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PREFACE


Exploring the Old Testament is designed to help the beginning student understand the writings of the Old Testament. It serves the purpose of an introduction, but its unique format is devised to make the volumes accessible to the modern reader. EOT engages with the reader, by interspersing interactive panels with the main text. These panels ask for responses, suggest lines of thought, give further information, or indicate ways in which particular topics might be followed up in more depth. This design aims to make the volumes useful either for independent study or as a class text.

 

EOT aims to show the relevance of Old Testament study both to theology and to modern life. Its four authors, each writing in areas in which they have previously published extensively, believe that the Old Testament has foundational significance for theology and Christian belief and practice.

 

For that reason EOT expressly aims to incorporate modern approaches to interpreting the text. While the traditional historical questions are given their due place, newer approaches such as canonical and rhetorical criticism are represented. It is hoped that this will enable the student to see the potential applications of the books of the Old Testament to modern life.

 

EOT is a companion series to Exploring the New Testament.

Gordon McConville
Series editor
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INTRODUCTION


The Historical Books of the Old Testament (the Histories) are: Joshua, Judges, 1 and 2 Samuel, 1 and 2 Kings, Ruth, Esther, Ezra, Nehemiah, and 1 and 2 Chronicles. This book is an introduction to the Histories intended for first- or second-year students at theological college or university. Chapter 1 introduces students to the Histories and to recent and contemporary scholarship on them. Chapter 2 briefly surveys the history of the ancient Near East in the period 1550–63 BC. Chapters 3–11 work through the Histories in detail, dealing with critical and interpretative issues.

 

The series of which this book is a part divides up the Old Testament according to the divisions found in most English Bibles: Volume 1 covers the Law (the Pentateuch); Volume 3 covers the Poetic Books (Psalms, Song of Songs and the Wisdom Books); and Volume 4 covers the Prophets. In this scheme ‘Histories’ is used as a convenient term of reference. We believe that the books covered in this volume all belong to the category of history writing: they are narratives about past events told with a view to their present relevance. But the use of the term ‘Histories’ to refer to these books is not meant to imply that other parts of the Old Testament (e.g. the Pentateuchal narratives and the historical sections of some psalms) cannot also be described as history writing.

 

In this book Chapters 3–11 deal with the Histories in the order in which they occur in Hebrew texts of the Old Testament (the order of the list at the beginning of the first paragraph), not the order found in most English Bibles. The main reason for this is that much scholarship on Joshua, Judges and the books of Samuel and Kings, following the Hebrew order of these books, treats them separately from the other Histories, regarding them, along with Deuteronomy (but not Ruth), as forming a ‘Deuteronomistic History’. This is a major issue in scholarship upon these books, and essential for us to address (see Ch. 7). It is most convenient, therefore, to take Joshua—Kings together, postponing treatment of Ruth until later. Having followed the Hebrew order in dealing with Joshua—Kings, we have decided to continue with it for the remaining Histories, and so these are dealt with in the sequence in which they occur in Hebrew Bibles: Ruth, Esther, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles.



HOW TO USE THE BOOK

This book is a guide to the Histories. But we want you to read the Histories for yourself. The frequent biblical references are meant to be looked up. Consulting the biblical text as you read our chapters will make what we say easier to follow. It will also help you decide whether or not you agree with our approach.

 

Our text contains many panels:


	panels which give background information, or provide a brief, separate treatment of a relevant topic;


	‘Think about…’ panels, which suggest questions for reflection or discussion which can be answered relatively quickly;


	‘Digging deeper’ panels, which will probably require more research and reflection.




Consulting a commentary or an article in a Bible dictionary may help in addressing the issues raised by these panels.

 

You may find it convenient to ignore these panels at first and return to them when you have read through the main text.

 

Further reading is suggested at the end of each chapter and in some of the panels. Many of the books and articles listed provide a more detailed treatment of topics introduced in our discussion. We have usually listed only English-language books and articles which we believe will be accessible in most British and North American colleges. We have focused particularly on recent publications. Many of the items listed contain references and bibliographies which will provide further points of access into the copious scholarly literature on the Histories. One recent publication which we particularly recommend, both as a bibliographic resource and as a work of reference on a wide range of topics relating to the Histories, is W.T. Arnold and H.G.M. Williamson (eds), Dictionary of the Old Testament Historical Books (Downers Grove/ Leicester: IVP, 2005). Rather than refer to it at the end of each chapter, we draw your attention to it here, with the injunction: read it!




DIVINE NAMES; GOD AND MASCULINE PRONOUNS

The Histories refer to the god of Israel mainly by two terms: elohim (used about 830 times) and yhwh (used about 1,950 times). The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the translation of the Bible regularly quoted in this book, translates elohim as ‘God’, the capital ‘G’ reflecting the fact that the term, which literally translates as ‘gods’, apparently implies a claim that the god of Israel is the only being worthy of the designation ‘god’. NRSV translates yhwh, the name particularly associated with the exodus from Egypt (see Exod. 3:13–15; 6:2–3) as ‘the LORD’.

 

In the Outline sections in Chapters 3–11, and sometimes elsewhere, we usually refer to the god of Israel as YHWH, a form which transliterates the Hebrew consonants of this divine name, but without any vowels. (It is not certain what the original Hebrew vowels were.) This includes all biblical quotations where NRSV has ‘the LORD’. We have retained all occurrences of ‘God’ (capital ‘G’) in biblical quotations. When we use the phrase ‘god of Israel’ and the like in our own discussion, however, we prefer a small ‘g’, on the grounds that this phrase normally occurs in passages where we are contrasting Israelite beliefs about their god with competing views. In such passages to speak of the ‘the God of Israel’ might appear to prejudge the issue, implying that Israel’s god is the only one, or that Israel’s views of the divine are the only ones worth taking seriously, when the question is whether or not these claims are correct. Further on this issue, see the comments of N.T. Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (London: SPCK, 1992), pp. xiv—xv.

 

The Histories uniformly use masculine grammatical forms in relation to the god of Israel, and when they describe YHWH’s purposes and actions using analogies with human beings (as is their regular practice) it is mainly male human figures that they have in mind. The dominant images of YHWH are as King, Judge and Shepherd, female imagery being almost entirely absent. Ruth 2:12, which apparently describes YHWH using the image of a mother hen—not a human mother—is exceptional.

 

The question whether it is appropriate to use gender-determined language in reference to God is controversial today. Some writers choose to refer to God using ‘God/YHWH’ in place of ‘he’ and ‘him’, and ‘God’s/YHWH’s’ in place of ‘his’, thus avoiding masculine pronouns (though sometimes at the cost of a slight inelegance). Another alternative is to use capitalized forms (‘He’, ‘Him’, ‘His’) to indicate that grammatically masculine forms when used of God do not necessarily have the same connotations that they do when used of human males. On reflection, we have chosen to adopt neither of these courses, but have followed the NRSV in using ‘he’, ‘him’ and ‘his’. We mostly use these pronouns in the Outline sections of Chapters 3–11, where we are summarizing the contents of the Histories, and so it seemed appropriate simply to reproduce the biblical usage and leave it to readers to decide whether or not they are happy to follow this usage in their own thinking and speaking about God.

 

We would like to state, however, that we accept the teaching of Genesis 1:26–27, according to which the divine image in humans is most appropriately expressed not by male alone, nor by female alone, but by male and female together (see also Gal. 3:28–29).




WHO WROTE WHAT?

Philip Satterthwaite planned the volume, wrote Chapters 1–7, and edited all the chapters into their present form. Gordon McConville wrote Chapters 8–11. We have each read and commented on the other’s contributions and, allowing for some disagreement on points of detail, the book as a whole reflects the thinking of us both.




ABBREVIATIONS








	ABD

	D.N. Freedman (ed.), Anchor Bible Dictionary, 6 vols. New York: Doubleday, 1992.




	ANET

	J.B. Pritchard (ed.), Ancient Near Eastern Texts Relating to the Old Testament, 3rd edition. Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1969.




	BAR

	Biblical Archaeology Review




	CBQ

	Catholic Biblical Quarterly




	COS

	W.W. Hallo and K.L. Younger (eds), The Context of Scripture, 3 vols. Leiden: Brill, 1997, 2000, 2002.




	DOTHB

	W.T. Arnold and H.G.M. Williamson (eds), Dictionary of the Old Testament: Historical Books. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2005.




	DOTP

	T.D. Alexander and D.W. Baker (eds), Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch. Leicester/ Downers Grove: IVP, 2003.




	EOT I

	G.J. Wenham, Exploring the Old Testament, Volume One: A Guide to the Pentateuch. London /Downers Grove: SPCK/IVP, 2003.




	EOT IV

	J.G. McConville, Exploring the Old Testament, Volume Four: A Guide to the Prophets. London/Downers Grove: SPCK/IVP, 2002.




	JBL

	Journal of Biblical Literature 




	JSOT

	Journal for the Study of the Old Testament




	LXX

	The Septuagint (an ancient Greek translation of the Old Testament)




	MT

	The Masoretic Text (the standard Hebrew text of the Old Testament)




	NDBT

	T.D. Alexander and B.S. Rosner (eds), New Dictionary of Biblical Theology. Leicester/Downers Grove: IVP, 2000.




	NEAHL

	E. Stern (ed.), The New Encyclopedia of Archaeological Excavations in the Holy Land,




	
	4 vols. Jerusalem: Carta, 1993.




	NIDOTTE

	W.A. VanGemeren (ed.), New International Dictionary of Old Testament Theology and Exegesis, 5 vols. Grand Rapids/Carlisle: Paternoster Press, 1997.




	NIV

	Holy Bible, New International Version




	NRSV

	Holy Bible, New Revised




	
	Standard Version




	OBC

	J. Barton and J. Muddiman (eds), The Oxford Bible Commentary. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001.




	SJOT

	Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament




	TB

	Tyndale Bulletin




	VT

	Vetus Testamentum



















  


  Chapter 1


  WHAT ARE THE HISTORIES? A SURVEY OF RECENT SCHOLARSHIP


  

    

      OVERVIEW OF THE HISTORIES


      As they now stand in the Bible, the Histories form the continuation of a narrative begun in the Pentateuch. The Pentateuch describes the creation of the world and the beginnings of human history, and then for most of its length focuses on YHWH the creator god’s dealings with the people of Israel. YHWH commits himself to Israel by covenant and gives them a calling, to bring blessing to the nations of the world. Deuteronomy, the last book of the Pentateuch, ends with Israel about to enter Canaan, the land which YHWH has promised to give them as their national territory. At this point the Histories begin.


       


      Joshua describes Israel’s conquest of Canaan under Joshua’s leadership, and the division of Canaan and parts of Transjordan among the 12 tribes of Israel. The later chapters of Joshua imply that by the end of Joshua’s life the Israelites have not yet taken complete possession of Canaan.


       


      In Judges the generation after Joshua fails to complete the conquest of Canaan. A lengthy period of religious unfaithfulness and political instability follows. Leaders (‘judges’) arise, but bring only temporary respite. The book ends with Israel still not in complete possession of the land.


       


      Ruth is set in the period of the judges. Ruth, a Moabite woman, attaches herself to an Israelite family, bringing blessing to herself and others. She is an ancestor of David, future king of Israel.


       


      Samuel is the last of Israel’s judges, but the books of Samuel, named after him, describe the beginnings of monarchy in Israel. The reign of Saul, Israel’s first king, ends in disaster. But David emerges as Saul’s successor and completes the conquest of Canaan by capturing Jerusalem. He defeats or forms alliances with surrounding nations and brings stability. During the later years of his reign he has to overcome a rebellion led by his son Absalom.


       


      The books of Kings describe the reign of David’s son Solomon, who builds a temple for YHWH in Jerusalem. After his death his single kingdom divides into the northern kingdom of Israel and the southern kingdom of Judah. The rest of Kings describes the gradual decline of both kingdoms. The writer attributes this to religious unfaithfulness. The Assyrians destroy the northern kingdom and take its survivors into exile. Some generations later, the Babylonians do the same to the southern kingdom. Jerusalem and the temple are destroyed.


       


      The books of Chronicles selectively retell the narrative running through all the books already mentioned. The genealogies in 1 Chronicles 1—9 go back as far as Adam, that is, to the beginning of the Pentateuch, but for the most part Chronicles runs parallel to Samuel and Kings. There are, however, many omissions and additions compared to Samuel and Kings, and many differences of emphasis. The last verses of 2 Chronicles describe how the Persian king Cyrus, who had conquered Babylon, issued a decree permitting the survivors of the southern kingdom and their descendants to return from exile.


      

        THE TEXT OF THE HISTORIES


        

          Almost all English translations of the Histories are based on the Hebrew of what is conventionally called the Masoretic Text, or MT. (‘Masoretic’ comes from a Hebrew word meaning ‘tradition’: English synonyms for ‘Masoretic’ might be ‘Received’ or ‘Traditional’.) This text, the work of several generations of the Ben Asher family at Tiberias (in Palestine), reached its final form in the tenth century AD, but it is based on textual traditions going back many centuries before that. The standard modern edition of MT is Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia (BHS), produced from 1967 onwards by the German Bible Society at Stuttgart.


           


          The Hebrew of MT is sometimes difficult, and it is generally accepted that the traditions on which it is based have at points been affected by textual corruption during earlier stages of transmission. The discipline of Old Testament textual criticism attempts to address this issue. Old Testament textual critics study the many Hebrew manuscripts of MT and also other textual traditions relating to the Old Testament. These other traditions include ancient translations based on earlier forms of the Hebrew text, such as the Septuagint (Greek), the Targums (Aramaic), the Peshitta (Syriac) and the Vulgate (Latin). Since 1947 the biblical manuscripts from Qumran (Hebrew) have entered the discussion. The Qumran manuscripts include some whose text is almost identical to MT, and others which represent divergent textual traditions.


           


          Most English translations, though based on MT, include in their base text non-MT readings suggested by the ancient translations, or attested in the biblical manuscripts from Qumran. The New Revised Standard Version (NRSV), the translation regularly quoted in this book, follows this approach.


           


          We recommend that you use more than one English translation for detailed study of the Histories, for two reasons. First, the translators responsible for the different English translations quite often assess the textual evidence (MT, Qumran, ancient versions) differently. At these points the translations differ because they are based on different views regarding the earliest form of the text. Second, even in passages where the text is not in doubt different translations bring out different nuances of the Hebrew. No one English translation is equally successful at capturing everything in the original. A good version to read alongside NRSV is the New International Version (NIV).


           


          Because of space limitations we have not commented on textual questions relating to the Histories except in the case of Esther. For discussion of textual issues you should consult the commentaries and also the suggestions for further reading at the end of this chapter.


        


      


      The books of Ezra and Nehemiah, named after two leaders in the post-exilic period, take Cyrus’ decree as their starting-point. They describe the return of successive groups from Babylon to the former territory of Judah, the rebuilding of the temple and the walls of Jerusalem, and the regulation of the restored community in Judah on the basis of the law of Moses.


       


      Esther is set in Persia in the post-exilic period. It also describes what happened to descendants of the former citizens of Judah, but focuses on those Jews (the term begins to be used in Nehemiah and Esther) who did not return there. It relates how Esther and Mordecai, two Jews who became involved in the doings of the Persian royal court, managed to avert a threat to Jews throughout the Persian empire.


       


      The above summary follows the order of English Bibles, according to which the Histories are placed after the Pentateuch and arranged chronologically. Hebrew editions of the Old Testament follow a different order. (See here, ‘The Histories as part of a larger story’.) In treating Joshua—Judges—Samuel—Kings separately from the other Histories (Ruth included) this textbook follows the lead of the Hebrew Bible.


    


    

    

      SOME QUESTIONS


      The above summary of the Histories may already have raised in your mind issues which need to be explored. The rest of this chapter will describe different approaches scholars have followed in their attempts to understand and interpret the Histories. These approaches may be formulated as a series of questions.


       


      One set of questions focuses on the historical context in which the Histories originated, that is, on the ancient Near East in the second and first millennia BC. What is known of the history of this region in general? Are there other texts originating from the ancient Near East with which the Histories may be compared, and which help us to understand the Histories better?


       


      Another set of questions concerns particular literary features of the Histories (e.g. the frequent use of repetition) which can be interpreted in a variety of ways. Can we identify the narrative techniques used by the writers? Do the Histories have a distinctive literary artistry? How should we understand the processes of their composition?


       


      A further set of questions concerns the status of the Histories as historical documents. What kind of history of Israel do they offer? How do they compare to other historical texts from the ancient Near East? How reliable is their account of Israel’s history when set in the light of these other texts and when compared with the findings of archaeology?


       


      A final set of questions shifts the focus to more contemporary concerns. What are the implications of the fact that the Histories have at a later stage been incorporated into larger collections designed to function as Scripture within Judaism and Christianity, and which still have this function today? Does it make a difference to read the Histories in the context of a larger Bible, whether this is defined as Law, Prophets and Writings, as in Judaism, or as Old and New Testaments, as in Christianity? And, regardless of how we answer this question, can the Histories, which stem from a culture remote from our own, be used as a resource for theological and ethical thinking today?


       


      These questions will occupy us throughout our study of the Histories. The rest of this chapter sets out the issues in more detail.


    


    

    

      
THE HISTORIES IN THEIR ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN CONTEXT


      Chapter 2, a sketch of the history of the ancient Near East, 1550–63 BC, describes the general context in which the Histories originated. The dates chosen give the outer limits of the period within which, on any understanding, the Histories and those responsible for producing them are to be located.


       


      The Histories are by no means the only surviving ancient Near Eastern texts. Mesopotamia, Anatolia (modern Turkey), Syria and Egypt have all yielded large numbers of texts which provide a literary and historical context for the Histories. These texts include creation accounts and other stories relating to the gods; cultic texts and hymns; treaty documents and law codes; historical accounts and annals; wisdom texts, love poetry and much more. They will almost certainly not be familiar to you, but we will refer to some of them and hope you will follow up these references.


       


      At appropriate points Chapters 3—11 will draw comparisons between the Histories and ancient Near Eastern texts. In some cases the biblical account seems to belong to a recognizable ancient Near Eastern literary type (see the comparison of the account of David’s rise in 1 and 2 Samuel with a Hittite apologetic text, Ch. 5). In other cases ancient Near Eastern texts suggest new ways of understanding the literary conventions of the biblical text (see the comparison of Joshua 1—12 with ancient Near Eastern conquest accounts, Ch. 3). In yet other cases ancient Near Eastern texts and the biblical text present different perspectives on the same events (see the panel on Sennacherib and Jerusalem, Ch. 6).


       


      Apart from the Moabite Stone (see Ch. 6) and later texts such as the books of Maccabees and the writings of Josephus, Palestine and Transjordan have yielded few lengthy texts which may be compared with the Histories, though we shall refer to the Tel Dan Stela in connection with David and later kings of Israel and Judah (Chs 5 and 6).


    


    

    

      THE HISTORIES AS LITERARY TEXTS


      How should the Histories be described from a literary point of view? The following features emerge as one reads through them.


      

        	

          They include many kinds of writing: memoir-like material (Neh. 1—7), lists (Josh. 13—19), building accounts (1 Kgs 6—7), legal texts (Josh. 20), prayers (Neh. 9) and poetry (Judg. 5). Narrative forms the bulk of the Histories, but there are different kinds of narrative: battle reports (Josh. 6—12), historical surveys (Judg. 1:1—3:6), and accounts which focus on the lives of a few individuals (Ruth); accounts of public speeches (1 Sam. 12) and of apparently private conversations (2 Sam. 13:1—20); accounts of miracles (2 Kgs 4—6) and sections in which the miraculous is absent (2 Sam. 9—20).


        


        	

          The Histories are written in different styles. Sometimes great literary skill is apparent; at other times we wonder whether what we are reading can properly be called literary at all. There is a clear contrast between well-shaped narratives such as Ruth and Esther and the much more uneven Ezra and Nehemiah; or between the gripping opening chapters of Joshua and the (frankly) monotonous boundary descriptions in the second half of the book.


        


        	

          Some narratives follow a clear sequence of events (e.g. 1 Sam. 16—31) or have a clear structure (e.g. Judges 3:7—16:31). Elsewhere episodes are juxtaposed with no obvious link between them: the section of Kings containing the narratives of Elijah and Elisha, 1 Kings 17—2 Kings 13, has a number of examples of this sort.


        


        	

          The Histories seem to be incoherent at points. There are apparently conflicting views expressed, e.g. regarding whether Joshua completely conquered Canaan, or whether Samuel decisively defeated the Philistines at the battle of Mizpah (compare 1 Sam. 7 and 1 Sam. 13). There are surprising omissions (e.g. Samuel’s absence from the account of 1 Samuel 4—6 or Elijah’s from 1 Kings 20). Some texts are placed out of chronological sequence (e.g. Judg. 17—21), or seem to go over the same ground as other texts (compare Judges 1:1—2:5 with 2:6—3:6; or Ezra 2 with Nehemiah 7).


        


        	

          Some narratives seem over-full: words, phrases or ideas are repeated; the same actions are described two or three times (Josh. 3–4; Judg. 20). There are other narratives which seem over-brief, passages where we would welcome explanatory comment or moral evaluation from the narrator but find none (Judg. 19; 2 Sam. 21:1–14).


        


      


      What are we to make of all this? Much scholarship has been devoted to this topic, employing a variety of methods. In what follows we first consider ‘literary-critical’ or ‘historical-critical’ approaches to the Histories. We then turn to the more recent approach known as ‘narrative criticism’ before briefly considering other approaches which emphasize the role of the reader in interpretation. The question how to explain the distinctive literary features of the Histories is important, and the answer given to some extent determines how we answer most other questions relating to the Histories (e.g. dating, authorship, historical value, theology and ethics). We will, therefore, go into some detail here.


      

        LITERARY-CRITICAL APPROACHES


        Literary-critical approaches to the Histories include source criticism, form criticism and redaction criticism, approaches which dominated Old Testament scholarship for much of the twentieth century. The term ‘literary-critical’ in this context does not mean what it might mean in the study of, say, English Literature. In Old Testament scholarship ‘literary-critical’ approaches usually focus on the literary history of the text: hence an alternative term for them is ‘historical-critical’. Scholars who apply such approaches to the Histories often conclude that they are the product of a long and complex compositional process involving many people, writing at different times and influenced by diverse theological perspectives. The different stages in the formation of the Histories can, it is argued, be traced by careful attention to textual details.


         


        Source criticism is the detailed analysis of biblical texts with the aim of identifying their constituent parts, both their sources (earlier, independent texts which have been incorporated into them) and also the editorial changes (additions, omissions, alterations) which have helped to shape them. Source criticism pays particular attention to repetition, gaps, differences of perspective, inconsistencies and contradictions in the text. Such features of the text, though they do not always (it is held) require a source-critical explanation, usually form the raw material of source-critical arguments. This approach has been applied in a particularly thoroughgoing way to the Pentateuch (see EOT I, pp. 159–85), but it has also been widely employed in the study of the Histories.


         


        Examples of source-critical arguments applied to the Histories are: the suggestion that repetition in the account of the crossing of the Jordan (Josh. 3—4) shows that more than one hand has worked over it (Ch. 3, ‘Outline’); and the view that Judges has two introductions (1:1—2:5; 2:6—3:6), which derive from different stages in the editing of the book (Ch. 4, ‘Outline’).


         


        Form criticism is also concerned with literary history, but it operates mainly by classifying different types of text according to structure and function. The texts in question may vary in size, but have in common that they form a distinct unit within their context, one whose bounds can be identified. ‘Form’ is used in two senses in this approach: it can refer to unique features of individual texts, such as their shape and structure; or it can refer to features shared by a number of texts, which may suggest that these texts constitute a distinct category or genre. Form criticism has created a number of terms to classify these different genres. Among the genres which have been identified in the Histories are: saga, prophetic legend, aetiology, farewell speech, and battle report.


         


        When a genre has been identified, it may be possible to specify with some precision the kind of situations in which texts belonging to that genre originated or were used. It may also be possible to draw conclusions about the literary history of the narrative(s) in which these texts now stand. See, for example, Soggin’s argument that Judges 2:1–5, 6:11–24 and 6:25–32 originated as ‘shrine aetiologies’, narratives explaining the origins of particular local shrines, and did not originally belong in their present contexts (Ch. 4, ‘Outline’). See also the discussion of form criticism in relation to the Elisha narratives (Ch. 6, ‘Outline’).


         


        Redaction criticism (‘redaction’ means ‘editing’) usually works on a large scale, pulling together numerous smaller-scale source- and form-critical observations and fashioning them into an argument regarding the literary history of several chapters of narrative, a whole book or even a group of books. If there is evidence that a biblical text once existed in a different form, since altered by the work of a later editor, redaction criticism focuses on the possible historical context and theological viewpoint of this later editor. How did his perspective differ from that of the base text? What alterations did he make in order to produce a text which reflected his views? (These alterations, if reasonably extensive, are collectively described as an ‘editorial layer’ or ‘redactional layer’.) Has this editor done the same thing in other parts of the Old Testament? Is there evidence that more than one editor has been at work on a particular text?


         


        Along these lines, it has been suggested that those parts of 1 and 2 Samuel which portray David negatively (mainly 2 Sam. 11—20) are a redactional layer inserted into the books in order to counter claims made on behalf of the Davidic dynasty in the post-exilic period (see Ch. 5, ‘Literary-critical issues’). A further example of a redaction-critical argument is the widespread view that Deuteronomy—Kings form a ‘Deuteronomistic History’ in which one or more layers of Deuteronomistic editing can be detected (see Ch. 7).


         


        Source, form and redaction criticism work on somewhat different scales, and focus on different aspects of the text, but they work largely hand in hand. These three approaches, which dominated Old Testament studies until recently, are still widely represented in scholarship on the Histories.


         


        On the basis of the brief summary above you may feel that these approaches offer a generally reasonable way of handling the biblical text. Alternatively, you may find them problematic, perhaps because of views you hold concerning the Bible as God’s Word, or because you find some of the examples cited unconvincing considered purely as literary analysis. Whatever your initial response, you should neither embrace nor dismiss these approaches too hastily. It is easy to present them in a parodied form, as ‘scissors-and-paste scholarship’ and the like, or to parade some of the more extreme examples of this kind of work as though they were representative. But that does not do these approaches justice. They are based on detailed study of the biblical texts and raise fair questions. You may not agree with the answers given, but you cannot simply brush the questions aside. Serious engagement with source-, form- and redaction-critical treatments of the Histories will usually help you to see more in the text than you might otherwise have done. Having said this, we turn to an approach which may be considered a mirror image of the literary-critical approaches just considered.


      


      

        NARRATIVE CRITICISM


        Narrative criticism has emerged in the last 30 or so years. Most scholars who adopt this approach (‘narrative critics’, or, following Amit’s term, ‘story scholars’) have some or all of the following in common:


        

          	

            A belief that Old Testament narrative displays great literary artistry: this is reflected in the title of Alter’s now-classic work, The Art of Biblical Narrative.


          


          	

            A concern to understand and rightly interpret the literary conventions and techniques of Old Testament narrative: these, it is argued, are partly the same as those of modern Western literature, but also partly different from them.


          


          	

            A working assumption of literary unity: narrative critics are reluctant to invoke theories of multiple sources, later editing and the like, though such theories are not in principle excluded.


          


          	

            An awareness of the role of the reader in interpretation.


          


        


        Narrative critics focus on many of the same features of the biblical text as ‘literary-critical’ approaches: for example, literary structure, recurring words and phrases, similarities shared by different narratives or sections of narrative, gaps in the narrative, and differences in perspective. But they interpret these features differently. Thus repetition, whether small-scale (words, sentences) or large-scale (entire narrative episodes), whether exact or involving some variation between the repeated elements, is generally seen as intentional. The same applies to gaps in the narrative, the presentation of information out of chronological sequence and the withholding of information or evaluation at points where we might have expected them. (Sternberg, p. 89, sums up this aspect in the phrase ‘the interplay of the truth and the whole truth’.) The play between narration and dialogue is seen as a prime example of narrative artistry: spoken words, measured against their narrative context, can tell us much about the characters who say them. Old Testament narrators, it is argued, have a fascination with human character and motives.


         


        Here are some examples of narrative criticism as applied to the Histories:


        

          	

            In Joshua 3—4 (the crossing of the Jordan) and Judges 20:29–48 (the defeat of Benjamin) the narrator uses frequent repetition to slow down the narrative and focus on the events described.


          


          	

            The framework of the accounts in Judges 3:7—16:31 is an example of repetition and variation: the framework suggests a recurring pattern in Israel’s history, while variations in the framework (additions, omissions, expansion of particular elements) draw attention to differences between the accounts of the ‘major’ judges.


          


          	

            1 Kings 11—12, the account of Jeroboam’s rebellion, is told in a way that suggests ironic parallels with the account of Israel’s exodus from Egypt (Exod. 1—14). This is an example of what is termed narrative analogy, in which one narrative is deliberately written so as to echo another.


          


          	

            The Histories contain many dialogues where the participants are characterized by contrast: for instance, the episodes of Micah and the Danites (Judg. 18:22–26), Abner and Paltiel (2 Sam. 3:15–16), David and Michal (2 Sam. 6:20–23), and Obadiah and Elijah (1 Kgs 18:7–16).


          


          	

            Other texts in the Histories seem to invite the reader to reflect on the difficulties of understanding human character and motives. In Judges 19, what can the Levite be thinking of when he tells his (dead) concubine to ‘get up’ (v. 28)? In 2 Samuel 12:15–24, why does David respond as he does to his son’s death? When Bathsheba enters David’s presence in 1 Kings 1, why does the narrator mention that ‘Abishag the Shunammite was attending the king’ (v. 15)? Is it so that we may speculate on what goes through her mind as she sees her decrepit husband and his beautiful companion?


          


          	

            Joshua 22 is an example of gapping, the withholding of information to create ambiguity. Why have the Transjordanian tribes built their altar (v. 10)? The answer emerges at the climax of the narrative, when it becomes clear that they have acted in good faith, but this fact is only revealed at this point, and not at the beginning (Sternberg, pp. 317–18).


          


          	

            Judges 1, Judges 17:1–5 and 1 Kings 9—10 may all be seen as examples of pseudo-objective narration (Sternberg, p. 480), in which events are narrated without comment, so as to raise questions in the reader’s mind, and thus make the reader more receptive to the evaluation which the narrator finally provides.


          


        


        A central claim of this approach is that Old Testament narrative presupposes readers and hearers who are actively involved in the interpretative process: the writers expected their audience to note key-words, repeated elements, narrative gaps and the like, and then attempt to make sense of them. As we do this we become aware of an implicit commentary running through the narrative: the narrator, without actually stating his views, presents words and events in such a way as to suggest a particular interpretation of them. The Histories also, of course, contain passages of explicit commentary, where the narrator makes his interpretation of events perfectly plain (e.g. Judg. 2:6—3:6; 1 Kgs 11:1–13; 2 Kgs 17); but this is not the only kind of evaluative comment found in Histories. The Histories, it is claimed, aim to influence readers by both implicit and explicit modes of persuasion; and the implicit modes are the more effective for being more subtle. (For an extended discussion of this topic, see Sternberg, pp. 441–81.)


         


        Narrative critics see the techniques and conventions of Old Testament narrative as vehicles for a distinctive world-view. The frequent presence of gaps in the narrative, which means that the full significance of an event often only becomes clear at a late stage, suggests a contrast between divine omniscience and the limitations of human knowledge. The play between narration and dialogue is tied to a view of humans as fallible and sometimes deceitful. Sometimes human characters tell the truth, and this can be conveyed by a close match between their words and the narrator’s. Sometimes human characters have a particular perception of the truth, or misrepresent the facts (deliberately or unintentionally), and in these cases their words may differ quite significantly from those of the narrator or another character. The interest in human character shows a respect for human personality and a belief that human motives, words and actions play an important part in YHWH’s unfolding purposes. The literary artistry of Old Testament narrative is thus inseparably bound up with a particular vision of God and humanity.


         


        Narrative critics, then, focus on the same textual phenomena as source, form and redaction critics, but explain them differently. Where these other critics see greater or lesser degrees of literary incoherence, to be explained by theories of multiple authorship, narrative critics tend to see an artistry reflecting a single authorial purpose. Thus: repetition is not a sign of the conflation of separate sources; the presence of discernible sub-units in a text does not mean the text is composite; gaps in the narrative have been deliberately created; unexpected details are revealed out of sequence to heighten their impact; and so on. In Chapters 3–11 we will note examples where the two approaches read the same textual data differently.


         


        How convincing are the alternative explanations offered by narrative criticism? Responses to this question will vary from case to case and from reader to reader. An interpretative approach which claims that Old Testament narratives contain much implicit commentary may provoke the response that the commentary is not so much implicit as non-existent, and that narrative critics have ‘detected’ things that are not really in the text. Given the will and sufficient ingenuity, it may be argued, one can usually find some way of interpreting even the most unliterary and composite-seeming text as a literary unity. But over against this, we should take seriously the suggestion that the conventions of Old Testament narrative may be different from those with which we are familiar: maybe we need to accustom ourselves to reading the biblical text in ways which at first seem to us over-subtle. (For a helpful discussion of how historical-critical and narrative-critical approaches may interact, see Amit 1999, pp. 22–32.)


         


        It will be obvious from Chapters 3–11 that narrative criticism is the mode of literary analysis we favour. Indeed, one of the chief points of interest in this book may be that it bases its interpretation of the Histories on this approach, in contrast to earlier introductions which favoured historical-critical analyses. We should, however, emphasize that narrative criticism is often open-ended in its implications. If the main lines of narrative criticism are correct, Old Testament narratives contain intentional gaps and frequently refrain from drawing explicit links between events, leaving it to the reader to grasp the significance of what is narrated. This is not a narrative style which sets out everything clearly and unambiguously. The result is that the text can often be taken in more than one way, and many examples can be cited of texts which different narrative critics have interpreted differently. The same point underlies the frequent use of words such as ‘seems’ and ‘apparently’ in the ‘Outline’ sections of Chapters 3–11. In some cases one may feel confident in choosing one reading over another, perhaps because it accounts better for the details of the text or fits the larger literary context better. But sometimes two different readings may seem equally plausible: see, for example, the panel on Ziba and Mephibosheth (2 Sam. 16:1–4; 19:24–30, Ch. 5 ‘Outline’). If you follow this approach, this is something you are going to have to learn to live with!


         


        Narrative-critical approaches are also open-ended as regards the literary history of the text. It is true that narrative critics tend to interpret biblical texts as literary wholes, and usually do not see gaps, repetitions and so on as evidence that these texts are composite. But conclusions of this sort relate to the biblical text in its present form, and are often accompanied by an agnosticism about possible earlier forms of the text. As regards the Histories, it is very likely, given their nature (the lengthy period they cover, their literary diversity), that they are based on a number of originally separate traditions, and that some of them existed in earlier versions (now lost). Our claim in this book is not that the earlier stages did not exist, but that they are not as easy to recover as source, form and redaction critics argue.


         


        In principle narrative-critical readings might imply early dates for large stretches of the Histories, the literary-critical arguments for distinguishing earlier and later sources (or base text and editorial additions) having been countered by alternative, unitary readings of the same textual data. But this conclusion does not necessarily follow. For example, the narrative analogies that will be noted between Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings (Chs 3–6) may suggest the opposite: if these books contain many cross-references to each other, this may imply that, whatever may be said about possible earlier versions of these books, the present form of these books can be dated no earlier than the latest of them, Kings, that is, no earlier than 560 BC. Narrative criticism is not necessarily tied to early dates for texts.


         


        Finally, we have noted how some narrative critics speak of the narrators as attempting by a variety of means to persuade readers towards a particular viewpoint. This raises further questions: should I allow myself to be persuaded? Do I accept the narrator’s interpretation of events? Are my values and world-view the same as his? Literary interpretation of any text tends to bring the interpreter’s own intellectual and ethical commitments into play, and many modern literary readings of the Histories are quite open about this: reader-response criticism, post-structuralist criticism, feminist criticism and others. (See the essays by Gunn and Fewell; also the chapter ‘Readers and Responsibility’, in Gunn and Fewell, pp. 189–205; Barr, pp. 102–62.) We will return to such readings later in this chapter, when we consider the use of the Histories as a contemporary theological and ethical resource.


      


    


    

    

      
THE HISTORIES AS HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS


      Taken at face value, the Histories claim that certain events happened at specific times in particular parts of the ancient Near East. This raises questions relating to the Histories as historical documents. What kind of history writing are they? Is ‘history writing’ the best classification? When were they written and by whom? How reliable are they?


      

        ARE THE HISTORIES HISTORY WRITING?


        In answering this question we can note the following points:


        

          	

            The Histories present a highly selective account of Israel from the conquest to the exile and beyond, and the coverage varies from period to period. Even where the coverage is most extensive, for example in the account of David in 1 Samuel 16—2 Samuel 20, the Histories are far from giving us all the detail we could desire.


          


          	

            The writers of the Histories clearly intended what they wrote to influence the thinking and conduct of their contemporaries. This has affected their selection and presentation of events.


          


          	

            The Histories contain many skilfully composed narratives.


          


          	

            These Histories describe matters which by their nature one might expect to be widely known, such as tribal history and royal building projects, and also matters which are not normally a matter of public record, such as private conversations between two parties.


          


          	

            The Histories reflect the writers’ theological views. This is seen particularly in the Histories’ understanding of causality, which emphasizes the role in events played by Israel’s god: YHWH’s acts of salvation and judgment to a large extent shape the course of events within and outside Israel.


          


          	

            The dating and authorship of the Histories have been extensively investigated, but with few generally accepted conclusions.


          


        


        It seems clear that Joshua, Judges, Samuel and Kings in their present form are some kind of literary unity, consequently that the final form of these books cannot be dated earlier than c. 560, the date of the latest incident recorded in Kings (see 2 Kgs 25:27–30). But this allows for a wide range of views regarding possible earlier stages in the formation of these books and earlier sources for these books. Chronicles is a post-exilic composition based to a considerable extent on material now found in other biblical books (the Pentateuch and, especially, Samuel and Kings); but questions still remain regarding other sources used by the Chronicler. Ezra, Nehemiah and Esther are clearly post-exilic, but the precise date of composition remains unclear. Finally, different scholars have suggested a wide range of dates for the composition of Ruth, from the early monarchic to the post-exilic periods. All the Histories are basically anonymous.


        All these points are perfectly compatible with a view of the Histories as genuine historiography. All history writing must be selective, focusing on particular times, places, people and events, and not even the most detailed account can give comprehensive coverage. The fact that the biblical writers told their accounts with one eye on lessons to be learned by their contemporaries and later generations, which means that the Histories tell us about the writers’ own perspectives as well as about the events narrated, also does not make the Histories unusual. Miller (p. 18) argues that this is true of almost all history writing, and speaks of history as ‘an ongoing conversation between the past and the present’, in which ‘as we… seek to understand the present, we naturally look to the past for bearings’.


         


        The literary artistry of the Histories, particularly the fact that they contain many passages of apparently private dialogue (e.g. Judg. 6:11–23; 1 Sam. 1:12—18; 2 Sam. 6:20–23), may seem to compromise them as genuinely historical in intent. Do they, as Alter suggests in a discussion of the Ehud account (Judg. 3), include passages of ‘fictionalized history’, that is, ‘history in which the feeling and the meaning of events are concretely realized through the technical resources of prose fiction’ (p. 41)? Do they contain a certain amount of imaginative reconstruction of what may have been said on particular occasions?


         


        It is easier to raise these questions than to answer them definitively. Every historical account must be a narrative of some sort, if it is not to be simply incoherent: there must be a certain amount of literary shaping which presents events in a particular order and brings out their significance. The fact that the Histories contain narratives of considerable literary skill cannot by itself disqualify them as history writing. The Histories may contain many passages of reconstructed dialogue, but that is probably true of many other works of ancient historiography. Provided we have no reason to suspect that such passages misrepresent the substance of what was said on a particular occasion, a reconstructed dialogue need not be a worse guide to the course of events than a verbatim report.


         


        As well as providing a clear narrative, every historical account must include analysis of the events narrated, that is, an interpretation which investigates the causes for these events and assesses their significance. The Histories do indeed provide interpretation of the events narrated, though it is debatable whether the kind of theological explanations found in the Histories (e.g. a statement such as ‘the Israelites again did what was evil in the sight of YHWH… so YHWH sold them into the hands of King Jabin of Canaan’, Judg. 4:1–2) counts as ‘analysis’ according to the canons of modern Western history writing. Most modern histories, whatever period they are describing, do not invoke divine causation to explain events, and many modern histories of Israel tend to replace the references to YHWH’s agency in the biblical accounts with historical explanations which seem ‘more reasonable’ in the sense that they are ‘more in keeping with our modern Western perception of reality’ (Miller, p. 18).


         


        Why the conventions of modern Western historiography are as they are is too big a topic to explore here. We simply note that the decision to exclude from the category of history writing all works, like the Histories, which do not adopt an effectively secular perspective involves metaphysical commitments which reach beyond the domain of historiography and which cannot be justified by purely historical arguments. Put simply, if you believe in a god somewhat like the god of Israel there is no reason in principle why you should dismiss the theological perspective of the Histories. Certainly the fact that the Histories are theological in character does not make them unique in their ancient Near Eastern context. Many ancient Near Eastern texts which purport to give an account of historical events (e.g. royal annals, campaign reports, descriptions of temple building) speak of gods as guiding the course of events (Averbeck, pp. 107–13). What may make the Histories unusual among ancient Near Eastern writings is their monotheistic perspective, which gives them what Averbeck (p. 113) terms a ‘metanarrative’ quality: the Histories, along with the Pentateuch, form an account of human history from creation on, which ‘claims to make sense of all other stories and the whole of reality’.


         


        The issue of evidence is another point on which the Histories seem to differ from modern history writing. The histories quite often cite sources (e.g. the reference to the Book of Jashar at Joshua 10:13, and the frequent mention of the ‘Book of the Annals of the Kings of Israel/Judah’ in Kings). References to phenomena still in existence or places which retain a certain name ‘to this day’ may similarly be intended as evidence for the historicity of particular events (e.g. Rahab’s family, Josh. 6:25; the Valley of Achor, Josh. 7:26; the custom of lamenting Jephthah’s daughter, Judg. 11:39–40). But there are few signs of the kind of sifting of evidence, the evaluation of conflicting testimonies and differing viewpoints, which plays a key role in contemporary historical method. Or at least: such a sifting and evaluation may have taken place, but this is not obvious from the biblical text. In fact, one searches the Histories in vain for a statement of historical method. This again is something the Histories have in common with other ancient Near Eastern historical texts. It appears that the first historical writers explicitly to address the question of how to handle different types of testimony were the Greek historians Herodotus and Thucydides (fifth century BC), though that need not mean that they were the first writers to evaluate their sources critically.


         


        Regarding the possible time gap between the Histories and the events described, we must distinguish between the likely date of the final form of each of the Histories and the date of possible earlier sources on which they may be based. Chapters 3–11 will discuss questions of sources and dates in relation to each of the Histories. In general, however, an account composed shortly after the events narrated is not necessarily more reliable than one composed (say) several generations later. One can be too close to events as well as too distant from them. A later account, if founded on reliable traditions, may present a truer picture than one written shortly after the events, not least because it is able to take a longer perspective, setting the events in the light of later developments. (See the discussion of ‘Earlier and Later Testimony’ in Provan, Long and Longman, pp. 56–62.)


         


        To sum up the argument so far, the Histories have features which are not usual in much modern history writing (most notably, their theological standpoint) and lack other features which are (most notably, extensive documentation and discussion of evidence and sources). They do not read like a modern history book. Yet they have more in common with modern history writing than might at first appear. Literary artistry, a didactic intent, even a theological perspective, are not necessarily incompatible with serious historical concerns. Indeed, they are commonly found in ancient Near Eastern historical accounts. According to many possible definitions the Histories should be classified as ‘history writing’: accounts of past events told with an eye to contemporary relevance.


      


      

        ARE THE HISTORIES HISTORICALLY RELIABLE?


        But are the Histories reliable accounts? Granted that theological concerns need not undermine sound historical method, have they in fact done so at some points? How far should we rely on the Histories in modern accounts of Israel’s history? Many of these issues are hotly disputed at present, and a survey of previous scholarship on this topic may be helpful. (For further details, see the works of Moorey, Fritz and Currid.)


         


        The beginnings of ancient Near Eastern studies (the excavation of sites from the ancient Near East and the decipherment of texts discovered at these sites) can be dated to about 1800. Excavations in Palestine began about 1850. Work in these areas has gone on more or less uninterrupted ever since, with ever more refined methods. For over 100 years, then, historians of Israel in the biblical period have based their accounts both on the biblical texts and on a growing body of data unearthed in the lands of the ancient Near East. These scholars were aware of literary-critical scholarship (e.g. regarding the dating of texts, or the source criticism of particular chapters), and the conclusions of literary critics influenced the use they made of biblical texts in reconstructing Israel’s history. The history of Bright, once a standard text, illustrates this point. But there was generally no question that, used with appropriate caution, the biblical texts were a proper source for historians to draw on, along with ancient Near Eastern texts and archaeological data.


         


        Such views, according to which archaeology and the biblical text were mutually illuminating, came to seem increasingly problematic in the later decades of the twentieth century. It was felt that biblical studies had set the agenda of archaeology to an unhealthy extent, with too great a focus on sites mentioned in the Bible and not enough on the archaeology of the region as a whole. The attempt to correlate the findings of archaeology with the biblical text had led to a circularity in some of the arguments used, whereby, for example, a destruction layer might be dated to the thirteenth century, attributed to invading Israelites, and then used as an argument for the historicity of an Israelite conquest, when perhaps there were no other grounds for a thirteenth-century dating, and nothing to prove that Israelites were responsible for the destruction.


         


        Scholars began to argue for a methodological separation between archaeology and biblical studies, so that archaeology could speak with a more independent voice. ‘Biblical archaeology’ should be replaced by a ‘Syro-Palestinian archaeology’ in which the archaeological data would be assessed by themselves before the question was raised how they related to the biblical account. The full range of archaeological data should be gathered in order to form as comprehensive a picture as possible of life in Palestine at a given period. Attention should be paid not simply to those data which seemed most relevant to politics and religion (the primary focus of the biblical texts), but also to data which illuminated the culture, social structure and other aspects of the life of the inhabitants of Palestine. (See Dever, pp. 53–95 for a convenient summary of this approach.) These concerns are reflected in studies such as those of King and Stager and Borowski, which consider biblical and archaeological data relating to many aspects of daily life in biblical Israel, and in social-scientific approaches to Israelite society such as those of McNutt.


         


        Another, related development which became noticeable in the 1970s was a growing tendency to question the biblical account of Israel’s origins. First the historicity of the patriarchal period and the exodus was questioned, then that of the Israelite conquest of Canaan: all this on the grounds (1) that the biblical texts were maybe centuries later than the events they claimed to report, and seemed to reflect the theological views of these later writers; and (2) that there was scanty extra-biblical evidence, whether archaeological or inscriptional, to support the biblical accounts. Thus Miller and Hayes in their 1986 volume gave a brief summary of Genesis—Joshua and surveyed various theories of Israelite origins, but refused to offer their own reconstruction of these origins, beginning their detailed treatment of Israelite history with the period of the Judges (pp. 54–79).


         


        In the 1990s this questioning was extended to later parts of the biblical account, the period of the Israelite monarchy and beyond. Was the biblical picture of the reigns of David and Solomon plausible? There was little extra-biblical evidence for a Solomonic empire. What about the period of the divided monarchy? Granted that from the ninth century on some names of Israelite and Judean kings begin to appear in Assyrian and Babylonian accounts of campaigns in Syria and Palestine, biblical texts (Kings, Chronicles) were still the major source for Israelite history in that period. And these texts seemed to be no less influenced by their writers’ ideology than the biblical texts relating to earlier periods, which had already been found wanting, partly for this very reason. In what was in one sense a logical development, similar arguments began to be employed against the biblical picture of the Babylonian exile. The biblical texts might speak of the kingdom of Judah going into exile (Kings, Chronicles) and of descendants of the exiles returning to the former territory of Judah in the Persian period (Ezra, Nehemiah), but there was little extra-biblical testimony to all these events. Might not this part of the biblical picture also be largely an invention?


         


        A scholar who argued along these lines was Thompson (1992). In his view the Bible was deeply problematic as a historical source, a late compilation, uneven, contradictory and full of variant traditions (pp. 353–99). Where previous historians of Israel had used literary-critical arguments to distinguish between early sources and later additions, and thus isolate what they considered the more reliable parts of the biblical account, Thompson felt that these arguments were severely flawed. Claims that, for example, some passages in Joshua—Kings could be dated to the time of Josiah’s reforms and that other texts reflected a less optimistic, probably exilic perspective (see Ch. 6) themselves depended on a historical framework largely derived from the Bible, and were therefore circular. It might be that there were some earlier traditions embedded within the Bible, but it was uncertain how far these had been altered by the later compilers, so that any literary-critical salvage operation was more or less impossible.


         


        In other sections of his book (e.g. pp. 402–15) Thompson offered an account of Palestine and surrounding regions which made virtually no appeal to the Bible, and was based largely on archaeology (particularly surveys of settlement, farming and trade patterns at different periods) and extra-biblical texts (chiefly Egyptian, Assyrian, Babylonian and Persian), along with studies relating to other long-term trends in the region, such as climate change. He believed that the Assyrian and Babylonian deportations of the eighth to sixth centuries removed virtually all the former inhabitants of these regions and moved new groups into the area, so that there was little continuity between the population of these regions in the sixth century and that of earlier centuries. He argued that what is described in biblical texts as a return of descendants of the former citizens of Judah to their ancestral lands was nothing of the sort. Rather, the Persian province of Yehud (Judah) was a new foundation tendentiously represented as the return of a captive people to their former territories, in line with a Persian imperial ideology which portrayed the Persian rulers as benign restorers of patterns of life disrupted by the previous Babylonian rulers. Persian imperial policy was thus the catalyst for the shaping of diverse (and now largely unrecoverable) traditions into a single account according to which Israel (12 tribes linked by common descent) had entered the land of Canaan together, had been linked by the worship of one god, and had later existed as a united monarchy and then two separate kingdoms, with the heirs of the kingdom of Judah returning to their territories after exile in Babylon (pp. 415–23). Similar views are advocated by Davies and Lemche.


         


        These views may seem extreme, and they have drawn criticism. Kitchen argues at length that scholars such as Thompson ignore or misuse the ancient Near Eastern data: they fail to note good parallels to things described in the Histories, and draw invalid inferences from gaps in the evidence. Further, the Histories look nothing like what we would have expected if they had been mainly composed in the Persian or the Hellenistic periods. They contain a wealth of accurate information about earlier centuries which could hardly have been invented at a later period (Kitchen, pp. 459–64; Dever, pp. 97–157). In particular, there are serious objections to the view that the Old Testament is basically a Hellenistic book (Albertz). Barr (pp. 97–101) suggests that the approach of Thompson and others suffers from a methodological imbalance. Its advocates are over-suspicious towards the Old Testament, and over-accepting of other data (or interpretations of the data) which support their position. They impose a high burden of proof on those who attempt to relate, say, the biblical accounts of David and Solomon to the realities of tenth-century Palestine, but a much lower burden of proof on those who read these same accounts as Persian- or Hellenistic-period ideology.


         


        However, even scholars who do not accept a very late dating of the Histories may still be highly critical of the Histories as a historical source. An example is the volume by Finkelstein and Silberman (2002), which argues among other things that there was no conquest of Canaan as described in Joshua; that the Israelites were mainly Canaanite in origin; that Judges contains little in the way of reliable historical data; that there never was a united monarchy ruled by David and Solomon with its capital city in Jerusalem; and that what Kings describes as the kingdoms of Israel and Judah had separate origins, the biblical texts which represent them as once both parts of a single kingdom being a fiction invented for propaganda purposes in the reign of Josiah.


         


        Finkelstein and Silberman’s volume is not the last word on the topic, nor do we in fact agree with most of their conclusions. Their work, like that of the other scholars mentioned above, has been cited simply to give a sense of recent developments in the field. Some further studies are included in the suggestions for further reading at the end of this chapter. Chapters 3–11 will each pursue particular historical issues in more detail. Underlying much of the detailed discussion in those chapters are some general issues which we have touched on above, which it is worth summarizing here:


        

          	

            The relationship of literary reading and historical assessment: evaluation of the Histories as historical documents cannot be separated from consideration of them as literary texts. A dispute over historical reliability will sometimes centre upon questions which are clearly literary in character (e.g. regarding the dating, coherence or viewpoint of a particular text).


          


          	

            The theological character of the Histories: is this feature of the Histories (which they have in common with most ancient Near Eastern historical accounts) a serious obstacle to accepting them as reliable accounts?


          


          	

            External attestation: is it valid to argue (as many of the scholars cited above in effect do) that one should only believe the biblical account, or is better justified in believing it, when it is supported by extra-biblical data (e.g. ancient Near Eastern texts or archaeological data)? How far can one take this principle? In the absence of external attestation are there other lines of argument one can develop regarding the general plausibility or otherwise of the biblical text?


          


          	

            Archaeology and the biblical text: granted that archaeology must have a certain methodological independence from biblical studies, the attempt must at some point be made to relate biblical text and archaeological data to each other. How is this to be done in a way that is fair to both of them?


          


        


      


    


    

    

      THE HISTORIES AS PART OF A LARGER STORY


      A first-time reader of the Histories normally encounters them as part of a Bible, either Jewish or Christian, and soon notices that they presuppose and at many points refer to the narrative of Israel’s earlier history in the Pentateuch. There are also many links between the Histories and other parts of the Old Testament. The New Testament makes many clear references to the Histories and the events described in them.


       


      Why, it may be asked, have we not considered the relation of the Histories to other biblical books before considering the ancient Near Eastern context? Do these other books not form a more immediate and obvious interpretative context? Answering that question is in fact far from straightforward. It involves examining the links between the Histories and other biblical books. What kind of links are they? How may they have come about? Such questions are explored at various points in Chapters 3–11 (e.g. the ‘… in the canon’ sections). Chapter 7, in particular, asks what role Deuteronomy (perhaps an earlier form of Deuteronomy) may have played in the formation of Joshua—Kings. The placing of the Histories within a larger literary entity (a biblical canon) can be seen as a major hermeneutical step, reflecting a particular interpretation of them. A further issue is that there are different biblical canons, which vary in the number of books they include and in the order of the books included (see the panel ‘The place of the Histories in three Old Testament canons’). A particularly significant feature of the Hebrew canon, also to be picked up in Chapter 7, is the separation of Joshua—Kings from the other Histories and their designation as ‘Former Prophets’. We do not have space to discuss theories regarding the origins of the different biblical canons, or the significance of the different positions of the Histories in Hebrew and Greek canons. (Some of the ‘… in the canon’ sections in Chapters 3–11 will touch on this issue.) A more fundamental issue is whether or not to read the Histories in the light of the New Testament, that is, as part of Christian Scripture, along the lines suggested by advocates of what has come to be called biblical theology. This leads on to the next section.


      

        

          

            

              

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                

                  

                    	



                        THE PLACE OF THE HISTORIES IN THREE OLD TESTAMENT CANONS
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                    	Septuagint


                    	English


                        translations
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                    	Septuagint


                    	English
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                    	Law


                    	Pentateuch


                    	Pentateuch


                    	Writings


                    	Song of Songs


                    	Prophets


                  


                  

                    	Genesis
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                    	Psalms


                    	Job


                    	Isaiah


                  


                  

                    	Exodus
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                    	Exodus


                    	Job
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                    	Leviticus


                    	Leviticus


                    	Leviticus


                    	Proverbs


                    	Sirach


                    	Lamentations


                  


                  

                    	Numbers


                    	Numbers


                    	Numbers


                    	RUTH


                    	Psalms of Solomon


                    	Ezekiel


                  


                  

                    	Deuteronomy


                    	Deuteronomy


                    	Deuteronomy


                    	Song of Songs


                    	

                    	Daniel


                  


                  

                    	

                    	Ecclesiastes


                    	Prophets


                    	Hosea


                  


                  

                    	Former Prophets


                    	Histories


                    	Histories


                    	Lamentations


                    	Hosea


                    	Joel


                  


                  

                    	JOSHUA


                    	JOSHUA


                    	JOSHUA


                    	ESTHER


                    	Amos


                    	Amos


                  


                  

                    	JUDGES


                    	JUDGES


                    	JUDGES


                    	Daniel


                    	Micah


                    	Obadiah


                  


                  

                    	1 SAMUEL


                    	RUTH


                    	RUTH


                    	EZRA


                    	Joel


                    	Jonah


                  


                  

                    	2 SAMUEL


                    	1 REIGNS


                    	1 SAMUEL


                    	NEHEMIAH


                    	Obadiah


                    	Micah


                  


                  

                    	1 KINGS


                    	2 REIGNS


                    	2 SAMUEL


                    	1 CHRONICLES


                    	Jonah


                    	Nahum


                  


                  

                    	2 KINGS


                    	3 REIGNS


                    	1 KINGS


                    	2 CHRONICLES


                    	Nahum


                    	Habakkuk


                  


                  

                    	

                    	4 REIGNS


                    	2 KINGS


                    	

                    	Habakkuk


                    	Zephaniah


                  


                  

                    	Latter Prophets


                    	1 PARALIPOMENON


                    	1 CHRONICLES


                    	

                    	Zephaniah


                    	Haggai


                  


                  

                    	Isaiah


                    	2 PARALIPOMENON


                    	2 CHRONICLES


                    	

                    	Haggai


                    	Zechariah


                  


                  

                    	Jeremiah


                    	1 ESDRAS


                    	EZRA


                    	

                    	Zechariah


                    	Malachi


                  


                  

                    	Ezekiel


                    	2 ESDRAS


                    	NEHEMIAH


                    	

                    	Malachi


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Hosea


                    	ESTHER


                    	ESTHER


                    	

                    	Isaiah


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Joel


                    	Judith


                    	

                    	

                    	Jeremiah


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Amos


                    	Tobit


                    	Poetic Books


                    	

                    	Baruch


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Obadiah


                    	1 Maccabees


                    	Job


                    	

                    	Lamentations


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Jonah


                    	2 Maccabees


                    	Psalms


                    	

                    	Letter of Jeremiah


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Micah


                    	3 Maccabees


                    	Proverbs


                    	

                    	Ezekiel


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Nahum


                    	4 Maccabees


                    	Ecclesiastes


                    	

                    	Susanna


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Habakkuk


                    	

                    	Song of Songs


                    	

                    	Daniel


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Zephaniah


                    	Poetic Books


                    	

                    	

                    	Bel and the Dragon


                    	

                  


                  

                    	Haggai


                    	Psalms (+ Odes)


                    	

                    	

                    	

                    	

                  


                  

                    	Zechariah


                    	Proverbs


                    	

                    	

                    	

                    	

                  


                  

                    	Malachi


                    	Ecclesiastes


                    	

                    	

                    	

                    	

                  


                

              


            


          


        


      


      

        THE HISTORIES AND BIBLICAL THEOLOGY


        Biblical theology has until recently been practised almost exclusively by Christians. The books of the Bible (Old and New Testament together) are seen as forming a single, diverse but unified account of God’s purposes of salvation for humanity from creation (Gen. 1) to new creation (Rev. 22) (Dumbrell, p. 9). Scholars who adopt this approach focus on the developing ‘story-line’ of the Old Testament. The books of the Bible are taken in historical sequence, usually according to the historical period each book describes or refers to, rather than the date the book was composed or edited. Much attention is paid to recurring themes and patterns which link narratives from different periods. These are then pursued into the New Testament.


         


        The themes ‘God’, ‘people’, ‘land’, for example, form a trio which recurs constantly throughout the Bible: Genesis 1 (God, Adam and Eve, the earth); Genesis 12 and 15 (where Abraham is promised many descendants who will occupy the land of Canaan and enjoy YHWH’S blessing); Joshua (where YHWH blesses the obedient Israelites, Abraham’s descendants, and enables them to occupy the land of Canaan); Kings (where the people are exiled from the land because of their rebellion against YHWH); the Prophets (who speak of the relationship between YHWH and people being restored and the people returning to their land); and finally Revelation 21–22 (where a redeemed people worships YHWH in a renewed heaven and earth). In a similar way the motifs associated with the exodus from Egypt recur in later texts which describe God’s salvation or God’s victory over his opponents (Josh. 3–4; 2 Kgs 2; Isa. 40–55; the Gospels; Rev. 15).


         


        Ideas and themes introduced at the beginning of the Old Testament and subsequently are developed, sometimes in unexpected ways. Not all later developments are necessarily clear in the early stages. Thus a sense of historical perspective is important in biblical theology. Linked to this, biblical theologians argue that it is necessary to hear the different voices of the individual books of the Bible. Synthesis (as happens when one traces theological themes from book to book) should not mean assimilation of one viewpoint to another, so that the entire Bible ends up saying the same thing. In this sense, biblical theology accepts literary approaches to the Bible which highlight the different features of the various biblical genres, and the distinctive ideas of each biblical book. It can also welcome at least some historical-critical views about the composition, editing and dating of parts of the Bible (Goldingay, pp. 183, 186–7).


         


        For examples of biblical-theological readings of the Histories, which illustrate how the larger biblical context may affect the interpretation of particular texts, see the discussion of the following texts: 2 Samuel 5–7, where it is suggested that reading these chapters against the background of the promises to Abraham in Genesis may alter our view of the role of Israel’s monarchy in YHWH’s purposes (Ch. 5, ‘Outline’); Ezra and Nehemiah, where the decision to read these books against the background of prophetic texts relating to Israel’s restoration may lead to a more negative assessment of what was achieved by those who returned from exile (Ch. 10, ‘Key themes’); Esther, where the question arises whether to read the book from a diaspora perspective or a Jerusalem perspective like that found in the Prophets and Ezra and Nehemiah (Ch. 9, ‘Esther in the canon’).


         


        Questions naturally arise: what is the status of this ‘story-line’ which unifies both Testaments? Is it simply the creation of later Christian commentators following the lead of the New Testament, which throughout presents Jesus as the fulfilment of Old Testament hopes and promises? That suggestion does not do justice to the many thematic links within the Old Testament noted earlier: biblical theologians are arguably responding to a tendency already present in the Old Testament (so, too, the New Testament writers). Is the presence of a story-line within the Old Testament, then, due to the fact that books composed later were written in dependence on earlier ones? Is it (alternatively or in addition) the result of later, editorial shaping, which has multiplied the links across Old Testament books? Is it true that there is only one story-line running through both Testaments, or is there something to be said for Brueggemann’s view according to which the Old Testament contains different, partly conflicting ‘testimonies’ about the god of Israel? (A testimony is simply a story by another name.) These are questions to keep in mind throughout Chapters 3–11.


         


        As indicated, most practitioners of biblical theology are Christians. The biblical story is seen as spanning both Old and New Testaments, with Jesus as the fulfilment of the Old Testament. Jews, who do not regard Jesus as the focal point of God’s purposes, naturally question this aspect of the approach. But in principle there is no reason why those who do not accept the New Testament as the continuation of the Old Testament should not follow similar interpretative steps within the Old Testament (Law, Prophets and Writings in Jewish terminology), reading later parts in the light of earlier, and then finding continuations of the story in other places than the New Testament. Some of the contributors to the volume edited by Bellis and Kaminsky move in this direction.


         


        Consideration of the Histories as part of a larger story shades into the question of their modern interpretation and appropriation. Should we follow the lead of those who produced the various biblical canons and emphasize the links between the Histories and other biblical books? Or should we bracket out the larger story (if only temporarily) and interpret the Histories as far as we can by themselves? What if we refuse to be led by the biblical story-line, either because we find the notion of a single story-line implausible, or because we are as interested in other voices apparently suppressed by those responsible for the Bible (the voices left out of the story or left on its margins), or because our world-view fundamentally contradicts that (those) of the Bible? Exploring this topic to its fullest extent inevitably draws one’s personal commitments into the discussion.


      


    


    

    

      THE HISTORIES, THEOLOGY AND ETHICS


      As well as making claims about events on the human level, the Histories frequently make statements about God. According to the Histories, many things that happen to Israel and other nations reflect YHWH’s purposes. Further, many of the events described are assessed within an ethical framework that clearly reflects a particular view of the divine (e.g. the claims in Judges and Kings that certain actions were ‘right’ or ‘evil’ in YHWH’s sight).


       


      All this raises the question of theological perspective noted earlier in this chapter: do the Histories have a unified theological and ethical standpoint? But it also raises other questions with more contemporary relevance: do we believe in a god like the god of Israel described in the Histories? Can we accept the ethical viewpoint of the Histories, or is the gap between the world of the Histories and our own world too large to be bridged? On what basis do we make such judgments?


       


      For those who do accept the theology and ethics of the Histories, whether wholly or in part, the question of contemporary application arises: can we simply transplant the theology and ethics of the Histories into our own historical and social context, or must there be some process of reinterpretation and updating? How might the Histories translate into contemporary living? We survey some of these issues in what follows.


      

        YHWH IN THE HISTORIES


        What picture of YHWH the god of Israel do the Histories present? YHWH is personal, and has created men and women to relate to him (note the frequent references to prayer and prophecy in the Histories). YHWH called the nation Israel into being, committing himself to their ancestors by covenant (Josh. 1:6; 2 Kgs 13:23), rescuing Israel from Egypt (2 Sam. 7:23), giving them laws which reflect his own character (Josh. 1:8; 2 Kgs 17:16; 22:8–13), and bringing them to the land he promised them. In the Histories as in the Pentateuch these actions are foundational, revealing key aspects of YHWH’s nature. In his dealings with Israel YHWH shows himself just, noting and responding to righteousness and wickedness in his people. He is jealous for his own glory, hating it when his people turn away from him to other gods. Keeping YHWH’s law is as important in the Histories as in the Pentateuch. But YHWH also shows an unexpected patience, always responding when people repent (Judg. 3:9; 1 Sam. 7:2–5; 1 Kgs 21:27–29), rescuing Israel again and again from their enemies, and holding back judgment even when there seems no reason for him to do so (2 Kgs 13:4, 23; 14:26–27).


         


        The Histories often give a sense of what the god of Israel is like by a kind of negative characterization, showing what happens when people turn away from YHWH. Part of the point of Judges, for instance, is that as the people repeatedly turn away from YHWH, they become progressively more corrupt and spiritually apathetic. And in general there are many passages where the underlying logic seems to be: see what happens when you forsake YHWH. See, for example, Judges 17—21, 1 Kings 9—11 and 1 Kings 20—22. In short, the Histories claim that to turn away from YHWH is to reject what is good and right for what is twisted, cruel, wicked, oppressive and dehumanizing.


         


        (These examples have all been taken from Joshua—Kings: Esther and Ruth add to this picture with their depictions of YHWH’s providential working; Chronicles, Ezra and Nehemiah say little not already found in Joshua—Kings.)


         


        The portrayal of YHWH in the Histories, then, is broadly consistent with the Pentateuchal presentation, though some Pentateuchal themes (e.g. YHWH as creator) are not frequently mentioned, and function as unstated presuppositions.


         


        The Histories have a strongly monotheistic world-view. (On the question of the appropriateness of the term ‘monotheism’ to describe the viewpoint of the Old Testament in general, see Bauckham.) YHWH is ruler of the nations, and directs their affairs as he sees fit. Sometimes he defeats them before Israel (Josh. 1—12; Judg. 3:10–11; 2 Sam. 5:17–25; 1 Kgs 20). At other times he uses them as an instrument of judgment (Judg. 3:7–8; 4:1–3; 1 Sam. 4; 2 Kgs 5:1; 18:25–26; 24:20). Foreign nations who underestimate YHWH’s power are brought to book, as in the case of the Arameans who imagine that the god of Israel is only a god of the hills (1 Kgs 20:23–25, 28); or as in the account of Sennacherib’s siege of Jerusalem (2 Kgs 18—19), perhaps the most explicitly monotheistic text in the Histories.


         


        Other gods are referred to in the Histories. Some texts are even framed as contests between YHWH and other gods: Judges 6 and 1 Kings 18, in which Israelites engaged in the worship of Baal are challenged to transfer their allegiance to YHWH; 1 Samuel 5—6, in which YHWH displays his superior power against the gods of the Philistines. But such texts never describe these other gods as doing anything, and the implication seems to be that they have no existence outside the minds of those who worship them.


         


        In contrast, some texts do suggest that it is possible for non-Israelites to acknowledge YHWH’s power and even enjoy his blessing: the accounts of Rahab (Josh. 2 and 6) and the Gibeonites (Josh. 9); the accounts of Hiram (1 Kgs 5:7) and the queen of Sheba (1 Kgs 10:6–9); and, perhaps most striking of all, the account of Naaman the Aramean commander (2 Kgs 5:1–20). More commonly, of course, non-Israelite nations and their leaders feature as Israel’s enemies. But the texts cited do seem to hold that it is possible for all humans, not Israelites alone, to relate to the god of Israel. This seems to be another presupposition that the Histories share with the Pentateuch, especially with Genesis.


         


        The above paragraphs may suggest that the Histories are somewhat simplistic in their theology, and we should qualify what we have just said by recalling the comments made earlier about the subtlety of biblical narrative. The text does not always make clear whether or not YHWH is involved in particular events, or what YHWH’s attitude to these events is. Sometimes it seems that YHWH is portrayed as standing back and letting people who should know what to do ‘get on with it’ (as in the accounts of Israel’s ‘testing’ in Judges 3, and of the dynastic succession in 1 Kings 1—2). Sometimes YHWH apparently chooses to let events take their course: bad human choices are not prevented from leading to bad consequences (e.g. the people’s request for a king in 1 Samuel 8—12). Perhaps this aspect of the narrative reflects a view of men and women as made in the divine image (Gen. 1): because humans have this dignity, what they do cannot simply be overridden whenever it might lead in an unacceptable direction.


         


        Nonetheless, with all these qualifications, here is a most uncompromising picture of divine reality, a strongly monotheistic portrayal clearly at odds both with ancient polytheistic views and with many pluralist strands in contemporary religious thought.


         


        One question that will be taken up later (see Ch. 6) is whether this picture corresponds to historical reality: do the Histories project back into earlier periods religious views which were not held by those who lived then? What about the archaeological evidence from various periods which suggests that many Israelites were not monotheists?


         


        There is also the question of the seemingly narrow religious perspective of the Histories. Is there really as little positive to be said for the religious beliefs and practices of the other peoples of the ancient Near East as the Histories seem to imply? Why does YHWH, the sole creator, select one group, Israel, as his people? Is the religion of the Histories a kind of religious nationalism? And we have not yet addressed the question of seemingly immoral acts attributed by the text to YHWH or his representatives (Josh. 6—11; 1 Sam. 15; 2 Sam. 24). To be sure, passages such as these are not to be taken out of context, as though the killing of Canaanites and others were motiveless actions of an irrational deity (on the contrary, the context usually suggests reasons), or as though the only fact stated about the god of Israel is that he ordered such killings (much else is known, some of which we have summarized above). But these troubling passages and others like them are part of the Histories, and not a minor part at that.


      


      

        THE HISTORIES AND ETHICS


        We have now come to the question of whether, and in what ways, the Histories may be used in contemporary ethics. Some contemporary scholars believe that the Histories are a viable resource for ethics. Much discussion regarding the use of the Old Testament in ethics has focused on the Pentateuchal law and the prophets, but recent scholarship has seen an interest in narrative texts, as in Wenham’s monograph, which includes an extensive discussion of Judges, or in some of the work of Barton and Wright.


         


        According to Wenham, care is needed in deducing the narrator’s ethical perspective from the text, but there are principles of interpretation which can guide us, and much in Old Testament narrative texts that can stimulate our own ethical reflection. Wright is similarly optimistic, but he emphasizes that in order to apply Old Testament texts to contemporary ethical questions we need a sense of historical perspective: both in that Israel takes on different forms at different stages of her history (theocracy, monarchy, people in exile), which means that texts from different periods have different viewpoints on the same issue (see, for example, his study, ‘The People of God and the State’, pp. 213–43); and in that our own world is very different from that of the second and first millennia BC. Other essays in the same volume use Old Testament texts to explore human rights, the theology and ethics of land, unjust political systems, and decision-making. Wright notes that there is often more biblical reflection on such issues in the Old Testament than in the New Testament.


         


        Barton, though he clearly finds parts of the Histories far from morally edifying, nonetheless argues that Old Testament narratives such as the account of David can be read as ‘stories with a serious purpose’, accounts which handle complex moral issues in a thoughtful and sensitive way (Barton 2003, pp. 5–11). He suggests that narrative is in some ways ideally suited to deal with certain issues (e.g. the interplay of divine and human actions in the outworking of God’s purposes) which cannot easily be the subject of legislation or summed up in a proverbial saying. Certainly, narrative functions differently from other types of text, and in a way that makes it particularly difficult to separate ‘medium’ from ‘message’. A text like Judges 19 cannot be reduced to a brief statement of its underlying principles (e.g. ‘one must show hospitality to strangers’; ‘gang rape is wicked’), true to the text though these in one sense are: a large part of the chapter’s impact, and hence its ethical challenge, comes from the way in which the narrative produces in the reader a sense of horror at the events described.


         


        Other scholars are much less convinced that the Old Testament can be used in this way. For Rodd the Old Testament provides merely ‘glimpses of a strange land’: there is no coherent ethical vision underlying the Old Testament, and the ethical perspectives found there only show us how differently we look at the world nowadays. The Old Testament is a foreign country, and it is problematic to see any of it as ethically authoritative today. Rodd finds parts of the Old Testament (e.g. the texts relating to war) quite irredeemable from an ethical standpoint. In a somewhat similar vein, Penchansky offers studies of six narratives, three taken from the Histories, which he believes show God in a dark and frightening light: as irrational (the account of Uzzah, 2 Sam. 6); as vindictive (David’s census, 2 Sam. 24); and as abusive (Elisha and the bears, 2 Kgs 2:23–25). These portrayals of YHWH, he argues, cannot be toned down. Rather, we should admit that these texts do say what they seem to say about God, and then reject these portrayals, seeking out different understandings so as to arrive at a better vision of God and the world. This view of the text as a kind of negative stimulus to theological thought is not unlike Rodd’s ‘strange land’ approach.


         


        Last, we should mention the many feminist readings of the Histories, which in general proceed from the basis that the Histories are suspect as regards their portrayal of the roles of men and women. Some of these readings in effect attempt ‘rescue operations’, focusing on the minority of texts (in collections generally dominated by patriarchal viewpoints) which seem to portray women in a positive light. Others conclude that rescue is pointless, for even the texts in which women play positive roles are fundamentally patriarchal in perspective (see the discussion of this question with regard to Ruth, Ch. 8).


         


        All the issues we have mentioned during this section will be with us throughout Chapters 3–11.


      


    


    

    

      CONCLUSION


      Recent scholarship on the Histories, as on other parts of the Old Testament, shows a great diversity. This chapter has given a sampling of this diversity. To an extent the various approaches applied to the Histories are responding to different aspects of the text, and are based on different types of data, textual and extra-textual. But they are not mutually exclusive: on the contrary, much scholarly writing on the Histories tends to combine insights drawn from a number of them. For instance, analysis of the sources underlying a biblical text may lead to theories regarding the historical context within which that text arose. Or the text may be studied in the light of relevant archaeological findings, with the aim of reconstructing the historical events underlying it. A reconstruction of this sort may in turn form the basis for handling ethical issues relating to the contemporary application of the text.


       


      This is all perfectly legitimate; indeed, any scholar whose work combines study of the biblical text with serious reflection on the text’s contemporary relevance must employ a variety of approaches, each with its distinctive method. We believe that each of the approaches represented in our survey deserves serious consideration. But it is also important to understand the assumptions underlying these approaches and to appreciate the possible limitations of each approach.


      

        THE ‘OUTLINE’ SECTIONS IN CHAPTERS 3—11


        Each of the chapters dealing with the Histories themselves (Chs 3–11) contains an extensive ‘Outline’ section which summarizes and surveys the book(s) in question. There are two reasons for this. First, many students may be unfamiliar with the Histories, and may welcome a ‘guided tour’ through them. Second, the Outlines set out our interpretations of the Histories, and form the basis for the discussion of other issues in each chapter. A fundamental fact about the Histories, in our view, is that they are artfully constructed texts. The Outlines aim to bring out this aspect and its implications for interpretation. They are not, therefore, simply a neutral (and dispensable) summary of the text, but an essential part of the argument of each chapter.


         


        Our interpretations of the Histories begin with an assumption of literary unity. We are, of course, aware of the large amount of scholarship which treats the Histories as composite at the literary and theological levels, and we interact with a representative selection of it at the appropriate points. We are far from excluding the possibility that many sources and many hands have played a part in the formation of the Histories. But we feel that a judgment cannot be made on these matters before attempting to understand the Histories in their present form, allowing for the possibility that they may operate according to literary conventions to an extent different from those familiar to us. Usually, having investigated contrary viewpoints, we conclude that our initial, working assumption of literary unity may be allowed to stand. Where others have found literary awkwardness and theological contradiction, we have usually found narrative artistry and a unified (though maybe complex or paradoxical) theology.


         


        On this as on all other positions adopted in this volume, you, student or teacher, must decide whether you agree with us.
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