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Introduction and Foundations
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			Hermeneutical Considerations

			I have been expecting to write this book since the beginning of my career, but I have also been dreading the prospect and largely avoiding it. Writing a book on the theology of the Old Testament is, in some ways, the height of presumption. Walter Kaiser demonstrated his recognition of these difficulties when he wisely included the disclaimer “toward” in the title of his own contribution, Toward an Old Testament Theology. When we throw our hats into the ring of comprehensive theologies, it is not because we have everything figured out. We simply have a few more tidbits to add to the discussions of those who have gone before us; we have a few insights (often instigated by interactions with students) to pass on to students. So we adopt the role of an aqueduct—taking what we have been given and passing it on to those who might benefit from it. The impetus, then, for writing a book like this is not to claim the final word; it is written in the exercise of steward­ship. This stewardship calls us to give an account of ourselves after a long career of study and teaching; it causes us to ask the question, What have we got to show for it all?

			Most of this introduction will talk about the methods and assumptions that drive this book. But before engaging those topics, we should talk about the “elephant in the room”—why we should even bother spending time in the Old Testament. This question is eloquently introduced in Yvonne Sherwood’s summary:

			At the heart of Old Testament study in its infancy . . . is a profound anxiety about the status, and content, of the Old Testament. The Old Testament is a compendium of cannibalism (Voltaire), an exhausted child’s primer torn out of our hands by the coming of Christ (Lessing), a document that fumes with anger and xenophobia (just like the Jews) and that is “marked by enmity towards all peoples and [that] therefore evokes the enmity of all” (Kant). Bound up with images of the primitive, the savage, the childish, it is the dark hinterland of its purer, better sequel, the foreign country in need of civilization, colonization. At best, the “statutory” Old Testament foregrounds in childish stutters, or as in a mirror darkly, the “universal human reality” and the “pure moral religion” of the New—at worst (as Schleiermacher was to put it in the nineteenth century) it displays a restrictive monotheism that “by its limitation of the love of Jehovah to the race of Abraham displays a lingering affinity with fetishism.” The sense of revulsion with this canonical fossil reaches its logical culmination in Harnack’s suggestion that the Old Testament (now not merely the Old but the Exhausted, Paralysed, Infirm Testament given to senile mutterings) be forcibly retired, or merely printed after the New, as an appendix.1

			Modern readers may not feel free to express frustration with the Old Testament so frankly, but they may well be confused by obscure prophecies about people who no longer exist, obtuse laws that the New Testament identifies as obsolete, and graphic narratives of sex and violence that are simply disturbing when read in the context of that which is supposed to be God’s Word. Just how, we may ask, can the Old Testament possibly stand as God’s Word to us? What truth does it have to offer, and how do we get to that truth? And therein lies the focus of this book. We are going to attempt to discover how God’s revelation of himself to Israel can be understood and embraced as God’s revelation to us. But we have to lay the groundwork carefully.

			While Old Testament theology books will differ from one another for a variety of reasons, most of these differences arise from the presuppositions that underlie the investigation and the resulting perspectives brought to the text. In the next few pages I would like to lay out some of the more important presuppositions and perspectives that have shaped my particular approach.

			Interpretation that is authority-based, theocentrically focused. The approach in this book is centered on biblical authority. I use the term to refer to a complex profile encompassing a variety of descriptors (such as inspiration and inerrancy), as well as an understanding that the nature of the Bible calls for our response, i.e., submission to its authority. We accomplish this task by being readers who are competent, who handle the text ethically, and who strive to be the virtuous people the text calls us to be.2 Having said that, however, it is important to recognize that determining what the Bible says with authority can be a complicated endeavor, and it requires careful nuancing with a fine-tuned hermeneutic.

			We must understand that there is likely to be a difference between what even the most theologically astute Israelite believed and what the text teaches. Authority is found in the latter, rather than the former. God’s authority is vested in the human communicators whose words are contained in both the Old and New Testaments. And if we truly believe that both Testaments present us with God’s authoritative revelation, we then have the task of discerning the nature of that authoritative message, the message inherent in the Old Testament in its context. That is, the Old Testament had authority before the New Testament ever came along; it served its purpose of revelation to its contemporary audience.

			This approach identifies the locus of the Bible’s authority in theocentric revelation, in identifying its main purpose in the revelation of God’s plans and purposes to us. This revelation is not its sole purpose, but it is its primary purpose. In other words, the authority of the Old Testament is not only found in how it points to Christ. It does point to Christ, of course, but that is not all that it does. Being trinitarian, we can conclude that the revelation of any of the three persons of the Trinity is legitimate subject matter.3

			As the text reveals God to us, we submit to its authority by embracing the understanding of the plans and purposes of God that is therein revealed. We accept the opportunity to participate in his great enterprise. We cannot customize the message to our own tastes, or it will become nothing other than our own concoction, a picture of God defined by our own image. The very idea that Scripture is inspired eliminates the claim that humanity merely fabricated the God of Scripture. No, when we affirm that Scripture has its source in God, we insist that the profile of God we adopt is not of our own making. We must therefore interpret Scripture in a way that preserves that truth.

			For these reasons, our interpretation of Scripture needs to be founded in a hermeneutic that links the authoritative message of the text to the author’s intention. The author has been vested with the authority of God.4 We cannot get to the message that God has for us without going through the human authors chosen for that communicative task. At the same time, we cannot get inside the human author’s head, and we are not committed to all his beliefs, whatever they may have been. We only have to believe that the (implied) author is an effective communicator and that we can therefore receive that communication to the extent that we are able to take our place in the implied audience.5 Commensurately, we agree that the revelation of God to the Israelites had authority both in the time that it was given and in a continuing sense today. Identifying the specific theology taught by the Old Testament is therefore important to our understanding of God, though it is insufficient for the development of a full-fledged systematic or dogmatic theology today. Nevertheless, it has a formative and normative role to play in our own understanding of theology for our time and culture.

			Ancient context, ultimate christological goal (we are not the implied audience). Any people of any time or culture can defensibly consider themselves among the implied audience that God envisaged. But we are not in the implied audience of the human author. Another way to say this, and one I use all the time, is that the Bible is therefore for us but was not written to us. To fully comprehend the way that it is for us, we have to do whatever it takes to join the author’s implied audience. In that cultural and literary context we will find the authoritative teaching of the text. What the ancient author gave his audience had authority for them, and that authority has not diminished through time or at the hands of future revelation. What had authority for them continues to have authority for us to the extent that it transcends the framework of the old covenant, and we must therefore glean its truth by using their lenses rather than by imposing our lenses on them. The ancient context may at times be obscure or opaque, and it offers challenges that can be difficult to overcome. But we must attempt to understand the ancient context to the best of our ability. Exercising cultural imperialism or theological anachronism can only result in a loss of access to the authoritative communication.

			It is no excuse to point to the Christians who, for two thousand years, did not have access to the ancient world. While those who came before us may have made little attempt to understand the text in such a context, our responsibility is to use every tool at our disposal to do the most careful exegesis that we can, which is what the earlier Christians also sought to accomplish. Ethical interpretation is dependent on the full and informed use of the tools we have; it is not dependent on the identity of the tools.

			We not only have to recognize the ancient context (so that we do not impose our modern thinking on the text); we also have to resist only reading the Old Testament text in light of the New Testament. It is not uncommon among Christian interpreters to superimpose a christological interpretation on the Old Testament and to use that perspective to glean the authoritative message. But through this approach an overriding message is preferred over whatever the Old Testament author may have been communicating to his audience. We will discuss this further in the next chapter, but for now I will describe my underlying presuppositions and methodology as “christotelic” rather than “christocentric.” In the christotelic approach, we recognize that all of God’s revelation reaches a new plateau in Christ, so all of it can be seen as heading in that direction. In that way we can talk about the Old Testament as pointing to Christ. Consequently, the approach used in this book first seeks authority in what the Old Testament authors were communicating, independent of Christology and derived from context. Christology can prove valuable for unpacking further understanding concerning God’s plan and his kingdom, but it does not obviate that which was inherently taught in the Old Testament context that had nothing to do with Christology (and I would contend that there is much in the Old Testament that is not christological in nature). At the same time, all of the Old Testament is herding us toward Christ. Christology, then, cannot be left out of the equation, but it does not replace what the Old Testament authors were doing.6 Therefore, throughout the bulk of this Old Testament theology, the focus will be on the Old Testament context and will make little reference to Christology, though at the end attention will be given to that aspect as the telos.

			Consistent theological impulse. The variety of genres in the Old Testament gives us content packaged in many different literary forms. We are obliged to attend to those forms and to understand them as best we can in their ancient guise, yet we also recognize that genre is only the packaging, not the product. Whether we are dealing with narratives, proverbs, prophecies, laws, or hymns, the forms and genres of the Old Testament are being employed for theological purposes. When historical events are being portrayed, theological perspectives offer the most important lens for interpretation. Events are not just reported by the authors; they are interpreted—and theology is the goal. When legal sayings are being collected, it is not the structure of society that is the focus, but insight on how Israel was to identify itself with the plans and purposes of Yahweh, its wise and holy covenant God. This literature, then, helped Israel to know how to live in his presence.

			Said another way, if the overarching role of the Old Testament is to give revelation from God, then readers (ancient or modern) must give ultimate attention to the revelation from God that is offered, regardless of the genre that is used to offer it. Whatever the genre and/or illocution used by the author, the text is being given another illocution by God—that of revelation. For example:

			
					We are not focused on the main purpose of the text when we try to reconstruct the history of the times. The theological point is more important than historical reconstruction and is valid even if we cannot reconstruct the events with confidence. In other words, the interpretation of the event by the Old Testament is more important than the fact of the event (though an event still serves as the referent).

					We are not focused on the main purpose of the text when we are doing apologetics for the historical accuracy of the events discussed. Often, since the text is indicating the role of God in events, the main point of God’s involvement cannot be demonstrated. Even when we are able to prove that an event happened (tests for this are likewise questionable), the involvement of God is beyond demonstration—it calls for belief.

					We are not focused on the main purpose of the text when we try to build a legal system for today out of the laws of Israel or the legal sections of the Pentateuch. These legal sayings must be understood theologically, not just sociologically.

					We are not focused on the main purpose of the text when we try to construct what the end times will look like. Prophecies are more interested in revealing God than in revealing the future.

			

			We could go on, but hopefully the statements above are sufficient. The theological nature of the text must have our primary attention.

			Divine presence and relationship with God is foundational. I do not believe there is a center of Old Testament theology that every book addresses, but I do believe that there is a theme that spans the entire scope of Scripture (rather than pervading every book of Scripture) and provides the glue that holds it all together. In this book I will propose that from the very beginning it was God’s intention to dwell among his people and to be in relationship with them: “I will be their God, and they will be my people” (e.g., Lev 26:12; Jer 31:33; Ezek 37:27; 2 Cor 6:16; Rev 21:3). The Bible traces this theme from the first chapter of Genesis to the last chapters of Revelation as it moves from Eden, through the tabernacle and temple, to the incarnation, the indwelling at Pentecost, and finally to new creation. Scripture is interested in conveying to God’s people enough of what he is like (revelation) that they will know how to relate to him as they live in his presence and participate in the kingdom of God.

			This point is as important for what it says as for what it does not say. For most of the Old Testament, this theme is building toward redemption in Christ without specifically referring to it. It is commonplace for the Bible in general and the Old Testament in particular to be referred to as “redemption history” or “salvation history.” If in using that terminology it is implied that all of what God is doing throughout history and Scripture is focused on our personal salvation from our sins, then the terminology is too reductionistic. We can be (and will be) eternally grateful to God for providing deliverance from sin and justification before the Father through Christ. We dare not neglect this important point. But what God is doing is bigger than our personal salvation, so we also dare not make Scripture all about us.

			More recently, some have been attempting to clarify “redemption history” by adding into its definition God’s plan to redeem and restore the cosmos.7 This broader description is more workable because it takes the focus off personal salvation; it includes the concept that God has been working to restore the entire cosmos (us included) to the condition that he always desired for it. This undertaking indicates what God’s intentions have always been. We can focus on the steps he has taken (what he has done to restore all creation to himself) or on the intended product (God dwelling among his people in relationship with them). But even with the larger focus in mind, we also need to keep an eye on that which is God’s ultimate desire for his creation.

			Properly understood, then, salvation includes the restoration of all creation to God through Christ. The result is new creation. In this book we will be investigating what God has already undertaken as well as trying to under­stand the product as seen in the Old Testament.

			Critically aware but evangelically founded. The interest of critical scholar­ship is that the biblical text be understood in all of its sophistication and depth. Such scholarship includes issues of literary analysis (including genre, rhetorical strategy, and discourse analysis), historical analysis, history of religions, composition of texts, attention to context (both literary and cultural), study of manuscripts, and the transmission of texts, just to mention a few. I am committed to all of these levels of study and will attempt to reflect the results of those disciplines in the synthesis that I am providing.

			Contrary to the beliefs of some, critical analysis does not require an attitude of skepticism about the nature of the biblical text. Critical analysis should prevent us from being naive, but it does not intrinsically undermine belief. I am skeptical of superficial interpretations of the text and of flat readings that pervade popular culture, but I am not skeptical about the nature or truth of the text. I realize that the truth of the text may be more difficult than first imagined and may even be obscure if read without the critical tools or knowledge required to penetrate it. And I am committed to the face value of the text, as long as “face value” is defined by what the author intended to communicate. But I am also suspicious of the text’s “face value” if it is defined by a flat, uninformed reading.

			My commitment to critical analysis, therefore, is not contradictory to my evangelical beliefs about Scripture. I do not treat the Old Testament as another piece of ancient literature that should be analyzed impersonally and kept at arm’s length. I am committed to the uniqueness of the Old Testament as Scripture, even as I treat it as an ancient piece of literature. This is not an either-or proposition but a both/and model.

			Willing to depart from traditional exegesis without questioning traditional theology. It is true that our theology is built, in large part, on the foundation of Scripture. This means, among other things, that theology does not dictate what Scripture must say. Since our current theology has been shaped by a synthesis of many passages of Scripture (indeed, “the whole counsel of Scripture”), together with the logic applied to theological questions, we may find reason to depart from the traditional theological exegesis of a passage with no intent or consequence of undermining the larger theological issue for which that passage has been employed.

			For example, the church has historically endorsed the theology of creation ex nihilo (“out of nothing”). This doctrine originally pertained to discussions concerning the creation of the human soul (i.e., whether it preexisted or came into being when the body did) and was eventually used during the Arian controversy, the debate about whether or not Christ had been created. Only in more modern times has this doctrine been applied to the material cosmos. Christian theology does not accept the eternality of matter; it insists that when God created the material cosmos, he created it out of that which did not previously exist. This doctrine is supported by logic (divine noncontingency) and by various scriptures from both the Old and New Testaments. Among the passages often used to support creation out of nothing is Genesis 1:1. However, a strong case can be made (both from context and from language) that Genesis 1:1 does not, in fact, describe creation out of nothing.8 In this sense, I would argue that our traditional exegesis, insofar as it uses Genesis 1:1 to support creation ex nihilo, is flawed. At the same time, I continue to give full support to the doctrine of creation based on theological logic and other biblical passages. Readers will find such examples scattered throughout this book. Rethinking interpretation of a particular passage need not be viewed as under­mining larger theological issues.

			Willing to see the Old Testament text as authoritative in its own right (not only when Christ comes or in light of the New Testament). When we read the Old Testament christologically, we are at great risk of implying (or confirming in practice and results) that the authority of the Old Testament derives solely from whatever christological interpretations can be identified. If taken to an extreme, this methodology affirms the idea that the Old Testament (the Bible of Jesus and the apostles) had no authority in its own right or in its own literary context. As early as Origen these ideas are propounded, and they reach their pinnacle in the writings of Marcion. In modern times the idea is reflected more in neglect than in articulated theory. But the idea that we cannot get to the true meaning of the Old Testament until we read it in light of Christ demonstrates the extent to which this philosophy has been accepted into modern theology. This ideology tends to make us apathetic in finding the meaning of the text that may have been intended by the inspired authors in their Old Testament context.

			In contrast, my approach will be to explore the authoritative message of the Old Testament in its own time and context in order to find the foundation of its meaning. When the New Testament picks up an Old Testament text, those later authors are generally not interested in revealing the intention of the Old Testament human author. They are more often developing new meanings for their times, generally in light of Christ and related to the role they see Jesus as playing (e.g., recapitulating Israel’s history). They have every right to do so, and those new levels of figural meaning are very important for the development of theology. The New Testament has its own basis of authority (inspiration connected to the New Testament authors), and that authority is not derived from its accountability to the intentions of the human authors of the Old Testament. The Gospel writers, rather, transform the meaning of the Old Testament (without dismissing it) and show how it is used to understand Jesus.9

			But those new levels should not replace the meaning that the Old Testament author would have intended. The two levels of meaning can be held side by side. Since this project pertains to Old Testament theology, we will not be giving near as much attention to what the New Testament authors did with Old Testament texts. Instead, the focus will be on the Old Testament authors’ intentions.

			Belief that the Old Testament offers a sound theology (from a Christian’s point of view), complete in its own right, even though it is not a fully developed theology in terms of modern systematics.10 Pursuant to the points made above, I will give recognition to Old Testament theology as sound, even if it is incomplete. In the past, and often in popular culture, a person’s individual salvation is the focus of the Christian faith to such an extent that the Old Testament is considered less important than the New Testament. But I contend that the Old Testament is God’s revelation of his plans and purposes, and through them, of himself. If this is indeed so, then the revelation in the Old Testament is sound and needs to be considered seriously. God has not changed, and the revelation of himself in the Old Testament is therefore not obsolete. It continues to be valid and to require our attention. God did not just reveal himself in Christ, but, as Hebrews 1:1 says, “In the past God spoke to our ancestors through the prophets at many times and in various ways.” We can learn important things about God from the Old Testament that we do not encounter in the New Testament. The theology of the Old Testament is ultimately concerned with God’s revelation of his plans and purposes, and through them, of himself; all other issues move us toward that larger goal. This stands in contrast to those who understand the mission of God in terms of establishing a community of redeemed people.11 God’s plans and purposes feature redemption prominently in the New Testament, but his larger plans and purposes focus on dwelling in the midst of his people, not just redeeming them. The concept of his presence takes center stage in the Old Testament.

			Theology is to be understood within the framework of the ancient world, yet as the result of revelation that draws the people out of those ways of thinking. The Israelites were thoroughly immersed in the world and cultural framework of the ancient Near East, just as all of us are immersed in our own native cultures. However, God’s revelation of himself, though grounded in a specific culture, is capable of transcending culture. As a result, we can be transformed by that revelation, regardless of the time and space that separate us from the original revelation.

			The situation with ancient Israel was no different—God’s revelation called them away from the ways in which their culture inclined them to think and to be transformed in their minds. We have, then, a revolutionary revelation in a cultural package. But it is important to note that the Old Testament’s theology is situated against the backdrop of the ancient world’s customary ways of thinking. We will often find that its theology has a foundation in ancient practices and ideas. For example, both circumcision and sacrifice existed in the ancient world long before they were formalized for theological use in the Old Testament. Therefore, in this book, we will be addressing the theology of Israel in its ancient context and then trying to understand the enduring theological concepts.

			Tone and rhetoric. This book is not intended to be a polemical treatment. It is my intention to maintain an even tone and a balanced perspective. I do not intend to spend a lot of time criticizing those who have different opinions from mine. I do not find cynicism or polemics to be useful or productive rhetorical tools. I would prefer to use rhetoric to strengthen faith, rather than to undermine it. Throughout the book, then, I will be proposing correctives to our Christian thinking, particularly in the exegesis of Old Testament passages. But I desire to do so in gentle ways that convey a respect for those who may think differently. In this way, it is my purpose to build up the faith of those who read what I have written.

			Approach to Old Testament Theology

			Biblical theology is often more descriptive than systematic theology, an area of study that tends to be synthetic. Typically, biblical theology pertains to the past, especially historical development, while systematic theology pertains to what is believed today. More specifically, biblical theology ­describes the beliefs conveyed in particular contexts, whether those contexts pertain to time periods (biblical theology during the postexilic period), a corpus of literature (the biblical theology of the Prophets), or even to a particular author (the biblical theology of Isaiah). But biblical theology can also focus on particular topics, such as the Old Testament theology of covenant or the afterlife. In other words, biblical theology is somewhat like historical theology conducted within the framework of the biblical canon; historical theology as a discipline picks up its descriptive task outside the canon. Systematic theology, on the other hand, endeavors to gather all the biblical information about a belief and to combine it with the history of the discussion since the close of Scripture in order to summarize (or to lay out in comprehensive detail) what it is that we believe today. At its best, it starts with Scripture, then employs tradition, reason, and experience to address its own cultural context.

			Old Testament theology, then, is a subdiscipline of biblical theology focused on a particular section of the canon. The methods that will be used here will therefore glean information synthetically from across the Old Testament. In this way, we could talk about the shape of the sum of Israel’s theological thinking, though they would not have been as concerned with systematization as we are, nor would they have used the same sorts of categories.

			Such an approach, however, presents some serious challenges. Since the Old Testament covers a couple of millennia, it would be ideal if we could trace the development of theological thinking (the progress of revelation) through the centuries. Unfortunately, the nature of the preservation of the texts does not allow us to reconstruct dates and sequences with confidence. Yet at the same time, we would be remiss to engage in a flat reading that considers all of the Old Testament as a reflection of Israelite thinking in the postexilic period. Clearly, there are layers, and theological development is obvious.

			In the approach that I use here, I will assume that there is older material embedded in texts that have been edited over time or that have been pulled together in a later period. So, for example, I will assume that Exodus preserves a view of the tabernacle that goes back to the time at Sinai, even if there is evidence of editing from the monarchic or the postexilic time periods. In other words, I will not simply assume that the understanding of the tabernacle has been filtered through the postexilic lens to the extent that it only preserves a postexilic perspective. I believe that the ancient perspectives were preserved, even as they were passed down and subjected to editing.

			My treatment will also be organized according to topics of theology, rather than by corpora or particular biblical authors.12 Where possible, in treating each topic, I will try to identify any development that might have taken place during the Old Testament period. I will furthermore discuss the ways in which common ancient Near Eastern thought is or is not represented, the distinctiveness of Israelite theology and the resulting enduring theology, and the ways in which such theology leads to the New Testament.

			Using ancient Near Eastern literature in Old Testament theology. When scholars compile an approach to Old Testament theology, they tend to work within the confines of the canon. Theology is often extracted from the books of the Old Testament as literary-theological works, and it is not unusual that this is done with an eye toward the New Testament. This approach, however, does not typically make use of the ancient Near Eastern context of the Old Testament. And when the cognitive environment of the ancient Near East is factored into the discussion, the result is typically a descriptive history of Israelite religion.

			In this book I am going to attempt to weave these two approaches together. The main reason for this approach is that I believe the theology of the Old Testament cannot properly be understood without taking the ancient Near Eastern cognitive environment into account. The Israelites were embedded in the ancient world, and they thought like ancient people. God communicated to them in that ancient world and used that which was familiar to them to communicate. Therefore, the theology revealed to them, true as it is, was clothed in ancient garb.

			The underlying assumptions of this approach understand communication as either “high context” or “low context.” In high-context communication, the author and audience share much in common and can communicate with minimal explanations; the author can assume a high level of basic understanding in his audience. In contrast, low-context communication describes a situation in which very little can be assumed about the base knowledge of the audience. When I talk about theology to graduate students, I am functioning within a high-context system. When I discuss theology with sixth graders, I have to switch to low-context.

			The authors of Scripture operate in a high-context setting. They share a worldview, a history, and a set of experiences with their audience and can assume a lot of common ground. But when we come to the Old Testament as readers, we enter as a low-context audience, even as we are trying to interpret a high-context communication. Thus the theological substance of the Old Testament is not just embedded in literature; it is embedded in culture.

			All aspects of a society and culture combine to construct what we might generally call a cosmology—a story of the world and a metanarrative that provides the basis for belief and action.13 We tend to think of our own “cosmology”—perhaps we can refer to it as a “worldview” (despite the controversy and ambiguity that surround that term)—as universal and normal, even though other cultures may have very different worldviews. It is this “worldview” or “cosmology” to which I refer with the description “cognitive environment.”

			A cognitive environment encompasses how people think about the world, including the place of the gods and the role of humanity. Anathea Portier-Young appropriately observes that “cosmology demarcates inside from outside, center from periphery, normal from aberrant. Its logic legitimates claims about truth and morality.”14 Theology assumes such a cognitive environment. Consequently, if we are to understand the theology of the Old Testament, we must not neglect its cognitive environment. The only alternative is to impose our own Western or Christian cognitive environment on the Old Testament. If we do this, we are no longer describing Old Testament theology; we are describing our own theology. As a result, we will likely miss the intention of the Old Testament author entirely. And if we misunderstand the Old Testament author, we lose touch with the authority of the text.

			Given the importance of what we might then call “cognitive environment criticism,” we need to comment briefly on why such studies are hermeneutically and theologically sound. Some worry that if we read the Old Testament as an ancient text, we are admitting the existence of a pagan or mythological influence that has corrupted the Old Testament. Or some think that we are implying the Old Testament is just another piece of ancient Near Eastern literature. But such extremes are not the case. Ancient Near Eastern literature is valuable because it gives us essential insight into the cognitive environment of the ancient world (of which Israel was a part). Without the benefit of such a window, we would be blind, and our interpretation would be hampered. By using the literature from the ancient Near East, we are not marginalizing the uniqueness of the Old Testament. Rather, we are pursuing its trustworthy revelation from God.

			Some might object that all throughout church history Christian writers did not have access to the literature from the ancient Near East. By engaging in cognitive environment criticism, are we therefore suggesting that their interpretations and resulting theology were flawed? To state the question in such a manner is misleading. The early Christian writers, for the most part, were addressing the theological concerns of their day as they interpreted and applied Scripture, defending its claims and answering heretics. They were not trying to recover the authorial intention, and they were certainly not trying to compile an Old Testament theology. In that sense, our task is different from theirs, but it is nevertheless important.

			For example, it is difficult for us to understand the problem of the golden calf or Isaiah’s ridicule of those who make idols if we do not understand how idols functioned in the ancient world. We are also likely to miss the significance of Elijah’s contest with the prophets of Baal on Mount Carmel if we do not understand how people thought about Baal in the ancient world. The hardening of Pharaoh’s heart can be confusing, and even troubling, if we are thinking about our own issues with free will and salvation rather than reading the text against its Egyptian background. And we will inevitably misunderstand the tower of Babel if we have no knowledge of the great ziggurat towers of ancient Mesopotamia. All of these situations, and many more, testify to the need for modern interpreters to read the Old Testament against the cognitive environment of the ancient Near East. We must therefore also factor in this information as we construct an Old Testament theology.

			We can identify three important kinds of questions to which comparative studies between the Bible and the ancient Near East can potentially contribute answers for Old Testament theology:

			
					questions about whether cultural accommodation is providing a framework for packaging Scripture’s teaching (Adam made from dust; solid sky; Garden of Eden; serpent symbolism; etc.)

					questions about the Old Testament’s dependence on ancient Near Eastern literature (Gilgamesh flood story; Ps 29; 104; Prov 23; etc.)

					questions about the nature of objects, aspects, and ideas of the ancient world (temples, priests, rituals, images, divine council, etc.)

			

			Regarding the first category, it would be desirable to have methodological guidelines in place to govern our interpretations. How should we navigate the complicated questions concerning which aspects of the text are culturally relative and which provide the normative theology of Scripture? We often approach the question backwards because we have traditionally assumed that universalization is the default understanding of Scripture. Everyone realizes, however, that some information is particularized and that we are inclined to label that information as accommodated and safe to set aside. Unfortunately, we then hold heated and often unresolvable discussions about which portions of Scripture are culturally relative (particularized or accommodated) and which are normative (universally applicable to all people everywhere).

			In this approach we have failed to understand a very basic fact about communication: “accommodation” is essential to any successful act of communication. And since we consider Scripture to be successful communication from God through human intermediaries, the message is subject to accommodation at every level. It is not only the ideas we do not accept today that are accommodated and culturally relative; any communicative act is culturally relative. Communication can only address things for which there are words and ideas in the minds of the audience. The question, then, is not whether God or the authors accommodated the ancient audience; no other possibility exists.

			The inherent truth, therefore, is that neither God nor the biblical authors accommodated us (or the New Testament, or the early Christian writers, etc.). All communication in Scripture occurs within the cognitive environment of the ancient target audience. This fact of accommodation does not mean that it has no significance for us, but finding significance is a separate endeavor from determining what is or is not accommodated. Many people assume that the Bible is intrinsically universalized, and they try to separate out anything that might be particularized as a result. They approach the text this way because they believe this is how the Bible speaks to them and how it can be considered authoritative. They desire Scripture to be relevant and to give them guidance in many aspects of life.

			In contrast, I would propose that, since the Scriptures were communicated into a cognitive environment, we should consider everything in the Bible particularized and only then try to draw out specific elements that could carry a universal application. But our decisions about what should be considered universalized ought to be dependent on our understanding of the genre and speech-act associated with each text. In Scripture, whatever the particular speech-acts might be, the overriding and significant speech-act is the illocution of self-revelation. We believe that God has used the illocution of the human author and given it (all of it) the illocution of revelation.15

			Nevertheless, God’s particularized speech-act to the original audience through the human author is culture locked. The universalized aspect of that contextualized speech-act stands as an invitation (illocution) to all to participate in (perlocution) God’s Great Enterprise (more on this below). But we cannot participate until we understand, and this understanding (per­locution) comes as God reveals himself and his purposes (illocution). We know God’s purposes only through his revelation in Scripture, and we can know him and truly participate in his purposes only to the extent that we understand those purposes. It would be a mistake to think that we can infer his purposes from a false confidence in our own knowledge of what he is or is not like. In fact, the more our conception of God is reduced to what we can know of him, the more our concept of God becomes a mirror of ourselves, rather than like his true image. In other words, potentially, the more we think we know God, the less what we know is actually like God.

			Given this understanding of God’s speech-acts, I would propose that the only aspect of Scripture that is universalized, despite its grounding in the ancient cognitive environment, is the illocution of God, the revelation of his purposes. The Bible is not a biography; it is a vision statement. We are given knowledge (of purpose) in order to participate (in purpose), and this knowledge and participation are what should be considered normative. The vision statement tells us what to believe rather than giving us rules to follow.16 Yet we dare not neglect the responsibilities that rest on those who are identified with God and his purposes. Revelation brings accountability, and it calls us to be the kind of people God can use to great effect. So when we talk about the Bible’s inerrancy in all that it affirms, the affirmations that are entailed in its divine illocution are much broader than is often thought.

			It is typical to think that the Bible is by nature universalized and that we should look for things that for some reason or another might be particularized. But everything in the Bible is particularized; only the purposes of God and person of God are universalized. As unnatural as this approach feels, it brings resolution to the long-standing debates about accommodation and cultural relativity. It is not a “faith and practice only” reductionism and does not neglect the particulars; instead, the particulars find their significance in the big picture.

			We will have very few occasions in which we deal with literary dependence (category number two) because it is very difficult to demonstrate that literary borrowing has taken place. But, even if literary dependence were occasionally determinable, the Old Testament would recontextualize the ancient literature with which it was interacting.

			The third category (the nature of objects, etc.) is the one of which we will make the most use. It goes without saying, for example, that we must understand the role of priests in the ancient world rather than assuming that the Israelite priests functioned as Roman Catholic priests do today. Likewise, we would be remiss if we somehow imagined that temples in the ancient world were like modern-day churches. In this regard, the literature from the ancient Near East not only will help us recover the way that the Israelites thought, but it will also alert us to the issues in which we subconsciously let our modern ideas affect our interpretations.

			Old Testament theology and New Testament theology. Biblical theology is composed of Old Testament theology and New Testament theology. Together they exist on an external continuum. As such, they can be treated together, but there is also value in treating them separately. After all, a number of significant historical developments that left a deep imprint on the theology of the New Testament came after the Old Testament period (beginning with the influence of Persian thinking, but even that was extensively overshadowed by the influx of Hellenism). In recognition of the historical facts, we should be willing to look at Old Testament theology independent of New Testament theology. Much would be missed in the Old Testament text if we were to read it only through the lenses of Hellenism, the Greco-Roman world, and the concerns of Christianity. God’s revelation came to the Israelites in ancient garb and came to the Jews of the first century in Hellenistic garb. We would be remiss to try to understand the ancient Israelite view of the afterlife through the viewpoints of the Pharisees and Sadducees, or even through the lens of Jesus’ parable about the rich man and Lazarus. Likewise, we would not want to constrain the ancient Israelite views of cosmology by the hands of Aristotle’s categories or perspectives. Just because people thought in particular ways during the first century CE does not mean that Israelites thought the same way. Consequently, Old Testament theology must be approached independently from New Testament theology, though New Testament theology cannot properly be done in isolation from Old Testament theology.

			Driving Old Testament Theology

			Above, we briefly addressed the questions surrounding the foundation of Old Testament theology. Here I want to press that discussion a bit further, particularly with regard to the label “redemptive history.”17 We should recognize that such a label is somewhat elastic and has been understood by different people in different ways. Does it pertain to the idea that God is a delivering God (whether from slavery in Egypt or from sins)? Does it reflect the idea that God is primarily concerned with redeeming the cosmos and everything in it from the devastating effects of sin? Salvation and redemption are commonly defined narrowly, as referring to the fact that Jesus has redeemed each one of us individually—paying our penalty, making us righteous in God’s eyes, and forgiving our sins.

			But when we consider Old Testament theology, it would be difficult to consider “redemption history” in the narrowly defined context described above. The Old Testament has little to say about God’s eventual plan to save us from our sins through Christ (or even through the Messiah). Such a reading of the Old Testament can only be found if it is read through the lens of the New Testament. The contribution that the Old Testament makes to the trajectory of such theological developments can be adequately explored in the context of New Testament theology, but the Old Testament’s own contributions are often overshadowed by this approach.

			With regard to the first option—that Yahweh is a God who delivers—it is certainly appropriate to apply such a descriptor to God. Nevertheless, we have to ask whether this description captures the focus of the Old Testament. It would be difficult to see “deliverer” as the foundational attribute of God in the Old Testament story, though many significant examples of his deliverance are present. In fact, two major events that punctuate Israel’s history (deliverance from slavery in Egypt and restoration from the exile) function as powerful testimonies of God’s power to deliver his people. Furthermore, we find examples of God’s deliverance on an individual level, such as in David’s deliverance from Saul or Absalom. But none of these situations are remotely similar to Jesus’ saving us from our sins. Those who prefer the “redemption history” model often want to use that model to draw together the Old and New Testaments, and the desire for such unity and continuity is indeed admirable. Yet if the metanarrative thread fails to do justice to the Old Testament, such efforts are counterproductive to the text’s authority. We must be careful that our attempts to understand unity do not ultimately undermine authority.

			The idea that God is concerned with the redemption of creation is preferable if “redemption history” is to be used to describe the Bible in general or the Old Testament in particular. It is true that God’s plan is to restore all of creation and that he does so by redeeming it; redemption is his overall purpose. I continue to be reluctant to adopt this model, however, because I see little progress being made on this front in the study of the Old Testament. I am therefore not inclined to think of the Old Testament generally, or primarily, as “redemption history.”

			All of the efforts just described seem to be driven by a desire to see Christ as the center of the Bible, which is an understandable impulse. Christ is often viewed as the climax of God’s plan and the instrument by which God redeems all creation, including humanity, to himself. Again, however, I would return to the distinction between “center” and “climax.” Christ is the climax (though even that statement must be qualified by the recognition that new creation is still to come), but that does not justify centering the Old Testament on him. Again, we return to the idea that our interpretation should be christotelic rather than christocentric.

			But what motivates so many to see Christ as the center of the Bible? Undoubtedly, there are good theological reasons for doing so, and we find many theologians throughout church history who have had such motivations. Each theologian likely had particular reasons for taking a christological approach, which sprang from, in many cases, the theological challenges of his or her specific time and situation. None of that important history need be lost for us also to insist that we must see the larger revelation of God’s plan and purposes in the Old Testament in his covenant with Israel. We are trinitarian and therefore value the revelation of any of the persons of the Trinity.

			Today, however, especially at the popular level, it is easy to be driven by a focus on one’s own salvation. Salvation is important, but for some, it stands as a benefit that obliterates all other aspects of faith and relationship with God through Christ. As wonderful as the benefit of salvation is, we cannot allow it to be the center of our faith. People who are inclined to this perspective need to ask themselves, “If there were no promise of heaven, would I serve God anyway, just because he is worthy?” This challenge was the very one that God set before Abraham in Genesis 22, and it is this challenge that the Adversary introduces in the book of Job. We know, then, that unconditional service is not a modern or fabricated issue; it is a real and important aspect of our theology.

			Perhaps the inherent necessity of a christological hermeneutic can be investigated by pondering whether a Jewish person today could do Old Testament theology without conceding that it points to Christ. Would a Jewish approach be any different from what I am suggesting? I would contend that such approaches could perceive quite a lot about God’s plan and purposes as they are expressed in the Old Testament and that they would also be able to understand the idea of participating in God’s plan. This point is significant; these concepts are the same ideas that we need to grasp from our own study of the Old Testament. The differences, however, are also significant. As Christian interpreters, we see God’s plan and purposes as expanded in Christ. And when we participate in this New Testament expansion, the scope of the divine enterprise is not just extended, but it has taken a new form by virtue of the fact that the presence of God has been so radically transformed. God’s purposes are clearer and more elaborate in the New Testament, and if we did not adjust our understanding to reflect this knowledge, we would be remiss. Nevertheless, if a Christian just looked at the Old Testament, he or she would not find anything there that a Jewish interpreter could not also find.

			The history of Old Testament theology and where this book fits. The discipline of Old Testament theology is relatively young, having mostly begun early in the twentieth century, with a few scattered precursors as early as the late eighteenth century.18 Here I will address only some of the trends and issues.19 But from the beginning, Old Testament theology has been understood as a historical discipline in contrast to dogmatic theology. Early methodological controversies arose over how important the relationship between the Testaments ought to be and whether the study should operate within the realm of belief or be conducted objectively. And these are the issues that fostered debate between Otto Eissfeldt and Walther Eichrodt in the early twentieth century: Should the study be inherently historical or theological? And many now contend that Old Testament theology should be a strictly historical exercise, one that is absent of confessional ties or interference.

			Another major debate, one that has perhaps been most commonly associated with Walter Brueggemann, concerns whether we should talk about a single theology or multiple theologies of the Old Testament. Rather than assuming that the books of the Old Testament are univocal, this approach contends that the Old Testament does not just represent development along a single theological vector but that there are contrasting and even conflicting voices. For example, proponents of this view may hold that Job and Ecclesiastes are in opposition to the retribution principle equations found in Proverbs, or that the putative P source of the Pentateuch is in conflict with the D source. Consequently, some are disposed not only to ask whether the discipline is historical or theological but whether even the texts themselves are characterized by unity or diversity.

			Some even question whether or not a coherent Old Testament theology is possible or viable (J. Barr). But by the continuing activity in the discipline, it would appear that most have concluded that coherence is possible, even though there is a broad spectrum of opinions. From the discussions about method and presuppositions, we can move to the differences of opinions that have arisen concerning the subjects or themes of Old Testament theology. A sampling of supposed principal topics include: covenant (W. Eichrodt), communion (Th. C. Vriezen), God who acts (G. E. Wright), promise (W. C. Kaiser), credo (G. von Rad), kingdom (G. Fohrer, B. Waltke, E. Merrill, P. Gentry, and S. Wellum), (elusive) presence (S. Terrien), community (B. Childs, P. Hanson), theodrama (K. Vanhoozer), salvation (G. Vos), image (R. Hubbard, R. Johnston, and R. Meye), name (M. Noth), kabod (T. Mettinger), knowledge of God (W. Zimmerli), sovereignty and holiness (B. Jacob), law/promise dialectic (R. Clements), blessing/deliverance dialectic (C. Westermann)—the list could go on. Other prominent themes include the land, sin, and wisdom. For some of these, the named topic is considered the “center” of Old Testament theology; for others, it is simply the most dominant theme or dialectic—perhaps even an organizing principle or metaphor. Opinions may vary, but most would admit that all of these topics at least have significance within the theology of Israel.

			In this work, I will be attending to the historical place and setting of the Old Testament literature, but I will not be stopping at historical inquiry. I will instead seek to use historical inquiry to uncover the enduring theological revelation that remains God’s Word to the church today.20 That is, I will attempt to integrate the historical and the theological in a purposefully confessional context. This work will therefore be intentionally Christian and, more specifically, broadly evangelical. These statements define my confessional commitments, even though I will be attempting to read the Old Testament from an Israelite perspective. In other words, it is my intention for these commitments to define my target though not serving as a lens. I would like to set forth Israelite religion, insofar as it is based on God’s revelation of himself to the Israelites, as a source for enduring theology, and so my interests are more than antiquarian or historical. I will also insist, however, that the elements must be understood in their Israelite context rather than through the eyes of the New Testament, the early Christian writers, or modern theology. As such, I am interested in addressing what Israelites believed as well as the theology that emerges from the pages of the Old Testament—preserving the theological voice of the Old Testament. I hope in this way to be able to build a bridge between the academy and the church. I want to unlock the theology revealed in the Old Testament for Christians, reading it through an Israelite, rather than a Christian, lens.

			Presence of God

			When we turn our attention to the search for an idea whose progression spans the entirety of the Old Testament, a couple of possibilities come to mind, as evidenced by the historical survey above. “Covenant,” of course, would be a prime candidate, and it would encompass a couple of others that have been suggested as possibilities such as “Torah” or “promise.” But I am inclined to see even covenant as a part of something bigger.

			Another suggestion is to focus on the “kingdom” theme in Scripture. Certainly divine kingship and the sponsored Davidic monarchy are central themes of the Old Testament. The reign of God is the theme of the Psalms, and his sovereign rule is developed in both the narratives of Scripture and in the Prophets. Furthermore, it is a theme that finds a home in messianic theology and plays a major role in the transition to the New Testament, particularly in the Gospels, with their emphasis on the kingdom of God. And notably, the book of Revelation focuses on the rule of Christ. Nevertheless, with no intention of minimizing the significance of the kingdom theme, I would again suggest that we should consider something even bigger.

			I propose that the primary theme that progresses throughout the Old Testament, and indeed throughout the entire Bible, is the establishment of God’s presence among his people (“I will put my dwelling place among you,” e.g., Lev 26:11) with the explicit intention of being in relationship with them/us (“I will . . . be your God, and you will be my people,” e.g., Ex 6:7; Lev 26:12; Jer 11:4; Ezek 36:28). I do not consider this to be the “center” of Old Testament theology, but it is an overarching theme, arguably the most dominant and pervasive of themes, the trajectory along which the program of God moves. It is the covenant that gives formal articulation to the stages of the relationship between God and his people; it is the promise of God that he will make such a relationship possible; it is the Torah that governs how people may live in the presence of God and sustain relationship with him; and it is the kingdom of God that expresses his role in the cosmos and in which we participate as we live out our relationship with him.

			A brief survey of the theme of God’s presence and relationship with him as it progresses through Scripture. This theme is inaugurated in the opening chapter of Genesis, though we often are impeded in recognizing it because we are no longer aware of what is involved in divine rest, or we are distracted by science questions. In my interpretation (for details see chapter three as well as my prior publications), the seven days of creation are primarily concerned with God ordering the cosmos to serve as sacred space where he can be in relationship with his creatures. He rests when he takes up his rule in this sacred space, with its center in Eden. People forfeit access to God’s presence and rupture relationship with him when they seek (through their disobedience) to supplant him and make themselves the center and source of order and wisdom.

			After Genesis 1, Scripture tells the story of God’s gradual restoration of his presence among his people and of his relationship with them, both of which culminate in new creation. We can see, then, that this theme permeates the entirety of the biblical text. People begin to call on the name of the Lord around the time of Seth (Gen 4:26), thereby invoking God’s presence. The covenant is God’s mechanism for establishing relationship, and it eventually (by the end of Exodus) leads to the reestablishment of his presence. The Torah is given so that God’s people might learn how to live in the presence of God so as not to lose it again. The tabernacle provides a place for God’s presence to dwell and is eventually replaced by the temple. And these sanctuaries serve as the palace of the Great King, from which God rules, but also as the place where his presence dwells among his people. Just in these few major stages, we can see that the Old Testament is tracking the themes of presence and relationship.

			The Prophets speak of the future dwelling of God among the Israelites (Is 2; Mic 4) as well as of pending abandonment and punishment at the hands of the Babylonians (Ezek 10). The hope oracles of the Prophets, on the other hand, look forward to a time when God will restore his people and dwell among them again (Ezek 40–48). Just from these few examples, we can see that the Old Testament is tracking the themes of presence and relationship.

			It is of some significance to note that this theme can be established as intrinsic to and dominant in the Old Testament on its own. But the theme of presence and relationship is also continued in the New Testament. In this way, this overarching theme is not dependent on the New Testament for its identification, but it is, at the same time, in continuity with the major trajectories in the Old Testament.

			The New Testament picks up the theme with the incarnation: “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (John 1:14). The incarnation would have happened, even if there had been no sin for which to die, because the incarnation was an important step in the advancement of God’s presence. Jesus would have ascended, and the Holy Spirit would have been sent (Acts 2) regardless of the state of humanity, because the indwelling Spirit is also an important step in the advancement of God’s presence. Thereby the church becomes the temple of God (2 Cor 6:16) as God lives among (indwells) his people. The statement “And he will be their God, and they will be his people” is indicative of relationship.

			The theme draws to a conclusion in the new creation detailed in Revelation 21 as God is dwelling in the midst of his people on the new earth. Relationship has been made possible through the work of Christ, and all of creation is restored to the state of God’s original intention. The biblical story does not begin with kingship, covenant, promise, or law, and it does not end with them. It begins and ends with presence and relationship, which are at the heart of God’s plan and which are the focus of Scripture, start to finish.

			The plot line of presence is more important than the plot line of salvation (salvation history). Jesus did not just become human so that he could die for us; he became human to establish God’s presence among us as one of us—so we would learn more about how we should live in God’s presence. This perspective draws together the Old and New Testament themes of covenant, temple, and new creation. The Old Testament is about living in the presence of God so that it will not be lost again, as in the Garden of Eden. The New Testament is about participating in the kingdom of God, which is characterized by God’s presence. From the opening chapters of Genesis to the closing chapters of Revelation, God’s presence and relationship are the ­Bible’s plot line and theological focus. This theme demonstrates what God has always wanted.
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Yahweh and the Gods

			[image: ]

			To begin, we need to reiterate a few ideas that were addressed in the introduction. If we are correct in thinking that the Old Testament is God’s revelation of his plans and purposes, and that through that revelation we should be able to come to some basic understanding about God, it is then logical to conclude that the most important message of the Old Testament is found in what it teaches us about God. That teaching does not expire, grow obsolete, or change. It is not the sort of teaching from which we can pick and choose what parts we want to believe and what parts we want to set aside. Its truth about God should comprise our beliefs about God. Furthermore, there is much information about God revealed in the Old Testament that is never addressed in the New Testament. If we only read the Old Testament christologically or from the vantage point of the New Testament, we will miss some of what God has revealed about himself.

			In important ways, then, this chapter has to be considered the most important of this book. What does the Old Testament teach us about God? What did it reveal, first to the Israelite audience of the ancient world and then to us through them? We will not find the complete revelation of God in the Old Testament, but we will find robust revelation that remains as vital today as it was when it was first revealed. It is revelation that calls the reader to respond by embracing this view of God, trusting its truth, and allowing it to transform our lives. As Richard Hays notes, God is not “a concept subject to general philosophical elucidation but a ‘person,’ an agent known through the complex unfolding of his narrative identity—and only so.”1

			The Uniqueness of Yahweh

			How many gods are there? It is commonplace for modern readers to believe that the main difference between Israel and its neighbors was that Israel worshiped only one God, while the rest of the ancient world worshiped many gods. But this perception can be contested on several fronts. First and foremost, I contend that if we adopt such an unnuanced dichotomy, we will not recognize the most important difference of deity between Israel and its neighbors. The main issue was not the number(s) of god(s) but how God was understood. Nevertheless, before we address this issue, we have to explore the question of monotheism.

			In order to discuss Israel’s views about the existence of multiple gods, we should inquire what it means to say that a god exists (divine ontology). Obviously, the existence of a god is not defined by a physical or material presence, because gods are inherently spirit beings (i.e., nonmaterial). In modern philosophical terms, we might imagine that whether a god exists concerns whether or not a spirit being is present in the real world or is a real presence, person, or force. This approach would be less likely, however, in the ancient world. Ancient people recognized that humans were very limited in their ability to determine whether or not a spirit being existed in the real world unless the spirit being manifested its presence in some way. In other words, they would conclude that a spirit being existed when it manifested its reality in ways considered credible by their culture. In fact, they would consider manifestation the evidence necessary to affirm a spirit being’s existence. Said another way, a god existed when it was perceived to function as a manifested god.

			In the ancient Near East people believed that the gods were manifested in the forces of what we call the natural world, as well as in the celestial phenomena. Abram came out of that cognitive environment, and Israel lived in that cognitive environment all throughout its history. Ancient people likely found it difficult to set aside those ways of thinking. Such was the experience of Israel, and it is well documented throughout the pages of the Old Testament.

		
			Functional Ontology

			Functional ontology means that when the Israelites thought about what it meant for a thing to be, they thought in terms of what that thing did.a Similarly, if a thing were to be different from another thing, it would do different things (or different kinds of things, or the same things differently) from the other thing. If a thing were to be unique, it would do unique things, and so on.

			This way of thinking is different from how we define being today. The Christian tradition followed the Greek philosophers in thinking of being in terms of irreducible definitional elements, called substances. A thing is different from another thing because it has a different substance. (Modern scientific material ontology takes this idea a step further and only acknowledges substances that it can link to matter and motion as described by physicists, but modern models of being are diverse and complex and beyond the scope of this work.) When the Council of Nicaea had to figure out how to say that Jesus was not a different thing from God, it did so using the language of substances (homoousion). It is worth noting in passing that function (i.e., what they do) is the primary differentiator of the persons of the Trinity (the Father does not suffer and die [patripassionism], the Son does not speak through the prophets, all things were not made through the Spirit, etc.), yet they are emphasized as the same in substance (homoousion), and this sameness makes them the same being.

			This method of thinking also informs the definition we assign to the word god. For Israel, a god was defined in terms of what it did, such as establish and preserve cosmic order. For us, however, a god is an entity with a specific (and, in monotheism, a unique) ontology.

			When we consider the biblical teaching about the being of God, then, we have a couple of decisions to make. We cannot simply avoid doing metaphysics, because anyone with a concept of being is automatically doing metaphysics, whether deliberately and systematically or not. On the one hand, we can decide that the Bible says nothing specific about the being of God. In such a case, it does demonstrably teach that God is unique (there is no one like our God, etc.), in the sense of being demonstrably different from anything else that is, but the actual concepts of being and god are undefined by the text. In this sense the Bible is teaching, “whatever you think a god is, Yahweh is one, and there is only one of them, however you define is.” Such an approach would mean that our actual knowledge of God is reduced nearly to zero, since all of the key components used to describe what we think a god is are developed by us. At its extreme this approach is prone to syncretism and makes one wonder why we should bother at all—it is just how ancient people tended to think.

			On the other hand, we can read the Bible’s metaphysical method as a prescription for how to do it ourselves (it is not uncommon for a similar approach to be taken to hermeneutics in the New Testament approach to Old Testament prophecy, for example). This means that we would adopt Israel’s definitions of being and god as our own. The biggest problem with this approach is, of course, that the text does not actually describe this method; we have to deduce it ourselves. And this ultimately means, again, that we are relying on something we are formulating, with the added difficulty that we then try to pass our constructs off as authoritative biblical teaching.

			Further, it would be expected (and can be convincingly argued) that the Old Testament and New Testament use different models drawn from their respective cognitive environments and cultural influences. This difference, in turn, makes any concrete systemization of the method difficult or impossible. At its extreme, however, this approach makes the Bible completely time-bound and therefore irrelevant. For better or worse, our culture has its own way of doing metaphysics, which happens to be incompatible with the way ancient Israel (or even Hellenized Israel) happened to do it. But it is very difficult to fault us for developing our own method, since the text itself contains nothing explicit about how metaphysics ought to be done. Nevertheless, these two options can both lead to passable approaches as long as they are not taken to the extreme. Another possibility to consider is that ideas about God develop in cultural contexts, some of which God eventually affirms in revelation. In this way, concepts develop in time and culture but are not inherently culture-bound.



			aSidebar provided by J. Harvey Walton.

		

			The revelation of God was leading them to something different, but it is important for us to evaluate carefully what that process looked like. When Yahweh first approached Abram, he did not discuss how many gods there were or whether Abram needed to consider him the only God. But when we turn our attention to the Decalogue, the first saying indicates that no other gods should be worshiped before Yahweh. Yet it has long been noted that this phrase stops short of saying how many gods there are. As a result, the Decalogue easily functions as an entry point into a discussion of the differences between monotheism, henotheism, and monolatry.

			As a starting point, polytheism reflects a way of thinking in which multiple gods function as a community and have multiple spheres of jurisdiction and authority. In such a belief system, worshipers interact with the god who is appropriate for a particular realm or territory and suitable to the occasion. In monolatry, people decide to focus all their attention on one particular deity whom they believe is able to function in whatever circumstance they might be facing. However, they also acknowledge that other deities function for other people and that those people can make whatever choices they want. Henotheism represents another type of theistic belief. This way of thinking still does not claim that only one god exists, but it insists that only one god is truly worthy of worship. Other gods are considered pretenders to deity, imposters, charlatans, incompetents, or simply inferior beings incapable of exercising divine authority. And henotheism is the view that permeates most of the Old Testament as it talks about the powerlessness of the other gods, prohibits their worship, and pronounces them frauds.

			We might imagine that pure philosophical monotheism would countenance none of the concessions that such comparisons admit, but perhaps in the end, the distinction is only in semantics. Throughout the Old Testament, Yahweh consistently reveals that he is in a class by himself and brooks no competition. No other being is worthy of the designation “God,” has the authority associated with the category, or is deserving of the worship that is the natural response to such a being. If we resist modern philosophical classification (inevitably anachronistic), we can still see the message clearly. And a proper understanding of Yahweh’s revelation of himself will clear up any confusion about numbers.

			The next issue to consider is whether or not the perspectives about Yahweh’s uniqueness developed increasing nuances and subtlety during the period of the Old Testament. Interpreters are commonly inclined to identify statements in a section of Isaiah heuristically referred to as “Second Isaiah” as reaching new heights of theological expression.2 These verses contend that

			
					No god was formed before Yahweh (and none after).

					No other god saves or reveals.

					No other god can countermand what Yahweh has decreed or counteract what he has done.

					Apart from Yahweh there is no god like him, particularly in the ability to foretell what is to come.

			

			The refrain of this particular section is “I am Yahweh, there is no other,” and the clarity of that message here can hardly be contested. However, the question is whether this thinking is new to Isaiah in the Old Testament, or whether it is simply a theme that has developed in an increasingly inter­national context to which the prophet brings emphasis.

			Statements that pursue the same line of thought are found in Deuteronomy 4:35-39 and in 1 Kings 8:60. This observation leads us into the murky territory of determining the dates of the books or traditions of the Old Testament. Those who see new levels of theology in Second Isaiah are generally inclined to see the passages in Deuteronomy and Kings as later additions, which demonstrates a potential case of circular reasoning or begging the question. Prior to considering the potential literary history, it would be significant to ask whether there are other passages that suggest a time when the standard, ideal revelation of Yahweh did not show the level of sophistication that is evident in these passages or that suggest a view not quite as stringent as those of Second Isaiah.

			We cannot, unfortunately, ask whether there are earlier passages; the compositional histories of most of the books of the Old Testament are too complex. We can only ask whether there are expressions that communicate something other or less than what Isaiah proclaims here.3 This method is not the same as asking whether there is evidence that the Israelites failed to understand this important distinction, rejected its truth, or were just incapable of reflecting it in their daily lives. In other words, a difference should be noted between the revelation and its corresponding expectation on the one hand, and Israelite practice with all of its shortcomings on the other. The motif in Isaiah may then be considered not as a new formulation but as evidence of an Israelite failure to shift paradigms. That is, this view of Yahweh’s uniqueness should not necessarily be understood as progressively revealed, but only as persistently resisted, thereby calling for renewed emphasis with a more forthright rhetoric. No passage anywhere in the Old Testament conveys anything less than the uniqueness of Yahweh, notwithstanding the penchant for modern interpreters to impose a whole battery of “history of religions” presuppositions.

			Even beyond the question of how this perspective is represented in the Old Testament, we can ask about the extent to which it is or is not distinguishable from what we find elsewhere in the ancient Near East. In this endeavor we will find mixed results


		
			Šəmaʿ

			The so-called šəmaʿ is appropriately considered the centerpiece of Israelite creed: “Hear, O Israel: The LORD our God, the LORD is one” (Deut 6:4). Much could be said about the šəmaʿ, but at this juncture, the affirmation it makes about Yahweh is most important.a More specifically, the way in which it differentiates Israel’s belief from the beliefs of the ancient Near East needs to be carefully noted.

			In the literature of the ancient Near East, there are, in fact, statements reminiscent of the šəmaʿ, even in contexts that are not at all monotheistic.b For example, in an Egyptian hymn to Amun Re, we find lines like “Praises to you, who created all this! Unique One, alone, the myriad-handed,” and “Chief of the Great Ennead, exalted, alone, without likeness.”c The Egyptian god Ptah, in one prayer from the time of Ramesses II, is referred to as “Unique God who is in the Ennead,” which is a reference to his relationship to the high gods of the Egyptian pantheon.d These and other such epithets of deity in the ancient Near East show that references to a god being “unique” or “alone” are not characteristic of only Israel’s theological ideas.

			In light of this understanding, then, the šəmaʿ is not making a claim about Yahweh that others in polytheistic systems could not make as well. It certainly is insisting that Yahweh is “unique” or “alone,” but it does not insist that “Yahweh is, but these others are not.” It is not revealing a new theological system; other gods were characterized in this same way, even in obviously polytheistic settings.e But the similarities do not suggest that Israelite theology tolerated polytheism, only that the šəmaʿ did not establish this particular distinction. Yahweh is ʾeḥād (“one”), and other gods make that same claim. The claim is no different from the declaration that Yahweh is powerful (as other gods are also portrayed). The main thrust of the passage is that Israel should “love Yahweh your God” because it addresses Israel’s allegiance to Yahweh more than it functions as a philosophical declaration of his nature.
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