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Preface


In a discussion a few years ago, several faculty members in the Pruet School of Christian Studies at Ouachita Baptist University concluded that the field of biblical studies really needs a good one-volume book on biblical theology, a book that focuses on integrating the biblical story into a coherent whole. After further discussions we likewise concluded that a major motif that flows throughout the Scriptures—both at the micro- and the macro-levels—and that ties the two testaments together theologically is the paradigmatic story of Israel, namely, the story of sin, followed by exile, climaxing in restoration. Thus the seeds for this work were planted and began to germinate.

Our goal for this cooperative work was to produce an overarching biblical theology that stresses large connecting motifs, a theology that attempts to step back from the trees for a moment and look at the forest as a whole. There are many outstanding New Testament theologies and Old Testament theologies but very few that try to place the entire Bible into a unified conceptual framework. This volume is an attempt to help fill that gap.

Our prayer for this work is that it will become an important tool of study for students, professors and ministers as well as for informed laity as they come to understand their own faith in light of the fulfillment of Israel’s story in Jesus the Messiah. As such, the story of Israel in the Bible is transformed into the story of the gospel for the whole world. Given that reality, the story of Israel could never again be restricted to one people group.

There are numerous individuals whose commitment to this project has placed us in their debt. First, we wish to express our thanks to Dan Reid and the publishing team at InterVarsity Press. Dan shared our vision for this book from the beginning, and his expertise helped to bring it to fruition. Second, some of our student assistants at OBU provided invaluable aid with the myriad of details accompanying a work like this, including confirming references, indexing and typing. To those students—Aaron LeMay, John Thompson, Clint Followell and Jason Hentschel—we offer our sincere appreciation. Third, our students at OBU and in the Pruet School of Christian Studies in particular have encouraged us all along the way with their questions, affirmations and love for the Lord. To you we say—you inspire us.

Next, as the dedication indicates, we are most appreciative of the support that Chesley and Elizabeth Pruet have provided for OBU and for the Pruet School of Christian Studies. Our heartfelt thanks therefore go to that couple. In that connection, we would also like to thank the leadership of Ouachita Baptist University for affording us the opportunity to serve in an environment that encourages us to research and write. Finally, in the case of this publication, as with all other areas of our lives, we wish to thank our wives for their love, encouragement and patience with our busy schedules.
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J. Daniel Hays
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    Introduction


    The Story of Israel
and Biblical Theology



  

    Is there a big picture or an overarching theme that unfolds the message of the Bible? A significant number of scholars say there is. Some of the leading candidates for such a perspective quickly come to mind. The motif of the kingdom of God, for example, is a frequent nominee in discussions of the unity of the Bible. It is suggested that the Old Testament portrays God’s kingdom or reign as manifested through Israel, while in the New Testament the church inherits that place of honor, and in the life, death and resurrection of Jesus Christ the transition between the two was completed. Related to the theme of the kingdom of God is the theme of covenant, an expression of God’s intimate relationship with the patriarchs, Moses and David, culminating in the new covenant, which was anticipated by the prophets of Israel and was finalized in the person of Jesus through his shed blood on the cross. Another contender for the unifying principle of the Bible is promise and fulfillment. The former is the basis of the Old Testament’s predictions of the coming Messiah, while the latter is realized through the New Testament’s presentation of Jesus as the Christ. Other topics that can be traced throughout the two Testaments include the people of God, gospel, eschatology and new creation.


    The preceding comments, however, reveal a fundamental problem that emerges when one tries to identify the central story that encompasses Scripture: Which one of these motifs can rightly claim to be the theme that unites the various biblical authors? Moreover, even if an overarching theme can be identified, does that imply that each of its inspired authors says the same thing about that subject? Obviously not, or why have more than one biblical writer?


    Here we are also grappling with the centuries-old debate of how systematic theology and biblical theology are to be related, if at all. Mature reflection on these two disciplines has yielded the following definitions: systematic (or dogmatic) theology attempts to summarize the Bible through an organized system of thought carried out within a particular cultural context. As such, it covers not only the Bible but also the formulations of faith (creeds) crafted in Jewish and Christian traditions, and that with a view toward the application of those principles to one’s experience of a context. Typically, the organizing system through which the Bible is interpreted by this discipline includes such categories as God, man, sin, salvation, Spirit, church, and end-times. Biblical theology, however, first seeks to reconstruct the individual theologies of the writings of the Bible. The accent in such a discipline is on the particular contribution to theology of the book or books in question. That task accomplished, the next step of biblical theology is to integrate the various themes across the whole Bible. For example: What does the Pentateuch teach about the categories of God, man, sin, and so forth? Then, what does Joshua through 2 Kings say about these themes? The same questions are asked of Wisdom literature and the Prophets and, in the New Testament, of the Gospels, Paul, the General Epistles, and the Johannine materials.


    In the ensuing comments, we will probe more deeply into the relationship between systematic and biblical theologies by briefly tracking the history of that debate. Then we will offer a potential way out of the maze of proposed theories, arguing that the story of Israel, conceived in a particular way, is a prevailing pattern in Scripture. Finally, we will conclude with a précis of the chapters that follow. In short, the authors of this volume have joined together to work out a coherent approach: viewing the “theology” of the Bible as involving the story of Israel.


    

      Biblical Theology: A Definition


      Perhaps the best-known definition of biblical theology was formulated by J. P. Gabler (1753–1826) in his 1787 inaugural address at the University of Altdorf entitled “About the Correct Distinction of Biblical and Dogmatic Theology and the Right Distinction of Their Goals.” Gabler, often called “the father of biblical theology,” wrote, “‘True biblical theology’ is the historical study of the Old Testament and the New Testament, their authors and the contexts in which they were written. This is then to be followed by ‘pure biblical theology.’”1


      Three consequences emerged from this seminal definition. First, Gabler’s statement became the basis for separating biblical theology from dogmatic theology, though he himself did not condone the polarization of the two. C. H. H. Scobie writes of this distinction, particularly as it surfaces in Gabler’s phrase “pure biblical theology,” that such a notion “consists of a comparative study of the biblical material with a view to distinguishing what is merely time-conditioned and what is eternal Christian truth; it is the latter that becomes the subject-matter of dogmatic theology. On this view, biblical theology is not merely descriptive but is also part of the hermeneutical process.”2 Unfortunately, many since Gabler have overemphasized the descriptive task of biblical theology to the exclusion of its prescriptive value. To state it another way, rather than building systematic/dogmatic theology on the foundation of biblical theology, much of academia since Gabler has set the two in opposition, often relegating systematics to a secondary status.


      A second dynamic that emerges from Gabler’s definition is the implicit recognition that the continual plight of biblical theology would be that of integrating both the unity and diversity of Scripture. Thus the “historical study of the biblical authors and their respective contexts” (diversity) would somehow have to be related to “pure biblical theology” (unity). How to resolve such a contrast constituted a formidable challenge to doing biblical theology, a struggle that persists to this day.


      Third, also implicit in Gabler’s definition is the inherent problem of how to relate the two Testaments, which is “the result of the historical study of the Old Testament and New Testament.” That quandary continues to be the nemesis of biblical theology. Our own contention in this work is that the story of Israel will move us closer to bridging the preceding three gaps in biblical theology: biblical versus systematic, diversity versus unity, and Old Testament versus New Testament. We turn now to the debate surrounding biblical theology.


    


    

    

      Can We Have a Biblical Theology?


      Biblical scholars have provided two answers to this question since Gabler.3 Those who have said no do so because they believe the diversity of Scripture prohibits a single biblical theology. Those who have said yes do so because of their perceptions of the unity of Scripture. These two replies may be seen as roughly corresponding to the historical periods in which biblical theology flourished: 1787 to 1878—no; and post-World War I to the 1960s—yes. It is helpful to review those two periods.


      1.The first period, 1787 to 1878: No to biblical theology. The catalyst for Gabler’s separation of biblical theology from dogmatic theology was rationalism. Three assumptions accompanied such an approach to the Bible, as Gerhard Hasel has pointed out:


      

        (1) Inspiration is to be left out of consideration because “the Spirit of God most emphatically did not destroy in every holy man his own ability to understand and the measure of natural insight into things.” What counts is not “divine authority” but “only what they [biblical writers] thought.” (2) Biblical theology has the task of gathering carefully the concepts and ideas of the individual Bible writers because the Bible does not contain the ideas of just a single man. Therefore, the opinions of Bible writers need to be “carefully assembled from Holy Writ, suitably arranged, properly related to general concepts, and carefully compared with one another.” . . . This task can be accomplished by means of a consistent application of the historical-critical method with the aid of literary criticism, historical criticism and philosophical criticism. (3) Biblical theology as a historical discipline is by definition obliged to “distinguish between the several periods of the old and new religion.” The main task is to investigate which ideas are of importance for Christian doctrine, namely, which ones “apply today” and which ones have no “validity for our time.”4


      


      These programmatic enlightenment assumptions set the tone for the study of biblical theology for almost one hundred years. That is to say, with Gabler the diversity of Scripture, and with it the emphasis on theologies in the Bible, became the dominant method of the academy.


      Perhaps the most celebrated attempt to interpret the Bible in this manner was F. C. Baur’s (1792-1860) application of the Hegelian dialectic to the New Testament. He argued that the thesis of Jewish Christianity (Petrine materials, Matthew, Revelation), opposed by the antithesis of Gentile Christianity (Galatians, 1—2 Corinthians, Romans, Luke), resulted in the synthesis of early Catholicism (Mark, John, Acts) of the second century. These contradictory theologies, according to Baur, argued strongly against the presence of a single biblical theology in the New Testament, not to mention the whole Bible. The Hegelian dialectic dominated New Testament studies for years, and to this day it continues to exert strong influence on German scholarship, despite the refutation of its literary assumptions by J. B. Lightfoot a century ago.5


      Two developments, however, signaled the demise of the study of biblical theology as it was then known. First, there was the forceful response of conservatives. E. W. Hengstenberg, whose Christology of the Old Testament protested the application of historical-critical methodology to the Bible, defended instead the unity of the Old Testament and New Testament. But the most significant part of the conservative reaction against a diversified approach to biblical theology came from the “salvation-history school,” most notably from J. Ch. Konrad von Hofmann (1810–1877). Hasel observes that the “salvation-history (Heilsgeschichte) school” of the nineteenth century was based on three considerations: (1) the history of the people of God as expressed in the Word; (2) the idea of the inspiration of the Bible; and (3) the result of the history between God and man in Jesus Christ.6 Hasel expands on these crucial themes:


      

        Von Hofmann found in the Bible a record of linear saving history in which the active Lord of history is the triune God whose purpose and goal it is to redeem mankind. Since Jesus Christ is the primordial goal of the world to which salvation history aims and from which it receives its meaning, the OT contains salvation-historical proclamation. This an OT theology has to expound. Each books of the Bible is assigned its logical place in the scheme of salvation history. The Bible is not to be regarded primarily as a collection of proof-texts or a repository of doctrine but a witness to God’s activity in history which will not be fully competed until the eschatological consummation. The influence of the “salvation-history school” on the development of both OT and NT theology has been considerable and is felt to the present day, though with great variation and in new forms.7


      


      Heilsgeschichte, therefore, bespeaks the unity of the Bible.


      But it was the rise of the history-of-religions (Religionsgeschichte) approach that dealt the deathblow to nineteenth-century biblical theology. As is often noted, 1878 marks the beginning of this approach with the publication of the Prolegomena to the History of Israel by Julius Wellhausen (1844–1918). Wellhausen popularized and integrated two recent scholarly developments: the JEDP theory of the Pentateuch8 and Darwin’s evolutionary theory. These two tenets, with their resulting espousal of contradictory theologies, still hold sway among Old Testament scholars. Eleven years later William Wrede called for the application of the history-of-religions approach to the New Testament in his essay “Concerning the Task and Method of So-Called New Testament Theology.” It was Wrede’s goal to separate theology from religion. The classic example of Wrede’s work is The Messianic Secret, in which he contended that Jesus was a holy man (the original religious aspect) but not the Messiah (early Christianity’s concept). He argued that the commands to various people in Mark’s Gospel to be silent about Jesus’ messiahship were creations of Mark to cover up the embarrassment that Jesus did not historically claim to be the Messiah.


      The end result of the history-of-religions approach was to shatter any remaining confidence in the unity within or between the two Testaments and to protest against the assumption of the harmony of systematic and biblical theologies.


      2.The second period, post-World War I to the 1960s: Yes to biblical theology. In the decades following World War I, several factors brought about a revival of biblical theology. R. C. Dentan delineates these dynamics: (1) a general loss of faith in evolutionary naturalism; (2) a reaction against the conviction that historical truth can be attained by pure scientific “objectivity” or that such objectivity is indeed attainable; and (3) the return to the idea of revelation in dialectical (neo-orthodox) theology.9


      This dramatic turnaround in the fate of biblical theology stemmed from the realization that liberalism’s naïve reduction of historical study to the mere investigation of facts was woefully inadequate, signaling the need for a new approach.10 Those who answered this challenge spawned a new movement of biblical theology, one that—for all its diversity—nevertheless championed the essential unity of the Bible. Space permits only the mention of key advocates of this perspective, along with their respective proposals of a unifying principle of the Bible. Some of the most influential in Old Testament theology were Walter Eichrodt’s proposal of a covenantal center,11 Wilhelm Vischer’s proposal of a christological center,12 and Gerhard von Rad’s kerygmatic testimonies.13 In New Testament theology there was the redeemed Redeemer myth of Rudolf Bultmann, which was wedded to existential philosophy,14 Joachim Jeremias’s essential equation of the Jesus of history with the Christ of faith15 and the already/not yet eschatology of Oscar Cullmann.16


      This second wave of interest in biblical theology, whose advocates defended the basic unity of the Scripture, has often been labeled the “Golden Years” of biblical theology. Brevard S. Childs lists six components that contributed to the popularity of the movement: (1) opposition to philosophical systems; (2) contrast between Hebrew and Greek thought; (3) emphasis on the unity of the Testaments; (4) uniqueness of the Bible as against its environment; (5) reaction against the older “liberal” theology; and (5) revelation of God in history.17


      The appeal of biblical theology, however, waned in the 1960s for at least two reasons. First, its methodology was called into question, most notably by James Barr. Barr severely criticized the supposed objectivity of the movement (Childs’s point # 1) as well as its facile opposition of Hebrew and Greek thought (# 2).18 Moreover, the growing complexity of biblical studies resulting from new discoveries and prolific output of information reasserted the diversity of the Bible and thus again raised suspicions regarding the uniqueness of Scripture (# 4), the revelation of God in history (# 5), and the unity of the Testaments (# 3). These polemical barbs basically aligned biblical scholarship of the 1960s with an older biblical approach (# 6). Second, twentieth-century biblical theology was abandoned because of changing priorities among scholars, especially in the pursuit of the sociology of religion.


      Three rather recent approaches demonstrate that reports about the death of biblical theology are exaggerated, however. First, Brevard S. Childs’s “Canonical Approach,” which first appeared in his Biblical Theology in Crisis (1970), was subsequently worked out in his canonical introductions to both the Old Testament (1979) and the New Testament (1984) and later in his Biblical Theology of the Old and New Testaments (1992). Such a reading places its emphasis on the final form of the Scripture, not on the historical-critical process that produced the text. It is the canonical form of the text, the one that the church has come to accept, that provides the basis of biblical theology; and the unity therein approximates traditional orthodox theology. Second, the opposite view of Childs’s thesis is the “whole-biblical theology” (eine gesamtbiblische Theologie) approach proposed in Germany by such scholars as Hartmut Gese and Peter Stuhlmacher. This method is also called the “history of traditions” approach. C. H. H. Scobie explains why:


      

        [The history of traditions method] is based on the assumption that in the time of Jesus the OT canon was not yet closed, and that biblical theology is concerned with a continuous history of tradition. Divine revelation is not to be located only in the earliest forms of the tradition but in the entire process, which was long and complex as traditions were continually selected, edited and reinterpreted. This approach has been demonstrated in studies of such themes as “wisdom,” “law” and “righteousness.”19


      


      Third, though he has not employed it as such (nor perhaps would he condone it), N. T. Wright’s proposal in The New Testament and the People of God for understanding the story of Israel may well prove to be another important catalyst in the revival of biblical theology, accounting for both the unity and diversity of Scripture. Our next section broaches that subject.


    


    

    


      The Story of Israel: A Description


      In his monumental study of the Old Testament, Jewish, and New Testament sources regarding the role and fate of the prophets in Israel’s history, Odil H. Steck argues at length that Second Temple Judaism (Jewish materials written between the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C. and its later fall to the Romans in A.D. 70) was dominated by the Deuteronomistic view of Israel’s history.20 Steck makes a compelling case that especially by the time of Antiochus IV and the Maccabean revolt (167 B.C.), the Deuteronomistic tradition, though capable of a certain fluidity of expression, had become a relatively fixed conceptual framework with five constituent elements.


      1.Israel’s perpetual disobedience to God. The Deuteronomistic view of the story of Israel21 asserts, first of all, that the nation has been “stiff-necked,” rebellious and disobedient during its entire existence (see Ex 33:3, 5; Num 14:22; Deut 29:4; 31:27; Is 63:10; Jer 9:26; CD3). Using a different metaphor but pinpointing the same reality, Deuteronomy 32:5 characterizes Israel as a perverse generation, a verdict stretching across its history: “They have dealt corruptly with him [God], they are no longer his children because of their blemish; they are a perverse and crooked generation.” Deuteronomy 32:20 concurs: “They are a perverse generation, children in whom is no faithfulness” (cf. Lk 7:31; 11:29 and par.; Phil 2:15). Later Jewish writings viewed their generations as continuing Israel’s disobedience. Thus Baruch 1:18-19 (c. 150 B.C.) laments, “We have disobeyed him [God], and have not heeded the voice of the Lord our God, to walk in the statutes of the Lord that he set before us. From the time when the Lord brought our ancestors out of the land of Egypt until today, we have been disobedient to the Lord our God, and we have been negligent in not heeding his voice” (cf. 2 Kings 17:23; Neh 9:32; Ezek 2:3-4; 20:3-8; Dan 9:5; 1 Esd 8:73-74; 2 Esd 9:7). These passages, in their usage of the first person plural pronoun, indicate the collaboration of contemporary Jews with the hard-heartedness of ancient Israel.22


      2.Israel and the prophets. Already in Deuteronomy there is the hint that God will raise up prophets to call Israel to repentance. Thus we read in Deuteronomy 18:15, “The LORD your God will raise up for you a prophet like me [Moses] from among your own people; you shall heed such a prophet.” God announces, “I will put my words in the mouth of the prophet, who shall speak to them everything that I command” (Deut 18:18). Here the prophet like Moses is being referred to as the prototype of God’s future messengers to Israel.


      3.Israel’s rejection of the prophets. Israel, however, rejected God’s prophets, refusing to repent of her disobedience. Speaking of the coming prophet like Moses, Deuteronomy 18:19 ominously signals such a storied rejection: “Anyone who does not heed the words that the prophet shall speak in my name, I myself will hold him accountable.” Repeatedly thereafter, Israel’s malignment of the prophets is highlighted in Jewish literature:


      

        We have not listened to your servants the prophets, who spoke in your name to our kings, our princes, and our ancestors, and to all the people of the land. (Dan 9:6)


        Nevertheless they were disobedient and rebelled against you and cast your law behind their backs and killed your prophets, who had warned them in order to turn them back to you, and they committed great blasphemies. (Neh 9:26)


        We did not listen to the voice of the Lord our God in all the words of the prophets whom he sent to us, but all of us followed the intent of our own wicked hearts by serving other gods and doing what is evil in the sight of the Lord our God. (Bar 1:21-22; see Jub 1:13; 1 En 89:51; CD 3:4; 4QpHos 2:3b-6; 1QS 1:3; 8:15-16; 1QpHab 2:5-10; cf. Lk 13:34-35)


      


      4.Israel and the Deuteronomic curses. Deuteronomy is replete with warnings of divine judgment if Israel should lapse into idolatry (Deut 27:1-26; 28:15-68; 29:19-28). Deuteronomy 29:25-28 succinctly summarizes the curses that would accompany the nation’s disobedience to the law of Moses:


      

        It is because they forsook the covenant of the LORD, the God of their ancestors, which he made with them when he brought them out of the land of Egypt. They turned and served other gods, worshipping them, whom they had not known and whom he had not allotted to them: so the anger of the LORD was kindled against that land, bringing upon it all the curses written in this book. The Lord uprooted them from their land in anger, fury, and great wrath, and cast them into another land, as is now the case.


      


      With the fall of the northern kingdom in 722 B.C. and the defeat of the southern domain along with the destruction of the temple in 587 B.C., those threats came true as Jews were displaced from their land.


      Gerhard von Rad observes that texts like Daniel 9, Nehemiah 9, Ezra 9 and Baruch 1:15—3:8 reflect the conviction that the catastrophe of 587 B.C. was an undiminished reality, for although that date had passed, the authors believed that Israel was still under divine judgment (cf., e.g., CD 1:3—2:4; 1 Thess 2:15-16; Acts 28:26-27).23 Von Rad’s perspective has proven compelling to a growing number of scholars.24 Michael A. Knibb encapsulates this view of a protracted exile when he writes of Jewish literature in the Second Temple period: “Despite many differences in presentation, the writings . . . seem to share the view that Israel remains in a state of exile long after the sixth century, and that the exile would only be brought to an end when God intervened in this world order to establish his rule.”25


      Two reasons seem to have combined to give the impression to most Second Temple Jews that the Deuteronomic curses and exile continued to abide on Israel. First, the glorious Old Testament expectations of national restoration had not yet materialized. As Jacob Neusner points out, all Judaic systems emphasized the present experience of exile as a recapitulation of 587 B.C. This was so because, with the non-occurrence of a full and glorious restoration in the sixth century as their reading of Torah led them to expect, most Jews continued to push their hopes into the future and view themselves as living in an extended exilic situation.26 Second, related to the first reason, the invasion and control of Israel by foreign rulers, especially the Greek king Antiochus IV (171 B.C.), and the Roman generals Pompey (63 B.C.) and Titus (A.D. 70), reinforced in the minds of many that divine judgment still resided on the nation.27


      5.The restoration of Israel and the Deuteronomic blessings. Despite Israel’s sin, however, Deuteronomy 30:1-8 held out the assurance of divine forgiveness and restoration if the nation would repent:28


      

        When all these things have happened to you, the blessings and the curses that I have set before you, if you call them to mind among all the nations where the LORD your God has driven you, and return to the LORD your God, and you and your children obey him with all your heart and with all your soul, just as I am commanding you today, then the LORD your God will restore your fortunes and have compassion on you, gathering you again from all the peoples among whom the LORD your God has scattered you. Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the LORD your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back. The LORD your God will bring you into the land that your ancestors possessed and you will possess it; he will make you more prosperous and numerous than your ancestors.


        Moreover, the LORD your God will circumcise your heart and the heart of your descendants, so that you will love the LORD your God with all your heart and with all your soul, in order that you may live. The LORD your God will put all these curses on your enemies and on the adversaries who took advantage of you. Then you shall again obey the LORD, observing all his commandments that I am commanding you today. (cf. Ezra 9:8-9, 15; Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 36:25-26; Dan 9:16-19; Bar 2:34-35)


      


      In light of this promise, George Nickelsburg’s analysis of Second Temple Jewish literature leads him to conclude that


      

        the destruction of Jerusalem and the Exile meant the disruption of life and the breaking up of institutions whose original form was never fully restored. Much of post-biblical Jewish theology and literature was influenced and sometimes governed by a hope for such a restoration: a return of the dispersed; the appearance of a Davidic heir to throw off the shackles of foreign domination and restore Israel’s sovereignty; the gathering of one people around a new glorified Temple.29


      


      As a rule, Jewish writings of the Second Temple period espousing the hope of Israel’s restoration—that is, the replacement of the Deuteronomic curses with the covenantal blessings—express two convictions.30 First, they are nomistic (nomos = law) in orientation. Israel’s restoration will come about only when it sincerely obeys the Torah. This tenet is held in both Palestinian Judaism (e.g., Sir, Bar, Pss Sol, DSS; 4 Ezra; 2 Apoc. Bar.) and in Diaspora Judaism (Wis, Ep Arist, 4 Macc, T. 12 Patr, 3 Sib Or). This dynamic, however, calls for two qualifications:


      1.Various Jewish groups at the time defined the Torah somewhat differently. Thus Sirach, Baruch and Psalms of Solomon equate the Torah exclusively with the law of Moses, believing that it could be obeyed in this present age. Fourth Ezra and 2 Baruch reinterpret the Law apocalyptically, relegating Israel’s full compliance with it to the age to come. While 1 Enoch and the Dead Sea Scrolls redefine the Torah in terms of their respective sectarian readings, Diaspora Judaism emphasizes the moral summary of the Law in the hope that Gentiles will thereby be attracted to the God of Israel.


      2.Since the seminal work of E. P. Sanders, scholars commonly recognize that despite their preoccupation with the Torah, most Jews in the Second Temple era were not consciously legalistic in their perspective. Rather, their relationship to the law of Moses is best described as “covenantal nomism”—one enters the covenant by divine grace but remains in that covenant by obeying the Torah.31 Already in the Old Testament we hear of God’s antecedent grace in saving Israel (Deut 7:7-8; 8:14-18; 9:4-5), and it was such unconditional love that would serve as the catalyst for the nation’s restoration (Deut 28:15—30:10; 31:16-29; 32:1-38; Jer 31:31-34; Ezek 11:19; 36:22–37:14; Dan 9:16-19).32


      A second conviction enmeshed in Jewish literature of the Second Temple era espousing the hope of the restoration of Israel is particularism, the divine election and destiny of Israel to one day rule the nations. Yet such particularism could be manifested differently. There are those Jewish writings which envision an eschatological pilgrimage of the Gentiles to Zion to share in Israel’s restoration (Pss. Sol. 17:30-35; 2 Apoc. Bar. 68:5; Tob 13:11; 1 En 90:30-36; cf., e.g., Is 2:2-4; 25:6-10; 56:6-8; Mic 4:1-4; Zech 8:20-23). At the far end of the spectrum, other materials (notably the Dead Sea Scrolls) excluded from Israel’s future redemption not only Gentiles but also unrepentant Jews.


      Conclusion to the story of Israel. The five components of the story of Israel’s history discussed above can be formulated in terms of the pattern of sin–exile–restoration, a refrain running throughout early Judaism. Thus, Annie Jaubert can refer to this pervasive Old Testament/Jewish theme as “the rhythm of the covenant.”33 Such a rhythm is heard in the penitential prayer tradition of the ancient synagogues based on passages like Daniel 9:4-19 and Nehemiah 9:5-3734 and contributing to the formation of what Joseph Klausner has labeled the “messianic chain,” consisting of sin–punishment–repentance–redemption, which was deeply embedded in Israel’s self-identity.35


      As Steck points out, however, it is not necessary for an Old Testament or later Jewish text to contain all five elements as Baruch 1:15—3:8 does in order for it to be framed by the Deuteronomistic perspective. Indeed, some texts may emphasize certain elements more than others and may therefore omit one or more components; other passages may expand an element by including a related tradition. But all of this nevertheless takes place within the basic Deuteronomistic framework. As a result of this consideration, Steck is able to show the pervasiveness of such a tradition not only in Palestinian Judaism during the period from 200 B.C. to A.D. 200 but also in the New Testament.36


    


    

    

      The Story of Israel as a Biblical Theology


      It seems to us that the story of Israel does indeed qualify to be characterized as a biblical theology in its own right. This is so because it is a pervasive theme throughout the Old Testament, Second Temple (less appropriately labeled “intertestamental”) literature, and the New Testament, allowing for both unity and diversity in the Bible.


      In the previous section we called attention to the description of the Deuteronomistic history, or the story of Israel. Here our purpose is to highlight the prevalence of such a pattern in the Old Testament, Second Temple Judaism and New Testament, noting how it potentially encompasses both similarities and differences in the Bible. The following elaboration will also serve as a survey of the chapters that follow.


      Chapter two: Pentateuch. Throughout the Pentateuch there is a deep-seated relationship between divine will and human responsibility. When human responsibility fails and the relationship is breached, there are certain expected consequences. The history presented in the Pentateuch explores the connection between sin and exile, and whether there is a hope for restoration. Genesis 1—11 serves as a prologue to the entire corpus by suggesting that the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration embodies the history of humanity—even from the beginning. With the birth of a new nation (Gen 12), specific stipulations in the tenuous relationship between divine will and human responsibility are provided (Ex 19; Lev 26). While these stipulations define sin and indicate punishment, they also sound a note of hope in their comments on restoration. The book of Deuteronomy concludes the collection by suggesting that obedience to the words of Yahweh is central to becoming the people of God. The Deuteronomic blessings and curses highlight the critical nature of their obedience. In obedience there is life; in disobedience, only death and exile. The corpus closes with a people prepared to create a nation. They know the demands of obedience—and the threat of exile.


      Chapter three: Deuteronomistic history. This chapter will cover the books of Joshua, Judges, 1-2 Samuel, and 1-2 Kings. The central issue of this unit is that of Israel’s required faithfulness to Yahweh and the covenant (as expressed in Deuteronomy). As they enter the Promised Land, will they remain faithful to their relationship with Yahweh? The answer is negative. Thus, this unit explains how the people of God went from Promised Land/blessing to exile/curse. Within the larger unit there are also several smaller cycles of blessing–disobedience–judgment–restoration that parallel the larger story. Furthermore, as Israel’s disobedience and apostasy move to the foreground of the story, the grace and patience of God nonetheless continue to hover in the background (undeserved deliverance in Judges, the Davidic covenant, references to the Abrahamic covenant, individual deliverance in the Elijah/Elisha narratives, etc.), thus faintly anticipating the message of restoration beyond the exile.


      Chapter four: The Psalms and the Wisdom literature. The Wisdom literature offers a more nuanced view of the story of Israel. While much of the literature in the Old Testament contributes to the actual story of Israel, the Wisdom literature engages the story at a different level. The book of Proverbs provides a detailed exploration of reality and the order therein, thus producing a strong case for double retribution. Consistent with Deuteronomic theology, double retribution offered a sound hermeneutic for interpreting the experiences of sin, punishment, and perhaps even exile. The books of Job and Ecclesiastes appear to decry such a worldview, arguing instead for a different reading of reality. The story continues outside the canon, however. In Sirach the author further explores the notion of wisdom, often drawing on Deuteronomic theology, and couples this approach to wisdom with the critical concept of Torah. Thus Wisdom literature has moved full circle—returning once again to the story.


      Chapter five: Prophets. The message of the preexilic prophets is embedded in the context of the covenant as expressed in Deuteronomy (although Ezekiel leans on Leviticus). Their basic message to Israel/Judah can be reduced to three major points: (1) You have broken the covenant; repent and turn back to Yahweh. (2) No repentance? Then judgment (the curses of Deuteronomy—destruction by the Assyrians and Babylonians and exile) is imminent. (3) However, beyond the judgment there is hope for a glorious future restoration and a new way of relating to Yahweh.


      The prophets’ picture of restoration includes the concept of the “new” covenant, a shift from national to individual relationship, the inclusion of the Gentiles, and the promise of a more personalized presence of God through the pouring out of his Spirit, all of which connect directly with the New Testament. The postexilic prophets clarify that the postexilic situation is not the glorious restoration. Disobedience continues, and hope still looks to the future for the fulfillment of the promised restoration.


      Chapter six: Second Temple Judaism. A striking question that is addressed over a wide range of Second Temple Jewish literature is: If Israel has been restored to her land, how is it that she is still in exile, that is, suppressed by foreign nations? While the essential answer to that question is that Jews need to take the Mosaic law more seriously in order to be free, four different expressions of that fundamental construct surface in this literature:


      

        	

          a. Theocratic works like Sirach; Baruch; 1, 2, 3 Maccabees; and Psalms of Solomon assert that the entire Mosaic code must be followed for Israel’s final restoration to occur.


        


        	

          b. Apologetic works such as Wisdom of Solomon, 4 Maccabees, Third Sibylline Oracle, Aristeas and Testaments of the Twelve Patriarchs emphasize the moral summary of the Law as the key to Israel’s restoration as well as to the salvation of Gentiles.


        


        	

          c. Apocalyptic writings like 4 Ezra and 2 Baruch delay the restoration of Israel until the age to come but still stress the importance of a nationalistic reading of the Law much like the theocratic works mentioned above.


        


        	

          d. Sectarian materials like the Dead Sea Scrolls and 1 Enoch redefine the Mosaic law in terms of their respective halakah (way of life); for them, this is the key to Israel’s restoration, a restoration no longer defined in merely ethnic terms.


        


      


      Because space does not permit a full-scale analysis of all of the above works, we will focus on one representative from each of the aforementioned categories. Chapter six, then, will show that there is indeed a thematic bridge between the Old Testament and the New Testament: Israel’s sin–exile–restoration. This is our rationale for including noncanonical literature such as the above in a biblical theology.


      Chapter seven: Synoptic Gospels. From the climactic point of the experience of God’s visible reentrance into the life of Israel through Jesus Christ, Matthew, Mark and Luke cast their descriptions of the coming of God’s kingdom in language, and with emphases, that parallel Old Testament stories of God and Israel. They are the description of the fulfillment of God’s promises, and they function, therefore, as the explanation for how Israel should have understood God’s history with his people and the nations all along. Beyond being theological biographies of Jesus, these three Gospels give content to the old prophetic message of God’s new covenant relationship. Because of this, their recounting of “kingdom events” in Jesus’ ministry stand as corrective reinterpretations of God and Israel.


      Chapter eight: John. John also uses the story of Israel to share the story of Jesus, drawing many of the same points of comparison made in the Synoptics. Nevertheless, John also adds several unique contributions. He usurps later Jewish Wisdom tradition, reformulating the stories to show that Jesus was the “Wisdom” described in Proverbs 8, Sirach 24 and 1 Enoch 42. Wisdom did not dwell among the Jewish people in the form of Torah; rather, Wisdom “became flesh and tabernacled among us” (Jn 1:14). John’s story is that God has returned to his people as promised in the restoration. First Enoch promised that the dispersed sheep would be regathered by the Lord. John then announces that Jesus has come to regather the lost sheep.


      In the Old Testament, God dwelt among his people in the tabernacle. His presence was evidenced by signs and wonders. So now also, John proclaims, God has come to dwell among his people, as evidenced by the “signs” John describes. Nevertheless, John draws cosmic implications for the story of Israel. For John, it is the story of the world.


      Chapter nine: Acts. Luke’s Acts of the Apostles aims to show how the teaching and ministry of Jesus continued in the early church through the Spirit. Luke concludes the argument he made in his Gospel that God’s purpose for Israel was in the process of fulfillment through the outpouring of God’s Spirit upon all who through faith would participate in the kingdom. What Jesus had shown and proclaimed as God’s eternal purpose for his people proved to be the indisputable truth through the evident work of God’s Spirit among all the nations. Indeed, as Acts ends, the story continues to be told “without hindrance,” and Gentiles continue to find salvation. The Jewish leadership and those who follow their misguided interpretation of Israel’s story, on the other hand, remain in exile. Those who accept the interpretation detailed by Stephen and explicated throughout the book of Acts are filled with God’s Spirit and included in God’s new ekklēsia (church). Most of these are Gentiles—for “they will listen” (Acts 28:28)!


      Chapter ten: Paul. The twist to the story of Israel that surfaces in the Gospels and in Acts continues and even culminates in the writings of Paul, which represent the most thoroughgoing attempt to demonstrate that the Deuteronomic blessings and curses as they relate to the sin–exile–restoration pattern in Israel’s history have been reversed in Christ. Thus, Paul argues that those who attempt to adhere to the Mosaic code are in fact heaping upon their heads the covenantal curses, whereas those who believe in Jesus the Messiah—apart from the works of the law—in fact possess the Deuteronomic blessings, that long-awaited restoration of Israel.


      Chapter eleven: General Epistles and Hebrews. But if the promised Messiah has already come, why are we still suffering? Where is the promised kingdom? The General Epistles write of this Christian paradox of living in an exile that is now and not yet over. Christians are not to settle down and make their homes in the exile any longer. They are sojourners in a land no longer their home. Because they are not yet in their home, they are still susceptible to suffering. For Peter, James and Jude, the restoration is not yet here. They speak from the viewpoint of an earlier Palestinian Jewish Christianity. The restoration is temporal (future but imminent) and probably expected in Palestine. Hebrews speaks from a different perspective. The restoration of Israel in Hebrews is seen in spatial (“heavenly”) and atemporal (“rest”) terms. Hebrews argues that the church is already experiencing in Christ at least some of the eschatological blessings of the restoration.


      Chapter twelve: Revelation. This chapter shows how Revelation uses the central elements of the story of Israel—sin, exile and restoration—to transform its readers. The book addresses Christians who are being pressured to compromise with pagan powers. For those who are staying faithful to Christ and suffering for it, Revelation brings comfort and hope. For those who are compromising with the world in order to avoid persecution, Revelation conveys a formidable warning.


      As a prophetic-apocalyptic letter functioning in the Old Testament prophetic tradition, Revelation creates a symbolic world for its readers. This visionary world of powerful images provides the heavenly perspective needed for God’s people to live faithfully in a hostile world. More specifically, Revelation transforms its hearers by immersing them in God’s story. Using colorful language and powerful imagery, John masterfully weaves together seven main threads or themes that amplify the traditional story of Israel by highlighting the main characters (Creator, enemies, Restorer, followers) and the central storyline (sin–exile–restoration). In these seven themes we see God’s plan for reversing the curse of sin, restoring his creation and living among his people forever.


      Chapter thirteen: Conclusion. In this final chapter we propose that we can have a biblical theology and that the story of Israel qualifies as such. We will review briefly the framework of that story and summarize how the sin–exile–restoration refrain runs throughout the biblical canon, encompassing such motifs as people of God, new covenant, promise/fulfillment, wisdom, kingdom of God, gospel, and new creation. In our view, the story of Israel represents a central theme of the biblical canon, allowing for both unity and diversity in the Bible.


    


    

    

      Supplemental Reading in New Dictionary of Biblical Theology


      Regarding the relationship between systematic and biblical theologies:


      C. H. H. Scobie, “History of Biblical Theology,” 11-20.


      D. A. Carson, “Systematic Theology and Biblical Theology,” 89-104.


      Regarding the development of biblical theology:


      C. L. Blomberg, “The Unity and Diversity of Scripture,” 64-72.


      Regarding the relationship between Old and New Testaments:


      G. Goldsworthy, “Relationship of Old Testament and New Testament,” 72-80.


    


    

    

      Study Questions


      

        	

          1. What is the challenge of relating biblical and systematic theologies?


        


        	

          2. Why did the period 1787–1878 say “no” to the possibility of a biblical theology?


        


        	

          3. How did conservatives respond during that period to those who demurred from a biblical theology?


        


        	

          4. Why did the period between post-World War I and the 1960s assert that there is a biblical theology?


        


        	

          5. Discuss the five components of the story of Israel/Deuteronomistic tradition.
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    The Pentateuch


    Divine Will and
Human Responsibility



  

    The Pentateuch begins with the creation of the world and concludes with the creation of a nation. Throughout the stories there is a struggle between divine will and human responsibility. The struggle for humans to be responsible often leads to sin, exile and restoration. This paradigm of sin–exile–restoration appears frequently in the Pentateuch in various forms. The stories from the Primeval History suggest that such a pattern stands outside of the story of Israel—it is the story of humanity. Yet the remainder of the Pentateuch indicates that this paradigm, while part of the story of humanity, can be traced in greater detail within the events surrounding the story of Israel.


    

      Genesis 1—11: Prologue and Paradigm


      Introduction to the Prologue. The opening eleven chapters of Genesis, otherwise known as the Primeval History, offer a collection of narratives and genealogies that move from the creation of the world to the identification of Abraham. Unfortunately, the traditional approach to reading Genesis is to divide the book between Genesis 1—11 and Genesis 12—50. This has resulted in an unfortunate bifurcation of the book (and the Pentateuch as a whole). The story of Israel is typically envisioned as beginning in Genesis 12, when in fact, the events that occur in the opening prologue are central to the story that follows. Such a division creates the illusion that what happens in the Primeval History is only peripherally related, at best, to what occurs in the remainder of the collection. Yet the events of the Primeval History are more than simply a prologue to the story of Israel. In many ways these events become paradigmatic in that they reflect the movement from sin to exile to restoration, as so often appears in the remainder of the Pentateuch (and the Old Testament as a whole).


      Genesis 1–2: The blessing of creation. The opening chapters of Genesis are fertile ground for theological reflection. They have much to say about creation and the created order. But three blessings appear in these chapters that prove critical to reading the remainder of the Pentateuch. In the movement from sin to exile to restoration, these blessings are challenged, thus threatening the creative design of God.


      The first blessing relates to the orderliness of creation. The highly poetic design of Genesis 1, with the repetition of numerous words and phrases, suggests that the author intended to present creation as an act of ultimate order.1 The repetition of the phase “and God saw that it was good” suggests that from the beginning creation fulfilled its creative design—the world was as it was intended to be. The remainder of the story of Israel and the story of the world in general, however, depicts a world gone awry—one that has long since faltered in maintaining its creative design. As John Walton has noted, Genesis 1 “is intended to show that the world was not always as it is now.”2 The chaos and disorder experienced in the stories that follow in the history of Israel only highlight the fact that the world is not as it was intended. Yet the function of Genesis 1 is to call people (and creation) back to its creative design—to fulfill those functions for which they were designed by God.


      The second blessing pertains to the blessing of dominion and fertility. While dominion and fertility may be considered two distinct ideas, they can be subsumed under one theme. Through their appropriate use, humanity can continue the creative activity of God in the world. The two gifts of dominion and fertility were not given to be fanciful privileges of the human race; rather, they were given so that the human race might continue God’s designs for his creation. The story of Israel, however, is fraught with stories where those creative designs are thwarted. The blessing to be fruitful and multiply is often challenged, threatening the future course of humanity. The oscillation between stories of barrenness and lists of genealogies suggests that the fulfillment of these blessings will be tenuous at best.


      The final blessing is that of the presence of God. Although not specifically stated as a blessing, Genesis 2 alludes to God’s close presence to the created order. The anthropomorphic language that pervades the chapter suggests a God who is near. He is one who “forms man” (Gen 2:7), “plants a garden” (Gen 2:8), and puts man in the garden (Gen 2:15). There is an apparent spatial relationship that the author intends for the reader to discover. In the Garden, the humans are near to God—it is paradise. But as Genesis 3 will demonstrate, outside the Garden indicates a certain separation from God. Thus, the remainder of the Pentateuch is about how Israel gets back to the Garden, not geographically but spatially. How do the people of God enjoy the blessing of being in God’s presence?


      Genesis 3—11: The curse of creation. Whereas Genesis 1—2 introduced the theme of blessing, Genesis 3—11 proves suggestive in determining the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration. The thesis first offered by Gerhard von Rad, and subsequently adapted by others, proves crucial for understanding the Primeval History and the story of Israel. Von Rad notes the dominant role of sin and its proliferation in the early chapters of Genesis and suggests that “the narrator’s whole interest is . . . concentrated in showing a chain of actual events, a road which mankind took and the consequences of which could no more be undone by him.”3 Through these chapters the narrator highlights the unraveling of a blessed creation and offers a story of a creation once named “good” but now most certainly gone awry. And throughout Genesis 3—11 the story includes elements of sin, exile and restoration—it is the story of human responsibility and divine will.


      Victor Hamilton has divided the Primeval History into six sections, alternating between narrative and genealogy:4


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Gen 1:1–4:16


                	Narrative


              


              

                	Gen 4:17–5:32


                	Genealogy


              


              

                	Gen 6:1–9:28


                	Narrative


              


              

                	Gen 10:1-32


                	Genealogy


              


              

                	Gen 11:1-9


                	Narrative


              


              

                	Gen 11:10-32


                	Genealogy


              


            

          


        


      


      Of the eleven chapters contained in the Primeval History, two chapters (Gen 5, 10) are composed of genealogy alone, with an additional two chapters (Gen 4, 11) containing both narrative and genealogy. Although the narrative portions typically receive the most attention from scholars, the genealogies serve a critical purpose in these chapters. The narrative portions of the Primeval History highlight the constant tension between divine will and human responsibility, manifested in the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration. And as Victor Hamilton notes, the genealogies “serve, as much as the narratives, as evidences of God’s blessing upon these antediluvian figures and upon the eventual line that produces Abraham.”5 In essence, the genealogies serve as a visual representation of the restoration granted by Yahweh.


      Scene 1. The first narrative involving the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration occurs in Genesis 3. While the sin of Adam and Eve needs no mention, a brief analysis of the results of their sin is critical to understanding the paradigm in Genesis 1—11. Following the disobedience of the primeval couple, God appears in the Garden both as interrogator and as judge. The sentences handed down in Genesis 3:14-19 represent a radical reorientation of creation—that which was blessed has now become cursed. In Genesis 1:24, God created “living creatures of every kind,” including the “creeping things” which would presumably include the serpent. And following the pattern of the creation story, “God saw that it was good.” Yet in Genesis 3 it is with the serpent, once blessed and deemed good, that the first occurrence of the word “cursed” (ʾārar) appears.


      Similar to the serpent, the man and woman experience the judgment of blessing turned to curse. While the word for curse does not actually appear in the judgment of the woman, there is little doubt that a curse is being issued. In Genesis 1:27-28 man and woman appear in tandem—as one flesh (cf. Gen 2:24). There is no sense of hierarchy in this initial description of man and woman. Simply put, both receive the blessing. This blessing involves a divine mandate, and this mandate for humanity is twofold: (1) Be fruitful and multiply; (2) and have dominion over the created order. Yet in the judgment of Eve the mandate is challenged. The blessing of being fruitful and multiplying turns to a curse when Yahweh proclaims “I will greatly increase your pangs in childbearing; in pain you shall bring forth children” (Gen 3:16). The second blessing of having dominion over the created order is complicated by the fact that she will experience the loss of a unified rule with Adam. Yahweh decrees, “Your desire shall be for your husband, and he shall rule over you” (Gen 3:16). The term for “desire” (těšûqâ) is the same word used later in Genesis 4:7 for sin’s desire to overtake Cain. Thus, the curse for the woman involves not only her desire to overtake the male but also the claim that “he shall rule over you.” As Hamilton suggests, “Far from being a reign of co-equals over the remainder of God’s creation, the relationship now becomes a fierce dispute, with each party trying to rule the other. The two who once reigned as one attempt to rule each other.”6


      For the man, the curse appears somewhat innocuous, since it is not against him directly: “Cursed is the ground because of you” (Gen 3:17). But similar to the woman, due to sin that which was once a blessing has now become a curse. In Genesis 1:29, God announces, “See, I have given you every plant yielding seed that is upon all the face of the earth, and every tree with seed in its fruit.” And while this blessing has not been revoked, it has clearly been altered. Just as woman will bring forth children and hence be fruitful and multiply, albeit in great pain or toil (ʾiṣṣabôn), so too must the man exert dominion over the land, but with great toil (ʾiṣṣabôn). For both man and woman, their disobedience has met with disastrous results.


      The sin of the man and woman results not only in the reversing of the creation blessings but also in the exile, or expulsion, of the man and woman from the Garden. Presumably, they are sent out east of Eden, and to affirm the permanent expulsion, cherubim and a flaming sword are placed on the east side of the Garden. Strikingly, however, the text does not mention the death of humans as their punishment for sin. Instead, in the paradigm established in the Primeval History, sin results in expulsion and wandering. Sin does not lead to death, but more ominously, to expulsion and wandering, to removal “from the safety of the Garden and exposure to a life of severity and uncertainty.”7 Thomas Mann explains, “Human beings are permanent exiles from the pristine space and time of Eden. There is no way back and the way ahead is uncertain. The plot of the Pentateuchal narrative, to its very end, will be concerned with the attempt to find another way human beings can live with integrity before God, at home on the earth, and within the security of divine blessing.”8


      Thus, the remainder of the Pentateuch will rehearse sins and the various exiles that will result. But the critical consideration is, how will humanity be restored into relationship with God? How will the curses now uttered, as well as those to follow, be reversed in an effort to ensure the blessings of God be restored?


      The possibility of restoration begins in Genesis 4 with the birth of a child. Eve conceives and announces, “I have produced a man with the help of the LORD.” Although this event seems far from an announcement of restoration, it serves as such. The disobedient couple has been exiled from the Garden—and presumably from God’s presence. Yet Eve’s claim asserts that even in their expulsion, God acted with humanity to continue the creation blessing: “Be fruitful and multiply.” Thus, with the birth of Cain there emerges the possibility for a new generation, one that is obedient to the creation blessings.


      Scene 2. Although the arrival of Cain offers some hope for a restored creation, those hopes are quickly dashed in the narrative. The sin of Cain does not stem from the type of gift offered. Instead, the question in the text is whether Cain can accept the circumstances around him, ambiguous though they may be, and “do well” (Gen 4:7). Sin is described in Genesis 4:7 using the same vocabulary as that used in the curse of the woman. In Genesis 3, the woman will have a desire for her husband and he will rule over her or master her. In Genesis 4, sin becomes the object of both verbs: “Its desire is for you, but you must master it.” The creation blessing “to have dominion over the earth” is threatened by the possibility that sin will have dominion over Cain. The failure of Cain to master sin results in the murder of Abel, his brother.


      The sin of Cain prompts exile and expulsion. Whereas the disobedient Adam causes the cursing of the once blessed ground, the cursed ground now curses Cain. And whereas Adam was still able to eat from the land, God announces that the ground “will no longer yield” its strength to Cain. And then Cain is told, “You will be a fugitive and a wanderer on the earth” (Gen 4:12). In addition to being exiled from the strength of the ground, Cain experiences two additional exiles, both far more ominous. In Genesis 4:16 the narrator indicates, “Cain went away from the presence of the Lord,” followed by the statement that Cain settled “east of Eden.” For the second time in as many scenes, the disobedient human is sent east—a symbolic reminder of the distance between the now-fallen humanity and the once-inhabited paradise of Eden.


      The question of restoration in Genesis 4 is answered in the comparison of the offspring granted to Cain and Seth. With both there is offspring, and hence a possible restoration. Despite the sin of Cain, there is once again the hope of restoration with the birth of a child. Genesis 4:17 notes that “Cain knew his wife, and she conceived.” Similar to Adam and Eve, this child offers the hope that God can restore humanity with the next generation. Yet the short genealogy of Cain (Gen 4:17-22) fails to reveal a restored humanity reflecting the paradisaical state of Eden. Instead, the genealogy concludes with a raucous taunt by Lamech, in which he claims the promises of Cain for himself. He has sought to make a name for himself, one greater than even Cain’s.


      The restoration really does not come to fruition until Genesis 4:25-26. In these two short verses, a hint of restoration appears. Eve bears a son, Seth, and similar to the proclamation made with Cain (Gen 4:1), she announces, “God has appointed for me another child instead of Abel.” The attribution of life to God appears again in this short genealogy and makes its absence in Cain’s genealogy even more striking—suggesting the hope of restoration lies with this line, the line of Seth. Enoch, the child of Cain, and the subsequent generations were associated with animal domestication (Gen 4:20), musical instrumentation (Gen 4:21), and metallurgy (Gen 4:22). Yet Enosh, the child of Seth, is only associated with religious practice: “At that time, people began to invoke the name of the LORD.” As Walton has noted, “When people call upon the name of the Lord, this . . . constitutes a designation and recognition of Yahweh as God. This is the beginning of worship and shows that the development of civilization did not bring a total abandonment of the Lord.”9 With Enosh the hope of restoration emerges, suggesting that not all of humanity will follow the ways of Cain and Lamech.


      Scene 3. Just as Genesis 4 concludes in a hopeful tenor, Genesis 5 opens with the prospects of a newly restored humanity. The genealogy of Adam proves critical to the story of Israel thus far. As mentioned above, the extended genealogies serve as a literary device to indicate the blessing of God. The narrator further stresses the significance of the genealogy by beginning Genesis 5 with language virtually parallel to Genesis 1:26-28: “When God created humankind, he made them in the likeness of God. Male and female he created them, and he blessed them and named them ‘Humankind’ when they were created” (Gen 5:1b-2).


      There are a number of similarities between the original creation story and the statement made in Genesis 5:


      

        	

          Both texts mention that male and female constitute humanity.


        


        	

          Both texts suggest that all humanity is created in the image/likeness of God.


        


        	

          Both texts note that following his creative work, “God blessed them” (Gen 1:28; 5:1).


        


      


      The short introductory comments to Genesis 5 reaffirm the blessing of God on all humanity despite the growing manifestation of sin in the lives of those blessed by God. In Genesis 5:3 the genealogy begins with similar creation language. Adam becomes a father of a son “in his likeness, according to his image.” The implication follows that those who are listed in this genealogy have continued to experience the blessing of God while also exhibiting the image and likeness of their Creator (note that Cain is strikingly absent in this genealogy).10 Thus, the reoccurring phrase “X became the father of Y” suggests more than a simple duplication of pattern embedded within a network of names. Rather, the phrase operates as a perpetual reminder of human identity—an identity cast in the image of God, lived out fully under the blessing of God.


      At the conclusion of the genealogy, the narrator mentions the birth of Noah. In addition to serving as the link to the next series of narratives, the birth of Noah serves a critical function in the genealogy. Lamech proclaims that the son will be named Noah and explains, “Out of the ground that the LORD has cursed this one shall bring us relief from our work and from the toil of our hands” (Gen 5:29). Thus, Lamech anticipates that with the birth of Noah, there will be one who can reverse the curse first uttered in Genesis 3. Adam, the first name in the genealogy, prompted the cursing of the ground due to his sin, and now Noah, the last name in Genesis 5, holds out the hope as the one who may reverse the effects of the curse.


      Scene 4. The hope expressed in Genesis 5 quickly dissipates in Genesis 6—9. While the flood story occupies the central focus of this pericope, the events recorded in Genesis 6:1-4 provide a critical introduction to the larger passage—offering a rationale for the catastrophe that is to follow. These enigmatic verses have prompted a number of interpretations—most with some merit. Yet within the scheme of sin–exile–restoration, there is little doubt that this story has been placed at the beginning of Genesis 6 to suggest that sin has now reached catastrophic proportions and deserves a catastrophic response.


      The opening line of the chapter indicates that the scope of the narrative has extended. The story that began with a couple (Adam and Eve) and continued through familial lines (Cain, Abel and Seth) now effects all of humanity: “when people began to multiply on the face of the ground” (Gen 6:1). But the narrator extends the storyline one step further by including the “sons of God”—perhaps suggesting that the entire cosmos has been engulfed by, and enshrouded in, the destructive nature of sin. The emphasis on sin in the passage is intensified as language of Genesis 6:2 recalls the Garden scene in Genesis 3. The sons of God saw (rāʾāh) that the daughters of men were good (tôb), just as Eve saw (rāʾāh) that the fruit was good (tôb). And then just as Eve took (lāqaḥ) the fruit from the tree, thus disrupting the order established by God, so too the sons of God took (lāqaḥ) the women for themselves, suggesting once again a rupture in the divine order of creation.


      Genesis 6:5 provides a summation and interpretation of Genesis 6:1-4 while also serving as a prelude to the flood narrative: “The LORD saw that the wickedness of humankind was great in the earth.” In previous episodes in Genesis 1—11, sin has always prompted some type of exile—but in Genesis 6, the exile becomes an “uncreation” of sorts. The very categories mentioned in Genesis 1 (humans, animals, creeping things and birds of the air) appear in Genesis 6, but only to reiterate that which will be “blotted out” in this most severe of exiles.


      The hope of restoration rests with Noah. Genesis 5 elicited a glimmer of hope with the announcement of Noah in Genesis 5:29, and a similar sentiment of hope is recorded in Genesis 6:8: “But Noah found favor in the sight of the LORD.” And contrary to his primeval predecessors, Noah “did all that God commanded him” (Gen 6:22).


      The obedience of Noah to the divine will results not only in a restoration but also in new creation. The Noachide covenant issued in Genesis 9:1-17 reclaims the original creation language but appropriates it for the family of Noah. In Genesis 9:1 God blesses Noah and his sons, just as humanity was blessed in Genesis 1. In addition they are given the mandate “be fruitful and multiply.” An extended statement regarding dominion over the earth follows. The section concludes with Yahweh announcing the establishment of a covenant: “When the bow is in the clouds, I will see it and remember the everlasting covenant between God and every living creation of all flesh that is on the earth” (Gen 9:16).


      The story of the Pentateuch hinges in part on covenants, both established and broken. In Genesis a covenant is made with Abraham and Sarah. A second covenant is established at Sinai in Exodus 19—24. And the Pentateuch concludes with the book of Deuteronomy, which is constructed in the form of an extended covenant treaty (see below). The covenant made with Noah serves as a precursor to the remaining Pentateuchal covenants—the covenants made between God and Israel are established because of the covenant made between God and all of creation in Genesis 9.


      Scene 5. The final scene of sin–exile–restoration in Genesis 1—11 occurs in Genesis 11.The story of the tower of Babel moves the prologue back from the familial level to the scope of humanity: “Now the whole earth had one language and the same words” (Gen 11:1). And they are said to be migrating eastward—thus recalling the expulsion and exile of Adam and Eve, along with that of Cain. In the earlier texts the movement eastward symbolized a distancing from the paradisaical qualities of Eden and from the presence of God. In this story, those in the land of Shinar are trying to return to the presence of God via a tower. Their language is reminiscent of Genesis 1:26, when God says, “Let us make humankind.” Three times the people announce, “let us” (Gen 11:3, 4 [2x]) in an effort to make a name for themselves and to prevent their scattering across the earth. The punishment, however, begins in Genesis 11:5 when the narrator announces God’s coming down to see the city. To their “god-like” language, God announces the final “let us,” and he confuses the people and then scatters them abroad—in essence, in exile.


      The Primeval History concludes with a genealogy—that of Shem (Gen 11:10-32). As with the other genealogies in this section, this one serves to signify that the blessings of God continue and that restoration will be possible. The genealogy concludes with the introduction of Abraham (Gen 11:27-32), who becomes the connection between the story of Israel and the history of the world.


    


    

    

      Genesis 12–50: The Covenant with Abraham


      The repeated theme of sin–exile–restoration that has played out in the Primeval History finds a new form of restoration in Abraham. In some sense, Abraham appears as a new type of Adam, with the Promised Land operating as the new Eden. The storyline of Genesis, previously played out within the history of the world, radically reorients itself to that of one family—and the interaction between divine will and human responsibility. Yet central to this interaction is the covenant made between Yahweh and Abraham (and his descendants).


      Abraham is told that he will be a great nation (Gen 12:2). Genesis 10 had listed a number of the great nations in the genealogy found there, but Abraham is now assured that Yahweh will make him more than just a people, but in fact one of the great nations. Abraham is also told that Yahweh will make his name great. As opposed to the generation at Babel who failed to make their name great, Abraham will have a great name. Yet the text is clear: it will not be Abraham that makes his name great, but Yahweh. The affirmation of Yahweh’s particular concern for Abraham and his descendants occurs in Genesis 12:3. Yahweh promises to bless those who bless Abraham and curse those who curse him.


      At the center of the seven statements in Genesis 12:1-3 is the phrase “so that you will be a blessing.” This suggests that Abraham must be both a receptacle and a transmitter of the blessings of Yahweh.11 The significance of Abraham’s operating as a transmitter of the blessings is indicated at the end of Genesis 12:3. Abraham is told that “in you all the families of the earth shall be blessed.” The hope for the world and all humanity to return to its creative design rests with the obedience of this one family and its descendants.


      Within these early chapters of the Abraham narrative, Lot appears as the foil to Abraham. Just as Abraham embodies the opportunities and possibilities once granted to Adam, Lot embodies the fate of the exiled individuals in the Primeval History. In Genesis 13, as Abraham and Lot prepare to part ways, Lot is offered the choice of land. He opts for the plain of the Jordan, which is described as “well watered everywhere like the garden of the LORD,” perhaps suggesting that Lot will enjoy the benefits expected from living in such a paradisaical setting. Yet such an expectation is quickly eradicated in the following verse (Gen 13:11). The text simply reads, “and Lot journeyed eastward.” Similar to the fate of his primeval forbearers, Lot moves east—away from the presence of God.12 The land that looks like the garden of the Lord will fail to produce the benefits of Eden. As a result of Lot’s choice, Abraham is left with the land of Canaan. And in Genesis 13:14-16, Abraham is promised that God “will give it to you and to your offspring forever.” The land that looks like Eden will fail to produce, while the land inhabited by Abraham will yield the prosperity of the Garden—the Promised Land is the new Eden.13


      The remainder of Genesis 12—50 recounts numerous episodes in which divine will is met with human responsibility (Gen 15; 22; 32) as well as human irresponsibility (Gen 12:10—16; 38). And throughout, the story of Israel oscillates between the blessing of restoration and the threat of exile.


    


    

    

      Exodus: The Divine Will and the Demand for Human Responsibility


      The book of Genesis traces the story of Israel through one family, Abraham and his descendants. The Israelites as a nation, however, are not introduced until the book of Exodus. The faithfulness that Yahweh shows to the nation stems from his covenant loyalty, established first with the patriarchs. Frequently in the Exodus narrative, Yahweh is depicted as remembering the covenant with the patriarchs (Ex 2:24) or referencing the patriarchs in his self-identification (Ex 4:5). Thus, the story of Israel moves from one family to a nation, but the patriarchal elements serve as foundational to Israel’s development. The first eighteen chapters of Exodus rehearse the story of Israel and their redemption from slavery in Egypt by Yahweh, the God of the patriarchs. It is this redemptive history that becomes central in the issuing of the divine will and the demand for human responsibility.


      Exodus 19:3-6. At Sinai the nation gathers for the first time as a liberated people—free from the oppression of the Egyptians and free to become the people of Yahweh. Prior to the Book of the Covenant (Ex 20—23), Yahweh speaks to Moses, announcing his resolve for this group of freed slaves. The short speech by Yahweh begins with a historical recitation—the Egyptian experience is recounted: “You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’ wings and brought you to myself” (Ex 19:4). Yahweh appears as the active agent, working against the Egyptians, bearing up the Israelites and bringing them to him. There is no mention of what the Israelites did—the text clearly affirms that the divine will was to liberate this people to become his people.


      By becoming his people, they will become a “treasured possession,” “a priestly kingdom,” and a “holy nation.” Appearing in tandem with these descriptions is the assertion that Yahweh did not have to choose Israel. After all, “the whole earth is mine” (Ex 19:5). Thus the election of Israel affirms that Israel’s status is dependent on divine will. Yet this status as God’s treasured possession appears to be somewhat conditional. In Exodus 19:5 Yahweh announces, “Now therefore, if (kî) you obey my voice and keep my covenant, you shall be my treasured possession.” Such a statement may appear contradictory to the graciousness of the divine will that rescued Israel from captivity. Yet as Walter Brueggemann has noted, “While Yahweh’s initial rescue is unconditional and without reservation, a sustained relation with Yahweh is one of rigorous demand for covenant.”14 The demand for human responsibility remains coupled with divine will. Whereas it was divine will that initiated the relationship, it is the responsibility of the nation to be the people of God by obeying his words and keeping his covenant.


      What follows in the Book of Covenant are laws stipulating what it means to “obey my voice.” Except for the occasional reference (Ex 20:5-6; 20:12; 22:23-24), there are no extended statements of blessing or cursing within the actual Book of the Covenant. Those statements are reserved for the brief epilogue (Ex 23:20-33) to the Book of the Covenant. The epilogue contains a litany of blessings, but strikingly, only one warning or curse. In Exodus 23:20-21, Yahweh promises to send an angel before the people to protect them in their journey to the Promised Land. They are commanded to listen to the angel and be attentive to him. If they rebel against him, “he will not pardon your transgression” (Ex 23:21). The text is silent as to the implications of such a sin. A clue, however, may be deduced from Exodus 23:22. The verse begins “but if you listen attentively,” suggesting that the blessings to follow are founded on the obedience of the people, and hence, any form of disobedience would result in the revoking of those blessings.


      The apparent assumption is that those who have been rescued by Yahweh will respond appropriately and carry out the stipulations. The remainder of the passage focuses attention on blessings related to the Promised Land. If the Israelites are obedient, then Yahweh will enable them to “demolish the enemies” (Ex 23:24) and drive out those who are in the land (Ex 23:27-29). The land will be blessed with an abundance of bread and water (Ex 23:25), and their numbers will grow without anyone dying a premature death (Ex 23:26).


      At the conclusion of the Book of the Covenant, Moses reads the stipulations and the people respond, “All that the LORD has spoken we will do, and we will be obedient” (Ex 24:7)—divine will and human responsibility.


      Leviticus 26. The theme of obedience to “all that the Lord has spoken” continues through the Pentateuch and is surprisingly prominent in the book of Leviticus. Although the themes of sacrifice and ritual typically receive the most treatment in Leviticus, the theme of obedience to the statutes (huqâ), the ordinances (mišpāṭ), and the commandments (miṣwôt) of Yahweh plays a critical role in the theology of the book. The key words, statutes, ordinances and commandments, appear more frequently in Leviticus than in any other book in the Pentateuch, with the exception of Deuteronomy.15 The stress on these terms throughout Leviticus suggests that being the people of God is about more than just sacrifice and ritual, critical though they may be. Similar to Exodus 19, the stress appears to be on the ability of the people of Israel to listen attentively to the voice of Yahweh and to obey.


      Leviticus 26 highlights the correlation of obedience and disobedience with blessing and cursing respectively—suggesting that obedience is critical if the community hopes to continue. The chapter itself can be easily divided into three sections: blessings resulting from obedience (Lev 26:3-13); curses resulting from disobedience (Lev 26:14-39); and the promise of restoration (Lev 26:40-45).16 Although documents from other Ancient Near Eastern cultures do contain blessings and curses, the biblical texts differ at one significant point. As Gordon Wenham has noted, “Whereas the biblical texts are straightforward promises that God will respond to his people’s behavior, the non-biblical texts are prayers to the gods to act.”17 The question for the nation of Israel, then, is not whether God will act, but whether they will be an obedient people.


      Blessings. The sense of conditionality that appeared in Exodus 19 also appears in Leviticus 26. The blessings begin, “If you follow my statutes and keep my commandments and observe them faithfully . . .” If the nation chooses to be obedient, there are five blessings listed in Leviticus 26: abundance, peace within the land, victory over the enemy outside the land, fulfillment of the covenant and God’s presence in Israel. Each blessing presents a condition to be enjoyed in the land—thus the chief blessing to be enjoyed is their entry into the Promised Land. To that blessing, Yahweh will add those specifically cited in this chapter. And whereas Exodus 19 began with a short historical recitation of the Exodus events, Leviticus 26 concludes with the statement, “I am the Lord your God who brought you up out of the land of Egypt to be slaves no more.” The historical reference serves as Yahweh’s assurance that if Israel deserves the blessings, he is capable of providing them.18


      Curses. The opening lines of the curse pericope emphasize the sheer weight of disobedience: “But if you will not obey me, and do not observe all these commandments, if you spurn my statutes, and abhor my ordinances, so that you will not observe all my commandments, and you break my covenant . . .” (Lev 26:14-15). The last phrase literally reads in the Hebrew “to cause my covenant to be broken.” The implication is that if Israel fails to obey the “voice of Yahweh,” then they have in fact broken, or at minimum violated, the covenant with Yahweh. The failure in human responsibility produces dramatic results with regard to the divine will. As Erhard Gerstenberger notes, Yahweh will “requite any breach in covenant . . . he will dissolve the covenant, and thereby also his promises of protection and blessing.”19 The withdrawal of protection and blessing from Yahweh results in a list of terrible curses.


      There are five different curses announced in Leviticus 26, with the severity of the curses increasing as each is announced. These curses are in direct contrast to the blessings promised for obedience earlier in the chapter:


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	
Blessing


                  



                	
Curse


                  



              


              

                	Fertile land (vv. 4-5, 10)


                	Unproductive land (vv. 16, 19-20, 26)


              


              

                	God turns to his people (v. 9)


                	God turns against his people (v. 17)


              


              

                	Israel will destroy the enemies (v. 7)


                	Enemies will destroy Israel (vv. 17, 25)


              


              

                	Wild beasts will disappear (v. 6)


                	Wild beasts will devour them (v. 22)


              


              

                	No sword in the land (v. 6)


                	Sword will bring destruction (v. 25)


              


              

                	Obedience brings security (v. 5)


                	Disobedience brings exile (v. 33a)20


              


            

          


        


      


      Disobedience, then, not only prevents Israel from receiving the blessings of Yahweh, but it ensures them of a future filled with the exact opposite of that which God has intended for an obedient people.


      The last curse, and the most terrifying, serves as an ominous sign of the future of this people. If Israel remains disobedient, the last curse that Yahweh will bring upon his people will be exile. They will be reduced to cannibalism (Lev 26:29). The high places and altars will be destroyed (Lev 26:30-31). The land will be devastated by the enemies (Lev 26:32). And then Yahweh announces, “And you, I will scatter among the nations” (Lev 26:33a). So great will be the destruction that even the enemies will be appalled by it (Lev 26:33).


      Restoration. Leviticus 26 concludes with the hope of restoration. If Israel fails to remain obedient and in turn becomes the recipient of Yahweh’s curses, she still has a hope for restoration: “If they confess their iniquity and the iniquity of their ancestors . . . then I will remember my covenant with Jacob” (Lev 26:40, 42). The hope of restoration does not relieve Israel of its punishment. The sins of the people will necessitate punishment. The text is clear that because they rejected the ordinances and statutes of Yahweh they will be required to “make amends for their iniquity” (Lev 26:43). Hence, the exile serves as the means to making amends. Yet Yahweh assures his people that restoration is possible because he will not spurn them or destroy them utterly (Lev 26:44). Instead, he will remember the covenant he made with the ancestors that were brought out of Egypt.21


      The paradigm revisited. The passages from Exodus and Leviticus illustrate that the story of Israel was predicated upon divine will and human responsibility. Yahweh established covenant demands, and Israel had to remain obedient in order to enjoy fully the blessings inherent in the covenant. The conditional statements in both passages suggest that obedience was not a given—there was room for disobedience and sin.


      In Leviticus, the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration is clearly presented. If Israel remains disobedient (even through four curses), then Yahweh will scatter the people into exile. Yet even in exile, Yahweh yearns for his people and offers a means of restoration for “uncircumcised hearts” that become humble. The hope is that the nation will embrace the blessings and remain obedient—but should they sin, and should exile become necessary, there still remains the hope of restoration.


    


    

    

      Deuteronomy: Call to the Covenantal Life


      The book of Deuteronomy serves not only as the concluding book to the Pentateuch but perhaps more importantly as a hermeneutical key to the entire Pentateuch. Functionally, the book of Deuteronomy connects the stories of the patriarchs and the Sinai experience with what follows in the Deuteronomistic history. Theologically, however, the book of Deuteronomy makes obedience to the words of Yahweh the central point in interpreting the history of God’s people.22


      Deuteronomy as covenant. Scholars have long recognized that the structure of Deuteronomy appears to resemble that of an Ancient Near Eastern vassal treaty. The various components of such a treaty appear in the outline of the book.


      1. Preamble, 1:1-5, “These are the words which Moses addressed to all Israel . . .”


      2. Historical Prologue, 1:6—4:49


      3. General Stipulations, chapters 5—11


      4. Specific Stipulations, chapters 12—26


      5. Blessings and Curses, chapters 27—28


      6. Witness to the Covenant, 30:19; 31:19; 32:1-4323


      Such a structure reminds the reader that in some ways “we can understand Deuteronomy as the completion of a covenant-making process stretching back to the original events at Sinai.”24 Thus, the covenant established at Sinai comes to fruition in Deuteronomy. Deuteronomy is not the “second law” as the name implies; rather, it is the final giving of the law, which becomes incumbent upon the generations that will follow. In Exodus, the recipients of the law seem to be those located at the foot of Sinai; in Deuteronomy, the recipients are the present generation and all those to follow who call themselves the people of God. The book of Deuteronomy reminds the reader that the call to obedience is located within the domain of covenant.


      Deuteronomy 1—11: Story as Torah. The first eleven chapters in Deuteronomy rehearse, in summary fashion, several of the key events in the nation’s history. These stories function as more than anecdotes from the past. Instead, like the book of Deuteronomy, these stories are meant to serve as torah—they are meant to be instructive to the community.25 The first eleven chapters are composed of stories that display Israel’s failure as well as her triumphs as the people of God. Some of the key events include the following:


      

        

          

            

            

            

            

            

              

                	Deut 1


                	Rebellion and defeat at Kadesh


              


              

                	Deut 2–3


                	Journeys east of the Jordan


              


              

                	Deut 4–5


                	Horeb and the Ten Commandments


              


              

                	Deut 6:16


                	The events at Massah


              


              

                	Deut 8


                	Manna in the wilderness


              


              

                	Deut 9–10


                	Sinai and Horeb—The golden calf


              


            

          


        


      


      In rather striking fashion the collection begins and concludes with a negative event (the failure at Kadesh and the golden calf). Both are incidents that depict the people of God on the brink of destruction—destruction resulting from their own disobedience. At Kadesh, Yahweh becomes so angered at their disobedience that he announces, “I am not in the midst of you” (Deut 1:42). In chapter 9, following the disobedience with the golden calf, Yahweh pledges to “destroy them and blot out their name from under heaven” (Deut 9:14). The lesson is clear—disobeying the covenant imperils the future of God’s people.


      In chapter 8 Moses urges the people to “take care that you do not forget the LORD your God by failing to keep his commandments, his ordinances, and his statutes” (Deut 8:11). Seven times in the opening chapters the people are asked to “remember.” But the act of remembering is much more than a passive recollection of ancient history. Instead, these stories—the story of Israel—become catechetical in some sense. By remembering Yahweh and the stories of the Israelite people, faith is reaffirmed, commitment is redoubled and the covenant is maintained.


      The “today” of Deuteronomy. Christopher Wright has noted that “while Deuteronomy is firmly grounded in the past events of election and redemption, it is predominantly a future-oriented book.”26 This orientation is facilitated by the repetition of the word today. The word occurs nearly one hundred times throughout, casting a certain sense of urgency on the book. For the writer of Deuteronomy, the future is the critical issue—whether or not they will receive the blessings of Yahweh—and “today” is the decisive moment in which they will seek Yahweh and be obedient or turn to the other gods in their disobedience.


      Throughout the book, Moses summons the people to obedience “today.” In Deuteronomy 11:26-28, Moses presents the people with a choice: “See, I am setting before you today a blessing and a curse: the blessing, if you obey the commandments of the LORD your God that I am commanding you today; and the curse, if you do not obey the commandments of the LORD your God, but turn from the way that I am commanding you today.”


      The immediacy of the moment is clear in Moses’ injunction to the people. For that generation and the generations to follow, “today” is always the time for obedience or disobedience—the future hinges on the decision.


      Deuteronomic blessings. If Israel chooses to obey the voice of Yahweh, then certain blessings are promised throughout the book of Deuteronomy. In general, the blessings concern long life and blessings in the land.27 In addition to their content, which will be addressed below, their location is critical in the structure of the book. The blessings appear as a type of inclusio to the Deuteronomic law code (the specific stipulations of the law), as indicated in figure 2.1.


      

        [image: 3 boxes depicting blessings early in Deuteronomy, law code in the middle, and blessings again at the end.]


        

          Figure 2.1. Deuteronomic blessings


        


      


      

        Deuteronomistic blessings form a kind of inclusio. Left box depicts early chapters of Deuteronomy and its blessings: Deut 1-11; 1:8-11; 4:18; 5:29-6:25; 7:12-8-10; 11:1-15, 18-25. Middle box depicts middle chapters of Deuteronomy and its law code: Deut 12-26. Right box depicts latter chapters of Deuteronomy and its blessings: Deut 27-34; 28:1-14; 30:11-15; 33.


      


      The structure emphasizes the connectedness between law and blessing—the two cannot be understood apart from each other. To read the law, one must be fully aware of the blessing, not just the demand. To read of the blessings, one must be fully cognizant of how obedience is manifested in the life of Yahweh’s people.


      The blessings in Deuteronomy appear to allude to the beginning of the Pentateuch. In chapter 5, the Israelites are urged to obey the ordinances of Yahweh “that you may live, and that it may go well with you, and that you may live long in the land that you are to possess” (Deut 5:33). The last generation to have “lived long” was that of Seth and his descendants in Genesis 4:25—5:32. As mentioned earlier in this chapter, the closing line of Genesis 4, “At that time, people began to invoke the name of the Lord,” is critical, perhaps suggesting that their long life was due in part to their devotion to Yahweh. Similarly, the blessing of long life in Deuteronomy is predicated upon the present generation, somewhat like the Sethite generation, invoking the name of the Lord.


      In addition to the blessing of long life, the Israelites are told that “the LORD will make you abound in the prosperity, in the fruit of your womb, in the fruit of your livestock, and in the fruit of your ground” (Deut 28:11). For an obedient people, the command to “be fruitful and multiply” will finally be realized in the new land, and the land which was once cursed (Gen 3, 4), will finally return to its paradisaical state.


      Finally, the fate of an obedient people will differ drastically from that of the participants at Babel. Those at Babel sought to make a name for themselves by reaching up to the heavens—but their venture ended in failure. Yet in Deuteronomy Moses explains that for an obedient people, “the LORD your God will set you high above all the nations of the earth” (Deut 28:1). Those at Babel also wanted to make a name for themselves in an effort to be unified in their identity—yet they were scattered. Moses indicates that if the Israelites keep Yahweh’s commandments they will be unified as God’s holy people (Deut 28:9) and they will in fact have a name for themselves: “All the peoples of the earth shall see that you are called by the name of the LORD” (Deut 28:10).


      Obedience results in certain blessings. Yet the entry into the Promised Land and its subsequent blessings are more than simple rewards for obedience. They are the enacting of God’s creative design upon a people that he has called out from all the nations of the earth. In essence, the entry into the land proves to be re-creational. Just as Abraham’s entrance into the Promised Land is a return to the Garden of Eden, so too is the entry of the nation into the Promised Land. The captivity in Egypt in which the lives of the Israelites were “made bitter with hard service in mortar and brick and in every kind of field labor” (Ex 1:14) seems only a distant memory as the nation stands on the banks of Moab, preparing to enter a land filled with milk and honey. The new land, the Promised Land, will indeed be paradise for the obedient.


      Deuteronomic curses. Just as obedience to Yahweh results in specific blessings, so too does disobedience yield specific curses. There are numerous curses presented throughout the book of Deuteronomy. Many of these curses fall under the ominous curse of Israel being defeated by her enemies and her subsequent exile into foreign lands. Just as the blessings served to create a future for Israel, the curses threatened to dismantle all that could have been Israel’s.


      In the structure of the book, the curses also surround the Deuteronomic law code, as indicated in figure 2.2.


      

        [image: 3 boxes depicting curses early in Deuteronomy, law code in the middle, and curses again at the end.]


        

          Figure 2.2. Deuteronomic curses


        


      


      

        Deuteronomistic curses form a kind of inclusio. Left box depicts early chapters of Deuteronomy and its curses: Deut 1-11; 4:9-28; 8:11-20; 11:16-17. Middle box depicts middle chapters of Deuteronomy and its law code: Deut 12-26. Right box depicts latter chapters of Deuteronomy and its curses: Deut 27-34; 27:15-26; 28:15-68; 31:16-32:51.


      


      Similar to the blessings, the inclusio created by the curses reminds the people of God that law and curse appear in tandem and that they cannot be separated. Obedience to the law is paramount to the creation of Israel’s future. Disobedience yields disastrous results.


      Duane Christensen has suggested that a chiasm appears in Deuteronomy 28, which serves to emphasize the totality of these curses in the demise of the nation of Israel.28 The central point in the chiasm reverses the blessings promised earlier in Deuteronomy 28:4, 8, 11:


      A Triad of afflictions: curse, confusion, and cumbrance (Deut 28:20-22)


      B Agricultural Disaster (drought and hardening soil) (Deut 28:23-24)


      C War: defeat leading to Israel becoming an object lesson (Deut 28:25-26)


      D Boils of Egypt sent from Yahweh (Deut 28:27)


      E Madness and blindness (Deut 28:28-29a)


      F Oppressed and robbed all the days (Deut 28:29b)


      X Undoing of the blessings in 28:4, 8, 11 (Deut 28:30-31)


      F’ Oppressed and crushed all the days (Deut 28:32-33)


      E’ Madness from what one sees (Deut 28:34)


      D’ Boils sent from Yahweh (Deut 28:35)


      C’ War: exile leading to Israel becoming an object lesson (Deut 28:36-37)


      B’ Agricultural disaster (crop-destroying pests) (Deut 28:38-42)


      A’ Economic collapse—impoverishment and debt (Deut 28:43-44)


      The severity of the warfare and the subsequent exile is the theme of Deuteronomy 28:45-57.29 Israel is promised that a nation “from far away, from the end of the earth” will swoop down and take the nation into exile. The siege upon the people will be so great that they will turn to cannibalism, mother and father eating in secret the flesh of their children (Deut 28:54-57). They will be taken away “in hunger and in thirst, in nakedness and lack of everything” (Deut 28:48).


      The final pericope in Deuteronomy 28 is “a grand reversal of the epic story of Israel’s exodus from Egypt.”30 The plagues that once visited Egypt will now visit Israel (Deut 28:58-61). The nation that once grew strong while in captivity (Ex 1) will now be decimated (Deut 28:62). The God that once protected Israel while destroying Egypt will turn upon Israel and “will take delight in bringing you to ruin and destruction” (Deut 28:63). The nation that once walked out of Egypt with the riches of the land on their backs will return to Egypt in ships to be sold into slavery—yet they will be such a despised people that no one will even purchase them (Deut 28:68).


      The curses in Deuteronomy portray an ominous future for the nation—it will be the undoing of a nation and the blessings of its God.


      Deuteronomic restoration. Central to the paradigm of sin–exile–restoration is the final element of restoration. This theme receives its most extended treatment in Deuteronomy. Although it was mentioned briefly in Leviticus, the idea of restoration dominates the discussion in Deuteronomy 30:1-10. And similar to the rest of the Pentateuch, the ideas of human responsibility and divine will undergird the discussion of restoration.


      The text indicates that if Israel will return to Yahweh and obey with “all your heart and all your soul,” then Yahweh will restore the nation. This involves not only the restoration of their riches, but more importantly, the return of all those who have been exiled. Moses explains, “Even if you are exiled to the ends of the world, from there the LORD your God will gather you, and from there he will bring you back” (Deut 30:4). The restoration extends beyond this to include the transformation of God’s people.


      For those who are willing to turn to Yahweh, he will circumcise their hearts and the hearts of their descendants so that they may be able to love the Lord their God (Deut 30:6). The curses once placed on them will be placed on their enemies, and they will embody the creational design of being fruitful and multiplying.


      For a nation that experiences the curses associated with disobedience, there is still hope—the hope of restoration if, and only if, the people return to Yahweh.


    


    

    

      Conclusion


      Following the announcement of a future restoration, Moses presents the people with a choice in Deuteronomy 30:15: “See I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity.” If the nation chooses to be obedient, then they will live and become prosperous—they will receive the blessings of Yahweh. But if they choose disobedience, then they will fail to receive the land promised to them—they will receive the curses of Yahweh.


      Throughout the Pentateuch, the people of God have been presented with choices—a matter of divine will and human responsibility. These choices tie the end of the Pentateuch to its beginning. Thomas Mann notes:


      

        The Torah ends very much the way it began. Just as God placed the earth before Adam and Eve and offered it to them as their dominion, so God places the land of Canaan before Israel and offers it to them. Just as God provided for Adam and Eve a commandment, obedience to which would mean continued blessing, but disobedience to which would entail a curse, so God has blessed Israel as his special people, but warned them of the curse that leads to death. Just as Adam and Eve could be genuinely human only in responsibility to the divine will, so Israel can be God’s holy nation only in responsibility to God’s torah.31


      


      Much like Adam and Eve, and much like the nation on the banks of Moab, future generations of God’s people will be presented with the choices of life and prosperity or death and adversity. And the future of the nation of Israel will play out as it oscillates between obedience and disobedience. Similar to their primeval progenitors, future generations of Israelites will struggle with sin, attempt to overcome exile and, in the end, yearn for some type of restoration. “Today” will be the moment of decision for those that follow.
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      J. M. Lunde, “Repentance,” 726-27.


    


    

    

      Study Questions


          

        	

          1. Does the theme of exile–sin–restoration appear in the patriarchal narratives? If so, how?


        


            	

              2. The passages in both Exodus and Leviticus mentioned above indicate a certain conditionality related to the covenant. What stories in those books illustrate a failure to adhere to the covenantal demands? What are the consequences?


            


            	

              3. How do the stories from the wilderness period (i.e., the book of Numbers) affirm the conditionality of the covenant? How do they correspond to the sin–exile–restoration paradigm?
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