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Preface


It may be useful for readers, particularly those not familiar with Hebrew, to have some initial information about the meaning of righteousness and associated terms in the HBOT. The term, as a noun, adjective or verb, is used not only in relation to God but also to human beings, cities, laws, and even inanimate objects such as weights and measures. However, only limited comment will be offered on these other uses, for two reasons. One is that it is beyond the scope of one book to do all of them justice, the other and more weighty reason is the biblical claim that divine righteousness is the source of all righteousness in the created realm. It is only when we know or are taught about the former that we can come to know the latter. This of course is a faith claim and one that is no doubt the product of a lot of reflection and at times vigorous debate. For those who believe in the inspired status of the Bible, God was the guiding spirit throughout this process.


The English term righteousness is not an entirely satisfactory one because it can carry a negative connotation, such as the well-known barb, ‘being self-righteous’ This is not the case with the Hebrew term. Some Bibles prefer to use ‘justice’ or a range of terms (for example the Good News Bible [GNB], The New English Translation [NET]). However, the New Revised Standard Version (NRSV) tends to reserve ‘justice’ for the translation of another, related, Hebrew term (cf below) and as far as possible to maintain consistency in its use of the term righteousness.1 A factor that affects choice of translation is the context in which a term occurs: this can alter its meaning to a considerable degree. No translation is perfect or likely to win universal approval. However the consistency that the NRSV generally maintains in its translation of key Hebrew terms in varying contexts inclines me to prefer it for this study. It allows the reader to gauge the particular nuance a Hebrew term may have in this or that context.


The Hebrew term normally translated as righteous is, in its adjectival form tsadiq—transliterating the Hebrew script into Roman letters—with the corresponding nouns being tsedeq (masculine) and tsedaqah (feminine).2 Scholars debate whether there is any difference in meaning between the two forms of the noun. Some discern little difference or, if this were the case, it belonged to an earlier stage of the language and faded over time.3 Others argue that the feminine form tends to be used for a concrete application or manifestation of the more abstract notion of righteousness for which the masculine form is preferred.4 As with most words in Semitic languages, the various grammatical forms are constructed from three core consonants, in this case ts-d-q. The various forms of the verb are normally translated into English by employing auxiliary verbs: for example, ‘you are righteous’, ‘he will declare X righteous, ‘he will bring about righteousness’, etc.


The variety of literary forms and contexts in which these Hebrew terms occur makes it difficult to define their meaning and there is still a degree of scholarly disagreement. Nevertheless their careful work allows a number of important points to be made that will be used as guidelines in the course of this study.5 In my judgment a particularly important one is that a primary sign and presence of righteousness, which has its source in the creator God, is right order in creation/world. Because creation is comprised of myriads of parts, right order means that each part has a relationship to other parts and to the whole and is meant to function in accord with these relationships. Right order in creation—the relationships between the various parts—is, for the HBOT, a dynamic not a static concept; it envisages each part functioning to its fullest capacity in accord with the creator’s purpose. A leading advocate of this creation perspective is Hans Heinrich Schmid but his description of ‘Gerechtigkeit’ (righteousness) as ‘Weltordnung’ (world order) could give the impression that righteousness equals world order whereas if its origin is in God it is surely more than this. 6 Hence Jan Assmann prefers the phrase ‘Weltordnung als Gerechtigkeit’.7 That is, world order is a key presence or manifestation of the righteousness that has its origins in God. For the HBOT the ‘part’ of creation that is of primary focus and major concern is of course the human being. It is the creature that most closely resembles the creator (image and likeness of God) and it is also the one that poses the greatest threat to creation and God’s purpose for it. The human being’s abuse of its relationship with God—its unrighteousness—also affects its relationship with the rest of creation.


The notion of righteousness as right relationship includes norms and laws but is not restricted to them; they mark the boundaries within which a relationship can be productively lived and identify the kind of transgressions (boundary violations) that damage or rupture a relationship. Hence righteousness and associated terms can be applied to the juridical, legislative, and ethical arenas, and include punitive action against unrighteousness, either by God or by human beings. But the purpose of such an intervention must be to re-establish righteousness, to restore or create a right relationship. If this is not the case then the elimination of unrighteousness leaves a void, and the biblical understanding of creation is about fullness not emptiness. God’s intervention against unrighteousness/wickedness therefore always has in view the establishment of righteousness, evident in the restoration of fully functioning relationships in creation. According to the HBOT this is what God’s saving work is about—the elimination of evil/wickedness and the establishment of righteousness/goodness in creation. The story of salvation via God’s chosen mediator Israel is therefore an integral part, one could even say the essential part, of the story of creation. The salvation of humanity is good news for all creation. According to Seifrid this explains why righteousness is employed much more frequently in the HBOT in relation to creation rather than to covenant theology. Covenant theology is an essential part of salvation theology, which in turn is an essential part of creation theology.8 According to Schmid, for Israel as for its ANE neighbours, ‘Law, nature, and politics are only aspects of one comprehensive order of creation’.9 A number of other studies agree on the importance of relationship in the Hebrew notion of righteousness but they tend to associate it primarily with the covenant, and with salvation rather than creation. For example, Jose Krasovec concludes (my translation):10




The Hebrew notion of the righteousness of God (French la justice de Dieu) refers to the personal relationship of God to his people in all the situations of its existence. It therefore has a very broad meaning and, according to circumstances, it is able to designate victory, fidelity, steadfastness, the rightness of God’s act or conduct. God’s righteousness is in all cases a positive manifestation of the existence of a personal divinity. Only the righteous can benefit from God’s righteousness whilst the unjust find themselves in a situation of judgment in relation to it. The victory of God as saviour is ultimately disclosed in God’s subjugation of opposing forces: enemies, the unjust, evil and death.





An aim of this study is to discern where the HBOT places the emphasis in its understanding of God’s righteousness—on salvation or creation or both.


Although the Hebrew terminology has a breadth and depth beyond that of its English counterpart it is limited, as is all terminology. Depending on the context other terms have to be employed in association with it or as a replacement for it. Their relationship to one another will therefore vary. A group of words at times closely related to righteous/righteousness derives from another three basic consonants, sh-f-t. A noun form, shofet, is the common Hebrew term for a judge whose job is to establish mishpat (justice) by making a just (shafat) decision in a law case. When one considers that law is designed to maintain proper order in society and foster right relationships, then the relationship between terms based on ts-d-q and sh-f-t can be close and at times difficult to distinguish, particularly when they occur in close proximity, sometimes as a hendiadys (word pair) ‘justice and righteousness’ (cf 2 Sam 8:15; 1 Kgs 10:9). Another term that is at times difficult to distinguish from tsadiq (righteous) and shafat (just) is yashar. Depending on context this can be translated as ‘upright’ or ‘straight’ but there are passages where the context indicates the terms are virtually synonymous.11 For the purposes of this study the NRSV practice of normally translating tsadiq and its derivative by righteous/righteousness and shaphat and its derivates by just/justice will be followed.


Other Hebrew terms that, depending on context, are also associated with righteousness are ’emet/’emunah (truth, faithfulness), shalom (peace, well-being), kun (to be steadfast, reliable), tam/tammim (perfect, pure), and tob (good). As with combinations of ts-d-q and sh-f-t the meaning of these terms will vary to some extent according to context and this may be signaled in some Bibles by the use of different terms to translate them. Two Hebrew terms that are often used to indicate the opposite of the above are rasha (wicked, rebellious), shaqar/sheqer (verb: to lie/noun: deceit).


When discussing the righteousness and justice of God (or human beings) in the HBOT, another cluster of terms needs to be taken into consideration. The reason for this, as will be argued in the course of this study, is that the righteous/just God of Israel is also the merciful and compassionate God who forgives iniquity so that the right relationship between God and human beings can be re-established and flourish (cf Exod 34:6-7)—a purpose to which God is unswervingly committed. The relevant Hebrew terms are khesedh (steadfast love/loyalty), rakham/rakhamim (mercy/compassionderived from the Hebrew word for ‘womb’), rakhum (adjective, merciful), khanun (gracious, compassionate), khanan (to be compassionate/show favour), nakham (to pity/repent/be sorry) ’ahav (love), yeshua (salvation). Like the terms listed above, the meaning of these fluctuates according to context. One may say that they tend to refer to attitudes expressed in actions rather than to sentiments or feelings; by the same token, scholars advise that Hebrew thinking did not make a neat distinction between the affective and the active.12 A significant feature of khesedh, khanan/khanun and rakham/rakhamim is that they are mainly employed to express God’s commitment to humanity rather than the reverse, and to do so when human beings are in need or have failed to honour proper relationships. This is particularly the case with khesedh which Katharine Doob Sakenfeld describes as a loyalty ‘made manifest in concrete action’.13 As will be noted in the course of this study, these terms frequently occur in conjunction with righteousness and justice and associated terms.


The difficulty in distinguishing clearly between the meanings of these various Hebrew terms is somewhat frustrating yet unavoidable. There are a number of factors that contribute to it. An obvious one is our historical distance from biblical times. Although current knowledge of ancient Hebrew and its historical, cultural and sociological contexts is greatly improved it is still limited. This is evident in scholarly attempts to reconstruct the historical development of Hebrew and the changing meaning of terms over time. They have generated considerable debate. Some are convinced that this can be done with a measure of certainty.14 Others are skeptical.15 A second factor is that the Hebrew Bible records only a selection of a larger corpus of oral and written literature that is no longer available. Thirdly, ancient Israelites left no dictionaries that define the meaning of the terms they used. Fourthly, the principal literary forms in the HBOT are narrative (as in the Torah), poetry (as in prophetic books, the psalms and Wisdom literature), and law texts (as in the law codes). One might expect law texts would be consistent and ‘systematic’ in their use of terminology but the elastic nature of narrative and poetry signals that readers need to be alert to a much more fluid and at times surprising use of terms in these literary forms. This study will strive to be so alert but when it fails more alert readers will hopefully spot the failure and supply their own corrections.





1.    Wherever the NRSV varies its rendering of the Hebrew will be noted.


2.    Unlike Hebrew and many other languages English has no grammatical genders for nouns. Transliterations of Hebrew words follow the General Purpose Style, as outlined in The SBL Handbook of Style: For Ancient Near Eastern, Biblical, and Early Christian Studies, edited by Patrick H Alexander and others (Peabody: MA: Hendrickson, 1999), 28.


3.    Cf for example Theologisches Handwörterbuch zum Alten Testament, edited by E Jenni/C Westermann (Zürich: Theologischer Verlag/Munich: Chr Kaiser Verlag; 1984), Vol 2, 507–30


4.    Mark A Seifrid makes a good case for this distinction in ‘Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures and Early Judaism’, in Justification and Variegated Nomism, Vol 1. The Complexities of Second Temple Judaism, edited by DA Carson, Peter T O’Brien, and Mark A Seifrid (WUNT 2/140; Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 2001), 415–42; see especially 428–29. See also Ahuva Ho, Tsedeq and Tsedaqah in the Hebrew Bible (American University Studies Series VII, Theology and Religion 78; New York: Peter Lang, 1991), 24–25, 34–45, 143–48.


5.    For a good survey and critique of the literature see Seifrid, ‘Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures, 416–30.


6.    Hans Heinrich Schmid, Gerechtigkeit als Weltordnung: Hintergrund und Geschichte der alttestamentlichen Gerechtigkeitsbegriffes [Righteousness as World Order: Background and History of the Old Testament Concept of Righteousness] (Tübingen: Mohr (Siebeck), 1968). For an English version of his basic thesis see ‘Creation, Righteousness, and Salvation: “Creation Theology” as the Broad Horizon of Biblical Theology’, 102–7 in Creation in the Old Testament, edited by Bernard Anderson (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984). (German original in ZThK 70 [1973], 1–19).


7.    ‘World order as righteousness’, as reported by Christoph Levin in ‘Altes Testament und Rechtfertigung’, in ZThK 96 (1991/2): 161–76. See 166, note 17.


8.    Seifrid states that ‘the biblical understanding of righteousness has to do in the first instance with the context of creation, not that of covenant,’ (‘Righteousness Language in the Hebrew Scriptures, 426).


9.    Schmid, ‘Creation, Righteousness, and Salvation’, 105.


10.  Jose Krasovec, La justice (sdq) de Dieu dans la Bible hébraique et l’interprétation juive et chrétienne (OBO 70; Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988), 355. Cf also Ho who concludes that both masculine and feminine forms overall ‘are concepts in terms of relationships: between man and man according to the customs of society, and between man and God according to a special covenant’ (Tsedeq and Tsedaqah in the Hebrew Bible, 143); Bruce C Birch, Let Justice Roll Down. The Old Testament, Ethics and Christian Life (Louisville, Ky: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1991), 153–55.


11.  For yashar with the sense of ‘just’, in conformity with God’s law, see for example 1 Kgs 11:33, 38 14:8; 15:5; with more the sense of ‘righteous’, see for example Num 23:10; Deut 32:4; 2 Kgs 10:15; Ps 7:10; 11:7; 32:11.


12.  Katharine Doob Sakenfeld, Faithfulness in Action: Loyalty in Biblical Perspective (OBT; Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1985), 131; see also ‘Love in the OT’, 716 in The New Interpreter’s Dictionary of the Bible I–Ma Volume 3 (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2008), 713–18.


13.  Cf Sakenfeld, ‘Love in the OT’, 717–18; see also Matthias Franz, Der barmherzige und gnädige Gott. Die Gnadenrede vom Sinai (Exodus 34, 6-7) und ihre Parallelen im Alten Testament und seiner Umwelt (BWANT 160; Stuttgart: Kohlammer, 2003), 118–19.


14.  Ho, for example, argues that one can trace development in the meaning of tsedeq and tsedaqah (Tsedeq and Tesedaqah in the Hebrew Bible). On the more general level Avi Hurvitz claims to be able to distinguish Early Biblical Hebrew (EBH, pre-exilic) and Late Biblical Hebrew (LBH, post-exilic) (cf The Transition Period in Biblical Hebrew: A Study in Post-Exilic Hebrew and Its Implications for the Dating of Psalms [Hebrew University: Jerusalem, 1972]).


15.  See for example the critique of Hurvitz by Ian Young, ‘Is the Prose Tale of Job in Late Biblical Hebrew?’, in VT 59 (2009): 606–29, and the literature discussed there.









Introduction


As the title indicates, this book is about the righteousness of God and its importance for the HBOT’s understanding of the human condition. To propose that righteousness is a central component of HBOT theology is not new. No less a figure than Gerhard von Rad holds that




There is absolutely no concept in the Old Testament with so central a significance for all relationships of human life as that of tsdqh. It is the standard not only for man’s relationship to God but also his relationship to his fellows.1





Another leading commentator, Hans Heinrich Schmid, argues that the ‘righteousness of the world’ is ‘the fundamental problem of our human existence’.2 Even though they do not say so explicitly, it is reasonable to presume that von Rad and Schmid identify divine righteousness as the source of human and world righteousness. The more recent commentator, Rolf P Knierim, makes the connection explicit by stating that the ‘most fundamental aspect’ of the HBOT’s teaching is ‘Yahweh’s universal dominion in justice and righteousness’.3


What has not been done so far, and what this book offers, is a study of divine righteousness that follows the arrangement of the tripartite Hebrew Canon (MT).4 That is, the Torah provides the foundational revelation or instruction that is then applied and interpreted in the Prophetic Books (Former and Latter Prophets) and the Writings. Accordingly, this study will commence with an analysis of divine righteousness in the Torah and then explore how it is applied and interpreted in a representative selection of texts from the other two parts of the Hebrew Canon. Even though the four-part Greek (LXX) canon—Pentateuch, Historical Books, Wisdom Literature, and Prophets—gives more weight to the future perspective of prophecy by locating it last in the sequence, this future involves the realisation of God’s purpose as enunciated in the Pentateuch.


Although there are only seven direct or indirect references to divine righteousness in the Torah, in comparison to the many references in the Prophetic Corpus and the Writings, they are in my judgement strategically located along its storyline.5 This is an initial sign of their importance. The first occurs in the context of the flood, a paradigm story of human evil corrupting the good order of creation. Genesis 6:9 identifies Noah as ‘a righteous man, blameless in his generation; Noah walked with God’. In Genesis 7:1 God declares to Noah that ‘you alone are righteous before me’. The clear implication is that Noah’s relationship with God is what makes him righteous: in other words, divine righteousness is the measure of his righteousness. The second occurs in association with the destruction of Sodom and Gomorrah (Gen 18–19). It functions within the story of the chosen people rather like the flood within the story of humanity in Genesis 1–11, setting righteous Abraham and his family (cf Lot in Gen 14) over against an utterly corrupt society. It provides the occasion for God to instruct Abraham about how divine righteousness and justice operate. This is in order that Abraham in turn ‘may charge his children and his household after him to keep the way of the Lord by doing righteousness and justice’ (18:19).


The third is Exodus 9:27, in the context of God’s deliverance of Israel from life-threatening disorder (slavery and oppression). At this one point in the narrative of the plagues only Pharaoh admits that the Lord is righteous whereas he and his people are wicked (rasha‘). The admission and the surrounding context suggest this is a devious ploy by Pharaoh, nevertheless he ironically proclaims that Israel’s God is righteous in bringing the evil of the plagues upon Egypt. The fourth text occurs appropriately within the context of the Sinai covenant. If the exodus delivered Israel from external abuse the covenant laws are designed to protect it primarily from internal abuse—the damaging or destruction of right relationships between its own members. An arena where this is likely to occur is the law court. As part of a series of warnings against improper conduct of lawsuits, Exodus 23:7 has God declare that ‘I will not acquit (declare righteous) the wicked’ (rasha‘). God is the righteous judge who will not tolerate abuse of a process that is designed to protect and promote right relationships.


The remaining three occurrences are all in Deuteronomy, a book that renews the people’s commitment to the covenant and instructs them on how it is to be lived in the land they are about to enter. The first occurrence is Deuteronomy 4:8, which claims there is no other great nation that has a law as righteous (NRSV ‘just’) as the one God has entrusted to Israel. The righteousness of the law/torah testifies to the righteousness of the God who has provided it. According to 4:6, if Israel observes the law diligently it will become a wise and discerning people, and be seen as such by others, leading them in turn to know the source of such wisdom and discernment—the statutes of the law. This text reflects in a deuteronomic way two aspects of Genesis 12:1-3; one is Israel as mediator of God’s blessing or saving purpose for humanity, the other is the evidence of good in humanity despite its disturbed state. The surrounding peoples will recognise true wisdom and discernment as, according to Genesis 12:3, they will recognise that invoking the name of Abraham ensures blessing The second occurs in the song of Moses (Deut 32) that, as will be shown in the following chapter, draws key aspects of the Torah together and prepares for the story of Israel that follows in the Former Prophets/Historical Books.


Deuteronomy 32:4 is the one text in the Torah that declares God is righteous (NRSV ‘just’) and upright (yashar) in all that God does.6 The third (Deut 33:21) comprises one of Moses’ final blessings for the tribes of Israel (although there is no mention of Simeon) before his death. These provide an important sequel to the prophecy of Israel’s failure in the song of Deuteronomy 32. Despite failure the blessing promised to Abraham and his descendants will not be revoked. Israel will play its role in the establishment of righteousness in humanity and creation. The tribe of Gad is blessed because ‘he came at the head of the people’ and ‘executed the righteousness (NRSV ‘justice’) of the Lord’. While the bulk of these texts are about God’s intervention against human evil this is because of the threat that such evil poses to creation, which includes humanity in general and, more specifically, Israel as the chosen people. As Deuteronomy 32:4 expresses it, God is righteous and upright in all that God does.


There are a number of other more indirect yet, in my judgment, no less important features of the Torah that provide solid reasons for a study of the kind undertaken here. One is that the Torah presents its message or teaching via the time-honoured form of narrative (a story of creation and humanity and God’s purpose for both).7 As Robert Alter and others have pointed out, a key factor in the unfolding of the plot of a story is the interaction between its characters—in other words their relationships.8 Given the findings of scholars consulted in the Preface that the Hebrew term generally translated as righteousness refers to right or well-ordered relationships, it is reasonable to expect that at least some of the interactions between characters in the various stories of the Torah and Former Prophets—for example God, the ancestors, Israel, prophets and kings—involve the notion of righteousness. This expectation will be tested in a selection of key stories.


An additional significant feature is that the plot of the biblical story of creation and humanity is one of the most common and enduring in storytelling, namely, the conflict between good and evil.9 In the ANE this plot was exemplified in the myths of a cosmic battle between the good creator god(s) and the gods/forces of chaos and evil. The climax of these stories tells of the triumph of the god(s) of order over the forces of chaos: the generation of this kind of foundational myth was no doubt fueled by the deep human need for a reliable (transcendent) source of good order. The Torah employs several examples of this plot (such as the stories of Noah, Abraham, Moses) but with a major, and challenging, difference to its ANE counterparts. The threat to the good order of creation and society does not come from another god or gods, but from human beings. The Torah’s dramatic account of God’s battle against the human forces of chaos and evil in creation concludes in Deuteronomy with final victory yet to be won. Moses addresses God’s chosen ‘warriors’ as they are poised to enter the promised land, purge it of evil and establish right order according to the Torah. Heaven and earth are called upon to witness that this is the vocation God has commissioned Israel to carry out (Deut 30:19–20).


The story of Israel’s role in God’s purpose for creation and humanity continues in the Former Prophets (Hebrew canon) or Historical Books (Greek canon) with most of the books of the Latter or Writing Prophets being located at different points along this trajectory, either via their superscriptions and/or via those addressed in the respective books. The Former Prophets ends with Israel in exile in Babylon (2 Kgs 25), the consequence of its failure to do God’s bidding, and about which it had been forewarned in Deuteronomy. The Latter Prophets proclaim a future for Israel beyond this disaster because its righteous God remains completely committed to it (maintains khesedh) and to the establishment of universal world order or righteousness. In terms of storyline, this is signaled in the books of Ezra and Nehemiah that tell of Israel in the post-exilic, Persian, period in which the prophecies of Haggai and Zechariah are also located. Within this trajectory, the book of Malachi provides a final prophetic reminder of the enduring need to ‘remember the Torah of my servant Moses’ (4:4 [MT 3:22]) and an assurance that a loyal God will send Elijah on a final mission to save people from ‘the great and terrible day of the Lord’ (4:5 [MT 3:23]) that will definitively eliminate evil.


The appeal in Malachi to Torah is in line with preceding prophetic books. The Torah storyline and the laws located at strategic points along it provide the foundational guidelines for the prophetic interpretation of Israel’s life in the land. This does not mean Torah is a static entity; for those who believe it is the word of God its meaning is always unfolding, particularly through its relationship to prophecy. Moses, who is commissioned to proclaim Torah, is foremost among Israel’s prophets (Deut 18:15–22; 34:10) and there is a prophetic thrust to the Torah, evident for example in Deuteronomy 29 – 30 and the song in Deuteronomy 32. This study will examine the relationship between the Torah understanding of divine righteousness and that of the Latter Prophets principally in the book of Isaiah; it contains the most extensive distribution of the relevant terminology. This will be supplemented by shorter considerations of Jeremiah, Ezekiel, and the book of the Twelve (minor) Prophets. 10


If Moses is foremost among Israel’s prophets he is likewise foremost among its wisdom teachers and lawgivers. Torah is identified with wisdom in Sirach 24.11 The books from the Writings component of the canon that are of particular relevance for this study are the Psalter and Job. The superscriptions attached to many psalms indicate that they are understood to record Israel and David’s prayers at various points in their respective stories and to provide guidelines for future prayer. The book of Job is a story about an undated figure and so can be linked to the Bible’s story of creation and humanity at any appropriate point. One may also note that the books of Proverbs and Ecclesiastes are incorporated into Israel’s storyline by being ascribed respectively to ‘Solomon, son of David, king of Jerusalem’ and to ‘the preacher, son of David, king of Jerusalem’. As with the Prophetic Corpus, this study will examine a selection of Psalms and key texts in the book of Job to try and ascertain in what way they invoke and apply the Torah’s understanding of divine righteousness.


Another significant element in the biblical portrayal of divine righteousness is what has been termed by modern scholarship the ‘Act–Consequence Dynamic or Connection’. This is a sociological version of the physical law of cause and effect. A good action will have a corresponding good consequence or outcome whereas an evil action will have an evil outcome. The maintenance of right order in creation and society was of enduring concern to the ANE world; as Schmid observes, ‘ancient Near Eastern cosmic, political, and social order find their unity under the concept of “creation’”’12 Arrayed against this order are the cosmological forces of chaos that can manifest themselves in any of these arenas and can only be repulsed by appeal to the national creator god, the god of righteousness. Ensuring the continuation of right order involves adherence to the laws promulgated by the god, the regular recitation of sacred texts and performance of rituals, and the launching of holy wars that are authorised by the god who promises victory. The course of a society or individual’s life, both in Israel and the larger ANE, was interpreted largely on the basis of the ‘Act–Consequence’ connection.13 According to both ANE and biblical belief, the ordered structure of creation, which it is believed the national god establishes and maintains, enables one to see the connection between acts and their consequences (the various relationships).


The problem of course is that the connections cannot be proved in every case: no one can monitor all instances of an individual or a society’s life and so a decision has to be made on the basis of limited evidence (for example, a judgement in a court of law). This no doubt at times led to disputes which were resolved on the authority of certain persons (king, priest, prophet, judge) believed to speak on behalf of the national god. As long as people accept the word of the relevant authority, the system will work. A modern secular parallel is the appeal to the umpire to resolve sporting disputes; without this figure of authority a game is likely to descend into chaos.


A prominent feature of mainstream wisdom thinking is the so-called ‘two ways’, presented in poetic form in Psalm 1—effectively the introduction to the Psalter—and in Proverbs 1. While Proverbs does not use the term Torah as in Psalm 1:2, both speak of walking in the way (derek) that leads to life and avoiding the way that leads to death. In Deuteronomy 30:15–20 Moses challenges Israel to choose the way of life (obedience to the Torah) and reject the way of death. As this deuteronomic text in particular makes clear, the theology of the two ways operates according to the Act–Consequence connection. A large number of psalms and the book of Proverbs operate with it, whereas a number of other psalms and the books of Job and Ecclesiastes question it or a certain understanding of it. These point to a vigorous debate in Israelite tradition about the righteousness of God in the face of the evil and suffering that forms an integral and challenging component of the Bible’s story of creation and humanity. The debate can also be found in some ANE texts and it is reasonable to suppose that some of these exercised an influence on Israelite thinking.14 In the 18th century Leibniz coined the term ‘Theodicy’ to describe this endeavour. This study will consider the theodicy question principally in an analysis of the book of Job.


The Act–Consequence connection is well attested in both Prophecy and Writings. Among the most explicit references in Prophecy are Jeremiah 31:29–30 and Ezekiel 18 that uphold the connection against the bitter jibe ‘the fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge’. Many sayings in the book of Proverbs are based on the connection and serve, among other things, as a motivation to follow Lady Wisdom’s school curriculum in Proverbs 10–30. In contrast, the Act–Consequence connection is often not spelt out explicitly in HBOT stories. Yet it is reasonable to expect that it is there, given that many of the stories recount the consequences of good and evil actions. Recent critical study of biblical narrative may offer an explanation for this. As Alter has convincingly shown, one of the characteristic features of biblical storytelling is what he calls the ‘art of reticence’.15 More often than not, key topics are not made explicit in a story or their meaning spelt out. The listener or reader is invited to do this by paying attention to the way a story unfolds its plot and the interaction of key characters, in particular their speeches. Within the framework of the biblical canon, one could argue that the prophetic books at times make explicit what is implicit in Torah stories; that is, they use terms such as righteousness, steadfast love, and compassion to spell out the implications of an aspect of the Torah. If this is the case, then it is wise to follow their lead by focusing, initially at least, on the Torah narrative and then checking how one’s findings tally with what Prophecy and the Writings say.


One final factor needs to be mentioned in this introduction and it furnishes a further reason or motivation for the study. This is the debate over whether HBOT theology is primarily a theology of history or a theology of creation.16 According to von Rad ‘Israel’s faith is grounded in a theology of history’, a presentation of the past that claims to unfold God’s saving plan for Israel and the nations.17 This saving or salvation history is the dominant theological category in the HBOT; creation plays a subsidiary role, providing a foundation or background to the drama of salvation. For von Rad this is indicated in the way the Priestly account of creation in Genesis 1:1–2:4a provides the setting for the Yahwist narrative in 2:4b-25.18 In contrast, Schmid argues that ‘the doctrine of creation … is not a peripheral theme of biblical theology but is plainly the fundamental theme.’19 The ‘righteousness of the world’, which is manifested in proper order within creation, is ‘the fundamental problem of our human existence’.20 This is because there is grave disorder (unrighteousness) in creation and the Bible declares that we are primarily responsible for it. The bulk of the HBOT story of salvation is about Israel and its vocation to be the mediator of God’s salvation to all humanity, but this does not reduce creation to a subsidiary role. Humanity is an integral part of creation; granted the HBOT’s conviction that we are primarily responsible for disorder and division then our salvation means the restoration of right order in creation.21 As noted in the Preface the biblical notion of order is not a static one; given that it is an integral part of God’s creative activity, it is what enables the various elements of creation to flourish to their full capacity.


Whether one sides with von Rad or Schmid, their debate raises important questions about the relationship between time and place. One might be tempted to identify the former with history and the latter with creation but this could imply they are separate entities. We may distinguish them in our discourse but they should not be separated; they are two aspects of the one creation. According to John Barton the HBOT teaches that ‘God is responsible both for creating the world and for directing its subsequent history’ (author’s emphasis).22 Moreover God’s guidance of history does not commence with the choice of Israel’s ancestors, Abraham and Sarah; ‘it goes back without a break to the moment of creation itself’.23 Israel’s time and the nations’ time in creation—in their generations and their lands—are therefore integral components of a larger march of time, the history of creation. God’s purpose in creation will be realised when (the time aspect) right order between its various components (the place aspect) is established. This also means that all of humanity will come to know God as creator and saviour (restorer of right order in creation). Human knowledge of God is creaturely and operates through the categories of time and place. When everything is in right order then knowledge of God will be universal and complete, in so far as creatures can know their creator.


This line of thinking would suggest that even though particular texts (for example, narratives, prophecies, proverbs) may focus more on creation or more on history the reader needs to relate this to the larger biblical context in which God’s purpose is realised; namely creation and its history. All literary forms are limited to a greater or lesser degree and their particular meanings need to be complemented and assessed in relation to the larger context in which they occur. This study will attempt to do so in a limited and selective way. No one study can hope to do justice to all the parts of the canon. Furthermore, this study cannot even hope to do justice to all the parts of the Torah. Instead it will focus on those parts that are judged to be particularly relevant for the understanding of divine righteousness and its implications.


The terminological studies referred to in the Preface are an invaluable resource for the study because they provide some understanding of the meaning of terms within the biblical and broader ANE context. They can function as a kind of sounding board to hopefully fine tune one’s appreciation of relevant passages in the Torah and the other parts of the HBOT canon. By the same token, analysis of a story in the Torah can enhance one’s understanding of a particular term even though it does not occur in the story.


Analysis to be followed


My analysis is based on the Masoretic Text (MT) as contained in the critical edition BHS, with reference being made to ancient versions such as the Septuagint (LXX) when the sense of the MT is uncertain or corrupt. Historical critical analysis has established beyond doubt that the canonical MT (and the LXX) contains evidence of another kind of story, the story or history of its composition. Although the analysis will take this factor into account where it is judged relevant, it does not attempt to reconstruct the history of the biblical text.


The chapters on the Torah or Pentateuch will focus on its storyline but with due attention to law texts where this is judged appropriate. Laws are also concerned with relationships and their proper order. The distinction and relationship between form and content will be used to identify different kinds of narrative, such as story, anecdote, report, genealogy, etc. They will also be employed to identify different kinds of law texts, such as categorical commands, casuistic laws and paranesis (moral exhortation), and different kinds of poetic texts, such as songs, pronouncements of judgment, prophecies, blessings and curses. The Torah is made up of a wealth of individual literary forms that justify describing it as diversity within unity. There are many individual narratives, law texts and poetry that contribute in various ways to form the larger narrative. The authoritative status of this narrative and its teaching can be seen in the way passages in the Prophetic and Writings corpus invoke it and rehearse aspects of the story.24


As is well known, the documentary hypothesis proposed that the Torah was compiled from four existing documents or sources, the Yahwist (J), the Elohist (E), the Priestly (P), and Deuteronomy (D). More recent historical criticism has led to a considerable exodus from the documentary hypothesis, although debate continues as to how the Torah came about.25 The evidence for a variety of contributors is, in my judgment, convincing although it is unlikely that any one proposal can explain all the textual phenomena and satisfy all critical readers. What is of enduring value in this analysis is its conviction that many stories and collections of stories within the Torah contain their own story or history of composition. Hence, although my analysis will be directed primarily to the present text and in this sense will be synchronic, it will examine the composition of texts where there is good textual evidence for doing so and where it is particularly relevant. Critical analysis may not be able to unravel the details of a text’s history fully but the evidence for it testifies to another kind of diversity within unity to be found in the Torah. Given the divinely inspired nature of the Torah, attention to the history of its composition enhances the impression of the Word of God entering fully into the lives of the authors, editors, scribes and communities to whom it was entrusted in its various parts and as a whole. Much the same can be said for Prophecy and Writings.


A more mundane reason for this diversity within unity is the limitations of human beings, even inspired ones. Each culture has a repertoire of literary forms and authors exploit these in creative ways to explain experience, to communicate meaning. But, as noted earlier, there are limits to what one can say via a literary form or any combination of them. Moreover, there is a paradoxical quality about the exploration of a topic via a variety of literary forms. On the one hand, the reader’s understanding of the topic is enhanced (the unity factor); on the other hand the variety and diversity of forms introduces a measure of difference. This is particularly the case in narrative or story where a topic is an integral part of the story, its meaning emerging as the plot of the story unfolds. Each story, unless it is a straight repetition, adds another dimension or angle on the topic. Despite the limitations, there are positive sides to this phenomenon. In terms of form, the limitations of a particular form can stimulate new ways of employing it, prompt a turn to alternative forms, or the creation of new ones. In terms of content, the different views about a topic establish a dialectic that can stimulate new syntheses.26 Texts provide access to but can never fully represent the person, thing or idea about which they speak; in this sense texts point beyond themselves. The Torah is a text that for believers provides true knowledge about God and God’s purpose for creation and humanity; it is not complete because completeness or conclusion is unattainable in this life, but it is sufficient to fuel faith and guide life. If limitation is an inescapable factor in the creation of texts then a fortiori it is also the case in the analysis of texts.
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1


Deuteronomy 32


The first text in the Torah that will be analysed is the song of Moses in Deuteronomy 32:1–43. There are two good reasons for this. One is the already noted fact that 32:4 is the only Torah text that proclaims God is just in all his ways, righteous and upright. This claim applies not just to all that God says and does in the Torah but to all that God will say and do in the future. Another reason is that the song is located at a strategic point in the Torah and exercises an important function in relation to it. This can be seen more clearly by reflecting a little on what we mean by the Hebrew term Torah. Although it covers both the form (formulation) and content (topic) of a piece of legislation it ranges much wider than the English word ‘law’. Torah can refer to a particular law, a code of laws, a teaching or instruction, and according to Jewish tradition, the five books of Moses or the Pentateuch. There are a variety of literary forms within the Torah: narrative forms such as stories, genealogies, and reports; poetic forms such as songs and prophecies; and laws and homilies about laws (particularly in Deuteronomy). Each of these can be employed for teaching and instruction as well as for celebration, propaganda, the preservation of traditions, and so on. The same can be said for the five books or Torah as a narrative whole that reaches from creation to Israel camped in the plains of Moab, poised to enter the promised land.1


But is the Torah as a whole to be understood primarily as an instruction that enables Israel to live as God’s chosen people—which is more the Jewish understanding—or as a narrative/story that contains such teaching—which would be closer to the Christian understanding?2 Perhaps it is best to keep both perspectives in view. Thus one can say that the Torah sets out a way of life for Israel and humanity that is progressively revealed in the form of an ongoing narrative in which various law codes are embedded. One can also say that the Torah tells a story of creation and humanity that instructs its listeners and readers as it unfolds. This twofold but related function can also be observed in the connection between the Torah/Pentateuch and the Former Prophets/Historical Books. As the divinely inspired and foundational instruction for Israel, the Torah is set apart from what follows by the division into these two parts of the canon. As the story of humanity and Israel however, the Torah as narrative continues in Joshua and the subsequent books to the end of 2 Kings. The same foundational instruction applies in this continuation of the story as in the Torah.


Even though it is likely the song in Deuteronomy 32:1–43 originated independently of deuteronomic circles, it now forms an integral part of the book and the larger Torah. 3 It is the final word that God commissions Moses to write down and teach the people, just as in the preceding chapters of Deuteronomy he has proclaimed the Torah to the people and written it down. It therefore provides a synthesis or summary of Torah teaching. 4 The song also serves as a bridge between the Torah and the other components of the HBOT canon. According to Eckart Otto, there are clear allusions to passages in Isaiah, Micah and Jeremiah among the prophets, as well as to Psalms and to the book of Proverbs.5 The song also provides a key motivation for observing the Torah. As Casper Labuschagne notes, in Deuteronomy 32:44–46 Israel is urged ‘to take all the words of the Song to heart so that they may observe the law’. 6 The Torah provides the wherewithal for a fruitful life in the land; the song will serve as a witness against Israel when it (inevitably) fails to abide by it.


Given the integral relationship between song and Torah, the description of God in Deuteronomy 32:4 as ‘faithful’ (’emunah), ‘without deceit’ (’en avel), ‘righteous’ (NRSV ‘just’) (tsadiq) and ‘upright’ (yashar) means that these terms also play an integral and important role in the Torah. This text is the only one in the HBOT where tsadiq and yashar occur as a word–pair.7 Also of importance are the two other terms in v 4 that proclaim God’s work as perfect (tamim) and that ‘all his ways are justice (mishpat)’. In order to grasp something of the meaning of these terms they need to be read initially within the more immediate context of the song and then within the broader context of the Torah.


A long and complex text such as this may be divided in a number of ways, as a consultation of commentaries will show.8 My preference is for the following division: vv 1–3, 4–6a, 6b–14, 15–18 19–27, 28–33, 34–35, 36–38, 39–42, 43. The introductory vv 1–3 are similar to the so–called covenant lawsuit that occurs in books of the Latter Prophets.9 The lawsuit commences with a summons to the nations and/or all of creation to hear God’s case against Israel (cf Isa 1:2; Amos 3:9; Mic 1:2). The case is then presented, followed by a warning or an announcement of punishment. Given the connection between the song and the lawsuit form, vv 1–3 announce that what follows has significance for all of creation. Verse 3 adds a further element that is also found in the Torah: it signals that what follows in the song is effectively a proclamation of the name YHWH (Lord). The primary purpose of God’s revelation in both word and deed is so that people will come to know who it is that bears the name YHWH and revere/fear him. It is only in the light of this relationship that all other relationships have their proper place and function.


The main part of the song fills out the brief and blunt contrast between God and people in vv 4–6a. Although the text of v 5a is somewhat corrupt and difficult to clarify, the sense of contrast is clear enough. This, plus the two parallel statements about God in v 4 suggest a corresponding pair of parallel statements about the people in v 5. Verse 4 describes God as ‘The Rock’ and this metaphor recurs in vv 15, 18, 30, 31. The parallelism in v 4a indicates that here the metaphor refers to the way God acts—‘his work is perfect (tamim) for all his ways are justice (mishpat)’. That is, all God’s ways (what God says and does) are a manifestation of the one creative and saving work of God. According to the second set of parallel lines in v 4, this perfect combination of the one and the many reveals YHWH as a God of faithfulness (’emunah), without iniquity or deceit (‘avel), righteous (tsadiq) and upright or straight (yashar). The impression is that ‘avel serves to reinforce ’emunah, conveying the sense of God’s utter trustworthiness, while tsadiq and yashar are also virtually synonymous, making an emphatic statement of God’s righteousness. As already noted, this is the only place in the HBOT where these two terms occur as a word pair. Within the context, one could also read the last line of v 4 as drawing together the preceding ones to claim that Israel’s righteous God is the one source of all right relationships within creation and humanity. To invoke the metaphor, one could say that God is the bedrock on which all relationships are founded.


As already noted, the Hebrew of v 5a is not clear. If one follows the NRSV version Israel is God’s degenerate children who deal falsely; according to the clearer text of v 5b, they are a perverse and crooked generation: in short, full of flaws and cracks, utterly unreliable. The rhetorical question in v 6a expects a negative answer that is supplied in the following verses of the song. Israel has no grounds for disobeying the righteous and loyal God portrayed in v 4.


Verses 6b–9 take up v 4 by reviewing what the Lord has done for Israel from its ‘creation’, here traced to the beginnings of creation itself. It is an oblique way of claiming that Israel and its vocation are an integral part of God’s purpose for the whole of creation.10 It is not an add–on. Verses 8–9 are a point of debate. Some hold that the apparent acknowledgement of other gods supports an early date for the song.11 Others disagree, arguing that the text could well reflect a Yahwistic counter to the claims of the Persian god Ahuramazda.12 Of relevance here is the proclamation in 32:39, ‘I, even I, am he; there is no god beside me’, which finds a close parallel in the generally accepted exilic Deutero–Isaiah (cf for example Isa 43:10, 13, 25). A common opinion is that this exilic prophecy marks a move in Israelite thinking from henotheism (worship of a high god) to monotheism.


Verses 10–14 then testify that God’s choice of Israel meant an enduring commitment. This was demonstrated when God found or sustained Israel ‘in a desert land, in a howling wilderness waste’ (v 10).13 A key Hebrew term in the phrase ‘howling wilderness waste’ is tohu, the same word used in Genesis 1:2 for the chaos or ‘formless void’ (NRSV) out of which the creator God brought order. Its presence in v 10 could refer to the ‘chaos’ of Israel’s oppression in Egypt as much or as well as to Israel’s wilderness journey.14 There is some support for seeing v 10 as a poetic reference to the exodus because the image of an eagle bearing its young on its pinions in v 11 is evoked in Exodus 19:4 in relation to God bringing Israel to Sinai. Because of their references to the land and the field, vv 13–14 can be taken as an allusion to the promised land, where God ensures that there is abundant produce for Israel to enjoy. According to the narrative setting of the song however, Israel has yet to enter the promised land. This is another indication of the independent provenance of the song. But the elasticity of its poetry and imagery means that in its present narrative setting, the song can embrace the past from the beginning of creation, the ‘present’ of the Israel addressed at this point in the narrative, and any subsequent generation or individual that listens to or reads this text.15 This is so because the author of this song is Israel’s God who is the only one who lives forever (v 40) and who therefore is able to provide a Torah that covers past, present and future.


Verses 6b–14 are also replete with different images of God’s relationship to Israel and to the nations. God is Israel’s ‘father’, a sovereign ruler who assigns nations to the gods or the sons of the gods, Israel’s protector and guardian, as well as a guide on its journey and generous provider in the land. Given the comments in the Preface that the Hebrew term for righteous/righteousness is generally thought to refer primarily to right relationships one can read these images as various manifestations of divine righteousness. By way of contrast, vv 15–18 expose Israel’s complete failure to maintain its side of the relationship, as evidenced above all in the charge that Israel ‘abandoned God who made him’ in favour of ‘deities they had never known’. For a listener or reader of the Torah, the song’s reference to Israel’s apostasy would recall the episode of the golden calf in Exodus 32–34 (cf also Deut 9:8–10:11); at the same time it covers the apostasies that Israel will commit in the land when it becomes prosperous and arrogant, as passages such as Deuteronomy 4:25–28 and 8:11–20 warn.


The contrast between God and Israel recurs in 32:19–27 and 28–33. Verses 19–27 focus on God’s response to Israel’s infidelities while vv 8–33 focus on Israel’s inability to understand, the inevitable consequence of trading knowledge of God for the false knowledge of idol worship. Verses 19–27 portray God as the just judge who is able to accurately assess the crime committed and pronounce the appropriate sentence. So v 19 states that ‘The Lord saw it’ and then, according to v 20, pronounced the sentence (‘He said’). Verses 19–27 thus continue the prophetic covenant lawsuit with which the song commences and, in combination with vv 6b–14, spell out the meaning of v 4a. Verses 6b–14 take up its claim that every work of the Lord is perfect (tamim) while vv 19–27 do the same for the claim that all God’s ways are justice (mishpat). The Lord pronounces a sentence that is in accord with the Torah’s requirement for ‘sons and daughters’ who wilfully disobey or offend their parents (cf Deut 21:18–21; 22:20–21).16 But vv 26–27 reveal that the just sentence of destruction against Israel for offending ‘your father’ (v 6b) will not be carried out because of another and more fundamental aspect of the Torah that is now taken into consideration. This is found in texts such as Exodus 6:7 and 7:5 which proclaim that God’s purpose is for Israel and the nations to know ‘I am the Lord (YHWH)’. This is also the primary purpose of the song as v 3 announces (‘I will proclaim the name of the Lord’). It is therefore essential that the nations be given no grounds for claiming that Israel’s demise is a victory for their gods. This would only entrench belief in false gods (cf v 21). For humanity’s (and creation’s) sake the sovereignty of the one true God must be asserted and acknowledged. The song assures its audience/readership that God weighs the relevant factors of a case and (always) gives a just judgement (mishpat). This is in line with the golden calf story in Exodus 32–34 and the spy story in Numbers 13–14 which will be examined below.


Some commentators consider vv 28–33, or at least vv 28–29, to be ambiguous: they could refer to Israel or a foreign nation or both.17 Perhaps this is intentional; once Israel breaks its relationship with God it effectively becomes, in terms of sense and understanding (cf. v 28), like any other nation that does not know the Lord. A nation that does know would ipso facto understand that what look to be fluctuating fortunes of history are in reality the work of the Rock, the one God who has an enduring and unchanging purpose for creation and humanity (cf also v 4a). For those who know, victory and defeat are manifestations of the just judgements of ‘our Rock’. Those who do not know the Rock as their source of life are like Sodom and Gomorrah; they only produce death–dealing poison (vv 32–33).
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