danger of being limited to word studies, for a theme, issue, or concept can be present even when a key word is not. For example, we should not limit the love theme in the Bible to explicit instances of the word “love” in Greek or Hebrew. Similarly, while the word “mission” is not found in Scripture, the concept of mission certainly is.120 This, then, is the purpose of biblical theology: to understand the theology of the Bible on its own terms before systematizing its teachings on various subjects and making application, even though there is, of course, a vital element of synthesizing in biblical theology itself.121 The difference, however, is that synthesizing in biblical theology essentially involves the topical or thematic grouping of insights still in keeping with biblical terminology and within the framework of the original historical setting in which a given teaching was given, while systematic theology operates more broadly on a conceptual plane.122

      Third, biblical theology, properly conceived, is primarily descriptive. That is, our primary goal in biblical theology is to listen to Scripture and to accurately describe the contributions made by the various biblical writers themselves (whether or not we know their full identity). While we should be actively engaged as good listeners of Scripture, we are focused on understanding and accurately representing the contributions of the biblical authors. Once we have done so, we are ready to ask questions as to contemporary relevance and application. What is more, in the present volume we build on our historical, inductive, and descriptive study and probe the ethical teachings of the various Old and New Testament books because we believe that Scripture has a vital moral dimension that calls its adherents not merely to know what it says but also to put their faith into practice (cf., e.g., Matt. 7:24–27; James 1:22–25).123

      1.2.2 Unity, Diversity, and the Quest for a Single Center

      One important preliminary question related to method in biblical theology is the question as to whether there is only one right way of engaging in biblical theology or whether there is a range of legitimate options. A survey of a wide array of representative publications on biblical theology yields a simple taxonomy.124 There are essentially four major complementary—and not necessarily competing—ways of engaging in biblical theology: (1) an investigation of major themes in Scripture book by book (the “classic” approach); (2) an examination of central themes throughout Scripture; (3) the identification of a single center of Scripture; and (4) a metanarrative approach that focuses on discerning the Bible’s major storyline.125 Let us look briefly at each of these approaches.

      First, scholars and students of Scripture have studied the theology of a given book or corpus of Scripture. An example of this would be an exploration of the theology of John’s Gospel (and letters) or a study of the theology of Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus. Focusing initially on the investigation of the theology of a given writer of Scripture one book or corpus at a time has the virtue of respecting the integrity of that book as a holistic discourse unit. When examining Paul’s theology, for example, one will likely find that he emphasizes different attributes of God or Christ and different aspects of the Christian life in his various writings, in part depending on the needs of the congregation to which he writes and the issues he chooses to address.126

      It is evident that looking at each of Paul’s letters one at a time will be essential and highly beneficial in understanding his thought as accurately as possible.127 Having done so, of course, the student of Scripture may attempt to provide a synthesis of Paul’s thought more generally, but not until he or she has studied Paul’s message in each of his writings individually first. This may be considered the “classic approach,” echoing G. K. Beale’s terminology used in his New Testament Biblical Theology.128 Not only is this the way in which scholars have traditionally conceived of and practically engaged in biblical-theological study, but this is also how, we believe, we should continue to think of and pursue biblical theology.

      Second, some, such as Scott Hafemann and Paul House, have utilized a central themes approach.129 Rather than looking at the theology of individual books of Scripture, such scholars seek to discern major themes throughout Scripture—such as God, Messiah, salvation, and so forth—and attempt to trace the way in which these themes integrate progressive biblical revelation. This can be a very valuable enterprise, as it showcases the unity and coherence of Scripture. At the same time, it is preferable to start with a study of the theology of individual books of the Bible before moving on to connecting the dots in the form of central themes. In this way, we will not lose sight of the distinctive teaching of each individual book of Scripture. Again, the metaphor of a relay race comes to mind: To tweak the metaphor for our present purposes, the first runner is the biblical theologian, who studies the theology of individual books; the second runner examines a number of central scriptural themes; the third runner seeks to identify a possible center of Scripture (or of a corpus, such as Paul’s or John’s writings); and the fourth and final runner connects the theology of individual books and central themes to the biblical metanarrative.

      Third, reminiscent of the elusive quest for the Holy Grail, some biblical theologians have sought to identify the center of Scripture.130 Somewhat ironically, those who have tried to do so have come up with different results, which makes one wonder whether there is such a single center in the first place.131 It is easy to see that in a Bible made up of sixty-six books written over more than two thousand years there will be a certain amount of diversity. Not every book of Scripture focuses on the same topic. Thus, most scholars in the field have rightly abandoned the quest for a single center.132 Instead, it would seem preferable to view Scripture as a unity in diversity where different writers—such as the four Evangelists—each emphasize certain aspects, depending on their personal vantage point and purpose for writing to a given audience.133 Rather than speaking of a single center, it may therefore be better to speak of multiple integrative themes in Scripture, including God, the Lord Jesus Christ, and the gospel.134

      To elaborate on the limitations of a single-center biblical theology a bit further, quite clearly there are multiple themes in Scripture. For example, there is the creation/new creation theme. The opening of Genesis is matched by the ending of Revelation.135 Paul writes that “if anyone is in Christ, he is a new creation” (2 Cor. 5:17), and neither circumcision nor uncircumcision matters; what matters is a new creation (Gal. 6:15). Also, Christ is the second or last Adam (Rom. 5:12–21; cf. 1 Cor. 15:45), the “image of the invisible God” (Col. 1:15). John writes that, in the beginning was the Word, but now that Word has come and lived among us (John 1:1, 14) and died for us (19:30), and then Jesus breathes on his new messianic community and commissions his followers to fulfill their mission (20:21–23). So, it is evident that creation/new creation is a vital biblical-theological motif.136

      Yet creation theology is not the only significant, pervasive theme in Scripture. Another such theme is that of covenant. People differ as to whether one can speak of an Adamic covenant, but there clearly is a Noahic covenant, and then the Abrahamic, Mosaic, and Davidic covenants. Finally, in keeping with the prediction of Jeremiah and other prophets, Jesus instituted a new covenant.137 Revelation shows how, in the eternal state, the faithful covenant God will dwell amid his people.138 This, of course, is only the barest survey of a massive scriptural theme. Our point here is simply that, at the very least, both creation/new creation and covenant are vital themes in Scripture. In addition, we might adduce several other pervasive biblical themes, such as Messiah, the kingdom of God, salvation, mission, and others. All this is to illustrate the point that a single-center approach is demonstrably reductionistic and therefore inadequate.

      Fourth, perhaps the most recent attempt in biblical theology, and a rather fruitful one at that, is utilizing a metanarrative approach to understand the teachings of Scripture.139 Those who utilize this approach take a close look at the story of the Bible—the overall storyline—to describe its theology in all its unity and diversity. In many ways, this is commendable and complements, even improves upon, previous efforts. It is possible to study the theology of the Bible book by book, and then to sketch a composite picture based on the study of individual books and their theology, and still not to get the big picture totally right. Even when one traces the central themes of Scripture, one may look at them individually, or even jointly, and not quite arrive at a full grasp of the metanarrative—the grand narrative—of Scripture. In this regard, a metanarrative or story approach to biblical theology may well constitute an improvement.

      At the same time, however, it is easy to see that if looking at the big picture is all one does, there are multiple ways to connect the dots.140 Which of these is most fitting, and how do we ensure that the picture is not unduly subjective? It is also possible, if not likely, that by looking at the grand narrative one will overlook some of the plot twists, minor themes, and characters in the biblical storyline. For example, one could construe the biblical metanarrative from just a few select books such as Genesis, Deuteronomy, Isaiah, one or more of the Gospels, Romans, and Revelation, and ignore the rest, such as the Twelve (Minor Prophets) or lesser-known New Testament letters such as James or Jude. And what about Wisdom Books such as Job, Ecclesiastes, or the Song of Songs? If one is not careful, one may well end up with what scholars call “a canon within a canon,” that is, a collection of one’s favorite biblical books—or the books that best fit one’s preferred overall construal of the biblical storyline—while neglecting or even subconsciously avoiding lesser voices—or ones that are perhaps inconvenient.141 At the same time, it is of course also true that certain books in Scripture have greater canonical and theological weight than others.142

      For these reasons, we recommend a metanarrative approach as the final step in a biblical-theological investigation but not as substitute for a classic, book-by-book approach. As Bruce Metzger well stated,

      New Testament scholars have the responsibility as servants of the Church to investigate, understand, and elucidate, for the development of the Christian life of believers, the full meaning of every book within the canon and not only of those which may be most popular in certain circles and at certain times. Only in such a way will the Church be able to hear the Word of God in all of its breadth and depth.143

      Starting with a given book or corpus of Scripture (book by book), then aiming to identify major topics (central themes), and finally attempting to understand how these all fit together in the storyline of Scripture (metanarrative) combines the strengths of the various approaches and avoids potential weaknesses. Such a balanced procedure enables interpreters to discern the theology of the biblical writers themselves—as Schlatter and others rightly conceive of the aim of biblical theology—not just to rehearse the story interpreters themselves have composed based on what they see as the highlights in the biblical narrative. At the same time, we readily acknowledge that there are self-evident high points in the biblical storyline.144 While one could quarrel over minor details, it is hard to debate the pillars of the Bible’s overall story such as creation, fall, redemption, and consummation.

      1.2.3 Detecting and Analyzing Themes

      In our discussion above, we have defined what biblical theology is and what it is not. We have also discussed hermeneutics and method in biblical theology and surveyed various ways of engaging in biblical theology: moving through the Bible book by book, studying the Bible’s central themes, seeking to identify a single center, and tracing the Bible’s metanarrative. But how does one move from theory to practice? While this entire volume is an exercise in whole-Bible theology, it will be helpful to look at the very outset at two specific examples of how to engage in biblical theology by studying the theology of a corpus of Scripture or by exploring a given theme throughout the Bible.

      When working on a project surveying the biblical theology of a given book or corpus of Scripture such as John’s Gospel or the letters to Timothy and Titus, or when tracing a theme such as God’s design for man and woman, the mission motif, or the Bible’s teaching on the Holy Spirit through Scripture, once we have a solid method, all we need to do is execute it methodically. Thus, defining one’s terms carefully and honing one’s method is half the battle. In what follows, then, we will briefly demonstrate in an incipient fashion how biblical theology works in practice. As we engage in biblical-theological study, we propose the following four general guidelines:

      1. Read through the book multiple times and take notes or mark up your Bible as you try to identify significant themes and emphases. This may surface on either a key word or a conceptual level.

      2. In so doing, identify key passages where the biblical theology of a given book or corpus is most prominently enunciated, such as a preface, prologue, or introduction, summary and purpose statements, or conclusion.

      3. Identify prominent themes and distinctive theological emphases. In so doing, draw on literary analysis and consider important literary features such as strategic placement, repetition, structure, and/or emphases.

      4. Develop a hierarchy of themes. Determine which of the prominent themes that you identified in the previous step are foundational themes that provide cohesion to the biblical story (e.g., love) and which are specific instantiations (e.g., the cross).

      In what follows, we will first engage in a case study of the theology of Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus before turning to a second case study on a selected biblical-theological theme, the Bible’s teaching on the Holy Spirit.

      1.2.3.1 Case Study #1: Letters to Timothy and Titus

      In view of these general guidelines, let us now look at the first case study, Paul’s letters to Timothy and Titus, or, as they are commonly known, the “Pastoral Epistles.” As mentioned, our biblical-theological approach calls us to be inductive, historical, and descriptive. The question, therefore, is not, How would you or we outline these books or come up with theological categories, but how did Paul himself, judging by the texts we have, articulate his theological thinking in these letters? This method, in turn, flows from our understanding of the nature of biblical theology as describing the theology of the Bible and of the biblical writers themselves, rather than reading our own theology into the biblical writings. Hermeneutically, as mentioned above, we interpret these writings by viewing them through the trifocal lens of history, literature, and theology.

      Regarding the historical context, we see that these letters were most likely the final letters Paul wrote, toward the end of his life. That is clear especially in 2 Timothy, where Paul is suffering imprisonment that would soon lead to his martyrdom. Many scholars argue that these letters were written by someone other than Paul, after his death, primarily because they exhibit some significant differences from his earlier letters.145 For example, the author of these letters, when speaking of the church, does not use Paul’s favorite metaphor—the church as the body of Christ—but instead depicts the church as God’s household.146 That seems to be a significant shift. Also, the author uses a different term for Christ’s second coming—epiphaneia rather than parousia147—and calls on his apostolic delegates to emulate a series of virtues—such as godliness (eusebeia)—rather than speaking of the fruit of the Spirit or other Christian graces as in his earlier letters.148 Many also note the pronounced interest in church structure and leadership, which, they say, reflects an “early Catholicism” such as what we see in the writings of the second-century church fathers.149

      While none of these differences justifies the conclusion that Paul cannot be the author of these letters, it is imperative to recognize that these three letters are distinct and unique in the Pauline corpus. Nevertheless, in the final analysis, we believe that a high view of Scripture demands Pauline authorship—all three letters explicitly affirm it at the very outset, and there is little evidence for epistolary pseudonymity as an established literary practice in the first century—and the evidence strongly supports it.150 That said, these letters do exhibit a distinctive set of biblical-theological themes. For example, Paul repeatedly uses the phrase “God our Savior” or “Christ our Savior”—a designation absent from his earlier letters.151 Another unique feature is a series of “trustworthy sayings.”152

      The question, then, becomes, How do we explain these differences? One way is to say that these letters were written by someone other than Paul. Or, one might argue that the author is the same—Paul—but he expressed himself differently. If the latter, how should we account for the differences in terminology? One possibility would be that Paul contextualized his message to the respective locales to which he wrote, something we see clearly, for example, in the approach Paul uses in Athens (Acts 17:16–34). For example, we have plenty of archaeological evidence from Crete, where Titus was ministering, to suggest that people there worshiped deities other than YHWH or Christ as Savior, which might account for Paul’s unique use of the phrases “God our Savior” and “Christ our Savior.”153 So, it is certainly possible, if not likely, that Paul, by using these expressions, makes the point that God, and Christ, is Savior—and those other deities the Cretans were worshiping were not. As Eckhard Schnabel aptly notes,

      The absence of Pauline theological themes from the Pastoral Epistles (e.g., the cross, the Holy Spirit, the flesh/spirit dichotomy) does not prove inauthenticity. There is no reason why Paul should mention the whole range of basic theological topics in all of his letters, particularly in letters to coworkers who know his theology. It is only if it could be shown that the theology of the Pastoral Epistles contradicts Paul’s undisputed letters that we would have a serious problem.154

      Keeping these preliminary considerations in mind, let us now move on to examine the biblical theology of these letters.155 In the general guidelines above, we suggest that the first thing to do when engaging in biblical-theological study is to read through a given book multiple times and to take notes or mark up one’s Bible in an attempt to identify significant themes and emphases. As one reads the letters to Timothy and Titus repeatedly, one is struck by how firmly they are rooted in the idea of mission, or more specifically, in the apostolic mission of Paul and his associates. It is virtually impossible to separate the letters to Timothy and Titus from Acts and the other Pauline letters with regards to this theme. Indeed, we can argue that the first major theme in these letters—the foundational theme—is that of mission.156 While this may seem rather obvious, the vast majority of scholars today hold to non-Pauline authorship, treat the study of these letters as a mere academic exercise, and thus do not have a particular interest in their focus on mission.

      Second, a careful study of these letters reveals that closely related to mission is the theme of teaching, the kind that flows from Paul’s apostolic preaching—the kerygma—and is passed on to his apostolic delegates as they guard it against false teachers. As to specific words or phrases conveying the “teaching” theme in these letters, there is considerable variety.157 The vocabulary includes “the deposit” (1 Tim. 6:20; 2 Tim. 1:14); “the faith” (1 Tim. 6:12; 2 Tim. 4:7); “the word of God” (1 Tim. 4:5; 2 Tim. 2:9) or “the word of truth” (2 Tim. 2:15); “Scripture” (2 Tim. 3:16–17); “teaching” (didaskalia; 1 Tim. 1:10) or the verb “to teach” (didaskein; 1 Tim. 4:11; 6:2), both positive; and negatively (heterodidaskalein; 1 Tim. 1:3; 6:3); and the above-mentioned five “trustworthy sayings.” The wide range of vocabulary and the prominence of the teaching motif in these letters underscore that Paul placed immense value on right doctrine, or as he regularly calls it, “sound” or wholesome teaching (e.g., 1 Tim. 1:10). The reason for this is that he firmly believes that right teaching is healthful and life-giving while false teaching saps the life out of individual believers and the church. So, mission and teaching are integrally related and occupy pride of place in these letters.

      Third, when it comes to repeated and prominent references, the “salvation” word group is rather conspicuous, both the noun sōtēria and the verb sōzō and related terms.158 We have already seen that God and Christ are referred to in these letters primarily as “God our Savior” or “Christ our Savior,” so much so that some commentators have suggested that the Christology in these letters is essentially equivalent to their soteriology. While this is probably an exaggeration, the observation is valid that Christ is featured in these letters primarily in his role as divine Savior. Salvation, in turn, like teaching, is integrally related to mission, so it makes sense that all three—mission, teaching, and salvation—are prominent themes in these letters. Salvation being a prominent theme also makes sense in that all people are sinners and need salvation, a foundational reality in, and incentive for, mission.

      What is more, in conjunction with salvation, as mentioned, there are several references to God and Christ, which is why it is best to treat salvation, God, and Christ together under one and the same overall rubric.159 In fact, a plausible argument can be made that salvation is in fact the main theme, and God and Christ—as well as the Holy Spirit—are subthemes in that God and Christ are the source and providers of salvation. This, incidentally, is an example of how biblical theology can helpfully supplement, or even correct, systematic theology; we see here that, from Paul’s vantage point, salvation is the primary motif and God and Christ assume their significance in conjunction with salvation rather than as separate themes in and of themselves.

      In other words, Paul does not frequently urge Timothy or Titus, or their churches, to contemplate God or Christ in their own right and with regard to their various attributes (though there are places where he erupts in doxology). Rather, Paul typically focuses on mission, teaching, and salvation, and in that context makes clear that the salvation he teaches and preaches about in his missionary practice has God as its source and Christ as its provider. Regarding the Holy Spirit, finally, it is apparent that he is less prominently featured than either God or Christ. In fact, these letters contain only a handful of references to the Spirit, primarily in conjunction with Timothy’s appointment to ministry, though there is one remarkable passage on the Spirit in Titus 3:4–7.

      Fourth, rather than speaking of the church as the body of Christ as he does in several of his earlier letters, Paul here sets forth the metaphor of the church as God’s household.160 The main passage in this regard is 1 Timothy 3:14–15, where Paul writes, “I hope to come to you soon, but I am writing these things to you so that, if I delay, you may know how one ought to behave in the household of God, which is the church of the living God, a pillar and buttress of the truth” (cf. vv. 4–5). Beyond explicit references to the church as God’s household, the concept is implicit in substantial portions of these letters, especially in 1 Timothy and Titus.161 For this reason, many consider both letters in their entirety—or at least sizable portions of them—to be extended “household codes” which provide instructions on how God’s people are to conduct themselves in the church. A conception of the church as God’s household, we believe, also has important implications for how we conceive of the pastoral office. Just as a natural household has various members with a vast range of needs that the head of the household is called to meet, so pastors and elders are to attend to the needs of the various members of the church. They are to love and care for God’s people in all their diversity, complexity, and neediness.

      Fifth, Paul talks in these letters prominently about the Christian life, especially in terms of virtues believers are to pursue.162 In this regard, Timothy and Titus, as his apostolic delegates, are to serve as moral examples. As a result, they are frequently charged with emulating Christian virtues such as love, righteousness, faithfulness, godliness, or self-control. This reminds us that the character of church leaders is an indispensable prerequisite for their effectiveness in ministry. We dare not neglect our personal lives for the sake of service in the church. As Paul tells Timothy, “Watch your life and doctrine closely” (1 Tim. 4:16 NIV); and “Let no one despise you on account of your youth, but rather set believers an example in speech, conduct, love, faith, and purity” (1 Tim. 4:12 [our translation]). In addition, Paul talks about the importance of good works and good citizenship. He also exhorts God’s people to witness to the gospel in word and deed and to persist in their faith amid suffering and adversity.

      Sixth and finally, Paul speaks in these letters repeatedly about the last days.163 Some have argued that these letters date to a time when the expectation of Christ’s return has largely faded from view and the author is more interested in the church as a permanent institution than in spiritual gifts or eschatological expectations.164 This, as briefly noted, is called the theory of “early Catholicism,” which implies that these letters are late and date to the end of the first or even the beginning of the second century, by which time the church had developed a hierarchy of bishops and priests, eventually leading to the Roman Catholic Church. However, this view is demonstrably mistaken, as it overlooks the connection with the mission of the early church in Acts, where we see that Paul and others appointed church leaders from the very beginning (e.g., Acts 14:23; cf. Phil. 1:1), so that this feature need not reflect late first- or early second-century practice. Also, the letters to Timothy and Titus display a keen interest in the end times, including the workings of Satan, demons, and angels, and the second coming of Christ. In particular, Paul sees the end times as already present in the sense that the devil is actively at work through the false teachers who try to infiltrate and subvert the church and lead it away from the apostolic gospel. Perhaps most distinctively, Paul sees the present age as the time between Christ’s first and second comings, both of which he describes in similar terms (i.e., by using the epiphaneia word group).165

      This has been a brief sketch of some of the major contours of Paul’s theology in the letters to Timothy and Titus. In light of this, let us briefly ponder the important question: How is this understanding of the biblical theology of these letters different from the standard treatment in systematic theology? We may register a few general observations. (1) Starting with mission is very different, as systematic treatments virtually never start with mission and some, if not many or even most, systematic theologies do not include the topic of mission at all. (2) Putting salvation in a preeminent place and subordinating God and Christ to salvation is also different, as systematic theology typically treats God and Christ prior to salvation, moving from theology proper to Christology and soteriology. (3) The depiction of the church as God’s household may in many systematic theologies pale in comparison to the more prominent metaphor of the church as Christ’s body. (4) Viewing eschatology and ecclesiology jointly as we have done is also different from systematic theology, which typically treats ecclesiology and eschatology separately.

      Examples could be multiplied, but the overall point is clear: Biblical theology, if done well, can give interpreters an independent pair of legs to stand on that allows them to get closer to the Bible and enables them to critique, and at times even correct, standard systematic theology treatments, especially when looking at a given Old or New Testament book or corpus. We believe the above study of the theology of the letters to Timothy and Titus demonstrates rather clearly that while both biblical and systematic theology have a vital contribution to make, there is a marked difference between the two. Systematic theology endeavors to bring Scripture closer to our day by trying to find answers to questions we have today. By contrast, biblical theology tries to bring us closer to Scripture by helping us see what the biblical writers themselves believed, so that we can conform our beliefs to theirs. In this way, we submit to the authority of Scripture and allow it to set the agenda rather than domesticating Scripture and conforming it to our agenda, ideology, or culture. With that, let us move to our second case study.

      1.2.3.2 Case Study #2: The Holy Spirit

      It is important to realize that there are several legitimate ways in which to engage in biblical theology. One is to study all the themes in one book or corpus of Scripture, as we have just done with the letters to Timothy and Titus. Another legitimate way of engaging in biblical theology—and arguably the most common in recent years—is to study one major theme throughout Scripture. As mentioned, there are several examples we could give here, such as the theme of mission or the Bible’s teaching on God’s design for man and woman. Yet for our present purposes, we would like to take a brief look at the biblical theology of the Holy Spirit, summarizing some of the major findings of Andreas’s biblical-theological work on this topic.166

      As we study the Bible’s teaching on the Spirit historically, inductively, and descriptively, we start with individual references to the Spirit in both Testaments. There are about four hundred references to “spirit” (rûaḥ) in the Old Testament, but only about one hundred of these relate to the person of the Holy Spirit; the rest refer to the human spirit or breath or to the wind (which at times serves as an emblem for God’s judgment). Remarkably, the expression “Holy Spirit” occurs only twice in the Old Testament (Ps. 51:11 [disputed by some]; Isa. 63:10–11); most commonly, the reference is to the “Spirit of YHWH” or simply “the Spirit.” Similarly, in the New Testament, not every reference to pneuma, “spirit,” refers to the person of the Holy Spirit. Many references are to the human spirit or the wind.167 What is more, sometimes the Holy Spirit is referenced apart from the word pneuma.168 Theologically, there is a development from the Old Testament—where the Spirit is shown to be active in creation and later said to come upon certain leaders or prophets at God-appointed times but is not said to indwell ordinary believers—to the New Testament, where the Spirit comes to indwell believers, starting at Pentecost (Acts 2).

      One fascinating challenge when studying the Holy Spirit throughout Scripture is that there is only a limited amount of material on the Spirit in the Old Testament. To begin with, there are three references to the Spirit in Genesis and ten more in the remainder of the Pentateuch.169 The Spirit is first mentioned in the Bible as hovering over the waters at creation (Gen. 1:2); the closest Old Testament parallel speaks of an eagle hovering over her young (Deut. 32:11), so the word picture is likely that of the Spirit as a mother bird (see also Isa. 31:5). In Genesis 6:3, just prior to the universal flood, it is said that God’s Spirit will not remain with humanity forever. In Genesis 41:38, none other than Pharaoh recognizes the Spirit’s presence with Joseph. In the rest of the Pentateuch, the Spirit is depicted as coming on, or being with, various individuals: the craftsmen building the sanctuary (Bezalel and Oholiab; Ex. 31:2; 35:34–35); the seventy elders (Num. 11:17, 25); Balaam the prophet (Num. 24:2); and Joshua, Moses’s successor (Num. 27:18; Deut. 34:9). In the Pentateuch, then, the Spirit is shown in three primary functions: (1) as an agent of creation; (2) as an agent of judgment (in the sense that withdrawal of the Spirit leads to weakness and death); and (3) as an agent of empowerment for God’s service.

      In the Historical Books, in the days of the judges the Spirit is said to have come upon national deliverers such as Othniel, Gideon, Jephthah, and Samson.170 During the early days of the monarchy, the Spirit came first on Saul (1 Sam. 10:6) and later on David his successor (1 Sam. 16:13). In both time periods—the judges and the monarchy—the Spirit is shown to mediate God’s presence and to empower national deliverers and rulers. In addition, the references to the Spirit in Kings, Chronicles, and Nehemiah all involve his activity in conveying God’s words to his people through prophets—or inspired individuals—such as Elijah, Elisha, or Zechariah.171 Thus, in the Historical Books the Spirit’s work is essentially twofold: (1) raising up and equipping national deliverers and rulers; and (2) empowering God’s spokespersons to prophesy.

      There are few overt references to the Spirit in the Wisdom Literature.172 Overall, wisdom theology is more focused on God’s powerful, effective word as the ground of everything that exists. Thus, the Spirit takes on foundational importance for how God’s creation works and is to be inhabited, utilized, and enjoyed. The Spirit is also shown to teach God’s will and to examine a person’s inner being (Ps. 143:10; Prov. 20:27).

      The Spirit is mentioned repeatedly in the Prophetic Books, especially Isaiah, Ezekiel, and Zechariah.173 In Isaiah, the operation of the Spirit is linked with the coming of the servant of the Lord. In Isaiah 11:2, the prophet says that “the Spirit of the Lord shall rest upon him [the servant], the Spirit of wisdom and understanding, the Spirit of counsel and might, the Spirit of knowledge and the fear of the Lord.” In Isaiah 42:1, Isaiah prophesies, “Behold my servant, whom I uphold, my chosen, in whom my soul delights; I have put my Spirit upon him; he will bring forth justice to the nations,” and the figure of the servant of the Lord also finds its fulfillment in Jesus the Messiah. Finally, in a passage cited by Jesus in his hometown synagogue at Nazareth, Isaiah writes of a figure who appears to be the servant of the Lord:

      The Spirit of the Lord God is upon me, because the Lord has anointed me to bring good news to the poor; he has sent me to bind up the brokenhearted, to proclaim liberty to the captives, and the opening of the prison to those who are bound; to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor, and the day of vengeance of our God; to comfort all who mourn. (Isa. 61:1–2; cf. Luke 4:18–19)

      The Spirit is also frequently mentioned in Ezekiel, while being virtually absent from Jeremiah. Ezekiel prophesies that God will provide his people with a new heart and a new spirit (Ezek. 36:25–27; cf. 39:29) and links the Spirit with restoration from the exile (Ezek. 37:12–14). Perhaps the most important passage on the Spirit in the Twelve (the “Minor Prophets”) is Joel 2:28–29, the well-known passage cited by Peter at Pentecost (Acts 2:16–21), which speaks of a universal outpouring of God’s Spirit on “all flesh” regardless of ethnicity, gender, or social status.

      In the New Testament, we see the Spirit actively at work in strategic salvation-historical individuals such as John the Baptist, Mary, Elizabeth, Zechariah, and Simeon in anticipation of the coming Messiah, Jesus, through whom God would be present with his people in an unprecedented manner (Luke 1–2).174 During his earthly ministry, Jesus is shown to possess the Spirit to an unlimited degree (John 3:34), and the Spirit is depicted at Jesus’s baptism as descending and resting on him.175 The future would hold the promise of even more significant pneumatological developments. John the Baptist, and later Jesus himself, indicated that the Messiah would baptize not merely with water but with the Holy Spirit.176 At this future giving of the Spirit (John 7:38), both Jesus and his Father would make their home with believers by the Spirit, who would be with them forever.177

      Jesus’s promise is realized following his ascension at Pentecost, when believers are filled with the Holy Spirit (Acts 2:4) in fulfillment of the promise of Joel 2 that in the last days God would pour out his Spirit “on all flesh” (Acts 2:16–21).178 Now it was not only the leaders of God’s people who experienced the presence of the Spirit but everyone who called on the name of the Lord. Soon it became clear that the same presence of the Spirit was available to Gentile believers in Jesus as well (Acts 10:44–47), in keeping with John the Baptist’s prophecy (Acts 11:15–17). Throughout Acts, the Spirit is shown to empower and direct the early church’s mission to the ends of the earth, so much so that Acts is not so much the Acts of the Apostles as it is the Acts of the Holy Spirit through the Apostles.

      The New Testament letters, especially the writings of Paul, reinforce the notion that every believer now enjoys the Spirit’s indwelling presence.179 Paul writes that believers have “received” the Spirit who has been given to them (Rom. 5:5; 8:15). The Spirit is “in” believers (see 1 Cor. 6:19) and has come to “dwell in” them (Rom. 8:9, 11; 1 Cor. 3:16). They possess the Spirit as “firstfruits” (Rom. 8:23) and as a “guarantee” (2 Cor. 1:22; 5:5) and are to “be filled with the Spirit” (Eph. 5:18). In terms of his activity, the Spirit is shown in Paul’s letters to mediate God’s presence, to impart life, to reveal truth, to foster holiness, to supply power, and to effect unity (see esp. Eph. 4:1–5). In the non-Pauline letters, the Holy Spirit is featured in three warning passages in the letter to the Hebrews.180 The author issues warnings not to disregard the witness borne by God through the Holy Spirit; not to disregard manifestations of the Holy Spirit as the people of Israel did in the wilderness during the exodus; and not to disregard the Son of God and the blood of the covenant, thus enraging the Spirit of grace (Heb. 2:4; 6:4; 10:29). The Spirit is also featured as the author of the sacred Old Testament writings through which God still speaks “today” (Heb. 3:7; 9:8; 10:15–16). Peter, in his first letter, highlights the Spirit’s role in sanctification (1 Pet. 1:2). He reminds his readers that they are blessed if and when they are persecuted, because the Spirit of God rests on them (1 Pet. 4:14). Peter also underscores the Spirit’s role in the ministry of Old Testament prophets and New Testament apostles (1 Pet. 1:10–12; 2 Pet. 1:21) and features the Spirit as an agent of Christ’s resurrection. John, in his first letter, speaks of believers having an “anointing from the Holy One,” namely the Holy Spirit (1 John 2:20, 27 NIV). John also, in all likelihood, identifies the Spirit as God’s “seed” and agent of regeneration (1 John 3:9); as one of three witnesses to Jesus together with Jesus’s baptism and crucifixion (1 John 5:6–8); and as the one who bears internal witness to believers (1 John 5:10).

      In Revelation, finally, the Spirit is associated with each of John’s four visions. The phrase “in the Spirit” is found at or near the beginning of each of these visions.181 The Spirit is also repeatedly featured in Revelation as the “seven spirits of God” (Rev. 1:4; 3:1; 4:5; 5:6), and the letters to the seven churches in chapters 2–3 contain the consistent refrain, “He who has an ear, let him hear what the Spirit says to the churches.” Finally, the Spirit is shown to be actively involved in the church’s witness and mission amid persecution, and at the end of the book of Revelation, the Spirit and the church both plead with Jesus to return soon (Rev. 22:17).

      To summarize, “From Genesis to Revelation, from creation to new creation, the Spirit of God is an active participant in the story of Scripture.”182 He mediates God’s presence, reveals truth, fosters holiness, effects unity, and is life-giving, life-empowering, and life-transforming. While closely aligned with God, the Spirit operates as a distinct person along the salvation-historical continuum. The Bible, in both Testaments, provides a fascinating and intriguing conglomerate of pieces that comprise the mosaic sketching the contours of a biblical theology of the Spirit. D. A. Carson has rightly said that the measure of any biblical-theological proposal is the way in which it deals with the question of the Bible’s unity and diversity.183 Regarding a biblical theology of the Spirit, one detects a measure of both unity and diversity, continuity and discontinuity. On the one hand, the same Spirit is operative throughout the full orbit and canvas of Scripture. On the other hand, the day of Pentecost marks a watershed with the outpouring of the Spirit on all believers. The New Testament writers provide a multifaceted portrayal of the roles and ministries of the Spirit. He regenerates, renews, transforms, guides, convicts, teaches, sovereignly distributes spiritual gifts, and fulfills many other vital functions in the life of the church and individual believers. He also sustains an intimate and integral relationship with God the Father and God the Son throughout salvation history past, present, and future.

      Both case studies have illustrated how to engage in biblical theology so as to discern the theology held by the biblical writers themselves. As mentioned, engaging in biblical theology requires careful listening to the text and an inductive approach that is primarily historical and descriptive. To flesh this out, we have looked at two examples of engaging in biblical theology: (1) studying the theology of a distinct group of writings in the Bible, the letters to Timothy and Titus; and (2) studying a particular theme throughout Scripture, namely, that of the Holy Spirit. Arguably, engaging in biblical theology has gotten us into closer touch with what the Bible teaches on these subjects. If we come to the Bible prepared to submit to its authority, even where this is countercultural, we will be challenged to make life changes to align our lives with God’s will for our lives (the ethical component). Rather than imposing our own views, and those of our culture, onto Scripture, we will be changed by the “living and active . . . word of God” (Heb. 4:12). Biblical theology, therefore, holds great promise as it enables us to move closer to Scripture and closer to God.

      1.2.4 The Storyline of Scripture

      While, in the present volume, we engage in a close, book-by-book study of each of the sixty-six books of the canon of Scripture with regard to their major themes and ethical emphases, in each case we also seek to locate each book within the overall storyline of Scripture. At the very outset, it will therefore be helpful to reflect briefly on the kind of writing we are dealing with and the kind of literature the Bible represents. In so doing, we will register several important observations that will guide our approach for the remainder of this volume. We will do so in the form of twelve affirmations that we will briefly explain and defend. What kind of document is the Bible?

      (1) The Bible is “the greatest story ever told.” It is unlike any other story. While there may be similarities between the Bible and, say, the corpus of a prolific writer such as William Shakespeare, there are also important differences as to its nature and message, as we will develop in the following affirmations.

      (2) The Bible is a true story. It is history. In German, the word Geschichte can mean both “story” and “history.” In English, the word “story” can convey the sense of a story being told that is not grounded in actual history. In both cases, confusion can easily result. While the Bible contains multiple genres, it is based on historical characters and events. It is not merely “realistic” or “history-like,” as Eric Auerbach, Hans Frei, and others contend.184 It is not contradicted by history, as many German—and British, American, and other—historical critics maintain.185 It tells the story of God’s historical creation, his historical dealings with the people of Israel, and God invading history through the historical virgin birth, crucifixion, burial, and resurrection of his Son, the Lord Jesus Christ. Thus, story and history must be kept together rather than being pitted against each other, or one being jettisoned in favor of the other.186

      (3) The Bible cannot be reduced to a series of propositions. The fact that the Bible is a story—a grand narrative—implies that it cannot simply be reduced to a set of declarations about who God is or what to believe. There is a surplus of meaning in telling and interpreting a story that must be kept intact and preserved. This is the great merit of various narrative and literary approaches to Scripture—even though, sadly, many such approaches are reductionistic and deny the historicity of the material.187

      (4) The Bible contains multiple genres. Each genre sets its own ground rules for interpretation. As Kevin Vanhoozer explains, even doctrines such as the inerrancy or inspiration of Scripture cannot be uniformly asserted across all genres but need to be formulated in keeping with specific genre categories in order to be accurate and meaningful.188 Likewise, the multiplicity of genres in Scripture poses great challenges—as well as opportunities—to the enterprise of biblical theology and calls for considerable nuance, interpretive skill, and hermeneutical sophistication.

      (5) The Bible is a canon, an authoritative collection of books. Each book has integrity and contains its own distinct discourse, yet the books are all interconnected by way of common themes and a common metanarrative (not to mention a common divine author). For this reason, out of respect for the integrity of each individual book of Scripture, and in the recognition that each book has its own distinctive contribution to make to the canon, we will initially engage in a book-by-book study, seeking to discern individual themes and characteristic ethical teachings before attempting to place a given book within the overall storyline of Scripture.

      (6) The Bible is inspired. It is revelation, divine self-disclosure—not merely a human word but the word of God.189 This is taught explicitly in Scripture.190 It is also implied in many statements in the New Testament by Jesus—e.g., “Scripture cannot be broken” (John 10:35)—and several of the New Testament writers.191 Thus, the author of Hebrews would cite a given Old Testament passage and introduce the quote by saying, “the Holy Spirit says” (Heb. 3:7; 10:15). Belief in the inspiration and revelatory character of Scripture instills in the interpreter a certain awe and reverence, as they are contrite and humble and tremble at God’s word (Isa. 66:2).

      (7) The Bible is authoritative. Scripture is not only inspired; it is also authoritative. It contains divine speech acts that call for human action (ethics).192 This requires a stance of obedient submission to God’s word. We come to the Bible not merely as scholars or students, seeking information or intending to increase our knowledge about its contents. We come to the Bible to find out what it is God wants us to do (James 1:22–25; cf. Matt. 7:21–29). “Speech act theory” helpfully points out that words are locutionary (they are utterances), illocutionary (they are intentional), and perlocutionary (they seek to effect results).193 They are not merely conveying information but are also calling the recipients to action. God gave us his word to call us to obedience—“the obedience of faith” (Rom. 1:5; 16:26).

      (8) The Bible is a love story. It tells the story of redemptive love—how “God so loved the world, that he gave his only Son” (John 3:16a). The story of the Messiah’s cross is a story about God’s perfect love. This, we believe, is at the heart of the metanarrative of Scripture. In fact, we will attempt to show that many biblical writers—Moses, John, Paul, Peter, not to mention Jesus himself—touch on the theme of love and espouse a love ethic that calls for love of God and love of people. Thus, love will emerge as being at the very heart of the biblical storyline and of biblical revelation about who God is, why he created humanity, and what he expects of his people.

      (9) The Bible is a story of salvation: “. . . that whoever believes in him should not perish but have eternal life” (John 3:16b). As mentioned in the previous point, God is not merely love; his is a love that will not let people go without going to extreme lengths in order to save them (though people are of course free to reject that love if they so choose). Thus, there is a redemptive thread that runs through the entire metanarrative of Scripture.

      (10) The Bible is a story with many twists and turns. It is a story with many characters—some major, some minor. Thus, the Bible reflects both diversity and unity. This is the weakness of a central-themes approach; while the effort to ground the biblical metanarrative in the unity of God and of Scripture is commendable, such a model insufficiently accounts for the “story” nature of Scripture—and the fact that, like every good story, the Bible covers many topics and features a plotline that is not always linear but includes many twists and turns. This calls for engaging reading, creative imagination, and hermeneutical, interpretive, and literary sophistication.

      (11) The Bible is the story of God calling out a people—the people of God. The Bible’s thrust is not merely individual but communal. It connects God’s call of Abraham with his calling out a people, the nation of Israel, and later the church, made up of believing Jews and Gentiles. This, too, has important thematic, ethical, and interpretive implications.194

      (12) The Bible is a dramatic story, a theo-drama, the story of a cosmic battle between God and Satan.195 The Bible teaches that God created both humans and angels, and that just as humanity rebelled against him, the highest angel (Satan) and many other angels (demons) rebelled against God as well. Thus, the backdrop of the entire biblical narrative is a supernatural battle between God and evil forces, which, in turn, seek to pull sinful humanity to their side and away from God. The mission of Jesus is therefore a spiritual rescue operation of sinful humanity, and Satan is the main antagonist of the scriptural theo-drama. This creates enormous suspense and drama throughout the biblical narrative, which comes to a head at the cross, and ultimately at the second coming. Yet there is little suspense about the final outcome: God wins! With this, we move from story to canon and the significance of the canonical forms of Scripture for biblical theology.

      1.3 The Significance of the Canonical Form(s) of Scripture for Biblical Theology

      There is currently a renaissance in the appreciation of the theological dimension of Scripture, and one aspect of this has been recent efforts at writing biblical theologies.196 Our present volume aims to serve as a further contribution to that venture. The Bible is an inherently theological book, for it claims to describe and explain God, his character, his ways, and his purposes, and on that basis a theological reading of the text is demanded by its contents. The Bible tells us what is important to know about God and how humans are to behave if God is who he is revealed to be. Believers read Scripture with the aim of understanding God’s nature, actions, and motivations and what this means for who they are and how they should live. In line with this agenda, the biblical canon is being treated with new theological seriousness as a sacred collection providentially preserved for the church for instruction in doctrine and ethics,197 and biblical book order is an obvious and important aspect of the canonical presentation of the biblical material.

      1.3.1 Biblical Book Order and Hermeneutics

      Before proceeding further, it is necessary to consider what status is to be given to the phenomenon of book order in the reading of the Bible. The sequential ordering of the books according to the contours of the historical canons (Hebrew and Greek) is a component of the paratext of Scripture. The term “paratext” refers to elements that are adjoined to the text but not part of the text per se.198 The scriptural paratext also includes book titles and the internal partitioning of books (e.g., paragraphing). The order of the biblical books is a paratextual phenomenon that cannot be put on the same level as the text itself, for it is a product of ancient readers of the text rather than of the biblical authors themselves. It is a post-authorial interpretive frame around the biblical text, generated by early readers as they sought to grapple with the meaning of the various Bible books and as a result placed them in what they deemed appropriate canonical settings as a hermeneutical guide to later users, on the principle that juxtaposed books are related in some way and illuminate each other. A prescribed order of books is a de facto interpretation of the text.199 For this reason, we must approach the issue of book order as part of the history of the interpretation of the Bible. A study of biblical book order uncovers an early stage in the reception history (Rezeptionsgeschichte) of Scripture, preserving for posterity the insights and convictions of ancient readers. In the present subsection, we will examine the positions assigned to the book of Ruth in the Hebrew and Greek canons as a test case, seeking to discover how the compilers of these canons viewed this book’s theological meanings, all with the aim of informing and enriching our own understanding and response to sacred Scripture.

      To reiterate the gist of the preceding paragraph, the ordering of the biblical books should not be put on the same level of authority as the text itself, for it is readers rather than authors who are responsible for the ordering.200 Authors generate the biblical text and are the makers of meaning—which is the case irrespective of the precise compositional history of a work (e.g., the possibility of multiple authors, editions, and stages of redaction)—whereas readers, by putting the books in a particular canonical order, provide a paratextual frame for the text, reflecting their understanding of the meaning of the text. The placing of books in a certain order is putting an external constraint on the text of Scripture, albeit an inescapable one when texts of diverse origin are collected into a literary corpus. That being the case, it is not possible to have a text without a paratext,201 yet their inseparability does not mean that they are indistinct in origin and function. Not all scholars accept that the distinction between text and paratext is quite as absolute as we are suggesting;202 however, we would insist that there is a clear demarcation between the two.203

      Since the Reformation, what might be viewed as a halfway house has prevailed with regard to the Bible commonly in use, so that the Hebrew text forms the basis for translations of the Old Testament in Protestant Bibles, but the ordering of the books is that of the Greek canonical tradition (transmitted via the Latin Vulgate). Strange to say, this is a not-unsatisfactory situation, for it has the benefit of reminding Christian readers of their debt to both canonical traditions and does not allow either tradition to have absolute precedence over the other.

      Some have claimed too much significance for a particular way of ordering the books (e.g., Georg Steins, Stephen Dempster). Others view the order of the biblical books as a mechanical phenomenon of little or no interpretive consequence (e.g., John Barton, John C. Poirier). Both extremes are to be avoided. Steins believes that Chronicles was written to be the last book in the Old Testament canon,204 so that placing it in any other position would be inappropriate; however, there is no evidence that the Chronicler wrote with any such intention.205 Nor should one particular order of canonical books—for example, the Hebrew order found in Baba Bathra—be used as the exclusive basis of an Old Testament theology, as Dempster does.206 According to John Barton, “It could in theory be the case that canonical listings preserve important hermeneutical principles. Collecting books together is potentially an interpretative process.”207 Barton, however, is quite skeptical as to whether this can be convincingly established as fact. Likewise, Poirier cites the ordering of the Pauline Epistles according to the decreasing size of the letters (resulting in Romans as the head book), seeing this as proving that the order conveys no meaning for the reader.208 However, the main target of Poirier’s critique is what he sees as Brevard Childs’s unfounded move from description (the empirical fact of book order) to prescription (mandating that a particular interpretation based on book order be binding on later readers).209 For our part, we do not assume or argue that this paratextual feature always has to be purposeful; however, where a book is placed within the canonical collection seldom if ever appears haphazard. Its position usually does seem to represent an interpretive evaluation of the book’s meaning and function by those responsible for placing the books in order. A more positive evaluation of the interpretive significance of book order is provided by Ched Spellman, who states, “Where an individual writing is positioned in relation to other writings in a collection (either materially or conceptually) has significant hermeneutical ramifications.”210

      We maintain that the divergent orders of the canonical books are not to be viewed as competing traditions but rather as complementary and mutually enriching perspectives on the meaning of Scripture that should be considered by contemporary readers who seek to discern the theological parameters of the biblical text.

      1.3.2 A Missing Factor in Recent Efforts at Theological Interpretation?

      Practitioners of the theological interpretation of Scripture, which has biblical theology as an essential first step and foundation, though not rejecting academic rigor and critical tools, view their task as primarily serving the church rather than the academy.211 According to Stephen Fowl, what is required for the reading of Scripture is “a complex interaction in which Christian convictions, practices, and concerns are brought to bear on scriptural interpretation in ways that both shape interpretation and are shaped by it.”212 In line with an interpretive approach that privileges the ecclesial context of biblical interpretation is the fact of the liturgical context of the use of ancient biblical manuscripts, whether in Israelite assemblies, synagogue worship, or early Christian gatherings.213 Given that usage, the resultant forms of the Old Testament canon—and the subsequent New Testament canon—are likely to reflect the reading habits of believing communities and fundamental theology as understood by these groups. It is plain that more than one reading community (communio lectorum) has been involved in the process of producing the canon in its different historic forms.214 Any biblical theology that ignores the resultant shape(s) of the canon is likely to be theologically lacking for its failure to take seriously the insights of these earlier readers.

      Roger Beckwith is one of a number of scholars who sees the threefold structure of the Old Testament canon reflected in the dominical post-resurrection saying recorded in Luke 24:44: “everything written about me in the Law of Moses and the Prophets and the Psalms must be fulfilled.”215 However, “Psalms” may be referring only to that specific book, so that Jesus is singling out the Psalter from other books in the broad category of prophecy only because it is a particularly important biblical witness to him. Seeing that the Old Testament Scriptures are usually designated by bipartite expressions such as “the Law and the Prophets” (e.g., Matt. 5:17),216 it is best to understand the wording in Luke 24:44 to mean “especially the Psalms.”217 In addition, the Qumran manuscript 11QPsa (column 27, line 11) provides evidence that the Psalms may have been included among the Prophets, since they were spoken by David “through prophecy” (cf. 4 Macc. 18:10–19; Acts 2:30).218 The reading of “Psalms” as a synecdoche for a third canonical division is, in fact, an improper retrojection of later evidence from the Talmud, which is a methodological flaw in Beckwith’s argumentation in general. The historian Josephus also lists the canonical books in three sections, but in his listing only the Pentateuch coincides with one of the sections of the typical tripartite arrangement of books in the Hebrew Bible (Contra Apionem 1.37–42). It is not convincing, therefore, to claim that Jesus read his Bible in this way and that we should read our Old Testament in this way as well.

      While the arrangement of the Old Testament into three sections may be ancient, the first conclusive evidence for a formal distinction between the Prophets and Writings is found in the Talmud, which records second-century traditions to that effect (Baba Bathra 14b).219 John Barton suggests that the rationale for the division is the practice of regularly reading from the Prophetic Books in the synagogue but not from the Writings.220 In other words, the arrangement of the biblical books as set out in the Talmud is liturgical and presumably reflects the theological commitments of ancient communities of Jewish believers. The Haftarot are the selections from the Prophets recited publicly in the synagogue on Sabbaths, festivals, and certain fast days after the set portion from the Torah (Parashah).221 For Jews, the canonical section Prophets covers the books of Joshua, Judges, Samuel, and Kings (Former Prophets), as well as what Christians consider Prophetic Books (Latter Prophets), namely Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel and the Twelve (= Minor Prophets), so that in the Hebrew Bible it is an eight-book canonical unit. What we are arguing is that the reading practices of ancient Jewish worshiping communities are enshrined in the sequencing and aggregations of the books of the Old Testament, which suggests that these literary arrangements may reflect the theological conviction of those communities.

      Earlier scholarship lightly dismissed the historical organization of the biblical books in favor of a rearranged “scholar’s canon,” for example, by extracting Deuteronomy from the Pentateuch and placing it with the books that follow, as in Martin Noth’s theory of the Deuteronomistic History.222 According to Noth’s theory, Deuteronomy 1–3 is an introduction to a literary work encompassing Deuteronomy–2 Kings. Despite the strong thematic ties between the books of Joshua and Deuteronomy,223 in all ancient canon lists and Bibles the canonical unit is a Pentateuch (the first five scrolls), not a Tetrateuch (four scrolls).224 Neither is it a Hexateuch (six scrolls), formed by combining the Pentateuch and the book of Joshua, such as is promoted by other scholars. Even though this would appear to be a natural unit, running from the exodus to the entrance into the land (as in Deut. 6:20–24; 26:5b–9),225 or moving from the patriarchs to land possession (as found in the speech of Josh. 24:2–13),226 ancient readers did not group the books in this way. In contrast to such reconfigurations of the biblical material, in its traditional location at the close of the Pentateuch, Deuteronomy is to be read as a sermonic recapitulation and application of the teaching of the Pentateuch to all future generations of Israelites.

      Another example is the critical handling of the Book of the Twelve, one instance being that Judean references by the northern prophet Hosea (e.g., 1:7, 11; 4:15; 5:5, 10, 12, 13, 14) are discounted as secondary. Christopher Seitz provides a brief history of scholarly work on the Minor Prophets, showing that there has been an increasing appreciation of the literary links between the twelve prophetic sections, so that the twelve prophets are to be read in light of each other.227 Hosean prophecy is mostly addressed to the northern kingdom, yet at times makes reference to the southern kingdom.228 Given the fact that the superscription at Hosea 1:1 mentions four southern kings by name (Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah), as well as Jeroboam II, king of Israel, it is no surprise to find a united-kingdom stance in the final form of the prophecy. What is more, in the superscription, Judean kings are listed before Israelite kings (as also in Amos 1:1),229 so that some relation of the contents of the prophecy of Hosea to the situation of Judah is assumed from the outset. This explanation is supported by the wider patterning of the Book of the Twelve, in which there is an alternation of prophets who ministered in Israel and Judah: Hosea (Israel), Joel (Judah), Amos (Israel), Obadiah (Judah), Jonah (Israel), and Micah (Judah).230 This schematic arrangement encourages a hermeneutic that reads the prophetic threats and promises as applying to both kingdoms and, even more widely, to God’s people generally, irrespective of time and place. Seitz himself tries to maintain a delicate balance between preserving the individuality of the twelve witnesses and appreciating the overall effect of the Twelve as a canonical corpus. As a sincere admirer of Childs, Seitz takes seriously the theological dimension of the historical process that led to the shape of the canon of the Old Testament as we know it.

      To give an example from the New Testament, in current study of Luke-Acts, this two-part Lucan corpus is viewed by most scholars as a natural unit for the purposes of elucidating the meaning and significance of the two books,231 and this methodology accords with the grammatico-historical orientation of many modern practitioners.232 Ancient practice cannot coerce the contemporary reading of Scripture, but nor should we ignore how earlier generations read and interpreted the Scriptures.233 The relevant point is that Luke is not put next to Acts in any extant ancient Greek manuscript,234 and the positions assigned to Luke reflect the view of early readers that the primary canonical conversation partners of Luke are the other three Gospels, not its companion volume, Acts. The alternative of conjoining Luke and Acts “as one unit in a mutually interpretive two-part treatise” was not taken up in antiquity,235 and their lack of physical contiguity in canonical arrangements can be read as a statement about the differing contexts in which each volume should be read.236 In contrast to the order customary in English Bibles, in all Greek textual witnesses Acts precedes the Catholic Letters, and these are treated as a fixed and coherent canonical unit (Praxapostolos).237 As Robert Wall observes, the manuscript tradition indicates that “Acts found its significance as the context for understanding the non-Pauline apostolic witness.”238 The settled pattern of conjoining Acts and the Catholic Epistles implies that Acts promotes non-Pauline forms of Christianity, whereas contemporary scholarship has used Acts for other purposes (e.g., the relation of its portrait of Paul to what can be gleaned about the apostle from his epistles).

      A final example of how modern scholarship has tended to ignore the canonical positions assigned to biblical books is its treatment of Ruth. The book of Ruth is put after Judges in the Greek tradition, after Proverbs in the Hebrew Masoretic tradition, and before the Psalter in the Talmudic tradition. Modern scholarship routinely assigns Ruth a postexilic date of composition and views it as a polemic against the ban on interracial marriages. Ezra and Nehemiah insisted that those Israelites who had married foreign wives must divorce them (Ezra 10; Neh. 13:23–27). In this reconstructed context, Ruth is read as resisting their exclusivist stance.239 In fact, although muted, a hint of a more inclusive outlook may be detected in the mention in Ezra-Nehemiah of foreigners participating in the Passover.240 An inclusive outlook may also be detected in the community pledge to follow the Torah (Neh. 10:28), for those making the pledge included “all who have separated themselves from the peoples of the lands to the law of God.”241 Also, the book of Ruth fails to address the specific concerns of the early Restoration period, for example the issue of children speaking the foreign language of their mother (Neh. 13:23–24) and what to do with foreign wives who are not like Ruth. Ruth the Moabitess is portrayed as adopting worship of the God of Israel (1:16–17; 2:12), and so it is hardly the case that the story of Ruth “provides an alternative or a solution to the problems that Ezra-Nehemiah seeks to address.”242 Daniel Hawk views the book of Ruth as recording dissent to the Ezra-Nehemiah reforms; however, the reforms did not oppose marriage to foreign women like Ruth, namely, women who had left their foreign gods behind and embraced the Israelite faith.243 Hawk, like many others, fails to note the references to the acceptance of proselytes in Ezra 6 and Nehemiah 10. Put simply, the books Ruth and Ezra-Nehemiah are about different things, as might have been suspected if their canonical placements had been considered by scholars when attempting to interpret them. Therefore, taking seriously the canonical position(s) of the book of Ruth potentially facilitates the reader’s discovery of the biblical-theological dimensions of its story.

      Downplaying canonical arrangements is only one manifestation of a larger intellectual movement in the wake of the Enlightenment.244 By contrast, the exercise of theological interpretation includes, or should include, taking seriously the form of the biblical canon—including the ordering and juxtapositioning of books—bequeathed by earlier generations of believers.245 We are not saying that book order has been entirely ignored by those seeking to provide theological readings of the Bible, for scholars such as Brevard Childs, Christopher Seitz, Francis Watson, and Markus Bockmuehl have made notable contributions to this area,246 but they are in the minority.

      1.3.3 How Theological Is Biblical Book Order?

      To demonstrate the potential of considering biblical book order, we will explore some of the theological implications of the canonical orders settled upon by different communities of faith, with a focus on the book of Ruth. It is not our aim to justify or promote a particular order of Old Testament books (Hebrew versus Greek canons) as the exclusive basis for study and thinking on the theology of the biblical text. It is not necessary to decide upon one order of books, favoring it to the exclusion of other orders, seeing that each order in its own way may be valid and useful to the present-day reader.

      The differing positions assigned to Ruth in Hebrew and Greek canons suggest alternative ways of viewing its content.247 It is found after Judges among books classified as Histories in the Greek Old Testament, for it tells the story of God’s providential care of the family that produced David, and the books of Samuel that follow plot the rise of David to the throne.248 God’s direct involvement is stated by the narrator only once (enabling Ruth to conceive; 4:13), but God is repeatedly referred to by characters within the story.249 In line with this, the rise of David to the throne in the books of Samuel is shown to be providential.250 Ruth 1:1 locates the action of the book in the period of the judges, and the Ruth narrative forms a sharp contrast with the story of the Levite from Bethlehem (Judg. 17:8–9) and that of the Levite’s concubine who comes from Bethlehem (19:1–2). Judges 21 concerns the drastic measures taken to secure wives for an Israelite tribe (Benjamin) threatened with extinction (Judg. 21:6), and the book of Ruth depicts God’s providence in preserving the Bethlehemite family of Naomi that eventually produces the great King David (Ruth 4:5, 10, 18–22). In what amounts to a record of the historical background of the Davidic house, the author shows that the workings of divine providence on behalf of David began during the lives of his ancestors, giving hope for the future of the Davidic house, a family line that will eventually produce the Messiah. The propriety of a salvation-historical reading of the book of Ruth is confirmed for the Christian reader by the inclusion of the heroine Ruth in the genealogy of Jesus (Matt. 1:5).

      The book of Ruth appears to be read from a wisdom perspective in the Hebrew Bible, in which it is found immediately after the portrait of the “woman of worth” (’ēšet-ḥayil) in Proverbs 31.251 The phrase “woman of worth” occurs only once elsewhere in the Old Testament, namely Proverbs 12:4 (“A good wife is the crown of her husband”). The description in Proverbs 31:31 fits the woman Ruth (“her deeds will praise her in the gates”), for in Ruth 3:11, Boaz, in praising Ruth, says, “all my fellow townsmen [lit., ‘all the gate of my people’] know that you are a woman of worth (’ēšet-ḥayil)” (our translations), and the people at the gate and the elders who meet there are recorded as praising Ruth (4:11–12). The canonical placement next to Proverbs suggests that Ruth the Moabitess is to be viewed as a real-life example of the piety taught in Proverbs and embodied in the exemplary woman of Proverbs 31. The book of Ruth is not usually thought of as a wisdom work, and certainly none of the dramatis personae (characters in the narrative) are identified as “wise”; also, the story makes no use of what may be said to be exclusively wisdom terms. On the other hand, the narrative provides in the person of Ruth an ethical paradigm,252 namely a pattern of behavior worthy of emulation by readers.253

      In the listing of books in Baba Bathra, Ruth precedes the Psalter and can be read as a prehistory of David the chief psalmist, who is shown in Psalms to be one who “takes refuge” (root ḥsh) in God just as did his ancestor (e.g., Pss. 2:12; 7:1; 11:1; 16:1).254 This suggests that the heroine Ruth is being viewed by the ancient readers responsible for this canonical order as an embodiment of the implied ethic of the Psalter, in which David turns to God in times of distress.255 The conjoining of Ruth and the Psalter helps to bring to light the thematic links between the two books that include the key terms “refuge,” “wings,” and “kindness.” This way of ordering the books highlights the connection of Ruth with David the psalmist, and Ruth personifies the implied ethic of total reliance on God as taught in the Psalter. Just as Ruth embodies and experiences God’s “kindness” (ḥesed),256 so also David praises God as the one who “shows [kindness] to his anointed, to David and his offspring forever” (Ps. 18:50). In Ruth 2:12, Boaz evokes the image of the protecting “wings” (kānāp) of YHWH, the God of Israel, a metaphor that apparently is in no need of explanation or elaboration, with its meaning immediately understood, and indeed this motif is found a number of times in the Psalter.257 In this way, the ancestor of the chief psalmist anticipates the piety of David, who calls on God to defend and help him in his troubles.258 The noted thematic links present Ruth the Moabitess as a model of the piety of the Psalter.

      The different canonical orders—Ruth after Judges, Ruth after Proverbs 31, and Ruth preceding the Psalter—each have a logic, and arguably no one order of books is superior to the other two. There is more than one possible principle of organization for the ordering of the Old Testament books, and it is left to the reader to surmise what rationale is at work. We should not attempt to force all the books of the Bible into exactly the same theological mold, for it is to be expected that they will have different emphases and interests, seeing that they address disparate times and situations, though, as component parts of the biblical canon, their compatibility is assumed, even as their (measure of) variety is to be celebrated and exploited to speak to the multitude of circumstances in which God’s people find themselves.

      Ancient readers placed Ruth among Historical Books in the Greek canonical tradition and put it alongside Proverbs 31 in the Hebrew canon. These alternate placements suggest the compatibility of the wisdom ideal (exemplified in the figure of Ruth) and the salvation-historical focus of the narrative book of Ruth (given the David linkage). Certainly, there is no evidence that these are irreconcilable ways of interpreting the canonical book. This affirms the essential relation between ethics and biblical theology, and the theological appreciation of Scripture includes an exploration of the ethical implications of Old Testament narratives as a resource for Christian formation.259 Indeed, properly understood, the study of ethics comes under the umbrella of theology.

      The canon of Scripture fosters the interaction of the texts within the bounds of the canon, and this dynamic was reinforced when later readers placed particular books side by side as canonical conversation partners (e.g., Ruth and Psalms). Reading a biblical book in relation to other biblical books both narrows its range of possible meanings and opens up new interpretative options as the contents of one canonical text throws light on the contents of another. The significance for theology of the relationship between narrative and poetry is affirmed by the placing of Ruth and Psalms next to each other, one lesson being the compatibility of the history of God’s dealings with his people (the story of Ruth) and theology (expressed in the lament, doxology, and prayers of the Psalter). Indeed, a consideration of the acts of God on behalf of his people is what generates theology—an understanding of God’s character, ways, and purposes—and leads to adoration and worship. The Ruth-Psalter collation also shows that beliefs about God enshrined in the pious expressions of the Psalter are not arbitrary but can be viewed as valid conclusions drawn from Israel’s historical experience of God’s “kindness” (e.g., as epitomized in the story of Ruth). Having established that biblical book order has theological implications, we will now turn to addressing the relationship between biblical theology and ethics.

      1.4 Biblical Theology and Ethics

      “All Scripture,” writes Paul, is useful for teaching Christians (2 Tim. 3:16). The reference, in context, is to the Old Testament, though the text applies, of course, derivatively, to the New Testament corpus of writings of which 2 Timothy is now a component. The Old Testament contains ethical teaching that the New Testament simply assumes and does not necessarily bother to repeat. Indeed, Paul states that the Old Testament is essential for the moral equipping of the believer.260 It is plain by the expressions used alongside the word “teaching” in this text—“reproof,” “correction,” “training in righteousness”—that Paul primarily has in mind the use of the Old Testament as a moral resource for the believer.261 It is right to distinguish between theology (what we know about God and his ways) and ethics (how humans are to behave as a result), but these two aspects of biblical revelation should not be separated. It is for this reason—conforming to what the Bible says about itself—that the present volume explores both biblical-theological themes and ethical teachings on display in the storyline of Scripture.

      1.4.1 The Relation of Biblical Theology to Ethics

      In applying the Old Testament to Christian living, we are not only to think of the Ten Words (Ex. 20:1–17; Deut. 5:1–21), which the New Testament clearly takes up and endorses (Matt. 19:18–19; Rom. 13:8–10; 1 Tim. 1:8–11)—with the exception of the Sabbath command (though it may indeed endorse the general principle of rest)—or even of the instructional sections of the Old Testament more widely (e.g., Ex. 20–23; Deut. 5–26). Wisdom literature (e.g., Proverbs) is another source of moral instruction upon which Jesus and the authors of the New Testament draw in such portions as the Sermon on the Mount (Matt. 5–7), Romans 12, Ephesians 4, and the epistle of James. The social conscience of the prophets (e.g., Amos 2:6–7; 4:1; 8:4–6) has been a source of guidance and rebuke to the church down through the centuries. The ethical application of Old Testament narratives also has dominical sanction (e.g., Matt. 12:41–42; Mark 2:25–26). What is more, the importance of the Old Testament story for Paul’s theology and ethics can be readily demonstrated.262 As noted by Richard Hays, in Romans 4 Paul sees Abraham as an example of faith for all believers, with the principles of faith and works on display in the story of Abraham applying to the behavior of God’s people before and after Christ’s coming. The apostle assumes that his Roman and Corinthian readers are well versed in the Old Testament, including its stories, and that they recognize their authority and relevance.263 The other New Testament writers expect similar things of their readers. For example, the author of Hebrews makes use of the story of the rebellion of the Israelites under the leadership of Moses (Heb. 3:7–19); James finds examples of good works in the lives of Abraham and Rahab (James 2:21–25) and cites the prophets and Job as exemplars of steadfastness in the face of suffering (5:10–11) and Elijah of persevering prayer (5:17). The same principles apply to the ethical use of the narrative portions of the New Testament. For example, Robert Tannehill argues cogently that the book of Acts gives ethical guidance by narrating scenes in which persons are models of good—or bad—behavior, and he focuses on the ethics of witness, leadership, the mission and governing authorities, and possessions.264

      There are a number of common difficulties that need to be acknowledged and addressed if the ethics of the Old Testament is to have its proper place in molding Christian attitudes and behavior. First, it is not necessarily the case that the Old Testament presents a lesser ethical demand than does the New Testament, though there are instances where this is the case.265 For example, the six antitheses of Matthew 5:21–48 (“You have heard that it was said, . . . But I say to you . . .”), properly interpreted, are not contradicting or correcting the Old Testament itself but the distortion of its injunctions as practiced and taught by the scribes and Pharisees (cf. Matt. 5:17–20). In addition, the two great commandments—love of God and of neighbor—drawn from Deuteronomy 6:5 and Leviticus 19:18 sum up not only the ethics of the Old Testament (Matt. 22:36–40) but that of the New Testament as well.266

      Second, there is the fear that use of the Old Testament for ethical instruction may lead to legalism, that is, an ethic separated from its gospel basis. This appears to be the target of Graeme Goldsworthy’s book, Preaching the Whole Bible as Christian Scripture, where he warns of the danger of reverting to Old Testament character studies.267 What he fears most is legalism, and the biblical theology method he advocates is seen as the antidote. However, there is no legalism in the Old Testament itself, as the preface to (and so the context of) the Ten Words serves to show (Ex. 20:2), for the presupposition behind the (mostly) prohibitions is the exodus deliverance, so that the Ten Words are meant to be understood as outlining how saved people are to behave.268 Also to be considered is the non-mention of the keeping of many of the Old Testament legal stipulations in the Old Testament period, such as circumcision (Josh. 5:2–7) and Passover (2 Chron. 30:26); and little is said about the Sabbath until the time of the prophets. The Old Testament does not portray the punctilious performance of the details of the law of Moses. For this reason, it is fallacious to read the Old Testament through the eyes of the Pharisees, who, as Christ said, knew “neither the Scriptures nor the power of God” (Matt. 22:29). In other words, the ethics of the Old Testament, like that of the New, has a gospel dynamic and motivation, though it is of course also true, as Paul writes in Romans, that we are no longer under law but under grace (Rom. 6:14).

      Third, many wonder whether the ethics of the Old Testament is useful, after the many centuries that have elapsed, or whether it is even appropriate to make application from the stories and teaching of the Old Testament after the provision of the New Testament. Often, however, the stories encourage “global virtues” that are easily transferable to the present, such as faith, hospitality, modesty, prayerfulness, perseverance; or they warn against stereotypical sins such as sexual immorality, greed, and idolatry.269 What is more, behind the plethora of instructions provided in the Pentateuch and the Wisdom Books are certain basic moral principles that have no use-by-a-certain-date label (e.g., the fear of God: Deut. 6:2; Prov. 1:7). In addition, the new creation is not yet complete, and believers have been taught to pray, “Your kingdom come,” and so Christians still live in a world where sin, selfishness, and violence are endemic, and not dissimilar moral choices face every generation of believers.

      Fourth, the supposed “moral difficulties” attached to the extermination of the Canaanites, the breakup of families by Ezra and Nehemiah, and the curses on enemies found in the Psalms are seen by some as proof that the Old Testament is sub-Christian; however, the answer of John Bright is apposite: “I find it most interesting and not a little odd that although the Old Testament on occasion offends our Christian feelings, it did not apparently offend Christ’s ‘Christian feelings’!”270

      There is less controversy about using the warnings and injunctions of the New Testament as a moral guide to Christian living, though that does not mean that expositors and commentators have always been careful to demonstrate the essential connection between the doctrine and ethics of the New Testament writings, the first being the ground of the second. For example, the Sermon on the Mount has often been lifted from the Gospel of Matthew that has as its climax the death and resurrection of Jesus, with the result that its ethic is turned into a “social gospel” rather than viewed as an essential part of our submission to the risen Christ who claims the obedience of the nations.271

      Likewise, effort is not always made to coordinate the contents of the two parts (doctrinal and ethical) of a number of Pauline letters. As noted by Ian K. Smith,272 most scholarly attempts at defining the nature of the aberrant philosophy in the letter to the Colossians deal only with chapters 1–2, focusing primarily on 2:8–23. Smith shows that the paraenesis (exhortation) of the letter relates directly to the challenge represented by the heresy. A chapter division at 3:1 at first appears inappropriate in that 3:1–4 (“If then you have been raised with Christ, . . .”) matches and is the inverse of 2:20–23 (“If with Christ you died . . .”), but there is now no mention of the false teaching of the heretics, though 3:1 and the following verses presumably still have the heresy in view, even if this is less obvious.273 Colossians 3:1–4 is, in fact, a bridge section, marking the transition to the hortatory unit of the letter, and Paul’s ethic in chapters 3 and 4 develops out of the preceding doctrine enunciated by him.

      1.4.2 Discerning the Ethical Import of Narrative and Poetry

      Another problem is the difficulty in trying to find ethical models—positive and negative—in Old Testament narrative, seeing that it is reductionistic to think in terms of heroes and villains.274 The complexity of the David of the books of Samuel (esp. in 2 Sam. 10–20) does not allow such easy categorization, though he is not the same David in Kings, in which he sets the moral standard of Yahwistic orthodoxy in worship for subsequent kings.275 Naomi is not necessarily the nice character that readers would like her to be,276 though Ruth appears uniformly noble.277 Jonah is not a false prophet, only a very bad one, such that the reader has a love-hate relationship with him. The list could go on. There is the danger of Protestant exegesis setting up new “images of the saints” to replace the plaster ones destroyed. To preach moralistic sermons from biblical texts is to pay insufficient attention to the ambiguity of its characters, so that sometimes we do not know whether to praise or blame them.278 While our sermons should provide moral application, crude moralizing is to be avoided.

      The biblical narrators seldom preach, and in their committed non-didacticism they neither approve nor disapprove of the conduct of their characters. The reader is not always meant to supply this lack, and it is easy to make wrong judgments.279 Close attention to the text will prevent the reader from falling into such an error. The Old Testament does not provide Jesus-like models, i.e., “What would Jacob do?”; we had best do the exact opposite! The advice of Gordon Wenham when using Old Testament narrative for ethical guidance is that readers try to work out the views of the implied author and his message for the implied readers that are encoded in various narratival features.280 The Old Testament author gives clues, whether by putting an ethical judgment in the mouth of a character (e.g., 2 Sam. 13:13: “you would be as one of the wanton fools in Israel” [RSV]); by the way an act is described (e.g., Gen. 16:6: “Sarai ill-treated her” [our translation]); by a (rare) moral comment by the narrator (e.g., 2 Sam. 11:27: “But the thing that David had done displeased the Lord”); by the reaction of other characters to an action (e.g., 2 Sam. 13:22); by the detrimental consequences of an action (e.g., Gen. 16:4); or by the same trait being shown in a series of scenes (e.g., the positive attitude of the patriarchs to foreigners). We will use such tools in seeking to explore the ethical import of the various biblical books.

      The connection of the Psalter with cultic worship cannot be denied,281 given the liturgical directions in many of the psalm titles,282 but its canonical presentation shows that its prime use is for continual meditation on the divine instruction contained in the five books of the Psalter (1:2),283 on analogy with pious use of the “Five Books” of Moses (cf. Josh. 1:8). As noted by Wenham, features that would help to mold the attitude and behavior of the user of the Psalter include: the blessings that approve a particular way of life (e.g., Pss. 1:1; 2:12; 84:12); the presence of first-person expressions (e.g., Ps. 34:1), leading the user to identify with the sentiment expressed; the depictions of the wicked and their fate in a way that makes their behavior look unattractive; and the way in which the recitation of the psalms involves active assent to their ethical sentiments (e.g., Ps. 7:8–9), so that it is close to taking an oath (Ps. 119:106).284 In other words, the poetry of the Psalter is not just a vehicle for the verbalization of heartfelt thoughts and feelings to God; its effusion of religious sentiments also provides instruction for God’s people as to what they should be feeling, what they should be doing, and what they should be saying in prayer.

      1.5 An Analogy: Biblical Theology as a Moderated Family Conversation

      We close this introductory chapter with an analogy: biblical theology as a moderated family conversation. The approach taken in this volume is based on the conviction that all sixty-six books of the Bible have a voice that deserves to be heard. A book-by-book approach is predicated upon respect for all biblical voices, no matter how insignificant they may seem in relation to the grand metanarrative of Scripture. Think of biblical theology, then, as a moderated family conversation. In a family, too, there are parents, and there are older children who might tend to be given more weight than younger children who might at times have a hard time being heard. The persons moderating the discussion should ensure that everyone’s voice is heard and every person’s right to speak is respected. In this analogy, the moderators are the biblical theologians, and the various family members are the writers of Scripture and the individual books they wrote. The moderators seek to involve each of these writers and books in canonical conversation as appropriate.

      The moderators’ role is primarily that of listening to the various contributions made by the participants in the family conversation, in keeping with Adolf Schlatter’s call for a listening “hermeneutic of perception” that focuses on “seeing what is there.”285 They are also concerned, with Kevin Vanhoozer, that the ethical rights of the biblical authors are respected.286 The moderators (i.e., the biblical theologians; in our case the present authors) will at times summarize the findings thus far. They will draw certain connections, point out commonalities, weave various individual contributions into larger themes, and connect them to the grand biblical metanarrative. But they will do so, not heavy-handedly, or even autocratically, but humbly, in full submission to biblical authority and a commitment to the diversity of Scripture in the context of its underlying unity. Others have used the picture of a roundtable discussion (Caird), a symphony (with the vital role of the conductor),287 or that of a play or theater performance (with the vital role of a dramaturge; Vanhoozer).288 What all these metaphors have in common is that in each case, (biblical) theologians are in the role of facilitators who help to bring out the truth and beauty of the Scriptures with skill and humility.

      As with a good family discussion, at the end of this book our goal will be that every biblical author will walk away, so to speak, with the feeling that they have been heard and accurately represented and appreciated. In such a scenario, there will be family unity amid diversity of individual contributions. There will also be a sense that the whole is greater than its parts, and that it is only in diversity that the full-bodied truth of scriptural revelation can be adequately expressed. There will hopefully also be a sense that, when we walk away from this canonical conversation, the work has only just begun. Just like when our cars pull out of the parking lot after the church service and we see the familiar sign, “You are now entering your mission field,” the individual, communal, and missional ethic of the Scriptures will urge us on to be doers of the word and not hearers only. Above all, we will sense God’s call to love him and serve him unconditionally, and to love others the way Christ loved us. With these foundational considerations in place, we invite you to join us as active listeners around the table as we engage in canonical family conversation.
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      The Old Testament Framework

      2.1 The Tripartite Structure of the Hebrew Canon

      Where a biblical book is placed relative to other books in the canon influences a reader’s view of the book as to what to expect and what the book may be about.1 In this chapter, we will consider some of the implications of the canonical orders settled upon by different communities of faith and discern how book order feeds into biblical theology.2 The aim is not to justify or promote a particular order of books, for the Hebrew and Greek orders may both contain valuable insights. The ordering of books can be classified according to a number of principles (e.g., their size, storyline thread, or similar themes). These principles need not be mutually exclusive, for there may be more than one possible principle reflected in a particular order. In the case of the Bible, it is left to the reader to surmise what rationale is at work in the ordering of the books and the literary blocks that make up the larger whole. It is not necessary to know or decide how deliberative the process of ordering was, for the focus of this study is the effect of the order on the reader. It is not our aim to second-guess what was in the mind of those responsible for the ordering of the biblical books. On the other hand, consciously or unconsciously, the reader’s evaluation of a book is affected by “the company it keeps” in the library of Scripture. The arrangement of the books that make up the Old Testament varies between the Jewish and Christian communities who share it as Scripture. In this chapter, we will look at the Hebrew canon (adopted by the Jews), and in the next chapter we will examine the Greek canon (preserved by the Christian Church). Both canons basically have the same books but not the same order in which books are placed. When required, we will take into consideration the Apocrypha but will not discuss the related but separate issue of why some books were included in the canon and others were left out. The typical order of books in the Hebrew Bible is as follows:

      Torah

      Genesis

      Exodus

      Leviticus

      Numbers

      Deuteronomy

      Prophets

      Former Prophets

      Joshua

      Judges

      Samuel

      Kings

      Latter Prophets

      Isaiah

      Jeremiah

      Ezekiel

      The Twelve (= Minor Prophets)

      Writings

      Psalms

      Job

      Proverbs

      Ruth

      Song of Songs

      Ecclesiastes

      Lamentations

      Esther

      Daniel

      Ezra-Nehemiah

      Chronicles

      Thus the Hebrew Bible was given a tripartite structure (Tanak). Tanak is an acronym for the Torah (= Law), Nevi’im (= Prophets), and Ketuvim (= Writings), with helping vowels, these being the three canonical sections of the Hebrew Scriptures.3 The first part (Torah) describes the making of a covenant between God and Israel. The second part (Prophets) offers instructions and warnings regarding Israel’s violation of provisions of the covenant. Putting books that Christians usually view as “Histories” (e.g., Samuel and Kings) in the same section as prophetic anthologies (Isaiah; Jeremiah; etc.) tends to make all these books prophetic in orientation; that is, they offer a critique of the behavior of God’s people according to divinely instituted standards (see 1 Sam. 12; 2 Kings 17). The placement of Joshua–Judges–Samuel–Kings after the Torah suggests an understanding of these four books as illustrating and applying the teaching of the Pentateuch; so too, the prophets whose oracles are recorded in the Latter Prophets are viewed as preachers of the law. This understanding of the books is supported by a cluster of references to God’s law at the beginning and end of the Former Prophets (e.g., Josh. 1:8; 8:31, 32, 34; 2 Kings 22:8, 11; 23:24, 25). Likewise, the Latter Prophets start and close with references to the law (Isa. 1:10; Mal. 4:4). The third part (Writings) provides prudential wisdom for typical situations of life. The Writings, however, do not simply include wisdom texts (e.g., Job, Proverbs) but also what look like historical works (Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles). The tone of Chronicles differs from Kings by virtue of its tendency to extract a moral lesson from historical events (e.g., 2 Chron. 15:1–7; 16:7–9, 12).4 It is perhaps possible, then, to view Chronicles as a wisdom book of sorts.5 There is, as well, the wisdom theme of Daniel (e.g., Dan. 1:4, 17, 20; 11:33, 35) and the exemplary behavior of the Jewish heroes in the “tales from the Diaspora” in Daniel 1–6 and Esther.6 Features like this lead Brevard Childs to suggest that the whole of the Writings have been “sapientalized.”7

      2.1.1 The Torah

      The placement of the Torah first in the Hebrew canon does not need to imply that the whole of the Old Testament is turned into ethical instruction (and no more), for the Pentateuch has the same primary position in the Christian Bible.8 The Pentateuch could hardly be put in any other position, for it recounts the origins of the world and of Israel, and by so doing provides a background for all that follows. Many of the key biblical-theological themes of the Bible receive an initial airing in the Pentateuch. Moreover, the five books could not be put in any other order than they are in, given the storyline that connects them, so that historical sequence explains the ordering of the five books.

      Genesis can be conceived of as the introduction to the story of Israel proper, which begins in Exodus. It is a family history of the forefathers (Abraham, Isaac, etc.), but the emphasis on progeny prepares the reader for the great nation that the family has become by the start of Exodus (Ex. 1:7). The Sinai events are preceded and succeeded by an account of the wilderness wanderings, which lead the people from Egypt to Sinai and then from Sinai to the edge of the promised land (Ex. 15–18; Num. 10–21), and this places Leviticus and its theology of holiness at the heart of the Pentateuch. The books Leviticus and Numbers form a pair, for Numbers does physically what Leviticus does theologically; namely, it forges a link between Sinai and the holy land, for the people travel from the holy mountain to the border of the land. In Numbers, the old generation who experienced the exodus and the Sinai encounter with God (chs. 1–25) is replaced by a new generation in the desert forty years later (chs. 26–36).

      Deuteronomy picks up and makes substantial homiletical use of the idea of the linkages between successive generations. Deuteronomy is set off sharply from the preceding books by its style, which is that of a series of speeches or sermons by Moses to Israel (Deut. 1:1). It homiletically recapitulates the divine instructions received at Sinai in preparation for entering the promised land. Deuteronomy’s position at the close of the Torah gives a lively interpretation of the law. The law’s continuing relevance is stressed (e.g., Deut. 5:2–3: “[The Lord God made a covenant] with us, all of us, here, alive, this day” [a literal rendering of the original]), for Moses addresses the second generation of Israelites as if they saw what their fathers did at Horeb some forty years earlier. Another example of the Deuteronomic merging of the generations is 29:14–15, where future generations are thought of as participants in the covenant on an equal footing with the contemporary generation addressed by Moses (“Nor is it with you only that I make this sworn covenant, but with him who is not here with us this day as well as with him who stands here with us this day before the Lord our God” [our translation]). In effect, all future generations are addressed by Moses. On that basis, Deuteronomy is the link between the Torah and the rest of the Old Testament, not simply with Joshua–Kings, and so, for example, the prophecy of Malachi makes extensive use of Deuteronomy.9

      2.1.2 The Prophets

      The four books of the Former Prophets (Joshua; Judges; Samuel; Kings) precede and match in number the four books of the Latter Prophets (Isaiah; Jeremiah; Ezekiel; and the Book of the Twelve [= Minor Prophets]).10 The Masoretic Text (MT) follows a generally chronological scheme, namely Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel, with the catch-all collection of Twelve Prophets at the end. Certainly, the ministries of Haggai, Zechariah, and Malachi in the Persian period are to be dated later than those of the other prophets. There are other orders attested for the Latter Prophets, notably that found in a tradition preserved in the Babylonian Talmud tractate Baba Bathra (14b), which reads,

      Our rabbis taught that the order of the prophets is Joshua and Judges, Samuel and Kings, Jeremiah and Ezekiel, Isaiah and the Twelve. . . . The order of the Writings is Ruth and the Book of Psalms and Job and Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs and Lamentations, Daniel and the Scroll of Esther, Ezra[-Nehemiah] and Chronicles. (our translation)

      It is a baraita (a quotation of earlier rabbinic sources) originating in the Tannaic period (pre–AD 200).11 The sequence in Baba Bathra 14b may be in order of decreasing length, a common mode of ordering in the biblical canon,12 or else it reflects an alternate method of computing chronological order,13 noting that the latter part of the scroll of Isaiah foresees certain postexilic developments (mentioning Cyrus) and Haggai–Zechariah–Malachi concern events that post-date Jeremiah and Ezekiel.14 The placing of these mostly prophetic anthologies (Jonah being the exception) side by side does not ignore, therefore, the historic settings of the ministries of the prophets, yet it also brings to the fore the relation of the prophets with each other, suggesting that the message of each prophet should be read in the context of the Latter Prophets as a canonical corpus, such that their mutual interaction is vital for biblical theology.

      An important feature of the Baba Bathra listing is the pairing of books using a conjunctive waw.15 The Baba Bathra pairing of books (e.g., Joshua and Judges) is attested in the earliest printed versions of the Talmud from the Soncino-Pesaro edition of the 1510s onwards, but the waw is absent in all the medieval manuscripts, which leads to the conclusion that this is an editorial (and interpretive) insertion into the Talmudic text, and thus, it is not represented in recent English editions of the Talmud.16 Irrespective of this, the books do seem to be placed in pairs, which could be justified in the following terms: Joshua and Judges concern the conquest and its aftermath, with repeated notice of the death of the hero Joshua (Josh. 24:29–31; Judg. 1:1; 2:6–10). The connection of Samuel and Kings need hardly be argued, since their linkage in the Greek Bible as Kingdoms 1–4 shows that many ancient readers saw their obvious relation one with the other as a history of kingship from its rise to its demise. The books Jeremiah and Ezekiel belong together as collections of oracles from contemporary prophets. The relation between Isaiah and the Twelve may be due to the similarity of their superscriptions (Isa. 1:1; Hos. 1:1), both of which have “in the days of Uzziah, Jotham, Ahaz, and Hezekiah, kings of Judah,”17 and some of the earlier and the larger sections of the Twelve (Hosea; Amos; Micah) are other eighth-century prophets. Also relevant is the fact that both books near their end depict the prospect of universal pilgrimage to Zion (Isa. 66:23; Zech. 14:16). A further link between Isaiah and the Twelve is the synoptic passages about “the mountain of the house of the Lord” in Isaiah 2:2–4 and Micah 4:1–3. In addition, like the Book of the Twelve, the scroll of Isaiah begins with prophecies set in the era of Assyrian ascendancy (Isa. 1–39) and ends with material about a projected restoration of the nation in the Persian period (Isa. 40–66 mentioning Cyrus).

      2.1.2.1 The Former Prophets

      With regard to the paratextual phenomenon of the order of the four books of the Former Prophets as self-standing literary blocks, their arrangement according to storyline thread does not mean that this way of sequencing the biblical material is natural or neutral. Their enjambment affects the interpretation of the individual books. For example, with Judges following Joshua, the period of the judges is made to appear even darker than it might otherwise be (Judg. 2:10), given the contrast with the obedient generation of Joshua’s day. The refrain in the final chapters of Judges (“In those days there was no king . . .”) is often viewed as recommending kingship as a way of overcoming the inadequacies of the period (17:6; 18:1; 19:1; 21:25).18 It is not, however, that simple, for the books that follow Judges show that most of the kings were unfaithful, such that Gideon’s adverse reaction to the suggestion that he rule over Israel is shown to be justified (8:22–23). And with the book of Samuel following Judges, an absolute rejection of human kingship in Israel is also not possible, though that is the first reaction of Samuel the judge (1 Sam. 8). David is not idealized in Samuel (esp. 2 Sam. 12–20) but becomes a pious model against which later Judean kings are measured in the book of Kings (e.g., 1 Kings 3:3; 11:4; 2 Kings 14:3; 18:3). This has sometimes caused readers of Samuel to take insufficient notice of the nuanced portrait of Davidic kingship in the person of the founder of the dynasty. On the other hand, after the parading of David’s failures in the second half of 2 Samuel, the reader is not surprised to find in Kings a largely negative view of monarchy in Judah and Israel. What we are seeking to illustrate is that the theological evaluation of individual biblical books must take into account their canonical setting, especially the interaction of neighboring books.

      2.1.2.2 The Latter Prophets

      A number of Prophetic Books have superscriptions relating to kings who are mentioned by name in the book of Kings, helping to bind together and coordinate the Former and Latter Prophets (e.g., Hos. 1:1; Amos 1:1). This in part compensates for the virtual non-mention of the writing prophets in the book of Kings. Isaiah (2 Kings 18–20) and Jonah (2 Kings 14:25) are the only writing prophets mentioned in Kings. The Former Prophets, and Kings in particular, supply a narrative frame for the compilations of oracles by prophets that follow (starting either with Isaiah [MT] or Jeremiah [Baba Bathra]). The synoptic nature of 2 Kings 18–20 and Isaiah 36–39 justify the juxtapositioning of Kings and Isaiah in the MT, and the two books assist in uniting the larger canonical structure dominated by prophecy.19 These synoptic passages represent an important turning point in their respective books, namely, when the fate of the Davidic house is announced (2 Kings 20:16–18; Isa. 39:5–7), either leading to an account of the final years of that house (2 Kings 21–25) or precipitating a major thematic shift to an exclusive focus on divine kingship (Isa. 40–66). These perspectives can be viewed as complementary, the one providing the historical record of the end of the house of David (Kings) and the other the theocratic framework within which to understand it (Isaiah).

      The sequence of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and the Twelve in Baba Bathra 14b may have been arranged in descending order according to length,20 or in accordance with an alternate understanding of chronological order,21 for the latter part of the prophecy of Isaiah (mentioning Cyrus) and Haggai–Zechariah–Malachi concern events that postdate Jeremiah and Ezekiel. That is not the explanation of the order supplied by the rabbinic discussion recorded in Baba Bathra itself. Baba Bathra explains that Kings ends with destruction (ḥorbana’) and Jeremiah is all destruction; Ezekiel commences with destruction and ends with consolation (naḥmata’); and Isaiah is full of consolation, so that “destruction is next to destruction and consolation is next to consolation.”22 The suggestion is, then, that thematic considerations predominate, so that, for example, the placing of Kings and Jeremiah side by side is due to their common theme of judgment and the disaster of exile. The placement of Jeremiah after Kings provides a prophetic explanation of the demise of the nation as plotted in 2 Kings 23–25. Moreover, the position of Jeremiah immediately after Kings is appropriate seeing that Jeremiah 52 is drawn from (and adapts) 2 Kings 25, so that these are synoptic passages. In addition, the oracles of Jeremiah are set in the closing years of the kingdom of Judah, which is what the final chapters of Kings describe. The effect of the order in Baba Bathra is to give the Prophetic Books an increasingly hopeful prospect, due to the extensive promises of restoration in Isaiah 40–66.23

      The four Hebrew book titles “Joshua,” “Judges,” “Samuel,” and “Kings” give the Former Prophets a distinct focus on leadership. The focus on kings and prophets in the book of Kings is, therefore, in line with the thematic orientation of the canonical grouping of which it is the climax. Kings plots the failure of the institution of kingship, both in Israel and in Judah, with most kings failing to reflect the prototype of a good king provided by David. Consistent with this focus on kings, the prophets are styled as the critics of kings, and the ruin of the nation is blamed on the kings. With Jeremiah as the head book of the Latter Prophets (B. Bat. 14b), the interest in kings and prophets is picked up, for the prophet Jeremiah himself is a severe critic of contemporary kings (esp. chs. 21–23).24

      The MT order (Isaiah; Jeremiah; Ezekiel; Twelve Prophets) is chronological.25 Ezekiel was the younger contemporary of Jeremiah and therefore Ezekiel’s prophetic book follows that of Jeremiah. There is a fuller discussion of the exile and the hope for the nation beyond it in the prophecy of Ezekiel (chs. 36–48) relative to Jeremiah (where it is largely limited to chs. 30–33). The historical progression is also indicated by the different schemes of dating used in the two books. In the book of Ezekiel, the prophecies are often dated according to the years of Jehoiachin’s exile (Ezek. 1:2; 8:1; 20:1; 24:1; etc.), whereas in the book of Jeremiah, a number of the prophecies are dated according to the year of a reigning Judean king, often Zedekiah (Jer. 25:1; 26:1; 27:1; 32:1; etc.). The placing of these four Prophetic Books side by side gives the impression of a (divinely provided) succession of prophets generation by generation, matching the succession of monarchs described in the book of Kings.

      The order of the books in the Twelve (= Minor Prophets) is set in the Masoretic tradition,26 though the order of the books in the Major Prophets varies considerably in Jewish lists. The evidence of the Qumran fragments of the Minor Prophets indicates that these twelve prophetic booklets were copied together in ancient times.27 The order within the Twelve may well be intended to be chronological,28 though the dating of several of these books is strongly debated (esp. Joel and Obadiah). The order within the Twelve gives no more than a rough approximation to the order of their real dates, with a basic twofold division into Assyrian (Hosea to Zephaniah) and Persian (Haggai; Zechariah; and Malachi) periods.29 Amos should be dated before Hosea, for example, seeing that the superscription of Amos mentions only Uzziah, whereas Hosea 1:1 also lists the three subsequent Judean kings. Hosea may stand at the head because of its size and because it is theologically formative.30 It lays down the dynamics of the covenant relationship, so that Hosea 1–3 functions to introduce the leading themes of the Twelve as a unit. The story of Hosea 1–3 is one of covenant infidelity and punishment, followed by restoration. As such, it can be viewed as providing a summary of the message of the Twelve as a whole. There is no chronological data supplied by Joel to explain its placement between Hosea and Amos. It must, then, be considerations of content that dictated Joel’s position before Amos.31 Joel widens the indictment of sin found in Hosea to include a general denunciation of the nations (e.g., Joel 3:1–8), which helps to prepare for the critique of foreign powers in Amos 1–2. On the other hand, Amos 9:11–15 eases the transition to Obadiah, with Obadiah expanding on the mention of Edom in Amos 9:12.32

      Taking into consideration the order within the Twelve is hermeneutically productive: why, for example, does Jonah follow Obadiah? The enjambment suggests that Jonah wants to treat Nineveh in the same way that Edom had treated Israel (as portrayed in Obad. 10–14). Jonah sits outside Nineveh, waiting and hoping for Nineveh’s obliteration, such that Jonah the Hebrew (Jonah 1:9) looks like an Edomite (4:5).33 In addition, the Jonah section continues the theme of the relation of Israel and the nations that began in Joel 3:9–21 and was developed in Amos 1–2 and Obadiah. The response of fasting and repentance by Ninevites (Jonah 3) is reminiscent of Joel 1:13–14 and 2:15–16, which call for fasting and sackcloth by Israelites, such that the penitent response of Nineveh is an example for Jerusalem. The book of Jonah stands between Obadiah and Micah, and such paratextual considerations should shape the reader’s understanding of the text, not a hypothetical historical reconstruction (e.g., that of combating the restrictiveness of the Ezra-Nehemiah reforms).34 Micah’s place after Jonah is appropriate in that it explains how sinful Israel could be destroyed by Assyria, which itself had evaded judgment by repenting.35 The prophecy of Micah (5:5–6), however, anticipates Assyria’s subjugation by Judean shepherds, and Nahum in turn portrays the eventual punishment of Nineveh, which plainly deserves God’s wrath (Nah. 3:18–19). With the removal of Assyria, Habakkuk is set in the context of the looming Babylonian crisis (Hab. 1:6). The cosmic breadth of the devastation described in Zephaniah (e.g., Zeph. 1:2–3) makes it a fitting climax for the first nine prophecies of the Twelve that focus on the theme of judgment, but it also introduces the restoration focus of Haggai–Zechariah–Malachi, with Zephaniah 3:9–20 containing God’s promise to restore the fortunes of Zion (3:20: “At that time I will bring you home” [our translation]).36

      2.1.3 The Writings

      According to Marvin Sweeney, the Tanak, in placing the Writings after the Prophets, portrays the rebuilt temple and restored Jewish community in the postexilic period as a fulfillment of the hope of the prophets.37 If the arrangement of the books were doing this, it would be at variance with the contents of the books themselves. In the eyes of the Jews, the Tanak is complete in and of itself, insofar as it does not constitute a component of a larger body of Scripture—it is not “Old Testament,” for it has no New Testament—but the story of God’s purposes is far from complete, for the restoration described in Ezra-Nehemiah is disappointing. It is not true that the Tanak, ending with Chronicles, has no sense of incompleteness, for it ends on a note of expectation (2 Chron. 36:23: “Let him go up”). According to the final books of the Tanak, the nation is still oppressed; for example, Nehemiah 9:32 speaks of their continued hardship “until this day,” and in Nehemiah 9:36 there is the complaint to God by those who have returned to Jerusalem (“we are slaves”). The sweeping historical review provided by the penitential prayer of Nehemiah 9 makes depressing reading. Likewise, Ezra-Nehemiah shows the failure of God’s people to reform themselves, ending as it does with the depressing account of the recurrence of problems (the final placement of Neh. 13:4–31 demonstrates the people’s inability to keep their pledge in Neh. 10:28–39). Contrary to John Sailhamer,38 we are not convinced that ending the Tanak with Ezra-Nehemiah rather than Chronicles, as in the Leningrad and Aleppo codices,39 makes a material difference, for both books show that the people of God are still in exile. Given that Chronicles was written long after the temple was rebuilt (c. 400 BC)40—namely, it was authored later than the Ezra-Nehemiah era, while Ezra-Nehemiah depicts a physical return from exile—Chronicles grapples with the mystery that, despite that return, Israel is still awaiting the definitive return of the people of God as predicted by the prophets.41 In other words, the Chronicler looks for a more ultimate return, with the result that the Hebrew canon ends on an eschatological note.42 In addition, Daniel 9 reinterprets Jeremiah’s prophecy of a return after seventy years (Dan. 9:2) in terms of the much more extended “seventy weeks” (9:24), so that the fulfillment of Jeremiah’s prophecy is projected beyond the return of some exiles to Palestine from Babylon in the years following 586 BC.

      The order of the individual books within the Writings greatly fluctuates in the Jewish tradition.43 According to the Babylonian Talmud (B. Bat. 14b), the book of Ruth comes at the beginning of the Writings, maybe because the events narrated belong to the time of the judges (Ruth 1:1).44 In that baraita, the relevant listing is “Ruth, Psalms, Job, Proverbs,” so that this is a four-book mini-collection, with Ruth (ending with the genealogy of David) positioned as a kind of preface to Psalms, and Psalms–Job–Proverbs forming a tripartite wisdom collection. “Qoheleth” is next in line, strategically placed between books also viewed as Solomonic compositions.45 Then, we find three pairs of books, namely, Song of Songs and Lamentations (a genre grouping of songs: romantic and mournful); Daniel and Esther (both court tales wherein the safety of Jews are under threat); and lastly, Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles (with their obvious similarities).

      In some medieval manuscripts, Chronicles comes at the beginning of the Writings. However, the present sequence became established in printed editions of the Bible. In Hebrew Bibles, at the beginning of the Writings is the group of “three great writings” (Babylonian Talmud, Ber. 57b), Psalms, Job, and Proverbs, in order of decreasing length.46 In all the varying sequences for Writings, Psalms, Job, and Proverbs are always found together, either in that order or as Psalms–Proverbs–Job. The little group of Megillot (meaning “scrolls”) are placed next, and finally Daniel, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Chronicles. The Writings as a disparate group of books is given a measure of cohesion by the clumping of books with perceived similarities into the three units as specified above. Either positioning of Chronicles—at the beginning or end of the Writings—could be justified,47 for Chronicles as a world history (beginning, as it does, with Adam) makes an appropriate closure for the whole canon, which begins with Genesis, while its obvious similarities to Kings (upon which it draws), means that at the beginning of Writings it helps to bridge Prophets and Writings.

      The order of the five books of the Megillot in the Leningrad Codex (B 19A; the base of the BHS) and in Sephardic codices appears to be based on traditional notions of chronology: Ruth, Song of Songs (written by a young Solomon?), Ecclesiastes (written by Solomon when he was old?),48 Lamentations, and Esther.49 It is usually said that these five books are grouped together for liturgical reasons, due to their public reading at the five main annual festivals, but this rationale has been questioned by Timothy Stone, who argues that the process was the reverse; namely, it was because of the existence of the five-book grouping that Ruth, Song of Songs, and Ecclesiastes, in particular, began to be read at feasts, following the example of the obvious fit of Esther with Purim.50 Certainly, the link of Ruth with the Feast of Weeks, Song of Songs with Passover, and Ecclesiastes with Booths (Tabernacles) is not strong and could be viewed as manufactured.51 In other Hebrew Bibles, especially those used by Ashkenazic Jews, the order of the Megillot reflects the sequence of the annual cycle of the major Jewish festivals (assuming the year starts with the month of Nisan): Song of Songs (Passover), Ruth (Weeks), Lamentations (Ninth of Ab), Ecclesiastes (Booths), and Esther (Purim).52 The reading of the Song of Songs at Passover suggests that the song is viewed as an expression of God’s love for Israel.53 Ruth read at Weeks, during the wheat harvest, picks up the mention of the barley and wheat harvests in the book. Lamentations can be viewed as a response to the destruction of Solomon’s temple on the ninth of the month of Ab. Reading Ecclesiastes at Tabernacles (Booths) reminds the people of the difficulties of their forefathers in the wilderness and reflects upon the futility of life in general. And, most obvious of all, Esther is the rescue story behind the Feast of Purim.

      In the order of books Proverbs, Ruth, and Song of Songs (BHS), both Ruth and Song of Songs develop the picture of the virtuous and assertive woman pictured in Proverbs 31,54 and the woman is the main speaker in the Song.55 When followed by Song of Songs, the romance aspect of the book of Ruth is highlighted. Then, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, and Esther follow in that order. The liturgical application of the Megillot is further supported by the fact that it is placed directly after the Pentateuch in the editions of the Hebrew Bible in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries,56 for the Pentateuch and the Megillot are the only portions read in their entirety in the lectionary of the synagogue.

      The Cyrus decree provides an inclusio around Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles, in that order (Ezra 1:1–4; 2 Chron. 36:22–23). After the people focus of Ezra-Nehemiah, with its many lists of names (e.g., Ezra 2; 8; Nehemiah 3; 7), the reader meets the genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1–9, though H. G. M. Williamson has successfully debunked the earlier scholarly consensus that subsumed both Ezra-Nehemiah and Chronicles under the common authorship of the Chronicler.57 Instead of being at the end of the Writings as in the standard editions, Chronicles in the oldest medieval codices (Aleppo and Leningrad) is at the beginning of the whole unit, so that, with Ezra-Nehemiah, Chronicles forms an envelope around the Writings, providing a unifying and ordering framework for them. According to David Noel Freedman,58 the major themes and emphases in the Chronicler’s work are exemplified in the other associated works. David and Solomon are prominent in Chronicles, and so there is in the Writings a heavy concentration of works connected with or attributed to the house of David. The books that follow Chronicles, namely, Psalms and Proverbs, are directly connected with the founding dynasts, David and Solomon.59 Chronicles followed by Psalms gives the poetic pieces of the Psalter a liturgical setting in the musical cult organized by David (cf. 1 Chron. 23–27; 2 Chron. 7:6; 8:14; 23:18; 29:25–30; 35:15), and a number of psalmic titles help to cement such a connection (e.g., the titles of Pss. 42–50 and 62).60 Ruth may be treated as a “Davidic biography,” since Ruth and Boaz are the great-grandparents of David (Ruth 4:18–22). Song of Songs (e.g., 3:11) and Qoheleth (read as royal autobiography) each have connections with Solomon. Esther provides a happy ending to the Megillot, especially when read after the tragic expressions of Lamentations. Daniel is in this position because of the court tales (Dan. 1–6) that connect with similar tales in Esther and Ezra-Nehemiah. Daniel following the book of Esther (in the Talmud, the order is reversed) provides a theological explanation for the confidence expressed in Esther concerning the survival of the Jewish race in the genocidal crisis depicted in the book (Est. 6:13).

      2.1.4 Conclusions

      With regard to the order(s) of the books that make up the Hebrew Bible, the following may be said by way of summary. The ordering of books according to storyline would seem to explain the sequence of books in the Pentateuch and the Former Prophets. The books of the Latter Prophets also are ordered according to chronology, whether the sequence is Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the Twelve, or Jeremiah, Ezekiel, Isaiah, and the Twelve. The highs and lows of the covenant relationship between YHWH and Israel are thereby plotted through time. The order in the Writings may, in part, reflect the (presumed) order of composition, with Davidic and Solomonic works at the beginning and Persian period compositions at the end (Esther onwards). It is not true, therefore, that only the Greek Old Testament has a dominating historical principle.61 In almost every case, the location of a biblical book relative to other canonical books, whether in terms of the grouping in which it is placed, or of the books that follow or precede it, has significance for the reader who seeks meaning in the text. Therefore, a consideration of biblical book order can assist in the process of interpretation and the biblical-theological appreciation of the contents of Scripture.

      2.2 The Structure of the Greek Old Testament Canon

      In the previous section, we surveyed and analyzed the order of the books in the Hebrew Bible, viewing the ordering of the books as an element of the paratext of Scripture. We now turn to the structure of the Old Testament in the Greek tradition, which will allow comparison between the Hebrew and Greek orders.62 The Greek canon presents salvation history as a progressive movement through temporal stages toward an eschatological goal.63 According to Sweeney, this gives the Greek canon a primarily historical orientation, providing a linear account of the divine purpose, moving from the creation to the consummation as promised by the prophets. By placing the Prophets at the end of the canon, the Greek Old Testament points beyond itself to a future fulfillment, and the reader is led to consider eschatology as the guiding thread through the multifarious books of which Scripture is composed.64 Despite the appropriateness of this arrangement for a Christian reading of the Old Testament, the evidence is that the Greek arrangement of the books is a pre-Christian order and is not shaped by Christian preconceptions.65 Contrary to Sweeney, both the Tanak and the Greek canon can be viewed as leading to the New Testament.66 We should not overplay the difference in ordering or view them as Jewish versus Christian canons.

      Isaac Kalimi thinks otherwise, and contrasts what he calls the Zionist motivation for the tripartite Hebrew canon closed by Chronicles, and its call to return to Jerusalem (2 Chron. 36:22–23), with what is found in the Christian Bible. He claims that Christianity adopted the order ending with Malachi because it suited its theology to have the Old Testament finish with a prophecy of the messianic era as a bridge to the New Testament (Mal. 3:1; 4:5–6). In other words, Kalimi reads the alternate canonical endings in terms of an ideological clash between Jews and Christians.67 Jack Miles is right in saying that the Hebrew Bible and the Old Testament are not the same thing—he is thinking of the different organization of their identical contents68—but, like Kalimi, he goes too far when he claims that, since Christianity believed that the life of Christ fulfilled Old Testament prophecy, “[t]he Christian editor edited the Hebrew Bible to reflect this Christian belief.”69 According to Miles, it was those responsible for ordering the Christian Old Testament who shifted the Prophetic Books from the middle of the Jewish canon to the end. These kinds of assertions have been endlessly repeated, but that does not make them correct.

      The early church adopted and used the Septuagint, and, for that reason, the influence of this tradition is reflected in the various sequences of the Greek Bible now preserved in ancient Christian codices. The early church did not adopt the canonical order it did for Christological reasons, but because the predominantly Greek-speaking church found the Septuagint convenient and of practical use both for teaching its converts and in apologetic argument with Jews, until Christian appropriation of the Septuagint caused most Jews to abandon it and replace it with other Greek renderings of the proto-Masoretic Hebrew text.70 What we are arguing is that the reason behind the Christian adoption of the Greek Old Testament was simply language. Many Christians in the early centuries spoke Greek; they did not understand Hebrew.

      The four-part structure—Pentateuch, Historical Books, Poetic Books, and Prophetic Books—reflects the generic character of the books that comprise the Greek Old Testament, and, in contrast to the Tanak, there is no disparate literary category of Writings. The four sections together represent, according to Sweeney, a progressive movement of history: the remote past, the recent past, the present, and the future. The Pentateuch depicts the distant past, for it describes the origins of the world and of Israel.71 The Historical Books recount the more recent past, up to and including the Persian period. The Poetic Books reflect perennial (and therefore present) concerns. Finally, the Prophetic Books describe the future as envisaged by the prophets. Given their position in the Christian canon, they naturally point to the New Testament as the fulfillment of prophetic visions. Such historical periodization is also evident in the larger two-part canonical structure of Old Testament succeeded by New Testament. The majority order of books in the Greek Old Testament (exemplified by Vaticanus) is as follows:

      Pentateuch

      Genesis

      Exodus

      Leviticus

      Numbers

      Deuteronomy

      Historical Books

      Joshua

      Judges

      Ruth

      1, 2 Kingdoms (= 1, 2 Samuel)

      3, 4 Kingdoms (= 1, 2 Kings)

      1, 2 Paraleipomena (= 1, 2 Chronicles)

      Esdras A*

      Ezra-Nehemiah

      Poetic Books

      Psalms (+ Psalm 151*)

      Proverbs

      Ecclesiastes

      Song of Solomon

      Job (+ Wisdom* Sirach*)

      Esther (+ Judith* Tobit*)

      Prophetic Books

      The Book of the Twelve #

      Isaiah

      Jeremiah (+ Baruch*)

      Lamentations (+ Epistle of Jeremiah*)

      Ezekiel

      Daniel (+ Susanna*, Bel and the Dragon*)

      * Non-canonical work(s)

      # Order: Hosea, Amos, Micah, Joel, Obadiah, Jonah, Nahum, etc.

      2.2.1 The Pentateuch

      The Pentateuch has the same premier position in the Greek Bible as in the Hebrew canon, and we would not expect its canonical placement to change in any listing of Old Testament books, given the fact that it describes the origin of the world and of Israel. The large area of commonality between the alternative canons should not be overlooked. Although the five books of the Pentateuch are followed by the books Joshua to Kings, classified as “Former Prophets” in the Hebrew canon, the fact that the Greek canon, as represented by the three great codices,72 is consistent in the ordering of the books from Genesis to 2 Chronicles could be taken as suggesting that the Pentateuch is being viewed through the same historical lens as the Historical Books, that is, the storyline is the important thing. On the other hand, the attribution by the Chronicler of a number of works cited by him to prophetic figures as authors, if that is what the titles do indicate (e.g., “the [records] of Samuel the seer” [1 Chron. 29:29]), suggests that Chronicles also embodies a prophetic representation and interpretation of historical events. It is possible, then, that Sweeney and others overstress the differences between the two canons, for what we are suggesting is that Joshua to 2 Chronicles may well be viewed as prophetic works in the Greek tradition (cf. the portrait of prophets as historians in Josephus [Contra Apionem 1.38–41]).

      The creation backdrop (Gen. 1) to subsequent events in the Pentateuch gives them a universal context and testifies of God’s interest in humanity as a whole. The disastrous consequences of the fall and the spread of sin affect all humanity and disrupt the unity of the race (11:1–9). The divine call and commission of Abram is with the aim that the peoples of the world will find blessing through the descendants of Abraham (12:1–3). For the most part, the patriarchs’ relationship with other people groups is portrayed positively. The patriarchs strive to maintain peaceful relations with the Canaanites (e.g., Gen. 34:30), and the family of Jacob finally finds a safe refuge in a foreign land (Egypt). Balaam’s fourth and final oracle speaks of Israel’s dominion over various named nations and says, “a scepter shall rise out of Israel” (Num. 24:17). At the end of the Pentateuch, though Israel is the focus of attention in the sermons of Moses, the issue of the nations is not ignored, if nothing else, due to the presence of the Canaanites in the land to be conquered. God’s dealings with Israel take place on an international stage (e.g., Deut. 4:5–8; 9:26–28; 15:6). Underlying such passages is the idea that Israel is divinely chosen to be an example for other nations to emulate.73

      There is nothing in the Pentateuch, therefore, that is incompatible with the world mission that takes place in the New Testament; however, there is no reason to see the theme of the nations as particularly highlighted in the Pentateuch.74 The focus is rather on the unfaithfulness of God’s people and, notwithstanding this, God’s gracious dealings with them in the covenant relationship. The moral failings of the patriarchs—Abraham (Gen. 12:10–20; 20:1–18), Isaac (26:6–16), Jacob (ch. 27), and Judah (ch. 38)—are not hidden or excused, and these revelations prepare for the persistent unfaithfulness of Israel in the rest of the Pentateuch. The sin of the golden calf in Exodus 32–34 is notable, as is God’s judgment of the rebellious wilderness generation for refusing to go up to the land (Num. 13–14). Moses’s preaching in Deuteronomy 9 makes clear that Israel is not receiving the land “because of [their] righteousness, for [they] are a stubborn people” (9:6). The future prospect provided by chapters 29 and 31–32 includes the expectation that Israel will fail to keep God’s instruction as required.75 Moses anticipates the apostasy of God’s covenant people and their expulsion from the land. The inverse of this theme is the revelation of the grace of God in being willing to forgive his people, the explanation being his gracious character (Ex. 34:6–7; cf. Num. 14:18–19). The hope is God’s promise to circumcise the heart of the nation and bring them back to the land (Deut. 30:1–10).76 All in all, the interpretation of the Pentateuch is little affected by whether it is in the Hebrew or the Greek canon.

      2.2.2 The Historical Books

      The bringing together of various books into one section (Joshua–Esther) suggests that these books are being read according to a historical perspective,77 which is a feature of the Greek canon generally. The disadvantage in calling these books “Histories” is that it may obscure for the reader the fact that historical writing is not limited to this second section; indeed the Bible as a whole has a narrative framework. The Pentateuch sketches the history of the world from creation to the death of Moses. The Historical Books (Joshua–Esther) present the history of Israel as one of failure; but then, so do the Former Prophets in the Hebrew Bible (Joshua–Kings), which move from land entrance to expulsion from the land.

      According to Sweeney, the relations between Israel and the nations are traced through Joshua–Kings mainly in terms of antagonism, and this is again the theme he chooses to highlight.78 For example, these Historical Books narrate the conquest of Canaan (Joshua), the oppression of Israel by foreign kings (Judges), the Philistine threat (1 Samuel), the victories of David over surrounding nations (2 Sam. 8), and the final defeat and deportation of God’s people at the hands of the Assyrians (2 Kings 17) and the Babylonians (2 Kings 25). This is not the only theme in these books, but it is one that shows their ready compatibility with the New Testament, which is the reason why Sweeney selects it for special mention. The narrower scope of Chronicles, tracing only the southern line of kings, does not significantly change the picture, with the book closing with the Persian king Cyrus as the undisputed master of the world (2 Chron. 36:22–23). In Ezra-Nehemiah, steps are taken to break up exogamous marriages. The anti-foreigner attitude is reinforced by the inclusion of Esther at the end of this canonical section, for in that book the Jews slaughter their Gentile adversaries (Est. 9). On this reading, the books Joshua–Esther show that God’s intention that the world be blessed through Israel appears to be frustrated and remains unrealized.

      There is no reason, however, to see the theme of Jew-Gentile relations as the leading theme of Joshua–Esther in the Greek canon. When history is reviewed in the Old Testament and a lesson drawn from God’s dealings with his people in successive periods of history, the persistent focus of the presentation is the unfaithfulness of God’s people and yet the graciousness of God’s dealings with them. This is the case whether the review takes the form of historical psalms (e.g., Pss. 78, 105, 106, and 107),79 speeches and summaries (e.g., 1 Sam. 12; 2 Kings 17), prophetic surveys (Hos. 2; Ezek. 16; 20; and 23), or postexilic penitential prayers (Dan. 9; Neh. 9). If a historical principle is reflected in Genesis–Esther in the Greek tradition, the periodization is in terms of the ups and down of God’s dealings with his wayward people. The book of Joshua ends with sober warnings (Josh. 23–24). This is followed by the cycle of unfaithfulness plotted in Judges 2–3 and illustrated in the rest of the book. The people reject God in asking for a king (1 Sam. 8). David is shown to have feet of clay (2 Sam. 11–20). With only a few exceptions, the kings of Judah and Israel are reprobates (Kings), and the final paragraph of 2 Kings (25:27–30) gives no prospect of a revival of the house of David (supporting Noth’s minimalist reading).80 The presentation of Chronicles is little different in this regard and closes with Cyrus as world ruler (2 Chron. 36:22–23).81 Ezra-Nehemiah ends with the failure of God’s people to do what they had pledged (Neh. 13:4–31). Whatever the reason for the non-mention of God in the book of Esther, the book is hardly a glowing endorsement of the character of Jews in the Diaspora.

      The placement of Chronicles after Kings in the Greek order makes it look like an addendum and supplement, and the Greek title assigned to it—“[The books] of the things left out” (Paraleipomenōn)—has the effect of downgrading its importance. Chronicles has had to live in the shadow of Kings until the recent flowering of Chronicles scholarship. After a recapitulation of preceding events provided by the genealogies of 1 Chronicles 1–9, the detailed story is picked up at the death of Saul (1 Chron. 10 [= 1 Sam. 31]), so that Chronicles could be understood as supplementing the information given in 2 Samuel and 1–2 Kings. Only the brief final paragraph of 2 Chronicles (36:22–23) takes the reader beyond the point at which the account closed in 2 Kings. What is more, the fact that only the Judean line of kings is traced might confirm the reader in the impression of Chronicles as an appendix to the story given a broader scope in Kings, but Chronicles is better viewed as world history, seeing that it begins with Adam (1 Chron. 1:1). The effect of placing Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, and Esther after Kings (rather than in the Writings) is that the history plotted in Joshua to Kings is extended into the postexilic period. In the Greek Bible, these three books are viewed as histories rather than as moral tales, as they might be construed in their alternate setting in the Hebrew canon. However, the distinction we have drawn is not absolute, for in both canons the story recounted has moral applications.

      The Greek order of Chronicles followed by Ezra-Nehemiah gives an impression of continuity and may obscure for the reader the theological distinctives of each work. The “overlap” (as it is often called) in 2 Chronicles 36:22–23 and Ezra 1:1–3a seems to confirm their continuity, but that description prejudges the issue. With regard to the Greek codices, an ellipsis in Sinaiticus makes it unclear whether 2 Esdras (= Ezra-Nehemiah) directly follows Chronicles.82 In Alexandrinus, 1 and 2 Esdras are nowhere near Chronicles. In Vaticanus,83 the deuterocanonical book of 1 Esdras (= Esdras A) intrudes between Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, which is an appropriate setting for it, in that it reproduces (and rewrites) the substance of 2 Chronicles 35–36, the whole of Ezra (partly rearranged), and then jumps to Nehemiah 8 (which also features the figure of Ezra), so that it spans Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah. First Esdras is a rewriting of the biblical text to emphasize the contribution of Josiah, Zerubbabel, and Ezra in the reform of Israel’s worship, so that it has a different orientation to the people focus of Ezra-Nehemiah.84 In 1 Esdras, Zerubbabel is viewed as being in the line of wise Solomon, who built the temple, and his Davidic lineage is mentioned (1 Esdr. 5:5), whereas it is not mentioned in Ezra-Nehemiah. Tamara Eskenazi argues that 1 Esdras was in fact written by the Chronicler,85 so that its placement after Chronicles in Vaticanus is fitting. The upshot of all this is that putting Ezra-Nehemiah straight after Chronicles, as happens in the English Bible, runs the danger of blurring the individual teaching of each book.

      Ezra-Nehemiah is followed by Esther (only in Sinaiticus) because that book is set in the reign of Ahasuerus (Est. 1:1), and this Persian king (mentioned in Ezra 4:6) preceded Artaxerxes, who was the royal master of Ezra and Nehemiah. The account of Esther’s marriage to a Persian king, therefore, follows Ezra-Nehemiah and that book’s negative reference to Solomon’s marriages to foreign women (Neh. 13:26). The book of Esther continues the negativity about foreigners that is present throughout Ezra-Nehemiah (e.g., Ezra 9:1–2). Mordecai’s and Esther’s disobedience to the king is based on their Jewish identities. Mordecai’s refusal to bow before Haman is because “[Mordecai] told them that he was a Jew” (Est. 3:4). In the three Greek codices, Esther is always placed with Judith and Tobit (though the order is Esther–Tobit–Judith in Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus). These three books teach diaspora ethics, an example being the model provided by the pious, law-abiding character of Tobit, as shown in the description of his godly ways (Tob. 1) and his instructions to his son, Tobias (Tob. 4). In the same vein, Mordecai and especially Esther serve as models of energetic effort and risk-taking for the sake of the welfare of the Jewish people.86 Judith’s beauty and wisdom are emphasized in that she beguiles and cuts off the head of Holofernes, commander-in-chief of Nebuchadnezzar’s army. With regard to the genre of these three books, they are placed in different positions in the codices. Sinaiticus treats them as histories (seeing that they are narratives) and they are followed by 1 and 4 Maccabees. In Vaticanus, they follow (and join) Wisdom Books and both entertain and instruct readers about sustaining a Jewish ethos in the midst of a pagan world. There is a preponderance of feminine imagery for wisdom in Proverbs, for example in Proverbs 1–9, where the adulterous and foolish woman stands over and against Lady Wisdom, and they are the two potential lovers of the son.87 The final embodiment and epitome of wisdom in Proverbs is the “woman of worth” of Proverbs 31. This makes it appropriate to have female moral exemplars in the books of Esther and Judith (and let us not forget Sarah in the book of Tobit). In Alexandrinus, Esther–Tobit–Judith follow Daniel (with its narrative additions of Susanna and Bel and the Dragon), so that, like Daniel, they are classed as paradigmatic diaspora tales. In Alexandrinus, the grouping of Esther–Tobit–Judith is followed by 1 Esdras, Ezra-Nehemiah, and 1–4 Maccabees, indicating that all belong together as postexilic histories.

      2.2.3 The Poetical Books

      The Psalter, by its placement between Job and Proverbs in the English Bible, conforming to the order in the Vulgate,88 is designated as a wisdom book, and this classification is supported by the wisdom psalms sprinkled through it (e.g., Pss. 1; 32; 34; 37; 49; 112; 128) and by the various other psalms that show a wisdom influence (e.g., Pss. 25; 31; 39; 40; 62; 78; 92; 94; 111; 119; 127).89 This setting makes Psalms a wisdom book rather than a hymn book for temple praise, despite the musical notation found in some psalm titles (e.g., “To the choirmaster”), such that this canonical position adds support to the thesis of Gerald Wilson, who reads the Psalter along these lines.90 The cultic connections of the Psalter, however, do not have to be denied entirely and are reflected in some of the titles assigned to this book (e.g., Hebrew [sēper] tĕhillîm, that is “[book of] praises”).91 In the Greek codices, the Psalter commences a section usually classified as poetic, but seeing that most of the other books in this section are obviously wisdom in character (i.e., Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Job, Wisdom, and Sirach), it seems best to view the section in toto as consisting of Wisdom Books. Psalms is followed by either Proverbs (Vaticanus and Sinaiticus) or Job (Alexandrinus). The placement of “The Song of Solomon” (so named) in this section makes it another wisdom book, with the Solomon connection in the Greek title adding weight to this classification. The Song is more than an effusive outpouring of amorous sentiment but is a means of instruction. See, for example, the warnings in the refrain-like verses at 2:7, 3:5, and 8:4 about the power of love. The position of Job at the beginning of this section in the English Bible is presumably due to chronological priority, given the setting of the story in the patriarchal age.92

      The juxtapositioning of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes (with Job not far away) is a sign that Job and Ecclesiastes are not to be viewed as “wisdom in revolt”93 or “protest wisdom,”94 with these two books, according to this theory, aiming to correct or counter Proverbs. Instead, their propinquity assumes and asserts their ready compatibility, as does the “epilogue” of Ecclesiastes (12:9–14), which closes with the exhortation, “fear God and keep his commandments.”95 Like the other two books, Proverbs insists that no degree of mastery of the rules of wisdom can confer absolute certainty on human actions and their consequences (e.g., 16:1, 2, 9; 19:14, 21; 20:24; 21:30–31). A failure to notice this strain of teaching in the book of Proverbs has led many to perceive a tension, if not an irreconcilable conflict, between Job–Ecclesiastes and Proverbs. The truth of the matter is that the three books are aligned in their teaching.

      2.2.4 The Prophetic Books

      If the Prophetic Books are placed at the end of the Old Testament (as in Vaticanus), it is implied that prophecy is mainly foretelling, pointing forward to the eschaton in which God’s plan of salvation for Israel and the nations will come to completion. The fact that a number of Prophetic Books are capped by oracles of hope shows that this is not a tendentious reading of the Prophets (e.g., Isa. 40–66; Ezek. 40–48; Amos 9:11–15; Mic. 7:8–20). In Vaticanus (B), Alexandrinus (A), and Greek orders generally, the Minor Prophets precede the Major Prophets, perhaps because the ministries of Hosea and Amos must have preceded in time that of Isaiah. The accustomed English ordering of these two prophetic blocks is found only in Sinaiticus (א). The usual Hebrew order follows a general chronological scheme, beginning with Isaiah, followed up by Jeremiah and Ezekiel (his younger contemporary), with the catch-all Book of the Twelve at the end. There is a slight difference in the order of the sequence within the Twelve in the Greek Bible (Hosea; Amos; Micah; Joel; Obadiah; Jonah; Nahum; etc.) compared to the MT.96 The last six books are in identical sequence in both versions.97 Significant for interpretation is the fact that oracles with a northern provenance (Hosea; Amos; Jonah), those originating from the southern kingdom (Joel; Obadiah; Micah; Nahum; Habakkuk; Zephaniah), and those addressed to postexilic returnees (Haggai; Zechariah; Malachi) are placed together and even mixed together, so that they become in this larger canonical conglomerate the word of God for God’s people irrespective of time and location. The reference to both northern and southern kings in the superscription in Hosea 1:1 and Amos 1:1 has the same effect. In the Greek canon, the order of Obadiah followed by Jonah is the same as in the MT. The juxtapositioning of Jonah and Nahum is supported by the Nineveh orientation of both books (Nah. 1:1a: “An oracle concerning Nineveh”). The bringing together of Hosea, Amos, and Micah places these three larger books at the head of the Book of the Twelve, with Micah 1:1 indicating a later dating than either Hosea or Amos, and the smaller books follow in their train, so that size appears to be a contributing factor to the Greek arrangement.

      2.2.5 Conclusions

      By way of conclusion, the following comments may be made about the order(s) of the books that make up the Greek Old Testament. The reader naturally assumes that the placement of books in close physical proximity implies that they are related in some way. In other words, propinquity is taken as an indication that there is a significant connection between books so conjoined. A historical principle is reflected in the arrangement of the Greek Bible into four sections reflecting a chronological sequence (Vaticanus), though the fact that Sinaiticus and Alexandrinus end with poetry, not prophecy, is one of a number of factors that show that we are not to exaggerate the contrast between the Greek and Hebrew canonical traditions. These rival orders are not to be seen as sectarian in origin or polemical in purpose. In this volume, we will allow both canonical traditions to feed into and enrich our understanding of biblical theology.

      2.3 The Alternative Ends of the Old Testament Canon

      The Old Testament is a unified corpus whose ending is significant for an understanding of the whole.98 The behavior of readers establishes the principle that a consideration of the end of a book transforms how one reads the book, for it is not uncommon for a reader, when taking up a book, to turn to the last chapter as a guide to what the book is about, and to use what is found in the last few pages to guide the reading of the whole book. A literary critic will read a book more than once, and second (and subsequent) readings are done with a knowledge of how the book ends, and it is this epistemological vantage point that enables critical appraisal of a book’s contents. As stated by Jonathan Dyck, “Reading the ending first is simply a shortcut to a critical reading of the text.”99

      Something similar is involved if the series of books that make up the Old Testament is read as a coordinated canonical structure,100 which is what we are seeking to do in this biblical theology. The diversity of the contents and origins of the different parts that make up the Bible does not exclude it from being considered a single literary work.101 A reader’s expectation is that the last book in a series builds on, interacts with, and affects the reading of the books that precede it in a particular canonical order. If the Bible is read in canonical order and viewed as having a narrative trajectory (i.e., as one story moving toward a goal), this would require “an increased emphasis on the theology of the later literature which forms the end of the story.”102 According to Frank Kermode, “the end of the Bible transforms all its contents.”103 It is no light matter, therefore, what book is placed last in the biblical canon, for that book will have the last say on what the Old Testament is about and in this way will make a major contribution to an evaluation of the overall theological shape and intent of the Old Testament.104

      2.3.1 Alternative Last Books

      With regard to Hebrew canons, the final book is almost always Chronicles, or Ezra-Nehemiah when Chronicles is placed at the head of the Writings.105 Peter Brandt classifies those Jewish orders with Chronicles at the end of the Writings as Eastern (Babylonian) and those that close with Ezra-Nehemiah as Western (Palestinian).106 Certainly, by the time of the Babylonian Talmud tractate Baba Bathra 14b,107 Chronicles is at the end of the Writings. In line with this, the order found in the Mishnaic tractate Yoma 1.6 is: “Job and Ezra(-Nehemiah) and Chronicles.” This is its position in the majority of manuscripts and printed editions of the Hebrew Bible, which is why the editors of BHS deviated from the order of books found in Codex Leningrad (their base text) and placed Chronicles in final position. The tradition in Baba Bathra (14b) has “the order of the Writings” closing with “Daniel and the Scroll of Esther, Ezra[-Nehemiah] and Chronicles” (our translation). The baraita, therefore, provides an early record of an acceptable order of the Writings closing with Chronicles.
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