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Preface


The editors are honored to present the seventh in a series of critically acclaimed IVP Academic dictionaries on the various parts of the biblical canon. By the time we began our work some years ago, we had already benefited personally from the dictionaries that had seen publication. These dictionaries were helpful to our research because they provided a ready summary of the best thinking on the most important subjects in the areas of their coverage, and they advanced the discussion with fresh insights and ideas. We were excited at the prospect of helping to produce the same quality research tool as our predecessors on a part of the canon that has received spotty attention—the Psalms, Wisdom and Writings.

The delineation of this corpus of biblical books is difficult. The first volume in the Old Testament series presents no problem in this regard, the Pentateuch being a clearly defined unit, the Torah of the Hebrew Bible. The Historical Books are a bit more problematic to define since not all the historical books fall into a particular part of the Hebrew or Greek canon. The Former Prophets of the Hebrew canon (Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings) are all included, but so are Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah, which are found in the Writings (Kĕtûbîm) of the Hebrew canon. One could mount an argument for the inclusion of Ruth and Esther in the Historical Books volume. Nonetheless, they instead are included in our volume in order to treat all the Megillot (or Festal Scrolls: Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations and Esther) together. The Megillot and all the other books covered in this volume are from the Writings, though not all the Writings are found here. We have already commented that Chronicles and Ezra-Nehemiah are in the Historical Books volume, and Daniel will be treated in the forth-coming volume on the Prophets.

After determining which books would be included in this volume, it was necessary to choose what topics would be given article-length treatment. As with previous volumes, each biblical book gets a long article. But a new feature of this volume is that for each book there is also an article focused on its ancient Near Eastern background and on its history of interpretation. Major characters are also the subject of longer treatment as well as the most significant theological themes. Different methods of study are described and then applied to the text. While this list does not capture all the different types of articles in this dictionary, special mention should be made of those articles that cover the literary qualities of the Psalms, Wisdom and Writings. All told, the topics were chosen to give full coverage to the important tools, concepts and content needed for the study and interpretation of these books.

The success of such a project depends mainly on the quality of the contributors, and the editors were extremely fortunate to have had the participation of the leading experts on this corpus of biblical writings. We want to thank the contributors for their hard work, careful research and stimulating writing. One of the advantages of editing a dictionary like this one is that we learned and deepened our own knowledge in the process. We trust that our readers will have the same experience.

Besides the contributors, we want to thank InterVarsity Press and especially Dan Reid, our fellow editor, for his vision for this series and his huge imprint on the final form of this particular book. Further, we thank Robert Maccini, Jeff Reimer, Taryn Bullis and the others who have attended to the production of the book.

Tremper Longman III
Peter Enns






How to Use This Dictionary



Abbreviations

Comprehensive tables of abbreviations for general matters as well as for scholarly, biblical and ancient literature may be found on pages xi-xx.




Authorship of Articles

The authors of articles are indicated by their first initials and last name at the end of each article. A full list of contributors may be found on pages xxi-xxiv, in alphabetical order of their last name. The contribution of each author is listed following their identification.




Bibliographies

A bibliography will be found at the end of each article. The bibliographies include works cited in the articles and other significant related works. Bibliographical entries are listed in alphabetical order by the author’s name, and where an author has more than one work cited, they are listed chronologically by date. In articles focused on the biblical books, the bibliographies are divided into the categories “Commentaries” and “Studies.”




Cross-References

This Dictionary has been extensively cross-referenced in order to aid readers in making the most of material appearing throughout the volume. Five types of cross-referencing will be found:

1. One-line entries appearing in alphabetical order throughout the Dictionary direct readers to articles where a topic is discussed, often as a subdivision of an article:

 

ANAT

See CANAANITE GODS AND RELIGION.

 

2. An asterisk before a word in the body of an article indicates that an article by that title (or closely worded title) appears in the Dictionary. For example, “*David” directs the reader to an article entitled DAVID. Asterisks typically are found only at the first occurrence of a word in an article.

3. A cross-reference appearing within parentheses in the body of an article directs the reader to an article by that title. For example, (see God) directs the reader to an article by that title.

4. Cross-references have been appended to the end of articles, immediately preceding the bibliography, to direct readers to articles significantly related to the subject:

 

See also DESTRUCTION; HONOR AND SHAME; LAMENT, PSALMS OF; RETRIBUTION; WARFARE IMAGERY.

 

5. Occasionally references are made to articles in the companion volumes, primarily the Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch (DOTP) and Dictionary of the Old Testament: Historical Books (DOTHB). Others include Dictionary of Jesus and the Gospels (DJG), Dictionary of Paul and His Letters (DPL), Dictionary of the Later New Testament and Its Developments (DLNTD) and Dictionary of New Testament Background (DNTB). These references are found within the body of the text of articles. For example, a reference such as (see DOTP, Law) refers to the article on “Law” in the Dictionary of the Old Testament: Pentateuch.




Indexes

Since most of the Dictionary articles cover broad topics in some depth, the Subject Index is intended to assist readers in finding relevant information on narrower topics that might, for instance, appear in a standard Bible dictionary. For example, while there is no article entitled “Vanity,” the subject index might direct the reader to pages where vanity is discussed in the article on “Ecclesiastes 1: Book of.”

A Scripture Index is provided to assist readers in gaining quick access to the numerous Scripture texts referred to throughout the Dictionary.

An Articles Index found at the end of the Dictionary allows readers to review quickly the breadth of topics covered and select the ones most apt to serve their interests or needs. Those who wish to identify the articles written by specific contributors should consult the list of contributors, where the articles are listed under the name of each contributor.




Transliteration

Hebrew has been transliterated according to the system set out on page xx.








Abbreviations



General Abbreviations








	/

	parallel text




	§ or §§

	section or paragraph numbers




	Akk

	Akkadian




	Aram

	Aramaic




	BCE

	Before the Common Era




	c.

	circa




	CE

	Common Era




	cf.

	confer, compare




	chap(s).

	chapter(s)




	contra

	against




	d.

	died




	DSS

	Dead Sea Scrolls




	e.g.,

	exempli gratia, for example




	esp.

	especially




	ET

	English translation




	fem

	feminine




	fl.

	floruit, flourished




	frg(s).

	fragment(s)




	Gk

	Greek




	Heb

	Hebrew




	i.e.

	id est, that is




	Lat

	Latin




	lit.

	literally




	masc.

	masculine




	mg.

	margin




	MS(S)

	manuscript(s)




	NT

	New Testament




	OT

	Old Testament




	pace

	with all due respect to




	par.

	parallel text(s)




	passim

	in various places




	pl.

	plural




	repr.

	reprint




	rev. ed.

	revised edition




	sg.

	singular




	Sum

	Sumerian




	Ugar

	Ugaritic




	v(v).

	verse(s)











Texts and Translations of the Bible








	BHK

	Biblia Hebraica Kittel




	BHQ

	Biblia Hebraica Quinta




	BHS

	Biblia Hebraica Stuttgartensia




	ESV

	English Standard Version




	GNB

	Good News Bible




	HSCB

	Holman Christian Standard Bible




	JB

	Jerusalem Bible




	JPS

	The Holy Scriptures according to the Masoretic Text: A New Translation with the Aid of Previous Versions and with Consultation of Jewish Authorities




	KJV

	King James Version




	LXX

	Septuagint




	MT

	Masoretic Text




	NAB

	New American Bible




	NASB

	New American Standard Bible




	NEB

	New English Bible




	NET

	New English Translation




	NIV

	New International Version




	NJB

	New Jerusalem Bible




	NJPS

	Tanakh: The Holy Scriptures: The New JPS Translation according to the Traditional Hebrew Text




	NKJV

	New King James Version




	NLT

	New Living Translation




	NRSV

	New Revised Standard Version




	REB

	Revised English Bible




	RSV

	Revised Standard Version




	TEV

	Today’s English Version




	TNIV

	Today’s New International Version











Books of the Bible









	Old Testament

	
	



	Gen

	Neh

	Hos




	Ex

	Esther

	Joel




	Lev

	Job

	Amos




	Num

	Ps

	Obad




	Deut

	Prov

	Jon




	Josh

	Eccles

	Mic




	Judg

	Song

	Nahum




	Ruth

	Is

	Hab




	1-2 Sam

	Jer

	Zeph




	1-2 Kings

	Lam

	Hag




	1-2 Chron

	Ezek

	Zech




	Ezra

	Dan

	Mal




	
	
	



	New Testament

	
	



	Mt

	Gal

	Philem




	Mk

	Eph

	Heb




	Lk

	Phil

	Jas




	Jn

	Col

	1-2 Pet




	Acts

	1-2 Thess

	1-2-3 Jn




	Rom

	1-2 Tim

	Jude




	1-2 Cor

	Tit

	Rev











Ancient Near Eastern Literature








	CH

	Code of Hammurabi




	CT

	Cuneiform Texts from Babylonian Tablets




	
	in the British Museum




	HL

	Hittite Laws




	LE

	Laws of Eshnunna




	MAL

	Middle Assyrian Laws




	NBL

	Neo-Babylonian Laws




	RS

	Ras Shamra tablet (Field identification of tablets excavated from Ras Shamra [Ugarit] are identified by RS followed by number.)











Later Jewish Literature








	ʾAbot

	ʾAbot




	ʾAbot R. Nat

	ʾAbot de Rabbi Nathan




	Add Esth

	Additions to Esther




	Ag. Ap.

	Josephus, Against Apion




	Ahiqar

	Ahiqar




	ʿArak.

	ʿArakin




	b.

	Babylonian Talmud




	Bar

	Baruch




	B. Bat.

	Baba Batra




	B. Qam.

	BabaQamma




	Ber.

	Berakot




	Beṣah

	Baehs




	1 En.

	1 Enoch (Ethiopic Apocalypse)




	1-2 Esdr

	1-2 Esdras




	4 Ezra

	4 Ezra




	Ḥag.

	Ḥagigah




	Ḥul.

	Ḥullin




	Jub.

	Jubilees




	J.W.

	Josephus, Jewish War




	Let. Aris.

	Letter of Aristeas




	m.

	Mishnah




	Mak.

	Makkot




	Meg.

	Megillah




	Mek.

	Mekilta




	Midr.

	Midrash (+ biblical book)




	Nid

	Niddah




	Pesiq. Rab.

	Pesiqta Rabbati




	Pesiq. Rab Kah.

	Pesiqta de Rab Kahana




	Pesaḥ

	Pesaḥim




	Ps.-Phoc.

	Pseudo-Phocylides




	Pss. Sol.

	Psalms of Solomon




	Qidd.

	Qidduisn




	Rab.

	Rabbah (+ biblical book)




	Sabb.

	Šabbat




	Sanh.

	Sanhedrin




	Sipre

	Sipre




	Sir

	Sirach




	Sop.

	Soperim




	Soṭah

	Soṭah




	t.

	Tosefta




	Taʿan.

	Taʿanit




	Tg. Esth. I, II

	First or Second Targum of Esther




	Tg. Ruth

	Targum of Ruth




	T. Job

	Testament of Job




	T. Levi

	Testament of Levi




	Wis

	Wisdom of Solomon




	y.

	Jerusalem Talmud




	Yad.

	Yadayim




	Yebam.

	Yebamot











Judean Desert Manuscripts








	Qumran

	



	
	



	1QapGen ar (1Q20)

	1QGenesis Apocryphon




	1QHa

	1QHodayota




	1QIsaa

	1QIsaiaha




	1QpHab

	1QPesher to Habakkuk




	1QPsa (1Q10)

	1QPsalmsa




	1QPsb (1Q11)

	1QPsalmsb




	1QPsc (1Q12)

	1QPsalmsc




	1QS

	1QRule of the Community




	2Q18 (2QSir)

	2QBen Sira




	2QJob (2Q15)

	2QJob




	2QPs (2Q14)

	2QPsalms




	2QRutha (2Q16)

	2QRutha




	2QRuthb (2Q17)

	2QRuthb




	3QLam (3Q3)

	3QLamentations




	3QPs (3Q2)

	3QPsalms




	4Q380

	4QNon-Canonical Psalms A




	4Q381

	4QNon-Canonical Psalms B




	4Q411

	4QSapiential Hymn




	4Q416

	4QInstructionb




	4Q417

	4QInstructionc




	4Q418

	4QInstructiond




	4Q426

	4QSapiential-Hymnic Work A




	4Q498

	4QHymnic or Sapiential Fragments




	4Q525

	4QBeatitudes




	4Q528

	4QHymnic or Sapiential Work B




	4QapocrJosuéc? (4Q522)

	4QProphecy of Joshua




	4QapocrLam A (4Q179)

	4QApocryphal Lamentations A




	4QapocrLam B (4Q501)

	4QApocryphal Lamentations B




	4QBarki Napshia (4Q434)

	4QBless, Oh My Soula




	4QBarki Napshib (4Q435)

	4QBless, Oh My Soulb




	4QBarki Napshic (4Q436)

	4QBless, Oh My Soulc




	4QBarki Napshid (4Q437)

	4QBless, Oh My Sould




	4QBarki Napshie (4Q438)

	4QBless, Oh My Soule




	4QCanta (4Q106)

	4QCanticlesa




	4QCantb (4Q107)

	4QCanticlesb




	4QCantc (4Q108)

	4QCanticlesc




	4QIsaa (4Q55)

	4QIsaiaha




	4QJoba (4Q99)

	4QJoba




	4QJobb (4Q100)

	4QJobb




	4QLam (4Q111)

	4QLamentations




	4Qpaleo-Jobc (4Q101)

	4QpaleoJobc




	4QProva (4Q102)

	4QProverbsa




	4QProvb (4Q103)

	4QProverbsb




	4QPs89 (4Q236)

	4QPsalm89




	4QPsa (4Q83)

	4QPsalmsa




	4QPsb (4Q84)

	4QPsalmsb




	4QPsc (4Q85)

	4QPsalmsc




	4QPsd (4Q86)

	4QPsalmsd




	4QPse (4Q87)

	4QPsalmse




	4QPsf (4Q88)

	4QPsalmsf




	4QPsg (4Q89)

	4QPsalmsg




	4QPsh (4Q90)

	4QPsalmsh




	QPsj (4Q91)

	4QPsalmsj




	4QPsk (4Q92)

	4QPsalmsk




	4QPsl (4Q93)

	4QPsalmsl




	4QPsm (4Q94)

	4QPsalmsm




	4QPsn (4Q95)

	4QPsalmsn




	4QPso (4Q96)

	4QPsalmso




	4QPsp (4Q97)

	4QPsalmsp




	4QPsq (4Q98)

	4QPsalmsq




	4QPsr (4Q98a)

	4QPsalmsr




	4QPss (4Q98b)

	4QPsalmss




	4QPst (4Q98c)

	4QPsalmst




	4QPsu (4Q98d)

	4QPsalmsu




	4QQoha (4Q109)

	4QQoheleta




	4QQohb (4Q110)

	4QQoheletb




	4QRutha (4Q104)

	4QRutha




	4QRuthb (4Q105)

	4QRuthb




	4QtgJob (4Q157)

	4QTargum of Job




	5QLama (5Q6)

	5QLamentationsa




	5QLamb (5Q7)

	5QLamentationsb




	5QPs (5Q5)

	5QPsalms




	6QCant (6Q6)

	6QCanticles




	6QpapPs? (6Q5)

	6QPsalm 78 (?)




	8QPs (8Q2)

	8QPsalms




	11QapocrPs (11Q11)

	11QApocryphal Psalms




	11QPsa (11Q5)

	11QPsalmsa




	11QPsb (11Q6)

	11QPsalmsb




	11QPsc (11Q7)

	11QPsalmsc




	11QPsd (11Q8)

	11QPsalmsd




	11QPse (11Q9)

	11QPsalmse




	11QTa (11Q19)

	11QTemplea




	11QtgJob (11Q10)

	11QTargum of Job




	CD-A

	Damascus Documenta




	
	



	Masada

	



	
	



	Mas1e

	Psalma




	Mas1f

	Psalmb




	
	



	Naḥal Ḥever/Seiyal

	



	
	



	XḤev/Se 4

	Ps (= part of 5/6Ḥev 1b)











Classical and Early Christian Literature








	Apos. Con.

	Apostolic Constitutions




	1-2 Clem.

	1-2 Clement




	Did.

	Didache




	Herm. Vis.

	Shepherd of Hermas, Vision




	Ign. Eph.

	Ignatius, To the Ephesians




	Ign. Mag.

	Ignatius, To the Magnesians




	Ambrose

	



	Fid.

	De fide




	Off.

	De officiis ministrorum




	Vid.

	De viduis




	Aristotle

	



	De an.

	De anima




	Hist. an.

	Historia animalium




	Metaph.

	Metaphysica




	Pol.

	Politica




	Rhet.

	Rhetorica




	Athanasius

	



	Ep. Marcell.

	Epistula ad Marcellinum de interpretatione Psalmorum




	Augustine

	



	C. Jul. op. imp.

	Contra secundam Juliani responsionem imperfectum opus




	Civ.

	De civitate Dei




	Enarrat. Ps.

	Enarrationes in Psalmos




	Pat.

	De patientia




	Serm.

	Sermones




	Symb.

	De symbolo ad catechumenos




	Tract. Ev. Jo.

	In Evangelium Johannis tractatus




	Vid.

	De bono viduitatis




	Eusebius

	



	Hist. eccl.

	Historia ecclesiastica




	Gregory the Great

	



	Moral.

	Moralia in Iob




	Herodotus

	



	Hist.

	Historiae




	Irenaeus

	



	Haer.

	Adversus haereses




	Jerome

	



	Comm. Eph.

	Commentariorum in Epistulam ad Ephesios libri III




	Comm. Habac.

	Commentariorum in Habacuc libri II




	Comm. Matt.

	Commentariorum in Matthaeum libri IV




	Epist.

	Epistulae




	Jo. Hier.

	Adversus Joannem Hierosolymi tanum liber




	Praef. Job

	Praefatio Job




	Trac. Ps.

	Tractatus sive Homiliae in Psalmos




	Vir. ill.

	De viris illustribus




	John Chrysostom

	



	Hom. Matt.

	Homiliae in Matthaeum




	Josephus

	



	Ag. Ap.

	Against Apion




	Ant.

	Jewish Antiquities




	Justin Martyr

	



	Dial.

	Dialogus cum Tryphone




	Origen

	



	Ep. Afr.

	Epistula ad Africanum




	Fr. Matt.

	Fragmenta ex commentaries in evangelium Matthaei




	Hom. Ezech.

	Homiliae in Ezechielem




	Or.

	De oratione




	Philo

	



	Abr.

	De Abrahamo




	Cher.

	De cherubim




	Conf.

	De confusione linguarum




	Contempl.

	De vita contemplativa




	Det.

	Quod deterius potiori insidari soleat




	Deus

	Quod Deus sit immutabilis




	Gig.

	De gigantibus




	Her.

	Quis rerum divinarum heres sit




	Leg.

	Legum allegoriae




	Migr.

	De migratione Abrahami




	Mos.

	De vita Mosis




	Opif.

	De opificio mundi




	Plant.

	De plantatione




	Prov.

	De providential




	QG

	Quaestiones et soltuiones in Genesin




	Sobr.

	De sobrietate




	Somn.

	De somniis




	Spec.

	De specialibus legibus




	Plato

	



	Crat.

	Cratylus




	Resp.

	Respublica




	Plutarch

	



	Art.

	Artaxerxes




	Quintilian

	



	Inst.

	Institutio oratoria




	Sextus

	



	Math.

	Adversus mathematicos




	Tertullian

	



	Adv. Jud.

	Adversus Judaeos




	Pat.

	De patientia




	Thomas Aquinas

	



	Expositio

	Expositio in Job ad litteram




	Zeno

	



	Tract.

	Tractatus











Periodicals, Reference Works and Serials








	ABD

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




	ABL

	Assyrian and Babylonian Letters Belonging to the Kouyunjik Collections of the British Museum, ed. R. F. Harper (14 vols.; Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1892-1914)




	ABR

	Australian Biblical Review




	ACCS

	Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture




	ACEBT

	Amsterdamse cahiers voor exegese van de Bijbel en zijn tradities




	ADPV

	Abhandlungen des deutschen Palästina-Vereins




	AfO

	Archiv für Orientforschung




	AGJU

	Arbeiten zur Geschichte des antiken Judentums und des Urchristentums




	AJSLL

	American Journal of Semitic Languages and Literature




	ALASP

	Abhandlungen zur Literatur Alt-Syrien-Palästinas und Mesopotamiens




	AmUS

	American University Studies




	AMD

	Ancient Magic and Divination




	AnBib

	Analecta biblica




	ANEP

	The Ancient Near East in Pictures Relating to the Old Testament, ed. J. B. Pritchard (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1954)




	ANET

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




	ANETS

	Ancient Near Eastern Texts and Studies




	AnOr

	Analecta orientalia




	AOAT

	Alter Orient und Altes Testament




	AOS 

	American Oriental Series




	AOTC

	Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries




	AR

	Archiv fur Religionsgeschichte




	ASORSVS

	American Schools of Oriental Research: Special Volume Series




	ArBib

	The Aramaic Bible Studies




	AS

	Assyriological




	ASB

	Austin Seminary Bulletin




	ATSAT

	Arbeiten zu Text und Sprache im Alten Testament




	AUS

	American University Studies




	AUSS

	Andrews University Seminary Studies




	BA

	Biblical Archaeologist




	BASOR

	Bulletin of the American Schools of Oriental Research




	BAW

	Die Bibliothek der alten Welt




	BBB

	Bonner biblische Beiträge




	BBC

	Blackwell Bible Commentaries




	BBR

	Bulletin for Biblical Research




	BBRSup

	Bulletin for Biblical Research Supplements




	BCOTWP

	Baker Commentary on the Old




	
	Testament Wisdom and Psalms




	BDB

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




	BE

	Biblische Enzyklopädie




	BEATAJ

	Beiträge zur Erforschung des Alten Testaments und des antiken Judentum




	BES

	Brown Egyptological Studies




	BETL

	Bibliotheca ephemeridum theologicarum lovaniensium




	BETS

	Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society




	BH

	Bible Handbook




	BHB

	Bibliotheca Hispana Biblica




	BHT

	Beiträge zur historischen Theologie




	Bib

	Biblica




	BibInt

	Biblical Interpretation




	BibOr

	Biblica et orientalia




	BibSem

	The Biblical Seminar




	BIS

	Biblical Interpretation Series




	BIW

	The Bible in Its World




	BJRL

	Bulletin of the John Rylands University Library of Manchester




	BJS

	Brown Judaic Studies




	BJSUCSD

	Biblical and Judaic Studies from the University of California, San Diego




	BKAT

	Biblischer Kommentar, Altes Testament




	BLS

	Bible and Literature Series




	BMes

	Bibliotheca mesopotamica




	BMI

	The Bible and Its Modern Interpreters




	BMW

	The Bible in the Modern World




	BN

	Biblische Notizen




	BO

	Bibliotheca orientalis




	BR

	Biblical Research




	BRev

	Bible Review




	BRS

	Biblical Resource Series




	BSac

	Bibliotheca sacra




	BSNELC

	Bar-Ilan Studies in Near Eastern Language and Culture




	BST

	Bible Speaks Today




	BT

	The Bible Translator




	BTAT

	Beiträge zur Theologie des Alten Testaments




	BZARB

	Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für altorientalische und biblische Rechtsgeschichte




	BZAW

	Beihefte zur Zeitschrift für die alttestamentliche Wissenschaft




	CAD

	
The Assyrian Dictionary of the Oriental
 Institute of the University of Chicago, ed. E. Reiner et al. (Chicago: Oriental Institute of the University of Chicago, 1956-)





	CAH2

	Cambridge Ancient History, 2nd ed.




	CahRB

	Cahiers de la Revue biblique




	CAT

	The Cuneiform Alphabetic Texts from Ugarit, Ras Ibn Hani and Other Places, ed. M. Dietrich, O. Loretz and J. Sanmartín (2nd ed.; ALASP 8; Münster: Ugarit Verlag, 1995)




	CBC

	Cambridge Bible Commentary




	CBQ

	Catholic Biblical Quarterly




	CBQMS

	Catholic Biblical Quarterly Monograph Series




	CBR

	Currents in Biblical Research




	CC

	Continental Commentaries




	CCR

	Coptic Church Review




	CCSL

	Corpus Christianorum: Series latina




	CH

	Church History




	CHANE

	Culture and History of the Ancient Near East




	ChrLit

	Christianity and Literature




	ConBOT

	Coniectanea biblica: Old Testament Series




	ConJ

	Concordia Journal




	COP

	Cambridge Oriental Publications




	COS

	The Context of Scripture, ed. W. W. Hallo (3 vols.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 2003)




	CRINT

	Compendia rerum iudaicarum ad Novum Testamentum




	CSOLC

	Cambridge Studies in Oral and Literate Culture




	CSSCA

	Cambridge Studies in Social and Cultural Anthropology




	CThM

	Calwer theologische Monographien




	CTSRR

	College Theology Society Resources in Religion




	CurBS

	Currents in Research: Biblical Studies




	CurTM

	Currents in Theology and Mission




	DANE

	Bienkowski and A. Millard (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2000)




	DBI

	Dictionary of Biblical Imagery, ed. L. Ryken, J. C. Wilhoit and T. Longman III (Downers Grove, IL: InterVarsity Press, 1998)




	DDD

	Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking and P. W. van der Horst (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1995)




	DDD2

	Dictionary of Deities and Demons in the Bible, ed. K. van der Toorn, B. Becking and P. W. van der Horst (rev. ed.; Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1999)




	DJD

	Discoveries in the Judaean Desert




	DJG
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ACROSTIC

Acrostic is the term commonly applied to a composition in verse in which the initial letters of successive lines or stanzas are intentionally chosen either to outline a deliberate message (e.g., “Jesus Christ, God’s Son, Savior” [ichthys, “fish”] in Sib. Or. 8:218-250) or to observe a traditional downward sequence of letters of the alphabet (e.g., from ʾālep to tāw in Ps 145). Acrostic can also specify the design itself, an artistic technique employed by biblical writers in poems of various genres. As a technique, it demonstrates that biblical Hebrew poetry has its disciplines, accenting the perennial tension in religious expression between freedom and constraint; although *parallelism may be biblical poetry’s chief characteristic, in poems that follow this design, acrostic is the chief constraint. Nevertheless, most will agree with Muilenburg (103): “What is notable about this ancient poetry is that such an artificial contrivance does not stand in the way of producing literature of a high order, in which the emotions find full expression and the language bodies forth the intensity and passion of the poet.”

Acrostic is both a creative technique of biblical Hebrew poetry and the broad label for a limited number of carefully crafted canonical poems that, in a variety of ways, effectively employ this technique. The acrostic technique provides a precise design for the poet, facilitating a recital of verse capable of captivating the audience and enabling the listener to follow the movement of the poem from beginning to end. In compositions such as Psalm 119 and Lamentations 3 the listener detects the acrostic pattern effortlessly—a definite appeal is made to the ear. But an acrostic composition, which presupposes not only the invention of the Hebrew alefbet but also a literate milieu, was intended for appreciation in written form, whereby appeal is made to the eye.


	1. The Hebrew Alef-Bet


	2. Types and Canonical Examples


	3. Function





1. The Hebrew Alef-Bet.


Several suggestions have been offered to account for the derivation of this technique. One straightforward explanation is that the form arose indigenously in the literate milieu set off by the alphabetic revolution as creative writers developed techniques consistent with their own form of writing.

Mesopotamian cuneiform and Egyptian hieroglyphics antedate the simplification and reduction of graphemes that took place with the introduction of Semitic alphabets (the earliest nonalphabetic examples are message acrostics; the parade example is The Babylonian Theodicy [COS 1.154:492-95]). From writing systems of hundreds of signs, the alphabetic revolution produced systems of less than thirty consonantal signs, easily memorized in a basic order. The Semitic alphabets originated with Proto-Canaanite (eighteenth-seventeenth centuries BC) and continued with Phoenician writing. From the Phoenician system, the Paleo-Hebrew script (c. 800 BC) was developed. Even though the Hebrew language did not adopt the familiar Aramaic script until after the Babylonian exile, the basic Northwest Semitic order is already found in Ugaritic cuneiform (fourteenth century BC).

This revolution affected all aspects of society, affording new opportunities for literary expression in three areas highlighted by A. Demsky (364): (1) the organization of information and the placing of objects in their proper alphabetic (or numerical) order; (2) the expression of the mysterious and magical or a reference to the divine (cf. Rev 1:8; 22:13); (3) aesthetics as expressed in writing alphabetic acrostic poetry.

Consequently, the earlier view that biblical acrostic technique was imported from the Hellenistic environment no longer prevails. The Greek alphabetic writing system itself developed from the Phoenician system, and in the absence of extensive evidence in Phoenician poetry, it cannot be supposed that alphabetic acrostics came to the Greeks from the Phoenicians (Craigie, 130). Alphabetic acrostic poetry probably developed indigenously in the literatures of both languages. Furthermore, the discoveries of Ugaritic alphabet texts (KTU 7.5) and beginner’s exercise tablets in Proto-Canaanite script demonstrate that the alphabet was thought of abstractly; that is, scribes familiar with the alphabet taught a basic order of letters to their pupils, leading to the literate milieu in which alphabetic acrostic poetry was composed. That this state of affairs existed in ancient Hebrew society suggests that an early indigenous development provides the broad context within which to appreciate the design and function of canonical acrostic poetry.




2. Types and Canonical Examples.

Canonical examples of alphabetic sequence acrostics are found throughout the OT; there are none in the NT. The canonical examples include Psalms 9; 10; 25; 34; 37; 111; 112; 119; 145; Proverbs 31:10-31; Lamentations 1—4 (cf. 11QPsa 21-22, which shows that Sir 51:13-30 [Heb] is an alphabetic acrostic poem; Nah 1:2-8 will not be discussed in this volume). Though limited in number, significant dissimilarities between the canonical acrostics display the considerable versatility of the biblical writers.

2.1. Complete Alphabetic.

2.1.1. One Letter per Line. Psalm 145 is a *hymn of praise to God the king (cf. Ps 111). Apart from a missing nûn line, the complete alefbet appears in successive bicola. Without inserting the nûn line, forty-four cola (including the final monocolon) make up the poem, suggesting that the omission was intentional. Most manuscripts of the MT do not have it, but one Hebrew manuscript, supported by the LXX, Syriac and 11QPsa, does offer a nûn line nearly identical to the ṣādê (ṣdq) line, except that it begins with nʾmn (“[The LORD] is faithful,” Niphal of ʾnm [cf. Ps 145:17 MT]). This justifies its classification as a complete alphabetic acrostic.

Proverbs 31:10-31, praising the noble wife, is part of the “Sayings of *Lemuel” (Prov 31:1-31). Although renowned for its complete acrostic structure, it is also noteworthy for its arrangement in two halves (Prov 31:10-20 [ʾālep-kāp]) with thirty-six bicola, two tricola (Prov. 31:15 [wāw]; Prov 31:30 [šîn]) and a chiastic quatrain (Prov. 31:19-20 [yôd-kāp]).

2.1.2. One Letter per Half-line. Psalm 111 is a hymn of *thanksgiving; Psalm 112, a wisdom psalm, is closely modeled after it, elaborating specifically on Psalm 111:10. Vocabulary and expressions are borrowed from it to depict the blessings enjoyed by the one who fears the Lord. Both psalms begin with halĕlû yāh, followed by cola each beginning with a new letter of the alef-bet. Parallelism of bicola and tricola, *chiasmus, *inclusio and word pairs contribute to the skillful composition.

2.1.3. Stanzaic. Psalm 37 is a *wisdom poem. The alphabetic sequence is followed, but a new acrostic letter begins only the first line of each stanza. The basic unit has two bicola, but ḥêt has six (three bicola [Ps 37:14-15]) and nûn has five (two lines [Ps 37:25-26]). The sequence is obscured slightly by a preposition at ʿayin (lĕʿôlām [Ps 37:28b]) and a conjunction at tāw (ûtĕšûʿat [Ps 37:39]).

Psalm 119, a massive didactic wisdom poem, is a repeating stanzaic acrostic. Each of the twenty-two consonants of the alef-bet is represented eight times at line-initial position, forming eight-line stanzas. The number of lines corresponds to eight synonyms, distributed throughout the poem, which exalt Torah (cf. Pss 1; 19; 42): tôrâ (“Torah” [25x]), dābār (“word” [24x]), mišpāṭîm (“rulings” [23x]), ʿēdût (“laws” [23x]), miṣwâ (“commandment” [22x]), ḥuqîm (“statutes” [21x]), piqqûdîm (“charges” [21x]) and ʾimrâ (“sayings” [19x]). These synonyms are distributed throughout 176 lines (with eighteen tricola); in six stanzas all eight terms occur together, and no one stanza contains less than six.

In gravity and literary quality, nothing compares to the artistic achievement of *Lamentations (as a whole, it is larger than Ps 119). Chapters 1 and 2 are stanzaic acrostics; the initial word of each stanza begins with an acrostic letter from ʾālep to tāw (cf. Ps 37). There are three bicola per stanza, except for zayin (chap. 1), a quatrain. Chapter 4 displays the same acrostic pattern, only this time each stanza consists of two bicola. Chapter 3 is the unique central section. Now the initial acrostic consonant appears at the beginning of each line. This intensification in the design of chapter 3 indicates the high point of the book (cf. Lam 3:22-24 MT [ḥêt]), fading again in chapter 4 and disappearing entirely in chapter 5 (nonalphabetic). Exploring external parallelism between the five distinct poems, J. Renkema (379) suggests that by the external parallelism of their language and content, identical letter stanzas form song responses enabling the reader to visualize the parallel (responsive) design of the whole.

2.2. Incomplete Alphabetic. Two individual psalms “of David,” Psalm 25 (a *lament) and Psalm 34 (a hymn of thanksgiving), unique omit the wāw line and, in addition to the pê line within the poem, include a second pê line after tāw. Thus, a total of twenty-two lines is maintained, and each psalm expresses a concluding concern for corporate redemption (pādâ). What is more, this convention makes lāmed the middle letter; hence, ʾālep-lāmed-pê—the three consonants in the name of the first letter of the alef-bet—are found at the beginning, middle and end of the series. The resulting verbal root means “learn” (cf. Prov 22:25 MT). The reader is hereby exhorted to learn the insights that the psalmist passed on (cf. Ps 51:15 MT).

Considered conjointly, Psalms 9 and 10 are individual laments that form an uneven, partially obscured acrostic from ʾālep to tāw. Psalm 9 ends with kāp; however, dālet is missing (Ps 9:7 MT). Psalm 10 is less complete, containing a broken sequence from lāmed to tāw: mêm, nûn and sāmek are missing (Ps 10:2-6 MT), as is ṣādê (Ps 10:10 MT). Noting the interrelation of the themes, commentators suggest an interpretation on two levels: (1) the level of the initial texts; (2) the unity. There is precedent in a few Hebrew manuscripts and the LXX, which treat them as a literary unity.

2.3. Irregularities of Alphabetic Arrangement. Psalms 9—10 share an irregularity with Lamentations 2—4: pê comes before ʿayin. In 1962 N. K. Gottwald (24) labeled this “a curious and unexpected disturbance of alphabetic order.” Although the evidence weighed against this transposed pê-ʿayin order, he prudently refrained from dismissing it as sloppy editing. Instead, he suggested that the thrice-occurring order was the “normal” order; the ʿayin-pê order of chapter 1 was the more likely scribal slip. Evidence arrived in 1977 with the discovery of the Izbet Sartah ostracon (c. 1200 BC), a beginner’s exercise tablet in Proto-Canaanite script containing an alphabet of twenty-two letters with ʿayin and pê transposed. Triple abecedaries in Hebrew script from Kuntillet Ajrud (early eighth century BC) provided corroborating evidence. That these are no child’s error becomes evident when one considers the biblical acrostics. The pê-ʿayin order, then, represents a secondary Israelite scribal tradition of ordering the letters.

2.4. Nonalphabetic Acrostics. In a nonalphabetic acrostic the number of lines matches the number of consonants in the alphabet. Such poems of twenty-two lines do not appear coincidental; rather, they suggest that the alphabetic sequence offered a suitable design numerically as well as linguistically. This has been demonstrated by D. N. Freedman, whose methodology for counting syllables and stress indicates that the range of deviation and abnormality perceived in the canonical examples of biblical acrostic was a deliberate or intended element. Moreover, nonalphabetic acrostics indicate that poets increasingly sought freedom from the constraint of the alphabet by deliberately designing poems with a total number of syllables equal to the total number of lines in half-line, one-line and double-line alphabetic acrostics. The following poems build on this basic foundation of twenty-two lines: Psalms 33; 38; 94; 103; Proverbs 2; 5; 8:1-11, 12-21, 22-31, 32-35; 9:1-18; Lamentations 5.




3. Function.

Following Freedman, we see that the acrostic technique is a poetic constraint analogous to the familiar forms of English versification (couplets, quatrains, stanzas, sonnet, villanelle and sestina). Like these basic forms, the acrostic form provides the poet with a robust design suited to engage an audience attentive to the grouping and spacing of sounds. By means of technique, eye and ear are “charmed by the familiar, yet aroused and captivated by the unexpected” (Watson, 33). Yet acrostic is not merely ornamental; it is part of the communicative process. Put another way, what a poem says is the result of how it is said.

The following suggestions have been offered to explain the function of acrostic technique.

3.1. Magic. In his study of Lamentations, Gottwald (25) assessed this explanation sensibly: “By studying the magical ideas associated with language we may undoubtedly learn something about the origin of the alphabet and the acrostic, but any direct transfer to Lamentations is doubtful.” Indeed, there is no evidence that any of the biblical acrostics have a magical or occult purpose.

3.2. Pedagogy. The aforementioned poems share a didactic quality; alphabetic acrostics certainly were in use as didactic method, and they are closely associated with the wisdom tradition (cf. Prov 31:10-31; Sir 51:13-30). But the function of each poem must be understood on its own terms. To view Lamentations, for instance, as a device for practice in writing and the imitation of literary technique may miss the point, given the occasion and solemnity of its message. Besides, the more complex canonical acrostics suggest that they did not share the basic function of, say, The New England Primer, commended “for the more easy attaining the true reading of English.”

3.3. Mnemonic Aid. The mnemonic view also suggests that acrostics had a practical purpose. Again, the complex features of the canonical acrostics militate against it. Incompleteness (missing letters), alternate ordering, irregular patterning, intricacies of style (e.g., the ʾāleplāmed-pê pattern in Pss 25; 34) and even the sheer length of poems (e.g., Ps 119; Lam 1—5) point in a different direction.

3.4. Display of Skill. Once this design is chosen, poets are forced to use their skill in a special way. Thus, the interplay between structural constraint and creative expression may account for most of the deviations from the standard sequence. The technique displays the poet’s prowess; yet, this explanation too fails to explain why acrostic was chosen as a design for communication.

3.5. Completeness. Perhaps the most acceptable view is the one derived from that of Gottwald (28): “If the subject is to be exhausted, the alphabet alone can suffice to suggest and symbolize the totality striven after.” This solution, along with display of skill (see 3.4 above), best accounts for the biblical usage. An acrostic is complete, “from A to Z”; yet, an acrostic limits, providing closure, assuring the reader that enough has been said. Incapable of being comprehensive, the poet, by this design, can effectively express the incomprehensible. Religious expression calls for liberty with discipline.

What is more, the alphabet belongs to a people, and language is an important aspect of a people’s identity. The alphabetic acrostic is the perfect form for expressing corporate praise and lament coram Deo. Its semantic import is corporate yet individual, cultural yet theological. F. W. Dobbs-Allsopp (18) writes, “The poet has chosen language as his means of consolation and there is no better symbol of the power and potential of language than the alphabetic acrostic, modeled most likely on the simple abecedaries that were a commonplace in scribal schools. The alphabet stands, as well, as the paradigm symbol of culture and civilization in the ancient Near East, and thus its prominence in these poems profoundly reasserts the values of civilization and culture even in the face of utterly devastating and dehumanizing suffering.”

This attractive explanation of the acrostics of Lamentations can be extended profitably to other canonical examples.

See also HEBREW LANGUAGE; LAMENTATIONS 1: BOOK OF; LYRIC POETRY; POETICS, TERMINOLOGY OF; PROVERBS 1: BOOK OF; PSALMS 1: BOOK OF.
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AFTERLIFE

The OT books of wisdom, poetry and writings largely reflect the standard Israelite perspective that there is no meaningful existence beyond death. However, a few texts may indicate an emerging hope in some form of continued communion with God, which later developed into a belief in afterlife.


	1. Traditional View of Death


	2. Alternative Views of Afterlife?





1. Traditional View of Death.

For most of the OT, death leads to a shadowy, insubstantial existence in the underworld, called Sheol. There, all are reduced to somnolent inactivity, with no prospect of improvement or escape (Job 3:17-20; 7:9; 17:16 [despite Job’s hypothetical wish in Job 14:13]). In particular, the underworld’s denizens are cut off from Yahweh and can no longer offer praise or petition: “In death there is no memory of you; in Sheol who will praise you?” (Ps 6:5 [cf. Ps 88:5]). Thus persistence in Sheol is closer to “non-life” than afterlife (so Murphy, 102).

Many psalms assert that this life is the only forum for relationship with Yahweh. Psalm 116:15 boldly asserts that the rupture caused by death even affects Yahweh himself. However, a few texts imply that the underworld is not hidden from Yahweh (Job 26:6; Ps 139:8). Although these do not posit any meaningful contact with the dead, they may hint at alternative views, albeit faintly.

Poetry in psalms and wisdom is by nature evocative and elusive, and their references to death reveal as much about its emotional impact as its conceptualization. Death is portrayed variously—for example, as an enemy that ensnares its prey (Ps 18:6; 116:3) and an insatiable devourer of humans (Prov 1:20; 27:20). The laments often portray the psalmists’ anguish when faced with death and are somewhat circumspect in naming Sheol directly, whereas the *thanks-giving psalms convey the joy of deliverance from a no longer threatening underworld.




2. Alternative Views of Afterlife?

Alternative views of destiny after death emerge in other, nonpoetic texts (notably, resurrection in Is 26:19; Dan 12:2). The emergence of these views is often dated well into the postexilic period for many reasons, including the possible influence of Persian dualism and the development of apocalyptic. Even if these views emerged earlier, they had little discernible influence on the postexilic prophetic and historical material.

A few poetic texts discussed below may also point toward alternative views, though scholars assess this variously. First, some argue that all or nearly all of these texts convey the traditional view, and that afterlife interpretations are posterior readings, sometimes discernible in early textual transmission (J. Goldingay on the Psalms [rightly critiquing M. Dahood’s speculative approach] and R. E. Murphy on wisdom). Many others accept that at least some of the texts suggest a more positive prospect and must therefore be dated relatively late, in line with other such material. A third approach allows for the positive perspective without necessarily dating the texts late, since theological development is neither linear nor uniform. In any case, much of the poetic literature is very difficult to date accurately. P. S. Johnston, J. D. Levenson and others see a positive perspective in some of theses texts.

2.1. Psalms. A few psalms may suggest some form of positive afterlife, and three in particular are frequently mentioned. Psalm 16 concludes forcefully: “For you will not abandon my life to Sheol . . .. You will show me the path of life . . . at your right hand pleasures endlessly [neṣaḥ]” (Ps 16:10-11). Given the psalmist’s initial vulnerability, isolation and apparent opponents (vv. 1, 2, 4), this ending could be his defiant affirmation of divine preservation and of blessing in a prolonged earthly life. This would concord with the typical OT perspective, but the psalm may well move beyond it. Its predominantly confident mood might imply that avoiding Sheol is not just escaping immanent danger but is somehow avoiding permanent separation from Yahweh, and that the path of life somehow leads beyond it to continued enjoyment of God. If so, this experience is tantalizingly vague, without name, spatial location or any other details. But present confidence in and communion with God may lead to extended, if imprecise, hope.

Psalm 49 is a wisdom reflection on the themes of piety, riches and death. It ponders the age-old question of the faithful suffering oppression from rich persecutors and offers two responses. The first, in vv. 7-9 (whatever the reading of v. 7a), is that human wealth is powerless to prolong life and to ransom people from the pit, or underworld. This is then developed in vv. 10-14, which underline that these foolish rich end up in Sheol (again, regardless of the exact interpretation of the difficult v. 14). The psalmist’s second response, in v. 15, is more succinct and more startling. God will ransom him from Sheol and will receive him. This presents a clear contrast between those whom riches cannot ransom from Sheol and the writer, whom God will ransom. Again, this could assume ransom from immediate, untimely death without asserting anything further. But that is neither stated nor even implied, and the psalm’s reflective nature, the contrasting fates and the end of v. 15 together suggest a long-term alternative, however imprecise.

Psalm 73 is another wisdom psalm on the same theme. Here, a sanctuary experience brings insight into the total destruction of the arrogant wicked and the preservation of the upright. However, this contrast is less clearly associated with the psalmist’s ultimate fate than in Psalm 49, and the psalm concludes (vv. 27-28) by juxtaposing the end of the godless with the continued present life of the godly. This probably sets the context for interpreting vv. 23-26, which affirm that he is guided continually, will be received “afterward” (ʾaḥar) with “honor” (kābôd) and despite human weakness will know God’s strengthening “for the future” (lĕʿôlām). All these terms could fit into a this-life perspective; however, their open-endedness could also reflect a nascent hope in some form of survival beyond death and certainly enabled such re-reading in later times.

A few psalms contain references to some form of divine record of names, notably “the book of the living” (Ps 69:28; cf. Ex 32:32-33; Is 4:3; Dan 12:2; Mal 3:16). Other books seem to record events (Ps 40:7; 56:8; 139:16; cf. Dan 7:10; 10:21). Some scholars trace the Israelite idea to Babylonian “tablets of destiny” or Persian registers, but the latter are religious and administrative parallels rather than necessary antecedents. The concept of divine records was developed in later Jewish literature and the NT, especially Revelation, in reference to postmortem judgment. Although some interpreters assume a similar understanding in the OT texts, neither their immediate contexts nor wider Israelite beliefs would support this. Given the importance of this life, and the further statements about the wicked in Psalm 69, its author desires their early death. Other references to divine records can be interpreted similarly. So although the concept lends itself to afterlife reinterpretation, this probably is not its intent in the psalms.

2.2 Job. The book of Job has several references to a spirit world separate from the physical world. The opening chapters present a heavenly court (see Divine Council) with Yahweh, “the sons of God” and “the *satan” (Job 1:6-7; 2:1). Job’s so-called friends share this worldview, with Eliphaz doubting help for him from “the holy ones” (Job 5:1) and Elihu envisaging a mediating angel who can deliver humans from the pit (Job 33:23-28). Job himself longs for an umpire (môkîaḥ [Job 9:33]) who could force God to listen, and believes in a heavenly witness (ʿēd [Job 16:19]) who will vouch for him. In this general context, the famous passage of Job 19:25-27 could refer to vindication in the nonmaterial world, and several of its terms could indicate a postmortem experience. In this case, Job has moved beyond traditional views on death to a new perspective.

However, the overall context suggests other-wise. Job still continues his legal argument after chapter 19: he wants to find God, present his case, be acquitted, be tested and emerge like gold (Job 23:3-10). His defiant summation still longs for fair judgment and a divine hearing (Job 31:6, 35). What Job “knows” in Job 19:25 affects neither this subsequent argumentation nor the closing chapters of the book, with Yahweh’s creation-centered speeches, Job’s humble responses and the this-worldly dénouement of chapter 42.

The immediate context of Job 19:25-27 also fails to support a profound new insight. After lambasting his friends and rehearsing his dilemma, Job longs for a permanent record of his words (Job 19:23-24). This could be a dated record to prove later that he had indeed maintained his innocence (cf. the record in Is 8:1) rather than a monument to survive his death. Further, the chapter concludes with a reference to punishment in this life (Job 19:28-29).

Admittedly, the text of Job 19:25-27 is unclear in its detail; for instance, the NRSV uses several ambiguous terms or phrases (“at the last,” “thus,” “on my side,” “not another”) and has five translation-related footnotes. However, three features are clear. First, Job invokes his gōʾēl, traditionally the next-of-kin who redeems a family member from slavery, unmortgages property, marries a childless widow and avenges a death (see Kinsman-Redeemer and Levirate). It is a fair assumption that the gōʾēl can also be legal advocate, despite lack of specific OT reference. Since Job previously longed for an advocate vis-à-vis God (Job 9:33; 16:19), and the outcome here is that he will see God (Job 19:26-27), his gōʾēl presumably is this advocate (hardly God himself, still less Job’s personified cry, as some argue). Second, this gōʾēl will eventually arise to defend Job. The scenario envisaged is probably an earthly court, though the time frame is unclear: both “at the last” and references to skin and flesh are ambiguous. Third, the outcome is that Job sees God. He has longed for this since the onset of his troubles, and at last he will have the opportunity to present his case.

So there is bold faith here: not that Job will survive death, but that he will eventually meet God. This indeed happens at the end of the book, though with an unexpected outcome: instead of defiant self-justification by Job, there is humble contrition, and instead of condemnation by God, there is vindication. Although it interacts with an invisible world, the drama is completed within the visible one. A posited postmortem vindication in Job 19:25-27 does not fit this. Nevertheless, the textual difficulties of these verses could reflect an emergent belief of a positive afterlife among the text’s transmitters and translators, and their interpretation of the text accordingly.

2.3. Proverbs. The book of Proverbs has much to say about life and death. This theme pervades chapters 1—9 and occurs in several of the pithy maxims. In particular, the foreign or foolish woman will lead the unwise son to death, Sheol and the rĕpāʾîm, or “shades” (Prov 2:18; 5:5; 7:27; 9:18; there are also references to Sheol unrelated to human fate [Prov 1:12; 15:11; 27:20; 30:16]). However, in general the two options envisaged are this present life and the underworld, without the alternative of a blissful afterlife.

A few proverbs might imply an alternative. The snares of death can be averted by wise teaching, and Sheol by physical chastisement (Prov 13:14, 23:14), though the unspoken alternative is presumably this life. “The path of life leads upward to avoid Sheol below” (Prov 15:24), though again this could simply indicate the present life, as in the earlier contrast with the foreign woman’s ways (Prov 5:5-6). More intriguing is Proverbs 12:28, where the path of righteousness is life and “no death.” But here the second half is awkward, reading literally, “and way of path not death”: the nominal phrase (derek nĕtîbâ) has redundant repetition, and the negative ʾal does not normally precede nouns. Further, many Hebrew manuscripts give this term as ʾel (“unto”), while the versions follow this and read the line differently. Thus scholars often reconstruct with an antithetical parallelism as in other life-death proverbs—for example, “but the way of folly [tôʿēbâ] leads to death” (see BHS note). Similar textual difficulties surround Proverbs 14:32, where “the righteous finds refuge in his death [bĕmôtô].” Such refuge is not otherwise an OT concept and is more in line with later eschatology (cf. Wis 4:7-17); further, the LXX and Syriac read a more likely “in his integrity” (Heb bĕtûmmô), implying a simple mistake of metathesis. In summary, the few proverbs that suggest a positive afterlife are uncertain conceptually and/or textually. They hardly indicate a positive perspective, though the textual problems might testify to emerging afterlife beliefs in the early transmission period.

2.4. The Megillot. Ecclesiastes is the only OT book to contain significant reflection on death itself. The Pentateuch prescribes death as a penalty, the Historical Books record it as an event, and the psalms offer prayer against its untimely occurrence, but without significant reflection on the nature of death itself. By contrast, it has been well noted that Ecclesiastes has “the smell of the tomb about it,” with three juxtaposed threads.

First, some verses present tranquil pictures of the natural rhythms of birth, old age and death (Eccles 3:2; 12:1-8) or extol the enjoyment of this life for its own sake and not just in reaction to death (e.g., Eccles 3:12-13). This perspective echoes the traditional Israelite approach to death. Second, and more markedly, there is repeated unease over death. Wise and fool, human and animal apparently die alike, without differentiation. This provokes both frustration with the present life and a focus on it alone (Eccles 2:17-18; 3:19-21): neither wealth nor reputation makes any difference at death (Eccles 5:15-16; 6:1-2); life is but a shadow with nothing certain beyond it, and mourning brings more insight than does celebration (Eccles 6:11; 7:2-4). Then, in a key passage, the sage asserts that death awaits all and obliterates all knowledge, passion and activity (Eccles 9:1-10). Third, there are occasional tantalizing glimpses of divine judgment from both *Qohelet and his epilogist (Eccles 3:17; 11:9; 12:14), though without specifying its time frame or providing further detail.

These three strands remain unintegrated. Many scholars stress the negative perspective of death as final, and certainly it is predominant in the book. Others note references to continued existence in Sheol, but this is not meaningful afterlife. Nevertheless, the references to judgment, whatever their origin, may hint at a future reckoning. Like a few psalms discussed above (see 2.1), they may reach beyond the present limits of life and faith toward some undefined further experience.

The other *Megillot have little to add. Ruth and Esther are stories where death is simply recorded as an event. The Song of Songs brushes the theme only with its proverbial assertion that “love is strong [ʿazzâ] as death, passion fierce/ hard [qāšâ] as Sheol” (Song 8:6); in other words, love is as irresistible as death is unavoidable. Lamentations is prompted by calamity, destruction and death but focuses on the emotions and faith of the survivor without commenting on the fate of the deceased. Together, these books illustrate well the traditional Hebrew focus on this life and its events and the general disinterest in any individual consciousness beyond death.

See also CHAOS AND DEATH.
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AGUR

See LEMUEL AND AGUR.




AHASUERUS

Ahasuerus is the Persian king in the book of *Esther. The name ʾăḥašwērôš is the Hebrew equivalent of the Persian Khšayārshan, which, for lack of consonantal equivalents, the Greeks rendered Xerxēs. The son of Darius I, Xerxes ruled the Persian Empire from 485 to 465 BC and was succeeded by his son Artaxerxes I. The LXX erroneously identified the king as Artaxerxes (for a full discussion of the king’s identity, see Paton, 51-54).


	1. Xerxes in Classical Sources


	2. Ahasuerus in the Book of Esther


	3. Critical Challenges to the Biblical Depiction





1. Xerxes in Classical Sources.

Inscriptions provide little information about Xerxes, most of them having been heavily influenced by the inscriptions of his father, Darius I (Yamauchi, 188-89). Significant Greek sources include Ctesias’s unreliable History of the Persians, of which only fragments are preserved, and Aeschylus’s Persians, produced in 472 BC, just eight years after the defeat of the Persian fleet at Salamis. Since Aeschylus himself fought at Marathon and Salamis, the tragedy provides an eyewitness account presented, of course, with dramatic license. Some information may also be gleaned from Thucydides, but the Greek historian Herodotus is by far the most significant source of extrabiblical information about Xerxes, in terms of both quantity and quality.

Darius, having been defeated by the Greeks at Marathon, was preparing a larger army to continue his policy of expansion. The extreme taxation that these war preparations required incited his Egyptian subjects to revolt. In November of 486 BC Darius died, not yet having put down the rebellion. Xerxes, who had been recognized as the crown prince since 498 BC and had been groomed for the job by a little over a decade of service as the viceroy of Babylon, inherited the Egyptian problem, with the throne, at about the age of thirty-two. He turned his attention first, however, to the completion of his father’s palace at Susa. When his brother Ariamenes contested his accession, Xerxes bought him off with gifts and position. By 484 BC Egypt had been recovered, and Xerxes gave his brother Achaemenes charge of that satrapy. With the help of his able brother-in-law Megabyzus, Xerxes was able quickly to put down another rebellion by Babylon. The reprisals against Babylon were severe.

Rebellions out of the way, Xerxes continued building Darius’s war machine and, urged on by his cousin Mardonius, planned his northwestern expansion. The attempt proved disastrous for Xerxes. Although Herodotus tends to be untrustworthy with regard to statistics, there is no doubt that Xerxes’ capacity for war was considerable. Logistical support for his army was no small burden to the cities along the army’s route. A single meal, for example, reportedly cost four hundred talents. Trembling before this mighty foe, the Greeks sent a delegation to Delphi to seek Apollo’s prognosis. The oracle gave a dire prediction for Athens. But when the envoys begged for a more favorable answer, Apollo offered a little hope in the “wooden wall.” The ensuing debate about the meaning of the wooden wall was settled by Themistocles, who interpreted it as a reference to the Athenian fleet. Xerxes, quite confident himself, sought to further deprive the Greeks of their nerve.

When three spies were caught at Sardis, Xerxes ordered that they be shown the full extent of his forces and released to report what they had seen. The Greeks, with no small difficulty, managed an alliance against the Persian advance. Taking advantage of a local Greek’s betrayal, however, Xerxes’ forces found an alternate route to the bottleneck at Thermopylae. The news of the failure to hold the pass reached Artemesium, where the Greeks had successfully battled the Persians at sea for two days but had weathered such damage that they were already planning withdrawal when the news arrived. The Greeks withdrew, evacuating Attica. Stationing the Athenian fleet at Salamis in 479 BC, Themistocles led the alliance into a desperate situation. The western exit was blocked by the Egyptian fleet. The allies were trapped. Olmstead (253-355) argues that if Xerxes had waited, the fragile alliance would have disintegrated, and the allied navy would have been forced to come to terms of surrender. Impetuous Xerxes, however, ordered a full attack on the blockaded navy. The narrow passage removed the advantage of Persian numbers. After an initial Persian success against the Spartans, the Athenians came to the rescue and gained the upper hand. The Greeks fought desperately. For every ship that the allies lost, Persia lost five. Xerxes was forced to retreat. Unable to assume the blame for his rash attack, he executed the Phoenician captains for cowardice. In so doing, he lost the support of the Phoenicians and the Egyptians, the core of his naval power. Disappointed, Xerxes traveled to Sardis, leaving the war in the hands of the more able Mardonius. Mardonius’s attempts at a diplomatic solution failed, and Mardonius himself was killed in the battle of Plataea. The Ionian Greeks switched sides against their Persian overlords, and the Greeks won liberation.

Pausanias, the Spartan commander at Platea, having been won over by the opulence of the Persian court, then offered to return the Greeks to Persian submission, should he be allowed to marry Xerxes’ daughter (Thucydides 1.128). Xerxes gave a favorable reply, but Pausanias’s treachery was discovered by the Spartans, and he paid for it with his life.

Herodotus, being a Greek historian, focuses on the battles between Greece and Persia during the late 480s BC He leaves us with a picture of a monarch who, having spent much of his fortune and his ambition, turns instead to sensual conquests. In Herodotus’s presentation Xerxes’ character is much like that of Cambyses: arrogant, unstable and ineffective. He exhibits poor judgment and often ignores good advice. According to Ctesias (FGH 688 F 13), Aristotle (Pol. 1211b37-40) and Diodorus Siculus (11.69.1-2), Xerxes was assassinated by the captain of his bodyguard, Artabanus, who hoped to seize the throne but failed. Artaxerxes I Longimanus, Xerxes’ son, took the throne instead.




2. Ahasuerus in the Book of Esther.

The author of Esther is uninterested in the Greco-Persian wars. The events of the book begin with a banquet in the third year (483 BC) of Ahasuerus’s reign (Esther 1:3), possibly held to drum up support for his military expansion efforts. Ahasuerus, according to M. V. Fox (171), is the only major character in the Esther narrative not presented in the round. He is a flat figure with no private thoughts. His emotions and psychology are all on the surface. He has one obvious character trait: impulsiveness. This manifests itself most notably in his concern for honor. The banquet, whatever its potential political benefit, is aimed at demonstrating the great wealth at his disposal. His attempt to parade his queen, *Vashti, before his guests, “in order to make known to the people and the princes her beauty,” was similarly designed to bring him honor. Such impulsiveness fits well with the character of Herodotus’s Xerxes, who had the Hellespont whipped, branded and cursed after a storm destroyed part of his fleet (Herodotus Hist. 7.35), and who, for the sake of a grand victory, threw caution to the wind and cost Persia the conquest of the Greeks. But Esther’s Ahasuerus shows some reserve as well. The Xerxes of the Greek historians spurns the advice of counselors, much to his own chagrin, but the Ahasuerus of Esther is almost completely manipulated by advisors. His advisors take advantage of his fury toward Vashti to urge for an empire-wide decree that women honor their husbands. Haman talks the king into genocide. The king even seeks advice for something so mundane as how he might honor a deserving subject. Ahasuerus hardly fits the role of protagonist or antagonist. Though absolute human power is his, he is easily moved this way and that by his own subjects. Fox (173) suggests that the manipulation is facilitated by Ahasuerus’s laziness. Perhaps the respective authors (Greek and biblical) have selected to disclose only those details that fit their own purposes. Or perhaps Xerxes has learned from his mistakes the usefulness of surrounding himself with advisors.




3. Critical Challenges to the Biblical Depiction.

Most biblical scholars generally concede a few points of historical connection, without necessarily admitting the historicity of the Esther narrative. L. B. Paton (64), for example, says of Ahasuerus, “The picture of his character given in Est. as a sensual and capricious despot corresponds with the account of Xerxes given by Herodotus vii. ix.; Aesch. Pers. 467 ff.; Juv. x. 174-187.” Similarly, Paton (65) acknowledges, “Some of the statements of Est. in regard to Persia and Persian customs are confirmed by classical historians. Thus the arrangement of the banquet (16-8), the seven princes who formed a council of state (114), obeisance before the King and his favourites (32), belief in lucky and unlucky days (37), exclusion of mourning garb from the palace (42), hanging as the death-penalty (514), dressing a royal benefactor in the King’s robes (68), [and] the dispatching of couriers with royal messages (313 810).” One of the most central objections to taking the narrative as historical, on the other hand, is that the Greek sources are not silent about the queen’s name. She is not Vashti (nor Esther) but rather Amestris (Herodotus Hist. 7.114; 9.112). Moreover, many point to a problem with Ahasuerus marrying a Jewish woman at all. Herodotus recounts an agreement among seven Persian lords who overthrew the Magians. According to the agreement, the king would be permitted to marry only within the families of the seven (Herodotus Hist. 3.84). It should be noted, however, that Herodotus (Hist. 7.152) also says, “While it is my duty to record what is reported, I am by no means obligated to believe it. And this, I think, holds for the rest of the book as well.” Critics who appeal to this agreement seldom consider the improbability of the tale as a whole. In it, seven lords, debating how to fairly choose a king, leave the choice to the neighing of a horse. If, too, the tale is to be taken seriously, we should consider that the seven also receive the right to enter the king’s presence uninvited. The fact that this privilege is granted to this special seven implies that it is denied to most, lending authenticity to Esther’s concern. The challenges of reconciling the biblical story with extrabiblical historical sources are many, varied and difficult. Unfortunately, it has not been the custom among many scholars to treat their various sources with equal skepticism. Nothing in the extrabiblical sources provides an insurmountable challenge to the historicity of the biblical narrative.

See also ESTHER 1: BOOK OF; ESTHER 2: EXTRABIBLICAL BACKGROUND; MORDECAI; SUSA; VASHTI



BIBLIOGRAPHY. J. L. Berquist, Judaism in Persia’s Shadow: A Social and Historical Approach (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1995); P. Briant, From Cyrus to Alexander: A History of the Persian Empire (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2002); M. Brosius, trans. and ed., The Persian Empire from Cyrus II to Artaxerxes I (LACTOR 16; London: London Association of Classical Teachers, 2000); M. A. Dandamaev, A Political History of the Achaemenid Empire (Leiden: E. J. Brill, 1989); M. V. Fox, Character and Ideology in the Book of Esther (2nd ed.; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001); J. D. Levenson, Esther (OTL; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1997); C. A. Moore, “Archaeology and the Book of Esther,” BA 38 (1975) 62-79; idem, Studies in the Book of Esther (New York: KTAV, 1982); O. Murray, “Herodotus and Oral History,” in Achaemenid History, Part 2: The Greek Sources; Proceedings of the Groningen 1984 Achaemenid History Workshop, ed. H. Sancisi-Weerdenburg and A. Kuhrt (Leiden: Nederlands Instituut voor het Nabije Oosten, 1987) 93-115; A. T. Olmstead, History of the Persian Empire: Achaemenid Period (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1948); L. B. Paton, A Critical and Exegetical Commentary on the Book of Esther (ICC; New York: Scribner, 1908); E. M. Yamauchi, Persia and the Bible (repr.; Grand Rapids: Baker, 1996 [1990]).

C. Brooking




ALEF-BET

See ACROSTIC.




ALLEGORICAL INTERPRETATION

See HERMENEUTICS; SONG OF SONGS 1: BOOK OF.




ALLITERATION

See POETICS, TERMINOLOGY OF; SOUND PATTERNS.




ALPHA TEXT OF ESTHER

See ESTHER 4: ADDITIONS.




ALPHABET

See ACROSTIC.




AMBIGUITY

In *poetics, ambiguity represents the intentional creation of texts that can be understood in multiple ways. Ambiguity is not to be confused with vagueness. A statement is vague when its boundaries are not properly defined. Although undesirable in situations where a closely reasoned argument is developed, ambiguity can add to our appreciation of a text by forcing us to continually reengage with it. It is a tool that writers use to involve readers in the process of creating meaning because of the need to continually reread and recontextualize a text. The classic study of ambiguity remains that of W. Empson as an expression of I.

A. Richard’s so-called practical criticism. His earlier work focused on short poetic texts, though later studies showed that his approach also worked with longer pieces. He identified seven types of ambiguity, most of which can be seen in the biblical literature. The exceptions are his fifth and seventh types, in which ambiguity is either something of which the author was not initially conscious or evidence of an actual contradiction. The presence of these forms is difficult to prove, especially with ancient literature, but as accidents within a text rather than elements of intended art fall out of the realm of poetics. Empson’s categories are not completely discrete, but they remain a useful analytic tool. The five that are clearly found in the OT are utilized below. *Qohelet makes most deliberate use of ambiguity, but the technique is employed across the breadth of the OT.


	1. Details Effective in Multiple Ways


	2. Multiple Possibilities with a Single Resolution


	3. Simultaneous Use of Unconnected Meanings


	4. Alternative Meanings Combine to Clarify the Author’s Intention


	5. Apparent Contradictions


	6. Conclusion





1. Details Effective in Multiple Ways.

Writers can increase interest by including details that are effective in more ways than one. This occurs when a word or phrase seems to be resolved at one point but is used in a different way later. An effective use of this technique is in the so-called Janus parallelism (see Parallelism), in which a word is employed with two completely different meanings. In this way, an author is able to play with the ambiguity of words that either look or sound alike. The classic example of this is Song of Songs 2:12:


The flowers have appeared in the land;

the time of pruning/singing has arrived,

and the voice of the turtledove is heard in the land.



There is a play on the fact that zāmîr can mean both “pruning” and “singing.” Thus, the word is resolved in relation to the first line as a reference to the need to prune the plants, but the third line points to the sound of the turtledove, which requires that it is singing that is heard. Both meanings are intended, but the ambiguity inherent in the root enables the author to draw in readers by employing them both. Biblical writers often exploit this richness of ambiguity that exists in a number of Hebrew roots (see Hebrew Language).

Care must be taken not to confuse ambiguity of this type in translation with those intended within the text. For example, “who does not lift up his soul to what is false/idols” (Ps. 24:4) represents a translational ambiguity. English does not have a word with the semantic breadth to cover both what is generally false and idols in particular, whereas šāwĕ) covers both.




2. Multiple Possibilities with a Single Resolution.

This approach is the opposite of the first. Rather than one detail being made effective in several ways, the detail is allowed only one resolution. The nature of such a resolution should be deferred so that readers are drawn into the text as they seek the meaning that will resolve the ambiguity. Qohelet makes particular use of this technique as he plays with the meaning of certain key terms, most obviously the word hebel. The word occurs thirty-eight times in *Ecclesiastes, a little over half the total usage in the OT. The only biblical text in which this word clearly is not being used metaphorically is Isaiah 57:13, which suggests that readers would be accustomed to hebel being used outside of its basic meaning of “breath” or “vapor,” though nonbiblical texts also use the word in a nonmetaphorical way. Although he makes his opening claim that “all is hebel ” (Eccles 1:2), Qohelet refrains from providing an exact definition of what he means by it. Rather, by characteristically defining things as hebel, he enables readers to gradually build up their interpretation. It is the lack of a direct definition of what is obviously a key term that draws readers in as they seek to resolve the puzzle that is set before them, though it is precisely the fact that Qohelet never provides an exact definition that has led scholars to posit a variety of meanings, such as “vanity,” “futility,” “meaningless,” “ephemeral” and “enigma.” That Qohelet intends a single resolution seems probable from his conclusion (Eccles 12:8), though a single resolution does not require that we employ only one word in translation, because that resolution might not conform to the semantic range of a single English word. The pleasure for readers is in seeking to follow all the clues that Qohelet provides as to what he means by hebel. Indeed, by refraining from providing an exact resolution, Qohelet continually invites readers to come back and reread the text and to continue the exploration.




3. Simultaneous Use of Unconnected Meanings.

This method of creating ambiguity requires writers to draw on the possibility of multiple meanings inherent in words or phrases, with each meaning being retained within subsequent discourse. Such an approach disorients readers, as they normally seek to retain only one possible meaning. This is distinct from details being used in multiple ways. In that case, ambiguity involves the unexpected move from one meaning to another, with only one employed at any particular point. An example of this is Proverbs 25:15:


With patience can a ruler be seduced,

and a soft answer can shatter bones.



One key to the proverb is the semantic range of the word rak (“soft”). Elsewhere, it means “weak” (Gen 33:13) or “tender” (Deut 28:54). This proverb draws on and retains those senses but now links them with a verb (“shatter”) that elsewhere is associated with battle, with the result that it is the soft answer that is harder even than bones. By making the answer both soft and hard, the proverb employs ambiguity to draw us into the paradox of its world and increase our pleasure in it.




4. Alternative Meanings Combine to Clarify the Author’s Intention.

This approach to ambiguity occurs when an author deliberately leaves alternative meanings open as possibilities and only combines them later so as to clarify their intention. It occurs in the use of words and phrases but also can occur in longer texts. This method can be seen in Ecclesiastes 9:11-18. Here, Qohelet shows wisdom as something that is limited (Eccles 9:11-12) but powerful (Eccles 9:13-16), though even when it is effective in achieving its purpose, wisdom does not necessarily achieve anything for the wise. Moreover, the weakness of wisdom is greater than folly among rulers (Eccles 9:17), but wisdom can still be undone by one sinner (Eccles 9:18). Qohelet thus applies a number of different perspectives to wisdom, but his point is precisely that one needs to “ambiguate” the concept of wisdom. Readers are invited to explore this ambiguity because only through this can they recognize what Qohelet holds to be true: one must see wisdom as a polyvalent concept. Once again, it is the use of ambiguity that enables this exploration to occur.





5. Apparent Contradictions.

The use of apparent contradictions is a form of ambiguity that invites the reader to see the way in which statements that seemingly contradict one another actually cohere to create a single meaning. The parade example is Proverbs 26:4-5:


Do not answer a fool according to his folly,

lest you come to resemble him.

Answer a fool according to his folly,

lest he become wise in his own eyes.



On the face of it, these verses are a direct contradiction. However, their placement and close grammatical patterning suggest that they are to be read as a single unit. The effectiveness of a proverb depends upon knowing when to use it, so the placement of these proverbs together suggests not only that both can be true, but also that the wise should know more than just the content of the proverbs: they should also know which one they need to employ in a given situation. Neither proverb on its own teaches this, but through their deliberate juxtaposition and the ambiguity that is created this text now draws in readers to consider their own application of such material.




6. Conclusion.

The book of *Psalms and the Wisdom literature demonstrate a sophisticated appreciation of the role that ambiguity can play. Ambiguity invites readers to enter into dialogue with the text precisely because it resists easy resolution. It enables an author to hold the readers’ interest because they cannot be sure where they are being taken. In these ways, the employment of ambiguity provides a mechanism for making these texts points to ponder—surely the aim of any good wisdom teacher.

See also WORDPLAY.
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AMENEMOPE, INSTRUCTION OF

See PROVERBS 1: BOOK OF; PROVERBS 2: ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND.




AMESTRIS

See ESTHER 6: PERSON.




ANGEL OF YAHWEH

See DIVINE PRESENCE.




ANIMAL IMAGERY

The Wisdom Literature, poetic books and Writings of the OT abound with both literal and metaphorical references to animals. The term ḥayyāh (from the root ḥyh, “to live, to have life”) indicates living creatures in general, especially wild animals (Job 5:23; 28:21; 39:15; 40:20; Ps 148:10). It is usually translated “beast” (Job 5:22; Ps 79:2), and its use is indicative of the great variety of God’s creation, portrayed even in their diverse environments, such as signifying animals in dens (Job 37:8), among the reeds (Ps 68:31 [30]), in the field (Ps 104:11), in the forest (Ps 104:20) or even in the sea (Ps 104:25).

All creatures belong to God (Ps 50:10). He gives them life (Job 12:10), satisfying them (Ps 145:16) with food (Ps 136:25, where the term bāśār, meaning “flesh,” is translated “creature”), and creating and sustaining them by his Spirit (Ps 104:30).

The numerous and varied families and species of animals are categorized into the following main groups:


	1. Domesticated Animals


	2. Wild Animals


	3. Birds


	4. Fish and Other Sea Creatures


	5. Insects, Reptiles and Other Miscellaneous Creatures


	6. Mythological Creatures





1. Domesticated Animals.

1.1. Sheep, Goats. The terms ʿēder, ṣōn and ṣōneh (Ps 8:7 [8]), often translated as “flock,” primarily refer to sheep but may include goats.

The OT’s depictions of animals are often directly related to pragmatic concerns, such as the creatures’ potential as food, labor or even threat. The ability of flocks to provide milk and clothing (Prov 27:26, 27), plus meat, hides and even musical instruments (the ram’s horn or šôpār, see Job 39:24; Ps 47:5 [6]; 81:3 [4]; 98:6; 150:3) made them valuable assets. They needed to be carefully looked after (see Prov 27:23) and guarded (Job 24:2). Job’s possessions included thousands of sheep (Job 1:3, 16; 42:12), while Qoheleth’s flocks surpassed anyone else’s in Jerusalem (Eccles 2:7). An abundance of flocks not only designated prosperity but was indicative of God’s goodness, so often expressed in natural and agricultural terms in the OT (Ps 107:41; 144:13). Because of such blessing, creation itself responds in praise to God (Ps 65:13), often expressed through figurative language that, for example, sees mountains skipping like lambs (Ps 114:4, 6).

References to sheep are understandably profuse in the Psalms, many of which are attributed to David, who was himself “taken from the sheep pens” (Ps 78:20). In keeping with the representation of God as Shepherd (e.g. Ps 23:1; 80:1 [2]), Israel is often described as his sheep or flock (Ps 79:13; 100:3). This implies God’s pastoral care (Ps 95:7) and guidance (Ps 77:20 [21]; 78:52). However, since sheep are also represented as silly creatures, who stray (Ps 119:176, where the term śeh is used), easily scattered and destined for slaughter, they may be representative of God’s rebellious people, who have angered God (Ps 74:1) and who deserve chastisement (Ps 44:11 [12], 22 [23]). This metaphor is applied equally to the wicked (Ps 49:14 [15]).

The Song of Songs includes several references to sheep/goats, both literal (Song 1:7, 8, including a reference to gĕdiyyāh—young goats or kids) and figurative (Song 4:2; 6:6, comparing the female lover’s teeth to a flock of sheep). Often a knowledge of the local geography informs the similes, such as “Your hair is like a flock of goats [ʿēz, usually a female goat] descending from Mount Gilead” (Song 4:1; 6:5).

Proverbs 30:31 refers to the tayiš, a male goat, among a list of four creatures that strut in a stately manner, while wild male (Ps 104:18) and female goats (Job 39:1) are denoted by the term yāʿēl.

Sheep and goats were basic to the OT sacrificial system. The psalmist promises an offering of rams (ʾayil) in Psalm 66:15 (cf. Job 42:8). However, despite verses such as Psalm 20:3 [4]; 40:6 [7]; 96:8 and 141:2 that employ general terms for sacrifice such as minḥâ or ʿola, specific references to the animals to be offered are to be found in the Pentateuch, rather than in poetic or Wisdom literature. For example, the term kebeś, denoting a young lamb, occurs over one hundred times in those first five books, while Wisdom literature contains just two references, neither concerned with sacrifice. Instead, in keeping with the pragmatic concerns of Wisdom literature, the animal is portrayed as the provider of a fleece used for warm clothing (Job 31:20; Prov 27:6). Psalm 50 contains two references to the he-goat (ʿattûd), as the Creator God spurns wrongly motivated sacrifices offered by the wicked in terms similar to those found in Amos 5:21-24 and Micah 6:6-8.

1.2. Cattle, Oxen. There are eight Hebrew words for “cow” found in the OT, signifying the importance of these animals to the Israelite life. Cattle could produce milk, meat and hides, and their additional function as work animals made them a very valuable commodity (Eccles 2:7; Job 1:10). This is implied by the Hebrew term miqneh, denoting livestock, which originates from the root qnh, which is often used of commercial transactions.

This idea of property and possessions is found in Job 1:3; 42:12, where the term bāqār, variously translated “cattle,” “herd” or “ox(en)” appears. It denotes larger livestock such as bulls or cows, rather than the sheep and goats indicated by ṣoʾn. Such prized possessions were favored by God in the sacrificial system (Ps 66:15; see Lev 1:3, 10, 14).

Another common term for cattle is bĕhemâ (Ps 148:10). This term sometimes indicates brutish beasts (Job 18:3; Ps 73:22; Prov 30:30). Elsewhere it denotes animals in general (Job 12:7), often in contrast to humankind (Ps 36:6 [7]; 49:12 [13], 20 [21]; 135:8; Eccles 3:18-21, and see Ps 8:7 [8], where humankind’s authority over the animals is stated). God owns (Ps 50:10, compare Ps 24:1), preserves (Ps 104:14) and provides for (Ps 147:9, cf. Prov 12:10) such cattle, and their increase is a sign of his blessing (Ps 107:38; cf. Job 21:10). Nevertheless, his wrath and chastisement may affect all his creation, including cattle (bĕʿîr; see Ps 78:48).

Par is a very common term (especially in the Pentateuch) for a young bull, which figured prominently in sacrifices (Ps 50:9; 51:19 [21]; 69:31). It is used metaphorically in Psalm 22:12 [13] to denote the psalmist’s enemies, particularly emphasizing their strength. Strength is also the primary meaning of the term ʾabbîr, used in parallel to par in Psalm 22:12 [13], and also translated “bull” in Psalms 50:13; 68:30 NIV.

šôr is usually translated “ox” (Job 6:5). Their hard work ensured good crops (Prov 14:4). They were prized as possessions (Job 24:3), food (Prov 15:17, cf. Prov 7:22) and for sacrifice (Ps 69:31 [32]). Their value and esteem led to their images becoming objects of worship, especially in the fertility religions of the ancient Near East, and at times for apostate Israel (Ps 106:20). Idolatrous images of calves were also made. Psalm 106:19 refers to this use of the term ʾēgel, which is used with reference to Lebanon in Psalm 29:6 and the nations in Psalm 68:30 [31].

The term ʾelep occurs in Proverbs 14:4, which includes “cattle” among its various translations (Ps 8:7 [8]). This causes some difficulties in translating verses such as Psalm 144:14, where the NIV reads “oxen” with the footnote giving an alternative rendering of “chieftains.”

The wild ox (rĕʾēm) is mentioned in Job 39:9 and Psalms 22:21 [22]; 29:6 and 92:10 [11]. In the last of these references, the psalmist praises God for exalting his horn like that of the wild ox. This symbolism, using the image of a horn to express power and (sometimes arrogant) strength frequently occurs in the poetic literature of the OT (see Ps 18:2 [3]; 75:4, 5, 10 [5, 6, 11]; 69:31 [32]; 89:17, 24 [18, 25]; 112:9; 132:17; 148:14).

1.3. Horses. The horse (sûs) was vital to both trade and especially military endeavors in the OT period. Horses often symbolize strength (Job 39:19), especially finite natural power (see Job 39:18), in contrast to Yahweh’s unfailing might (Ps 20:7 [8]; 33:17; 76:6 [7]; Prov 21:31). Therefore, Yahweh delights in people fearing him rather than those relying on such natural strength (Ps 147:10).

Horses could imply status (Eccles 10:7), and are linked with royalty and office in the book of Esther (e.g. Esther 6:8-11). There were also the “fast horses especially bred for the king” (Esther 8:10 NIV, where the Hebrew term rammāk, possibly meaning “mare,” is used. Another term, rekeš, meaning “steeds,” is used in Esther 8:14).

Sometimes the need to control a horse with bit and bridle (Ps 32:9) or whip (Prov 26:3) is cited as a warning against a lack of self-control or foolishness.

1.4. Donkeys, Asses, Mules. Wild donkeys (pereʾ, see Job 6:5; 11:12; 24:5; Ps 104:11) were domesticated in early antiquity, generally to serve as beasts of burden. The wild donkey enjoys its freedom (Job 39:5), while in contrast its domesticated cousin often characterizes stubbornness and ill discipline, at least in Wisdom literature. As such, it becomes a metaphor for the fool, who requires the discipline of a rod as much as a halter is needed for the obstinate male ass (ḥămôr) in Proverbs 26:3. A similar warning against imitating the foolish, uncontrollable nature of the mule (pered), the offspring of an ass and mare, is found in Psalm 32:9.

Job 24:3 implies that the he-ass (ḥămôr) could be the most basic possession of the disadvantaged, in this case an orphan. However, the sheass (ʿātôn), possibly due to its breeding potential and milk, is listed as a valuable commodity among Job’s possessions (Job 1:3, 14; 42:12).

1.5. Camels. Camels (gāmāl) were used for transport and carrying burdens. According to the Bible, this was true from the earliest patriarchal times, although some scholars have disputed this, alleging that the camel was not domesticated until the Iron Age. In addition to their milk, their legendary endurance without water made them valuable resources (e.g., Job 1:3, 17; 42:12).




2. Wild Animals.

2.1. Wild Cats: Lions and Leopards. Seven Hebrew words are used of lions throughout the OT, and it is almost impossible to discern the precise differences between the objects of each term, whether relating to age, prowess or even sex.

It is doubtful that kĕpîr denotes a young lion, as was once thought. The NIV translates this term as “great lion” in Psalm 17:12 and Psalm 91:13. This creature’s roar is compared to a king’s rage in Proverbs 19:12 and Proverbs 20:2, while its boldness is an attribute shared by the righteous in Proverbs 28:1.

Often used in parallel with kĕpîr, the Hebrew term ʾaryēh is used to denote lions as fearsome predators, growling (Job 4:10), lying in wait (Ps 10:9; Lam 3:10) and hungry for prey (Job 38:39; Ps 7:2 [3]; 17:12). As such they are often symbolic of the psalmist’s enemies (Ps 22:13 [14], 21 [22]; 35:17; 57:4 [5]), or wicked rulers (Prov 28:15, where the term ʾărî is used). It should, however, be noted that, while comparisons between wild animals and enemies often occur in the OT’s poetic and (generally ahistorical) Wisdom literature, they usually refer to nonspecific or personal foes. This is in contrast to some of the animal imagery found in the prophetic writings, which refer specifically to the threatening world armies of the Assyrian and Babylonian super powers (e.g., Hab 1:6-8).

Šāḥal is another term often used in parallel with kĕpîr, (e.g., Job 4:10; Ps 91:13), or with ʾărî in Proverbs 22:13 and Proverbs 26:13, where the sluggard invokes the claim of a lion’s presence to excuse his indolence. Job 28:8 declares that the stalking šāḥal (see Job 10:16) does not inhabit the earth’s recesses; instead the ʾărî (like the leopards, see below) have dens in the mountains (Song 4:8).

Though the lion (layiš) is “mighty among beasts” (Prov 30:30), even lions must look to God for their food (Job 38:39; Ps 104:21). Before God’s power the lion’s teeth break (cf. Ps 58:6) and its prey disappears, leaving the cubs of the lion/lioness(?) (lābîʾ) to disperse (Job 4:10, 11). The psalmist declares that while even mighty lions may decline and deteriorate, those seeking Yahweh will not suffer lack (Ps 34:10).

Song of Songs 4:8 refers to the mountain haunts of the leopard (nāmēr), probably alluding to its habit of surveying the surrounding territory from a high vantage point.

2.2. Wild Dogs, Including Jackals and Foxes. Dogs (keleb) are portrayed as wild, snarling, prowling pack members (Ps 59:6 [7], 14 [15]) and so are seen as representative of either the psalmist’s enemies (Ps 22:17) or threats to his life (Ps 22:20 [21]). In keeping with the negative connotations of dogs found elsewhere in the OT, the final degradation of having one’s body devoured by dogs is alluded to in Psalm 68:23 [24]. Fools are compared to dogs (Prov 26:11) and meddlers to the trouble caused by a provoked dog (Prov 26:17). Ecclesiastes 9:4 demonstrates the vividness and practicality of OT wisdom—in contrast to abstract, speculative reasoning—preferring a live dog to a dead lion. Job 30:1 refers to sheep dogs.

The Hebrew word for jackal only occurs in the plural form tannîm in the OT. This howling, desert scavenger of the genus Canis is invariably referred to in contexts of ruin, destruction and desolation, usually due to Yahweh’s judgment. It is mentioned in the NIV translations of Job 30:29 and Psalm 44:19, where the KJV reads “dragons,” and in Lamentations 4:3, where AV has “sea monsters.” The NIV reading is now preferred, as the KJV has read tannîn (see the entry on “Dragon” below). The KJV reads “foxes” in Psalm 63:10 [11], while the NIV translates another root, šûʿāl, as “jackals” in Lamentations 5:18, but “foxes” in Song of Songs 2:15. This reference sees such creatures as (small) annoying and interfering nuisances that are difficult to prevent.

2.3. Deer, Gazelles etc. The Hebrew term ʿoper indicates a male deer or stag. It is used figuratively to describe the male lover in Song of Songs 2:9, 17 and Song of Songs 8:14, paralleling ṣebî meaning gazelle (Prov 6:5), on each occasion. The female form of gazelle (ṣebîyya), translated “fawns” by NIV, is used in Song of Songs 4:5 and 7:3 [4] to describe the female lover’s breasts.

Another term for stag is ʾayyāl. The fleeing leaders/princes of fallen Jerusalem are likened to stags that cannot find pasture in Lamentations 1:16, while the psalmist compares his desire for God to that of a deer panting for water in Psalm 42:1 [2]. (This text is sometimes emended to refer to a female deer, as the opening phrase employs a feminine verb.) The NIV also finds a reference to a deer in Proverbs 7:22, though the Hebrew text is uncertain.

In Job 39:1, God watches the female doe (ʾayyālâ) give birth to her fawns, an event also recorded in the NIV footnote of Psalm 29:9 (though the main text reads the Hebrew term ʾayyālôt as a plural form of ʾayil, meaning “terebinth” or “oak”). The psalmist praises God for his aid in his preparation for battle, including his sure-footedness, which he compares to that of the doe (Ps 18:33 [34]).

Proverbs 5:19 likens the woman married in one’s youth to “a loving doe” (ʾayyālâ) and “a graceful deer,” although the second Hebrew term, yaʿălâ more properly describes a female mountain goat. Psalm 22 is set to a tune entitled “The Doe of the Morning.”

The injunction employed by the female lover in Song of Songs 2:7; 3:5—“I charge you by the gazelles (ṣĕbîyya) and by the does (ʾayyālâ) of the field”—is possibly a play on words, with the animals’ nomenclature being very similar to the divine names ṣĕbā)ôt (as in Lord of Hosts/ Armies), and ʾĕlôhîm.

2.4. Bears. Though omnivorous rather than carnivorous, wild bears (dōb) could present a real threat to other animals and to humans, especially if food was scarce or their offspring endangered (compare Prov 17:12). The bear is an image of both danger and power. Wicked rulers are compared to bears attacking in Proverbs 28:15, while God’s wrathful judgment on Jerusalem is likened to the mauling of a bear in Lamentations 3:10, 11.

(Job 9:9 and 38:32 refer to the constellation ʿayiš as a manifestation of God’s creative power. The KJV translates Arcturus, though this is only a star in the constellation Ursa Major. The NIV and NRSV read “Bear.”)

2.5. Pigs, Boars. Although prohibited and classified as unclean animals for the Israelites (Lev 11:7), Wisdom and poetic literature does not utilize any “unclean” imagery when referring to pigs. Instead, this prohibition made the pig effectively useless to the Israelite, resulting instead with concern about its “nuisance” value, for example, the wild, ravaging boar (ḥăzîr) of Psalm 80:13 [14].

Proverbs 11:22 compares an indiscrete, beautiful woman to a gold ring in a pig’s snout.

2.6. Conies, Rock Badgers, Hyraxes. The wisdom and ability of these small creatures, denoted by the Hebrew šāpān, to make homes in the crags (Ps 104:18) is admired in Proverbs 30:26.




3. Birds.

3.1. Birds in General. ʿop, from the verb ʿup, meaning “to fly,” most commonly denotes birds (Job 12:7; 35:11; Ps 104:12), including carrion eaters (Ps 79:2) who were normally shunned as unclean, not only for allegedly hygienic reasons, but perhaps because of their association with the dead. The term may also refer to flying insects.

Another very common term for birds is ṣippôr (Ps 8:8 [9]), an allegedly onomatopoeic term, reflecting a bird’s chirping cry, often heard in the early morning (Eccles 12:4). This term is used of both wild (Ps 11:1) and pet (Job 41:5 [40:29]) birds. Several verses using this term speak of birds fleeing from attempts to hunt (Lam 3:52) or ensnare them (Prov 6:5). Such imagery is used in various ways, for instance, warning against the hasty action of an unthinking bird (Prov 7:23), or, in contrast, to depict people escaping from their enemies, often through the aid of Yahweh (Ps 124:7).

The Psalmist also compares his solitude to that of a lone bird in Psalm 102:7 [8]. The NIV translates this term as “sparrow” in Proverbs 26:2 and Psalm 84:3 [4], the latter referring to the bird nesting near Yahweh’s altar (compare Ps 104:17 and contrast Prov 27:8), so typifying delight, contentment and protection in the presence of God. Psalm 84:3 [4] and Proverbs 26:2 also refer to the swallow (dĕrôr), in the latter case as an example of ceaseless activity.

3.2. The Eagle and Other Birds of Prey. The biblical texts demonstrate some keen ornithological knowledge when describing the eagle (nešer) that soars and builds high nests (Job 39:27, cf. Prov 30:19), flying quickly into the sky (Lam 4:19) before swooping down on its prey (Job 9:26). This rapidity of movement depicts here, not sudden attacks against an enemy, but the swiftness of time passing. References to the eagle sprouting wings (Prov 23:5) and renewing its youth (Ps 103:5) may reflect its annual molting rather than its longevity, but it is clearly used of the invigorating renewal of strength imparted by Yahweh. However, the term nešer may denote other birds of prey as well, such as the vulture (see Prov 30:17 NIV, where the Hebrew reads bĕnê nešer, “son of an eagle”). The reference to a vulture in Job 15:23 involves repointing the Hebrew text on the basis of the Greek Septuagint to read ʾayyâ. This term is properly found in Job 28:7, where the subject’s exemplary eyesight is reported, and is variously translated “hawk,” “kite” or “falcon.” It is used in parallel with ʿāyiṭ, denoting some other unspecified (shrieking?) bird of prey. Job 39:26 uses the term nēṣ, probably referring to a hawk or falcon.

3.3. Other Birds. Similar difficulties of translation occur when seeking to identify other birds. The NIV translates (bat) yaʿănâ in Job 30:29 as “owl,” while other versions prefer “ostrich.” (Compare Lam 4:3, though it is difficult to account for the heartlessness of this imagery, perhaps used here as a reprimand against those who treat their offspring badly.) The rĕnānîm (birds with a ringing cry?) of Job 39:13 are also usually identified as ostriches. Again, there are negative connotations in the following verses, that speak of the bird’s lack of care for its eggs, cruelty towards its young and a general lack of wisdom, in what seems to be a caricature of the ostrich’s worst possible traits. These are not universally or even generally scientifically observed, but a comparison might be made with the equally inaccurate modern day belief that an ostrich “buries its head in the sand.”

Job 39:13 contrasts this bird’s wings, that flap joyfully but unproductively, with those of the ḥăsîdâ. This bird has impressive pinions and feathers, and nests in pine trees (Ps 104:17), and has been identified as the stork, since it was deemed to be kind to its offspring (the root hsd means “kind, steadfast love”).

Psalm 102:6 [7] uses the terms kôs and qāʾat, which may indicate some kinds of (desert?) owl, although qāʾat may refer to the pelican. Whatever the precise identification of these birds, once again the imagery of solitude is invoked.

The dove (yonâ) may refer to a variety of birds from pigeons to rockor turtledoves. The psalmist longs for the beautiful wings (Ps 68:13 [14]) of a dove in Psalm 55:6 [7] to fly from his present troubles, while the following psalm is most probably set to a tune titled “A Dove on Distant Oaks” (see Ps 56:1). Psalm 74:19 also uses yonâ in parallel to a reference to God’s “afflicted people,” for whom the psalmist craves mercy.

The cooing of the dove (tôr) is mentioned in Song of Songs 2:12. Song of Songs makes several figurative comparisons between the lovers and birds. The female is called a dove, a bird renowned for its loyalty to its mate (Song 2:14; 5:2; 6:9), a description that is also applied to both her (Song 1:15; 4:1) and her male lover’s (Song 5:12) eyes. His hair is “black as a raven” (Song 5:11).

Clean birds could be eaten (Deut 14:11). God’s provision of quail (śĕlāw, Ps 105:40) is also reported in Psalm 78:27, using the general term, ʿôp. Conversely, God—who knows each individual bird (Ps 50:11)—provides food for them, even for the carrion-eating ravens (ʿôrēb, Prov 30:17). See Job 38:41 and Psalm 147:9 (and contrast 1 Kings 17:6!).

The notion found even today in common sayings that birds may pass on what they hear (e.g., “a little bird told me”) is found in Ecclesiastes 10:20 (contrast Job 28:21).

Birds are literally described as “lords of the wing” (baʿal kānāp) in Proverbs 1:17 (cf. Eccles 10:20). God’s care and protection is often described figuratively in terms of sheltering his people under his wings (see Ruth 2:12; Ps 17:8; 36:7 [8]; 57:1 [2]; 61:4 [5]; 63:7; 91:4).




4. Fish and Other Sea Creatures.

Fishing has long been an important activity in providing food for humans, although fish without fins or scales were prohibited for Israelites. Fish could be caught with hooks (Job 41:1 [40:25]), spears (41:7 [40:31]) or nets (Eccles 9:12). Due to such constant threats to their existence, fish therefore become representative of the transience and uncertainty of human life (Eccles 9:12). The fish of Egypt died during the first plague when the Nile turned to blood (Ps 105:29).

God has given humankind authority over the natural order, including the fish (dāg) of the sea (Ps 8:7, 8 [8, 9]). They are part of God’s creation (Ps 146:6) and his general revelation (Job 12:8). The sea, and all its inhabitants (“everything in it,” ûmĕlôʾô) will rejoice in his kingship (Ps 96:11; 98:7). This includes the innumerable “creeping animals” denoted by the Hebrew remeś in Psalms 69:34 [35] and 104:25 (cf. Ps 148:10, where the same word seems to refer to the smaller land animals).




5. Insects, Reptiles and Other Miscellaneous Creatures.

5.1. Grasshoppers/Locusts. Nine words are used of locusts and grasshoppers throughout the entire OT, and it is not always possible to determine their exact meanings and distinctions. This plethora of words for locusts shows both the concern evoked by this creature, and expresses various images and traits associated with it. While a single locust would be no threat (Ps 109:23), their massive grouping in swarms, speedy travel and incredible consumption of crops made them a feared and irresistible terror (Job 39:20) to their victims.

Psalm 78:46 reports the plague of locusts afflicting the Egyptians using the words ḥāsîl (derived from a root meaning “to consume”) and ʾarbeh, the most common term for locust, indicating the vast size of the swarms, as in Psalm 105:34. This verse also uses the term yeleq, possibly indicating young locusts. Ecclesiastes 12:5 refers to another form of grasshopper, the ḥāgāb, while the locusts’ wisdom in their regulated advance despite having no single leader is admired in Proverbs 30:27.

5.2. Frogs, Gnats and Flies. The plagues of flies (ʿārōb), frogs (ṣĕpardēʿa) and gnats (kēn) that afflicted Egypt are recalled in Psalms 78:45 and 105:30, 31.

The term zĕbûb (compare Baal-zebub/Beelzebub, “lord of the flies”) is used in Ecclesiastes 10:1 of the dead flies that contaminate ointment.

5.3. Ants, Bees and Spiders. The sluggard is instructed to consider the industrious ways of the ant (nĕmālâ) in Proverbs 6:6. Their wisdom in preparing food during the summertime is admired in the only other occurrence of this word, in Proverbs 30:25.

In Psalm 118:12 a swarm of bees (dĕbôrâ) becomes a metaphor for the nations that surround the psalmist, but who are defeated with Yahweh’s help.

Job 8:14 refers to the flimsy web of the spider (ʿakābîš), which Bildad compares to the fragile hope of the godless. The KJV reference to a spider in Proverbs 30:28 is now rejected, with “lizard” as the preferred meaning of the Hebrew šĕmāmît.

5.4. Moths and Worms. The moth ((āš) is connected with ideas of destruction and weakness in the OT. The frailty of human existence is compared to the fragility of the moth in Job 4:19, and to its weakening and ultimate destruction of garments in Job 13:28. This also becomes a picture of God’s consumption of the wealth of sinful men (Ps 39:11 [12]), whose endeavours are as flimsy and unstable as a moth’s cocoon (Job 27:18).

The term rimmâ for “worm” usually occurs in the context of decay, for example, the description of Job’s ailments in Job 7:5. Worms will feed on dead and decaying corpses (Job 21:26), while the associated ideas of suffering, death and decay are the future recompense of the wicked (Job 24:20). The term rimmâ is used in parallel with šaḥat (“the pit, the grave, destruction, corruption”) in Job 17:14. It also occurs as a derogatory term in Job 25:6, used in parallel with tôlēʿâ, also translated “worm” (cf. Ps 22:6 [7]).

5.5. Slugs, Snails and Leeches. The slimy trail of the šabĕlûl, translated “snail” (KJV) or “slug” (NIV) is interpreted as the animal “melting away” in Psalm 58:8 [9], to express the psalmist’s hope for the eventual demise and disappearance of unjust rulers.

Proverbs 30:15 mentions the ʿălûqâ in the context of four other objects that are never satisfied. Though not entirely certain, the term is usually translated as the blood-sucking leech.

5.6. Lizards and Roosters? The NIV translation of “lizard” is now preferred to the KJV’s “spider” for the term śĕmāmît, denoting a creature which, although prone to capture, can be found even in palaces. It occurs only in Proverbs 30:28, among a list of four small but wise animals.

The Hebrew phrase zarzîr motnayim, found in Proverbs 30:31, literally means “girded at the hips/loins.” It is clearly intended to denote some animal with stately bearing, although the imagery may be a subtle warning against pride. Modern commentators prefer the NIV’s translation “rooster” to the “greyhound” of the KJV.

5.7. Snakes, Serpents. The Hebrew term peten is clearly associated with a venomous snake in Job 20:14, 16, with NIV translating it as “cobra” in Psalm 58:4 [5] and 91:13. In this latter reference, it symbolizes, along with the lion, the threatening enemies against whom Yahweh provides protection and a refuge. Job 20:16 also uses the term ʿepʿeh to indicate another venomous snake, usually translated “adder” or “viper.”

The most common word for snake in the OT, found especially in Genesis chapter 3, is nāḥāš (see 2 Kings 18:4). In Psalm 58:4 [5] and in Ecclesiastes 10:11 it implies snake-charming, while the snake’s mysterious movement across (smooth?) rocks is marvelled at in Proverbs 30:19. As with peten, the nāḥās is also a threat to the unwary (Eccles 10:8), while the words of evil men (Ps 140:3 [4]) and the effects of strong drink (Prov 23:32) are compared to its venom. Other terms for snakes, variously translated “asps,” “serpents” or “vipers,” occur in these verses, specifically ʿakšûb in Psalm 140:3 [4], and ṣipʿônî in Proverbs 23:32.

Nāḥāš is used in Job 26:13 to refer to the “gliding serpent” pierced by God. It occurs in parallel to Rahab, a name given to the primordial sea monster of chaos, conquered by creator gods in extrabiblical creation myths. For further comment on these myths, see below.

It might also be noted that many of the creatures in this section that are associated with evil (snakes) or decay (worms) show no clear evidence of respiration to the average observer. This possibly suggested that they lacked “the breath of God” and so contributed to the negative imagery of such animals.




6. Mythological Creatures.

6.1. Leviathan. The Hebrew term liwyātān is consistently transliterated as Leviathan in the KJV, RSV and NIV texts of Job 3:8; 41:1; Psalm 74:14 and 104:26. Its description in Job 41:1, and an association with the Egyptian forces resisting the Exodus in Psalm 74:13, 14, has led to suggestions that this is the Nile crocodile. Other suggestions include various species of whale.

However, these contents of these texts have also been compared to certain extrabiblical mythologies that include many-headed (Ps 74:14) and serpentine monsters (the root lwy in Arabic means “to twist”). These can be responsible for eclipses (Job 3:8, 9), or are perhaps representative of chaotic and watery (Ps 74:13) forces that needed to be defeated in primordial history. Comparisons with the Babylonian creation myth involving the slaughter of Tiamat were especially popular in the past, often based on the now discounted link between the Hebrew word tĕhôm, meaning depths (e.g., Ps 77:16 [17]), and the name of the god Tiamat.

It seems churlish to deny that the OT appeals to such myths in its poetic and Wisdom literature, as they are transformed in such a way so as not to lend them any literal credence, but rather to declare Yahweh’s creative and conquering power over all other natural and cosmic forces.

6.2. Rahab. The Hebrew term rahab literally means “pride,” hence the KJV’s translation of Job 26:12 as “he smiteth through the proud.” Despite this, most modern translations transliterate the term as “Rahab” here and in Job 9:13; Psalm 87:4 and Psalm 89:10 [11]. As with Leviathan, an identification with the Nile crocodile has been postulated, especially as Psalm 87:4 uses the term symbolically of the Egyptian nation. More usually mythological associations are made, as Yahweh triumphs over the sea (yām, also the name of a Canaanite god) and crushes the primordial chaos monster, Rahab, in his triumphant creation work (see Ps 89:9-13 [10-14]).

6.3. Dragon, Whale, Sea Monster. The term tannîn is translated by the NIV as: “monster of the deep”; “monster” (in the waters) and “great sea creatures” in Job 7:12; Psalm 74:13 and Psalm 148:7 respectively. In Psalm 91:13 it is rendered “serpent.” Other more specific literal translations have been offered, including whales, sea snakes or dolphins(?). Alternatively, as with Leviathan and Rahab, the term is considered to be symbolic of national forces or mythological monsters opposed to God.

It is noticeable that the three marine creatures above acquired mythical status among the ancient Israelites. This development may be due in part to the Hebrews’ general dislike of the sea as the uncanny realm of chaos. Combined with what must have been very limited knowledge of the realm of the sea, the resulting awe and wonder from tales of such creatures almost certainly contributed to the legendary imagery associated with them.

6.4. Behemoth. The single reference to bĕhēmôt in Job 40:15 has provoked much debate. Despite being an apparently plural form of bĕhēmâ (“beast”), it clearly refers to a single animal, probably implying some superlative creature (cf. Job 40:19). Whether it is to be identified with the hippopotamus, elephant or a majestic but mythical creature remains uncertain, but the emphasis of the passage is clearly on God’s creative power. Indeed, the entire imagery of Job 38—41, with its mysterious allusions and grandiose variety of animal imagery, provides a subtle reminder of both humankind’s ignorance and its awe before the exuberant and sovereign divine Creator.

See also FLORAL IMAGERY.
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ANTITHETIC PARALLELISM

See PARALLELISM.




APOCALYPTIC

See WISDOM AND APOCALYPTIC.




ARCHITECTURAL IMAGERY

A city’s buildings provide the essential shelter and protection for its inhabitants. Archaeological excavations in the past century and more have unearthed many important architectural structures of the Bronze Age and Iron Age in all parts of the Near East, albeit fragmentary to some degree. Because there are virtually no ancient buildings that remain above ground, reconstructing the plan and design of any ancient architectural structure depends greatly on the evidence of excavations and archaeological reports (see DOTHB, Architecture). Accordingly, the symbolic meanings of ancient architectures have found their reference points in archaeologists’ schematic reconstructions as well as from biblical texts. In the Psalter, Wisdom literature and Writings imageries of ancient buildings are numerous, and they can be categorized under residential and military architectures.


	1. Residential Architecture


	2. Military Architecture





1. Residential Architecture.

1.1. Household and Family. The word house denotes a dwelling place, which includes huts, palaces and temples. A typical house (bayît) in Iron Age Palestine was basically rectangular with either three or four rooms, normally divided by two rows of monolithic pillars. Entrance to the house was gained through a wooden door from the exterior courtyard, and situated at the back end of the house was a room that archaeologists have called a broadroom, which served as a storage space. The upper level of the house was used for sleeping, dining and entertaining (King and Stager, 28-29). Apart from daily family activities, the basic functions of an Israelite house involved storing items and stabling animals.

The basic symbolism of a house is the household or the family, where the man was the head (Esther 1:22; cf. Ruth 1:9). A house represented one’s possessions, such as cattle (Ps 50:9) and offspring (Ruth 4:12; Sir 48:15), and to build a house was to produce a family (Ruth 4:11). One who feared the Lord was blessed with a fruitful family (Ps 128:3) and a house filled with glory, wealth and riches (Ps 49:16 [49:17 MT]; 112:3). Wisdom teachers often contrasted the house of the righteous with the house of the wicked. Whereas the house of the righteous would flourish, the house of the wicked would be destroyed (Prov 14:11; cf. Prov 15:25; 17:13). Unlike the house of the wicked, the house of the righteous gives sustenance and security (Prov 3:33; cf. Prov 7:27). During the Persian era the concept of *honor and shame came to be associated with one house (Herodotus Hist. 3.128-129). It was considered an utter shame to lose one’s house to another person because it meant the loss of everything, including one’s social status (Esther 8:1-2).

“The house of the father” and “The house of the mother” are used to refer to the place of residence of a virgin daughter or a widowed daughter (Ps 45:10; Sir 42:10; cf. Gen 38:11; Lev 22:13; Num 30:16; Deut 22:21; Judg 19:2-3; Ruth 1:8).

1.2. The Temple of Yahweh. Israel believed that God made his dwelling in a house, bayît (e.g., Ps 5:7 [5:8 MT]; 23:6; 26:8; 27:4; Lam 2:7; Sir 49:12 Gk; 50:1, 5), which was an assurance of his steadfast love (Ps 5:7 [5:8 MT]; 138:2). The house of Yahweh is also called the temple, which probably resembled the ground plan of a rectangular-house type, although no material remains of the first temple have been uncovered. It was divided into three units: the porch (ʾêlām), the main room (hêkāl) and the innermost chamber (dĕbîr). Reference to the main room (hêkāl) frequently indicated the temple itself (Ps 5:7 [5:8 MT]) and signified a heavenly palace (Ps 18:6 [18:7 MT]; 29:9). Prayers were directed to the heavenly palace (Ps 18:6), the innermost sanctuary (dĕbîr) and the chamber of God (Ps 28:2).

Because of God’s presence, his house (Ps 26:8; Add Esther 14:9), temple (Ps 11:4; 65:4; 79:1; 138:2; Sir 36:14 [36:19 Gk]; 49:12; 50:7) or sanctuary (Ps 63:2 [63:3 MT]; 68:35 [68:36 MT]; 96:6) is holy, glorious and majestic. It is in the house of Yahweh that his servants offer their service (Ps 134:1; 135:1-2), and the righteous are planted there like plants (Ps 92:13). From the house of Yahweh, God’s people receive divine blessings, such as forgiveness of sins, agricultural harvest, economic well-being (Ps 65:4 [65:5 MT]; cf. Ps 92:13) and help (Ps 20:2 [20:3 MT]; cf. Ps 60:6 [60:8 MT]; 108:7). The house of Yahweh also came to mean the created universe, which, like the house of God, is filled with God’s holiness (Ps 93:5) and satisfies both humankind and animals with nourishment and provision (Ps 36:8 [36:9 MT]).

The sanctuary, qōdeš (Ps 20:2 [20:3 MT]; 74:3; Sir 36:13) or miqdāš (Ps 73:17; 74:7; Lam 2:20; Sir 47:13; cf. 1 Kings 8:10-11; 2 Chron 5:11; 29:5, 7; 35:5), is another expression of the house of Yahweh. It refers to God’s mighty firmament (Ps 150:1), and it is compared to the earth (Ps 78:69). Important to note, however, is that Israel, God’s chosen people, has become the very sanctuary in which God dwells (Ps 114:2; cf. Lam 1:10).

1.3. Royal Palace. Although the term palace (hêkāl) refers to God’s temple and heavenly palace, it primarily indicates the palace of the king (Ps 45:8, 15 [45:9, 16 MT]; Prov 30:28). There is not enough architectural data to make reconstructions of the palaces in Palestine. The royal palace is a representation of the king ’snation (Ps 144:12) and a symbol of his empire (Esther 7:8; 9:4). The *imagery is set in the context of marriage and justice in the Psalter (Ps 45). As God’s viceroy, the king rules from the royal palace, just as God rules from heaven. Contrary to the lavish decoration with ivory that indicates the disparity between the king and his people (cf. Jer 22:13-17), the beauty of the palace is a sign of divine blessing and presence (Ps 45:8 [45:9 MT]).

1.4. Wisdom House. In the wisdom tradition the image of a house is of great significance. It is used to portray the way of life and the character or works of a person. The way of folly is described as a ruined house (Sir 21:4; cf. Sir 21:18 Gk), which incurs the wrath of the deity (Job 15:28) and eventually will be overthrown (Sir 27:1-3 Gk). The house of the wicked woman is considered to be a dangerous place (Prov 7:8), filled with immoral pleasure rather than sustenance and security (Prov 7:27). Thus, young people are exhorted not to go near even its door (Prov 5:8), for it will lead them to death (Prov 2:18; 7:27). To enter the house of folly is to enter into the realm of foolishness, while to enter a house of wisdom is to enter into an intimate union with wisdom (cf. Wis 8:16).

The houses of the wicked and of the righteous are contrasted with, respectively, a spider web (J(Job 8:11-15) and a stone house (Job 8:16-19). The former is marked by its fragility (Job 8:11-15), and the latter is characterized by its strength (Job 8:16-19). The house of those who fear the Lord will be filled with wisdom (Sir 1:17), but disasters will come to the house of sinners (Sir 23:11 Gk; cf. Deut 5:11). The blessings of parents will strengthen the house of their children (Sir 3:9 Gk), but slanderous words will cause damage to the house of the great person (Sir 28:14 Gk).

The most significant description of the house of wisdom is found in Proverbs 9:1. It is built by wisdom with seven pillars (cf. Prov 14:1; 24:3), a design similar to an ancient aristocratic house capable of housing a large number of guests. The wisdom house is understood differently. In light of the fact that wisdom is thought to be a virtuous woman in Proverbs, and the house is set in the context of feasting and celebration (Prov 9:1-6), the house that wisdom built is best seen as a large Israelite house, with the number even symbolizing completeness or perfection (Waltke, 432-33) or the seven poems in Proverbs 2 (Skehan), which signify the abundant blessings of wisdom.

1.5. Human Body. The human body is pictured as a house, characterized by its form as clay and by its origin as dust (Job 4:19) and made up of various parts: arms, legs, teeth, eyes, mouth, ears (Eccles 12:3). Just as a house deteriorates when it gets old, so also does the human body (Eccles 12:3-7). In Song of Songs the word house often has sexual connotations. For example, “the house of the mother” (bêt ʾēm) depicts both the womb where one is conceived (Song 3:4; cf. Song 8:2) and the genitals of the female who is looking forward to offering her body to her lover (Song 8:2). Furthermore, “house of wine” points to a particular private place where the lovers meet for lovemaking (Song 2:4) rather than a literal “house of drinking wine” (Esther 7:8) or drinking house (Jer 16:8).

One picture that speaks of the beauty of the female body is that of a ower (migdāl). For example, the female’s neck is compared to the tower of David (Song 4:4), filled with power and dignity, or an ivory tower (Song 7:4 [7:5 MT]), which suggests a strong and elegant neck. Her nose is likened to the beauty and greatness of the tower of Lebanon (Song 7:4), and her mature breasts are like towers (Song 8:10).

1.6. Death. The place where the dead congregate was thought to be built with houses, each one consisting of a door and windows (Reider, 102-3) and filled with all kinds of treasures (Job 3:15). A death in the family is pictured as “the house of mourning” (Eccles 7:2), and the grave is the house of the dead (Job 3:15). Indeed, death is the meetinghouse for all the living (Job 30:23) and a place of no return for anyone who goes there (Job 7:9-10). Ultimately, humankind would move from this earthly house to the house in another world, Sheol (Job 17:13).

1.7. Israel. The word house describes Israel as a community (Ps 114:1) as well as the twelve federation tribes (Ps 98:3; 115:12; 135:19). Rachel and Leah (and their respective maidservants) giving birth to the twelve sons of Israel are seen as building up the house of Israel (Ruth 4:11). When the term is used with a personal name, it bears the duty associated with that person. For example, the house of Aaron (Ps 115:10, 12; 118:3; 135:19) and the house of Levi (Ps 135:20) present Israel as a priestly people (cf. Ex 19:6; Is 61), and the house of David refers to the Davidic court in dispensing justice (Ps 122:5; cf. Ps 101:2, 7).




2. Military Architecture.

2.1. Fortress and Stronghold. To protect itself from the attacks of enemies, a city built on hills needs defense architecture. This defense architecture is a fortress, mĕṣûdâ (Ps 31:2 [31:3 MT]), or a stronghold, miśgāb (Ps 9:9 [9:10 MT]). The word fortress refers to a walled fortification on a high mountain (2 Sam 5:6-7), and the word stronghold can indicate any protected place. These two terms are interchangeable, describing an inaccessible, secured building of defense or fortification (Ps 18:2 [18:3 MT]) against enemies (cf. Ps 89:40 [89:41 MT]; 108:10 [108:11 MT]). Although defense architecture does not always provide safety for the city dwellers, it represents the most powerful image of security. In the Psalter primarily, God is portrayed as a fortress in the time of trouble (Ps 31:2-3) and a stronghold in the day of distress (Ps 59:9 [59:10 MT]). Such an image reflects the psalmist’s rocklike trust in God’s insurmountable power amidst life-threatening dangers (Ps 18:2 [18:3 MT]; 62:6 [62:7 MT]; 31:2 [31:3 MT]). For the psalmist, the ultimate protection is God, in whom alone one finds salvation and deliverance (Ps 18:2 [18:3 MT]; 71:3; 144:2) and steadfast love (Ps 59:17 [59:18 MT]). The presence of the Lord is like an impenetrable stronghold (Ps 46:7, 11 [46:8, 12 MT]), which his people experienced historically (1 Kings 18—20; cf. Is 36—38). This mighty fortress, however, ceases to protect the people when they sin against their rock of refuge (Lam 2:5, 7). Indeed, the state of strength and security is not without condition (Ps 62:1-12).

The word refuge (māʿôz) is associated with a fortress/stronghold and indicates either a natural or any constructed place of shelter and protection (Ps 28:8; 31:2, 4 [31:3, 5 MT]). The most common use is a figurative one, designating God as the refuge for his people in times of trouble (Ps 27:1; 37:9; cf. Ps 48:3, 13 [48:4, 14 MT]; 122:7) and the “refuge of the head,” māʿôz rōʾšî—that is, the chief fortress (Ps 60:7 [60:9 MT]; 108:8 [108:9 MT]). The righteous take refuge in God (Prov 10:29; Ps 43:2; 52:7 [52:9 MT]), but the wicked take refuge in their riches and wealth (Ps 73:7 [73:9 MT]).

2.2. Wall. Surrounding the fortress, as well as the city, is a huge wall (ḥêl; ḥômâ; qîr; gādēr), which is unlike the stone fence that protects vineyards, orchards or gardens (Eccles 10:8; cf. Prov 24:31). The walls were built of mud brick or stone, enhanced with various features, such as glacis with supporting retaining walls, and dry moat. After the Solomonic era solid walls replaced casemate walls in Palestine. The massive wall, standing between the inhabitants and their enemies, provides the most basic and crucial protection to the city dwellers. The word wall, therefore, has become an important portrayal of divine protection and peace (Ps 48:13 [48:14 MT]; 122:7). In the wisdom tradition a wall is said to encircle wisdom’s house, and those who encamp near it are wise. Not only are they able to learn wisdom, but also they find protection and security (Sir 14:24; 22:17 Gk).

The wall has negative connotations as well. A wrecked or broken wall expresses the meaning of defeat and God’s judgment (Ps 80:12 [80:13 MT]; 89:40 [89:41 MT]; Lam 2:18; cf. Lam 2:7-8), and it is an image of a lazy or ill-disciplined person (Prov 24:31; cf. Prov 25:28). A thick wall of darkness has blinded the adulterers to their sins (Sir 23:18 Gk). The rich see their wealth as a high wall of security (Prov 18:11), but anyone who does not trust in God is in a precarious position like a leaning wall (Ps 62:3 [62:4 MT]). In Song of Songs the imagery of the wall is used in the context of sexuality and contrasted with the “door” (delet). Whereas the door indicates a promiscuous woman, the wall denotes chastity (Song 8:9-10; cf. Song 2:8).

2.3. Gate. The gate (šaʿar) is the only entrance to the walled city, and its breach implies the fall of the city (cf. Gen 22:17; 24:60). Thus the gate is considered to be the most vulnerable point of defense. The gate could also refer to a public concourse where social and judicial events take place (Job 29:7; 31:21; Ps 9:14 [9:15 MT]; 69:12 [69:13 MT]; 127:5; Prov 22:22; 31:23; cf. Prov 14:19). As a metaphor, it represents the entire city (Ps 24:7, 9; 87:2; cf. Ps 100:4), security (Ps 147:13) and the point of entrance to a certain realm, such as death (Job 38:17; Ps 9:13 [9:14 MT]; 107:18), Hades (Wis 16:13), deep darkness (Job 38:17) and righteousness (Ps 118:19). It is at the gate that the wisdom invitation is made (Wis 6:14), signifying that wisdom instruction is applicable to all people (Prov 1:21; 8:3). Through the gate of wisdom the wise obtain a happy life (Prov 8:34), but for fools it is a dead end (Prov 24:7).

2.4. Tower. A tower (migdāl) is part of the defense architecture, usually built at the corners on the wall (cf. 2 Chron 14:7), providing enhancement for the city walls and gates. From the towers the inhabitants could direct arrows and other projectiles at the enemies scaling the walls. The word tower renders God’s protection against the enemies (Ps 61:3 [61:4 MT]) and indicates his eternal presence (Ps 48:12-14 [48:13-15 MT]). An immovable tower is used to describe the name of the Lord, which gives life to the righteous (Prov 18:10).

In summary, the imagery of architecture has at least two types of representation. With reference to residential building, it represents one’s life, death, household, body, a nation or an empire, and the heavenly palace. As an image of military building, it conveys a basic meaning of protection and security.

See also ANIMAL IMAGERY; CREATION IMAGERY; FLORAL IMAGERY; MOUNTAIN IMAGERY; PSALMS 5: ICONOGRAPHY.
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AROMATICS

See FLORAL IMAGERY.




ASAPH AND SONS OF KORAH

In addition to the five books into which the whole is arranged, the book of *Psalms also includes a number of smaller collections, several of which can be identified through their headings. These include the Songs of Ascents and several Davidic collections, as well as those associated with Asaph and the Sons of Korah. Psalms 50; 73—83 are associated with Asaph, while Psalms 42; 44—49; 84—85; 87—88 are associated with the Sons of Korah. Since Psalm 43 is clearly a continuation of Psalm 42, even though the canonical structure has separated it off, it too can be regarded as a Korah psalm. Psalm 88 is unusual in that it appears to have a double title that also associates it with Heman the Ezrahite, though he may have been a leading member of the group (cf. 1 Chron 6:33).

Although the exact function of the titles is disputed, it seems likely that they at least serve to indicate that these psalms are part of identifiable collections, so there is reason to treat them together. It is notable that although most of these psalms occur within the so-called Elohistic Psalter, the last four Korah psalms fall outside of this division. This would suggest some complexity in the canonical process, and that attempts to identify these psalms as northern on the basis of the preference for the name ʾĕlôhîm may confuse a redactional process within the Psalter with evidence for their origin. On the other hand, the peculiar use of “Joseph” as a label for the nation in the Asaph psalms, complete with an unusual Hebrew spelling in Psalm 81:6 (81:5 ET) (uniquely yĕhôsēp, suggesting “Jehoseph” as the form of the name), might suggest some northern echoes (Goulder 1996, 24-27).

The book of Chronicles also links both collections to bands of Levitical temple musicians initiated by *David (1 Chron 6:31-48), though internal evidence suggests a later date for the canonical collections, with Ezra-Nehemiah suggesting that both guilds were active after the exile. We are therefore dealing with psalms produced over a period by musical groups rather than by specific individuals whom we can identify. Nevertheless, the Chronicler suggests that these guilds embodied traditions that reached back to the time of David.


	1. The Psalms of Asaph


	2. The Psalms of the Sons of Korah





1. The Psalms of Asaph.

1.1. Identity of Asaph. Although several figures with the name “Asaph” are mentioned in the OT, the one most likely to be associated with these psalms is mentioned in 1 Chronicles 6:24 as a leader of one of the groups of temple singers established by David. Asaph appears as a worship leader in 1 Chronicles 15:17, 19, while in 1 Chronicles 16:5 he is in charge of *music when the ark was brought into Jerusalem. Subsequently, Asaph was left as a minister of the ark (1 Chron 16:37). 1 Chronicles 25 indicates that Asaph was involved in leading a musical guild, while 2 Chronicles 5:12 shows him leading a guild of singers when the ark was brought to the temple by Solomon. Chronicles then traces a continuing role for this musical guild through the reigns of Jehoshaphat (2 Chron 20:14), Hezekiah (2 Chron 29:13) and Josiah (2 Chron 35:15). 2 Chronicles 29:30 suggests that a collection of Asaph psalms must have existed at the time of Hezekiah, though we cannot determine the content of this collection, so their relationship to the canonical collection remains unclear. The importance of the reference is that it suggests that a recognizable group of Asaph psalms could be identified in the late eighth century BC. Ezra 2:41 (cf. Neh 7:44) notes that members of the guild returned from the exile, while Ezra 3:10 indicates that they were involved in the dedication of the second temple. Nehemiah 11:17, 22 suggest a continued role for the guild, while Nehemiah 12:46 makes clear that an Asaph collection also existed at the time of Nehemiah. Although we cannot be certain of the content of this collection, it is not unlikely that it bore at least some resemblance to the collection now included in the Psalter. It is clear from internal evidence that the collection includes pieces that originated across the whole of this period. That reference to the Asaph collection extends across such a body of texts renders unlikely the suggestion by Goulder (1996, 28) that Asaph did not exist, and that the name was developed to provide a title for a collection of northern psalms for which a senior musician at the time of David needed to be invented.

1.2. Content of the Psalms of Asaph. Comparatively few psalms contain direct historical references that enable us to date them with certainty, and the Asaph psalms are no exception. Nevertheless, there are enough datable references within the Asaph psalms to indicate that the exile was a significant trigger for the development of the canonical collection. Not all of the psalms necessarily originated with the exile, but the main collection (Pss 73—83) appears to be shaped by concerns generated by the fall of Jerusalem. This is preferable to the suggestion by Goulder (1996, 36) that the Asaph psalms originated at Bethel in the 720s BC, and that the references to Jerusalem derive from editing required to enable their reuse in Judah.

Psalm 50 stands apart from the main Asaph collection and appears to function as a divider between the first collection of the psalms of the Sons of Korah (Pss 42—49) and a collection of Davidic psalms (Pss 51—65) whose titles indicate specific connections with events in David’s life recounted in the books of Samuel. This psalm’s relationship to the exile is more difficult to determine, but its prophetic rejection of sacrificial worship alone and encouragement toward the offering of thanksgiving certainly would fit with the exile. However, it has a more immediate link with Psalm 51, which likewise downplays the importance of sacrifice as opposed to heartfelt praise. Psalm 50 encourages the nation to see *worship as being more than just the cult, just as Psalm 51 does for the individual. But Psalm 50 also links to the main body of Asaph psalms in that both it and Psalm 81 are “prophetic covenant liturgies” (Craigie, 363) that employ direct address from God within the psalm and call the nation to repentance.

The main body of Asaph psalms occurs in Psalms 73—83. A number of scholars have highlighted the importance of Psalm 73 for the shape of the whole of the Psalter (e.g., Brueggemann and Miller), but we should also understand it as introducing the remainder of the Asaph collection. It is an individual’s testimony (Firth, 451-52), telling of a near loss of faith that was averted only through a worship experience in the temple, in which the psalmist realizes that the greatest good is to be found not in who has external prosperity but rather in the presence of God. This individual’s testimony could have arisen at any time, but it suggests an answer to a larger issue that would also affect the nation with the fall of Jerusalem. Although a range of dates has been proposed, it seems likely that several of the Asaph psalms reflect quite directly on the destruction of the city and the temple by the Babylonians. Psalm 74:3-8 refers to the damage done to the temple by an unnamed enemy, while Psalms 79—80 refer to events surrounding the city’s destruction. The meaning of covenant and the blessings that were supposed to go with it could then be openly discussed, so the placement of Psalm 73 at the head of the collection suggests that this individual’s experience is also a paradigm for the nation. Psalms 82—83, which close the collection, can then be read against the experience of the exile as an appeal to God to act against all the nation’s enemies, a prayer for the nation to experience what the individual has discovered in Psalm 73. God’s justice for a penitent people is announced in Psalm 81, and these prayers look for this justice to be demonstrated.

The Asaph psalms are also marked by an interest in history. Although not unique to this collection (cf. Pss 105—106), it is particularly notable that its heart (Pss 75—80) is shaped by a strong historical consciousness. Thus, Psalm 75 announces that the nation recounts the wondrous deeds of God (Psalm 75:1), before describing God’s activity in general terms, a pattern continued in Psalm 76. Against this, Psalm 77 is an individual complaint that sees reflection on history as a way toward resolution of a present crisis (Ps 77:10), a reflection that leads specifically to the exodus. Psalm 78 is the centerpiece of this group, an extended piece that provides instruction on the faithfulness of God through history from the exodus through to David. The psalm insists that God was consistently faithful in the face of national faithlessness, climaxing in the appointment of David as the shepherd of his people. Psalms 79—80 then draw on this historical awareness, while emphasizing that God is the nation’s ultimate shepherd, to ask for restoration. Thus, the Asaph psalms are a tightly grouped selection in which covenant, individual testimony and national reflection can be applied to the sense of loss created by the exile.




2. The Psalms of the Sons of Korah.

2.1. Identity of the Sons of Korah. As with Asaph, there are a number of individuals known as Korah in the OT. Again, evidence for the most likely identification of Korah comes from Chronicles. 1 Chronicles 6:22 lists a Korah who was descended from Kohath, one of the three Levite clans responsible for the sanctuary. 1 Chronicles 6:33 includes this group among those organized by David for music in the sanctuary. This Korah is most likely the one who was engaged in a revolt against Moses (Num 16) and was destroyed in the wilderness (Num 16:32). 1 Chronicles 9:19, although in a genealogy of those who returned from exile, contains a telescoped reference back to the same Korah, suggesting that a group that traced its origin back to the time of David was still identifiable in the postexilic period. Chronicles is not consistent in its usage, and at some points it refers only to the Kohathites (2 Chron 29:12; 34:12), and sometimes to the Korahites as a group related to but distinct from the Kohathites (2 Chron 20:19). The list of gatekeepers in 1 Chronicles 26:1-19 refers to the Korahites in a nonmusical role, but we would expect such a dispersal of tasks across the clan. The MT of 1 Chronicles 26:1-2 links the Korahites to Asaph, but this text probably is corrupt, and we should follow the LXX [cf. REB] and read “Abiasaph,” which also conforms to 1 Chronicles 9:19. The Sons of Korah mentioned in the titles of certain psalms are thus to be identified with a Kohathite musical guild that operated across the period of the monarchy and through to the period after the exile. The psalms within this collection could have developed at any point within this period.

2.2. Content of Psalms of the Sons of Korah. The psalms of the Sons of Korah contain even less datable information than do the psalms of Asaph. Given that proposed dates range across several centuries, there is comparatively little value in seeking supposed festal sequences (e.g., Goulder 1982, 1-22) that lie behind them. Rather, their themes are best explored through an examination of their canonical structure. This needs to consider their distribution into two main groups, Psalms 42—49 and Psalms 84—88 (excluding Ps 86, though by its placement it is linked to the Korah psalms), and the strong focus on Jerusalem that is found in all except the closing psalm of each block. Tied in with the theme of Jerusalem is an emphasis on the fact that God is the great king over all the earth, though the place of Israelite kings certainly is acknowledged.

These themes are immediately brought together in Psalms 42—44, which, along with Psalm 88, constitute the only complaint psalms within this collection. Psalm 42 is also closely linked to Psalm 88 in the use of water imagery, not least the comparison of a negative experience of God to a series of waves passing over someone who cannot swim (compare Ps 42:7 and Ps 88:7). The complaint in Psalms 42—43 is somewhat different from Psalm 88 in that it concerns a desire to be in the presence of God, and especially at the sanctuary, when it does not appear that this is possible. As the psalm develops, the psalmist gradually comes to a point of believing that there will be a chance to return to the sanctuary (Ps 43:3-4). This is a source of hope, but the negative experience of God remains. This theme is then expressed in terms of the nation in Psalm 44, which complains of a failure of God to be faithful to the nation even though they had not deviated from the covenant (Ps 44:17-19). As a result, the nation has been defeated in battle. Since it seems that the individual who speaks at some points within this psalm is the king, it is unlikely that the reference is to the exile, so the psalm must have been used at various points where the nation had been defeated in battle. The plaintive cry for deliverance with which it ends insists that the nation should have the same hope as that of the individual in Psalms 42—43.

It is against the background of this negative experience of God that we are to read Psalms 45—48, because they address this concern. Psalm 45 is a royal wedding song that also focuses on the military hope for the nation (Ps 45:2-5). The psalm insists on the close relationship between God and his king and prepares the way for the great affirmations about the reign of God that we find in Psalms 46—48. All these psalms focus on Jerusalem as the city of God. This is less explicit in Psalm 46, which celebrates the nation’s ultimate security in God, in which the city remains unnamed but, as the city of God, clearly is Jerusalem. Psalm 47 likewise does not name the city, but it describes the journey of the ark up to the temple in Jerusalem as a celebration of victories achieved by Yahweh (Broyles, 149-50), thus linking back to Psalm 46. The *Zion theme is made explicit in Psalm 48, in which the people are invited to see the strength of the city as a reminder of the greater security offered by God. All of this is to the praise of God, praise that is summoned from all peoples. The opening collection closes with Psalm 49, which is an exploration of the hope of God’s people in the face of adversity, a wisdom psalm that explicitly addresses the nations summoned to see the greatness of God in the preceding psalms.

The second Korahite collection follows immediately on from the Asaph psalms. Closely tied to the Asaph psalms (Wilson, 164), this group has less coherence, though themes from the first collection are retained. Thus, Psalm 84 and Psalm 87 celebrate the beauty of Zion with an additional prayer for the Lord’s anointed (Ps 84:9). Psalm 85 prays for national restoration, while Psalm 88 is perhaps the bleakest individual complaint in the Psalter, though it also prepares readers for the national complaint of Psalm 89, with which it is paired. Thus, the Korah psalms are bound by dialectic that holds together honest complaint and the hope offered by the presence of God.

See also EDITORIAL CRITICISM; PSALMS 1: BOOK OF.
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY

The OT contains a small number of texts that may be considered autobiographies, and a larger number of autobiographical texts. An awareness of how these texts function and what literary devices they employ can aid our understanding of their meanings.


	1. Definition


	2. Functions of Autobiography


	3. Autobiographies in Old Testament Wisdom and Poetry


	4. Conclusion





1. Definition.

Modern literary critics have found it difficult to agree on a precise definition of autobiography as a literary genre; indeed, J. Olney (3) described it as “the most elusive of literary documents.” Some contend that true autobiographies appeared only following the Enlightenment with the rise of individuality (e.g., Smith and Watson; Weintraub), whereas others argue that such restrictions are culturally biased and unnecessarily reductionistic. J. Sturrock (286), for example, states that “there can be no timeless definition of autobiography,” arguing instead that the “the bounds of the ‘autobiographical’ will be measured differently from age to age” (see also Howarth, 84).

For the purposes of OT study, autobiography can best be defined as a text in which the author retrospectively relates select events and experiences from his or her own life from the perspective of the author’s present. Retrospection is significant because the author evaluates his or her past in light of present knowledge and circumstances—this unlike a diary, which lacks such distanced reflection. Also important is the selectivity of the account, as Sturrock (287) notes: “Whatever an autobiography contains it contains not simply because such has been the writer’s experience and he therefore had no option but to include it, but because this is his past as he has chosen to project it. What we are reading is already an interpretation and the writer an active, not a passive force.” The choice of events recorded in an autobiography is not accidental but deliberate, and all work together to fulfill the author’s purpose.

The distinction between an autobiography and an autobiographical text lies in the amount of the author’s life that is recorded. A brief reference to a past event from the author’s life (as in, e.g., Prov 4:3-9) cannot reasonably be described as an autobiography, but it nonetheless can employ the characteristic traits of the genre and thus be autobiographical.




2. Functions of Autobiography.

Autobiography differs from some other literary genres in that it is defined not by the form of the writing but rather by its content (unlike, e.g., a limerick, which must correspond to a specific pattern but whose subject matter is unconstrained). Consequently, autobiographers may employ a broad range of devices in order to convey their message. Nonetheless, the distinctive features of autobiography can themselves be employed to achieve particular ends, and awareness of these features is important for understanding the means by which authors convey their message as well as the message that they convey, and it may influence the author’s choice of autobiography as a means to best communicate the message.

2.1. Authority. The authority of a text is partially bound up with the credentials of the author, and so when autobiographical texts identify their authors, this may function to enhance their authority. This is apparent in the identification of *Solomon as author of wisdom material. It is important to note, however, that the identification of a text’s author is not necessarily made in order to enhance the text’s authority. D. G. Meade (72), for example, argues that pseudonymous texts could be considered to be authoritative in the ancient world in spite of their pseudonymity, and that the identity of the author could serve ends beyond establishing the text’s authority. However, it is also probable that recognition of deliberate deception regarding the author’s identity would undermine the authority of a text, particularly when the identification of the author is made specifically to enhance the authority of the text. For this reason it is significant that, although strongly implying identity with Solomon, neither *Qohelet nor the author of the frame (see Frame Narrative) of *Ecclesiastes ever makes the identification explicit (see Waltke, 35).

Although autobiography sacrifices the availability of the narrator’s omniscient viewpoint for the more limited perspective of an individual who can no longer make authoritative pronouncements on the inner thoughts and motives of others, this can have the effect of enhancing the authority of the text regarding the inner thoughts and motives of the author over that which would otherwise be described by an omniscient narrator by providing firsthand testimony to those thoughts and motives. This immediacy enhances the authority of texts whose authors are otherwise unknown, such as Proverbs 22:17—24:22; 24:23-34.

2.2. Empathy. One distinctive feature of autobiography is the first-person appeal to experiences, feelings and events that the author has personally encountered. An effect of this can be to heighten the link between the author and the audience, for the audience now engages directly with the author’s life—there is no intermediate narrator interposed between the two such that the events are further removed from the audience. This can serve to establish an empathic connection between author and audience, between the author’s experience and the audience’s experience. The first-person nature of autobiographical texts invites audience participation, particularly with forms such as psalms, where it is likely that the texts were recited and used liturgically. Empathy thus can be generated via the immediacy and inherent interiority of the autobiographical form, revealing the inner emotions more directly than in third-person descriptions. The empathic nature of autobiography is frequently exploited in modern autobiographies that, as G. Gusdorf (36-39) has noted, often function as an apologia for the actions of the author’s life.

Empathy, however, is not automatically or exclusively generated by autobiographical forms. There must be other elements within the text that allow the reader to identify with the author, and there must be nothing overly offensive about the author’s character as depicted in the text. As such, the degree of empathy that a reader feels with an autobiographer may well be culturally determined.

2.3. Distance. In a number of examples of autobiography in the OT, the autobiographical text is embedded within a narrative (such as Qohelet’s autobiography in the book of Ecclesiastes, and the Ezra and Nehemiah memoirs within Ezra-Nehemiah). In these instances the autobiography presents an alternative voice to the narrator of the text. As T. C. Eskenazi (126) has observed, this allows the text to present a personal but subjective viewpoint in the first-person voice of the autobiographer as well as a thirdperson assessment of the autobiographer from the narrator. These distinct viewpoints may allow the narrator to appeal to the autobiography for support of the case being made. Alternatively, however, they may allow the narrator to maintain distance from the autobiographical comments included within the narrative (see 3.3 below).

2.4. Instruction. The reflection on personal experience characteristic of autobiography allows authors to base advice and teaching to others on their past experiences, both to illustrate and to substantiate that teaching. Events are selected, shaped and linked in such a way as to lend support to the author’s own purpose in writing. Such an approach is common in Wisdom literature and is employed in a number of other autobiographical texts from throughout the ancient Near East (see Longman 1991, 97-129). This is particularly apparent in Qohelet’s autobiography: the events are related in order to substantiate the point that Qohelet ultimately wished to draw, the lesson that he has learned from his experiences (see Eccles 1—2; also Ps 73).

2.5. Achievements. Some West Semitic and Akkadian royal inscriptions served to highlight the personal achievements of the king through recitation of his major accomplishments as well as through comparison with the king’s predecessors (Seow, 281-84). The inscription of these autobiographies was intended to stand as eternal testimony to the king and thus “to be the king’s assurance of immortality” (Seow, 284). Sometimes these texts also have a didactic element—J. L. Crenshaw (128) highlights Egyptian instructions or royal testaments in which “the pharaohs or viziers collected their insights for the benefit of aspiring young rulers, whom they hoped to steer successfully along paths of wisdom. Such advice appeared in autobiographical form, constituting a king’s legacy for his successors.”




3. Autobiographies in Old Testament Wisdom and Poetry.

The identification of autobiographical texts in the OT has been less problematic than modern discussions of the genre might suggest. Texts identified as autobiographical are restricted to those that are written in the first-person singular and make reference to events and experiences in the life of the narrator. Although some maintain more subtle distinctions in genre (such as between memoir and autobiography), there is little indication that much is gained in preserving these distinctions (see Longman 1991, 43).

The OT contains a few autobiographies and more examples of autobiographical texts. The focus of the present article is on those found in the Writings, but we should note that the form does exist in other parts of the OT, such as Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Ezra-Nehemiah. Although these texts are not discussed here, their use of autobiographical forms shares some of the general functions of this form outlined above. Examples of autobiographical texts found within the scope of the present volume are discussed below.

Autobiography is particularly suited to Wisdom literature, which often bases its advice in the wisdom garnered by the sage from personal life experiences. This is seen both in the OT and in some of the Egyptian instructions that closely parallel biblical Wisdom literature (e.g., Eccles 1—2; cf. the Egyptian Instruction for Meri-ka-re).

3.1. Psalms. In the book of *Psalms, roughly two-thirds of the psalms include first-person references, although many of these do not fit the strict definition of autobiography. Psalm 51, for example, while appealing to events in David’s life, does so from a perspective contemporaneous with those events rather than retrospectively. Some psalms, such as Psalms 18; 32; 73 and the apocryphal Psalm 151 (an autobiographical account of David’s early years) do present reflections on events in the earlier life of the psalmist and so contain true autobiographical elements.

Autobiographical (and other first-person) references in psalms primarily function empathically (see 2.2 above), although in conjunction with the *psalm titles’ authorial ascriptions (e.g., “A psalm of David”) the association with renowned historical figures also serves to lend a degree of authority to the words of the psalm. When wisdom psalms include autobiographical reflections (e.g., Ps 73), these also function to lend authority to the conclusions drawn on the basis of the author’s experiences (see 2.4 above).

3.2. Proverbs. The book of *Proverbs contains a number of autobiographical passages that are too brief to be accurately described as autobiographies (e.g., Prov 4:3-9; 24:30-34; 30:1-9 [see Waltke, 26, 79, 275]). In Proverbs 4:3-9, for example, the writer’s only appeal to a life experience is found in v. 3, where he recalls his father’s advice to him. The advice itself is then reported, but without autobiographical reflection or appeal to the father’s experience. In spite of this, the first-person speech does share some of the aforementioned functions ascribed to autobiography.

The recollections of Proverbs 7:6-20 are closer to true autobiography (Waltke, 81) and are followed by the “autobiography of wisdom” in Proverbs 8, which sufficiently incorporates the characteristics of the genre to qualify as true autobiography. It is written in the first person (Prov 8:4-36), and it relates events in wisdom’s past (e.g., Prov 8:22-31). The autobiographical appeal to wisdom’s role in creation as an aide to God affirms its divinely endorsed value and authority and underlines the validity of the supposition that at a fundamental level the creation operates in a manner consistent with the presuppositions of the wisdom movement (see Waltke, 407).

3.3. Ecclesiastes. Although the bulk of the book of *Ecclesiastes is phrased in the firstperson, spoken by the sage *Qohelet, only the opening chapters (Eccles 1:12—2:26) explicitly relate events from Qohelet’s life, and so only these chapters—often designated the “Royal Fiction”—are usually recognized as autobiography. The fact that Qohelet is depicted as a king and relates autobiographical details associates his writing with royal autobiographies (fictional and nonfictional) from the ancient Near East (Seow, 279 [cf. 2.5 above]). Longman (1991, 120-23; 1998, 18-19) has demonstrated formal parallels between Qohelet’s words in their entirety (not just the first two chapters) and a subgenre of fictional Akkadian autobiographies, suggesting that the modern tendency to isolate the opening portion of Qohelet’s words and identify them as autobiography imposes an anachronistic disjunction into the text as a whole that overlooks the impact that the autobiographical chapters have on the audience’s reaction to the remainder of the work.

Scholars differ in their assessment of the significance of Qohelet’s autobiography. The fact that Qohelet implies identity with Solomon in part through his autobiographical description of the great Solomonic deeds (Eccles 2:4-7; cf. 1 Chron 27:27-31) grants the words authority and overcomes any tendency of the reader to dismiss the difficult words as those of an erroneous sage (Fox, 153-54; Shields, 111-12; Sharp, 51). C. L. Seow (284) also suggests that Qohelet deliberately employs the royal autobiographical form—used elsewhere in the ancient Near East to exalt rulers and immortalize them through their achievements—to invert the expectation generated by this genre that the ruler had ultimately escaped the constraints of mortality by showing that the greatest of kings is ultimately left with nothing.

Finally, the inclusion of Qohelet’s autobiography in the book of Ecclesiastes allows the narrator to maintain distance from the sentiments expressed in Qohelet’s words. Qohelet is the *frame narrator’s foil—a character presenting authoritative pronouncements as the wisest of the wise but permitting the narrator to avoid fully endorsing those assertions (see Shields 106-9; Longman, 1998, 38-39; contra Seow [396] and Fox [371], who claim that the epilogue fully endorses Qohelet’s words). Whereas many people today find themselves empathizing with Qohelet, it is not immediately clear that this would have been the response of ancient audiences, who may have been more disturbed by his unorthodox conclusions than are modern readers.





4. Conclusion.

It is clear from both the ancient Near Eastern generic antecedents to OT autobiographies and the specific characteristics of autobiographical texts that the identification of this genre in the OT plays an important role in better understanding the meaning of the texts in which they are embedded. Autobiographical texts can operate in similar ways to other first-person accounts and often employ similar rhetorical devices, but also they offer an enhanced didactic element achieved through their authoritative reflection of past experiences.

See also FORM CRITICISM; FRAME NARRATIVE; QOHELET.



BIBLIOGRAPHY. J. L. Crenshaw, Old Testament Wisdom: An Introduction (rev. ed.; Louisville: Westminster John Knox, 1998); T. C. Eskenazi, In an Age of Prose: A Literary Approach to Ezra-Nehemiah (SBLMS 36; Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1988); M. V. Fox, A Time to Tear Down and a Time to Build Up: A Rereading of Ecclesiastes (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999); G. Gusdorf, “Conditions and Limits of Autobiography” in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. J. Olney (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980) 28-48; W. L. Howarth, “Some Principles of Autobiography” in Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical, ed. J. Olney (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980) 84-114; T. Longman III, Fictional Akkadian Autobiography: A Generic and Comparative Study (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 1991); idem, The Book of Ecclesiastes (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1998); D. G. Meade, Pseudonymity and Canon: An Investigation into the Relationship of Authorship and Authority in Jewish and Earliest Christian Tradition (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1987); J. Olney, ed., Autobiography: Essays Theoretical and Critical (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1980); C. L. Seow, “Qohelet’s Autobiography” in Fortunate the Eyes That See: Essays in Honor of David Noel Freedman in Celebration of His Seventieth Birthday, ed. A. B. Beck et al. (Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1995) 275-87; C. J. Sharp, “Ironic Representation, Authorial Voice, and Meaning in Qohelet,” BibInt 12 (2004) 37-68; M. A. Shields, The End of Wisdom: A Reappraisal of the Historical and Canonical Function of Ecclesiastes (Winona Lake, IN: Eisenbrauns, 2006); S. Smith and J. Watson, Reading Autobiography: A Guide for Interpreting Life Narratives (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2001); J. Sturrock, The Language of Autobiography: Studies in the First Person Singular (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993); B. K. Waltke, The Book of Proverbs: Chapters 1-15 (NICOT; Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2004); K. J. Weintraub, The Value of the Individual: Self and Circumstances in Autobiography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978).

M. A. Shields










B



BATTLE IMAGERY

See WARFARE IMAGERY.




BEN SIRA

See SIRACH, BOOK OF.




BIBLICAL THEOLOGY

See WISDOM AND BIBLICAL THEOLOGY.




BICOLON, BICOLA

See POETICS, TERMINOLOGY OF.




BOAZ

Boaz is one of the three major characters in the book of *Ruth. His name means “in him is strength,” but the book does not exploit the meaning to advance its plot, as it does with *Naomi. According to Ruth 4:21 and 1 Chronicles 2:11, Boaz was the son of Salmon and so a descendant of Judah. Matthew 1:5 adds that his mother (or ancestress) was Rahab, presumably the harlot in Joshua 2. Boaz was a kinsman of Elimelech and, by means of levirate marriage to Ruth, became the great-grandfather of *David. It is unknown whether he was married to someone other than Ruth and had other children.


	1. Boaz’s Context


	2. Boaz’s Kindness


	3. Boaz’s Legacy





1. Boaz’s Context.

According to Ruth 1:1, Boaz lived during the days of the judges, a time of apostasy, oppression and upheaval. The judges followed the events of the conquest of Canaan as narrated in the book of Joshua and preceded the rise of monarchy in Israel as described in the books of Samuel. According to the book of Judges, the tribes of Israel repeatedly disregarded Yahweh’s covenant with them and came under the dominion of surrounding peoples. Before Boaz is first introduced (Ruth 2:1), Ruth 1:1 further mentions a famine that occurred in Israel at least ten years before Boaz and Ruth met. The book of Ruth does not explicitly interpret the famine as a Deuteronomic curse for covenantal infidelity (cf. Deut 28:15-48).

Although the famine is said to have driven Elimelech and Naomi from Israel to Moab, how the famine affected Boaz lies beyond the book’s interest. Ruth 1:6, however, mentions the blessing of Yahweh that ended the famine and presumably provided the climate for Boaz to succeed as a landowner, or at least add to his earlier estate. Ruth 2:1 describes Boaz as ʾîš gibbôr ḥayîl, which could be translated “a man of substance and character.” Although the expression could have a military connotation (cf. Josh 1:14; 1 Sam 16:18), nothing in the book of Ruth indicates that Boaz was a mighty warrior or a military hero (Block, 651). Rather, he was a godly man in a spiritually dreary era and a well-to-do resident of famine-stricken Bethlehem. The *Targum goes so far as to translate as “a powerful man, strong in the law” (Beattie, 22). Although the introduction of Boaz as a Torah scholar might be an overly expanded reading, the Targum has appreciably conveyed information about Boaz that becomes clearer throughout the remainder of the book: Boaz knew the law and followed it, even at personal cost.




2. Boaz’s Kindness.

Ruth 2 begins with Ruth’s “chance” wandering into the field of Boaz, about whom she at the time knew nothing. The kindness that Boaz showed Ruth was extraordinary. He told her to stay in his field and allowed her to glean beside the women who were binding cut grain, even though this part of the field normally was off limits to gleaners (Bush, 128). He gave Ruth access to the water supply and even ate with her. He instructed his workers not to disturb her and so became her protector. Something else to note about Boaz’s kindness is the vocabulary used of Ruth in chapter 2. Whereas Ruth called herself a foreigner (nokriyyâ) in Ruth 2:10, and said that she was not on the same level as a servant girl (šipḥâ) of Boaz in Ruth 2:13, Boaz used “young woman” (naʿărâ) in Ruth 2:5 and “my daughter” (bittî) in Ruth 2:8. Rather than emphasizing the social distance between him and Ruth and so belittling her, he affirmed her personhood and elevated her standing in the group (Berlin 1983, 89; Block, 659).

Far from being xenophobic, Boaz welcomed a foreigner, even a Moabite, onto his property. Although Deuteronomy 23:3 excluded Moabites from the assembly of Yahweh and prohibited Israelites from making a treaty of friendship with Moab, Boaz recognized Ruth’s faith in Yahweh, as evidenced by her loving-kindness to Naomi, and properly regarded her as a member of the covenant community (see Dray, 35). He further invoked God’s blessing on her for seeking refuge in the God of Israel. Boaz’s own actions indicated his willingness to assist others, but he could not have known at this point how instrumental he would be in the realization of his prayerful blessing of Ruth (Ruth 2:12).

Ruth’s initial reaction to Boaz helps the modern reader understand his magnanimity. She was astonished that the landowner would go so much beyond the requirement of the law. Surely Boaz’s laborers observed and marveled too (Block, 666). When Ruth returned home at the end of the day, Naomi took note of Boaz’s generosity and began to see the hand of God favorably at work in her situation. In Boaz, God’s grace had a human face (Sakenfeld, 48). The references to Yahweh in his discussion with his laborers and Ruth indicate that an appreciation of God’s grace to him lay behind his kind treatment of others (Block, 655; LaCocque, 65).

His kindness became even more extraordinary on the threshing floor when Ruth approached him to serve as *kinsman-redeemer for Naomi’s husband, Elimelech, and her husband, Mahlon. After being awkwardly awakened in the middle of the night, he readily agreed to care for Ruth and Naomi, raise up an heir for their deceased husbands, and hold his deceased kinsmen’s property in trust for the heir. When Ruth returned from the threshing floor and reported to Naomi that Boaz did not want her to return empty-handed (Ruth 3:17), Boaz signaled that he would relieve Naomi’s earlier complaint about emptiness (Ruth 1:21). The same Hebrew word for “emptily” (rêqām) occurs in both verses. Not only would Boaz fill Naomi’s stomach with food, but also he would take steps to fill her arms with a son to inherit Elimelech’s property.

In essence, Boaz was willing to be the answer to his prayer in Ruth 2:12, but doing so would involve substantial cost to himself. The kinsman-redeemer had to look beyond any personal advantage to the promotion of a disadvantaged relative’s full participation in the covenant community (Meyers, 21). The motivation involved belief in the unfailing promise of Yahweh to redeem his fallen creation, which Canaan anticipated, and give an eternal inheritance to his people, even those who had died. In the NT the theme of inheritance made possible by a kinsman-redeemer reaches fulfillment in the person and work of Jesus Christ (see 1 Pet 1:3-5).

Boaz contrasts with the nearer kinsman who was unwilling to put his own assets at risk in order to secure the attachment of Elimelech’s name to his property and provide for the temporal needs of Naomi and Ruth. He who would not maintain the name of Elimelech with his patrimony and care for destitute widows remains anonymous (Trible, 190). He seemingly had no appreciation for grace, either received or given, but rather chose what LaCocque (111) calls “the letter of the law.” By contrast, Boaz willingly assumed the usufructuary rights to Elimelech’s land, married Ruth, and raised Obed, who later inherited Elimelech and Mahlon’s patrimony. Boaz answered Ruth’s petition on behalf of her deceased father-in-law and husband and thereby demonstrated a living, active and grace-appreciative faith. His name is honorably remembered in the royal and messianic line of David (Mt 1:5).




3. Boaz’s Legacy.

Some scholars have concluded that the aristocratic Boaz fell in love with the attractive but socially inferior Ruth. His seemingly kind gestures supposedly had an ulterior and all-too-familiar motive (Fewell and Gunn). Other scholars draw attention to Boaz’s alleged perpetuation of androcentrism. Rather than being heroic, Boaz only contributed to the ongoing problem of women’s economic dependence on male provision (Sakenfeld, 10, 55-56). There is another way to understand the message of the book.

As seen especially in the closing genealogy, the book of Ruth shares the interest of the book of Judges in kingship as the solution to the woes and ills of the generations after Joshua. Whereas Judges documents the need for a king and indirectly makes an apology for David, Ruth actually names David as the hoped-for king who would put an end to the apostasy and anarchy of the period of the judges. Boaz appears in the genealogy of David and is honorably listed in the seventh position. Why?

The biblical writers associated David’s kingdom with the kingdom of God. Aware of David’s flaws, they nevertheless believed that Yahweh had made a covenant with David and would work out his plan of redemption through Davidic kingship. What Boaz and Ruth did is instructive for how God builds his kingdom. He uses the faithfulness of godly people in mundane circumstances to advance his purpose. Where there is warm adherence to the covenant, the mundane becomes the scene for the sacred, and otherwise average people contribute, often unknowingly, to a work of God that is much bigger than an individual act of faithfulness and compassion (see Berlin 1994, 259-60). For the biblical writers, Boaz (and Ruth) humbly participated in the establishment of God’s reign through David and ultimately, according to the NT, though David’s son, Jesus.

See also FEMINIST INTERPRETATION; KINSMAN-REDEEMER AND LEVIRATE; RUTH 1: BOOK OF; RUTH 2: ANCIENT NEAR EASTERN BACKGROUND.
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CANON

The Greek term kanōn, derived from a Semitic root meaning “reed,” was first employed in what has become its technical theological sense (i.e., a recognized and fixed collection of authoritative sacred writings) by the church fathers in the fourth century AD However, although the terminology is relatively late, the concept existed much earlier. It is implicit, for example, in the notion of “Scripture(s)” reflected in the NT, and it is generally also inferred from the peculiar talmudic expression “defile the hands” (probably indicating the necessity of ceremonial washing after handling sacred writings), used by Jews from the first century AD. Given the nature of Second Temple Judaism as “a religion of the book,” the roots of this concept of canonical Scripture presumably go back still further. To some extent this is confirmed by the testimony of the OT itself to the recognition of some such body of literature (e.g., 2 Kings 22:8—23:25; Neh 8:8—10:36; Dan 9:2; Zech 7:12). Such testimony, however, relates to the Pentateuch and the Prophets (two of the three major canonical sections of the Hebrew OT [Tanak]). With respect to the Writings (the third section of the Hebrew canon, and of particular interest for the present volume), there is no explicit OT testimony to the canonicity of its contents. Evidence for its canonicity must be sought elsewhere. Therefore this article will consider the following:


	1. Canonicity and the Formation of the Old Testament Canon


	2. Witnesses to the Canonicity of the Writings as a Whole


	3. Canonicity of Particular Books within the Writings





1. Canonicity and the Formation of the Old Testament Canon.

The canonical Hebrew OT reflects a threefold division: the Law, the Prophets (subdivided into Former Prophets [Joshua, Judges, Samuel, Kings] and Latter Prophets [Isaiah, Jeremiah, Ezekiel, the Twelve]) and the Writings (*Psalms, *Job, *Proverbs, the Five Scrolls or *Megillot [*Ruth, *Song of Songs, *Ecclesiastes, *Lamentations, *Esther], Daniel, Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles). Admittedly, there is considerable variation in Jewish arrangements of the Writings or Hagiographa (see Beckwith, 452-64), but its contents are uniformly agreed upon. While the inclusion of Daniel in this third part of the Hebrew canon (rather than in the Prophets) may be explained (at least in part) by its distinct genre (apocalyptic), the presence of Ezra, Nehemiah, Chronicles, Esther and arguably Daniel may be due to the fact that the second canonical division was already closed. On the basis of this latter premise and the evidence from Qumran, many suggest that the content of the Writings, the final section of the Hebrew canon to be closed, was fixed sometime between the fifth century and the second century BC. The scholarly consensus in the mid-twentieth century suggested a much later terminus (AD 90), but now it is widely agreed that this was based on a faulty understanding of rabbinic discussions that took place at Jamnia (see 2.9 below). Moreover, it fails to give adequate cognizance to the evidence supporting an earlier date, to which we now turn.




2. Witnesses to the Canonicity of the Writings as a Whole.

2. 1. Septuagint. The testimony of the Septuagint (LXX) with respect to canonicity is complicated by the fact that extant copies (codices from the fourth and fifth centuries AD) reflect a “larger” canon, interspersing a variety of apocryphal Jewish books among those traditionally recognized by Jews and Protestants as “Scripture.” However, there is evidence to suggest that this “larger” canon was not reflected in the original form of the LXX—for example, Philo never cites any of these apocryphal books, and the Jews subsequently replaced the LXX with Aquila’s Greek translation (which excluded all apocryphal books).

Besides having additional material, the LXX arranges the canonical books quite differently, appending Ruth to Judges, Lamentations to Jeremiah, including Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah and Esther with the Former Prophets, and grouping the poetical and wisdom books (Job, Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes, Song of Songs) together, along with *Wisdom of Solomon and *Sirach. From this arrangement one may conclude that either the MT’s tripartite division was unknown or, more probably, ignored by Christian copyists for polemical reasons.

2.2. Dead Sea Scrolls. Evidence from the *Dead Sea Scrolls (DSS) has raised significant questions with respect to the shape of the Jewish canon by the second century BC. These ancient Jewish scrolls or fragments attest to every book in the Hebrew OT except Esther, but the collections also contain some apocryphal and pseudepigraphal texts, as well as sectarian documents and commentaries. Given the uncertainties over the canonical status of the various materials reflected in these manuscripts, and the fact that it is unclear whether the entire Qumran library has survived, the testimony of the DSS must be handled cautiously. Although it certainly attests to the compilation of and respect for all the canonical OT books (except Esther) by the second century BC, its value for reconstructing the canon of this Jewish sect or of Second Temple Judaism more generally is rather limited.

2.3. Sirach. This apocryphal work, written in Hebrew by Jesus ben Sira around 180 BC (see Sirach, Book of), reflects some familiarity with material now found in the third section of the Hebrew canon (e.g., Psalms, Proverbs). Around 132 BC ben Sira’s grandson translated the book into Greek, adding a preface in which he refers three times to a tripartite division of the OT. However, while the first two divisions are given their traditional titles (“the law” and “the prophets”), the third is more vaguely described as “the others that followed them,” “the other books of our fathers” and “the rest of the books.” This third group is not identified more explicitly, but apparently the author is referring to “a quite specific and venerable block of books” (Miller, 18) known both to himself and to his readers. It is reasonable, therefore, to infer that these “other books” are some or all of the Writings. It is unclear, how-ever, whether this collection was considered “closed” at this point or (pace Miller) precisely what status Sirach itself is presented as having vis-à-vis the Scriptures.

2.4. 1-2 Maccabees. The book of 1 Maccabees seems to grant canonical status to at least two books contained in the Writings (i.e., both Daniel and Psalms are cited as authoritative). In 2 Maccabees Nehemiah is said to have founded a library containing, among other things, “the books about the kings and prophets, and the writings of David” (2 Macc 2:13). Presumably, the latter included some or all of the Davidic psalms. In any case, a similar effort to preserve the nation’s literary heritage is accredited to Judas Maccabeus in the following verse (2 Macc 2:14). The precise contents of these libraries are unknown, but undoubtedly many were considered to be sacred Scripture (see 1 Macc 1:56).

2.5. Philo. Philo’s testimony is again of limited value. He does not sharply distinguish between inspired Scripture and inspired writers, nor does he quote from all the canonical books (Song of Songs, Ruth, Lamentations, Ecclesiastes, Esther, Daniel and Chronicles are never cited). Although it has been inferred from references to “psalms” (Contempl. 25) and “the holy writings” (Contempl. 28) that the author (most probably Philo [see Beckwith, 115-16]) had in mind the third and closed part of the Hebrew canon (see Leiman, 131-32; Beckwith, 116-17), the evidence is inconclusive; the first could refer simply to the Psalter, and the latter most likely refers to the entire OT.

2.6. The New Testament. While the NT’s citations of “Scripture” (Jn 10:35; 19:36; 2 Pet 1:20; cf. Mt 22:29; Acts 18:24; Rom 1:4; 2 Tim 3:15) and its several references to “law” (e.g., Jn 10:34; 15:25) or “the law and the prophets” (e.g., Mt 5:17; Acts 13:15) seem to imply that there was a fixed and recognizable OT canon, the precise contents of this canon are nowhere spelled out. Indeed, the only clear allusion in the NT to the tripartite Hebrew canon is Jesus’ reference to “the law, the prophets, and the psalms” (Lk 24:44). The last member of this group is taken by many scholars to refer to what later became known as “the Writings,” using one of the most significant books to describe the whole. The plausibility of this theory is enhanced by the traditional location of the Psalter at the head of the Writings (with Ruth serving merely as an introduction in some arrangements) and by the possibility that other first-century writers (e.g., Philo) may have employed similar nomenclature.

Further evidence that the Writings was known in its talmudic arrangement (i.e., bracketed at either end by [Ruth-]Psalms and Chronicles [see Beckwith, 452-64]) by at least the first century AD has been sought in Jesus’ statement concerning Zechariah’s murder “between the altar and the sanctuary” (Lk 11:51; cf. Mt 23:35). Taking this as an allusion to the incident recorded in 2 Chronicles 24:21, many scholars have detected implicit attestation here to a canon that began with Genesis and ended with Chronicles. In terms of chronology, the martyrdom of Uriah (see Jer 26:23) took place over a century later, making the reference to Zechariah’s murder rather anomalous, unless Jesus’ statement reflects the canonical shape of the text. However, despite the omission of the qualifying clause in one important ancient manuscript (Sinaiticus), the Matthean text explicitly identifies the victim as the “son of Berakiah,” presumably indicating the OT prophet of that lineage (see Zech 1:1), whose martyrdom, though nowhere explicitly recorded, is later attested in Jewish tradition (see the *Targum of Lam 2:20). In any case, unless we dismiss the qualifying phrase as a clumsy historical error (whether editorial or otherwise), we must conclude that too much weight has been placed on this text by those arguing that the OT canon was known in its final form by the early part of the first century AD. Although the NT suggests that some form of tripartite OT canon was recognized by this time, its precise contents, particularly with respect to the Hagiographa, remain uncertain. Some canonical books (e.g., Ezra, Nehemiah, Song of Songs, Esther, Ecclesiastes) are never cited, whereas Jude both cites 1 Enoch (Jude 14-15) and alludes to Assumption of Moses (Jude 9; cf. Heb 11:35b-38). Admittedly, these latter texts are not explicitly cited as authoritative (i.e., as “Scripture”), but their inclusion (as well as the absence of some canonical books) undeniably complicates attempts to use the NT to determine the precise boundaries of the Writings during the first century AD.

2.7. 2 Esdras. This first-century Jewish apocalypse includes an obviously fictitious account of how Ezra dictated to five scribes the contents of ninety-four books over a period of forty days and nights. Of these books, only twenty-four were to be published (2 Esdr 14:45). This is almost certainly a reference to the twenty-four books of the traditional Jewish OT canon. Although obviously not proving that the OT canon was fixed by Ezra, this text clearly intimates that the Hebrew canon was closed not during the first century AD but rather much earlier, and certainly long before AD 90.

2.8. Josephus. In a treatise written around AD 100, the Jewish historian Flavius Josephus draws attention to the fact that Jews, unlike their Greek opponents, have only twenty-two sacred books: “Five belong to Moses . . . the prophets, who were after Moses, wrote down what was done in their times in thirteen books. The remaining four books contain hymns to God and precepts for the conduct of human life” (Ag. Ap. 1.8). It is generally believed that the latter four books refer to Psalms, Proverbs, Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs, and that the rest of the Writings have been incorporated in some way with the Prophets (cf. the arrangement in most English versions). Thus the total number that Josephus gives for the Prophets probably reflects a canonical arrangement of these books akin to that of the LXX (e.g., Daniel is counted with the Major Prophets, Ruth is included with either Judges or Psalms, Lamentations is appended to Jeremiah, and each of the following is counted as one book: Samuel, Kings, Chronicles, Ezra-Nehemiah, the Twelve). This seems preferable to the idea that Josephus (cf. also Origen and Jerome) was simply crunching the numbers to make them tie in with the number of letters in the Hebrew alphabet, or that his canon was smaller (so, e.g., Talmon, 68) than that attested to in the contemporary 2 Esdras.

Like 2 Esdras, Josephus traces the fixing of the canon back to the time of Ezra: “the reign of Artaxerxes, king of Persia, who reigned after Xerxes” (Ag. Ap. 1.8). Although this undoubtedly reflects popular belief rather than careful historical research, it nevertheless attests to the first-century Jewish conviction that the fixed OT canon could be traced far back into antiquity and certainly was no recent innovation.

2.9. Jamnia. Around the same time that Josephus was working on his treatise Against Apion, a group of rabbis gathered at Jamnia (or Jabneh), near Joppa, were debating, among other matters, which books “defiled the hands.” Whereas a previous generation of scholarship greatly exaggerated the significance of these discussions, a seminal study by J. P. Lewis in 1964 exposed significant misunderstandings and misreadings of the rabbinic evidence (cf. Beckwith, 276) and thus undermined the reigning critical consensus (i.e., that the Writings [hence, the OT canon] was “officially” closed by the so-called Council of Jamnia about AD 90). However, subsequent scholarship has interpreted the significance of Lewis’s findings in two quite different ways. Some scholars, such as R. Beckwith and S. J. Leiman, assume that canonization of the Writings predated Jamnia. For them, the focus of discussion at Jamnia centered more on whether certain books (i.e., Ecclesiastes and possibly Song of Songs) should be “withdrawn” from public use, not whether they should be included in the canon or be given some kind of official imprimatur. In contrast, other scholars, such as J. A. Sanders, insist that the “canonical process” was still ongoing, and that the Writings were not “stabilized” until later.

Thus Jamnia seems to throw little light on the question of the extent of the canon by the end of the first century AD, other than its indirect testimony to the fact that such a canon seems already to have been in existence (pace Sanders) that obviously included some or all of the Hagiographa.

2.10. The Talmud. As we noted (see 2.9 above), apparently only two OT books (Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs) came under rabbinic scrutiny at Jamnia. However, it is clear from elsewhere in the talmudic materials that some reservations were subsequently expressed over other books as well (namely, Ezekiel, Proverbs, Esther). However, as Beckwith (274-75) cogently argues, it is untenable to use these later disputes as evidence that the Writings (and hence, the OT canon) were still considered open. One of the five (Ezekiel) belongs to the Prophets, generally considered to have been closed centuries earlier. Moreover, the date of these rabbinic disputes would imply that the OT canon remained open for an incredibly long time (at least two centuries) after Jamnia. It seems safer, therefore, to conclude with Beckwith (275) that this later rabbinic debate “does not show that the canon was open at all.” Indeed, if Broyde is correct, a key talmudic expression has been grossly misunderstood; Broyde maintains that “defiling the hands” refers more to keeping such books separate from food (i.e., treated with extra care because they contained the divine name, Yahweh) than to their canonical status per se. It is difficult, nevertheless, to ignore the fact that apparently there were other rabbinic reservations with respect to the books in question (see 3.2, 3.4, 3.5, 3.7, 3.8 below) that prompted the more radical to consider their withdrawal from public use.

2.11. The Church Fathers. As we noted (see 2.8 above), both Origen and Jerome (the latter only in his preface to Samuel and Kings) attest to a twenty-two book OT canon. Others (e.g., Tertullian) give the number as twenty-four, whereas still others (e.g., Augustine) suggest a much higher total (Augustine’s “forty-four” most likely includes the OT apocryphal books embraced in the Roman Catholic canon). Thus, while some of the church fathers seem to confirm the traditional Jewish canon, others (particularly in the Western church) adopt the larger canon reflected in extant copies of the LXX. Moreover, some of the patristic testimony raises questions about the canonicity of particular books in the Hagiographa, such as Esther (see 3.8 below).

We may draw some conclusions from the foregoing discussion. A tripartite canon that incorporated some or all of the Hagiographa was certainly in existence by at least the second century BC (see Sirach’s prologue), was recognized as authoritative Scripture by first-century AD Judaism (see NT references; Philo; Josephus), had a fixed number of books (depending on how they were counted, twenty-two or twenty-four) by the end of the first century AD (2 Esdras; Josephus; cf. Origen; Jerome), and was traditionally believed to have derived from the Persian era (see 2 Esdras; Josephus). Obviously, some uncertainties over the Writings as a whole remain, but more can be said concerning the canonicity of the individual books. It is to the latter, in particular those that are the immediate focus of the present volume, that we now turn.




3. Canonicity of Particular Books within the Writings.

3.1. Psalms. With respect to the canonicity of the Psalter, the DSS (in particular, 11QPsa) have introduced a number of issues, not least the mixture of psalms from the biblical Psalter with other, nonbiblical psalms. Moreover, according to Sanders (ABD 1.841), over twenty percent of the psalms in the Masoretic canon find no representation in any of the thirty copies of the Psalter at Qumran, even though no block of the Masoretic Psalter is missing. This, along with the additional psalms reflected in the Qumran library, may suggest that the sectarians had a different canon for the Psalter (so Sanders and others) but may just as easily be explained (so Haran) in terms of their liturgical practice (in which both canonical and noncanonical compositions were used, much like a modern hymn book that includes biblical songs or paraphrases).

There are also some minor differences between the Hebrew and the Greek Psalters. The latter combines two consecutive Psalms (Pss 9—10 and Pss 114—115), divides two others (Ps 116 and Ps 147) into separate psalms (Pss 114—115 and Pss 146—147), and includes an additional psalm at the end of the collection (Ps 151, whose Hebrew equivalent is attested to in the DSS). However, the fact that this additional psalm is described as being “outside the number” (i.e., the canonical Psalter) makes it less likely, despite the Qumran evidence, that the Psalter was still in a state of canonical flux in the second century BC Rather, a collection comprising 150 psalms, ostensibly those reflected in the canonical Hebrew Psalter, clearly was recognized prior to its Greek translation for the LXX.

3.2. Proverbs. In the case of Proverbs, the DSS contribute little (together, the two Proverbs fragments attest to some 165 words or portions of words from various chapters, with only minor textual variants), other than corroborating the antiquity of the MT’s recensional base. However, there is indirect attestation to the canonical status of Proverbs through usage of the conventional formula for quoting Scripture (i.e., “for it is written” [cf. CD-A 11:20-21, citing Prov 15:8]).

Although there are notable differences between the Hebrew and Greek versions of Proverbs (e.g., as well as having some 130 additional lines, the LXX arranges the latter part of the book quite differently [Prov 22:17—24:22; 30:1-14; 24:23-34; 30:15-33; 31:1-9; 25:1—29:27; 31:10-31], most likely attempting to draw together material of non-Israelite origin), such differences seem to be of minor canonical significance. Admittedly, some additions (and omissions) in the LXX may reflect a different Hebrew Vorlage, but other variants apparently reflect either scribal corruption within the LXX itself or the attempt to present an idiomatic and culturally acceptable translation for a Hellenistic audience.

Later rabbinic misgivings expressed over Proverbs and some of the other wisdom books (Ecclesiastes and Song of Songs) relate either to its allegedly “secular” nature (expressing merely Solomon’s personal wisdom) or to its apparent internal contradictions (e.g., Prov 26:4, 5), which some rabbis obviously found difficult to harmonize (see Beckwith, 284). Obviously, such reservations were not shared by the majority.

3.3. Job. Although the book of Job’s precise location within the Writings has fluctuated (in Hebrew manuscripts generally following either Psalms or Proverbs [see Beckwith, 452-64]), its canonicity has never seriously been questioned. The presence of an Aramaic paraphrase (11QtgJob) at Qumran, as well as the notorious difficulties that even the earliest translators evidently faced (see the LXX), attest both to the book’s antiquity and, by implication, its perceived canonical status. Beckwith (73) tentatively suggests that the latter might also be reflected in the Hebrew text of Sirach 49:9 (which possibly associates Job with the prophets but may instead identify him with “strangers”). However, not only are the restored readings in this text uncertain, but also Beckwith’s conclusions are not self-evident; one could equally argue that either reading reflects the author’s relative ignorance of Job rather than his acquaintance with the canonical book. In any case, the canonicity of the book is amply attested apart from recourse to Beckwith’s more speculative arguments.

3.4. Ecclesiastes. Within the Hebrew Bible Ecclesiastes is located among the Megillot, or Five Scrolls, a collection of shorter books (Ruth, Song of Songs, Ecclesiastes, Lamentations, Esther) in the Hagiographa associated with particular festivals. Given the somewhat radical nature of its critique of traditional values (e.g., *wisdom), the canonicity of Ecclesiastes is remarkable. What is not surprising is the fact that it evoked considerable controversy in antiquity. Polarized positions were adopted by the rival schools of Shammai and Hillel in the first century AD. Even though positive, Hillelite assessment of the book’s canonicity prevailed, objections (see 2.9, 2.10 above) continued to be raised until at least the fourth century AD. Some have suggested that the inclusion of Ecclesiastes within the canon is due in no small part to the implicit associations of *Qohelet with Solomon, but the fact that other such books (e.g., the apocryphal Odes of Solomon and Wisdom of Solomon) remained excluded suggests that other factors played a much more significant role in recognizing its status as Scripture.

3.5. Song of Songs. Like Ecclesiastes, this unusual book may partly owe its inclusion within the canon to its associations with Solomon. Once again, however, other significant issues apparently were more decisive. It is also untenable to attribute its inclusion within the canon to the imaginative possibilities afforded by an allegorical interpretation. There does not appear to be much evidence of this among the LXX translators, whose work (c. 100 BC) contains no explicit allegorical tendencies. In any case, such a fanciful hermeneutic undoubtedly was prompted by the underlying premise that this book was already part of sacred Scripture.

As with Ecclesiastes, the status of Song of Songs clearly evoked rabbinic controversy, as is reflected most famously in Rabbi Akiba’s strong affirmation recorded in the Mishnah: “No man ever disputed about the Song of Songs that it does not render the hands unclean, for all ages are not worth the day on which the Song of Songs was given to Israel: for all the Writings are holy, and the Song of Songs is the Holy of Holies” (m. Yad. 3:5). Whatever the precise nature of such rabbinic disputes (see 2.10 above), without doubt the erotic nature of Song of Songs fueled subsequent opposition in Christian circles, which evidently was met by the allegorical interpretations that lifted the poems above a sensual level.

3.6. Lamentations. The precise location of Lamentations within biblical codices has varied, but its canonicity has never seriously been questioned. This may be due in some measure to its association with Jeremiah in Jewish tradition (Lam 1:1 LXX attributes authorship to Jeremiah), a tradition that explains its location with the Prophets in the LXX and, through the influence of the Vulgate, in most English Bibles.

3.7. Ruth. Like Lamentations, the canonicity of Ruth has been almost universally accepted. Both the NT (Mt 1:5; Lk 3:32) and Josephus (Ant. 5.318-37) allude to its contents, and it is included in the earliest canonical lists, both Jewish (b. B. Bat. 14b) and patristic (e.g., Melito; cf. also Origin and Jerome). Indeed, apart from a mention in the context of the rabbinic dispute over the matter of “defiling the hands” (over which, with respect to Ruth, Song of Songs and Esther, rabbinic opinion allegedly was unanimous), the only direct challenge to the book’s status came from an obscure Nestorian commentator in the ninth century AD. One may infer from the Mishnah (m. Yebam. 76b-77b) that any rabbinic reservations would have been compounded by difficulties in harmonizing Ruth’s portrayal of *levirate marriage and redemption laws with that reflected in the laws and narratives of the Pentateuch, as well as Ruth’s more positive approach to marriages between Israelites and Moabites (cf. Deut 23:3-6). Thus, the fact that the canonical status of such a book was never challenged within Judaism clearly attests to the antiquity of that status.

3.8. Esther. Of all the Hagiographa (indeed, of the OT as a whole), the canonicity of Esther undoubtedly evokes the most questions. At least three observations are pertinent: (1) Esther is the only OT book not attested among the DSS; (2) talmudic evidence attests to a long history of debate, going back at least to the second century AD; (3) Esther’s canonical status was implicitly or explicitly denied in early patristic writings (e.g., it is absent from Melito’s list and rejected by Athanasius, Gregory of Nazianzus and Theodore of Mopsuestia). The book’s absence from Qumran may well have been because it clashed with the community’s liturgical calendar (so Beckwith, 291-94), but the rejection of this book by others is much more problematic. At least two factors were involved. It seems that it was the apparent secularity of its contents that initially brought the book’s canonical status into question. This certainly would explain the more overtly theological and religious content of the noncanonical *Esther Additions reflected in the LXX. The second problem (insofar as the rabbis were concerned) related to the institution of a non-Mosaic festival (cf. y. Meg. 1:5; b. Meg. 7a) (see Purim). It is clear, however, that rabbinic opinions questioning the canonicity of books such as Esther reflect a minority view and are cited primarily to be refuted. Moreover, even though the canonical status of this book has continued to evoke considerable debate, negative evaluations generally have resulted from a failure to appreciate its admittedly more subtle theology.

3.9. Apocryphal Books (Sirach and Wisdom of Solomon). Although these apocryphal books are considered deuterocanonical in the Roman Catholic and Orthodox traditions, they are excluded from Protestant Bibles on the grounds that they were never part of the Jewish canon (for a more detailed discussion, see Sirach; Wisdom of Solomon).




4. Conclusion.

According to Beckwith (275), four books of the Hagiographa (Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Daniel) “are among the Old Testament books which, individually, have the fullest attestation to their canonicity in the literature of the last few centuries B.C. and the first century AD.” As has been illustrated above, there is also considerable evidence for the canonicity of most of the other books as well. Although it is impossible to say exactly when it attained its final form, it seems fair to conclude that certainly by the second century BC, and possibly even earlier, this collection subsequently known as the Writings was widely recognized as the third and final section of the OT canon.

See also DEAD SEA SCROLLS; EDITORIAL CRITICISM; ESTHER 4: ADDITIONS; INTERTEXTUALITY; MEGILLOT AND FESTIVALS.
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CHAOS AND DEATH

The *imagery associated with chaos and death in the literature of the ancient world functions to inform human understanding of the realities of life under the principle of divine activity and design. Such texts are a reflex of cultural etiology—the search to understand and express primary causes and overarching structures in the divine and human realm. As such, these accounts grapple with the dark and difficult realities of human existence and interpret them as a subset of past and present struggles in the divine realm, often including the very process of creation. In the end, the portrayal of a divine act such as the ordering of chaos and the defeat of death acts as a pattern for understanding, preserving and transmitting religious and cultural traditions. Moreover, such stories work to express and codify societal order and codes of conduct as well as to vouchsafe for the efficacy of various religious rituals. Lastly, the study of the imagery of chaos and death in the OT has been both helped and hampered by the discovery of ancient Near Eastern texts having levels of similarity with various texts of the OT (particularly texts in *Job and *Psalms). These ancient Near Eastern texts can provide significant insight into the cognitive context of the biblical writer (and audience) and thus facilitate interpretive clarity and accuracy, but the search is riddled with irrational exuberance on the one hand and irrational avoidance on the other. With these possibilities and pitfalls in view, this article attempts to carefully navigate this search for meaning of chaos and death in the ancient Near East and the OT.


	1. Chaos


	2. Death as the Ultimate Expression of Chaos





1. Chaos.

1.1. Chaos in the Ancient Near East. The story of divine struggle against chaos (Chaoskampf) is commonly symbolized as a battle between a storm god (or a god whose fight is described via storm imagery) and a sea god/goddess (usually denoted via a primordial watery abyss along with a sea serpent/dragon). The narration of this battle between the storm god and the sea god/goddess is frequently found in the context of cosmogonical (stories that focus on the events and mechanics of creation) or cosmological (stories that focus on the meaning of creation) accounts. As with ancient flood accounts, Chaoskampf stories are attested in many cultures in the ancient Near East and beyond (e.g., Mesopotamia, Anatolia, Greece, Mari, Canaan, Syria, India, Egypt, Persia).

In a landmark study, Schöpfung und Chaos in Urzeit und Endzeit (1895), H. Gunkel attempted to show that the Babylonian myth Enuma Elish, chronicling Marduk’s defeat of the sea dragon Tiamat and subsequent creation of the world, was the backdrop for several OT texts involving the imagery of YHWH battling the sea and sea creatures such as Leviathan. This view received widespread support until the discovery and publication of the Ugaritic corpus, after which the OT’s references to YHWH’S control over the sea, sea monsters and so forth were proposed to actually reflect Syro-Canaanite mythological texts, particularly those concerning Baal’s battles with the sea and death. M. K. Wakeman’s God’s Battle with the Monster (1973), J. Day’s God’s Conflict with the Dragon and the Sea (1985) and C. Kloos’s Yhwh’s Combat with the Sea (1986) typify this adjusted approach to the topic of chaos. However, R. S. Watson’s recent Chaos Uncreated (2005) has challenged this adjusted approach by arguing that chaos imagery is found with too much variation in terminology, context and coordinated motifs to be able to be brought under a single unifying theme.

1.1.1. Mesopotamian Chaos Imagery. Mesopotamia has a long history of stories involving battles against dragon-like creatures of the primordial sea. For example, in a third millennium BC Sumerian text The Feats and Exploits of Ninurta, the Ninurta defeats a seven-headed serpent (as well as other multiheaded adversaries) and contains the (related) primeval waters of Kur before being awarded kingship by the pantheon (Kramer, 76-83). Similarly, Tishpak, the city god of Eshnunna (later associated with the Hurrian storm god Teshup), defeats a monstrous sea dragon in a storm context, a battle likely represented on three Old Akkadian cylinder seals depicting a snake-like dragon with seven heads (Wiggermann, 117-33). Also, an eighteenth-century BC text from Mari notes that the storm god Adad gave the king of Mari (Zimri-Lim) the weapons that he used in his battle against the sea. These noted, the most analyzed Mesopotamian text vis-à-vis the chaos motif is that of Enuma Elish (this title is a transliteration of the Akkadian words beginning the text, meaning, “When on high . . .”). This text (COS 1.111:390-402) opens with a primeval watery chaos consisting of the male and female procreative powers: the primordial freshwater father, Apsu, and the primordial saltwater mother, Tiamat (also portrayed as a serpentine sea dragon). As these waters mingle, the early generation of gods comes forth representing aspects of the newly differentiated cosmos. This progression, however, engenders conflict as the noise of the newer gods hinders the rest of Apsu. Thus, Apsu determines to destroy the lower gods, but his plan is found out by the “all-knowing” Ea (also known as Nudimmud), who casts a spell on Apsu and slays him. Ea then rests, and his son Marduk is born, while Tiamat plots her revenge along with a host of grotesque demons that she brings forth. With this threat at hand, a new champion is sought, and ultimately Marduk is chosen under the condition that he be granted the highest position in the divine assembly. During the battle, Tiamat opens her mouth to devour Marduk when Marduk uses the wind to prevent Tiamat from closing her mouth and then shoots an arrow into her inward parts, killing her. Afterward, Marduk begins to create the world, using half of Tiamat’s body as the firmament (waters) above and fixing a crossbar and posts to hold back these waters of heaven (cf. Gen 1:7-8). Marduk also kills Tiamat’s viceroy Kingu (Qingu) and from his blood makes humankind for the purpose of relieving the work of the lower gods. Afterward, the gods construct Esagila (terraced Marduk palace in Babylon) and give Marduk their fifty names (assigning him their authority), formalizing his supremacy.

1.1.2. Egyptian Chaos Imagery. Egyptian texts involving aspects of the chaos motif overlap with the political aspirations of ancient Egyptian political capitals. In addition, Egyptian accounts demonstrate a strong tendency to synthesize and incorporate earlier accounts (and deities) into later stories. From the Old Kingdom Pyramid Texts of Heliopolis (City of the Sun) we learn that an endless ocean of water known as Nun existed in complete darkness before the creation of the cosmos. This watery abyss is often portrayed in temples as a sacred lake and was considered to continue to surround the heavenly lights. From the chaos waters of Nun arises the self-generating sun god Atum, who was understood as being coexistent with the waters of Nun. Atum subsequently differentiated a portion of the waters into the created realm with the balance of the chaos waters understood as an ever-present threat. Atum is often cast standing on a raised pyramid-shaped mound, a primordial hillock identified as Heliopolis. Atum was considered to be the life spring of all other deities (beginning with the foundational group of deities known as the Ennead, or Pesdjet) and perpetrator of Monad (the notion of totality and order). This Monad of Atum had both a constructive aspect, associated with the goddess Isis, and destructive aspect, associated with Seth, the god of chaos. The dynamics of the Monad also allowed for the integration of Atum with other aspects of the sun already in view by the time the Pyramid Texts were inscribed, most notably Re (Ra). In conjunction with the move of the capital to Memphis, the Memphite god Ptah was declared to have been the “First Principle,” thereby taking precedence over all other recognized gods (ANET, 4). Ptah is noted in the Shabaka Stone as having given life to the other gods of Egypt (including Atum of Heliopolis) by means of the desire of his heart together with the creative power of his word. In the cosmogonic account from the city of Hermopolis, the Ogdoad (eight primordial deities [four couples] made by the god Thoth [who was reconfigured to Atum-Re in the New Kingdom period]) represented the conceptualization (and personification) of the elements resident within the primeval chaos preceding creation, including the primordial waters, void, darkness and concealed dynamic force (see Hart, 20-24). These primeval elemental couples interacted with creative efficacy and produced a primeval hillock identified as the city of Hermopolis. Afterward, they create Atum and the Ennead of Heliopolis. Later, priests from Thebes adjusted the Hermopolis account to elevate Amun (the concealed dynamic force of the Ogdoad) as a transcendental deity who is above creation. Like Atum, Amun is later syncretized with Re.

1.1.3. Syro-Canaanite Chaos Imagery. A cache of cuneiform texts discovered on the north Syrian coast at the maritime city-state of Ugarit (Ras Shamra) includes six tablets commonly referred to as the Baal Cycle or Baal Myth (the original title is unknown). The Ugaritic Baal Cycle (KTU 1.1-1.6; COS 1.86:241-74) has three major sections: (1) the battle between the storm god Baal Hadad (usually referred to simply by his title Baal [lord]) and the sea god Yam(m/mu); (2) the building of a house (palace) for Baal; (3) Baal’s battle with Mot (death), ruler of the underworld. The specific sequence of these sections is subject to some dispute (see the summary in Smith, 2-25), partly because of the fragmentary condition of the tablets (Wyatt [1996, 21] estimates that no more than half of the original composition has survived). The Baal Cycle illustrates the drama behind a struggle among the sons of El for power and preeminence within the pantheon, most notably between Yamm and Baal. In addition to sea and river, Baal’s adversary Yamm is represented also by monsters associated with the sea, specifically the sea dragon Tunnan (cf. Heb tannîn [“dragon”]) and the seven-headed sea creature Lotan (cf. Heb liwyātān [“Leviathan”]), probably alternate names for the same creature (note their parallel usage in KTU 1.3.III.37-40; 1.83 [see Pitard, 279]). At first, Yamm is given permission from El to build a palace for himself, but as Yamm seeks to exert his authority (including seeking to have Baal handed over so that he could seize his gold), Baal resists and battle ensues. Yamm has the upper hand in battle until the craftsman god Kothar wa-Hasis (or Kothar) intervenes and provides Baal with two clubs, the second of which successfully takes out Yamm. It is in this context that Baal is called the “Rider of the Clouds” and described as having an “everlasting kingdom” and “eternal dominion.” After Baal’s defeat of the sea god, Astarte exclaims, “Yamm is indeed dead! Baal shall be king!” and work on Baal’s palace begins. This noted, in another tablet (KTU 1.3), Baal’s sister Anat also claims to have defeated the sea and its creatures.

1.2. Old Testament Chaos Imagery. As with the ancient Near Eastern texts noted above, the OT utilizes a variety of images from the realm of nature to portray what is chaotic and seemingly uncontrollable. In further similarity with numerous ancient Near Eastern Chaoskampf myths, these inimical forces are drawn from the aquatic realm—the deep powerful sea and its fearsome creatures. Conversely, as also attested in ancient Near Eastern texts, the imagery for the presence and activity of God is often mediated through that which accompanies the battering of the sea—storm imagery.

1.2.1. The Primordial Sea. The image of a raging personified cosmic deep (tĕhôm) is perhaps the most pervasive symbol of chaos in ancient mythological texts. The cognate of the Hebrew term tĕhôm occurs also in the Ugaritic corpus (thm/thmt) and designates the primordial cosmic waters in those texts (cf. KTU 1.100.1; 1.3.III.25). There may also be an indirect philological relationship between tĕhôm and the saltwater goddess Tiamat of the Enuma Elish account (see Tsumura, 45-52).

In addition to the tĕhôm, texts with a mythopoeic (mythopoetic) feel also speak of the waters (mayîm), river(s) (nāhār) and flood(s) (e.g., mabbûl, šibbōlet), as seen in Psalm 93:3; Nahum 1:4; Habakkuk 3:8-9 (cf. KTU 1.2). The primeval waters were understood as being located both above the firmament and beneath the earth, with the “windows of heaven” understood as the entry point for water (rain) from above. The understanding of the cosmic deep extends to the realm of God, as YHWH is described as sitting enthroned over the flood as king forever (Ps 29:10) and praised as the one who “lays the beams of his upper chambers in the waters” (Ps 104:3). This is reminiscent of the location of the throne of Ea in the midst of Apsu (the primeval fresh waters) in the Babylonian Enuma Elish. Such texts also bring to mind the placement of the palace of the Syro-Canaanite god El, which is described in the Baal Cycle as being located on a cosmic mountain that serves as the source of the primordial oceans/water springs (see KTU 1.3.V.6-7; 1.4.IV.21-22; 1.6.I.33-34). In addition, certain poetic texts personify the waters as follows:


The waters saw you, O God; the waters saw you and writhed, even the deeps trembled. (Ps 77:16)

The deep sounded forth its voice; it lifted its hands up high. (Hab 3:10 [cf. Job 28:14; Ps 93:3])

Deep cries out to deep at the sound of your waterfalls. (Ps 42:7)



In addition to these examples, the usage of the deep in the blessings of Jacob and Moses could be construed as personifying the tĕhôm (cf. Gen 49:25; Dt 33:13), and the absence of the article with “sea” in Job 9:8 and Psalm 78:13 has been noted as marking yām (“sea”) as a proper name (although the absence of the article is commonplace in poetry).

On the other hand, YHWH is described as the one who has created the sea and continues to control it, as in Psalm 95: “To him belongs the sea; for he made it as well as the dry land which his hands formed” (Ps 95:5 [cf. Ps 104:6, 9; 146:6]). YHWH is shown to have sovereign mastery over the sea (e.g., “he tramples down the waves of the sea” [Job 9:8]) and everything else in the created realm (see Curtis, 255). In short, “Whatever YHWH pleases, he does—in heaven, in earth, in the seas, and in all deeps” (Ps 135:6 [cf. Jer 31:35]). Waters are described as controlled by God, the boundaries of the sea are noted as specifically set by God (Prov 8:28-29), and the sea is described as kept in place by YHWH (even imprisoned [see Job 38:8-11]). Such descriptions, especially when heard in their cultural context and in light of the details of other ancient Near Eastern texts, underscore YHWH’s mastery over the seemingly uncontrollable seas and thus foster trust and faith in YHWH’s power. Lastly, it should not be missed that the controlling of the sea and walking on the water demonstrated by Jesus recapitulates the divine mastery over watery forces and consequently shows his divine nature and royal status (Mt 8:23-27; 14:22-34; cf. Job 26:12; Ps 65:7; 89:9 [see Wyatt 1998, 855]).

1.2.2. Chaos Monsters of the Primordial Sea. In addition to the motif of the inimical waters (tĕhôm/deep; yām/sea; mayîm/waters; nāhār/ river) subjugated by YHWH, other texts intermix YHWH’s control over the waters with his mastery over aquatic opponent(s) having serpentand dragon-like features. These creatures occasionally appear with the term for “snake,” providing a serpentine imagery for these monsters of the deep (as also seen in the various sea monsters attested in the various ancient Near Eastern stories noted above). It should be noted that the contextual proximity and interplay of these sea creatures with the oceanic deep makes it clear that they are either closely related to the image of the chaotic waters or perhaps even function as metaphorical synonyms. Attempts have been made to connect these creatures (as well as Behemoth [see Job 40:15-24]) with various animals (such as the crocodile and hippopotamus), but the imagery and descriptions used of these creatures make such identification untenable (if anything, prehistoric fish and dinosaurs would have the closest points of connection). Instead, these aquatic monsters probably are intended to have a mythological tone in line with the poetic intent of a given passage. This is consistent with the fact that a monstrous sea serpent was a common mythological symbol for chaos in the ancient Near East. Lastly, although the frequent parallel usage of these terms in the Bible and elsewhere (such as the Baal Cycle [see KTU 1.5.I.1]) implies that only one serpentine sea creature associated with the primordial deep is envisaged, the most common terms found in the OT (“Rahab,” “Leviathan,” “Tannin”) will be surveyed separately below.

The term Rahab (Heb rahab) appears six times in the OT and has no known cognates in other ancient Near Eastern languages. In two of these occurrences (Ps 87:4; Is 30:7) Rahab refers to Egypt (see 1.5 below). In the other four occurrences, however, Rahab seems to be a serpentine creature associated with the sea. For example, Job notes that God “with his power quieted the sea and with his understanding he crushed Rahab; with his wind [’Spirit’?] the sky became clear; his hand pierced the fleeing serpent” (Job 26:12-13). Also, in a celebration of God’s mastery over the created realm Job notes that “the helpers of Rahab crouch down” beneath YHWH (Job 9:13). In like manner, the psalmist notes that God rules the swelling of the sea and stills the rising waves, and that he crushed Rahab “like a corpse” (Ps 89:8-10). Similarly, Isaiah notes that God “cut Rahab in pieces, pierced the dragon . . . the one who caused the sea to dry up, the waters of the great deep [tĕhôm]” (Is 51:9-10). As noted above, the parallel structure of these occurrences indicates a close relationship between Rahab and the sea (yām) in Job 26:12; Psalm 89:9-10; Isaiah 51:9-10; Rahab and the deep (tĕhôm) in Isaiah 51:9-10; Rahab and the gliding serpent in Job 26:13; as well as Rahab and the dragon (tannîn) in Isaiah 51:9.

Another OT sea creature that evokes much comparative discussion is Leviathan (Heb liwyātān). This term occurs six times in the OT (twice in Is 27:1) and has the Ugaritic cognate ltn (“Lotan” or “Litan”). As with Rahab, the usage of Leviathan is associated with the sea (see Job 41:1; Ps 104:26), including the image of YHWH dividing the sea and controlling the rivers with his strength (Ps 74:13-15). In addition, Leviathan is used in conjunction with the serpent (nāḥāš [Job 26:13; Is 27:1]), as well as the “dragon [tannîn] that lives in the sea” (see Is 27:1). The overlap of this imagery can be appreciated from the following texts:


You divided the sea by your strength; you broke the heads of the sea dragons [pl. of tannîn] upon the waters. You crushed the heads of Leviathan; you gave him as food for the people of the wilderness. You cleaved open springs and brooks; you caused the mighty rivers to dry up. (Ps 74:13-15)

On that day YHWH will punish with his fierce, great and mighty sword Leviathan the gliding serpent, yes, Leviathan the twisting serpent; he will slay the dragon that lives in the sea. (Is 27:1)



In addition, Leviathan’s description as a “twisting” and “multiheaded serpent” that is associated with the sea and has been subjugated by God (see Job 41; Ps 73:13-14) is more than reminiscent of the “twisting” serpent with “seven heads” defeated by Baal (and Anat) in conjunction with their battle(s) against the sea god Yamm in the Ugaritic corpus:


Surely I smote Yamm [Sea], beloved of El; surely I made an end of Nahar [River], the mighty god; surely I choked Tunnan [Dragon]

. . . I smote the twisting Lotan, the tyrant with seven heads. (KTU 1.3.III.37-40 [cf. KTU 1.5.I.1-4])



Yet, although this sea serpent is associated with the imagery of watery chaos and is subjugated by YHWH, it should not be missed that Leviathan is described as one of the creatures made by YHWH and dependant upon him for life (Ps 104:24-30). Lastly, the likely relationship between Leviathan and the creatures of the book of Revelation should be noted. These creatures—a “great red dragon having seven heads” that spews “water like a river from its mouth” (Rev 12:3, 15) and a beast from the sea having “seven heads” (Rev 13:1 [cf. Rev 17:3])—function as the personification of rebellion against divine order (i.e., chaos) and as such provide an ideal image for *Satan (cf. Rev 12:9; 20:2) in the unfolding of an overarching eschatological schema (see 1.6 below).

In addition to Rahab and Leviathan, another OT creature that seems to be some type of sea serpent or sea dragon is Tannin (Heb tannîn). This term occurs fourteen times in the OT and has the Ugaritic cognate tnn (tunnan/tannin). A number of these occurrences are found in OT books outside the focus on the present study, including God creating the “great sea monsters [tannînîm]” on day five in the Genesis creation account (Gen 1:21), Aaron’s staff becoming a Tannin in the midst of Pharaoh and his servants (Ex 7:9-12 [3x]), as a synonym for “snake” (Deut 32:33; Ps 91:13), and as a symbolic designation for the Babylonian Nebuchadnezzar (Jer 51:34) as well as the Egyptian Pharaoh (Ezek 29:3; 32:2). The inimical nature of the Tannin (and the sea) is implied in Job’s question to God, “Am I the sea, or the sea dragon [tannîn] that you have set a guard over me?” (Job 7:12). Other instances of Tannin tap into the Chaoskampf motif, such as God’s piercing Tannin and cutting up Rahab in the ancient past (Is 51:9), God’s breaking of the heads of Tannin in the waters and dividing the sea (Ps 74:13 [see above]), and God’s slaying of the Tannin that lives in the sea on the day Leviathan is vanquished (Is 27:1 [see above]). A similar reference to the deity subduing the “water monster” occurs in the Egyptian Instructions to Merikare (COS 1.35:61-66). Similarly, recall that in the Baal Cycle Anat’s claims of defeating Yamm included victory against Tunnan, cognate to tannîn (KTU 1.3.III.40 [see above]). Given the stress of God’s creation of and control over Tannin, the psalmist exhorts the Tannin and the deep (tĕhôm) itself to praise YHWH (Ps 148:7). These examples also show the parallel usage of Tannin with Leviathan, Rahab and the deep (tĕhôm). Lastly, we note that YHWH is portrayed as a fire-breathing dragon in Ps 18:8 in the rescuing of his people, a description similar to the smoke-and fire-snorting Leviathan in Job 41:18-21 (see ANEP, 671, 691). A “good dragon” image is also found in the Ugaritic corpus (KTU 1.83.5-7), and Baal is described as being enthroned “like the flood dragon” (RS 24.245).

1.2.3. God and Storm Imagery. As noted above, storm imagery is associated with the god that successfully overcomes the chaotic sea and its creature(s) in several ancient Chaoskampf myths. In like manner, the OT commonly portrays God’s presence in conjunction with storm imagery (often called a “storm theophany”), such as strong winds, lightning and dark clouds. For example, God is noted as one who surrounds himself with clouds (Job 22:14; Ps 97:2), who walks upon the wings of the wind (Ps 18:10; Ps 104:3; cf. Job 22:14), who uses clouds as his chariot (Ps 104:3), who causes clouds to burst with lightning (Job 37:11), who clears up the sky with his wind (Job 26:13), whose voice brings forth abundant rain (Job 38:34; Ps 78:23) and whose thunders shake the earth (Ps 29). With respect to wind imagery, one complicating factor in understanding YHWH’s relationship with the wind is the fact that the common Hebrew word for “wind” is the same as that used for God’s “spirit” (as is the case for the Greek term in the NT). This detail aside, a number of these descriptions have points in common with the Syro-Canaanite storm god Baal Hadad, as Baal is understood to have hegemony over storm forces—wind, clouds, rain, thunder, lightning. Thus Baal, like YHWH, is described as riding on the clouds (Ps 68:4) and controlling the release of water via the windows (or floodgates) of heaven (Ps 104:13; cf. Gen 7:11; 8:2). Recall that Baal used the wind against the sea god Yamm in the Canaanite Baal Cycle. Likewise, in the Babylonian Enuma Elish account Marduk used the wind in his battle against Tiamat (“He made the flood wave and roused Tiamat . . . he created the four fearful wind . . . he made an evil wind”). Yet YHWH’s mastery over such meteorological forces is not portrayed in any sort of battle context but rather stresses his omnipotence over all aspects of the created realm.

Another feature of storm imagery is that of darkness (which can be effected by dark clouds and/or control over the sun and other luminaries). Although the imagery of darkness is not a major part of the Baal Cycle or Enuma Elish (although a section near the end of the Baal Cycle seems to imply that the tnn [sea dragon] presents a danger to the sun [cf. Job 3:8]), it plays a sizable role in Egyptian accounts, partly due to the Egyptian understanding of a perpetual animosity between the sun disk (in its various divine manifestations) and the chaos serpent. Paintings in the tomb of Ramesses VI (twelfth century BC) indicate that the span of day and night is a cycle of the Egyptian sky goddess Nut swallowing and then birthing the sun god Re, who transverses the sky in the Sun Barge. During this nightly passage, the darkness-dwelling chaos serpent Apep (often known by the Greek name “Apophis”) attempts to destroy the sun. In the OT, God’s creation and control of light and darkness (Ps 139:12; Is 45:6-8) and control over the domain of both (Ps 104:19-23) mitigates against such a mythological nuance. Instead, God is described as the one who made the constellations of the sky and the one who transforms darkness into morning (and vice versa) on earth (Amos 5:8). This noted, it is striking to see the parallel relationship between God’s oversight of light and darkness and his control of societal order (peace) and disorder (chaos) in the human realm (cf. Is 45:7; see 1.4 below). The NT builds on this imagery of light and darkness by heralding Jesus as the light of the world (Jn 1:4-5; 8:12) and describing believers as children of light (Eph 5:8-14). Lastly, it is striking to recall that in the perfect cosmos of the new creation there is no sea and no night—that is, darkness (Rev 21:1, 25)—both of which characterize the opening scene in Genesis. Instead, God himself will be a perpetual source of light in the new creation.

1.3. Chaos and Creation. OT texts that invoke imagery of YHWH’s mastery of the primordial waters and its creatures are frequently found in the context of creation texts. Likewise, in a number of ancient Near Eastern accounts creation is juxtaposed to the subjugation of a cosmic ocean that seems to exist in a dark default eternity. In this schema, the created order arises out of a disordered mass of undetermined matter that is negative or even hostile. The accounts differ at various points, but some type of engagement of a cosmic ocean (and its monsterṣs]) functions as a key development in the creation schema. Typically, detail is provided along the lines of a progressive differentiation of matter, such as separating the cosmic waters (e.g., waters above and waters below), separating the heavens from the earth, light from darkness, and land from (primeval) water (Levenson, 122).

For example, in the Mesopotamian Enuma Elish the first-generation elemental gods are pictured as undifferentiated and amorphous entities that are progressively differentiated into the ordered created realm. This transformation is underscored by syntax; stative verbs describe the primordial beings while fientive verbs describe the change and progressive differentiation of these primordial elements. The order of this transformation of undifferentiated matter in Enuma Elish is quite similar to the order of creation in Genesis 1 as well as poetic summaries of creation such as Job 38—41; Psalm 104. In addition, in the Egyptian Hermopolitan creation account the interaction and differentiation effected by the four primordial elements have points of similarity with the opening scene of Genesis, with the primeval waters (tĕhôm) likened to Nun, the darkness with Kek, the formless void (Heb tōhû wābōhû) with Heh, and the energic Spirit of God likened to Amun.

Given that the OT begins with the image of a dark primordial ocean (the tĕhôm of Gen 1:2 [see above]) and unfolds in a comparable manner vis-à-vis incremental differentiation of matter, it is possible to understand the dark tĕhôm (along with the enigmatic and oft-discussed expression tōhû wābōhû) as conveying a subtle sense of watery chaos at the onset of creation (cf. Ps 24:2, which notes that YHWH founded the earth upon the seas). Moreover, it has been construed that the structure of Genesis 1 presents the darkness and sea as uncreated (chaotic) realities. Such views are bolstered by the presence of the imagery of a chaotic, unruly sea along with multiheaded sea dragons in poetic texts lauding creation, such as Job 9 (cf. Job 9:8, 13), Job 26 (esp. Job 26:12-13); Job 38—41 (esp. Job 38:8-11; 41), Psalm 74 (esp. Ps 74:12-17), Psalm 89 (esp. Ps 89:9-14), Psalm 104 (esp. Ps. 104:6-9), Proverbs 8 (cf. Prov 8:29) and Isaiah 51 (cf. Is 51:9-10). All told, the process of creation from this perspective would be understood as an out-working of God subjugating, limiting and controlling preexistent chaotic elements into the functioning, ordered cosmos (Levenson, 123, 127).

These points of connection between creation and images of chaos in the OT and points of similarity with ancient Near Eastern cosmogonies causes some to consider the biblical story of creation to be connected (causally or otherwise) with YHWH’s conflict with the primordial sea and its monster(s) (see Day, 3). From this perspective, the creation accounts of the Hebrew Bible are understood as presupposing and adopting mythopoeic accounts found elsewhere in the ancient Near East (although it should be stressed that the Baal Cycle does not portray Baal as creator, nor does the Baal Cycle even contain the story of creation). Yet, although the points of connection between the creation details of Chaoskampf myths and OT texts with chaos imagery are compelling and informative (especially regarding the cognitive context of the OT), the reality that the creative process delineated in Genesis 1 transforms the unformed and unfilled world into the ordered realm without any sort of cosmic resistance or struggle cannot be overlooked (complex and convoluted attempts at showing various degrees of demythologization notwithstanding [see Levenson, 58-59; Wyatt 1996, 30]). It should also be noted that the path of least resistance is employed in showing “similarities” between the OT and other ancient texts. For example, references to the created order in the Egyptian hymn to the sun disk Aten find numerous points in common with those of Psalm 104 (esp. Ps 104:1-2, 19-24), including descriptions of the deity and his creative efficacy, creation of seasonal and temporal markers, activities of the created realm, and so forth. Nevertheless, comparison charts for these texts typically omit parts of verses that illustrate important distinctions, such as the statements that portray YHWH not only as creator but also as sustainer of creation, as well as doxological intermezzos (e.g., Ps 104:24). In addition, most of the opening (Ps 104:3-18) and closing (Ps 104:28-30) of the psalm are not included in such comparisons although the cosmological and etiological content of these verses stress the sovereign design and oversight of every detail of the cosmos (Ps 104:3-18) as well as the role of God’s Spirit in sustaining the created order (Ps 104:28-30). In light of such details, Psalm 104 could actually be a polemic against the Egyptian ideology of a divine sun! Beyond this, numerous biblical texts stress that God created everything, making the notion of an eternal cosmic sea untenable (Ps 33:6-9; cf. Is 44:24; Col 1:16-17; Heb 11:3). In addition, although YHWH’s presence is associated with meteorological and chthonic phenomena (see above), he is not portrayed as being these elements but rather as wielding them to accomplish his purposes. Moreover, in sharp distinction to ancient Near Eastern accounts, biblical texts totally lack any sort of theogony (story of the birth of god[s]) or change in God in creation texts (Knight, 141-42). Lastly, it should be pointed out that in Psalm 89 YHWH’s ownership of the earth is shown as being rooted in his creation of the world rather than his victory over the symbols of chaos.

1.4. Chaos, Society and Kingship. The motif of bringing order to the undifferentiated (chaotic) aspects of the primordial realm (see above) had a direct bearing on the social structure of ancient societies such as Israel. Put another way, that which begins at the cosmic level with God’s defeat (and subsequent control) of chaotic forces extends into the social, political and religious order on earth. Such order is not abstract but rather is purposeful with respect to the realm of humankind. In the same way that boundaries mark the circuits of the heavenly lights and the boundaries of the seas, boundaries (ethical, moral and otherwise) are integral to the realm of humankind (Ps 19; cf. Lev 20:24-26). These boundaries underscore the fact that the subjugation of chaotic forces into an ordered cosmos has a moral as well as a physical dimension. As J. C. L. Gibson (213) notes, “Many of the allusions to Yahweh’s defeat of chaos in its various watery or monstrous disguises do carry a connotation of his power over evil.” The OT repeatedly affirms that the created realm was founded on YHWH’s faithfulness, righteousness and justice (see Ps 33:4-7; 89:8-18), facets of divine nature frequently connected with the notion of *wisdom in texts lauding YHWH’s work of creation (Prov 3:19-20; 8:22-31; Jer 10:12 [see Knight, 145]). As J. D. Levenson (118) notes, the issue of holiness “is as fundamental to cosmic order as the separations through which God first brought order out of chaos.” Moreover, God’s ability to bring order to the created realm via holiness functions as the basis for trust in God’s saving power (see Ps 74:12 [see Ollenburger, 56-58, 66; Wyatt 1998, 864]). This connection also underscores the biblical interest in heralding divine-human community within the ordered world, an interest ultimately formalized by covenant (Clifford, 199, 201).

Although the connection between holiness and cosmic ordering is especially pronounced in the OT, the societal dimension to the order of the cosmos is also implicit in other ancient Near Eastern Chaoskampf accounts. For example, the principal of moral and cosmic orderliness implicit in YHWH’s creation of the world is parallel to the Egyptian concept of *Maʿat (Knight, 149). This notion, commonly translated as “order,” “correctness,” “truth,” “righteousness” and the like, was established at creation and embraced all aspects of reality—from the expanse of the universe to the social and moral aspects of human existence. In the human realm Maʿat was especially related to foundational areas of life, including kingship, law, wisdom, agriculture, war and religion (Knight, 139). Moreover, the Pharaoh was understood as having been appointed by the god Re to uphold Maʿat (order) and eliminate Isfet (disorder) in Egyptian society. Similarly, in the Ugaritic texts Yamm’s power in the Baal Cycle is analogous to the chaotic powers of evil that disrupted civilization’s existence, and Baal’s victory is a victory for peaceful human society. Hence, Baal’s victory over Yamm (and Mot [see below]) had great significance for the social world of gods and humans (Clifford, 198). In Babylon the annual recitation of Enuma Elish was seen as assuring Marduk’s continued mastery over chaos (political, social, natural or otherwise) and his continued oversight of justice and cosmic order for another year. Note that the chaos of social disorder and anarchy in the Babylonian Erra myth implies Marduk’s occasional negligence in maintaining an ordered creation.

As we noted, the understanding of social order in the human realm is a reflection of the divine order achieved at the cosmic level. This achievement of cosmic order is typically underscored and celebrated through the motif of divine kingship (enthronement) and subsequently appropriated through the social structure of human *kingship. In ancient Near Eastern Chaos-kampf accounts the storm god who conquered chaos functions as the “foundation of centralized political power” in human society (Green, 281). In several of these texts, such as the Sumerian Ninurta, the Babylonian Enuma Elish and the Syro-Canaanite Baal Cycle, the divine subjugation of chaos is followed by inauguration of divine kingship, celebration and palace building. Thus, Ninurta is awarded kingship after his mastery of the primeval waters and the seven-headed serpent, Marduk receives the names of the gods in becoming their chief after defeating Tiamat, and Astarte declares, “Yamm is indeed dead! Baal shall be king!” following Baal’s victory over the sea god. Moreover, as with the palace built for Marduk at Esagila following his victory over the sea goddess Tiamat, the assembly of the gods builds a palace for Baal following his victory over the waters of chaos. Such palaces function as a tangible and spatial expression of divine dominion over chaos and governance of the created realm (Clifford, 192, 197; Fischer, 318-20).

Because some biblical texts (e.g., Pss 29; 93) speak of YHWH’s reign and kingship together with imagery of mighty waters, the sea and the flood, it is commonly proposed that the focal point of these texts ultimately pertained to royal ideology, and that the social context of these writings (Sitz im Leben) was the enthronement of the king (see Wyatt 1998, 854, 865-67; Levenson, 69; Day, 21). In this approach, the motif of divine control over chaos has been appropriated by the human king, who is understood to have been given the divine mandate to control human chaos. In an OT framework the covenant functionaries of prophet, priest, king and judge are commissioned by God to facilitate social, political and religious order. Nevertheless, it is the king who is the most prominent official charged with preventing societal chaos and upholding order (i.e., righteousness) via divine law. Note that part of God’s establishing *David as king (with likely *messianic implications) includes giving him dominion over the sea and the rivers (Ps 89:25). With this in mind, we note that the royal palace functioned as a symbol of stability within human society (Wyatt 1998, 840). In analogy to the Egyptian throne being founded on the cosmic principle of Monad (see above), Psalm 89 lauds the Davidic throne as being established upon cosmic righteousness (Ps 89:1-31 [see Anderson, 83]). Yet, although YHWH’s mastery of the aquatic realm is indeed connected with his present lordship over creation, the absence of the human king in such texts makes the presumed Sitz im Leben of the enthronement of the human king questionable at best. Instead, these texts are heralding the power and sover-eignty of God by poetically illustrating his power over the seemingly uncontrollable forces of nature (see 1.7 below).

1.5. The Historicization of Chaos. The imagery of divine conflict with the sea and its dragon is also applied to the historical enemies of Israel in various periods (likewise the Egyptian chaos god Seth was used of Egypt’s enemies). For example, texts describing God’s deliverance of the Israelites at the Red (Reed) Sea incorporate a considerable amount of storm and water imagery (see Ex 15; Ps 77:17-21; 106:9). In addition, Egypt is referred to by one of the names of the sea dragon, “Rahab,” in Isaiah 30:7 (and probably in Ps 87:4), and the Egyptian Pharaoh is referred to as the “great monster that lies in the midst of his rivers” in Ezekiel 29:3 (cf. Ezek 32:2). Similarly, the image of raging waters is applied to the advancing Assyrian army in Isaiah 8:5-8. Storm and chaos imagery is also appropriated to show God’s efficacious deliverance at the individual level, as with Psalm 18, where YHWH’s rescue of one in the midst of the mighty waters is portrayed through a host of meteoro-logical and chthonic phenomena, including the shaking of the earth, trembling of the mountains, thick darkness, smoke (from God’s nostrils), fire (from God’s mouth), thunder, hail and lighting (see Ps 18:3-19). Lastly, in light of such imagery, appeals for divine deliverance at both the individual and the national level are frequently rooted in God’s victories over the symbols of chaos—Rahab, Tannin (dragon), Tehom (deep), Sea and the like (see Is 51:9-11).

1.6. The Eschatologization of Chaos. In addition to historicizing the motif of divine conflict with the dragon and the sea, other OT texts use this imagery to describe a future eschatological defeat of chaos—a future of hope absent from other ancient Near Eastern myths. This is noteworthy, as the forces of chaos, though subjugated and limited (see Job 38:8-11; Ps 104:5-9), are portrayed not as completely defeated but rather as ever threatening to divine order and human life structures (Levenson, 65). Thus, texts that speak to the final eradication of chaos strike a chord in the human heart. A vivid example of this usage, although found outside the OT books under study here, is worth considering:

On that day YHWH will punish with his fierce, great and mighty sword Leviathan the gliding serpent, yes, Leviathan the twisting serpent; he will slay the dragon that is in the sea. (Is 27:1)


In this text (found within the so-called Isaianic Apocalypse [Is 24—27]) several of the creatures associated with past divine victory over chaos (cf. Ps 74:12-17) are used to describe a future subjugation of chaos: Leviathan, the gliding serpent and the Tannin (dragon), which lives in the sea. Similarly, in the apocalyptic vision of Daniel 7 God battles four monsters from the sea that stand against his dominion. Such future cosmic struggles against the forces of chaos and evil no doubt factor into NT apocalyptic texts, particularly God’s battle with the seven-headed beasts from the sea found in the book of Revelation (e.g., Rev 12:3; 13:1; 17:3) culminating with permanent divine victory over these serpentine beasts (Rev 20; cf. Rom 16:20), a new created order (i.e., a new heavens, a new earth, a new Jerusalem) and everlasting divine reign (Rev 11:17; 19:6). It is in this context that the statement that there will be “no more sea” in this new cosmos (Rev 21:1) should be understood: no longer will there be any residue of seemingly uncontrollable and chaotic forces in God’s new creation.

1.7. The Hermeneutics of Chaos (or Vice Versa). As evidenced above, there is a degree of tension between OT texts that mirror ancient Near Eastern myths concerning a primordial battle between the storm god and the sea deity (chaos) and texts that stress that YHWH is the sole, transcendent creator of the cosmos (including the sea and the creatures of the sea). Much biblical scholarship (particularly from segments having a negative or nuanced view of biblical veracity) opts to propose various streams and stages of demythologization used by later writers/redactors on texts with a mythological feel, but this is more a matter of presuppositions than biblical exegesis. Instead, the possibility must be considered that rather than a process of demythologization taking place, the usage of poetic expression included intentional mythologization of various chaos motifs for the purpose of poetic impact and expression. Certainly it seems clear that the “God language” of the Canaanites and Israelites (as well as the Egyptians and Mesopotamians) had numerous points of cultural and linguistic contact (see Smick 1982, 88). Moreover, the brevity and the subtleness of references to ancient Near Eastern Chaoskampf accounts suggest a grid of understanding and familiarity with these stories on the part of the biblical writers and the ancient audience. Yet, there is a significant difference between borrowed imagery and borrowed ideology/theology. In short, the ancient Israelite writers may well have used broadly attested mythopoeic imagery and language for poetic purposes (and/or polemical purposes [note the application of Baal’s cosmic mountain Zaphon to Mount Zion at Ps 48:2]) without incorporating the thought and ideology attached to such imagery and language.

It is noteworthy that scholars who argue for a biblical adaptation of ancient Near Eastern cosmological and cosmogonical systems of belief freely adjust the biblical text because they find a given poetic colon “overloaded,” “intrusive” and the like. Not surprisingly, such adjustments lend even further “support” to their views on the origins of OT mythopoeic language. Similarly, such scholars tend to begin with the a priori assumption that Israel’s understanding of God, creation, and so forth is basically the same as that of its neighbors and then proceed (in what amounts to circular reasoning) to read various ancient Near Eastern mythological concepts into the biblical material in a manner that amounts to a hermeneutical and interpretive axiom.

A close look at the literary and contextual usage of chaos terminology suggests that the meaning of this imagery tends to differ based on the genre in which it is found. In narrative literature, for example, the use of such imagery is not attested with clarity (recall the attempt to extract chaos imagery out of Gen 1:2, noted above). In prophetic literature the chaos motif tends to be historicized (e.g., Is 30:7; Jer 51:34), with the figures of chaos applied to Israel’s enemies of the time (see above). In apocalyptic literature the chaos imagery functions as a literary medium to express eschatological themes, such as the complete elimination of evil and cosmic strife at the end of time (Is 27:1; Dan 7; Rev 12—13). Lastly, in poetic literature (including wisdom literature written in poetic line) usage of chaos imagery frequently has a mythopoeic feel reminiscent of the various ancient Near Eastern texts surveyed above. Given that the usage of chaos imagery is overwhelmingly attested in the poetic genre, the authorial purpose (Tendenz) for such usage must be considered in light of the literary features of this genre. In short, poetic literature utilizes evocative expression in order to create a sensory impact on the hearer or reader as over against other literary types. Such emotive and metaphorical stylistics of poetry can be appreciated by comparing the narrative renderings of the crossing of the Red Sea and the Israelite battle against the army of Sisera with the poetic celebrations of these same events that follow in the biblical text (Ex 14—15; Judg 4—5).

In order to facilitate this emotive quality of poetry, ancient writers (including OT authors) commonly employed the vivid sensory images of nature. In addition to demonstrating models of order and beauty (Ps 19:1-6; Prov 6:6-11; Jer 8:7), the natural realm also provides apt imagery and symbolism for the forces of chaos and disorder. As E. B. Smick (1978, 214-15) notes, “Nature is a theme which frequently evoked mythological language: the storm, fire, the sea, the heavens and the earth and creatures in both spheres.” Hence, in poetic descriptions of the crossing of the Red Sea and the Jordan River, aspects of the created realm are commonly personified as combatants for impact (Terrien, 119-20). For example, the waters and the deep are described as “seeing” God and responding in “fear” and “anguish,” the sea “looks and flees,” the Jordan “retreats,” and mountains “skip like rams” (Ps 77:16-20; cf. Ps 114:1-8). Although such poetic imagery personifies elements of the natural realm for literary effect, it is naïve to conclude that these elements were considered living entities. Likewise, although certain poetic passages in the OT personify the sea and present it as an inimical force that YHWH subdues, the purpose of these passages is to show the power and sovereign mastery of YHWH over the seemingly “uncontrollable” elements of nature (see Job 9; 26), not to present the sea as a living foe. Hence, it is not surprising that such texts utilizing mythopoeic images are woven together with confessions of faith and expressions of praise (Longman and Reid, 77). In short, “chaos” terminology is utilized to show comprehensive divine sovereignty and to adjure readers and listeners to have commensurate faith in God for all things large and small (see Ps 77).




2. Death as the Ultimate Expression of Chaos.

Death is the ultimate expression of chaos for the human realm, the final culmination of moral and social disorder (rebellion). Death, like chaos, is a by-product of crossing boundaries established by God. Indeed, the land of death is described as a place “without any order” (Job 10:22). As P. S. Johnston (73) notes, death is “cosmologically opposite to ‘heaven.’” Like chaos, death is also connected with images of a tempestuous watery abyss (e.g., Ps 124:2-5; 69:14-15 [see Johnston, 114-24]), partly due to the sense that one sinks down into darkness in both (see Watson, 85-93; Wyatt 1996, 102). Similarly, Job 38:16-17 juxtaposes the gates of the underworld with the depths of the sea, and Job 26:5 places the rĕpāʾîm (departed spirits) beneath the waters. In Egyptian images of the netherworld the ka (soul) of the dead sailed through waters of the abyss and its gates and chambers facing various tests and trials (Wright, 16). Similarly, the Mesopotamian understanding of death included a nether-world river journey. The place of death is also associated with the underworld (“belly”) of the earth (Tromp, 23-46). In the Syro-Canaanite Baal Cycle the realm of death is controlled by Mot (cognate to the Hebrew word for “death”), who is called “the Beloved of El” (see KTU 1.4.VII.46-47; 1.5.I.6-8). Although Mot is one of the sons of the god El (bn ilm [KTU 1.6.II.13; 1.6.VI.24]) and understood to be the king of the underworld (see KTU 1.6.V.27ff.), Mot is not part of the Ugaritic pantheon and is absent from Ugaritic cultic offering lists, implying that he was not worshiped. Nevertheless, Mot certainly was an inimical force to be appeased and feared (see KTU 1.23). As F. M. Cross (116) notes, Mot “represents the dark chthonic powers which bring sterility, disease, and death.” Mot is depicted in Ugaritic texts as being wide of throat and having an insatiable appetite for gods and people (e.g., KTU 1.6.II.21-23). In the battle between Baal and Mot, Baal is at first swallowed up by Mot (a picture of death) and is brought to the confines of the netherworld, a place of darkness and decay beneath the earth. However, Baal is brought back from the realm of death (a picture of rebirth) with the aid of Anat. The battle between Baal and Mot is sometimes considered to be a metaphor for seasonal changes, with Mot representing the heat and agricultural “death” of the dry season, and Baal representing the moisture and “life” of the rainy season. Although there is a strong connection between seasonal cycles and rituals in ancient cultures (including Israel), there are several problems with this understanding of the Baal Cycle, including the need to change the order of the texts and the concurrent reign of Baal and Mot (see Smith, 60-75; Cassuto, 78-79; Clifford, 195).

In the OT death appears in conjunction with related terms that speak of the realm of the dead, including “destruction,” “Abaddon” (place of destruction), “the pit,” “Sheol” and “the grave” (Johnston, 83-85; Tromp, 21-98). As with Mot in the Baal Cycle, Sheol/Death enlarges its appetite (Hab 2:5), opens its throat wide (Is 5:14), swallows people (Ps 69:15; Prov 1:12) and is never satisfied (Prov 27:20; 30:15-16; Hab 2:5). In addition to the Baal-like image of an insatiable swallower, death is personified as a hunter of sorts, complete with traps, snares and netting (Job 18:9-13; Ps 18:4; Prov 13:14; 14:27 [see Tromp, 172-75]). As such, death can seize a person suddenly and unexpectedly (Eccles 9:12). Like the realm of Mot, the realm of death in the OT is described with city features, such as gates and bars (see Job 17:16; 38:17; Ps 9:13; 107:18), implying a specific spatial realm of the dead (Johnston, 70-79). This realm of death is a place of darkness (Job 10:21; 38:17), a place of bitterness, terror, distress and sorrow (Ps 116:3; Eccles 7:26), a place of forgetfulness (Ps 88:12), a place of inactivity (Eccles 9:10) and where people are cut off from the Lord and cannot praise him (see Ps 6:5; 30:9; 88:5, 12; 115:17). Death’s power over humankind is seen in the fact that all people die (see Ps 89:48), and that those who go to the grave do not return to life (Job 7:9-10; 10:21).

This grim description of death notwithstanding, it is significant to note the biblical emphasis on God’s power over death and the grave. By contrast, Baal’s battle with Mot does not produce a victor; rather, it ends in a cosmic stalemate (Smith, 105). In short, God’s power, sovereignty and omniscience extend into death’s realm (Job 26:6; 34:22; Ps 139:8; Prov 15:11; Amos 9:2). Moreover, unlike Baal, God cannot die; his existence is “from everlasting to everlasting” (Ps 90:2). The wayward can “make a covenant with death” and be “in agreement” with Sheol (Is 28:15), but God (demonstrating his power over death) can annul this covenant and cause the agreement not to stand through the messianic cornerstone that he lays in Zion (Is 28:16-18). Thus, God will not abandon his children to Sheol (Ps 16:10) but rather redeems his chosen ones from the power of the grave (Job 19:25-27; Ps 49:5-15) and brings them into (everlasting) life (Ps 16:8-11; 73:24; Dan 12:2). The imagery of death as voracious swallower (see above) meets an ironic reversal when we learn that YHWH will permanently “swallow up death” (Is 25:8; cf. 1 Cor 15:54; Rev 21:4). Since death is the ultimate opponent of divine order, the death of death represents the establishment of the ultimate divine order.

See also AFTERLIFE; CREATION IMAGERY; CREATION THEOLOGY; DESTRUCTION; PSALMS 5: ICONOGRAPHY.
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CHIASM

A sequence of components repeated in inverted order is known as a chiasm (named for the crossover pattern of the Greek letter chi: X). Repetition may occur at the level of phonemes (similar sounds), lexemes (whether identical or synonymous words), grammatically equivalent components (e.g., subject, verb, object:: object, verb, subject) or conceptually related components (see examples from Prov 1 in 1.2 below). Any number of terms may comprise a chiasm, forming either a fully doubled scheme (e.g., A, B, C:: C’, B’, A’) or a scheme with an isolated center (e.g., A, B, C: D: C’, B’, A’).

Attention to three aspects helps the reader appreciate chiasm in biblical composition: range of use, reliable detection and resulting enrichment.


	1. Range of Use


	2. Reliable Detection


	3. Resulting Enrichment


	4. Conclusion





1. Range of Use.

The extent to which authors of wisdom, poetry and writings in the Hebrew Bible employed chiasm may best be grasped by considering varied genres, span of text and frequency with which this device occurs.

1.1. Genre Employing Chiasm. Conceived primarily as a device of poetry, chiasm appears in prose as well (largely at the concept level). D. A. Dorsey (170) recognizes in prose portions of *Job a seven-member prologue sequence that recurs, inverted, in the epilogue. For *Ruth, C. Bovell (178) proposes a chiasm contrasting the two wives of Elkanah, centering in the phrases “the name of the one was Orpah / the name of the second was Ruth” (spanning Ruth 1:1-6).

1.2. Span of Text. A span as compact as one poetic stichos (often comprising a single biblical verse) may contain a chiasm at the grammatical level as the sequence of verb-subject-object reverse order in the second iteration: “shall return, his toil, upon his head:: and upon his pate shall his violence descend” (Ps 7:16 [note that awareness of the underlying Hebrew word order in Ps 7:17 MT is necessary to detect the inversion]). Alternatively, an adjacent pair of verses may be joined by lexical chiasm: “lips, mouth:: mouth, lips” (Prov 18:6-7). Encompassing a still larger span, a concept-level chiasm, or palistrophe (from Gk palin [“again”] plus “strophe”), may encompass multiple verses, as in the sophisticated composition “The Appeal of Wealth” (Prov 1:10-19 [palistrophe distinguishes extended chiasms from shorter, stichos-level inversions]).

“The Appeal of Wealth” (Prov 1:10-19)


	
A. Dual Theme Introduction (v. 10)


	1. Gang’s Enticement (v. 10a)


	2. Father’s Warning (v. 10b)






	
B. Enticement by the Gang (vv. 11-14)


	1. A Capital Plan: Inflicting Death on Others (vv. 11-12)


	2. Rationale for Enlistment: Monetary Ends (v. 13)


	3. Call to Enlist (v. 14)






	
B’. Warning by the Father (vv. 15-18)


	3. Call to Withdraw (v. 15)


	2. Rationale for Withdrawing: Violent Means (v. 16)


	1. Capital Consequences: Receiving Death for Oneself (vv. 17-18)






	A’. Conclusion (v. 19)




The remainder of Proverbs 1 appears similarly structured, a palistrophe dominating “The Appeal of Wisdom” (Prov 1:20-33, with palistrophe spanning Prov 1:22-33 [a comparable rhetorical analysis was first introduced by Trible]). Following an introduction, unit A (Prov 1:20-21), the palistrophe breaks into fairly balanced halves, B and B’ (Prov 1:22-27; 1:28-33). Only a lengthy (tricola) dramatic climax imbalances unit B, portraying the devastating retributive storm to be unleashed against obdurate invitees precisely at the palistrophe’s core (Prov 1:27). References to invitees digresses from second-person engage-ment in unit B to third-person reporting in unit B’, creating a form-related segmentation endorsing the content-related palistrophic pattern hinging at Proverbs 1:27. Why should Lady Wisdom (see Woman Wisdom and Woman Folly) make this digression, recounting the report of “their” hopeless misfortune, if not in hopes that still others—eavesdropping bystanders among the sage’s audience—might listen and gain wisdom? The close produces a logical climax as in Proverbs 1:32-33 a palistrophically reprised summary of characters dismisses two met earlier (naïve and fool) while nominating a new, third character: in the place of the scoffer (Prov 1:22), the receptive hearer (Prov 1:33)!

“The Appeal of Wisdom” (Prov 1:20-33)


	A. Introduction of Lady Wisdom (vv. 20-21)


	
B. Wisdom’s Speech, Part 1 (vv. 22-27)


	1. Character Survey and Summons (vv. 22-23a)


	2. Wisdom’s Proposition: A Choice Offered (v. 23b-c)


	3. Cause for Wisdom’s Abandoning the Fools (vv. 24-25)


	4. Response of Wisdom to Fools’ Plight (v. 26)


	5. Description of Disaster (v. 27)






	
B’. Wisdom’s Speech, Part 2 (vv. 28-33)


	4. Response of Wisdom to Fools’ Plight (v. 28)


	3. Cause for Wisdom’s Abandoning the Fools (vv. 29-30)


	2. Wisdom’s Principle: A Choice Made (v. 31)


	1. Character Survey and Conclusion (vv. 32-33)








1.3. Frequency of Occurrence. Assured chiasm in poetic material occurs fairly frequently at the levels of grammar and lexeme/synonym, offering a conscious alternative to parallelism so ubiquitous in Hebrew poetry (Kugel, 19). Many prose chiasms similarly have been proposed, often operating at the concept level (see the volume by Dorsey, with its insightful introduction followed by numerous potential chiasms across the OT). However, diligence must be exercised lest the text grow silent beneath the weight of imposed patterns.




2. Reliable Detection.

Two extremes hazard the path of chiasm recognition: underdetection and overdetection. For two reasons, chiasm may go undetected. First, readers accustomed to linear presentations tend to overlook concentric patterns. In this regard, Western readers may be particularly disadvantaged. Second, most grammatical and virtually all phonemic chiasms defy effective translation—for example, the aforementioned grammatical inversion in Psalm 7:16 evident only in Hebrew (Ps 7:17 MT), and similarly the phoneme-level chiasm of Ecclesiastes 7:1: “A good name is better than fine perfume,” which limps rather lamely alongside the smoothly pivoting original: ṭôb šēm miššemen ṭôb.

Overdetection similarly hazards the path, particularly when concept-level discoveries only invent hopeful chimeras of chiasm. Along a vector of diminishing concern, one should be suspicious of the following scenarios: (1) when segments of the text must be overlooked to achieve chiasm; (2) when form-related markers clearly segmenting the text conflict with chiastic divisions; (3) when titles proposed for chiastic segments seem forced, not reflecting cogently their actual content; (4) when length of chiastically balancing segments is severely lopsided. Criteria such as these may help assess relative merits of conflicting proposals (cf. conflicting palistrophes offered by Shea and by Webster accounting for the whole of *Song of Songs).




3. Resulting Enrichment.

Chiasm may enrich a composition threefold: text-critically, aesthetically and rhetorically.

3.1. Text-Critical Enrichment. Chiasm may alternatively reinforce or raise questions concerning integrity of a given text. Omission of Proverbs 1:16 from two important Greek manuscripts has inclined some to treat it as secondary, an insertion from Isaiah 59:7 to illuminate the fowler saying in Proverbs 1:17 with a second kî (“because”) clause (so Clifford, 39, with BHS notes). However, when viewed against the backdrop of its palistrophic counterpart, the contribution of Proverbs 1:16 grows much more distinct. Whereas Proverbs 1:13 (element B.2.) provides the gang’s “Rationale for Enlistment” with a glitter of monetary ends, Proverbs 1:16 (element B’.2.) rebuts with the father’s “Rationale for Withdrawing” by turning a spotlight on how reprehensible are the gang’s violent means (see 1.2 above). Rather than treating kî (which opens both Prov 1:16 and Prov 1:17) as signaling two rather redundant explanatory statements supporting the call to withdraw (Prov 1:15), we now may affirm kî of Proverbs 1:16 as explanatory, while the same word in Proverbs 1:17 functions asseveratively (“surely” or “indeed”), adding emphasis to the fowler saying. Thus, detection of a palistrophe enveloping Proverbs 1:16 may reinforce integrity of this verse and may further aid its interpretation (see Welch, 12).

When incomplete, a chiastic pattern may raise the question of whether a balancing member may have been corrupted or lost. Two of three members in Job 17:7a recur chiastically in Job 17:7b (“dimmed with sorrow is my eye:: and my limbs like a shadow—all of them”). Modifying phrases occupy second position (“with sorrow” [B] and “like a shadow” [B’]), while body parts dominate the core (“my eye” [C] and “my limbs” [C’]). However, the verb “dimmed” (A) finds no balancing verb in “all of them” (A’). By revocalizing the consonants comprising the phrase “all of them” (klm), M. Dahood (124) proposes that stichos B’ should read “and my limbs like a shadow are wasted,” thereby balancing the verb “dimmed” (A) with “wasted” (A’), thus completing a three-member chiasm.

3.2. Aesthetic Enrichment. At the stichos level chiasm may achieve little more than variety of expression “to break the monotony of persistent direct parallelism” (Watson, 145). Thus the “verb-object:: object-verb” chiasm in both Psalm 26:4 and Psalm 26:5 may signal simply a change-up from parallelism of surrounding lines: “I did not dwell with vain men, and with crafty ones I will not go; I hated [the] assembly of evildoers, and with wicked folk I will not dwell.” To appreciate simple chiasms as these, a modern reader need only savor the shuffling of word order, attentively tracking the train of thought as it turns back on itself.

3.3. Rhetorical Enrichment. In a palistrophe, particular attention should be paid to the central member(s). Often the careful reader will find there a climax either of urgency or logic. Palistrophes in full may also serve to reinforce credibility and create reversal (for additional functions of chiasm, see Watson, 145-48).

3.3.1. Climax of Urgency. In “The Appeal of Wealth” (see 1.2 above) it is precisely at the palistrophic core that, back-to-back, both gang and father produce their most urgent pleas (Prov 1:14-15 within Prov 1:10-19 [note that logic swells unabated until Prov 1:19]). Again, in “The Appeal of Wisdom” (see 1.2 above) it is at the core that the storm rages with greatest dramatic ferocity against those who foolishly declined Wisdom’s invitation (Prov 1:27 within Prov 1:22-33 [logical climax does not appear until “hearer” of Prov 1:33]).

3.3.2. Climax of Logic. When a logical climax coincides with a palistrophic core, the conjunction unfolds vital insight for the composition as a whole. So, because it is located at a palistrophic core, the heartening hope of Lamentations 3:31-33 should impact the reader more pervasively than do the dismal tones that run toward the end of the chapter (Watson [159], who similarly points out that the theme of divine rescue at the core of Ps 12 should be recognized as overshadowing and dominating the ensuing expansion of wickedness).

3.3.3. Reinforcing Credibility. E. Assis (286-87) observes that narrative advice-giving may be palistrophically structured to convey reasonableness and thereby reinforce credibility. The same impact obtains for poetic advice giving (see 1.2 above, and compare the tightly formed palistrophes in “The Appeal of Wealth” in Prov 1:10-19 and “The Appeal of Wisdom” in Prov 1:22-33 [Trible]).

3.3.4. Creating Reversal. In the palistrophe of “The Appeal of Wealth” (Prov 1:10-19 [see 1.2 above]) the father’s statements construct a logical exposé of the gang’s deceptive invitation. Point by point he rebuts their claims. Although rebuttal could have been arranged in an A, B, C // A’, B’, C’ parallel pattern, use of the palistrophic A, B, C:: C’, B’, A’ pattern produces structural reversal formally endorsing content reversal contained in the exposé. The result is a remarkably compact and cohesive piece of persuasion, clinching the argument as the logical climax reveals nothing less than witless suicide as the ultimate outcome of the gang’s arrogant schemes (Prov 1:19).




4. Conclusion.

Attention to chiastic structures, compact or extended, greatly enriches the reader’s grasp both of the literary craft and persuasive impact of biblical compositions, narrative as well as poetic.

See also ACROSTIC; AMBIGUITY; ELLIPSIS; HEBREW LANGUAGE; INCLUSIO; MERISM; METER; PARALLELISM; POETICS, TERMINOLOGY OF; REFRAIN; RHETORICAL CRITICISM; RHYME; SOUND PATTERNS; TERSENESS; WORDPLAY.
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CONFIDENCE, PSALMS OF

Scholars agree that the book of *Psalms contains three clear and primary genres: the *hymn, the *laments and the *thanksgiving psalm. Each of these genres is marked by its own form and content. Other genres have been proposed but have not been universally recognized, mainly because these other genres are said to be united by content only and not by any particular form (see Form Criticism). The psalms of confidence are in the latter category. Some scholars (e.g., Collins, Wilson) do not list psalms of confidence in their treatment of genre in the Psalms, while others do (e.g., Clifford, Coogan). This article proceeds on the judgment that there is a group of psalms that can be distinguished from other psalms by their sustained focus on confidence in God in the face of adverse circumstances. Such psalms are called psalms of confidence or psalms of trust.


	The Place of the Psalms of Confidence


	1. The Extent of the Psalms of Confidence


	2. The Character of the Psalms of Confidence


	3. The Invitation of the Psalms of Confidence


	4. The Challenge of the Psalms of Confidence





1. The Place of the Psalms of Confidence.

The psalms of confidence lie somewhere on a continuum between the lament and the thanks-giving psalms. Whereas some scholars see the psalms of confidence as a development of the expressions of confidence that often bring the laments to a close, others associate the psalms of confidence more closely with the thanksgiving psalms (see Lucas). Reasons exist for both of these connections.

The psalms of confidence are like the laments in that both articulate some kind of trouble that the psalmist is experiencing at the moment. This distinguishes the psalms of confidence from the thanksgiving psalms, where trouble clearly is in the past. The trouble in the psalms of confidence is not, however, as painful, as pressing, as is the case in the laments. The trouble seems a bit further away, though it is still felt. In keeping with this, the dominant, negative mood found in the laments is replaced by an overall positive tone in the psalms of confidence. This positive tone is much more like the mood encountered in the thanksgiving psalms, and both express undoubted assurance in God’s power to save, whereas the laments are often filled with agonizing questions in this regard.

The psalms of confidence are thus neither laments nor thanksgiving psalms. They lack the deep anguish and the structural elements that characterize the laments. Though confident in God’s power to save, the poets who wrote the psalms of confidence had not yet experienced that salvation at the time of composition, as had the authors of the thanksgiving psalms. Although the poets who wrote the psalms of confidence seem to have moved beyond the deep agony of the lament, they are still waiting for the day when a psalm of thanksgiving for salvation gained can be sung (Bullock).




2. The Extent of the Psalms of Confidence.

Given these fuzzy boundaries, it is not surprising that scholars differ to some degree over which psalms belong to this genre. For example, T. Longman includes Psalms 11; 16; 23; 27; 62; 91; 121; 125; 131, whereas C. H. Bullock lists Psalms 4; 16; 23; 27; 62; 73; 90; 115; 123; 124; 125; 126. The present article regards the following as psalms of confidence: Psalms 16; 23; 27; 62; 73; 91; 115; 121; 125; 131.




3. The Character of the Psalms of Confidence.

Although the psalms of confidence have no unifying structural shape, they are united by one distinguishing characteristic: unwavering and sustained confidence or trust in God’s ability and willingness to provide deliverance from adverse circumstances.

3.1. The Tone of the Psalms of Confidence. Psalm 27 exemplifies the positive tone of the psalms of confidence.


The LORD is my light and my salvation—

whom shall I fear?

The LORD is the stronghold of my life—

of whom shall I be afraid? (Ps 27:1 NIV)

 

Though an army besiege me,

my heart will not fear;

though war break out against me,

even then will I be confident. (Ps 27:3 NIV)

 

I am still confident of this:

I will see the goodness of the LORD

in the land of the living. (Ps 27:13 NIV)



3.2. The Imagery of the Psalms of Confidence. The basis for this confidence is rooted in the character of God and often comes to expression through the *imagery used for God in these psalms. The most frequent image is God as refuge (see Protection).


Keep me safe, O God,

for in you I take refuge. (Ps 16:1 NIV)

 

The LORD is the stronghold of my life—

of whom shall I be afraid? (Ps 27:1b NIV)

 

My soul finds rest in God alone;

my salvation comes from him.

He alone is my rock and my salvation;

he is my fortress, I will never be shaken. (Ps 62:1-2 NIV)

 

I will say of the LORD, “He is my refuge and my fortress,

my God, in whom I trust.” (Ps 91:2 NIV)



What is arguably the best known and most beloved image for God in the Bible, God as shepherd, occurs in a psalm of confidence.


The LORD is my shepherd;

I have all that I need. (Ps 23:1 NLT)



Implicit in another psalm of confidence is perhaps the tenderest image of God found in the Psalms, God as the mother of a weaned child.


But I have stilled and quieted my soul;

like a weaned child with its mother,

like a weaned child is my soul within me. (Ps 131:2 NIV)



Psalm 121 uses the image of guardian for God six times (Ps 121:3, 4, 5, 7 [2x], 8), and Psalm 125 likens God’s surrounding presence to that of the mountains that surround Jerusalem.


Just as the mountains surround and protect Jerusalem,

so the LORD surrounds and protects his people,

both now and forever. (Ps 125:2 NLT)



3.3. The Nature of Confidence in the Psalms of Confidence. The expressions of confidence in this genre are “expressions of faith, not cries of victory” (Bullock, 168). These psalms articulate a confidence that has moved the psalmist away from the deep anguish of the lament and toward the joy of the psalm of thanksgiving. Although the psalmist is confident that help is on the way, the help has not yet arrived. This is clear from the oblique allusions and references to present trouble found in these psalms, as well as from the petitions found in the psalms of confidence.


Keep me safe, O God,

for in you I take refuge. (Ps 16:1 NIV)

 

Hear me as I pray, O LORD.

Be merciful and answer me! (Ps 27:7 NLT)

 

So many enemies against one man—

all of them trying to kill me.

To them I’m just a broken-down wall

or a tottering fence. (Ps 62:3 NLT)

 

I lift up my eyes to the hills—

where does my help come from? (Ps 121:1 NIV)






4. The Invitation of the Psalms of Confidence.

In the psalms of confidence the poets not only articulate their own confidence in God but also invite others to share their confidence.


Wait patiently for the LORD.

Be brave and courageous.

Yes, wait patiently for the LORD. (Ps 27:14 NLT)



Although it is possible that here the psalmist is addressing himself, or that a priest is addressing the psalmist, it is more likely that the psalmist is addressing another (Wilson). Interpreting this line in the context of similar lines in other psalms in this genre leads to this conclusion, as the following lines demonstrate.


Trust in him at all times, O people;

pour out your hearts to him,

for God is our refuge. (Ps 62:8 NIV)

 

O house of Israel, trust in the LORD . . ..

O house of Aaron, trust in the LORD . . ..

You who fear him, trust in the LORD . . .. (Ps 115:9-11 NIV)

O Israel, put your hope in the LORD

both now and forevermore. (Ps 131:3 NIV)






5. The Challenge of the Psalms of Confidence.

While bringing great comfort, the psalms of confidence also bring a great challenge. It is one thing to sing a hymn when all is well, or a lament when trouble is on all sides, or a psalm of thanks-giving when God has delivered us from distress. In each of these cases our psalm and our circumstances match. However, it is quite another thing to express profound confidence in God when help has not yet come. In this case there is a disconnect between our psalm and our situation. As we have seen, however, our confidence is rooted not in our circumstances but in the character of God. God is our refuge, our shepherd, our mother, our guardian, our surrounding mountain. Ultimately in the book of Psalms, God is our king, who reigns over our lives and the world that he has made. So we can sing with the psalmist,


But as for me, it is good to be near God.

I have made the Sovereign LORD my refuge. (Ps 73:28 NIV)



See also DIVINE PRESENCE; LAMENTS, PSALMS OF; SUFFERING; THANKSGIVING, PSALMS OF; THEODICY; THEOPHANY.
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CREATION IMAGERY

Creation imagery describes a group of literary (poetic) activities and pictures that are used throughout the OT to dramatize the Israelite worldview. These include *imagery involving, for example, the heavens, earth, world, seas, mountains, sun, moon, limits and other facets of nature, as well as activities such as forming, creating, making and establishing. Together, these images and their corresponding world-view give way to a deeper *creation theology wherein God has made and ordered the world with primordial purposes in mind. Creation imagery is prominent throughout the Wisdom literature (*Job, *Proverbs, *Ecclesiastes) and *Psalms (see Mays, 75-77). Significantly, the creation images in these books do not directly expound a creation theology; rather, their function is to show and display theological truths in persuasive, unitary, comforting and provocative ways in order to engage the oral and literary traditions of the ancient Near East and thereby display the superiority of the faith, worldview and God of the OT over against the religions, myths and ideologies of surrounding cultures. The poetic tapestry of creation images in these books includes at least seven discernible categories: cosmic battle, *kingship, *theophany, *lament and *theodicy, cosmogony, redemption, *wisdom and order. Although these categories are treated independently here, their role in Israel’s worldview makes them inseparable, interdependent, even synthetic images.


	1. Cosmic Battle
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	4. Lament and Theodicy


	5. Cosmogony


	6. Creation and Redemption


	7. Wisdom and Creation Order


	8. Conclusion





1. Cosmic Battle.

The books of Job and Psalms in particular draw upon imagery of heaven, earth and seas (or waters) in ancient texts such as Genesis and the Egyptian Book of the Dead to depict their own literary and/or theological pictures. These images appear often in Psalms (Ps 8:7-8; 19:1; 33:6-8; 36:5-6; 69:34; 96:11; 104:l-2; 135:6; 146:6) and have at least two related functions. On the one hand, they exalt the goodness of creation. The earth (Ps 104) and the waters (Ps 46:3; 65:7-9; 74:15; 104:6-12; 133:3) are sources of provision and abundance and therefore lead to rejoicing (Ps 19:1-6; 136:2-9; 148:1-14). This supports the second and larger implication, that God has made, established and overcome the powers of the ancient Near Eastern world (Ps 24:1-2; 46:2-4; 65:6-7; 77:16-19; 78:69; 89:11; 93:3-4; 104:5-6; 109:9; 114:5-8; 115:14-18). The earth, waters and chaos are thus transformed from the threatening powers within other ancient worldviews into the one true God’s powers of blessing within his creation (see Chaos and Death). Psalm 104 uses cosmic imagery in an especially clear way wherein God makes the waters (Ps 104:10), in order for trees to sprout branches, upon which dwell birds, whose singing brings pleasure to humanity (Ps 104:12).

Similarly, the book of Job applies creation imagery to the mystery of Job’s suffering. Life on earth for Job and his friends is depicted as an imprisoned condition that gives way to a sense of hopeless toil and ignorance (J(Job 3:23; 7:1-3, 21; 18:17-18; 20:12, 20-22 [cf. Ecclesiastes]). Although wisdom does not promise to solve the ambiguities of life on earth, it does uphold God’s good, orderly and powerful control of the creation. For example, God is portrayed as the maker and victor over the cosmic powers of earth, water and Rahab (Job 26:10-14). The divine speeches (Job 38—41) also picture God as the maker and owner of the heavens, earth, seas and all that are in them (Job 38:29-30; 41:11), and as the master of Behemoth and Leviathan (Job 40:15; 41:1). Although Job does not necessarily understand the reason for his suffering, the images of creation (Job 26; 28; 38—41) up-hold God’s sovereign power and ownership of the world.





2. Kingship.

Yahweh’s cosmic battle complements and promotes the images of his kingship over the nations and forces of nature. Psalm 98 proclaims Yahweh’s “righteousness,” “salvation” and “judgment” before all the nations (Ps 98:1-3, 9) and calls upon Israel (Ps 98:3-6) and the sea, world, rivers and mountains (Ps 98:3-6, 7-9) to rejoice before “the King, Yahweh” (hammelek yhwh [Ps 98:6]). Psalm 97 also speaks of Yahweh “reigning” (mālāk) and his ownership of clouds, fire and lightning (cf. Ps 95:1-5). As a result, “the earth sees and trembles” (Ps 97:4b), and “the mountains melt like wax before Yahweh, before the Lord of all the earth” (Ps 97:5). There is also an interesting correspondence between the creation imagery in Psalm 24 and Psalm 29, which proclaim God as the “King of glory” (Ps 24:8, 10) and “God of glory” (Ps 29:3) (see Mays, 78-80). God’s reign over the nations and the earth are also proclaimed clearly in Psalms 2; 72; 111, often integrating God’s kingship with the other seven categories of imagery listed here above.




3. Theophany.

The temple, *mountain and high hill are ancient images that communicate the power, dwelling and presence of deities on earth. O. Keel (113) observes that ancient Egyptian sanctuaries claimed a high hill as the “glorious hill of the primordial beginning.” Mesopotamia also understood its “pure hill” (du-ku) as a place of primordial beginnings. Furthermore, as Keel notes (113-14), “in the Ugaritic sphere, the conquest of Chaos is also closely related to mountain (hill) and temple.”

The Psalter engages this hill imagery through its references to hills, mountains, Sinai, Horeb and *Zion. For the writer in Psalm 121, help comes not from the “hills” but from “Yahweh, the maker of the heavens and earth” (Ps 121:1-2). Furthermore, although Horeb is not the highest mountain, its superiority causes the glorious and many peaked mountain of Bashan to look on it with hatred (Ps 68:8, 14-17). God’s victories and mighty acts in Psalm 89 are praised, and the heavens and the earth are ascribed to Yahweh as Tabor and Hermon “shout your name in joy” (Ps 89:5-12). By far, Zion is the predominant choice of mountain or hill imagery in the Psalter, appearing some thirty-nine times in thirty-one psalms. Psalm 48 exalts Zion most emphatically, making clear that this is the place where Yahweh makes himself known (Ps 48:1-3, 10-11; cf. Ps 84). This imagery not only demonstrates Yahweh’s reign over the mountains but even declares that he created them to sing his praises.

Job’s appeal to appear before God’s divine courts (Job 13:3; cf. Ps 73) also unites creation images with God’s presence (see 4 below). N. C. Habel notes the use of the phrase “he who stretches out the heavens” or the “north” (Job 26:7; Ps 104:2) as images of a sanctuary or divine dwelling within creation. We thus find the creation images of theophany and chaos or suffering intersecting with the biblical themes of lament and theodicy.




4. Lament and Theodicy.

As we noted, theophany, or God’s presence (see Divine Presence), is a creation theme frequently appealed to in suffering, lament and the face of evil. On several occasions Job calls out in his affliction, wishing to stand in God’s presence and be vindicated (Job 13:3, 24; 19:15-27; 23:9, 15, 17). When Job finally receives a response in the divine speeches (Job 38—41), God rehearses extensive evidence of the order and purpose built into creation. In the end, Job’s comfort and repentance are never said to be on the basis of understanding how his suffering fits into the created design or in having his challenges answered—the text remains conspicuously silent in this regard. He finds satisfaction in that he has finally “seen” God (Job 42:5), referring to the substance of God’s speeches about his work in creation (Job 38—41), which represent the personal and intimate presence that Job has longed for.

This same pattern is also apparent in Psalm 73, where the supplicant is perplexed by the prosperity of the wicked until entering the sanctuary of God. Although the sanctuary brings an encouraging reminder of the final destiny of the wicked (Ps 73:17), comfort is emphatically attributed to the presence of God (Ps 73:21-28), who gives *“life” and whose nature is greater than anything in the heavens or the earth (Ps 73:25) (cf. Ps 18:2-5; 42:2; 61:2; 62:1-7). This comfort in the promise of life is a common creation image for both the wisdom sages and the psalmists, whose faith in “life,” “the path of life” (Ps 16:11; 27:13; 30:5; 42:2; 52:5; 116:9; 133:3; 142:5; Prov 2:19; 3:2, 16, 18; 4:10, 23; 6:23; 8:35; 9:11) and the “land of the living” (Ps 27:13; 52:5; 116:9; 142:5) brings constant eschatological hope.




5. Cosmogony.

Origins are another major category of images in ancient creation myths and writings as found in the Babylonian Atrahasis epic and the Enuma Elish. R. J. Clifford helpfully corrects a modern proclivity to restrict cosmogony to the world and “solar system,” which overlooks the ancient concern for the origin of nations and societies in the world (Clifford, 511-12). Although this type of cosmogony is more apparent in the Pentateuch, the Wisdom literature and the Writings also declare that God made (ʿāśîtā) the nations (Ps 86:9; cf. Ps 22:27-28) and “made us [Israel]” (ʿāśānû [Ps 100:3; cf. Ps 77]). In fact, the use of cosmogony in wisdom and Psalms is as much concerned with the origins of the individual (Job 10; Ps 94:9; 139:13-16) as it is with the heavens and the earth (world) (Job 38:33; Ps 90:2; 95:5; 104:26; 119:90; Prov 3:19-20; 8:22-31; 30:4). With regard to the emphases on the individual, W. P. Brown highlights the concern with human origins in the prayers in Job (Job 10) and Psalm 139. Cosmogonous images therefore have at least two purposes: serving as grounds for comfort and complaint, and testifying to the “crafts-manship” and “reliability” (Keel, 205) of the creator (Ps 8:3; 19:1-6; 24:2; 33:4; 74:16-17; 89:11; 95:5; 102:25; 104:5; 119:73; 144:12).




6. Creation and Redemption.

R. J. Clifford (508) also makes note of the sometimes misleading theological construct of “creation-fall-redemption” as a summary of the OT narrative. Instead, he suggests that creation imagery is always, in a sense, cosmogony and therefore implicitly redemption imagery. Thus it is Yahweh’s creative power that brings salvation to Israel (Ps 77:16-19), Zion (Ps 46) and the *king (Ps 18:7-15). Echoing Genesis 1—3, God’s creative powers are a saving victory over chaos (Ps 74:13-14; 89:9-18; cf. Ps 142; 144) (see Keel, 215). In this way, we see that creation imagery represents both the context in which Israel will be saved and the paradigm for God’s power to do it (Ps 95), such that redemption ultimately is not anthropocentric but rather cosmic. Israel thus understands its salvation as an act of re-creation that includes the redemption of the land (all creation) (Ps 74; cf. Is 48:6-8; 65:17-25; Rom 8:18-25; 2 Cor 5:17).




7. Wisdom and Creation Order.

Finally, most of the creation imagery in wisdom texts attests to the order in God’s creative work. R. C. Van Leeuwen describes the effect as one portraying the “carved” nature of the created order wherein God has purposed a fitting place and function for everything that he has made. Job, in his affirmation of this order, feels compelled to understand his suffering in the light of the “boundaries” and “horizons” that God has placed in the world (Job 26:10). This order is apparent also in the metaphor in Proverbs 3:18-20, where wisdom is a “tree of life” and the agent by which God created the world (cf. Ps 104:24). The boundaries and limits within the created order are most emphatic in Proverbs 8:22-31, signified by the repeated use of the Hebrew ḥōq (“limit”) and ḥāqaq (“carve” or “engrave”) in Proverbs 8:27, 29. Psalm 104 resonates closely with these images, singing not only of the “place” and “boundary” for the mountains and valleys (Ps 104:8-9) but also ultimately of the wisdom that God used to make all things (Ps 104:24; cf. Job 26:10; Prov 3:19; Col 1:15-29). Even the book of Ecclesiastes, in all its irony and ambiguity, chooses to expresses stability through the rich and orderly images of eating, drinking, working (Eccles 2:24-25; 3:12-13, 22; 5:18-20; 8:15) and marriage (Eccles 9:7-10) as the good “gifts” that God has carved into creation for humanity (see Provan, 38).




8. Conclusion.

Throughout a variety of OT genres creation imagery puts on display an interconnected set of theological truths. In so doing, it illustrates the most basic contours of Israel’s worldview, wherein Israel’s relationships with God, the earth and the surrounding nations are grounded in God’s primordial purpose and design for the whole creation. What emerges is a worldview adorned with pictures of God’s kingship, presence and power along with images of Israelite origins, the nature of suffering, the context of redemption and the way to wisdom and knowledge. Over time, this imagery establishes and sustains a corporate memory in Israel with its constant reminders of the order and purpose in God’s creation, and, more importantly, the incomparable wisdom, power and glory of the Creator.

See also ANIMAL IMAGERY; ARCHITECTURAL IMAGERY; CREATION THEOLOGY; FLORAL IMAGERY; IMAGERY; MOUNTAIN IMAGERY; PSALMS 5: ICONOGRAPHY.
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CREATION THEOLOGY

It has long been recognized that “Wisdom thinks resolutely within the framework of a theology of creation” (Zimmerli, 316). Biblical Wisdom literature speaks of God primarily in terms of God’s role as creator rather than in terms of God’s covenant relationship with Israel or God’s involvement in Israel’s history. The biblical wisdom books—*Job, *Ecclesiastes, *Proverbs, *Song of Songs—do not speak of history or of God’s special revelation to Israel. Rather, they speak of the world as we know it—its pleasures, its hardships, its paradoxes, its beauty—the world of human society and of God’s cosmic creation. Given the witness of these texts, virtually all biblical scholars would agree with this assessment by L. Perdue (340): “Each of the wisdom texts finds its theological center in creation.”

Creation theology, then, is a vital topic in the study of the biblical Wisdom literature. It also occupies a key place in the study of the book of *Psalms, where concerns for both salvation history and creation theology are expressed (see Pss 8; 19; 24; 74; 89; 104). The Lord, the God of Israel, is acclaimed as the Creator of the world; and Israel, along with the whole creation, is called on to praise its Creator (Pss 148—149).

One cannot speak of a single “creation theology” in the Bible or in the Wisdom literature and Psalms. All the texts proclaim that the God of Israel is the creator of the world, but they differ significantly on other issues, particularly the issue of humanity’s place in creation. Despite these differences, however, all the texts address some central questions: What is God’s relationship to creation? What is the role and place of humanity in creation? What kind of world is this? How do nonhuman creatures relate to God and to humanity? This article will explore the varied answers to these questions found in the biblical Wisdom literature and in the book of Psalms, using the general categories of creator, creation and humanity to discuss the major emphases of the creation theologies found in these texts.


	1. Creator


	2. Creation


	3. Humanity





1. Creator.

All of biblical tradition, including the Wisdom literature and Psalms, proclaims that God created the world, established order in it, and continues to sustain it. Given this unified biblical witness to God as creator, however, it is interesting to note the different emphases in different texts on God’s role in creation. The Wisdom literature and Psalms make various theological claims about God as creator. A few of the more prominent themes are discussed here.

1.1. God and Chaos. The well-documented ancient Near Eastern motif of the Chaoskampf—the battle between the creator god and the forces of *chaos—is referenced in the Wisdom literature and Psalms. In the book of Job, for instance, the myth is referred to a number of times by the character of Job, in reference to God’s absolute power (Job 3:8; 7:12; 9:8, 13; 26:12-13). The Sea (a symbol of chaos in the ancient Near East) and the sea monster Leviathan also occupy prominent places in the speeches of God at the end of the book (Job 38:8-11; 41:1-34). In these speeches, however, the Sea and Leviathan are described not as forces of chaos that threaten to overwhelm the world but as wild and beautiful forces in which God takes delight. In a remarkable image, God attends the birth of the Sea and uses clouds and thick darkness to swaddle the rambunctious newborn infant (Job 38:8-11). The divine speeches describe at great length the sea monster Leviathan, who is called a “king” (Job 41:34). God takes obvious pride in the Sea and Leviathan and gives them a place in creation, even as God also prescribes boundaries for them (Job 38:11; 41:10-11, 33).

Psalm 104 speaks in similar terms of Leviathan, as a creature that God created and in which God takes pleasure (Ps 104:26). In fact, in Psalm 104 God creates Leviathan as something of a bathtub toy, placing the chaos monster in the sea so that God can “play” or “sport” (śḥq) with it. In other psalms, however, Leviathan and Rahab (both names for the primordial sea monster) are described in the traditional terms of the Chaoskampf myth. In Psalms 74; 89, God’s act of crushing or breaking Leviathan/Rahab is recalled as evidence of God’s great power over the forces of chaos (Ps 74:13-14; 89:10). In both instances the use of the motif is combined with a lament over the current state of affairs for the psalmist and for Israel: the destruction of the temple and the fall of the Davidic dynasty. God’s primordial victory over chaos is held in sharp contrast to the apparent victory of historical forces of chaos over God’s chosen people. God is called upon to rise up as of old and defeat the forces of chaos that have overwhelmed his people. As J. Levenson (19) observes, the psalmist “acknowledges the reality of militant, triumphant, and persistent evil, but he steadfastly and resolutely refuses to accept this reality as final and absolute. Instead he challenges YHWH to act like the hero of old, to conform to his magisterial nature.” In each instance the theme of God’s creating the world through the defeat of chaos monsters is used to urge God to re-create the world in which the psalmist lives in order that it might conform to the good order established at that primordial beginning.

1.2. God and Wisdom. Perhaps the best-known “creation” text in Wisdom literature is the description of creation through the eyes of *Woman Wisdom in Proverbs 8:22-31. The Lord creates (or “begets”) Wisdom “the first of his ways” (Prov 8:22). Before God brings forth mountains, hills and springs of water, Wisdom is created. She is beside God as he establishes the heavens and the foundations of the earth, as he gives the sea its limits. In Proverbs 8:30 she is beside God as an ʾāmôn (“master worker” [another possible reading is “little child”]). Wisdom delights in creation, rejoicing and playing before God daily, being herself God’s “delight,” rejoicing in the “inhabited world” and taking delight in humanity (Prov 8:31).

There is debate among scholars over Woman Wisdom’s role in creation. Is Wisdom in this text a “created co-creator” (Fretheim, 215), a being who participates in and indeed helps God in God’s act of creating? The translation of ʾāmôn as “master worker” in Proverbs 8:30 would support such an interpretation (Fretheim, 214), as would the reference in Wisdom of Solomon 7:22 to Wisdom as “the fashioner of everything.” On the other hand, if one understands ʾāmôn as “little child,” the image of Wisdom in Proverbs 8 is that of a child who plays before God and delights in God’s creation (Perdue, 91; Fox 2000, 287-89). She is, in this interpretation, more of a fascinated observer than a participant in the act of creating. Such an interpretation is supported by the verbs associated with begetting and birthing at the beginning of this passage (qnh [“beget” or “acquire”] in Prov 8:22; ḥûl [“give birth”] in Prov 8:24). Both verbs are used in reference to God’s activity in creating Woman Wisdom.

Whether Woman Wisdom is a created co-creator or a little child in Proverbs 8, it is important to note that she is neither a full-blown deity in her own right nor simply one creature among many. Woman Wisdom is not depicted as an ancient Near Eastern goddess like Asherah (1 Kings 15:13; 18:19), but neither is she insignificant (Fox 2000, 334-41; Davis 2000, 67). Woman Wisdom is the first of God’s ways, created before anything else in the world, and she is God’s constant companion during the whole process of creation, from the foundation of the earth to the fashioning of humanity. She is quite possibly God’s skilled assistant in the creation of the cosmos, and she is at the least God’s “delight,” playing before him and rejoicing with him at the exquisite beauty of the created world. Woman Wisdom, as depicted in Proverbs 8, is an integral part of the whole created order.

1.3. God’s Delight in Creation. The playfulness of Woman Wisdom in Proverbs 8 points to an important theme in the Wisdom literature and Psalms: God’s delight in creation. E. Davis (2000, 68) says of the creation theology of Proverbs 8, “God’s decision to create the world was a matter of absolutely free choice . . .. Yet a free choice is not an arbitrary one. God created the world, including and even especially humanity, for the sake of God’s own pleasure, as the twofold mention of ‘delights’ [in Prov 8:30-31] suggests. These two, freedom and delight, belong together, in divine play just as in children’s play.”

The word used for Woman Wisdom “playing” (śḥq) before God is used also in Psalm 104:26 of God’s “playing” or “sporting” with Leviathan. Many English translations of Psalm 104:26 are similar to that of the NRSV: “There go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to sport in it [the sea].” The verse can also be translated: “There go the ships, and Leviathan that you formed to play with.” In order to make the antecedent of “it” the sea, one has to go back to the previous verse. It is more likely that the antecedent of the pronoun is found in the same verse, in the name “Leviathan.” God “plays” or “sports” with Leviathan as one would with a bath toy or a pet.

In either translation, of course, the element of play is present in the creation of Leviathan. This element of play and delight is not absent from the rest of the psalm. Psalm 104 as a whole evokes the image of a creator God who delights in what is created. God makes springs gush forth to water the earth abundantly (Ps 104:10-13). God creates not only food to sustain the life of his creatures but also wine “to make joyful [śmḥ] the human heart,” and oil “to make the human face shine” (Ps 104:15). What makes God himself joyful (śmḥ) at the end of the psalm is “his works,” those things and creatures that God has created (Ps 104:31). Such language describes a God who creates not out of any necessity but rather out of freedom and gratuitousness; a God who values and takes delight in what is created.

This same delight in creation can be seen in the divine speeches of Job (Job 38—41). These speeches are a God’s-eye view of creation in all its complexity and beauty. God describes the founding of the earth, “when the morning stars sang together, and all the sons of God shouted with joy” (Job 38:7). God then goes on to describe the birth of the sea, the establishment of the meteorological forces, the stars, the realm of the wild animals, and the two mythological creatures Behemoth and Leviathan. The element of playfulness apparent in Proverbs 8 and Psalm 104 is not lacking in the divine speeches of Job. The same word used in those passages, śḥq (“sport, play, laugh”), is used in Job to describe the activity of a number of the wild animals: the wild donkey, the ostrich, the warhorse and Leviathan (Job 39:7, 18, 22; 41:29 [MT 41:21]). In most cases the object of these animals’ laughter is humanity or humanity’s inventions (see 3.2 below). In Job 40:20, however, the verb is also used of the “play” of the wild animals on the hills. Given the attention accorded to laughter and play in the divine speeches, and the exquisite detail with which God describes the creation, God himself seems to take pleasure in that play-fulness. All these texts evoke the image of a proud Creator who delights in his beautiful creation.




2. Creation.

Creation—the nonhuman natural world—has a large part to play in the biblical narrative. In earlier biblical interpretation an anthropocentric bias, exemplified in a focus on human “salvation history,” can be discerned. In any careful reading of the Wisdom literature and Psalms, such an anthropocentric bias is difficult to maintain. Creation has its own relationship to its Creator, quite apart from human beings. God created the world, cares for it, and in turn receives praise from it. Human beings are, of course, a part of the created order, but they are by no means the only part. Animals, trees, mountains and celestial bodies, along with the rest of creation, have an integral role to play in the biblical story of God’s relationship with the world.

2.1. Order in Creation. Any exploration of creation theology has to address the fundamental question “What kind of world is this?” The biblical wisdom writers were interested in that question and offered various answers based largely on observation of the world around them. The *sages of the book of Proverbs, for instance, observed a certain order to the world, an order that could be discerned by human beings seeking wisdom. Many scholars equate the wisdom concept of such an “order” in creation with the Egyptian concept of *maat (Kayatz, 93-119; Murphy, 161-62). “Ma’at is right order in nature and society, as established by the act of creation, and hence means, according to the context, what is right, what is correct, law, order, justice, and truth” (Morenz, 113). In the biblical Wisdom literature such order was understood as the gift of God and was thought to be discernible at least in part through observation of the natural world. The ant provides a lesson in hard work and good planning (Prov 6:6-11). Natural elements and creatures provide analogies for human relationships in many passages (e.g., Prov 17:12; 20:2; 25:26; 26:1-2). The ant, the badger, the locust and the lizard are extolled as small but “very wise” (Prov 30:24-28). In all these instances, and many others, the sages of Proverbs discern a certain order in creation, established by God and conducive to the good life, if human beings conform to it. “The LORD by wisdom founded the earth; he established the heavens by understanding” (Prov 3:19). The person who wants to prosper will seek to understand that wisdom, that order, by which the cosmos is established.

The book of Ecclesiastes is, of course, much more skeptical than the book of Proverbs. *Qohelet (“the Teacher”), the primary speaker in Ecclesiastes, spends a lot of time observing the world around him, but mostly what he sees is hebel: “All is hebel” (Eccles 1:2b). Traditionally translated “vanity,” hebel is better understood as something like “the absurd” (Fox 1999, 30-33). There is much that is absurd in the world that Qohelet observes: “There is nothing new under the sun” (Eccles 1:9); “For there is no lasting remembrance of the wise man or the fool. For in the days yet to come, all will have been forgotten. Alas! The wise man dies like the fool” (Eccles 2:16); “For the fate of human beings and the fate of animals is one fate. As one dies, so dies the other, and there is one breath for all. Humanity has no advantage over the animals, for all is absurd [hebel]” (Eccles 3:19).

To be sure, Qohelet notices a certain order in the world: the sun rises and sets (Eccles 1:5); the wind blows to the north and south (Eccles 1:6); humans and animals are made of dust and return to dust (Eccles 3:20). This order, however, is wearisome to Qohelet. “Locked in an endless cycle of sameness, the cosmos is stripped of all vitality and majesty” (Brown 1996, 124). Even out of his strong sense of the absurd, however, Qohelet is able to affirm certain things: enjoyment is to be found in food, drink and work (Eccles 2:24; 3:13; 8:15); God is to be feared (Eccles 7:18; 8:12-13; 12:13) (see Fear of the Lord). In perhaps the most famous passage from the book Qohelet speaks of *time: “For everything there is a time, and a season for every activity under heaven” (Eccles 3:1). What follows is a catalogue of human activities: birth and death, killing and healing, weeping and laughing, war and peace. Finally, Qohelet speaks of God’s activity: “He has made everything beautiful [or ‘suitable’] in its time” (Eccles 3:11a). Such an affirmation seems to echo the more traditional wisdom of Proverbs, with its view of a God-ordained order in the world; and yet in the same verse Qohelet denies that humanity is able to understand any such divine activity: “He has also put eternity in their hearts, but humanity cannot find out what God has done from the beginning to the end” (Eccles 3:11b). There may be a certain God-ordained order to the world, but ultimately, according to Qohelet, God’s ways are inscrutable.

In the book of Job the question “What kind of world is this?” takes on a certain urgency. The Job of the prologue (Job 1—2) and his companions in the dialogue (Job 3—37) subscribe to a traditional wisdom view: God has ordered the world in such a way that the righteous prosper and the wicked are punished (e.g., Job 1:9-10; 4:7-9; 8:3-7; 11:13-20). Even when he is afflicted unjustly, the patient Job of the prologue accepts his hardships as the traditional wisdom teachers of Proverbs might expect, without complaint: “My son, do not reject the LORD’s discipline; and do not loathe his rebuke. For the LORD reproves those he loves, as a father the son with whom he is pleased” (Prov 3:11-12). Though he has done nothing to deserve punishment, the Job of the prologue still seems to believe that God has established a good order in the world: “the LORD gives and the LORD takes away. Blessed be the name of the LORD” (Job 1:21b).

Such a belief system accords well with the world that Job inhabits in the prologue, a world that he describes with longing in Job 29. C. Newsom (187-91) aptly describes this world as a highly structured, hierarchical one in which Job occupies the central position. Surrounding him are family and peers and, on the margins, the poor and powerless, to whom Job offers protection. Outside of this structured world are the wilderness and the wild animals. Job considers this world of wilderness God-forsaken and uses its imagery to speak of his personal desolation: “I have become a brother of jackals, and a companion of ostriches” (Job 30:29). The world of the prologue—the world that Job occupies at the beginning of the book—has no place for wilderness or wild animals. Everything in this world is ordered and structured according to a strict act-and-consequence system: the wicked are punished, and the righteous are protected from anything that might harm them, including dangerous forces of the natural world.

After the *Satan afflicts him, Job descends into chaos. He perceives no particular order to the world. The last word of his first lament names this experience: “What comes is rōgez [turmoil, agitation]” (Job 3:26). “Rōgez is to the order of lived experience as chaos is to cosmic order” (Newsom, 94). The structured world of the prologue has descended into chaos, as far as Job is concerned. Far from being the creator of order in the world, God is perceived by Job to be the source of the chaos: “The earth has been given into the hand of the wicked . . .. If it is not he, who then is it?” (Job 9:24). The system of reward and punishment that Job once believed in—the system that his friends still believe in—has been turned upside down, in Job’s estimation, so that the wicked prosper, while he, a righteous man, is oppressed by a capricious God (Job 10:1-7; 21:7-13).

In the divine speeches God corrects both visions of the world: that of the friends, in which a strict act-and-consequence pattern governs existence; and that of Job, which sees only chaos and a capricious deity. God proudly puts the world on display: wild animals of every kind, the mythological creatures Behemoth and Leviathan, and the sea, that ancient symbol of chaos. The very structured vision of the friends is incorrect, as God gives a place in the world to wild and dangerous elements; but neither is Job’s vision correct, as God places limits on those elements: “Who fenced in Sea with doors when it came bursting out from the womb . . . and said, ‘Thus far you will come and no further. Here shall your proud waves be stopped’?” (Job 38:8, 11). J. Janzen (235) puts the matter succinctly: “All systematic attempts to read existence . . . according to a principle of justice involving strict recompense or retribution break themselves against the fact that the sea is given a place in the cosmos. All attempts to exegete the Book of Job in such a way as to arrive at the conclusion that God there is indifferent to matters of justice overlook the fact that the place of the sea in the cosmos is delimited by divine decree.”

The divine speeches describe a world ordered by God; the forces of chaos are not allowed free rein. This world, however, is filled with wild and beautiful creatures that are allowed the freedom to be and become what they were created to be. Job’s original vision of a tightly ordered world is broken open to envision creation in its entirety: a place not entirely safe for human beings, but a place in which they too are called to freedom.

2.2. Creation’s Praise of God. Creation praises its Creator over and over again in the OT. Most of the references to such praise occur in Psalms and Isaiah (for a list of these occurrences, see Fretheim, 267-68). The morning stars sing together at the dawn of creation (Job 38:7). The heavens tell the glory of God (Ps 19:1). The trees of the forest sing for joy (Ps 96:12). Even the seas and floods, ancient symbols of chaos, clap their hands and rejoice at the coming of the Lord (Ps 98:7-8). In the most exuberant example of this motif the writer of Psalm 148 calls on everyone and everything in creation to sing a “hallelujah” chorus: sun, moon, stars, sea monsters, deeps, fire, snow, wind, mountains, hills, fruit trees, cedars, wild animals, cattle, creeping things, birds and people of every age and station in life. “Let them praise the name of the LORD . . .. Praise the LORD [halĕlû-yâh])!” (Ps 148:13a, 14b).

Some of these texts that speak of creation’s praise of God are oriented to a future, eschatological time. In Psalms 96; 98, for instance, creation bursts into joyful praise because the LORD is coming to judge the earth (Ps 96:13; 98:9). Such an eschatological interpretation is appropriate for many of the prophetic passages in which this motif occurs (Is 35:1-2; 49:13; 66:22-23). Other texts, such as Job 38:7, speak of creation’s joy at the beginning of time, at the establishment of the earth. In the majority of occurrences of this motif, however, the orientation is to the present moment, and the creatures of the natural world praise God simply because that is what they are created to do.

Psalm 148 is instructive in this regard. The psalmist calls on all creation to praise the LORD “because he gave the command and they were created. He established them forever; he gave a decree that will not be broken” (Ps 148:5-6). Created things are to praise their Creator because they exist, because God has brought them into being. Praising God is integral to their being. Later the psalmist sings, “Let them praise the name of the LORD, for his name alone is exalted, his majesty is over earth and heaven” (Ps 148:13). Here the concern is for the exaltation of God’s name, making God’s name known. As T. Fretheim (259) asserts, “These are the two central facets of praise: the honor of God and the witness to others . . .. The one always entails the other.” The natural world is made to praise God for who God is and thereby also to witness to humanity of God’s goodness and majesty.

Commentators have noted the environmental implications of this motif of creation’s praise of God (Fretheim, 257-58, 265; Davis 2001, 35). When humanity damages the earth and its inhabitants, the earth’s ability to praise is diminished. A polluted river cannot praise God with full voice. “The heavens declare the glory of God” (Ps 19:1), but not as clearly when they are clouded with smog. In other words, the sin of environmental degradation is sin not only because it endangers or damages the lives of human beings but also because it diminishes creation’s ability to praise its Creator. The psalmist writes of the day of judgment, “Let the field exult, and all that is in it. Then all the trees of the forest will shout for joy before the LORD, for he is coming, for he is coming to judge the earth” (Ps 96:12-13a). For the fields, the sea, the forests and all the creatures that inhabit them, the fact that God is coming to judge the earth is very good news indeed. In that day sin, with its pollution and defilement, will be wiped away, and the creation will at last be able to be what it was created to be: a witness to God’s glory, singing with full and clear voice in praise of its Creator.

2.3. Paradise Restored. Song of Songs is filled with images of creation: lush and verdant vegetation, flowers, vineyards, wild and domestic animals, fruit, sensual fragrances and, of course, human lovers. The book is in many ways unique in the OT and has engendered many different interpretations over the centuries. Is it a love song? An erotic poem? An extended metaphor about the love between God and Israel, or Christ and the church? However one might read this book, one thing is clear: the created world, with all its abundant fertility and life, is a major part of the story.

Picking up on the imagery of the natural world, both P. Trible and E. Davis argue that the key to understanding Song of Songs is to read it through the lens of Genesis 2—3, the story of the garden of Eden. As Trible (144) says, “the Song of Songs redeems a love story gone awry.” Plants and animals, created in Genesis, are named in Song of Songs and used as metaphors for love: the fig tree (Song 2:13), the pomegranate (Song 4:3, 13; 6:7), the cedar (Song 5:15), gazelles (Song 2:9; 4:5), doves (Song 4:1), goats (Song 4:1). The woman herself is called a “garden” (Song 4:12, 16; 5:1; 6:2), like the “garden” of Eden. According to Trible, then, Song of Songs uses the imagery of the natural world to depict the restoration of the original goodness and mutuality of human erotic love, first described in Genesis 2.

Davis, while agreeing with Trible’s assessment, argues that Song of Songs restores three relationships damaged in the garden of Eden: not only the relationship between man and woman but also the relationship between humanity and God and the relationship between humanity and the earth (Davis 2000, 232). This last point is of particular interest in delineating the creation theology of Song of Songs.

The world of Song of Songs overflows with lush vegetation, fruit, animals, exotic spices and abundant water. The male lover describes the woman: “Your limbs are a paradise of pomegranates with choice fruit, henna with nard, nard and saffron, calamus and cinnamon, with all trees of frankincense, myrrh and aloes, with all choice perfumes; a garden spring, a well of living water, and flowing waters from Lebanon” (Song 4:13-15). The text describes not so much a person as a land full of the verdant growth and waters of spring. Here there is no serpent; here there are no thorns to curse the earth (Gen 3:1, 18). Instead, the land produces abundant fruit and verdant vegetation for the pleasure of all (Song 2:11-13). “The winter is past; the rains are over and gone. The flowers appear on the earth; the time for singing has come” (Song 2:11-12a). Song of Songs returns us to the garden of Eden, where human love is full and mutual, where the earth is a garden of delights, and where the love between humanity and God is restored (Davis 2000, 251).

This connection with the garden of Eden provides a useful interpretative lens through which to read Song of Songs. It must be noted, however, that the restoration to the garden is not complete. There is an “already and not yet” quality to the vision of Song of Songs. The book describes at length the love of the man and woman for each other, a love expressed in words and actions while the lovers are present with each other (Song 1:2-4; 2:1-13; 4:1-16; 5:1; 7:1-13). It also speaks at various points, however, about the woman seeking her lover and not finding him (Song 3:1-2; 5:2—6:3). Although Song of Songs returns us to the garden of Eden, then, it also acknowledges that the restoration is not yet complete, and it sharpens our desire for that completion, for heaven itself (Davis 2000, 302). Although that desire is not fully satisfied in Song of Songs, the text gives us a taste of what that world will be like, when the shadow of sin cast over the good creation (Gen 3:18; Rom 8:19-22) is lifted, and paradise is restored.




3. Humanity.

Both Job and the writer of Psalm 8 ask God the question “What is humanity?” (Job 7:17; Ps 8:4). The psalmist asks the question in wonder and thankfulness; Job asks it in a parody of the psalmist, out of grief and anguish. The question itself is an important one to raise in any discussion of creation theology. What is humanity? What is humanity’s place in creation?

The Wisdom literature and Psalms offer varied answers to this question. For the purposes of this investigation, two of those answers will serve as representative. One is from Psalm 8; the other from the divine speeches in Job (Job 38—41).

3.1. “A Little Less Than God.” The psalmist asks, “What is humankind, that you are mindful of them; mortal man, that you take care of him? You have made him a little less than God, and crowned him with glory and honor” (Ps 8:4-5). The psalmist goes on to assert that God has made human beings rulers over the rest of the created order, including domesticated animals and wild animals, birds and fish, and “whatever passes through the paths of the seas” (Ps 8:8).

R. Simkins (221) traces this “lofty” view of humanity to Israelite royal theology and argues that the psalm elevates all human beings to royal status. It might even be said that humanity is understood by the psalmist to participate in divinity, as beings just a little lower than God. A similarly high view of humanity is found also, of course, in the Genesis creation accounts, especially the Priestly creation account of Genesis 1:1—2:3. There, human beings are made in the image of God and, as in Psalm 8, given dominion over the rest of the created order, including animals both domesticated and wild.

In both Psalm 8 and Genesis 1 humanity is the crown of creation. In Genesis God’s fashioning of humanity is the culmination of the creation of all the animals, and it is only humanity that is created in the image of God. It is also only after humanity is fashioned that creation is pronounced not just “good,” but “very good” (Gen 1:31). In Psalm 8 humanity rules over creation and occupies a place only a little lower than God himself. In both passages God gives humanity dominion over all the rest of creation. The psalmist asks in wonder, “What is humanity?” (Ps 8:4). The answer that he offers comes out of a very high view of humanity indeed.

3.2. “Look at Behemoth, Which I Made with You.” In contrast to Psalm 8 and Genesis 1, the divine speeches of Job 38—41 answer the question “What is humanity?” with a decidedly more humble view. The divine speeches are notable for their detailed description of creation, a description that ranges across the realms of cosmology, meteorology, zoology and mythology. In this whole vision of creation, however, human beings are given little or no attention.

Earlier in the book Job asks the question “What is humanity?” in an apparent parody of Psalm 8 (Job 7:17). Job answers the question by asserting that God is inordinately concerned with human beings, watching and waiting for them to sin. “Will you not look away from me? Will you not leave me alone until I swallow my spittle?” (Job 7:19). Eliphaz asks the same question, and he answers it with a very low view of humanity: “What is humanity, that they can be clean? . . . The heavens are not pure in God’s eyes. How much less one who is abominable and corrupt; human beings, who drink perversity like water!” (Job 15:14-16). Bildad, in a similar statement, calls human beings “maggots” and “worms” (Job 25:4-6; cf. Job 4:17-21).

The divine speeches give credence to neither of these views of humanity. In the speeches human beings are not worms, but neither are they the center of God’s attention. In fact, the divine speeches answer the question “What is humanity?” with a deafening silence. Human beings appear only as creatures peripheral to the world that God describes: dawn shakes “the wicked” out of the earth; the wild ass mocks the tumult of the city; the eagle drinks up the blood of slain warriors (Job 38:13; 39:7, 30).

The relative insignificance of human beings in the divine speeches is underscored by a question that pointedly implies that humanity is not the center of creation: “Who has made a trench for the flood, and a way for the thunderbolt, to make it rain on an uninhabited land, the wilderness where no person lives?” (Job 38:25-26) Rain is reserved not just for places of human habitation but also for the wilderness, which is inhospitable, even dangerous, to humanity. God also cares for the wild animals and the mythological creatures Behemoth and Leviathan. These creatures “laugh at” or “mock” (śḥq) humanity and humanity’s inventions. The wild donkey laughs at the tumult of the city, that quintessential human habitation (Job 39:7); the ostrich laughs at the horse and its human rider (Job 39:18); the sea monster Leviathan laughs at human weapons, which bounce off its impenetrable scales (Job 41:29 [MT 41:21]). These creatures, like the wilderness itself, can be neither controlled nor used by humanity.

Psalm 8 and Genesis 1 speak of humanity’s dominion over the animals; the divine speeches of Job subvert this creation theology. God says to Job, “Look at Behemoth, which I made with you” (Job 40:15). Job is equated with a wild creature, albeit one of immense strength. God created them both and does not make one master over the other. Job had earlier claimed to be like a “king” (Job 29:25); however, in the divine speeches it is Leviathan, not Job, who is designated by God as “king over all proud beings” (Job 41:34). In the divine speeches the wild animals serve no human purpose but instead are celebrated as “icons of freedom and dignity” (Brown 1999, 366).

Given the striking absence of humanity from the description of creation in the divine speeches, it must also be noted that the speeches are addressed to a human being. Although designed to put Job “in his place,” the speeches at some level acknowledge that he does indeed have a place in creation; he is, after all, the sole passenger on this grand tour of the cosmos.

The divine speeches at the end of Job offer a radically nonanthropocentric view of creation. In contrast to the worldview presented in Genesis 1 and Psalm 8, the divine speeches assert that humanity is neither the center nor the crown of creation. The world is not made primarily for the use of human beings. There exist in the world wild and beautiful things not under human control, and God takes delight in those things. God cares for every part of creation, including those places and creatures unused and unusable by human beings. In other words, there is no land or creature that can properly be called “God-forsaken.” Wilderness and wild creatures have a value to God (and to humanity) quite apart from any “use” that humanity can make of them. God takes delight in all creation, not just in human beings.

The creation theologies of the Wisdom literature and Psalms are as rich and varied as the texts themselves. From the cycle of the sun in Ecclesiastes to the lush gardens in Song of Songs, from the singing hills and trees in Psalms to the hard-working ants of Proverbs, from playful Woman Wisdom in Proverbs to the wild beauty of the divine speeches in Job, the natural world plays a vital role in the ongoing story of God’s relationship not only with human beings, but with all that God has created.

See also ANIMAL IMAGERY; CHAOS AND DEATH; CREATION IMAGERY; FLORAL IMAGERY; GOD; MAAT; THEODICY; THEOPHANY.
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CULT, WORSHIP: PSALMS

*Worship is “the attitude and activity designated to recognize and describe the worth” of one to whom homage is paid (Davies, 879). The book of *Psalms contains one of Scripture’s most profound and extensive expressions of this “attitude” toward God. Indeed, the psalms praise, laud and give thanks to God for his just and redeeming acts (Ps 75:2-10) and for his incomparable might and grace (Ps 93; 95—99; 118:1-4). The Hebrew title of the book, “Praises” (tĕhillîm), seems to suggest further that even psalms that complain and petition God represent worship because they are grounded in faith in God’s character and actions on behalf of those who seek him.

While the Psalter expresses the attitudinal aspect of worship directly, it also gives witness to the “activity” of worship, albeit indirectly in most cases. The psalms mention performance of songs by singing (Ps 81:1-2; 144:9; 147:7) and playing instruments (Ps 81:2-3; 144:9; 147:7; 149:3; 150:3-5) (see Music, Song). They contain references to ritual clapping and shouting (Ps 47:1), dancing (Ps 149:3), processing to the holy place (Ps 132:7) and making sacrifices (Ps 118:27 [although the NRSV renders “bind the festal procession with branches,” the word ḥag is perhaps better understood as “festal sacrifice”; see the same term in Mal 2:3]). Biblical scholars often refer to this activity as “cult,” which denotes an established set of rituals and the liturgy that accompanies them, in which communion with God is ordered, defined and celebrated. Although the English word worship can refer broadly to homage in private and personal forms, the “cult” connotes more narrowly address to God that is regulated and public. In the twentieth century scholars of the psalms focused much attention on the point that the psalms served originally as the liturgy of Israel’s cult, and they attempted to describe the cultic acts that served as the setting for certain psalms. Many such efforts assumed that the particular cult setting was the worship in the Jerusalem temple. Some now believe, however, that many psalms are the products of cult practices that developed in the Diaspora, when Jews were dispersed throughout the ancient Near East after 587 BC.

The purpose of this article is to survey the nature of various psalms that suggests that this material was related to the cult and to summarize some of the leading theories of how psalms specifically were used in cultic practice. Some attention will be paid to the types of questions that remain unanswered in such study.
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1. Nature and Centrality of the Cult in Ancient Israel.

For modern Western readers, worship may suggest an activity reserved for one hour of the week that thus is separated from the rest of life. For ancient Israelites, however, all of life was punctuated by sacral activity of a communal and ritualistic character. Hence, the cult permeated life in a way that worship does not in the contemporary community of faith (Buss). Although ancient people certainly practiced prayer and piety apart from the community (“worship” in the more general sense of the word), there was no sense that private expressions of piety would substitute for the cultic. The cult facilitated contact with a “life-creating, order-establishing, and meaning-giving power” (Stolz, 7). Hence, the psalms speak of “seeing God’s face” in the holy place (Ps 17:15), or they refer to the temple as the place in which God’s justice is made known (Ps 73:15-20). For this reason, the psalmist longed to be among worshipers, because apart from such company, God seemed absent and the enemies more powerful (note that Ps 42—43 is spoken at a distance from the temple and is punctuated by a taunt from opponents, “Where is your God?” [Ps 42:3, 10]). Given the power attributed to participation in the cult, and given the close relationship between the psalms and this established set of rituals, it is understandable that many scholars have been concerned to discern the particular ways and settings in which the psalms were performed.




2. Study of the Relationship of the Psalms to the Cult.

The recognition of the psalms’ origins in the cult may be traced to the work of scholars in the “History of Religions” school, whose leading representative was German scholar H. Gunkel (his books and articles appeared between 1904 and 1933 [see Stamm, 34-41; Gerstenberger 1974, 179-88]). When Gunkel began his work, most scholars considered psalms to be artistic pieces that they could interpret in light of the circumstances of their authors, and they spent much effort trying to identify the psalmists and the events that gave rise to particular psalms (Haller, 378-83). But Gunkel thought that the language of these poems was too general and stereotyped to recover any such historical information. He noted that the psalms do not contain personal and historical references, in contrast to a poem such as 2 Samuel 1:19-27, in which “David mentions Saul and Jonathan by name” (Gunkel and Begrich, 7). In fact, Gunkel noted, the psalms contain almost no specific references that allow the scholar to reconstruct the exact circumstances under which a psalm was composed. Gunkel concluded that the generic quality of the psalms was due to their origin in the public and official events of Israelite community life, most notably in the cult. Therefore, he insisted that the main interpretive work was to categorize the psalms according to genre and to identify the social setting (Sitz im Leben) that gave rise to each genre (Gunkel and Begrich, 7). That is, he thought that the main task was to recover the types of events that lay behind the psalms (not particular historical occurrences). In other words, the main question became, “How were the psalms used in the cult?” (Gunkel thought that the “wisdom psalms” were an exception, being set among “the old men in the gate or in the market” [see Gunkel and Begrich, 21]). It should be noted, however, that Gunkel thought that the psalms in present form were products of personal piety based on cultic originals; so, Gunkel’s real question involved how certain speech forms that appear in the present Psalter were used originally in cultic events. Gunkel’s student S. Mowinckel would argue that the psalms as they now appear in the Psalter are the cultic originals. Hence, this difference of opinion shapes the debate in important ways: some scholars assume that the psalms are the actual words used in the cult; others think that the psalms have been influenced by the language of worship but are themselves not “cultic.” In any case, all psalms scholars since Gunkel have had to come to terms with the relationship between the psalms and the cult, regardless of the exact view of that relationship.




3. Signs of Cultic Use of the Psalms.

3.1. Implicit Evidence. Although there is little direct information on how the psalms were used in the cult, there is important implicit evidence, some of which is outside the Psalter. For example, psalms that ask God to “arise” (Ps 68:1) or “return” (Ps 132:8) are illuminated by Numbers 10:35-36, which links such language to the procession of the ark to the sanctuary. It reports that when the ark moved from its place, Moses would say, “Arise, O LORD, let your enemies be scattered, and your foes flee before you” (Num 10:35), and likewise when the ark came back to its place, he would say, “Return, O LORD of the ten thousand thousands of Israel” (Num 10:36). Hence, talk of God “arising” or “returning” in the psalms should be heard as part of a ceremony that had as its centerpiece a procession of the ark in celebration of the victory of God over his enemies (see particularly Ps 24:7-10 [Cross, 91-111]).

There is also implicit evidence in the psalms themselves. The antiphonal quality of many psalms suggests cultic use. For example, Psalm 118 opens with an invitation to praise, “O give thanks to the LORD, for he is good” (Ps 118:1a), followed by a statement of God’s worthiness to be praised, presumably spoken by the congregation, “His steadfast love endures forever” (Ps 118:1; cf. Ps 118:29). The response in Psalm 118:1 then recurs throughout the next three verses, showing that the psalm is to be spoken publicly, as various groups (Israel [Ps 118:2]; house of Aaron [Ps 118:3]; those who fear the Lord [Ps 118:4]) are called to utter the words “His steadfast love endures forever” (see also Ps 115:9-11; 135:19-20; 136). The alternation of voices appears in some psalms as a shift in voice, from third to first person, perhaps indicating the presence of multiple worship leaders. Psalm 75 begins with a declaration of praise spoken by a worshiper (Ps 75:1). Then Yahweh himself speaks for the rest of the psalm (Ps 75:2-10). Similarly, Psalm 81:1-5a expresses a call to worship and a congregation’s response, but Psalm 81:5b introduces “a voice I had not known,” the voice of God, who speaks to the end of the psalm (Ps 81:6-16). Such features give these psalms a dramatic character. They probably indicate the participation of a cultic prophet who utters the words of God (see esp. Johnson).

3.2. Explicit Evidence.

3.2.1. Texts Outside the Psalms. There is also some explicit evidence that the psalms were used in the cult. At least two texts outside the Psalter attest directly to this point. According to 1 Chronicles 15:1-16:36, *David led a procession of the ark to Jerusalem. When the ark was in place, David “appointed the singing of praises to the LORD by Asaph and his kindred” (1 Chron 16:7). The content of their praises is reported to be a combination of segments of Psalms 105; 95; 106 (1 Chron 16:8-34). To be sure, the original version of this event in 2 Samuel 6 is less elaborate and does not include these details related to the psalms (it says only that David and company brought up the ark with shouting and the sound of the trumpet [2 Sam 6:15]), but it is significant that the Chronicler, who is supremely interested in worship, connects the psalms and this event.

Jeremiah 33:10-11 likewise associates a particular psalm with a cultic act. The passage reports Jeremiah’s prophecy that when the Lord restores good fortune to Judah, once again there will be occasion to bring thank offerings to the temple (see Lev 7:11-18). Such offerings, Jeremiah declares, will be accompanied by the words of Psalm 136:1: “Give thanks to the LORD of hosts, for the LORD is good, for his steadfast love endures forever!” (Jer 33:11). The implications of this passage, however, are not limited to the use of this particular verse or psalm. The common expression “give thanks” comes from the same root word (yadâ) as the name of the thanksgiving offering in Hebrew (tôdâ [Lev 7:12]). Hence, it is reasonable to assume there is a connection between the thanksgiving offering and words such as “give thanks” and “I give thanks,” wherever they appear. The Jeremiah text indicates that the act of making a thanksgiving offering (Ps 116:12-19; cf. Job 33:19-28) appeared in tandem with offering thanks in song (Ps 116:1-11).

3.2.2. Psalm Headings. Perhaps the clearest indicator of the cultic use of psalms within the Psalter itself is psalm superscriptions (see Psalms 4: Titles). This information in the headings falls into three main categories. Some psalm titles include notes about an occasion on which a psalm was used or was to be used. For example, the heading of Psalm 30 identifies the psalm as “a song at the dedication of the temple,” presumably a reference to the dedication of the second temple in 515 BC; the title of Psalm 38 identifies the work that it introduces as “for the memorial offering,” a reference that, though clear enough in content, cannot be identified further; Psalm 92’s heading designates the psalm as “a song for the Sabbath.” The headings of Psalms 120—134 may also indicate cultic use. They all contain the note “A Song of Ascents” (see the slightly different form of the title in Ps 121). This element of the title likely designates these psalms for use in pilgrimages to Jerusalem (Crow, 1-27).

Psalm titles contain a variety of comments that appear to be musical directives (Gunkel and Begrich, 349-51). Although their meaning is uncertain in most cases, it seems clear that these comments originally involved the manner in which a psalm was performed: “with stringed instruments” (Ps 4:1; 6:1; 54:1; 55:1; 61:1; 67:1; 76:1); “for the flutes” (Ps 5:1); “according to . . . ” (Heb ʿal plus any of a variety of terms—e.g., “the deer of the dawn” [Ps 22:1]; “the Lilies” [Ps 45:1; 69:1]; “the Dove on Far-off Terebinths” [Ps 56:1]). Note the use of this type of direction in relation to musical performance in 1 Chronicles 15:20-21. The elusive term selâ may also be classified with information in psalm titles, even though it appears at breaks in the bodies of the psalms (Tate, 33 n. 5a).

These various notes on the performance of psalms almost certainly were added secondarily in a later stage of development when the psalms became written documents. In the case of Psalms 120—134, the grouping as a whole shows signs of having been edited for use in pilgrimage to Jerusalem in the postexilic period (Crow, 159-87). Hence, there is evidence at different levels that some psalms were adapted for a particular cultic use.




4. Cultic Settings.

Space limitations here do not allow a comprehensive survey of theories on the cultic events that lie behind the psalms. The examples that follow are representative of hypotheses put forward.

4.1. Community Psalms and Israel’s Festivals. S. Mowinckel was one of the most influential scholars in the study of the relationship between the psalms and the cult, particularly on the matter of what cultic events might lie behind the psalms. Mowinckel proposed certain cultic settings based on what is known of the Babylonian cult, particularly Babylon’s New Year festival, or the Akitu. The Babylonian festival featured a declaration of the kingship of Marduk, the chief deity of the Babylonian pantheon. It also included a significant role for the Babylonian king, as actor/leader of cultic activity and as a character in the dramatic celebration. For Mowinckel, this information was essential for understanding the use of psalms in Israel’s worship. He proposed a New Year festival in the fall in Israel, at the time identified in later texts with the harvest festival (Ex 23:16; 34:24; Lev 23:23-44). He thought that the center of this celebration was a claim of Yahweh’s kingship. The key psalms in his schema were the “enthronement psalms,” which have at their center the claim or description of Yahweh as king (Pss 47; 93; 95—99). Mowinckel believed that the final day of the festival was a grand enactment of Yahweh’s enthronement, marked by a procession of the ark to the temple. Hence, the words “The LORD is king” (Ps 93:1; 97:1; 99:1) should be rendered “The LORD has become king.” He believed that this line constituted a cultic shout at the culmination of the parade to the holy place (Mowinckel, 1.106-92).

Mowinckel thought further that this celebration of Yahweh’s kingship was led in large part by the Israelite king, whose rule was also reaffirmed and celebrated in various rituals during the New Year festival, as was the case in Babylon. He rightly saw that the “royal psalms” presented the human king’s earthly rule as parallel to the heavenly rule of God, and that these psalms presented the king as God’s appointed representative (Ps 2; 89:2-39; 110). Read in light of Babylonian records of the Akitu festival, this delineation of Israel’s king indicated to Mowinckel that the king, as God’s representative, stood at the center of the New Year celebration and of the cult in general. For Mowinckel, the “I” of the psalms was read in most cases as the voice of the king. The king, speaking as “I,” was not, for the most part, expressing personal complaints; rather, he was representing Israel’s “corporate personality.” So the king’s reign, but also his struggle with enemies, his victories and defeats, was ritually enacted in the festival (see Eaton; Croft).

Reactions to Mowinckel’s work reflect the difficulty of the question and the scarcity of direct evidence. Three prominent opinions on Mowinckel’s theory are illustrative.

(1) Some scholars reject Mowinckel’s notion of a central festival. They note that the OT contains no direct evidence of such a celebration. Moreover, some critics have pointed out that Mowinckel relies too heavily on rabbinical material (which dates to the first two centuries AD) to reconstruct festivals in the monarchical period (Mowinckel, 1.121-25; Stamm, 48-49).

(2) Other scholars not only accept Mowinckel’s view that a Babylonian-like event occurred in Israel but also postulate that Israel’s cult fit a general pattern in ancient Near Eastern religious expression. Among the more radical proposals was that put forward by scholars in the “Myth and Ritual” school. They held that the Israelite king stood in the place of God in the cult and was himself understood as a semidivine character. Thus the adherents of the Myth and Ritual school pressed Mowinckel’s ideas in ways that he did not intend (Gerstenberger 1974, 216).

(3) Perhaps the most common reaction to Mowinckel’s work, however, was general agreement, but with suggested modifications. Two such reactions illustrate the nature of the debate. Gunkel agreed with Mowinckel that a New Year festival was celebrated in ancient Israel, and that the ceremony centered on Yahweh’s kingship. Gunkel disagreed, however, on the cultic nature of the enthronement psalms as they now appear in the Psalter. Gunkel’s objection was based on the fact that the enthronement poems occur in bits and pieces also in Isaiah 40—66, a portion of the book of Isaiah that dates to the Babylonian exile (587-539 BC) or afterward (Is 40:10; 44:23; 49:13; 55:12; 59:19; 60:1; 62:11). For the great prophet of the exile, these poetic lines are eschatological in that they look forward to God’s reign, which will be displayed in the return of Judah to its homeland. Gunkel thought it logical that the prophet had reinterpreted the enthronement material for his own historical situation. Since the enthronement psalms in the Psalter are identical in form and content to what we have in the latest strands of Isaiah, it also seemed to follow that these psalms are not the cultic originals but rather are later eschatological poems influenced by Isaiah 40—66 (Gunkel and Begrich, 80-81).

A. Weiser also shared many of Mowinckel’s assumptions but argued that the festival setting for the majority of the psalms was a “covenant festival of Yahweh” in which the Sinai covenant was remembered and renewed. His reconstruction is based on two primary pieces of data. First, the covenant and its renewal predominates in the Hexateuch (Genesis—Joshua) and therefore should be taken as the primary cultic emphasis of early Israel (see Josh 24). Second, Weiser notes that very few psalms (Pss 65; 67; 85; 126) contain emphases that would be at home in the agricultural festivals, which he believes were later developments away from Israel’s original emphasis on covenant (Weiser, 27). His theory made sense of the so-called anticultic psalms (Ps 40:6; 50:14; 51:15-17; 69:31), which stand theologically close to the prophets who criticized the practice of ritual without ethics (Amos 5:21-26) (see Szörenyi, 320-33; Clines, 107.). It also accounted for the fact that sacrifice and the agricultural festivals are hardly mentioned in the psalms, a point that some have used to deny the psalms’ origin in the cult (Ridderbos, 241). It is interesting to note, however, how Weiser (35) begins his discussion of the liturgy of the covenant festival: “No proper ritual of the Covenant Festival of Yahweh has been handed down to us from Old Testament times, such as has been preserved, for instance, from the Babylonian New Year Festival and the Akitu Festival at Uruk, giving instructions for the execution of the cultic acts and for the recitals of the priests.” And yet, Weiser (35) proceeds to say with confidence, “The liturgy which we find in Psalm 50 is part of the order of the feast of the renewal of the Covenant which was celebrated at the Temple of Jerusalem.” Weiser’s criticism of Mowinckel’s theory, that the OT never mentions an enthronement festival, turns back upon his own thesis, for the covenant festival too remains a reconstruction that, however attractive, remains hypothetical (Szörenyi, 213-14).

4.2. Cultic Rituals and the Psalms of the Individual. Just as there are competing theories regarding how the psalms were used in national cultic events, there are also many and various views of how the poems functioned in ceremonies centering on individuals. As we have already seen, some scholars, following Mowinckel, understand the “I” of these psalms to be the king. There are several interrelated theories, however, that attempt to explain how some psalms functioned in the lives of ordinary Israelites. Mowinckel located numerous individual complaint psalms in occasions of sickness and requests for healing (applied to ordinary Israelites but perhaps composed originally for the king). He believed that these psalms should be read against the particular backdrop of sickness caused by curses or “spells” cast by the psalmists’ enemies, enemies labeled “evildoers” (Ps 10:15). Mowinckel imagined that healing from such maladies took place in the temple in rituals designed for such circumstances and carried out by priests (Mowinckel, 2.1-8).

H. Schmidt proposed some of these psalms that included a protestation of innocence actually grew out of a judicial process in which an accused person sought vindication through a trial in the temple. The notion that such a procedure was available is supported by numerous texts (Deut 17:8-13; 21:1-8; 1 Kings 8:31-32). Deuteronomy 17:8-13 most clearly identifies the temple and the Levites on duty as the locus of judgment. Psalm 17 is a parade example of a psalm that might be read against this backdrop. It begins with a call for hearing, “Hear a just cause, O LORD” (Ps. 17:1-2), and the rest of the psalm is filled with images of adversaries who falsely accuse the psalmist. The fact that the psalmist asks for God’s favorable judgment and for the Lord to confront the accusers (Ps 17:13) lends credence to Schmidt’s proposal (see Schmidt). His thesis has continued to maintain adherents. W. Beyerlin supported and expanded the theory, proposing that Psalms 3; 4; 5; 7; 11; 17; 23; 26; 27; 57; 63 have such a judicial process as their setting (see the summary in Gerstenberger 1974, 203-5). L. Delekat proposed a setting similar to that of Schmidt and Beyerlin, but he emphasized the overnight stay in the temple, which is implied in many of the psalms in question. Delekat describes in detail what took place during the night, how the accused received oracles, had dreams, and underwent ordeals. He proposed that the psalms expressing this experience were inscribed on temple or sanctuary walls by the accused (see Delekat). Recently, K. van der Toorn has revised these theories that focus on a judicial process by focusing on the ordeal that the accused underwent during the night in the temple. He proposes that the psalmist submitted to a drinking ordeal like that described in Numbers 5:11-31, hence the frequent references to a cup in these psalms (Ps 11:6; 16:5; 23:6) (see van der Toorn). This final expression of the thesis in a general way illustrates both the strengths and weaknesses of them all. Van der Toorn is right to emphasize the temple setting of the psalms in question because there are frequent references to seeing God’s face (Ps 11:7) or dwelling in the holy place (Ps 23:6). To make the psalms fit the details of his thesis, however, he must apply some of the data in ways that seem contrary to their intention. For example, it is unlikely that the references to a cup in these psalms refer to ordeals, since they connote celebration (Ps 23:5), they symbolize God’s protection (Ps 16:5), or they refer to judgment upon the psalmist’s enemies (Ps 11:6) (see Johnston).

Particularly important for understanding the cultic background of the psalms is the body of material uncovered in 1929 at Ras Shamra (ancient Ugarit) near the coast of Syria. These works continue to be translated and evaluated for their comparative value. Drawing largely from this material, for example, P. K. McCarter has proposed that psalms using water as a symbol of distress originated in river ordeals meant to determine guilt or innocence (Ps 18:18; 32:6; 66:10-12) (see McCarter). In the end, however, such theories suffer from the same weaknesses as those mentioned above. The proposed ritual (or ordeal in this case) is not mentioned else-where in the OT, and the evidence of the psalms must be manipulated too much to fit the pattern of the comparative material.

E. Gerstenberger offers a promising explanation for some psalms that seem to arise from situations of illness. Using sociological models, OT narratives that depict the nature and setting of prayer, and Mesopotamian ritual texts, Gerstenberger proposes that many of these psalms grew out of family ceremonies of healing facilitated by a local cult figure, an “expert” in healing. To support the notion of such a ceremony in the home, he notes, for example, that Hezekiah seeks a “ritual expert” (Isaiah) when he is sick (Is 38). Likewise, 2 Samuel 12 depicts David practicing penitence at home. According to Gerstenberger, these examples raise the possibility, indeed the likelihood, that many psalms had their setting apart from the temple (Gerstenberger 1980, 165). He proposes that many psalms of sickness reflect a kind of “group therapy” process in which a ritual expert from the clan or tribe restores the infirmed to full communion with the family group (Gerstenberger 1980, 167-69).




5. Identity of Cultic Leaders and Participants.

The question naturally arises of who led cultic events and who participated in the cult. The answers are necessarily hypothetical (as illustrated by Gerstenberger’s thesis [see 4 above]), but the types of persons involved in the cult may be sketched out in a general way from explicit evidence in OT texts. As we have already noted, the king was an integral part of the cult. Even if Mowinckel’s proposal concerning a New Year festival is off base, the royal psalms evince the monarch’s involvement. For example, Psalms 2 and 72 have at least some relationship to coronation ceremonies; Psalm 45 is set in a royal wedding; Psalm 20 is a prayer for the king before battle; Psalm 21 gives thanks to God for protecting and blessing the ruler (see also Pss 18; 89; 101; 110; 132). Also, prophets, Levitical singers and musicians almost certainly had important roles in the cult (see Ps 81:6-16 for evidence of cultic prophets). Psalm headings that associate certain collections with the Korahites (Ps 42—49; 84—89) and *Asaph (Ps 50; 73—83) give witness to the central place that the Levitical guilds had in worship (see 1 Chron 15—16). These groups were exclusively male, but *women also had a formal role in the cult. Psalm 68:25 describes a procession to the sanctuary in which female participants had a recognized place (“the singers in front, the musicians last, between them girls playing tambourines”). Although little more is certain, it is possible that some psalms originally were spoken by women. Psalm 131 is the best example, with Psalm 131:2 seeming to indicate that a woman, a mother, spoke the words “My soul is like the weaned child that is with me” (Miller, 239-43). This should not be a surprise, given the portrait of Hannah making a vow and praying in 1 Samuel 1:9-18.




6. Current Questions.

This survey indicates that the psalms were integrally related to Israel’s worship, including the ritual activities that comprised Israel’s cult. Despite that rather certain fact, however, numerous questions persist concerning the nature of the psalms and their place in worship. Many of these questions are related in one way or another to the problem of whether the psalms as they now appear in the Psalter are cultic originals, works based on cultic originals, or purely literary works. The number of psalms that originated in the first temple and the question of whether any psalms survived from that period are uncertain. The psalms of *thanksgiving may provide the most certain link to the worship in Solomon’s temple (as Jer 33:11 indicates), but they were adapted for a different use in the Second Temple period. For example, Psalm 30 bears the classic signs of the song of thanksgiving (description of being rescued [Ps 30:1-3, 11], inclusion of terminology for giving thanks [Ps 30:12]), but apparently it was used in a very different way in the Second Temple period, according to its superscription (“A song at the dedication of the temple”). Similarly, the language of individual thanksgiving dominates Psalm 129 (Ps 129:1a, 2-4), but the work was adapted for community use, as the phrase, “let Israel say” (Ps 129:1b) attests. The so-called royal psalms also pose problems. Although these works have some relationship to cultic ceremonies related to the monarch (and thus to the first temple), the form in which they now appear in the Psalter indicates they were reshaped for a later theological purpose. Indeed, the fact that they do not contain the names of particular kings, in contrast to practically every such poem from the ancient Near East, indicates that they came to be used as reflections on monarchy or to express hope in a future, idealized ruler (see Starbuck).

The question of how psalms were edited or reshaped for use at a later time has become particularly important because of the current interest in the Psalter as a literary product. Psalm 2:10-12 illustrates the problem. J. J. M. Roberts (132) proposes that the address to the “kings of the earth” had in mind vassals—that is, rulers of Israel’s subservient territories—who were present for an Israelite king’s coronation. He finds support for this view in records of similar Egyptian ceremonies in which vassals were instructed to pay homage to Pharaoh. The discussion by Roberts is quite helpful for understanding the possible origins of these poetic lines. Nevertheless, the fact that Psalm 2:12a warns the foreign kings with language so similar to Psalm 1:6b raises the possibility that the end of Psalm 2 was brought into its present form in the Psalter to enhance its connection to Psalm 1 as a dual introduction to the book (see Editorial Criticism). Regardless of which perspective is right, it is interesting that this dynamic in current scholarship brings us back, albeit by a different path, to the debates between Gunkel and Mowinckel concerning the enthronement psalms: are the psalms in present form cultic, or do they merely draw from cultic forms and language?

See also CULT, WORSHIP: WISDOM; FORM CRITICISM; KINGSHIP PSALMS; MEGILLOT AND FESTIVALS; MUSIC, SONG; WORSHIP.
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CULT, WORSHIP: WISDOM

The sages’ views of public worship vary over the centuries of sapiential tradition, although it is clear from a careful reading of their writings that they valued this sphere of corporate life, participated in its important rituals and sacred times of divine veneration, and even wrote different psalms in praise of the creator. Some of these even found their way into the Psalter. Their instructions taught their students to inculcate within their character the “fear of Yahweh” and to participate in the worship of God.
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1. Wisdom and Worship in Previous Scholarship.

Earlier generations of wisdom scholars during the nineteenth century and the first seventy years of the twentieth century usually held, with some exceptions, that the *sages and *scribes of Israel and Judah did not view the religious sphere of public *worship (temple, priesthood, worship, sacred times and space) as an area for their own analysis and teaching. This did not mean that the sages did not believe in the gods or that they refrained from private piety. But the general position in past scholarship was that the sages did not instruct their students to participate in public worship, in particular the cultic expressions of state religion. Indeed, some of these scholars even suggested that the sages rejected cultic religion and offered another approach to the determination of meaning and its import for authentic life. There were three reasons for this. First, the early generations of Christian scholars, under the influence of theological liberalism (e.g., Friedrich Schleiermacher, Adolph von Harnack, Albrecht Ritschl, Ernst Troeltsch), emphasized reason, the father-hood of God and the moral teachings of Jewish religion while denigrating the Torah and Second Temple religious practice leading to the rise of early Judaism as contributing to a sterile legalism, devoid of the true spirit of religion. Second, this view led some biblical scholars to point to the classical prophets of the eighth through the sixth centuries BC as the apex of Israelite Jewish religion with their emphasis on social justice, individual piety and moral behavior. Thus, sapiential texts, normally dated in the Second Temple era, were generally ignored due to their presumed encrustation with the legalism that developed especially beginning with Ezra and continuing into early rabbinic Judaism. When viewing the canonical wisdom texts, they tended to reach the conclusion that this literature also was rather sterile and lacking in moral and individual piety that was to characterize a person’s behavior. Third, under the influence of liberal theology, other biblical scholars tended to portray the sages and scribes as humanists and rationalists who considered the cult to represent a primitive form of religious expression that should be abandoned. Thus, the wise were particularly concerned to steer their students away from participation in the rituals and sacred seasons to a more philosophical and reflective life that sought to capture the major ethical values of human community: love, diligence, patience, proper use of language, and charity. Three examples of these related views of wisdom and the wise are seen in the writings of Johannes Fichtner and, much later, John Priest and William McKane.

1.1. Johannes Fichtner. In his important study of wisdom in 1933 J. Fichtner (36-46) follows the views of liberal theology in arguing that the sages of Israel and the ancient Near East were not concerned with fulfilling the legal requirements of cultic law but rather sought to set forth significant ethical concerns. Thus, for example, sacrifices were to be offered, not as cultic obedience to divine dictate but rather as a means by which the poor are fed. No participant in worship experienced communal acceptance without particular attention to providing for the needs of the poor.

1.2. John Priest. In 1968 J. Priest contended that humanism, in his view, was “the rational analysis of human experience.” This was key for Priest’s understanding of OT theology because he considered it to result from a humanistic enterprise that sought to determine human interests. Thus, creation is a fundamental theological dogma in the OT and rests on a humanistic enterprise. Yahweh, as creator of the world and maintainer of its continuation, was one of the data of rational investigation. This observation even encompassed divine actions in history. However, in the Second Temple era, due to conquest and Judah as a client state and then colony, the sense of divine action in history became, so Priest contends, increasingly attenuated. The developing view of the law as a static entity contained in a written code led to the “killing of the spirit.” However, Priest argues that the intellectual tradition of wisdom continued even then to examine and evaluate religious and moral dimensions of Israelite life. Yet there were also sapiential critics of traditional wisdom. *Job and *Ecclesiastes, in the Second Temple era, moved into a view of skepticism, even pessimism, about the claims of their more conservative colleagues and forebears. These two wisdom texts participated in the humanistic goal to determine meaning in existence and to assess what was true and false, although their conclusions were far more skeptical. This moved beyond law and cult in reaching the height of humanistic analysis. By implication, Priest’s argument casts aside the mystery and “magic” of cultic teachings and participation in public religion and leads to a fully humanistic view of theology and human existence in the world.

1.3. William McKane. In his 1970 commentary on *Proverbs W. McKane reorders its materials by following his view of the differentiation between the secular and the moral and religious spheres. He argues that the early sages were in essence humanists not concerned with matters of religion, and that it was only much later in Judah’s history that the tradition was theologized and became more focused on religious matters.

The weaknesses of these three illustrations from earlier scholarship become obvious. Indeed, the more extreme argument has been made that the wise saw the realm of the cult to be an order of superstition and magic that should be held in disdain, overtly criticized, and repudiated as a valid way of understanding God and moral behavior. The most glaring defect in this view is the assumption of an ancient dichotomy between the secular and the profane or, stated another way, a contrast between a rational, empirical approach to the determination of meaning and its guidance in moral conduct and a revelatory approach by which the priests receive divine teaching through theophanic teaching, the casting of lots, dreams, and the gift of divine Torah. In my view, the “fear of God/Yahweh” was the foundation of the sapiential world-view from its inception (see Fear of the Lord). This means that the sages, from the earliest days of their appearance in the first temple, held that religious faith and piety were the basis upon which their teachings rested.




2. Identifying Characteristics of Wisdom and Corporate Worship.

One of the essential issues to be addressed before we proceed further is the determination of what wisdom means in the sapiential traditions of Israel and the ancient Near East. First, we note the general view that wisdom is a body of knowledge—that is, a tradition that sets forth an understanding of God, the world and nature, humanity and human society. Second, wisdom is understood as discipline—that is, both a curriculum of study and a structured form of behavior designed to lead to the formation of character. Character was shaped through study, reflection and the actualization of virtue in both discourse and action. This embodiment of moral virtue led the sage to live in harmony with the cosmos, society and the Creator. The result of this type of existence was well-being that included both a sense of internal peace and contentment and the external accoutrements of honor, respect, integrity and dignity. Long life, prosperity and joy became the possession of the one who was wise. Third, wisdom is moral discourse and behavior that constructed and legitimated a cosmology in which righteousness, both correct and just behavior as well as proper decorum, ordered the world, society and individual existence. Through the attainment of wisdom the sages were able to enter into and dwell within an aesthesis of beauty, order, justice and life (Schmid 1974).

A second essential issue at the outset involves what the meaning of corporate or public worship implies among the religions of Israel and the ancient Near East in the periods of Israel’s and Judah’s first and second temples (1200-63 BC). In its broadest terms, corporate/public religion is the ordered response of a community to its belief that a deity has appeared in its midst and has established a relationship with its people, both in terms of their present existence and their future destiny. From this relationship derives a way of life that is understood as living in response to the requirements of this deity and gaining the benefits from this association. To maintain this relationship, the community is expected to worship this divine being as the chief of those gods whom they may recognize and to live in accordance to his or her teachings. On a public level these included rituals and sacred seasons as well as righteous behavior based on the community’s public laws believed to have been given by their chief deity. National and regional religions usually include a temple or other sacred space where, the community believes, the deity has appeared and may continue to be encountered; holy seasons in which there were festivals, feast days and other types of times for gathering together to worship and to commune with the high god/goddess; a priesthood that mediates between the deity and the community; and rituals that comprise things such as sacrifices of various types, communal hymns and laments, and prayers, especially of intercession calling for divine aid, forgiveness for sins, and redemption.




3. Understandings of Wisdom and Corporate/ Public Religion in Israel and the Ancient Near East.

In approaching the views of the sages and scribes of Israel about cultic religion and to suggest their ways of participating in this aspect of life, we begin with the sages and scribes in the other regions of the ancient Near East: Mesopotamia, Syria and Egypt. One fundamental affirmation to which the sages of the ancient Near East held is that of cosmic order. According to the sages, cosmic order is expressed by numerous terms, among which are *maat in Egypt, me in Sumer, mešari in Akkadian cultures and ṣĕdaqâ (“righteousness”) in Israel and Judah. This order in conceptual or mythological terms was established at creation by the high god who formed and shaped the world. He placed within nature and society a pervasive order that regulated both the structure and the continuation of the world and its various components, ranging from the heavenly bodies, to fertile soil, to the existence and behavior of the species of life on the earth, to anthropological and communal life. The sages taught that the wise were to exist in life-giving harmony with this order in each of its various compartments (Schmid 1968).

3.1. The Sages and Scribes of Egypt. The Egyptian sages sought to observe, understand and then place into their teachings the regulations of maat in order to provide guidance to their students who were in quest of knowledge and life. Armed with this knowledge and its incorporation in behavior, the youth were able to begin their journey to obtain well-being in all of its facets, ranging from longevity, to happiness, to honor (see The Instruction for King Meri-ka-Re [ANET, 417]). The sages worshiped publicly the high gods of ancient Egypt, but their greatest attention was given to the praise of the various gods of creation (Amon, Re, Amon-Re). The divine creator, or perhaps a god who belonged to his *divine council, observed human behavior both in regard to the responsibilities of the performance of the prescribed duties of worship and individual moral behavior. This god, often called ntr, a generic term that avoided the complexities of Egyptian polytheism but did not imply monotheism, was the one who was charged with adjudicating justice, either by himself or through a surrogate, who engaged in rewarding the pious and virtuous wise, and who punished the fool and the recalcitrant sinner. Scholars sometimes have incorrectly argued that this principle of retribution was automatic and gave no room for compassion and forgiveness. This is not the case in Egyptian wisdom. Appeals could be made to the gods for absolution, and it at times was given.

Unique among the sages in the ancient Near East is the belief that the king is divine. Born as Horus, who ruled the world in order and justice, at death the king became Osiris, the ruler of the underworld. Sages were the servants of the king, active in the vast bureaucratic state, although the especially noteworthy ones became honored as teachers whose wisdom was written down and transmitted through the generations, often for many centuries (see “The Instruction of Ptahhotep” [Lichtheim 1973, 61-80]).

These views did not remain constant throughout the history of Egypt. Certainly they are transparent in the Old Kingdom (c. 2686-2180 BC), but the devastation of the First Intermediate period (c. 2180-2133 BC) led some of the sages to question their essential beliefs (especially the effectiveness of mortuary religion for gaining life in the next world [the West]) (see “A Dispute over Suicide” [ANET, 405-7]; “The Admonitions of Ipu-wer” [ANET, 441-46]; “In Praise of Learned Scribes” [ANET, 431-32]). The wisdom texts of the Middle Kingdom (c. 2133-1670 BC) are decidedly more political in emphasizing loyalty to the king. Still, the king’s responsibilities to maintain and participate in the important cults of Egypt are everywhere apparent in the sapiential texts of the time (see “The Instruction for King Meri-ka-Re” [ANET, 414-18]). This emphasis on royal and sapiential religious responsibilities continues through the New Kingdom well into the period of Egypt as a Hellenistic kingdom ruled by the Ptolemies (Perdue 1977, 19-64). Texts mentioning public religion in a favorable manner as an important part of sapiential participation include “The Instruction of Ani” (ANET, 420-21), in which the sage teaches his young son both the importance of giving prompt consideration to mortuary provisions in order to make the successful transition to the future life and the value of living the life of the “silent man,” whose character exudes dispassionate self-control, in contrast to the “heated man,” whose passions and garrulous behavior lead to disaster. These two contrasting human types participate in cultic activity, with blessing coming to the former and punishment to the latter for having disturbed the sanctity of the temple and the god. The young sage is admonished to offer sacrifices and to prostrate himself before the god, thereby pleasing his deity and avoiding divine wrath (see “The Instruction of Amen-em-Opet” [ANET, 421–24], a text that instructs a student in cultivating the character of a priestly scribe). In two classical texts from the Late Dynastic and Hellenistic periods, teachers also admonish their hearers to pay attention to cultic responsibilities to their gods (“The Instruction of ultic responsibilities to their goOnsheshonq” [Lichtheim 1980, 159-84]; “The Papyrus Insinger” [Lichtheim, 1983, 93-106]). Thus, corporate religion occurring with the temples of ancient religion was to be practiced by those preparing to become scribes and sages. The only major teaching that fell under criticism was the necessity of mortuary preparations believed in the Old Kingdom to be necessary for eternal life.

3.2. The Sages of Sumer, Assyria and Babylonia. Although the affirmation of cosmic order was more transparent in Egypt, it was also the case that cosmic, social and anthropological compartments of order were significant to the teachings of the wise in these cultures. The myth of “Inanna and Enki: The Transfer of the Arts of Civilization from Eridu to Erech” lists on four occasions more than one hundred elements of creation, each of which has its own me, or law regulating its behavior (Kramer, 64-65). These laws originated at creation and continued to bind together and manage the compartments of nature, society and anthropology. In doing so, order and peace were achieved. Wisdom, a gift of the gods to humankind, enabled people both individually and corporately to exist in a relationship of harmony. However, although the high gods (e.g., Anu, Marduk, Assur, Sin) generally were viewed as just and beneficent (see “Advice to a Prince” [Lambert, 112-15]) and thus as maintaining social order, they also were thought to act capriciously and destructively on occasion. This inconsistency, so the Mesopotamians believed, led to periods of tranquility, on one hand, and chaos, on the other (see “The Babylonian Theodicy” [Lambert, 63-91]; “The Dialogue of Pessimism” [Lambert, 107-9]). Even so, the sages rarely advocated the abandonment of worship, in particular of one’s personal god, but rather continued to emphasize the importance of religious devotion, all the while hoping for salvation of nation or individual (see “I Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom” [Lambert, 21-62]). Subsequently, although cultic observance within corporate religion was taught by the sages of Mesopotamia, there was the unsettling belief that the caprice of the gods could even annul faithful and loyal devotion and bring about the destruction of even the pious.

3.3. The Sages of Israel and Judah. Israel’s and Judah’s sages also affirmed the presence of cosmic and social order, which provided the basis for their teachings (Perdue 1990, 457-58). When it came to corporate worship, the traditional, more conservative sages admonish their students to observe religious requirements and to participate in public praise of God (sacrifice, prayer, the making of vows, the priestly casting of lots [Prov 3:9-10; 15:8, 29; 16:33; 17:1; 20:25; 21:3, 27; 28:9; 31:2). Some of the references in these verses could imply private devotion, but the preponderance of the evidence points to corporate worship in most cases. In addition, students were to avoid dalliance with the “Strange Woman” (at times the *personification of *folly, at times Canaanite fertility religion, at times a foreigner [see Prov 7:1-27]). The sages were quick to demarcate the folly of worship brought by the wicked with evil intent and the wise worship of the righteous, whose lives were the basis for their participation in public religion and testimony to others who observed them in life. The narrative Job is also faithful to his cultic responsibilities and adulation of Yahweh, even in the face of great adversity (Job 1—2; 42:10-17). The poetic Job, however, questions the justice of God, who singles out even the righteous and faithful for destruction (Job 9—10). No doubt exists about the emphasis of Job’s opponents (Eliphaz, Zophar and Bildad) on faithful obedience to cultic requirements (see esp. Job 5). Indeed, they encourage their suffering friend to seek God in faithful worship, to acknowledge being sinful, and then to wait for forgiveness and restitution to health and well-being. Their assumption is that Job has engaged in some grievous transgression to merit such vile punishment from God. Job denies that he has sinned so egregiously that he should receive such horrible treatment from God. He demonstrates this in the oath of innocence (Job 29—31), when he engages in a judicial means of proving his innocence by means of sacred oath. Among the sins that he forgoes is that of cultic apostasy (Job 31:26-28). Finally, although Job is found innocent of wickedness and disloyalty to God in the concluding narrative and then is restored to his former prominence with the gift of new children, he is required to give a sin offering on behalf of his friends, who became his enemies in the course of the dialogues, in order for them to be forgiven for not “speaking correctly” about Yahweh (Job 42:8-10).

The other sapiential books, including Ecclesiastes, *Sirach and *Wisdom of Solomon, also give an important place to public worship. Although *Qohelet speaks of the transcendent God, who remains hidden to human understanding, he does not reject his worship by sages (Eccles 5:1-7). In issuing four admonitions to his students, he stresses the importance of guarded caution in the realm of the holy, the judicious practice of silence and the uttering of few words, a warning against making hasty vows that go unfulfilled, and the deceitful attempt to pass off a willful sin as an unconscious one. While pointing to the hidden and secretive qualities of God, the teacher still believes that cultic participation is an element of sagacious life. Wise decorum, including especially caution, however, should be practiced in corporate worship. Sirach is filled with emphases on the importance of corporate worship, sacrifices, the temple, festivals and support of the priesthood and singers (e.g., Sir 7:29-31; 39:5-6). Sirach’s two most important emphases are the association of *Woman Wisdom with the cult (Sir 24) and the praise of the high priest Simon (II?) in Sirach 50:1-26, which concludes the “Praise of the Pious” (Sir 46—51). Finally, Wisdom of Solomon, composed by a Jewish rhetorician of the first century AD, includes a lengthy “digression” (Wis 13—15) that praises the best of pagan religion, the teachings of philosophy and nature religion, condemns idolatry (the woodcutter, the sailor, the potter), criticizes Egyptian animal worship, and contrasts the faithfulness of Israel with the pagan opponents. The author also assaults the mystery religions, in particular the popular royal Alexandrian cult of Dionysus (disguised as the religion of the Canaanites) for their “detestable practices,” “sorcery,” “unholy rites,” merciless slaughter of children, and the “sacrificial feasting on human flesh and blood” (the last pointing to the Legend of Pentheus and the eating of Dionysus in worship). This text even engages in an assault of the divine status of Ptolemaic kings and the royal cult that worshiped them by contrasting them with *Solomon, the wisest and greatest of the kings, who nevertheless was mortal (Wis 7:1; 9:5). Finally, Wisdom becomes a divine hypostasis and appears to be contrasted to the popular goddess Isis.

3.4. Summary and Conclusions. When one surveys the classical sapiential literature of Israel and the ancient Near East, it is noteworthy to recognize that, save for a few scattered sayings incorporated in various types of texts, only one major piece of this literature completely rejects the value and meaning of cultic religion: “The Dialogue of Pessimism,” a Babylonian text from the period of the Cassite rule. Even this is not surprising, however, for this text leads to an emphatic denial of all meaning. If read as a dour or humorous satire, it still denies the possibility of finding the proper course of action that makes life worth-while. The two dialogue partners in this text, a noble and his wise sage, finally realize that it is impossible to discover anything of value in human existence or to gain any security and sense of well-being in a world that is filled with chaos and domination by the client state’s Cassite lords. The contemplated recourse is suicide.

Thus, one necessarily concludes, on the basis of the sapiential traditions in Israel and the ancient Near East, that the sages not only engaged in teaching their students about various topics and practices of cultic religion but also instructed them to participate in its various dimensions of expression. One assumes from these teachings that the sages themselves participated in cultic religion, even though their own approach to life was at times distinctive from that of the priests. However, as one would expect, the traditional sages who supported the state and its rulers as “men and women of the king” in general agreed that the various rituals and teachings of cultic religion were unquestioningly valid and indeed important to observe. This does not mean that the critical traditions in wisdom in the domains of Israel and the ancient Near East refrained from taking to task some of the assumptions and theological understandings of cultic religion and the priests. But this is true of other traditions, including those of the more conventional wise and even, on occasion, the prophets and seers.




4. Motivations for Participation in Cultic Religion.

The traditional sages believed that there were numerous blessings that derived from the deity whose cult, rituals and teachings were honored and practiced. Some among these conservative teachers placed the results in the negative: divine punishment and misfortune in various forms, ranging from dishonor, to poverty, to poor health, to defeat and even death in war, awaited those communities and individuals who neglected their cultic responsibilities. Then too there was the motivation that touched upon the social conscience of the sages, for their gifts and offerings not only honored their deity but also provided for the deity’s priests and the community’s poor. Finally, it seems that the sages recognized within the human spirit the desire to praise and honor the divine being who presided over their community and at times, on a grander scale, nature, creation and human history.




5. Decorum within the Sphere of the Holy.

The sages instructed their students on how to behave within the sphere of the holy during sacred times. When offering their sacrifices, the students were taught to engage in self-examination in order to insure that they were righteous and were carefully following the guidance of their teachers. Only the worship of the wise, righteous participant in cultic religion was acceptable to the deity. The wicked and the foolish who dared to approach the realm of the holy were, according to the traditional sages, subject to punishment and even destruction for violating the sanctity of the cultic sphere and the righteous deity who was encountered there. Foolish and garrulous behavior placed the worshiper at threat of punishment and even death. And other dimensions of the cultic life—for example, the making of a vow before the deity—were serious matters to be undertaken and then completed. Even Qohelet, the more critically inclined sage, issued this warning (Eccles 5:1-7).




6. The Sages’ Criticism of Cultic Religion.

The critical sages pointed to what they considered to be unfounded claims of priests and cultic religion and even regarded this approach to life to be spurious and misleading. Several Sumerian satirical proverbs from the third millennium BC lampoon the pomposity of the Kalu priests, while Papyrus Insinger, of the Ptolemaic period (third century BC), warns the chief priest not to ignore his responsibility to engage in intercession on behalf of the worshipers, for this neglect would result in his death. Even Ben Sira gently nudges the priests with whom he served in the temple administration to fulfill their duties responsibly. Thus, sages kept priests under their watchful eye and were quick to point out their shortcomings. One proverb from Israel emphasizes that the decision obtained from the casting of lots (Urim and Thummim) came not from the magic of the chief priest but rather from God (Prov 16:33). Idolatry proved to be a topic for discussion among the sages of the ancient Near East. In Egypt both The Instruction for King Meri-ka-Re (twenty-second century BC) and The Instruction of Ani (1500 BC) wrestled with the difficulty of a transcendent deity who was also present in an idol. Idolatry was mentioned by the sages in Wisdom of Solomon, composed by a Jewish rhetorician likely in Alexandria during the first century BC. This Jewish sophist underscored his view that idolatry arose from the making of an image of a deceased son by a grief-stricken father and was a foolish type of ritual activity practiced by the foolish pagans to their loss (Wis 13—15). He adds that all types of wickedness accrue from this wicked practice, including adultery in lusting after nude and seminude idols of fair goddesses.

During periods of national crisis the sages often blamed the gods and the teaching of their priests. This is apparent in Egyptian wisdom from the strong criticism leveled at mortuary religion and the view that eternal life depended upon it (see “A Dispute over Suicide” [ANET, 405-7]). Elsewhere the creator, Re, along with the divine pharaoh, is blamed by the sage Ipuwer (eighteenth-seventeenth century BC) for the injustice that exists among humans that occasions *chaos, *suffering and death. The author of The Babylonian Theodicy, written during the Cassite dark ages in Babylonia (fifteenth-thirteenth century BC), likewise points the finger of responsibility to the failure of the patron deity of the sage to deliver him from suffering and death. The sufferer in this dialogue asks his friend-turned-opponent of what use is cultic observance offered to such a faithless god. In addition, the Babylonian lord in I Will Praise the Lord of Wisdom (from the Cassite dark ages) comes close to abandoning his patron deity, Marduk, until at the end, when he expresses his faith that his faithful devotion will lead to salvation. From among the biblical wisdom texts, it is especially the character Job in the poetic book who holds God responsible for injustice and attacking to destroy even the righteous. Of course, during the period of the Ptolemaic rule of Judah in the third century BC, Qohelet levels a devastating criticism against cultic religion for assuming that its rituals will lead to redemption. For this sage, God has become a deus otiosus—a deity far removed from human knowing and often inactive but not completely. Thus he certainly is to be feared.




7. Did the Sages Compose Cultic Literature?

There is abundant evidence that there were both educated priests and scribes who were members of the temple staffs. They may even have attended the same primary schools that the sages attended. These cultic personnel composed a variety of texts to be used in the instruction of priestly novitiates and in setting forth the esoteric knowledge needed by priests in their ritual activities. This does not mean that the sages were the authors of cultic texts, including lists of omens and signs and ritual procedures, but there were priestly sages and the scribes they employed who were such authors.

In Israel and Judah it is apparent that the sages composed wisdom psalms for private prayers and public devotions in corporate worship. These psalms, bearing the language of instructions, sayings and reflections common to wisdom literature, often are combined with more traditional genres of psalms (*laments, *thanksgiving, *hymns), which spoke of and were used in the worship of God. These include the following: Psalms 1; 19A and 19B; 32; 34; 37; 49; 73; 111; 112; 119; 127. Psalms 1; 19B; 119 express the Torah piety common to traditional wisdom from the period of Ezra into the beginnings of rabbinic Judaism. Within the biblical and deuterocanonical wisdom corpus itself one finds similar psalms: Proverbs 3:19-20 speaks of the harvest, while Proverbs 8 contains three aretalogies of Woman Wisdom (Prov 8:2-11, 12-21, 22-31), which are then concluded by her dissemination of a paraenetic instruction inviting her “children” to follow her teachings in order to discover life and avoid death (Prov 8:32-36). In Sirach one finds numerous wisdom psalms: Sirach 1:1-10; 17:1-24; 18:1-14; 24:1-34; 39:12-35; 42:13—43:33. Ben Sira indicates that his students engaged in the singing of wisdom psalms, and that he himself composed some. Thus, in Sirach 39:15 he admonishes his students, “Ascribe majesty to his name and give thanks to him with praise, with songs on your lips, and with harps; this is what you shall say in thanksgiving.” What follows this exhortation is a thanksgiving hymn to God concerning the goodness of creation and the affirmation of divine justice (Sir 39:16-34). He concludes this poem with a synonymous imperative: “So now sing praise with all your heart and voice, and bless the name of the Lord” (Sir 39:35).

Biblical wisdom psalms are similar to those found in the scrolls of the library of Qumran. These include 4Q411, a fragmentary sapiential hymn that praises Yahweh’s act of creation; 4Q426; 4Q498, a fragment of which appears to be a wisdom hymn; 4Q528. Another creation hymn is 11QPsa XXVI (cf. 11QPsb; 11QPsc; 11QPsd; 11QPse).

Wisdom psalms are present also in the sapiential literature of ancient Egypt in the forms of hymns, aretalogies and panegyrics. Some of the better-known ones are In Praise of Learned Scribes; The Lament of Khakheperre-sonbe; The Hymn to Refound in the “Instruction of Ptahhotep; The Hymn to Imhotep. Lichtheim also includes in her translation five texts from the Ramesside period that she categorizes as “Prayers Used as School Texts.” These include hymns and intercessory prayers.

Wisdom psalms are also present in the Sumero-Akkadian wisdom literature, including what Lambert calls “perceptive hymns.” Among these are The Hymn to Shamash; The Blessing of Nisaba by Enki; A Bilingual Hymn to Ninurta. The Shamash hymn sings praise to the god of justice. The Nisaba blessing includes, in a section of the hymn in honor of Enki, a hymnic blessing of this goddess of wisdom as “the allknowing sage of the gods.” In the Ninurta hymn the worshiper sings praise to the deity and provides lists of evil actions of the wicked.

While on occasion the sages mentioned worship in their sayings (Prov 15:8, 29; 21:3, 7; 28:9), important attestations also occur in the instructions (Pss 32; 34; Prov 3:9-10), the dialogues of Job, the reflection on theodicy (Ps 73) and didactic poems (Prov 3:19-20).

See also CULT, WORSHIP: PSALMS; WISDOM THEOLOGY.
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