
[image: Couverture : KEVIN S. CHEN, The MESSIANIC VISION of the PENTATEUCH]






  The MESSIANIC VISION


    of the PENTATEUCH


  KEVIN S. CHEN


  [image: Illustration]





To my wife, Joyce

With great appreciation

for how our marriage parallels Genesis 24:58


PREFACE


Although written without assuming all readers would notice, this book is an attempt to continue and extend the work of John H. Sailhamer. Thankfully, such a task falls not to one person or one book but to all who were influenced by him, especially those of us who are so privileged to be teaching or writing. Many of his former students have become fine teacher-scholars and are quite accomplished, even more so than I am. I am grateful to have studied with some of them and to have them as friends and conversation partners. As just one voice in a broader conversation, I consider it a tremendous honor that IVP Academic, which published Sailhamer’s magnum opus ten years ago (The Meaning of the Pentateuch, 2009), has seen fit to publish a follow-up book written by someone still relatively early in his career (Lord willing). Part of the impetus for this book is that Sailhamer’s two major works on the Pentateuch (the other being The Pentateuch as Narrative), while certainly emphasizing the centrality of the Messiah in the Pentateuch, necessarily also deal with other issues at length, especially the Sinai/Deuteronomic law. I felt that it would be helpful to produce a work that almost exclusively focuses on the Messiah in the Pentateuch and gives more extensive treatment of the Pentateuch’s Messianic texts, including several that have not commonly been understood as such.

Familiarity with Sailhamer’s work is not required to understand this book, but those who are familiar with it will quickly recognize that this book follows the general path that he trod, especially with respect to methodology and overall interpretation of the Pentateuch based on its structure and key poetic texts. At the same time, careful comparison would reveal that this book differs exegetically from his views at some key points (e.g., Gen 3:15) and goes significantly further at others (e.g., Gen 27:27-29; 49:8-12). As such, I do not expect that Sailhamer would have agreed with some of my conclusions. Of course, if it were my goal to follow him at every point, then this book would be unnecessary. That I have followed him at key places shows that I have often found his arguments convincing. At the same time, I have discovered other things in the Pentateuch that I believe fill out its Messianic vision even further. Sailhamer himself once remarked to me that he believed there was still much to be discovered in the Pentateuch. I hope I have discovered some of those things. Until that day when its Messianic vision is fully realized and the work of every person is tested by fire (1 Cor 3:13), it will be up to each reader to decide the extent to which I have faithfully set forth the Messianic vision of the Pentateuch.






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

I would like to thank my former institution, Union University, for providing a semester-long sabbatical leave in 2017, during which I completed the first draft of the manuscript. My colleagues there in the School of Theology and Missions (and formerly Christian Studies), some of whom have moved on to other pursuits, have been a great encouragement. The collegial environment and its wonderful balance of Christian fellowship, excellent teaching, and quality scholarship have been formative during the past nine years. Southeastern Seminary was gracious to host me for two months of my sabbatical and allow me the full use of their library, which resulted in a highly productive time. Although he is no longer with us, my late doctoral adviser, Dr. John H. Sailhamer, deserves acknowledgment for the way his example, teaching, scholarship, and encouragement have shaped me. I would like to thank Jon Boyd and his team at IVP Academic for believing in this book and in me. Thank you to my parents for their constant encouragement. My brother Chris Chen and my friend Seth Postell have provided helpful feedback on portions of earlier versions of this book. Finally, I would like to thank my wife, Joyce, for her constant support, and I lovingly dedicate this book to her. I hope you find the Messianic vision of the Pentateuch as captivating as I do.





ABBREVIATIONS








	ASV

	American Standard Version




	BDAG

	Bauer, W., F. W. Danker, W. F. Arndt, and F. W. Gingrich. Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament and Other Early Christian Literature. 3rd ed. Chicago, 1999




	BDB

	Brown, F., S. R. Driver, and C. A. Briggs. A Hebrew and English Lexicon of the Old Testament. Oxford, 1907




	BibInt

	Biblical Interpretation




	BSac

	Bibliotheca Sacra




	BN

	Biblische Notizen




	CBQ

	Catholic Biblical Quarterly




	CSB

	Christian Standard Bible




	ESV

	English Standard Version




	ETL

	Ephemerides theologicae lovanienses




	GKC

	Gesenius’ Hebrew Grammar. Edited by E. Kautzsch. Translated by A. E. Cowley. 2nd. ed. Oxford, 1910




	HALOT

	Koehler, L., W. Baumgartner, and J. J. Stamm. The Hebrew and Aramaic Lexicon of the Old Testament. Translated and edited under the supervision of M. E. J. Richardson. 4 vols. Leiden, 1994–1999




	Heb.

	Hebrew




	Hiph.

	Hiphil




	Hith.

	Hithpael




	JANES

	Journal of the Ancient Near Eastern Society




	JBL

	Journal of Biblical Literature




	JETS

	Journal of the Evangelical Theological Society




	JNES

	Journal of Near Eastern Studies




	JPS

	Jewish Publication Society




	JSOT

	Journal for the Study of the Old Testament




	KJV

	King James Version




	LA

	Liber annuus




	LS

	Louvain Studies




	LXX

	Septuagint




	MT

	Masoretic Text




	NASB

	New American Standard Bible




	NEB

	New English Bible




	Niph.

	Niphal




	NIV

	New International Version




	NKJV

	New King James Version




	NovT

	Novum Testamentum




	RSB

	Religious Studies Bulletin




	RSV

	Revised Standard Version




	SBJT

	Southern Baptist Journal of Theology




	SJOT

	Scandinavian Journal of the Old Testament




	TJT

	Toronto Journal of Theology




	TynBul

	Tyndale Bulletin




	VT

	Vetus Testamentum




	WTJ

	Westminster Theological Journal




	ZAW

	Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft












INTRODUCTION



DID MOSES WRITE ABOUT JESUS?


“If you believed in Moses, you would believe in me; for he wrote about me” (Jn 5:46). Jesus made this bold statement after healing a paralyzed man and telling him to take up his mat and walk (Jn 5:5-8). However, since he did these things on the Sabbath, many from among the Jewish people were offended to the point of persecuting him (Jn 5:9-10, 16). In the face of such zeal for observing the laws of Moses, Jesus responded that reading Moses’ writings (i.e., Genesis–Deuteronomy, or the “Pentateuch”) should have persuaded them instead to believe in him as the Son of God and the Christ (see Jn 5:18; 20:31). Nevertheless, they rejected Jesus despite several reliable sources of testimony (Jn 5:32-38), including the Scriptures that they had so diligently studied (Jn 5:39-40).1 Consequently, Jesus declared that they had actually failed to “believe [Moses’] writings” (Jn 5:47). This implies that, despite their study of this foundational text and devotion to Moses (Jn 5:45), they had both misunderstood the Pentateuch and misconstrued their relationship to the great prophet and lawgiver.2 Their dedication to Moses, though intensely passionate, was misguided because it was coupled with a rejection of the Messiah concerning whom he had written. In the context of avoiding unnecessary offense to Jewish people who were deeply committed to the laws of the Pentateuch, Acts 15:21 accordingly characterizes Jewish synagogues as traditionally “preaching [Moses].”3 Though common both then and now, such a law-focused interpretation of the Pentateuch contrasts not only with Jesus but also Paul, who regularly preached the gospel from this same text (Acts 13:39; 26:22-23; 28:23) and from the other Old Testament Scriptures (Acts 17:2-3, 11).

Following another healing miracle by Jesus on the Sabbath, this time of a man born blind, the Pharisees concluded that he was not from God because he did not keep the Sabbath. The problem with their verdict, however, was that if Jesus were truly a “sinner,” he could not have done such “signs” (Jn 9:16). God would not have listened to him, especially regarding this unprecedented healing miracle (Jn 9:31-33; 3:2). Nevertheless, the Pharisees’ words to the man who could now see (“You are his disciple, but we are disciples of Moses”; Jn 9:28) show that they had driven a wedge between being a disciple of Moses and a disciple of Jesus. For them, it was impossible to be a faithful follower of Moses and a follower of Jesus simultaneously. The underlying reason for this was that they equated faithfulness to Moses and his writings with fastidious attention to keeping Pentateuchal laws, and Jesus, though himself a keeper of these laws, sometimes understood such “law keeping” very differently than they did (see Jn 7:23; Mt 12:3-12; Lk 14:5). In their minds, so sharp was the divide that they threatened expulsion from the synagogue for all who confessed Jesus as Messiah (Jn 9:22).4

Jesus’ words in John 5:45-46, however, indicate that such a sharp distinction should not have been made. On the contrary, the expected response to a proper understanding of Moses’ writings was actually faith in Jesus as the promised Messiah (“if you believed in Moses, you would believe in me”).5 Philip, one of Jesus’ early disciples and a believing Jew, recognized this very truth when he told Nathanael, “We have found the one that Moses wrote about in the Law and the prophets wrote about as well” (Jn 1:45). Evidently, Philip experienced little of the cognitive dissonance and theological struggle that the unbelieving Jews did in reconciling Moses and Jesus (see Jn 9:16). Philip’s words further imply that he already had Messianic expectations that had been formed by the Pentateuch and the prophets, even before he had met Jesus (Jn 1:43). As Wilhelm Vischer has said, “The Old Testament tells us what the Christ is; the New, who he is.”6 The particular difference between Philip and these Jews, then, had to do with rival interpretations of the Pentateuch.7 Accordingly, Gentile outsiders in the book of Acts who observed similar theological debates repeatedly referred to them as “controversial questions” (ζητήματά) concerning Jewish law and religion (Acts 18:15; 23:29; 25:19-20; cf. 26:3).

There is no denying, of course, that Moses did give the Sinai (and Deuteronomic) law to Israel, a fact that Jesus himself acknowledged (Jn 7:19-23; 1:17). But the Pentateuch also describes Moses as having lifted up a serpent in the wilderness, which foreshadowed Jesus’ saving death on the cross (Jn 3:14; see chap. 6 below). Moses also predicted the coming of a prophet like himself in the future (Deut 18:15-18), who some held to be the same person as the Messiah (Jn 6:14-15; see chap. 7 below). Thus the contentious issue regarding the interpretation of the Pentateuch back then and ever since is not whether the Pentateuch gives extensive attention to the Sinai/Deuteronomic law but how these laws relate to the important theme of the Messiah. Is the main point of the Pentateuch the giving of the Sinai/Deuteronomic law and the importance of keeping it, with Messianic passages playing a secondary role? Or is it the other way around? Or are these two themes equally important in a “both-and” sort of way? To put it differently, what does the Pentateuch as a unified literary whole really mean, especially with respect to the Sinai/Deuteronomic law and Messiah?8 Does the author of the Pentateuch present one instead of the other as central to salvation, or does he set forth both equally? Arising from different interpretations of this foundational text, the aforementioned Jews who rejected Jesus emphasized a particular conception of “law keeping” (which was mixed with human traditions; see Mk 7:13), whereas Jesus and his disciples, who were also Jews, held the Messiah to be central to the Pentateuch, even as they upheld the laws but saw them as having a secondary role in the divine plan (e.g., Mt 19:8). Whichever center was chosen necessarily excluded the other, and the interactions between these two groups cited above have already shown that there was no “both-and” solution, no middle ground.9 To believe in Jesus was to be put out of the synagogue (Jn 9:22, 35-38).

The natural question that arises for readers of Scripture is how Jesus and the disciples understood the Pentateuch to center on the Messiah. Is not far more attention given to the laws? Even the casual reader comes away from the Pentateuch with a strong impression of the number of laws (613 according to the traditional count) and the importance of keeping them. At first glance, it is hard to conceive of the primary purpose of the Pentateuch as being anything other than keeping the Sinai/Deuteronomic law. However, there is more to the picture. For starters, Jesus, who was certainly aware of the Pentateuch’s repeated charges to keep its laws, pointed out that “none of you keeps the Law” (Jn 7:19),10 which was true not only for those whom Jesus was addressing but for the human race generally (Is 24:5-6; Rom 3:9, 19-20; 11:32). The issue then is not simply the importance of God’s laws, but the reality of our inevitable failure to observe them. As is well-known, there are serious consequences for breaking divine laws, including curse and death (Deut 27:26; Ezek 18:20). Since both disobedience and divine wrath are certain, zeal for law-keeping and even our best efforts, by themselves, are a dead end (see Rom 10:2) because they never result in actual, perfect law keeping. Even the sacrificial system itself was apparently unable to turn away divine wrath in certain situations (Ex 32:10-14; Num 14:12, 29; 15:30; 25:11; 1 Sam 3:14; Ps 51:16-17 [MT vv. 18-19]). Taking a different angle on this theological controversy, Jesus also perceptively linked the objections of those who did not believe in him to a greater desire for glory from men than from God (Jn 5:41-44; 11:47-48; 12:42-43; see Rom 2:23; 3:27).




MESSIANIC PROPHECY IN THE PENTATEUCH AS LIGHT THROUGH A PRISM


A more thorough treatment of this theological debate must directly deal with the role of the Messiah in the Pentateuch. Along these lines, the purpose of this book is to argue that the Pentateuch itself sets forth an authorially intended, coherent portrait of the Messiah as the center of its theological message. “Authorially intended” refers to both the human author’s intent and the divine author’s intent, which are held to be one and the same. While not unprecedented, such a view is uncommon and sometimes unheard of among contemporary readers of the Bible, who often recognize a few Messianic prophecies in the Pentateuch but usually do not see them as part of its central message. Instead, the Pentateuch is taken as a book primarily promoting the Sinai/Deuteronomic law that merely contains a few scattered Messianic prophecies. In other words, the Messiah is in the Pentateuch but on the periphery at best, not the center.

In response, the metaphor of light passing through a prism can be used to illustrate and explain this phenomenon. Indeed, Messianic prophecies in the Pentateuch are not presented to readers all at once, as if they were directly viewing the “white light” that enters a prism (from the left-hand side in figure 1).11 Instead, these prophecies are scattered, or “dispersed,” just as a prism disperses light into its component wavelengths, including the rainbow of colors of the visible spectrum.
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Figure 1. Messianic prophecy as light through a prism


At the same time, each prophecy, wherever it is found in the Pentateuch, also contributes to the fuller vision of the Messiah that emerges when it is appropriately related to the others and to the Pentateuch as a whole. It is as though readers are being occasionally shown one color after another, accompanied by clues in the text that these colors should be recombined in their mind’s eye into a larger picture. These clues typically consist of repeated words and themes but may also include wordplay,12 similar syntax, or the use of the same literary genre. The more these repetitions converge in two (or more) passages, the more likely the author intends for the reader to relate them and interpret them “intertextually.”13 Although used differently by various scholars, the term intertextuality (and its cognates) in the present work concerns, in the words of de Beaugrande and Dressler, “the ways in which the production and reception of a given text depends upon the participants’ knowledge of other texts.”14

To develop the metaphor from the field of optics further, each Messianic prophecy can be treated as a “lens” that combines and focuses select Messianic “wavelengths” or “colors” (i.e., themes). The analogy of a lens is not being used here of something that the human eye looks through but instead of something that focuses incident light rays (see figure 2). The themes present in a particular Messianic prophecy are never the full “spectrum” but always a subset of the whole and are often selected in relation to the preceding narrative context of the particular passage. Each Messianic prophecy or “lens” is thus uniquely designed and has a unique “output.” The number of themes present in a particular Messianic prophecy varies from one prophecy to another. Naturally, the longer prophecies will tend to combine more “colors” than the shorter ones.

[image: Figure 2. Messianic lens and focal point]

Figure 2. Messianic lens and focal point





Furthermore, such light that passes through one lens, such as Genesis 3:15 (the “seed of the woman” prophecy), is often picked up by another lens that appears later in the Pentateuch, such as Genesis 12:3 (“in you will all the families of the earth be blessed”; note “seed” in v. 7). Notably, the later passage in this case (Gen 12:3) does not contain all the themes of the earlier one (Gen 3:15), but only select ones. In figure 3, note that not all the light from the first lens is passed on to the second lens. This serves to illustrate the general phenomenon that later Messianic prophecies often only take up select portions of earlier ones.

[image: Figure 3. Portions of Messianic “light” passing through multiple prophecies]

Figure 3. Portions of Messianic “light” passing through multiple prophecies


Although the preceding example involved the referencing of only one earlier passage, some Messianic prophecies reference multiple earlier passages. This becomes increasingly likely for prophecies that appear later in the Pentateuch, since there are a greater number of earlier prophecies available from which to draw. For example, Numbers 24:9 cites both Genesis 27:29 and Genesis 49:9 (see chap. 6 below). To add to the complexity, Genesis 27:29 and Genesis 49:9 are related to one another, as well as to Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 12:3 (see figure 4; see also chaps. 1–3 below). Thus Messianic prophecies in the Pentateuch, though indeed “dispersed,” are linked to one another in intricate and fascinating ways. While each of these passages, considered in isolation, already radiate uniquely beautiful light, together they synergistically project a panoramic picture that captures far more than their piecemeal sum. The unique light from each passage both directly contributes to this wide-angle picture and is passed on to other passages, and this positive-feedback cycle repeats. This network of Messianic prophecies can be thought of as a complex array of interrelated lenses that the author of the Pentateuch has carefully designed in order to project for his readers a coherent, sweeping vision of the Messiah. These intricate intertextual relationships thus provide important evidence for the presence of an authorially intended, unified Messianic theology in the Pentateuch.15
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Figure 4. Network of Messianic prophecies



INTENTIONAL FORESHADOWING AS “REFLECTION”


In addition to direct prophecy, the Pentateuch also contains authorially intended foreshadowing of the Messiah. Such passages, including the one about Jacob’s “ladder” in Genesis 28:10-22 (see chap. 2 below), are not prophecies per se but display intentional “reflections” of the Messiah. To continue the optical analogy, these passages can be thought of as “mirrors,” though not the modern “plane” (i.e., planar) mirrors that are common in homes and cars. Such flat mirrors reflect essentially all the visible light that strikes them. The image that we see in these kinds of mirrors is comparable to a photograph. In the Bible, the closest things to photographs of the Messiah are the four Gospels, with their direct narrative accounts of Jesus’ life. But intentional foreshadowing of the Messiah in the Pentateuch is not like a photograph but instead like a reflection from a pool of water, which is a kind of natural mirror.

Although under certain circumstances water can be a serviceable mirror (cf. Jas 1:23), as in photographs of nature scenes reflected off a clear lake, the image it reflects depends on how still the surface is, the viewing angle, the lighting, and even its makeup.16 The assessment of the French impressionist Claude Monet as “the painter of water par excellence” is a helpful analogy, for in his paintings water “takes on an infinite variety of appearances according to the condition of the atmosphere, the type of bed over which it flows, or the silt that it carries along. It can be clear, opaque, calm, agitated, fast-flowing, or sleepy, depending on the temporary conditions observed by the artist.”17 As such, reflections from water are not usually as sharp as those from modern plane mirrors. The sharpness depends especially on the nature and magnitude of any disturbance (e.g., ripples) on the surface of the water. Furthermore, the intensity of the reflection will also not be as strong as one from a modern plane mirror since water reflects less of the incident light. In this respect, water resembles ancient mirrors, which reflected only “through a glass, darkly” (1 Cor 13:12 KJV). Thus an image reflected from water is dimmer and its “edges” blurrier.

By analogy, intentional foreshadowing is comparatively indirect in relation to Messianic prophecy. Generally speaking, everything in a Messianic prophecy directly concerns the Messiah, whereas a passage with intentional foreshadowing also has elements that are not about the Messiah. This is expected because the latter also often serves the purpose of developing an ongoing narrative storyline. Although Messianic prophecies are also part of this storyline, their frequent expression in poetic form serves as a pause in the progress of the narrative. To return to the example of Genesis 28:10-22 and Jacob’s “ladder,” this passage both develops the narrative of Jacob’s flight from Esau while at the same time containing elements of intentional foreshadowing of the Messiah. Readers of Scripture should not assume that everything in this passage intentionally foreshadows the Messiah. Rather, they must carefully determine on an exegetical basis which elements the author seems to be setting forth as relating to the Messiah. Each passage with such intentional foreshadowing will have to be analyzed in its own right, as though the surface of each reflecting pool has its own unique disturbance profile along with its own lighting and angle. Correspondingly, passages with intentional foreshadowing of the Messiah vary in their emphasis, intensity, and perspective. In some cases, a Messianic prophecy can even simultaneously employ intentional foreshadowing (see chaps. 1, 3, and 7 below).

In theory, mirrors can be designed such that they mimic these varied surfaces of water. They can be curved to match the particular pattern of ripples and their reflectivity can be matched to the reflectivity of a given body of water. Like the “lenses” of Messianic prophecy described above, a passage containing authorially intended foreshadowing of the Messiah includes only select Messianic themes, again usually ones that relate to the literary context. In other words, each “mirror” gives an important, though incomplete, angle on what the coming king will be like. Intertextual evidence drawn from the Pentateuch itself suggests that these mirrors are interconnected with the lenses of direct prophecy and are intended by the author to contribute to the overall portrait of the Messiah projected by the Pentateuch as a whole.




HOLDING TIGHTLY TO THE HUMAN AUTHOR’S INTENT


The preceding has emphasized that there is an authorially intended Messianic vision of the Pentateuch that consists of an interrelated network of authorially intended, direct Messianic prophecy and authorially intended foreshadowing. Here as elsewhere, authorial intent refers to that of the human author, which is viewed as being identical to the divine intent of Scripture (2 Pet 1:20-21). This position, which will be defended in detail below, distinguishes the present approach from the more popular typological approach to seeing Christ in the Old Testament.18 While there is some overlap in method and results, typology instead emphasizes patterns and correspondences between people, events, and institutions (e.g., elements of the sacrificial system) in salvation history as recorded in the Bible, especially between such “things” in the Old Testament and Christ. David L. Baker defines a “type” as “a biblical event, person or institution which serves as an example or pattern for other events, persons or institutions.”19 For example, a practitioner of typology might observe parallels between Abraham’s command to sacrifice Isaac (Gen 22:1-18) and the actual sacrifice of Jesus on the cross, concluding that Isaac is a “type” (τύπος, “pattern” or “example”) of Christ. Such language is indeed used in Romans 5:14 of Adam as a “pattern” (τύπος) of Christ and in 1 Corinthians 10:1-6 of Israel’s failures in the wilderness as “examples” (τύποι) for believers, especially those in Corinth.

Whether or not τύπος is used in a technical sense in these passages,20 what should be clear is that typology is “primarily a method of historical interpretation, based on the continuity of God’s purpose throughout the history of his covenant. It seeks to demonstrate the correspondence between the various stages in the fulfilment of that purpose.”21 As an interpretation of (historical) events, typology seeks historical analogies among referents of the biblical text (e.g., events, persons, institutions). As such, Baker distinguishes typology both from prophecy (which is verbal and prospective, rather than historical and retrospective) and even more importantly from exegesis of the biblical text, which seeks the ideal of an objective (and often rich) meaning of the text by grammatical-historical analysis and discovers textual (rather than historical) analogies.22 Leonhard Goppelt remarks accordingly, “Only historical facts—persons, actions, events, and institutions—are material for typological interpretation; words and narratives can be utilized only insofar as they deal with such matters.”23

Although typological patterns are suggestive and noteworthy, the important distinction is that this book approaches them in a different way. The present purpose is not to discover historical analogies but textual ones that can be shown to be part of an author’s compositional strategy. Accordingly, rather than drawing comparisons between things in the Pentateuch and Christ regardless of whether the author of the Pentateuch intended them as such, authorial intent is treated as essential, a sine qua non. Without it, it is impossible to speak a Messianic vision of the Pentateuch itself.24 The key issue is not simply the similarities between specific things in the Pentateuch and Christ but how the author intended for specific passages in the Pentateuch to be understood by even his earliest readers.25 This is because no matter how many “types” of Christ might be found, they are not necessarily intended by the author of the Pentateuch,26 much less related to one another in a grand Messianic vision that he casts for his readers. In fact, the existence of a type does not require that such foreshadowing be intended by the author. Our emphasis on the author’s intent goes hand-in-hand with our high value of exegesis that seeks to discover this intent.27

A typological approach, for example, allows for seeing the “seed of the woman” as a type of Christ while at the same time remaining noncommittal regarding whether Genesis 3:15 is actually a direct Messianic prophecy and thus intended by the author to be understood as such.28 Another representative example is reading the Servant Songs in Isaiah “not . . . as direct predictions of Jesus, but the vision of the righteous Servant, even if it was referred by the prophet to the faithful remnant of Israel, [which] was completely realized only when the Servant’s role was enacted and fulfilled by our Lord, who personified the Remnant.”29 Although there can be genuine reasons for doubting whether this or that passage is indeed a Messianic prophecy, sometimes this is compounded with a general reticence regarding such prophecies across the board.30 But to adopt an overall posture of “maybe” to the Old Testament’s direct testimony of Christ seems a far cry from Paul’s declaration that “all God’s promises are ‘yes’ in him,” not “yes and no” (2 Cor 1:19-20).31 With typology, “yes and no” situations easily arise because what matters most are similarities between Christ and various things in the Old Testament. In such a framework, it is possible to cite many types in the Pentateuch that “point to” Christ while at the same time believing that the authorially intended message of the Pentateuch itself is primarily the Sinai/Deuteronomic law and its importance.

As it relates to a Messianic vision in the Pentateuch itself, the problem with such an approach is that if, for example, Genesis 3:15 is not intended by the author as a Messianic prophecy, then it cannot be part of an authorially intended Messianic vision that the Pentateuch sets forth. The same holds true for every supposed Messianic prophecy in the Pentateuch. Likewise, if Jacob’s ladder in Genesis 28:10-22 merely foreshadows Christ but not in a way intended by the author himself, then it is not part of a carefully crafted Messianic vision in the Pentateuch either. “Seeing Christ” in these passages would not be based on “exegesis” (discovering the inherent meaning of the text) but “eisegesis” (reading meaning into the text).32 When it comes to the theology of the Pentateuch itself, it is crucial whether foreshadowing is authorially intended or not, and for that matter, whether a prophecy is specifically and exclusively Messianic or open to multiple fulfillments.33 A well-informed belief in an intricately designed Messianic vision in the Pentateuch can rely neither on mere correspondences that could be interpreted as accidental, nor on vague prophecies. Thus, there is a logical priority that is given to exegesis of the author’s intent in the present work that is not given in typological approaches. With this priority comes a focus on the text of Scripture wherein the author’s intent is best discerned. In contrast, typology, which does not hold to the author’s intent in the same way, at best attempts to treat both the biblical text and the historical events it describes, since it relies on the overarching chronological framework of salvation history.34

One way for those who advocate typology to address the methodological challenge of whether or not types are authorially intended is to posit a difference between the human author’s intent and the divine author’s intent in Scripture. For example, the author of the Pentateuch may not have meant Isaac to be a type of Christ in Genesis 22, but the striking similarities to the death of Christ on the cross suggest that this type was divinely intended over and above the original intention of the human author. The New Testament plays a major role in this approach and can be used as support, for example, in seeing Israel as a type of Christ (Mt 2:15) and water from the rock likewise (1 Cor 10:4), even though the human authors of the respective Old Testament texts cited most likely did not have the Messiah in mind. This line of reasoning is often also applied to prophecy, such that the prophet Isaiah had in mind the birth of an “Immanuel” during his day and was not thinking of the virgin birth (Is 7:14), but God took Isaiah’s words to a new level in the birth of Christ (Mt 1:22-23). When applied to typology, the human intent and the divine intent can be said not to conflict, but the divine intent includes and goes beyond the human intent without violating it (i.e., sensus plenior).35

Although frequently adopted, there are several problems with such an approach.36 By distinguishing the divine author’s intent from the human author’s intent, the fundamental starting point and objective basis for hermeneutics becomes muddled, and more subjectivity is introduced into the interpretive process.37 For standard hermeneutical approaches that rightly focus on the intent of the human author,38 this confuses the task and goal of interpretation. If the divine intent can go beyond the human intent, how does the reader know when this happens? Only when there is warrant from the New Testament, or can it happen more generally?39 Either way, is there a legitimate hermeneutical basis for it? In such cases, what is the relative importance of each intent, and why? From a hermeneutical standpoint, there is no systematic way of distinguishing between the human intent and the divine intent, or, equivalently, of ascertaining the divine intent that goes beyond the meaning of the words of the human author. This is because sound hermeneutical methodology for any text is geared toward determining the human author’s intent. As the work of dual authorship, Scripture is a special case, but Christians have generally affirmed that the human author’s intent is the same as the divine author’s intent (2 Pet 1:20-21), with those who practice typological hermeneutics making an exception for types. The former explains why citations of the Old Testament in the New are sometimes attributed to a human author (Mt 3:3; Rom 11:9) and other times to the divine author (Heb 3:7; 10:15) without ever implying any difference in meaning, status, or authority as God’s Word.

Related to this, human authors of the Old Testament are often viewed as though they did not or could not know much about the Messiah, based on statements such as are found in Ephesians 3:3-5 that the “mystery of Christ” has only recently been made known (see also Rom 16:25; Col 1:26). It can then be argued that their prophecies about the Messiah were unintentional at times, analogous to Caiaphas’ unwitting statement about the benefits of Jesus’ death in John 11:49-52. However, “the mystery of Christ” need not be interpreted in this way,40 and Kaiser argues on the basis of 1 Peter 1:10-12 that Old Testament prophetic authors did know that they were writing about the coming Messiah, including his sufferings and subsequent glorification, even if they did not know exactly when he would come.41 If Isaiah 53 is taken as a direct Messianic prophecy, it would seem that the prophet knew that the Messiah would suffer and then be exalted. If this prophet knew such things, then other prophets likely knew as well. Other passages in the New Testament confirm that these human authors were not unwittingly communicating about the Messiah in their writings (Jn 1:45; 5:46; Acts 2:30-31). Unlike the unbelieving Caiaphas who spoke more truthfully than he realized (Jn 11:51),42 these godly believers looked forward greatly to the Messianic age (Lk 10:23-24; 1 Pet 1:10-12), as did some others in Jesus’ day such as Simeon (Lk 2:25-26), Anna (Lk 2:36-38), the disciples (Jn 1:45), and Joseph of Arimathea (Lk 23:50-51).

A hermeneutical approach that holds tightly to the human author’s intent also better explains the debates that Jesus and Paul had with others about the meaning of the Old Testament (e.g., Lk 20:27-44; Acts 17:1-4, 17; 18:4, 19; 19:8-9). Just before explaining “from Moses and from all the prophets . . . in all the Scriptures the things concerning himself” while on the road to Emmaus, Jesus rebuked the two discouraged disciples for their foolishness and slowness “to believe in all that the prophets have spoken” (Lk 24:25-27). From Jesus’ perspective, they should have understood from the Old Testament itself that the Messiah would suffer, die, and rise from the dead. Although he presumably could have confronted them for not believing his words that predicted the same (e.g., Lk 9:22), instead he held them responsible for not believing what the Old Testament had already said.43 Even more to the point, Paul testified to King Agrippa that these same essential elements of the gospel were “nothing but what the prophets and Moses said would happen” (Acts 26:22-23). In other words, the gospel preached by Paul and fulfilled in Christ did not in any way go beyond what the Old Testament had predicted beforehand.44 In both of these examples, Jesus and Paul assume that the Old Testament can be read and understood on its own terms by nonscholars as declaring the good news of the Messiah and the new covenant. Moreover, they nowhere suggest that a new hermeneutical method is needed, which would have undercut the force of their arguments.

The issue, then, was and is the exegesis of the Old Testament on its own terms since it was the only Bible of Jesus and the earliest church.45 A typological approach does not work as well under these constraints because it is more focused on correspondences and parallels between the testaments than the authorial intent of respective biblical books. As such, typological arguments are more easily rejected by those who hold fast to the meaning of the Old Testament itself because such arguments appear to be more of an illegitimate Christian “appropriation” of the Old Testament than a fair-minded exegesis of it.46 Furthermore, the New Testament had not yet been written in Jesus’ and Paul’s day, thus excluding the most important source of authority for typology. Typological arguments are harder to make in terms of the Old Testament alone. As a more subjective and complicated interpretive method,47 typology is also more vulnerable to charges of mishandling the text, the very thing that Paul denied. On the contrary, careful study of (Old Testament) Scripture is repeatedly commended in the New Testament (Acts 17:11; 2 Tim 2:15; 2 Pet 3:16). Although typology may be attractive to Christians because it offers a Christocentric view of Scripture while sidestepping exegetical controversies over whether certain Old Testament passages were originally intended as Messianic, an approach that more highly values the meaning of the Old Testament on its own terms has more potential because it can argue for the inherently Christocentric nature of the Old Testament on more solid and more widely accepted hermeneutical ground.48 For the same reason, such an approach has advantages over Richard Hays’ “figural interpretation” of the Old Testament, which has similarities to typology and is described by Hays as “reading backwards [i.e., from the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus],” “christological,” metaphorical, distinct from predictive prophecy and the intent of Old Testament authors, “necessarily retrospective rather than prospective,” “revisionary,” and an “extraordinary hermeneutical revolution.”49 Klappert points out that the Gospel of John itself is early evidence that there was a Jewish-Christian hermeneutic that was derived from the Old Testament itself, was well versed in Jewish tradition, and performed a Messianic, christological exegesis of Scripture.50 He distinguishes this hermeneutic from the Gentile-Christian “appropriation” of the Old Testament that began later in the second century A.D. The bottom line is that if a Messianic exegesis of the Old Testament can be legitimately set forth, the fruit will be powerful evidence for the truthfulness of Scripture and the gospel of Jesus Christ. In this case, both the New Testament and the Old Testament can be unreservedly regarded as “equally Christian Scripture”51 (rather than elevating the New Testament over the Old Testament), such that “the two Testaments, breathing the same spirit, point to each other.”52




THE PENTATEUCH AS A SINGLE BOOK AND COMPOSITION


Since we are searching for an authorially intended Messianic theology in the Pentateuch, a necessary initial step is to determine whether the Pentateuch is five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy) or one. Though not necessarily an exciting question in and of itself, how it is decided will greatly impact the exegesis and theology of the Pentateuch. If the Pentateuch is five books, then each book should be studied for its own theology of the Messiah, or relative lack thereof (e.g., Leviticus). The interpreter would then attempt to unify these five separate visions. If they are not easily integrated, then it may be difficult even to speak of a single Messianic vision of the Pentateuch. On the other hand, if the Pentateuch is one book, then the interpreter can search for a Messianic vision of the Pentateuch as a whole. Rather than seeking out the Messianic theologies of five books and then attempting to merge them, this instead involves an integrated view of the theology of the Pentateuch from the outset. A unified literary work would be more likely to yield a unified Messianic theology of some kind. The following chapters will provide evidence for this.

The testimony of Scripture itself strongly suggests that the Pentateuch is a single book, not five books. Significantly, later passages refer to “the book” written by Moses but never his “books” (e.g., 2 Chron 25:4; Neh 8:1).53 Whether referring to what we now call the book of Exodus (Mk 12:26) or the book of Deuteronomy (Neh 13:1; see Deut 23:3), they simply refer to “the book of Moses.” Likewise, in Matthew 22:36-40 Jesus cites the Great Commandment (Deut 6:5) and the command to love one’s neighbor (Lev 19:18) as though they are both part of the same literary work, “the Law” (Mt 22:36; as distinct from “the Prophets” in Mt 22:40). This provides good reason to view Genesis through Deuteronomy not as five books but as a literary unity that bears an all-encompassing authorial design. Lengthy though it is, readers therefore ought to directly inquire after its overarching theology for its Messianic vision.

To speak of the Pentateuch in this way is to treat it as a “composition,” which is a unified literary work that is written and organized purposefully such that it bears a coherent message from its author.54 The Pentateuch is not a mere collection of stories, laws, poems, and genealogies that have been gathered together haphazardly. Rather, every passage in the Pentateuch has a meaningful connection not only to its immediate context but also to the Pentateuch as a whole. This means that sometimes a passage in another part of the Pentateuch, even one that is separated by many chapters, can be the author’s way of shedding light on the passage under consideration. The author’s particular way of expressing his message through his composition (e.g., repetition, themes, structure, intertextuality) can correspondingly be called a “compositional strategy.”55 There are good reasons for viewing biblical books in general as compositions in this sense. For example, John 20:30-31 explains that the purpose of the Gospel of John is for readers to “believe that Jesus is the Christ, the Son of God.” Likewise, Luke 1:1-4 states that the Gospel of Luke was written carefully to give “certainty” to Theophilus concerning the gospel that he had learned. Furthermore, the New Testament epistles self-evidently bear a message from their respective authors to their readers. To be sure, sometimes the author, such as Paul, has several different topics that he addresses rapid fire in certain sections (e.g., 1 Cor 5–7) but even so, an epistle as a whole still has unifying, major themes (e.g., “law” and gospel in Galatians). Similarly, the Pentateuch as a book bears an overarching message from its author. This message includes the various messages of individual passages, such as Abram’s obedience to the Lord’s call (Gen 12:1-4), while at the same time going even further and ultimately consisting of a greater, overall message that relates to how all these pieces fit together compositionally.

In keeping with the uniform testimony of Scripture (e.g., Deut 31:24-26; Josh 1:7-8), we hold that the author of the Pentateuch was Moses, and the message of Pentateuch is Moses’ own message.56 Since Moses was a prophet, a unique prophet no less (Num 12:6-8; Deut 34:10), readers should expect that his message is a prophetic message. Thus, the Messianic vision of the Pentateuch argued for in this book is Moses’ own vision. This holds true even though there is probably a small percentage of the Pentateuch that Moses was not directly responsible for, such as the passage concerning his death in Deuteronomy 34. Presumably, a later prophet is responsible for this passage (and possibly others) but was all the while under the guidance of the Holy Spirit (2 Tim 3:16; 2 Pet 1:20-21) such that Moses’ original message was preserved and in some cases accentuated (e.g., Deut 34; see chap. 7 below). In support of this nuanced view of the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch, long after this prophetic hand brought the Pentateuch into its final form (or Endgestalt), Jesus still said that Moses wrote about him in his writings, but his opponents had not believed these same writings (Jn 5:46-47; cf. Jn 1:45). Jesus thus assumes the Mosaic authorship of the Pentateuch (whether in its original or final form) and the preservation of Moses’ original message in the final form of the Pentateuch.

The idea that Moses and other authors of the Old Testament could not have known (or known much) about the Messiah has already been partially addressed above. Rather than assuming a priori what biblical authors could or could not have known and then allowing that assumption to influence our exegesis of their writings, it is better not to assume anything about what they knew and simply to take them at their (written) word. Vischer urges us to “read the Old Testament as it stands, in the best sense of the word naïvely; not as those who know before they read what they will find there.”57 Regarding the question of what biblical authors knew, it is safe to conclude that what they intended by their writings, they also knew. Other than that, there is little evidence that shows what they did or did not know. Likewise, neither should the beliefs of Second Temple Judaism be uncritically privileged as a reliable guide to the meaning of the Old Testament. Strictly speaking, both assumptions about biblical authors’ knowledge and how their work has been interpreted over the ages (as valuable as this history can be, it is still reader-oriented) are distinct from exegesis that seeks the intended meaning of these authors communicated through their writings. If Moses himself actually knew much about the Messiah as shown through the sweeping Messianic vision that he set forth in the Pentateuch, then it was also possible, though not necessarily common, for the Pentateuch’s earliest readers to come to the same understanding. On the other hand, one would expect that later prophetic authors of other Old Testament books not only read the Pentateuch but also understood its true meaning (Josh 1:7-8; Ps 1:2; Jer 8:8; Mal 4:4).




THE PENTATEUCH AS INSTRUCTION RATHER THAN MERE LAW OR HISTORICAL RECORD


The Pentateuch is more commonly referred to in Scripture as “the Law of Moses” or simply, “the Law” (e.g., Mal 4:4; Lk 24:44; Rom 3:21).58 At first glance, this presents a significant obstacle to the possibility of a Messianic vision occupying the center of its authorially intended message. If the Pentateuch is repeatedly called “the Law” by the Scriptures, then how can law not be the focus of its compositional strategy? The answer lies in the meaning of the Hebrew word torah that has been traditionally translated in these contexts as “law.” As is widely acknowledged, torah is better understood to mean “instruction” in a broader sense.59 For example, Proverbs 1:8 speaks of a mother’s torah or parental instruction. Likewise, Psalm 78 begins with a call to heed the psalmist’s torah (Ps 78:1), which consists of lessons drawn from stories about past generations of Israelites. Neither of these examples give any hint of the legal context that the English word law implies. To be sure, torah can be used in legal contexts, and in such cases should be understood and translated as “law” (e.g., Ex 12:49; Lev 6:9), but the point is that the word itself does not always mean “law” or imply a legal context.

As it relates to the Pentateuch, one important implication is that this book should not automatically be viewed as “law,” even though Scripture so frequently refers to it as “the Law” or “the Law of Moses”! Instead, the Pentateuch should be viewed as “instruction” in a broad sense. The common references to the Pentateuch in Scripture do not specify a priori what kind of instruction it contains, only that it is a book of instruction of some kind. Determining the precise nature of this instruction requires further study of the compositional strategy of the Pentateuch. Though counterintuitive and perhaps even wearisome, readers of Scripture must therefore constantly remind themselves that “the Law of Moses” should really be thought of as “the instruction of Moses,” despite the traditional, entrenched English translation of this phrase.60 Accordingly, this work only uses “the Law” to refer to the Pentateuch when citing a biblical passage that translates torah (or its Greek translation nomos) in this way. Otherwise, it will be referred to as the Pentateuch and its laws usually as “Sinai/Deuteronomic law.” This latter phrase is shorthand for the laws in the Pentateuch, the vast majority of which were given at Sinai and then expounded on in much of Deuteronomy. There will also be occasions when “Sinai law” is used because the laws in Deuteronomy are not in view. Relatedly, the Hebrew word torah will never be used to refer to the Sinai/Deuteronomic law.

This distinction between the Pentateuch and its laws, both of which are referred to in English translations as “the Law,” is essential not only for understanding the Pentateuch but also for biblical theology, especially in the Pauline epistles. Whereas Paul uses nomos in still more ways—e.g., the law of the conscience (Rom 2:15), the entire Old Testament (Rom 3:19), marriage law (Rom 7:1-2)—a distinction between his use of nomos as referring to the Pentateuch and as referring to the Sinai/Deuteronomic law can be detected. For example, the “law” that came 430 years after Abraham is not the Pentateuch but the Sinai law, “ordained through angels by the hand of a mediator” (Gal 3:17, 19; see Ex 12:40; Deut 33:2-4; Acts 7:53; Heb 2:2). That Paul believed the Pentateuch teaches the gospel is clear from his citation of Genesis 15:6 with reference to Abraham’s justification by faith in Galatians 3:6 and his follow-up citation of Genesis 18:18 as having “preached the gospel beforehand to Abraham” (Gal 3:8). Therefore, when Paul says that “the law is not of faith” (Gal 3:12), he is not referring to the Pentateuch but to the Sinai/Deuteronomic law. In fact, Schmitt has shown that the Pentateuch has a “faith theme” (Glaubensthematik) (Gen 15:6; Ex 4:31; 14:31; 19:9, Num 14:11; 20:12).61 For Paul, the close relationship between the Sinai law and Deuteronomic law is evident through his successive quotations of Deuteronomy 27:26, Leviticus 18:5, and Deuteronomy 21:23 in Galatians 3:10, 12-13, with no indication of any difference in subject matter.

The distinction between the Pentateuch’s message of faith and the system of the Sinai/Deuteronomic law is also found in Romans. The “righteousness of God” is manifested “apart from the law” (i.e., Sinai/Deuteronomic), but borne witness to by “the Law [i.e., the Pentateuch] and the Prophets” (Rom 3:21). Paul’s extended discussion of Abraham as an example of justification by faith in Romans 4 immediately follows his claim that his preaching of the gospel “upholds the Law” (i.e., the Pentateuch, or perhaps the OT; Rom 3:31). On the other hand, when using covetousness as an example of how “the law” reveals sin (Rom 7:7), he was referring to the Tenth Commandment, which is part of the Sinai/Deuteronomic law. It is this law that has “snuck in” secondarily (Rom 5:20). Thus, for Paul the Pentateuch teaches the new covenant of the Messiah, whereas the Sinai/Deuteronomic law, if taken in isolation from the holistic torah/instruction of Moses (i.e., the Pentateuch), can lead to a mistaken reliance on “works of the law” (Rom 3:20; Gal 3:10).

Another important implication of understanding the Pentateuch as a book of instruction is that it is more than just an accurate historical record of ancient history. It certainly is that and does provide accurate accounts of creation, the patriarchs, Israel’s experiences in Egypt and in the wilderness, and so forth, but it also does more. In particular, it bears a prophetic message from God (2 Pet 1:20-21). Accurate historical accounts by themselves do not necessarily do this. Stated differently, the Pentateuch as a whole not only records accurate history but also bears a coherent message. To be sure, its message is intertwined with the history it records, but its purpose is certainly not limited to accurately recording the past. This distinct prophetic message is observed especially in key predictive passages. Thus the Pentateuch’s message and theology are not reducible to the historical facts it records. As a point of comparison, the Gospel of John likewise contains accurate historical accounts, but the book as a whole was written for the purpose of encouraging faith in Jesus as the Christ, the Son of God (Jn 20:30-31). Its author did not simply collect everything that he could find about the life and ministry of Jesus but carefully chose what to include and exclude for the purpose of his book (Jn 21:25). The Pentateuch should likewise be understood as having selective, accurate historical accounts that have been carefully woven together into a unified literary work so as to communicate a message of “instruction” from the author.

Understanding the author’s message in a biblical book is best achieved by focusing on the book itself and its contents for its compositional strategy, rather than trying to reconstruct the historical events it describes, despite the increasing availability of material from archaeology and modern historical research.62 These things have value in understanding the historical circumstances themselves and in apologetics, but the author’s intent must still be discerned by focusing on what the author himself wrote.63 Historical reconstruction beyond the biblical record is important and has its appropriate place, but it should never be confused with understanding the message of a biblical book. Whereas the former attempts to generate as complete a picture of a historical situation as possible, the latter seeks to understand history as it has already been interpreted in the biblical text by the biblical author under the guidance of the Holy Spirit. A believer’s primary goal in reading Scripture is an accurate, dynamic understanding of this inspired text (2 Tim 3:16), rather than a comprehensive knowledge of the historical events described in the Bible, as might be sought by a professional historian.




THE STRUCTURE OF THE PENTATEUCH AND ITS IMPORTANCE


If the Pentateuch as a whole bears a coherent message and if we are to focus on the text itself to discern the author’s intent, where is the reader to begin? Certainly, the fundamental steps would be to read it (Deut 17:18-20), discuss it (Deut 6:7), and meditate on it (Josh 1:8). Another important step, especially with such a lengthy book, would be to determine how it is organized. Like a table of contents in modern books, understanding the structure of the Pentateuch can help readers see how the author organized his work and provide an important first step in understanding the whole book. Stated differently, the structure of a book can be a key part of its compositional strategy. For modern readers of the Pentateuch, perhaps the most natural way of understanding the structure of the Pentateuch is to simply divide it into the five sections that modern Bibles do: Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy. Direct, textual evidence for such a division goes as far back as the great Greek biblical codices of the fourth and fifth century AD,64 with even earlier references to the same in Josephus and Philo.65 However, as was pointed out above, the New Testament never refers to “Genesis,” or any of the other four “books,” as such. In other words, there is no inherent reason why the structure of the Pentateuch as designed by its author centuries before actually corresponds to this fivefold division. In fact, many believe that the present fivefold division of the Pentateuch was influenced by practical limitations on scroll length. This required its division into smaller portions, which was done in a standardized fashion at an early stage.66

In any case, the most reliable way to determine the structure of biblical books, which do not come with tables of contents, is to look for repeating literary patterns in the books themselves. For example, scholars have long observed the structural function of lengthy teaching discourses in the book of Matthew.67 Each of these five discourses is punctuated by a concluding statement (Mt 7:28; 11:1; 13:53; 19:1; 26:1). In contrast to a table of contents which stands apart from the body of the book, these structuring elements are part of the flow of the book itself. As such, they have the potential not only to provide organization but also to communicate key ideas. In the case of Matthew, they bring a clear emphasis on the content of Jesus’ teaching. Similarly, Sailhamer has shown that the disparate material in the Pentateuch follows a recognizable pattern of narrative, poetry, and epilogue.68 This cycle repeats four times (see figure 5).
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Figure 5. Structure of the Pentateuch


Of particular importance in this overall design are the four sections of poetry (Gen 49:2-27; Ex 15:1-18; Num 23:7-10, 18-24; 24:3-9, 15-24; Deut 32:1-43; 33:2-29), which are the longest in the Pentateuch. Sailhamer has further noted that three of them bear the remarkable similarities of the appearance of the phrase “in the last days” (Gen 49:1; Num 24:14; Deut 31:29), a main human character of the preceding narrative calling others together to listen, and the giving of a Messianic prophecy (Gen 49:8-12; Num 24:7-9, 17-19; Deut 33:7). The other poem (Ex 15:1-18) also involves a main human character leading others (in song), and it is closely linked to the other three poems. These passages will be analyzed in more detail in the subsequent chapters, but for the present purposes the key point is that through these poems the coming of the Messiah is intertwined with the structure of the Pentateuch and hence its overall compositional strategy.

By themselves, these four major poetic sections provide a significant piece of evidence that the coming of the Messiah is central to the composition of the Pentateuch and its theological message. Although Messianic prophecies are much shorter and less frequent than listings of laws, they are given at crucial junctures (or “seams”) throughout the Pentateuch. In contrast, the Sinai Law begins only in Exodus 20. Moreover, the change in literary form from narrative to poetry should pique readers’ interest and encourage them to pay even closer attention.69 The same literary device is also used in the Messianic prophecies of Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 27:27-29, which appear in shorter poems.





“MY LORD AND MY GOD!”


Following the death of Jesus, the disciples were so distraught that they doubted reports of his resurrection, even though he had repeatedly told them about it. Perhaps the most famous example of this was “doubting Thomas,” who declared that he would not believe unless he saw the nail marks on Jesus’ body and touched his wounds (Jn 20:25). Remarkably, eight days later Jesus appeared again to the disciples, this time with Thomas present, and the disciple was indeed invited to touch Jesus’ wounded body (Jn 20:26-27). At this, his doubt disappeared, as he exclaimed, “My Lord and my God!” (Jn 20:28).

In a broad sense, Thomas’s doubt concerning the resurrection of Jesus parallels many Christians’ doubt concerning the centrality of the Messiah in the Old Testament, especially the Pentateuch. Perhaps we are so used to equating the Pentateuch with the Sinai/Deuteronomic law that we don’t expect much else. It may also be that sometimes we don’t even know what to look for amidst the many laws, genealogies, and historical narratives. My conviction is that the Messiah really is there in the Pentateuch, and my experience is that seeing him in these texts as the ancient author intended leads to the same declaration of wonder and worship as Thomas’s “My Lord and my God!” I hope that this book will help you see for yourself that the Bible is a work of genius, beauty, and glory, surpassing even the greatest masterpieces humanity has ever produced, and as such is itself a powerful testimony to the triune God and the gospel of Jesus Christ proclaimed on its pages.


Uncover my eyes so that I may see wonders from your law. (Ps 119:18)

 

Then he opened their mind to understand the Scriptures. (Lk 24:45)
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  THE SEED OF THE WOMAN


  

    The prophecy concerning the “seed of the woman” in Genesis 3:15 is the first Messianic prophecy in the Pentateuch, and hence in the Bible. Though brief, it sets forth critical parameters in the overall Messianic vision of the Pentateuch. Since it draws on the preceding narrative of Genesis 1–2, it is best understood in relation to this context. In this way, Genesis 3:15 will be seen as not only a direct prophecy of the Messiah but also one that selectively alludes to Adam as intentionally foreshadowing a coming king and priest. It is both a “lens” and a “mirror.”


    

      ADAM AS KING AND PRIEST



      Genesis 1 recounts God’s creation of the heavens and the earth (Gen 1:1) and his activities over the course of six days (Gen 1:3-31).1 The culmination of these activities was day six (Gen 1:24-31), as indicated by the greater attention it receives and its unique connection to the divine evaluation, “it was very good” (Gen 1:31). The importance of day six is also related to the creation of humans (Heb. אָדָם, ’adam). Made in the image of God and created male and female, they were commanded by God to rule over all the animals of the sea, sky, and land (Gen 1:26-28). They were also instructed to reproduce and “fill the earth and subdue it” (Gen 1:28). For food, God gave them seed-bearing plants and fruit trees (Gen 1:29).


      The bringing forth of plants and animals on previous days (Gen 1:11-12, 20-22, 24-25) is thus related to the rule and sustenance of humankind. Although not exhaustive of the purpose of these other created things, Genesis 1 thus implies that they came to be for the sake of humans. In turn, the sky (Gen 1:6-8), seas, and land (Gen 1:9-10) were necessary to provide a habitat for these various living things. Even the appointment of the sun and moon “to separate between the day and the night” and to mark “appointed times,” “days,” and “years” (Gen 1:14) was for the benefit of humankind, which alone has the capacity to keep track of such things. Suggestively, the “rule” of the two great lights (Gen 1:16, 18) broadly parallels the rule of humankind in Genesis 1:26-28, as will be discussed further at the end of the chapter. In any case, what emerges from Genesis 1 is a picture of God’s special creation of humankind in his likeness and his purpose that they fill the earth and rule over it.


      The high-level account of the creation of humankind in Genesis 1:26-27 is made specific in Genesis 2:7 with a close-up view of how “the LORD God formed the man [הָאָדָם] from the dust of the ground.” The name of this first man, correspondingly, was “Adam” (Gen 2:20). There is thus a complex wordplay on the Hebrew word ’adam in the opening chapters of Genesis. It is used of humankind corporately (Gen 1:26; 5:1-2), an individual human (Gen 2:7, 8, 15), and as a name for this first man (Gen 5:3-5). The literary effect is to present Adam as both a historical figure and a representative of humankind, who is especially responsible to fulfill God’s command to rule as a sort of king and to multiply (Gen 1:26-28).


      Adam was subsequently placed in the Garden of Eden (Gen 2:15), where he received the command not to eat from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil (Gen 2:16-17), named animals, and was given his wife as a helper (Gen 2:18-25). Scholars such as T. Desmond Alexander and Gordon Wenham have pointed out the many parallels between the Garden of Eden and the tabernacle, which include the Lord “walking about” in their midst (Gen 3:8; Lev 26:12), their entrance from the east and being guarded by cherubim (Gen 3:24; Ex 25:18-22; 26:1, 31; Num 3:38), the resemblance of the lampstand to the tree of life (Gen 2:9; 3:22; Ex 25:31-35), the presence of gold and onyx (Gen 2:11-12; Ex 25:7, 11, 17; 28:9), and the use of the same two Hebrew verbs (עָבַד ,שָׁמַר) to describe Adam’s tasks in the garden and the Levites’ in the tabernacle (Gen 2:15; Num 3:7-8; 8:26).2 These extensive intertextual linkages within the Pentateuch itself cast the Garden of Eden as a prototypical sanctuary and Adam as a sort of prototypical Levite or priest.3 This ministerial role, however, does not involve an altar or sacrifices.


      It is noteworthy that the tabernacle seems to more closely resemble the Garden of Eden in its post-Fall state than its original state. This is because the representations of cherubim guarding the mercy seat and embroidered on the veil and the curtains of the tabernacle parallel the real cherubim who guard the way back to the tree of life after the sin of Adam and Eve (Gen 3:24). Before their disobedience, the first couple had free access to the tree of life (Gen 2:9, 15). Thus, the tabernacle and its representations of cherubim serve as a reminder of this first sin and its consequences, as well as an implicit reminder of the innumerable sins committed by the sons of Adam since then. The restricted access to the Holy of Holies corresponds to the restricted access to the tree of life after the Fall, and both of these realities indicate that fellowship with God, among other things, has been broken (Heb 9:8). The provisionary nature of the tabernacle is also implied through its being based on a “pattern” (Ex 25:9, 40). Accordingly, the tabernacle did not have real cherubim, only representations of them.


      Nevertheless, the Garden of Eden in its original state still has many parallels to the tabernacle, and its casting as a prototypical sanctuary still stands. As it relates to Adam, he is thus presented as not only a historical figure and representative of the human race who was to fill the earth with his offspring and rule, but also as a kind of priest who ministered in a pristine garden sanctuary and who had free access to the tree of life. Thus, when Genesis 1 and Genesis 2 are read together (as they should be), the combined effect is that Adam is presented as a sort of priest-king, ministering and reigning in prototypical garden-like temple.4


    


    

    

      THE SEED OF THE WOMAN



      Despite the privileges given to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden, they were deceived by the serpent into eating the forbidden fruit (Gen 3:1-7). Whereas on the one hand Eve was motivated by hunger and the pleasant appearance of the fruit, she was also attracted to the tree of the knowledge of good and evil because it was “desirable for gaining wisdom” (Gen 3:6). This emphasis on wisdom accords with both the name of the tree itself and the serpent’s last words to Eve, “you will be like God [or, ‘gods’], knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:5). The language of “knowing good and evil” also appears in Deuteronomy 1:39 with reference to children who characteristically lack such knowledge because of their youth. This suggests that Adam and Eve forsook a childlike faith in the Lord in favor of their physical desires and pride.5 While seeking wisdom in fear of the Lord is commendable (Prov 1:7), they erred by seeking it apart from the Lord, who alone possesses complete wisdom (Prov 2:6).6


      Adam and Eve’s pursuit of wisdom was thus a failure. What Eve “saw” (רָאָה) to be “good” (טוֹב) in Genesis 3:6 actually brought trouble, pain, and death (Gen 3:16-19). Evidently, human perception that something is “good” may be incomplete or even flawed, unlike God’s (Gen 1:4, 10, etc.). In trying to become “wise” apart from the Lord, they instead “became fools” (Rom 1:22). While Eve was not necessarily wrong about the fruit being good for food and pleasing to the eye, there were also many other beautiful, delicious fruits in the Garden that were not forbidden by the Lord (Gen 2:9, 16). In Adam and Eve was fulfilled the proverb, “There is a way that seems upright before a man, but its end is the ways of death” (Prov 14:12; 16:25). Thus, when the Lord God remarked that “the man has become like one of us, knowing good and evil” (Gen 3:22), it is best understood as an ironic reference to their pride and human-centered attempt at gaining wisdom. By acting according to their own thoughts of what was good, they had implicitly placed themselves above God.


      After confronting Adam and Eve about their sin (Gen 3:8-13), the Lord pronounced judgment on the guilty parties, beginning with the serpent (Gen 3:14-15). This creature was to be more cursed than any other land animal and was sentenced to crawl on its belly.7 After predicting that “enmity” (אֵיבָה) between the woman and the serpent would continue between their respective “seed” (זֶרַע), the judgment of the serpent reaches its climax with a prophecy that the woman’s “seed” will crush the serpent’s head, though the serpent will crush this seed’s heel also (Gen 3:15). Sometimes referred to as the prophecy of the “seed of the woman” or the protoevangelium (“first gospel”), this verse has been interpreted from ancient times as predicting the final defeat of the serpent by this “seed.”8


      The crucial interpretive issue is whether this passage is indeed a direct prophecy of the Messiah. Though he related Genesis 3:15 to Christ and Satan via “anagogy,” Calvin famously remarked, “I interpret this simply to mean that there should always be the hostile strife between the human race and serpents, which is now apparent; for, by a secret feeling of nature, man abhors them.”9 Calvin’s interpretation resembles Rashi’s before him, who interpreted Genesis 3:15 as only concerning conflict between humans and snakes, with the striking of the heel being fatal (“You will not stand upright and you will bite him on the heel, and even from there you will kill him”).10 Rashi’s interpretation leaves no clear winner in the struggle. Rashi and Calvin raise multiple issues here that will be dealt with below, but as for the serpent, it is no ordinary creature. It talks, knows about and twists God’s earlier command (Gen 2:16-17; 3:1-4), and will live for many generations before being crushed (“he will crush you [not: ‘your offspring’]”). The serpent is thus better understood as an animal that was empowered and filled by Satan. Other passages confirm that Satan is closely identified with this serpent (Is 27:1; Rev 12:9) but not necessarily with serpents in general in the natural world. Whereas the serpent in Eden was probably a natural, physical serpent, Satan is essentially a spiritual being who can also take different forms—for example, falling like lightning (Lk 10:18), entering Judas (Lk 22:3), or appearing as an angel of light (2 Cor 11:14).


      Seth Postell has further pointed out the divine verdict on Cain for murdering Abel (Gen 4:11), “cursed are you [אָרוּר אָתָּה] from the ground,” casts him as the seed of the serpent, who received a similar verdict, “cursed are you [אָרוּר אָתָּה] more than every beast” (Gen 3:14), for tempting Adam and Eve unto their death (Gen 3:19).11 Postell also observes that “cursed [אָרוּר] be Canaan, a servant of servants will he be to his brothers” in Genesis 9:25 relatedly casts Canaan as part of the serpent’s seed while the subsequent blessing of Shem in Genesis 9:26-27 suggests the ultimate victory of the seed of the woman from Shem’s line, which becomes even clearer when this seed is connected to Genesis 49:8-12 (see chap. 3 below).


      Such an interpretation of the seed of the serpent as referring not to snakes in the natural world but to those who follow the deceitful, usurping, murderous way of Satan is confirmed by Scripture broadly. This “seed” includes both demons (2 Pet 2:4; Jude 6; Rev 12:9) and wicked human beings. Outside of Genesis 1–11, the Pentateuch likewise confirms that evil humans are part of the serpent’s seed. Numbers 24:17 is a Messianic prophecy that alludes to Genesis 3:15 through the common theme of crushing the head of an enemy, but the enemy here is a human enemy, Moab (see chap. 6 below). The effect is to link hostile Moab (and in this context Edom) with the serpent and his seed. Deuteronomy 32:31-33 generalizes this for all such human “enemies.” Psalm 58:3-4 correspondingly characterizes the wicked generally as going astray from birth, deceitful, having the “venom of a serpent,” and being “like a deaf adder that has stopped up its ear.” Psalm 140:3 describes evil and violent men likewise, “They make their tongue sharp like a serpent’s; the poison of a viper is under their lips.” Even more obvious examples are John the Baptist and Jesus calling the Pharisees “offspring of vipers” (γεννήματα ἐχιδνῶν, Mt 3:7; 12:34; 23:33; Lk 3:7).


      A related major difficulty in Genesis 3:15 is determining the precise referent of the “seed” of the woman. The Hebrew word translated “seed” or “offspring” (זֶרַע) is grammatically singular but can have either a singular or plural referent, much like the English words that typically are used to translate it. When used of human offspring (contra Gen 1:11-12), it can refer to an individual descendant (i.e., one “seed” or “offspring”), or it can refer to a person’s descendants generally (i.e., “seed” or “offspring” considered collectively).12 It can function as a collective noun (such as “family” or “clergy”) but strictly speaking should not be classified as a collective noun because it does not always refer to a group. Still, the usage of the word allows for the possibility that it is the offspring of the woman collectively who will defeat the serpent.13 However, the explicit use of the singular independent personal pronoun to refer to this seed (“He [הוּא] will crush your head”) suggests that an individual seed is in view. In contrast, both Isaiah 61:9 and Isaiah 65:23 use seed (זֶרַע) collectively in combination with a plural independent personal pronoun, they (הֵם and הֵמָּה, respectively): “For they [הֵם] are seed [זֶרַע] that the Lord has blessed” (Is 61:9), and, “For they [הֵמָּה] are seed [זֶרַע] blessed by the LORD” (Is 65:23).


      The use of a singular independent personal pronoun to refer to an individual “seed” is paralleled by other passages (Gen 15:3-4; 21:13; 2 Sam 7:12-14; 1 Chron 17:11-13), and the use of a plural independent personal pronoun to refer to a collective “seed” is paralleled by Isaiah 57:3-4 (which twice uses the independent plural pronoun you). The only potential exception to the apparent rule of a singular independent personal pronoun being used to refer to an individual seed and a plural independent personal pronoun to refer to a plural (collective) seed is Isaiah 41:8, but even this is explainable based on the singular you primarily referring to Israel rather than to seed later in the verse (“You [sg.] are Israel my servant, Jacob whom I have chosen, the seed [זֶרַע] of Abraham my friend”). Also, “Israel” is consistently treated as grammatically singular here and in the surrounding context (“You [sg.] are Israel, my servant [sg.], Jacob, whom I have chosen you [sg.]”; see Is 41:9-10; 42:19; 43:1-7; 44:1-3).14 In combination with so many nouns in apposition to one another in this verse (e.g., Israel, servant, Jacob), the use of the singular independent personal pronoun in Isaiah 41:8 does not only relate to seed and is not necessarily an exception to the rule. After all, “Israel” can be referred to as “the seed of Abraham.” Even so, excluding Isaiah 41:8 and Genesis 3:15, the other seven parallel passages just cited use independent personal pronouns whose grammatical number (i.e., singular or plural) corresponds to whether the referent of seed is singular or plural (see table 1.1 below).15 In other words, a singular independent personal pronoun is used to refer to an individual seed, not to a collective seed. While a thorough grammatical analysis of seed also requires treatment of its usage as the subject of singular and plural verbs and its usage with adjectives, participles, and pronominal suffixes,16 the present considerations concerning its usage as the referent of an independent personal pronoun strongly favor interpreting the woman’s seed in Genesis 3:15 as an individual.


      Broader contextual considerations in the Pentateuch and the Old Testament provide significant support for this. Several of the above passages not only use the same singular pronoun he (הוּא) to refer to an individual seed but also concern related content and suggest an intentional intertextual connection to Genesis 3:15. The promise of a seed was later passed to Abram (Gen 12:7), who was not only promised numerous offspring (Gen 12:2) but also a seed who would become his heir (Gen 15:3-4). The individual referent of this seed is strongly suggested through its juxtaposition with another individual, Eliezer of Damascus (Gen 15:2; note הוּא is used of him), who will otherwise become the heir (for discussion of the switch to a plural seed in Gen 15:5, see chap. 2 below). As in Genesis 3:15, this “seed” is referred to by the Lord in direct speech using the singular pronoun he (הוּא):


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Passage with seed and independent personal pronoun with same referent


                	Independent personal pronoun


                	Referent


                	Do the grammatical numbers match?


              


              

                	Gen 3:15


                	he


                	to be determined


                	to be determined


              


              

                	Gen 15:3-4


                	he


                	singular


                	yes


              


              

                	Gen 21:13


                	he


                	singular


                	yes


              


              

                	2 Sam 7:12-14


                	
he (v. 13)


                  he (v. 14)



                	singular (both)


                	yes


              


              

                	Is 41:8


                	you (sg.)


                	Plural


                	no, but the singular pronoun you is more directly referring to “Israel, my servant, Jacob whom I have chosen”


              


              

                	Is 57:3-4


                	
you (pl., v. 3)


                  you (pl., v. 4)



                	plural (both)


                	yes


              


              

                	Is 61:9


                	they


                	plural


                	yes


              


              

                	Is 65:23


                	they


                	plural


                	yes


              


              

                	1 Chron 17:11-13


                	
he (v. 12)


                  he (v. 13)



                	singular (both)


                	yes


              


            

          


        


        

          Table 1.1. The use of seed with independent personal pronouns


        


      


      

        And Abram said, “Behold you have not given a seed [זֶרַע] to me, and behold, the son of my house will be my heir.” And behold, the word of the LORD came to him saying, “This one will not be your heir but one who will go out from your loins [אֲשֶׁר יֵצֵא מִמֵּעֶיךָ; i.e., a seed], he [הוּא] will be your heir.” (Gen 15:3-4)


      


      In a striking use of the same language of a “seed . . . who will go out from your loins,” David was likewise promised an heir (2 Sam 7:12).17 That this “seed” is an individual, and a royal one at that, is evident through his building a temple and sitting on David’s throne forever (2 Sam 7:13). The same singular pronoun is used by the Lord in direct speech to refer to him twice in 2 Samuel 7:12-14:


      

        I will establish your seed [זֶרַע] after you, who will go out from your loins [אֲשֶׁר יֵצֵא מִמֵּעֶיךָ], and I will establish his [sg.] kingdom. He [הוּא] will build a house for my name, and I will establish the throne of his [sg.] kingdom forever. I will be a father to him [sg.], and he [הוּא] will be a son to me.


      


      The double use of the pronoun “he” here parallels its two uses in Genesis 3:15 and Genesis 15:4 combined. Similar arguments apply to the parallel passage in 1 Chronicles 17:11-13, which substitutes “seed . . . who will be from your sons” (אֲשֶׁר יִהְיֶה מִבָּנֶיךָ, 1 Chron 17:11) for “seed . . . who will go out from your loins” (2 Sam 7:12). The singular referent for seed is even clearer in 1 Chronicles 17:11 through its distinction from David’s sons in general, his collective “seed” as it were. The Lord likewise refers to this individual royal heir twice with the singular pronoun he (1 Chron 17:12-13). Genesis 15:3-4, 2 Samuel 7:12-14, and 1 Chronicles 17:11-13 are further related to one another through being linked to a prophetic “vision” (Gen 15:1; 2 Sam 7:17; 1 Chron 17:15) received by Abram and David, respectively. The many lexical, syntactic, and thematic connections between these passages, along with still more commonalities between the Abrahamic and Davidic covenants such as a great name (Gen 12:2; 2 Sam 7:9), nationhood (Gen 12:2; 2 Sam 7:10), land (Gen 12:7; 2 Sam 7:10), worldwide blessing (Gen 12:3; Ps 72:17), kingship (Gen 27:29; 2 Sam 7:12-16), and eternality (Gen 17:7; 2 Sam 23:5) suggest that the two covenants along with the original promise of Genesis 3:15 are fulfilled by the same Abrahamic, Davidic, and Messianic seed, just as Matthew 1:1 implies. Even the statement about Ishmael in Genesis 21:13 (“He is your seed”) is related to who will become Abraham’s heir (Gen 21:10-12; 22:17).


      Though the word seed is absent, the same pronoun he also appears twice in a divine oracle in a related context in Zechariah 6:13, “And he [הוּא] will build the temple of the LORD, and he [הוּא] will bear majesty.” Here the individual is not only a temple-building king but clearly a Messianic priest-king. Isaiah 53 likewise concerns a highly exalted, and hence royal, priestly figure (Is 52:13, 15; see Is 6:1), who is referenced with the same pronoun he five times (Is 53:4, 5, 7, 11, 12). Isaiah 53 and Zechariah 6 not only bring us full circle back to the depiction of Adam as a priest-king but also, together with Genesis 15:3-4 and 2 Samuel 7:12-14, link the promise of a seed in Genesis 3:15 even more strongly to an individual Messianic figure.18 Additionally, it is as though the Lord’s own words in direct speech, sometimes mediated through a prophet, strategically use the pronoun he to refer to this “seed” in these various passages in order to direct readers to pay close attention to this individual promised seed. Relatedly, the second masculine singular pronoun you (אַתָּה) appears in such key Messianic passages as Genesis 49:8 (יְהוּדָה אַתָּה “You are Judah”; see chap. 3), Psalm 2:7 (בְּנִי אַתָּה “You are my son”), and Psalm 110:4 (אַתָּה־כֹהֵן לְעוֹלָם “You are a priest forever”).


      At first glance, it may seem that the content of Genesis 15:3-4 itself can only be distantly related to such a hope. However, the Hebrew verb for “to be an heir” used in Genesis 15:4 (יָרַשׁ) can also mean to “possess” and is used of a “seed” possessing the gate of his “enemies” (Gen 22:17) and of “those who hate him” (Gen 24:60). As such, the broader use of this word in the Pentateuch links the individual “seed” who will be Abram’s heir in Genesis 15:4 to an individual “seed” who will defeat his enemies and possess their gates in Genesis 22:17; 24:60.19 Moreover, the mention of “enemies” (אֹיְבָיו) in Genesis 22:17 ties this network of passages back to the “enmity” (אֵיבָה) between the woman and the serpent in Genesis 3:15. This enmity had been “set” (שִׁית) by the Lord himself, but he declares in similar language in Ps 110:1, “I will set [שִׁית] your enemies [אֹיֵב] as a footstool.” Thus, according to the purpose of God, the enmity ends when the Messiah reigns in fullness. By repeating several terms from Genesis 3:15, Eve’s naming of Seth in Genesis 4:25 (“God has set [שִׁית] for me another seed [זֶרַע] in place of Abel, for Cain killed him”; also אִשָּׁה “woman”) seems both to link Cain’s fratricide to the problem of “enmity” and the promise of the seed of the woman to God graciously “setting” (i.e., providing) an individual seed.20


      Using a cognate noun of the verb “to be an heir,” Numbers 24:18 foretells that the Messiah’s “enemies” (אֹיְבָיו), represented by Moab and Edom, will be his “possession” or “inheritance” (יְרֵשָׁה). Furthermore, the word “Seir” (שֵׂעִיר; referring to the land of Edom) in Num 24:18 plays on “gate” (שַׁעַר) in Gen 22:17 (and 24:60) such that their respective clauses strikingly play off of one another (“and may your seed possess the gate of his enemies” [וְיִרַשׁ זַרְעֲךָ אֵת שַׁעַר אֹיְבָיו] and “Seir, his enemies, will be a possession” [שֵׂעִיר אֹיְבָיו יְהָיָה יְרֵשָׁה]).21 The context of Num 24:18 implies that this possession will take place “in the last days” (Num 24:14). The eschatological “possession” of Edom is likewise the major theme of Obadiah 15-21. Micah 1:15 relatedly predicts that the Lord will bring “the possessor” or “the heir” (הַיֹּרֵשׁ). In Isaiah 65:9, the Lord promises to bring out a “seed” from Jacob related to the coming of a “possessor” (יוֹרֵשׁ) from Judah (see Gen 49:8-12; Num 24:17). Using different words, Psalm 2:8 declares that the nations will be the Messiah’s “inheritance” (נַחֲלָה) and the ends of the earth his “possession” (אֲחֻזָּה). Thus the Pentateuch and other Old Testament passages link the seed of the woman in Genesis 3:15 to a royal individual who will climactically defeat his enemies and inherit all that is promised in the Abrahamic covenant (Gen 15:3-4).


      A corporate understanding of the “seed of the woman,” whether referring to the human race in general, Israel, or the righteous, does not fit the reality of humanity as a whole being helplessly mired in sin (Gen 6:5; 8:21; Deut 31:21) and subject to a divine death sentence (Gen 5:5-29; Ps 90:3, 7-9). Whereas the serpent’s initial victory was also a victory for sin and death (see Gen 3:19, 22; 4:7), neither the human race, Israel, nor the righteous in and of themselves show any signs whatsoever of being able to conquer any of these three foes. Rather, the Lord himself will slay the serpent (Is 27:1), put away sin (Mic 7:19; Ps 103:12), and vanquish death (Is 25:1; Hos 13:14). Moreover, there is nothing in the Old Testament that links any of these groups to being struck on the heel by the serpent while simultaneously defeating him. Even if Romans 16:20 is considered, it is still the Lord who crushes Satan under the feet of his people. A close parallel is that of faithless Israel being fatally bitten by snakes in Numbers 21:4-9, which only reinforces their need to be saved by the Lord from the same three enemies (Deut 8:15; Jer 8:17; see chap. 6 below).


      Another specific problem with interpreting the “seed of the woman” corporately as referring to humanity in general is that it leads to a misunderstanding of the conflict between the serpent’s seed and her seed (Gen 3:15). If the woman’s seed refers to humanity generally, then the serpent’s seed cannot also include humanity generally and is most naturally equated with demons only, who have followed Satan. The parties in conflict then would be Eve and the human race on one side, and Satan and demons on the other. But the idea that the conflict predicted in Genesis 3:15 is primarily between humans and demons does not square with the aforementioned passages in Scripture that liken wicked human beings to serpents. Such passages show that the wicked are part of the serpent’s seed.22


      Some might suggest in response that the wicked are part of the serpent’s seed but Israel or the righteous are part of the woman’s. But neither Israel nor the righteous are inherently any better than the wicked, as suggested by Paul’s application of Psalm 140:3 (“They make their tongue sharp like a serpent’s; the poison of a viper is under their lips”) in Romans 3:13 to all people, including Jews and Greeks (Rom 3:9-20). In the same context (Rom 3:10-12), Paul also cites Psalm 14:1-3, which emphatically states, “There is none righteous, not one . . . there is no one doing good, not even one.” This truth is confirmed in the Pentateuch itself in the Jacob narrative and as such would have been comprehensible even to its earliest (Israelite) readers. The circumstances of Jacob’s birth (i.e., grasping Esau’s heel, which parallels the serpent striking a heel in Gen 3:15 if both acts are imagined as silhouettes, and the alternate name Edom seen as a wordplay on Adam), his birth name (Jacob means “he grasps the heel” or “he supplants”), and his deceptiveness in his early years cast the younger Jacob in the mold of the serpent. It is only through the Lord’s faithfulness to his covenant with Abraham and his grace that Jacob becomes Israel (Gen 28:13-15; 32:24-30). Not only had his name been changed but so had his character through a genuine knowledge of the Lord (Gen 30:33; 31:38-42; 32:9-12; 33:10-11). The transformation of the nation of Israel’s namesake and forefather from resembling a serpent to confessing that God had been his shepherd all his life (Gen 48:15) shows paradigmatically that both the Israelites themselves and the righteous are not exempt from the same wicked tendencies of humanity generally. Neither group in and of itself can hope to crush the head of the serpent, since their subjection to sin and death shows that they too have been defeated by him. Other passages are especially clear about the Israelites’ inability to save themselves. Joseph’s brothers (“the sons of Israel” in Gen 42:5) were guilty of the capital offense of kidnapping their brother and selling him as a slave (Gen 37:27-28; 40:15; Deut 24:7). A comparison of Isaiah 1:4 and Isaiah 14:20 reveals that Israel, as “the seed of evildoers,” was not essentially different from Babylon. In fact, Ezekiel 3:5-7; 5:6-7 even characterizes Israel as worse than the nations. Israel was just as needy of the Lord’s grace as their forefather Jacob (Is 59:5; Jer 9:4 [MT v. 3]; Hos 12:1-3 [MT vv. 2-4]).


      The preceding passages repeatedly link all unredeemed human beings collectively to the serpent’s seed. Related to the seed of the woman, this contradicts taking this seed as her posterity collectively, whether referring to the entire human race or even Israel or the righteous. It would be incoherent to understand the woman’s seed as human beings generally, who are wicked, while at the same time taking the serpent’s seed as including not only demons but also wicked human beings. Since Israel (including their namesake) and the righteous suffer from the same wicked tendencies as everyone else, all human beings in the present fallen world apart from the salvation of the Lord are in a broad sense part of the serpent’s seed because of their wickedness (Jn 8:44; Eph 2:1-3; 2 Cor 4:4), even though paradoxically they are still made in the image of God (Gen 1:26-27; see Acts 17:28). Interpreting the seed of the woman as the human race also conflates the seed of the woman with the “sons of Adam” (Gen 11:5), who are all subject to sin and death (Ps 14:2; 53:2; 89:47; 90:2).


      Equating the woman’s seed simply with Israel or the righteous is appealing because it fits with the development of the theme of seed in the Pentateuch that narrows it to this specific line (Gen 12:7; 24:60; 28:13-14), often related to conflict with the wicked (e.g., Abel in Gen 4:1-12; Israel in Ex 1:7-14). But this specific line cannot simply represent the righteous (in contrast with the wicked seed of the serpent) because of the mixed character of not only Jacob (and the nation of Israel) but also key figures such as Noah (Gen 9:20-21) and Abraham (Gen 12:11-13; 16:1-4; 20:2). Nevertheless, there is another way to explain this feature of the Pentateuch. Although this narrowing does at points relate to Israel’s role in the Abrahamic covenant (e.g., Gen 15:13-16) and the Lord’s faithfulness to this covenant, at other points and with respect to Genesis 3:15 it relates to the Messiah coming from Israel’s line to save both his own nation and all the nations of the world (Is 49:5-6).23 In order for this to happen (Num 22:12; 24:17), it was necessary at least for Israel to be preserved, which naturally included foretastes of eschatological victory (e.g., the exodus). However, Israel’s limited victories over enemies never achieved final victory. Thus the conflict in Genesis 3:15 makes the most sense if it concerns an individual seed of the woman, the serpent, and all who follow the serpent, be they demons or humans. Incidentally, if Jacob is taken as a paradigm, then the righteous people of God are not innately righteous but delivered out of a former life of following in the serpent’s pattern (Jn 5:24; Col 1:13). This resembles Abram being called out of “Ur of the Chaldeans” (Gen 15:7), that is, Babel/Babylon (Gen 11:9; Is 13:19). Just as Abraham would become “father of a multitude of nations” (Gen 17:4-5), so Jacob would become a “congregation of peoples” (Gen 28:3; 48:4; 49:10). If the preceding arguments hold, then Israel and the righteous are not the focus of Genesis 3:15, even though they are aligned with the seed of the woman and share in his conflict with the serpent and its seed.24 They can also be linked to the conflict between the serpent and Eve because she is “the mother of all living” (Gen 3:20).


      There are thus good reasons for understanding Genesis 3:15 as the first direct prophecy of the Messiah in the Pentateuch and the Old Testament. As such, it selectively combines important Messianic themes, such as enmity with the serpent, the promise of seed, the key role of a woman, the crushing of the serpent’s head, and the crushing of his own heel. To these may be added other themes in the preceding context that are intentionally linked to Genesis 3:15. In any case, to use the optical metaphor, this verse is a “lens” that deliberately focuses select Messianic wavelengths from the overall spectrum.


      

        [image: Figure 1.1. The lens of Genesis 3:15]


        

          Figure 1.1. The lens of Genesis 3:15


        


      


      Each of these five themes deserves consideration. Since enmity and seed were already treated above, the discussion turns now to the other three, beginning with the key role of a woman. As has long been observed, the promise of salvation focuses especially on Eve. The Lord referred to the future deliverer as her seed, rather than Adam’s. Eve was the one who had been deceived by the serpent (Gen 3:1-6, 13), but she would have the last laugh when one of her offspring defeated him. Such themes are reiterated in the blessing of Rebekah, which predicted that “your seed will possess the gate of his enemies” (Gen 24:60). The relationship of this verse to Genesis 3:15 has already been discussed above. Thus Rebekah’s imminent marriage to Isaac implies that the “seed of the woman” prophecy as well as related promises to Abraham will be fulfilled through her (and incidentally, not through humanity generally). In the process, the crucial role of women in the Lord’s redemptive plan is foregrounded again.25


      One of the best examples of a woman’s victory over an enemy is in Judges 4–5, where Deborah and Jael led Israel in triumph over Sisera and his army. Although Barak and his men fought in the battle, Judges 4:8-9 makes clear that the glory of victory would not be his, “for the LORD
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