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      A uniquely critical, honest, readable and wide-ranging introduction to Jewish and Christian Theology.

      —Bernard S. Jackson, Alliance Professor of Modern Jewish Studies Emeritus, University of Manchester
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        * * *

      

      Traditional theology all too often presents assertions and even preconceived doctrines instead of pursuing and posing questions. Here is an author who questions basic assumptions of Hebrew Bible interpretation and also his own childhood convictions. After painstaking research in Ancient Near Eastern history and Biblical exegesis, Daniel Kohanski now presents his own conclusions on religion, God, Torah. His work certainly is a stimulating contribution to vital discussions in Biblical studies and the science of religious history.

      —Erhard S. Gerstenberger, Prof. em. in Old Testament, Marburg University
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        * * *

      

      This volume offers an original take on the Christian tradition and on how it has built on and interrelated with Judaism. The various chapters interconnect vital aspects of Christianity in a way that offers a most fruitful analysis of both traditions.  

      —Dag Øistein Endsjø, Professor in the Study of Religion, University of Oslo, author of Greek Resurrection Beliefs and Sex and Religion
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        * * *

      

      Daniel Kohanski’s A God of Our Invention is solidly researched history that traces the development of the major concepts in Judaism and Christianity and their impact on human civilization. Secular but not irreligious, erudite but not heavy, this book is notable for its balanced judgments and lucid presentation. A useful starting point for anyone seeking to understand the origins of the Abrahamic faiths and the roots of Western thought, culture, and politics.

      —Richard Robbins, Professor emeritus in Russian History, University of New Mexico
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        * * *

      

      In A God of Our Invention, Daniel Kohanski reveals the results of a long quest to understand the roots of religion and to connect them to the human condition. In tracing the development of religion from our Neolithic ancestors through the first Christians and its impact on society from the Roman empire to the present, he is systematic, objective, and impartial. He is also courageous, writing it at a time when religious differences have become as polarizing and divisive as at any other time in history. Ultimately, the answers to his questions are open-ended and private for each of us. Accordingly, each of us will take away something different. I am a theoretical physicist and, due to personal circumstances, steeped in all three great Western religions. With Kohanski’s explanations, I understand how each of these religions was influenced by the religions that came before. I regard  A God of Our Invention  as a fascinating must-read.

      —Bulent Atalay, Ph.D., author of Math and the Mona Lisa
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        “I beseech you in the bowels of Christ,

        think it possible you may be mistaken.”

        —Oliver Cromwell

      

      

      

      
        
        “Si Dieu n'existait pas, il faudrait l'inventer.”

        (“If God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.”)

        —Voltaire
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      Voltaire once quipped that “if God did not exist, it would be necessary to invent him.” Whether there actually is a God—an all-powerful Being who created the universe—is ultimately a matter of faith, not of reason, and as such not a question that can ever be definitively answered. The question that I do propose to answer is whether we invented the idea of God that currently holds sway in the western world. I contend that this is exactly what happened. The God that we in the western world have lived with for millennia is a construct made by human beings and by human beings alone. This is what I intend to demonstrate in the first part of the book.

      As best we can determine, our current idea of God began to take shape several thousand years ago in the Ancient Near East. The peoples of this region worshipped a number of different gods at different times and places. But one of the things their religions generally had in common was a belief that the gods interfered in human affairs. It was therefore important for people to obey the gods as well as worship them.

      The ancient Israelites were originally polytheists like all the other Semitic groups, but they gradually reduced their gods to a single one, Yahweh. Sometime after that, they started to argue that Yahweh was more than just their god; he was everyone’s god. He was the god of the universe, the only god who had ever been or would ever be. Around the same time, they also began to explore ideas of personal immortality. That led to the belief that after they died they would be judged for what they had done in life—especially on how well they had obeyed Yahweh’s laws and whether they had worshipped only Yahweh.

      The Israelites—from this point on, the Jews—demanded this obedience and worship only from their fellow Jews. But the first Christians, who were all Jews, decided that these rules—some of them, anyway—applied to everybody. They insisted that all people everywhere needed to worship and obey the God Yahweh and only Yahweh. Christians also preached that everyone was a sinner from birth, and damned to hell for all eternity—unless they accepted the idea that Jesus, their leader, had sacrificed himself to save everyone from sin. On this foundation, they built what is now the most popular religion in the world.

      This popularity, and other factors such as the centuries of European colonization, allowed Christianity to exert enormous influence over the whole world. In the second part of this book, I will examine just a few of the areas where Christianity’s beliefs have had an existential and often damaging impact on the world. First up is Jewish-Christian relations. This is critical not just in itself, but because the way Christians dealt with the Jews is replicated in the way they dealt with other issues. Of those many other issues, I will focus on four: sex, war, death, and the expectation of the end of the world.

      This is in a sense a two-way look at history. The first way is “vertical.” It looks at history chronologically, from the ancient Mesopotamian ideas of gods in the third millennium BCE to the Christian idea of God in the first century of the Common Era. The second way is “horizontal,” meaning that it looks at one topic at a time, each time starting at more or less the same chronological point of origin and extending into the present day.1 Lastly, I acknowledge that there is a place for religion in our modern secular and pluralistic world—so long as religion is kept from political power.

      Before we go on, though, I need to add one note of caution: nothing that I’ve written here is final. One of the most frustrating and at the same time fascinating aspects of history is that it doesn’t give final answers. There is always more to learn, always some new piece of evidence uncovered, always some new theory that explains the evidence better. In the course of this research, I’ve changed my mind on a lot of things I thought I knew, and I will be surprised if I never adjust my thinking again. In the meantime, what I’m giving you in this book is my best effort to date to understand what happened and why it happened.

      WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK

      I was raised as a Jew in the Conservative tradition. I studied the history, the prayers, the sacred texts. I have taken part in the study of the Talmud—the collection of laws and discussions of the rabbis in the first centuries of the Common Era. All this time, I have been bothered by the conflicts between the Bible and recorded history, by the discrepancies between the characters in the sacred texts and the way people really behave, by the internal contradictions. The best way I know to resolve these kinds of questions is to write a book about them. There is nothing like writing for publication to force one to do the research, to organize one’s thoughts, to get everything as accurate as one can.

      Several years of research have led me to an understanding that God does not exist. To quote Stephen Hawking, the greatest physicist since Einstein, “It’s my view that the simplest explanation is that there is no God. No one created the universe and no one directs our fate.”2 At a minimum, Newton, Laplace, Einstein, and the rest of the scientific pantheon have conclusively demonstrated that the creation of the universe and the Earth did not happen as Genesis describes it. Beyond that, there is no way we can reasonably be expected to believe that a universe of more than two trillion galaxies (and counting), each one with hundreds of billions of stars and possibly trillions of planets, was all created for the benefit of some protoplasm inhabiting the third planet of an average star on an outer limb of one of those galaxies (in other words, us).

      But religion, particularly revealed religion, isn’t reasonable and doesn’t rely on reason. It relies on faith. A Jewish fundamentalist once tried to convince me that the dinosaur bones were created “old” because of some law of physics that we don’t yet understand. Others insist that God had planted those fossils as a test of our faith. Noah’s flood becomes a reason to discount carbon dating because the flood waters altered the ratio of carbon-12 to carbon-14. (It doesn’t work that way.)

      There is no arguing with such a position, and I have learned not to try. Therefore, this is not a book about whether or not there is a God, although it started out as one. Instead, I felt it more useful to examine two issues that arose in the course of my studies: how we developed our idea of God, and how that idea has impacted the world. That is what this book is about.

      HOW I WROTE THIS BOOK

      One can examine religion as a theologian or as a historian, but trying to have it both ways is difficult at best. Theologians can fall back on faith when they run into difficulties. The rabbis of the Talmud had a word, teyku, that they used when they had a conflict or a contradiction that they couldn’t solve with any of the tools at their disposal.3 It’s understood to be an acronym for “when Elijah the prophet comes to announce the arrival of the messiah, he will solve all these problems and difficulties.” (Hebrew is a very compact language.) In other words: we know we’re right, we just can’t figure out how. The rabbis had faith that there was a solution to every dilemma that would preserve the sanctity and unity of the sacred texts, even if they just couldn’t see it.

      Historians, however, don’t have to take teyku for an answer. They can accept a solution based on a finding that the texts, however sacred they are said to be, actually are incomplete, have been altered or corrupted, or simply got it wrong. They are allowed to doubt whether the text is true. Historians must be skeptical of any claim to truth (especially absolute truth), must be willing to question it, reexamine it, discount it, or even discard it if it’s found to be fatally flawed.

      Doubt is therefore my first rule when reading the sources and the scholars. The second rule is Occam’s Razor: the simplest explanation that covers all the known evidence is most likely the correct one. A corollary to this rule is that it doesn’t matter whether I like the explanation. If it makes sense, I have to accept it unless I can come up with one that makes better sense. There are people who object to historical criticism of the Bible on the grounds that if the Bible’s claims about God and his judgments are false, then evil will run rampant in the world. This is a logical fallacy known as the argument from consequences: the conclusion must be wrong because of the consequences if it’s right. No. If you don’t like the conclusion, that is incentive to find proof that it is wrong. But it isn’t proof.

      A third rule is especially significant to religion: Hume’s Maxim. This says that extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. If you claim that some supernatural force caused an event, and there is a natural explanation for it that makes sense, you should accept the natural explanation.4 For example, in the Biblical book of Joshua it says that Joshua made the sun and the moon stand still. From our perspective, we see the sun and moon making their way across the sky, but in reality it is the earth’s spin that makes them appear to move. If the story in the book of Joshua is accurate, then Joshua actually made the earth stand still. He would have had to freeze in its tracks a solid planet that rotates at about a thousand miles an hour at the equator. And he would have to do it without triggering any earthquakes and other disasters, since according to the book nothing like that happened. But let’s look at the story in a different way. In the seventh century BCE, when the book of Joshua probably had something close to its current form, the kingdom of Judah was a vassal state of the Assyrian empire, and the sun and moon were major Assyrian gods. Now the story makes sense: the author of Joshua wasn’t reporting an actual event; he was using a metaphor to say that the God of Israel was more powerful than the gods of Assyria.

      This leads me to another rule historians have to follow: historical events must be evaluated according to their own time and their own space. Whatever we may think of slavery now, for instance, we have to examine it from the perspective of the standards and beliefs of that time. We can certainly use present-day standards in judging whether we should behave as our forebears did, but that is a different question that I will address separately. Similarly, we must examine events in the space—the context—of what was going on around them. A couple of chapters from now, I will be discussing how the author of Daniel and the authors of the New Testament lifted passages from the prophets out of context and claimed that those earlier writers really meant what they, the new writers, wanted them to mean. That may (or may not) be acceptable theology, but it’s bad history.

      JUST HOW RELIABLE ARE THE SOURCES?

      This is a historian’s question, one that has to be asked of every source text or archeological find. It’s a question that carries heavy emotional baggage when applied to sources like the Bible, which hundreds of  millions of people hold to be sacred, sometimes even calling it the literal word of God. But when they claim that the Bible is reporting history, then it becomes subject to the tests of history.

      There are Biblical minimalists who view every verse in the Bible as a myth unless it is confirmed by several outside sources—and even then they look for ways to discount it. They are, in their own way, as absolutist as the Biblical maximalists for whom every word of whatever translation of the Bible they use is literally true.5 The scholars I rely on shy well away from either extreme. For them, as for me, if one part of the Bible is verified or contradicted, that does not necessarily validate or invalidate other parts of the Bible.

      So, how reliable are the parts of the Bible? Well, that depends. To start with, the Bible comes in two (or three) divisions. The first division is called by Jews the Hebrew Scriptures or the Tanakh and by Christians the Old Testament. I’ll be calling it “Scripture” in this book. Exactly what it contains depends on whether you’re reading the Jewish version, the Catholic version, the Protestant or the Orthodox Christian versions. Again, I will be using the Jewish version—not just for sentimental reasons, but because all the Christian versions agree that all the books in the Jewish version of Scripture are part of their Old Testament. There are some additional books from Jewish writers that were included in the first translation of Jewish sacred texts into Greek (the Septuagint), but which were left out of the final edition of the Jewish canon. Catholics and Orthodox include them in their edition of the Old Testament (with a few differences). Protestants starting with Martin Luther separate those books into a third section, called the Apocrypha. Fortunately, almost all Christians nowadays agree on the contents of the New Testament, the other major division of the Christian Bible. On top of all that, there are other manuscripts in the “Biblical” style from the period of perhaps 200 BCE to around 500 CE, which were influential at one time but were never part of any of the canons. I’ll be referring to a few of them from time to time. Then there are the Dead Sea or Qumran Scrolls, a set of manuscripts hidden away around 67 CE, at the start of the Jews’ war with the Romans, and only rediscovered starting in 1947. Some of these are copies of Scripture texts and other texts then considered sacred, while others are documents written by the people who collected and hid the scrolls.

      On top of all that, we don’t have the original texts or anything like them. What we have are copies of copies of copies. All the books of Scripture have been edited over time, and many of them show “seams” where multiple manuscripts were collated and redacted into one. These seams are particularly noticeable in the first five books (Genesis, Exodus, Leviticus, Numbers, and Deuteronomy), known as the Torah, the Pentateuch, or the Five Books of Moses. As Robert Alter observes in his masterful translation of Scripture, “creating a purposeful collage of sources was demonstrably a standard literary procedure in ancient Israel.”6 The Scripture we use today was compiled by scholars known as the Masoretes in Tiberias between the sixth and tenth centuries CE, and there are some discrepancies between the Masoretic text and the manuscripts found at Qumran and other places.7 The oldest known New Testament documents are from the second century, and there is a whole field of scholarship devoted to analyzing the various versions and how they came to vary. A similar collection of scholars has been arguing over Scriptural seams for two centuries now.8

      You can see why I have trouble taking Biblical literalists seriously.

      In general, and with many caveats, I find the so-called “historical books” of Samuel,9 Kings, and the prophets such as Jeremiah and Isaiah (and also Judges, to a lesser degree) to be reasonably reliable for the most part, unless what they are reporting fails the test of Hume’s Maxim, is internally inconsistent, or is contradicted by other evidence. We also have to bear in mind that they are not objective history, but were written for partisan purposes. For example, the book of Kings was written and edited by court historians of the kingdom of Judah, who had almost nothing good to say about Israel, the rival kingdom to the north. Similar cautions apply to Paul’s letters and to the gospels. As we get into the various texts, Biblical and otherwise, I’ll go into more detail about how reliable they are generally judged to be and why.

      SOME NOTES ON TERMINOLOGY

      Dates. In current scholarship the common practice is to use BCE, meaning Before the Common Era, and CE for years in the Common Era, rather than BC (Before Christ) and AD (Anno Domini, the Year of Our Lord). 1 CE corresponds to AD 1, which was supposed to be the year Jesus was born according to the monk Dionysius Exiguus in the 6th century. By the twelfth century, AD (now CE) was used as the standard year designation in much of western Europe, and over time became the most common world standard.

      “Israelites” and “Jews.” There appears to be no agreement on when to use which of these terms to describe the people whose lives are recorded in Scripture and who were the ancestors of the Jews of today. When I use “Israelites” (and sometimes “ancient Israelites”), this covers the period from the earliest days (c. 1400 BCE) up to around 500 BCE. After that, I will call them “Jews” to keep things simple and to avoid getting into the weeds of scholarly arguments.10 Let’s just accept that it’s inadequate but necessary and move on.

      The names of God. Yahweh, one of the gods of the ancient Israelites, is written Yod–Heh–Waw–Heh (or Yod–Heh–Vav–Heh). Ancient Hebrew was written without vowel signs and some pronunciations have been lost. Scholars today generally accept “Yahweh” as the way it was most likely pronounced. In English Bibles, it is usually rendered as “Lord” or “LORD.” I use “Yahweh” to refer to the primary and eventually only god of the Jews when he was in competition with other gods. “God” with a capital ‘G’ is a reference to the Jewish, Christian, and occasionally Muslim, concept of god. (I don’t use “Allah,” as that is just the Arabic word for “God,” and is no more a distinct “God of the Muslims” than “Dieu” is a special “God of the French.”) I will also use masculine pronouns for this god, purely as a matter of convenience; a being that doesn’t exist doesn’t have a gender anyway.

      “Canaan,” “Israel,” “Judah,” “Judaea,” “Palestine,” “Israel.” The land between the Jordan River and the eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, where much of the action takes place, has many names. Its earliest known name was probably Canaan. The people of Scripture divided it into two kingdoms, Israel (the larger) to the north and Judah to the south. From the start of the Persian Empire (c. 330 BCE) through the first Roman years (63 BCE–135 CE), I use the Roman name Judaea for convenience. (The Babylonians and Persians called it Yahud or Yehud, but that name is little known today.) Following several Jewish revolts, the last one in 132–135 CE, the Romans changed the name to Palestine. Starting in 1948, much of the land is once again called Israel—though, as with everything else about that part of the world, the name is controversial.

      “Jesus Movement.” The earliest followers of Jesus were all Jews and saw themselves as Jews. I’m using “Jesus Movement” as some scholars do to make this point clear. Only toward the end of the first century did believers in Jesus start to call themselves “Christians.” I’ll cover this in more detail in Chapter 3.

      Church. When capitalized, this means organized Christianity in the early centuries, then the hierarchical church under the popes based in Rome. After 1054, and especially after the Protestant Reformation starting in 1517, it specifically means the Roman Catholic Church speaking as a unity.

      TRANSLITERATIONS AND TRANSLATIONS

      Hebrew transliterations are done so as to most closely approximate the sound of the word in English, rather than being faithful to the Hebrew orthography. Transliterations from Greek follow the scholar I am quoting at that point. Translations from Scripture use the recently completed monumental work by Robert Alter, with a few exceptions where I provide my own translation, primarily for stylistic reasons. New Testament citations are from the New Revised Standard Version, HarperCollins Study Edition, designated NRSV(HC). My Greek is pretty much non-existent, so I have relied on the NRSV(HC) notes and some scholarly references to explain some Greek words. A particularly useful research tool for Hebrew (and Aramaic) and Greek words in the Bible is Strong’s online concordance (biblehub.com).

      USE OF ENDNOTES

      I’m writing this book for the general audience, the “intelligent lay reader,” as one scholar once said to me. I have tried to avoid the sorts of arguments that are meat and drink to academics. Still, for those of you who do want to know more about them, I’ve provided extensive references in the endnotes to scholars whom I have found to support my positions, as well as to some who take contrary or opposing positions. As I will have frequent occasion to remark in those notes, I am the one responsible for my analyses and conclusions, and any errors or misunderstandings of the works I cite are my responsibility alone.

      With those caveats and guidelines established, let’s get started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
PART ONE


          

          
            THE INVENTION OF GOD

          

        

      

    

    
      The goal of this section is to explore the texts of the Hebrew Scripture and the New Testament, together with other sources from the Ancient Near East, using the analyses and evaluations of critical scholarship to determine, as best I can, how the Jewish and Christian ideas of God and about God developed in the 1500 years or so between the first appearance of the ancient Israelites in Canaan through the end of the first century of the Common Era.

      This is a historical examination, not a theological one. My interest is in what we can learn as a matter of history, not what precepts can be gleaned from a revealed text. From a historian's perspective, the texts that make up today's Bible are documents that were written over nearly a thousand years in the case of Scripture, and almost a century for the New Testament. They had many different authors, some with very different ideas about God, and especially in the case of Scripture, many different editors, not all of whom had the same understanding of the texts they were working on.

      As this is a historical evaluation, historian's rules apply. This means making my best effort at an objective analysis of the evidence, without regard for whether it fits some predetermined narrative or for what the consequences of the analysis could be. It also means that the evidence must be evaluated in the context of the time in which it is located. Then we have to ask what the internal and external correlations, conflicts, and contradictions are, and whether they can be resolved. I also rely on Hume's Maxim, which states that if there is a natural explanation for a supernatural claim, you must accept the natural explanation, and on Occam's Razor, that the simplest explanation that covers all the known evidence is the best one. I can sum up these rules with a maxim I learned in the Foreign Service: Does the story make sense? Which version makes the most sense?

      With that in mind, let's look at three questions. First, what was the nature of religion in the Ancient Near East in general, and in particular among the Israelites, prior to the destruction of the First Temple in 586 BCE? Second, how did the Israelite idea of God evolve in the aftermath of that destruction, and what further ideas did the Israelites develop in the period of the Second Temple (515 BCE to 70 CE)? Third, how did the early disciples of Jesus adapt these ideas when developing their own idea of God?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

          
            GODS OF THE ISRAELITES

          

        

      

    

    
      Ideas about God and the laws of God are among the most powerful and influential in the history of the western world. But the evidence is clear and convincing that these were not handed down from Mount Sinai, as it were. They were invented by some of the oldest civilizations in the world, whose beliefs about gods and whose ideas about society gradually evolved into the familiar western religions of today.

      In this chapter I want to explore the beginnings of that evolution by pursuing two lines of argument. First is that the early Israelites were polytheists much as their Canaanite neighbors and other Semitic kin were. As Israelite leadership shifted from elders to kings around the eleventh century BCE, one cult asserted that its god, Yahweh, was the only god Israel should worship, and wanted the kings to enforce this. The Yahwist cult often had great influence, but finally achieved its goal only during the Babylonian exile (586–538 BCE). By Persian times (538–330 BCE), prophets were declaring that the Israelite god Yahweh was God for everyone, the only god in all the universe.

      My second argument is that what we now call Biblical law is really a compendium of laws, customs, and traditions of the Ancient Near East that gradually evolved into commandments given by Yahweh to Moses while the Israelites wandered around Sinai. This evolution happened, I suggest, in large part because the Israelite leadership in exile needed a way to enforce their cultic laws in the absence of a king.

      THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

      What we now call the Ancient Near East dates back to 3400 BCE or thereabouts and ends sometime around the start of the Common Era, depending on whom you ask. It includes the territory from Persia (modern Iran) to Egypt, as well as Anatolia in what is now central Turkey. The earliest centers of civilization were in Mesopotamia, the land between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers in modern Iraq, and along the Nile on the edge of Africa. Mesopotamia was home to a succession of empires, starting with the Sumerians in the fourth millennium BCE. Later empires were mostly Semitic, defined as such by the languages they spoke—Hebrew and Arabic are Semitic languages—and by shared cultures and customs. These empires included the Akkadian, the Assyrian, and the Babylonian (twice). Then there were the Hurrians and the Hittites, two non-Semitic nations who built empires in what is now northern Iraq and central Turkey. Throughout all this time there was Egypt, whose empire centered on the Nile and extended at times into Canaan.

      By 1479 BCE, Thutmose III (the sixth pharaoh of Egypt’s eighteenth dynasty) was "in firm control of the land of Canaan,” and Egyptian soldiers were thereafter garrisoned around the region for over three centuries, in part to block the Hittite empire from invading Egypt.1 Semitic peoples such as the Ugarits and various Canaanites had to learn to live with those garrisons. The same was true of the original Israelites; archeological evidence strongly suggests that they were in Canaan from the 13th century BCE or earlier.2 The Merenptah (or Merneptah) stele, which dates well into the period of Egyptian occupation (1209 or 1207 BCE) is an especially useful piece of evidence. Pharaoh Merenptah boasted on this carved stele that he had defeated a number of tribes and towns in Canaan, including Israel. In his survey of the current scholarship, archeologist Michael Hasel concludes that the Merenptah stele allows us to establish that, by the late thirteenth century BCE, an ethnic entity called Israel was already known to be living in Canaan, possibly but not definitively in the central hill country.3 Israeli archeologist Avraham Faust thinks it possible that at some point, probably after Merenptah’s time, a small group—“a few thousands, or even hundreds”—fled Egypt and settled among the Israelites. He speculates that, during the period when the Israelites were becoming a coherent people, these escapees’ story “became part of the common history of all the Israelites”—that is, the Exodus.4

      GODS OF THE ANCIENT NEAR EAST

      The beliefs and rituals of the Israelites were heavily influenced by the other peoples of the Ancient Near East. To start with, the idea of God, or the gods, interfering in human affairs was especially prevalent among the Sumerians, the Hittites, and the Semites generally. According to a Sumerian myth, versions of which are over four thousand years old, the high god Ellil (or Enlil) decided to destroy all humanity with a flood because the people were being noisy and not letting him get any sleep.5 This backfired when the gods began to starve because there were no more sacrificial offerings. However, another god, Enki, had earlier told one man, Attrahasis, and his family to build an ark and escape the flood. When Attrahasis (also known as Utnapishtim) afterwards offered a sacrifice, the gods immediately gathered around it.6 The gods then persuaded Ellil to relent, and he allowed humans to repopulate the earth—though he also decreed that one–third of all pregnancies would end in miscarriages as a form of birth control.7 The Israelites would eventually use Attrahasis / Utnapishtim as the model for Noah.8

      In a similar vein, around 1300 BCE the Hittite king Mursili II prayed to the sun goddess and the other gods to stop a ravaging plague by appealing to their own self-interest—there would be “no one [left who] prepares for you the offering bread and the libation anymore.”9 For the Hittites, all life depended on the good will of the gods, especially the Storm God, the most exalted of the Hittite gods, the “preserver of order in the cosmos,” who brought the gentle rain for the crops—but also the thunder and lightning and natural disasters when he was angry.10

      The various gods of the Semites involved themselves in human behavior even more than their Sumerian and Hittite counterparts did. Human beings had to do whatever the gods commanded if they wanted to avoid floods, famines, and defeat in war. Mesopotamian scholar Jean Bottéro called this the “Semitic ‘mentality,’” a cultural heritage which includes a belief that the gods constantly intervene in human affairs.11

      Unlike much of the Ancient Near East, the Egyptians didn’t think their gods were all that interested in them. The Egyptians were required to “satisfy the gods” with sacrifices, festivals, and rituals, and the king was expected to establish “ma’at,” the concept of order and abundance. But the gods had little if any interest in justice as such, and unlike the Hittite and Mesopotamian gods they didn’t reward and punish the king’s behavior with victories or disasters in this world. The king “represents divine justice among the living,” but there was a strict separation between justice and the cult of the gods.12 Egyptologist Donald Redford has done an extensive analysis of Egypt and the Israelites and finds that there is almost nothing in the way of evidence of Egyptian influence on Israelite beliefs.13 To the contrary, as Christopher Rollston describes it in his study of Israelite monotheism, “early Israelite religion arose within the ancient Semitic world, spoke and wrote in Semitic, and initially accepted the common Semitic belief that there was a pantheon of deities.”14

      EARLY ISRAELITE RELIGION

      Probably the earliest god in the Israelite pantheon was El, an early Canaanite god. The very name “Israel” can be translated as “he who strives with (the god) El,” though it might equally mean “El (God) will strive” or “El will prevail.”15 Yahweh—who would eventually become the only god the Israelites worshipped—may have originally been a god of the Edomites in the southern reaches of Canaan. Sometime early on, El became identified with Yahweh. Baal, another god whom many of the early Israelites worshipped, became a competitor to Yahweh instead. Even so, some of the attributes of Baal may well have become associated with Yahweh over time. Michael Stahl, a scholar of early Judaism, puts it this way: “the deep resonances between many aspects of YHWH's character and profile in the Hebrew Bible and those of El and Baal...strongly suggests [sic] a historical relationship between them”—though the Israelites added some “unique YHWHistic traits and features.”16

      One has to bear in mind that the books of Judges, Samuel, Kings, and the prophets were written and later redacted and edited by committed Yahwists who believed that Yahweh had made a covenant with the children of Israel. It is instructive, then, that they were willing to include so many stories of the Israelites breaking that covenant by worshipping gods other than Yahweh. Even more striking is that the pattern that emerges in Scripture is not, as the theology would have it, one of Israel backsliding away from an agreement with God Almighty. Instead, the ancient Israelites behaved exactly like all the other peoples of the Ancient Near East: They had a number of gods and goddesses and prayed to whichever one they favored or was likely to help them in their current troubles. They would call on Yahweh for help in battle, but ask Baal (and sometimes Yahweh) when they needed rain. “Along with El,” argues Stahl, “the Hebrew Bible’s conceptualization of YHWH appears to have been deeply influenced by the Syrian Semitic weather-god Baal-Haddu.”17

      Around the eleventh century BCE, probably because of the need for unity in the face of continual warfare with the Philistines along the Mediterranean coast, the Israelites pressed Samuel, a Yahwist priest and a universally respected leader, to find them a king. (This would have been long after the Egyptian withdrawal from Canaan.) Samuel first chose Saul, and later, when he was dissatisfied with Saul’s rule, anointed David, perhaps secretly, to rule after Saul. We are told that Saul, David, and David’s son Solomon ruled all the tribes of Israel. Even if that was so, the “united monarchy” didn’t last past Solomon’s death, when, according to Scripture, the Israelites split into two separate kingdoms.18 Judah, the southern kingdom, remained under the rule of David’s descendants, while the northern kingdom, Israel, endured a series of dynasties. The book of Kings portrays the northern kingdom as continually doing “evil in the eyes of the Lord”—meaning that they worshipped some other god or gods besides Yahweh. In reporting the Assyrian annihilation of Israel, the writer of Kings devoted most of a chapter to listing the reasons for its destruction. Without exception, they were all failures to prevent the worship of any other god than Yahweh.19 This is only to be expected when we remember that those who wrote and edited the book of Kings were Yahwists from the southern kingdom of Judah and would have been particularly keen to disparage their rivals to the north.

      The capital of the southern kingdom, Jerusalem, was also home to Yahweh’s Temple, which Scripture says was built by King Solomon. The Temple was the holiest place in the Yahwist cult and the headquarters of the Yahwist priesthood, which continually pressed the kings to rid the land of its competitors, especially the cult of Baal. They had only intermittent success. Hezekiah, who reigned from the late eighth to early seventh century BCE, broke up the altars of the local gods. His son Manasseh not only put them back, but he also set up altars to other gods in the Temple itself.20 In 622 BCE, Manasseh’s grandson, Josiah, embarked on a campaign to wipe out any trace of other gods in his kingdom. He threw the “vessels made for Baal and Asherah” out of the Temple and burned them. He smashed altars to Ashtoreth, Khemosh, and Milcom that had stood on the hills around Jerusalem since Solomon’s day.21

      Josiah’s reforms mark a high point in the Yahwist cult’s domination of Judah, but they didn’t last. Pharaoh Neco killed Josiah in battle in 609 BCE and put Josiah’s son, Jehoahaz, in his place. Three months later, Neco deposed that king and replaced him with Jehoiakim, who reigned for eleven years. He too “did evil in the eyes of Yahweh, just as all his fathers had done,” according to the Yahwist author of Kings.22 The non-polemical version is that, “down to the Babylonian captivity, Israelite religion tolerated some cults within the larger framework of the national cult of Yahweh.”23

      THE ISRAELITE RELIGION IN EXILE

      The period of the Babylonian captivity or exile (586–538 BCE) is when the “historical books” of Judges, Samuel, and Kings were most likely edited into something close to their present-day form. According to these books, for centuries the Israelites were warned that bad things would happen to them if they worshipped any god other than Yahweh. They would suffer floods, plagues, famines, and losses at war if they failed their cultic responsibility. In the book of Judges, Yahweh frequently let neighboring nations defeat the Israelites in battle: the Moabites, the Midianites, the Philistines, the Ammonites. Each time this happened, it was because “the Israelites once again did evil in the eyes of the Lord and served the Baalim and the Ashtaroth and the gods of Aram.”24

      But sometimes nothing happened. Once, when “all Israel went whoring after” an artifact of gold that Gideon had made, nonetheless “the land was quiet forty years.”25 At other times, disasters happened for no discernable reason. Yahweh was said to have promised rain and good harvests in return for worship of him alone, and warned the Israelites that they would starve if they strayed from him. But the prophet Elisha had to perform a miracle in order to keep people alive during a famine in King Joram’s time, even though Joram had removed his father’s pillars to Baal and even though Yahweh had just granted Joram victory in war against the odds.26

      Even if we assume that these are accurate recordings of events, we still have to admit they made little lasting impression on many Israelites, to the long–running frustration of the Yahwist prophets. Then came the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple. The loss of the kingdom of Judah and the exile of its leaders to Babylon were a huge national disaster—but also an opportunity for the Yahwists to consolidate Israelite loyalty to Yahweh alone. Both the prophet Jeremiah and the author of Kings insisted that Yahweh had destroyed Judah because he was still furious over Manasseh’s idolatry sixty years before.27 The prophet Ezekiel denounced Israel’s continuing “unfaithfulness” to Yahweh in the early years of the exile. “You...spread your legs for every passerby and multiplied your whorings. And you played the whore with the Egyptians, your big–membered neighbors, and multiplied your whorings to vex Me.”28

      In reality, the Babylonian captivity had been the consequence of Judah’s rebellions against the Babylonians, who had displaced the Assyrians as masters of Mesopotamia. Judah lay in the pathway between Babylonia and Egypt and was from time to time vassal to each. In 597 BCE, the Babylonian emperor, Nebuchadnezzar, besieged Jerusalem and marched much of the elite of the city, including some of the Yahwist priests, off to exile in Babylon. He also installed a new king, Zedekiah, as his vassal. In 586 (some say 587), Zedekiah tried to switch his allegiance to Egypt (against Jeremiah’s advice), and this time Nebuchadnezzar had had enough. He burned Jerusalem and the Temple of Yahweh to the ground, killed Zedekiah’s sons in front of him before putting out his eyes, then sent him and the rest of Jerusalem’s elite into exile.29

      The Yahwists’ argument that Yahweh had exiled the Israelites for their sins was a justification after the fact, but it was effective nonetheless. By the time the Persians conquered the Babylonians fifty years later, the Israelites—at least those in Babylon—had by and large ceased to worship any god but Yahweh. Second Isaiah, writing as the exile was ending, was the first prophet to make almost no complaint at all about Israel’s roving eye. “Comfort, O comfort My people, says your God” were his opening words.30

      Second Isaiah—the name scholars give to the unknown author who is credited with writing chapters 40–55 of the book of Isaiah shortly after 540 BCE—went beyond acknowledging that the Israelites had lost interest in worshipping any gods other than Yahweh. He proclaimed that Yahweh was not just the only god for Israel, but the one and only universal God.31 Yahweh of the Ten Commandments had said, “You shall have no other gods beside Me”—implying that other gods do exist, but they are not for you, O Israel. In Psalm 82, “God takes His stand in the divine assembly, in the midst of the gods He renders judgment,” while in Psalm 97, “all gods bow down to Him.”32 Second Isaiah did grant the existence of other supernatural beings—but said they were not gods at all. They were under Yahweh’s control and followed Yahweh’s orders. In recounting how he made the world, Yahweh boasted: “I commanded all the hosts of heaven.”33 Isaiah also rejected the idea that these other beings are holy or divine. “I am the first and I am the last, and apart from Me there are no gods,” says Yahweh to Isaiah.34 They are not worthy of worship by anyone, and one day all the nations of the world will acknowledge this. Writing around twenty years later, the prophet Zechariah was even more specific about the future: One day there will be a great battle by “all the nations against Jerusalem...and the Lord shall sally forth and do battle with those nations.” Then “the Lord shall be king over all the earth. On that day the Lord shall be one and His name one.”35

      This shift, which laid the foundation for what would eventually become monotheism,36 was necessary because the prophets had to solve an existential problem: Even if Yahweh was really that furious with the Israelites for worshipping other gods, why had he allowed the Babylonians to burn down his Temple? The Babylonians worshipped Marduk; didn’t this mean that Marduk was stronger than Yahweh?

      Two historians of the period, Thomas Römer and Christos Karagiannis, each make the same cogent argument: this destruction happened, according to the prophets, not because of Yahweh’s weakness but because of his strength. Yahweh hadn’t “allowed” Marduk’s Babylonians to destroy Jerusalem; he had ordered them to do it. “In the eyes of this prophetic school,” Karagiannis explains, “the Exile was not an evidence of Yahweh’s defeat but an expression of his just indignation against Israel’s sin.” Yahweh had “given all these lands into the hands of Nebuchadnezzar My servant, King of Babylonia,” said Jeremiah, writing around the time of the destruction. In Römer’s analysis, the burning of Yahweh’s Temple “clearly signifies that Yahweh’s power is not limited to his own people; he is the master even of the enemies of Judah.”37 Isaiah didn’t exactly deny that the Babylonian gods existed; he just denied that they were gods. If only by implication, Marduk and Bel and the rest were part of the heavenly host under Yahweh’s command. Thus, for Isaiah “the rhetoric of divinity is no longer applied to the members of the host of heaven... Yet the host remain a heavenly reality.”38

      Similarly, when Cyrus the Persian conquered Babylon in 538 BCE and allowed the exiled Israelites to return to Jerusalem, he was following standard “Persian policy...to conciliate its conquered peoples by encouraging them to worship their local deities.”39 But the way Second Isaiah saw it, Cyrus let the Israelites return to Judah because God had decided Israel had suffered enough for its sins. The prophet even hailed the Persian emperor as God’s messiah, his anointed one.40 To the prophets, powerful rulers who did not believe in or even know about Yahweh acted not of their own volition but on the orders of Yahweh, the god of Israel, who was the God of all: he had willed their actions.

      There is little in the prophetic texts prior to Second Isaiah that even hint that Yahweh was the one and only divinity. He was normally referred to as “the Lord of armies” (or “Lord of hosts”) or as “Lord God of Israel.” In the ninth century BCE, when the prophet Elijah was contending with the servant of another god, Baal, he called out to Yahweh: “This day let it be known that You are God in Israel”—that is, in opposition to that other god, not as the god of all.41 There are a couple of places in the book of Kings where Yahweh was said to be the only god: the thanks of an Aramean general who had been healed of a skin disease, and a prayer by King Hezekiah of Judah. In the eighth century, Amos warned Israel’s neighbors that they too could face Yahweh’s wrath, and the first Isaiah famously hoped that “in future days” all nations would come and worship “Jacob’s God.”42 But only at the end of the exile was the exclusivist message explicitly and publicly spelled out: Yahweh is the One and Only God who rules everything on earth and in the heavens. And it would be well into the Roman occupation of Judaea before Jews fully believed in it.43

      SOURCES OF ISRAELITE LAW

      The development of how the Israelites came to accept Yahweh as their only god, and how and why they declared this god to be God for all, leads to my next question: How and why did they decide to make Yahweh the source and authority of all laws, laws that were actually derived from ancient customs, from judicial rulings, and from the decrees of the kings?

      We should start by asking where these laws may have originally come from. Rulings governing sexual relations are a good example of how closely Israelite laws resemble older laws of the Ancient Near East. In his analysis of Hittite life and society, Trevor Bryce gives the example of a law requiring that one of a deceased man’s relatives must marry his widow in order to provide for her, a near parallel to the requirement in Deuteronomy that a man must marry his brother’s widow if her late husband had left her no children.44 Hittite law also allowed a man to marry his wife’s sister, but only after his first wife had died—exactly as in the Torah.45 David Stewart wrote a study comparing Hittite and Biblical laws governing permitted and forbidden sexual contacts, noting numerous similarities as well as some significant differences—the Hittites permitted a greater range of behaviors, or in some cases provided for “legal and ritual loopholes.”46 In addition to the Hittites, “a comparison of the list of forbidden unions in Leviticus to those found in other Mesopotamian law codes demonstrates just how similar the holiness codes could be to those earlier laws.”47

      The Assyrian Code of the Assura, written around 1075 BCE, requires that “if a woman in a quarrel injure the testicle of a man, one of her fingers they shall cut off.” Deuteronomy has a similar and even harsher rule: “If two men are fighting, and the wife of one rescues her husband from his opponent by putting out her hand and grabbing his genitals, you shall cut off her hand.”48 Deuteronomy absolves a woman raped in the hills, where no one could hear her if she screamed, but not if it happened in a town where people would be in earshot. This is a near–identical copy of an older Hittite law: “If a man seizes a woman in the mountains (and rapes her), it is the man’s offense, but if he seizes her in her house, it is the woman’s offense; the woman shall die.”49 These are only a few of the parallels between Torah clauses and the earlier laws of Hammurabi, the Hittites, and the Assyrians.50

      One such parallel that has attracted much scholarly attention is the law of compensation for an ox that has killed another ox. In the Laws of Eshnunna, dating back to the twentieth century BCE, there is a ruling that the price of the live ox and the carcass of the dead ox are to be divided between both owners. Except for one small change, the same law in Exodus “could almost be a translation of its predecessor,” observes legal historian Bernard Jackson.51

      There is also evidence that Ancient Near Eastern customs influenced Israelite cultic practices. Moshe Weinfeld lays out the points of similarity between the Israelite Day of Atonement and the Babylonian akītu atonement and purification rituals, including washing in water, dressing in linen, censing the temple, banishing the scapegoat, and reciting the confession. (The akītu festival was a New Year’s celebration dating back to Sumerian times, and was variously held in autumn or spring, or sometimes both.)52 Indeed, a number of Yahwist rituals were much the same as other priestly rituals practiced throughout the region. For example, the purification ritual in Leviticus for someone cured of skin disease is essentially identical to the Hittite and Hurrian ceremonies. The Biblical purification ceremony used a “living bird...and the cedar wood and the crimson stuff,” just as the Hittites and the Hurrians did. There is a similar ceremony in Ugaritic texts as well.53

      It was customary in the Ancient Near East for kings to announce laws by saying that the gods, out of concern for the well-being of the people, had ordered them to do so. The best–known law text of the era, the Code of Hammurabi (c. 1750 BCE), opened with this announcement by the king: “[the gods] Anu and Bel called by name me, Hammurabi, the exalted prince, who feared God, to bring about the rule of righteousness in the land, to destroy the wicked and the evil-doers; so that the strong should not harm the weak; so that I should rule over the black-headed people like [the Mesopotamian sun god] Shamash, and enlighten the land, to further the well-being of mankind.” Brian Doak, a historian of the Ancient Near East, explains that “if the gods are perceived as demanding social justice, the king as the gods’ representative on earth must also establish justice.”54

      We know that the Israelites were familiar with the Mesopotamian laws because scribes all over the Ancient Near East, Israel and Judah included, learned them as part of their training. The Code of Hammurabi in particular was copied and studied as part of the standard scribal curriculum, and there are archaeological findings of such scribal exercises at Hazor and Khirbet Qeiyafa not far from Jerusalem.55 Possible transmission paths from other ancient law codes to the laws of Moses may well be more indirect.56 But the many close similarities and occasional outright parallels strongly suggest connections that the redactors of the Torah would one day draw upon.

      THE LAW OF THE ISRAELITE KINGS

      The next question to ask is this: how were these laws implemented in the days of the Israelite kings? Outside of the Torah itself and the book of Joshua, there is almost no mention of Moses. There are also few references to “Torah,” and where the word does appear, it is more apt to mean “teaching” in general rather than a specific reference to the Five Books of Moses.57 Clearly, the Israelites knew about and drew upon the laws of Hammurabi and other legal and cultural traditions, and almost certainly drew inspiration from them. Still, it doesn’t seem that these codes carried much weight with the authorities prior to the Babylonian exile. Scholarship has mostly concluded that the law codes, whether of Hammurabi or of Exodus, were likely not binding on judges in ancient Israel and Judah. The king (not Yahweh or Moses) was the source of most of the law, as was the case throughout the Ancient Near East.58

      For example: just before his fatal battle, King Saul went in disguise to the witch of Endor to consult the ghost of Samuel. When the witch objected, saying the king had made it a capital crime to summon a spirit, Saul reassured her that no harm would come to her. The Torah had condemned necromancy as a sin to be punished by stoning—but the author of Samuel was evidently unaware of this, as he not only credited Saul with making the law himself, but also gave him the authority to waive any punishment.59

      Then there is the famous story of David and Bathsheba. King David spotted Bathsheba sunning herself on a roof below the palace while her husband, Uriah, was away at war. David had her brought to his chambers and had sex with her. Bathsheba later discovered she was pregnant and told the king. David then summoned Bathsheba’s husband, Uriah, to Jerusalem and urged him to go sleep with his wife. But Uriah refused to do so while his fellow soldiers were still fighting at the front. In desperation, David sent Uriah back to the war with secret orders to place him in the thick of battle so that he would be killed. As soon as Bathsheba became a widow, David took her as his latest wife.

      Of the Ten Commandments said to have been handed down at Sinai, David had broken three: he coveted his neighbor’s wife, he committed adultery with her, and he committed murder, even if by proxy. But when the prophet Nathan went to David’s court to condemn the king’s actions, he didn’t even mention the commandments. He accused David of “despis[ing] the word of the Lord,” but did so in connection with his status as king—that is, why had David done this after all that Yahweh had done for him? The prophet also promised the king that someone else would soon lie with his wives as he had lain with Uriah’s wife.60 Repaying adultery with more adultery is no part of the Torah code.

      There are a few other instances in Judges, Samuel, and Kings of a king or judge passing judgment on what today we would call a civil or criminal case, but I have found only a single reference to a specific passage of the Torah. The author of the book of Kings commended King Amaziah of Judah for sparing the sons of the assassins who had killed his father, quoting a passage from Deuteronomy: “Fathers shall not be put to death over sons, and sons shall not be put to death over fathers, but each man shall be put to death for his own offense.”61 (The Hebrew texts in Kings and Deuteronomy are almost but not quite identical.) But as Alter’s comment on this verse points out, this reads like a later interpolation by an editor. It is more likely that Amaziah had made a political calculation that executing those sons would alienate the court faction to which they belonged.62 In sum, “the historical record appears to show that it was only slowly that the idea grew that judges were actually supposed to apply torah, and even then one has to wait, probably to the postexilic period, for any indication that the judges were expected to refer to an authoritative written source.”63 In the days of the kingdoms of Israel and Judah, Yahweh did not write their laws.

      HOW YAHWEH BECAME THE AUTHOR OF THE LAW

      One peculiar aspect of the history of the Israelites is their relationship to their kings: they were optional, not essential, in Israelite thinking.64 The earliest Israelite leaders had been priests, village elders, and tribal judges; kings came late to the scene. Unlike in much of the Ancient Near East, the Israelite priesthood was, for the most part, separate from the monarchy. The early split into two kingdoms also suggests that the people were ambivalent about how a king should rule.

      Israeli historian Nili Wazana identifies three passages in Scripture that she labels “anti-monarchial”: in Judges, when Gideon turns down an offer to become a king; in Samuel, where the prophet warns the people what a king will do to them; and in Deuteronomy, which makes the king into little more than a figurehead.65 That passage in Deuteronomy is particularly instructive. The book of Kings reports that during the reign of Manasseh’s grandson Josiah (c. 622 BCE),  the high priest discovered “a book of the teaching” during some Temple repairs and had it brought before the king.66 The book, which was probably an early version of what is now Deuteronomy, included a verse requiring the king to sit before the priests while they read the law to him. “Even a cursory analysis of the law of the king [in Deuteronomy] reveals that some expected royal responsibilities are missing.”67 The story told in the book of Kings implies that Josiah listened to these words, but his actions show that he thereafter ignored them, a conundrum that has been the subject of recent scholarship.68  Eckart Otto argues that much of Deuteronomy was written in Josiah’s time both as an effort to counter Assyrian influence and in order to provide support for Josiah’s program of cult reform and centralization—but not in support of the king himself. “Part of this idealistic programme of the book of Deuteronomy was the idea of a people that derived its identity from the temple and not the king.”69 In all events it is further evidence of the ambivalence the Israelites felt about the idea of a king.

      That ambivalence continued during the exile and even after. Nebuchadnezzar had deposed and blinded the last king of Judah and now ruled Judah (Yehud) directly, having given up on trusting Israelite vassal kings. Still, the Israelites exiled to Babylon were allowed the same freedoms as other imperial subjects, including the right to worship their own gods. Of course, they would have had to obey the civil and criminal laws of the empire, but they could also follow their own cultic laws, including worship of Yahweh alone, dietary restrictions, priestly purity, and so on.

      But the lack of a king of their own meant that they lacked the authority to enforce those cultic laws. The leaders of the exile community must have also worried that the Israelites would start to forget their history and their heritage, and most worrisome, forget Yahweh. The Yahwist cult already had a tradition prior to the exile that Yahweh had authored all law, and now they built on that tradition.70 They took their scrolls, their oral traditions, history remembered and legends borrowed, their belief in Yahweh, and edited and redacted them all into something resembling the version of the Five Books of Moses that we have today.71 This explains the similarities discussed earlier between the Torah laws and the other law codes of the Ancient Near East: the Israelites had borrowed from and adapted them all along and saw no reason to exclude them now.

      Still, the primary interest of the leaders of the Babylonian exile community was to establish once and for all the exclusive worship of Yahweh as the only god for the Israelites. To stress this, they codified the cultic rituals, the purity regulations, the position of the priesthood, and the special status of the children of Israel as all commanded by Yahweh himself. This is evident in the division of Torah laws. Two–thirds of them, by my count, deal with cultic concerns, and only one–third are secular laws—civil and criminal laws, laws of inheritance, and similar matters.72

      The redactors of the Torah used the opportunity created by the loss of the monarchy to make Yahweh, acting on his own authority, the source of the law. This ran counter to the standard practice of the Ancient Near East, where the king was the source of the law, acting on the authority of the gods. But the Israelites had never been entirely comfortable with their kings. Besides, where one king made a law, the next king could change it. Deuteronomy warned that the king must “swerve not from what is commanded right or left.” (Elsewhere in Deuteronomy, there is a general warning against anyone changing any law.) This type of warning was common throughout the Ancient Near East73—and was commonly ignored. The exiles didn’t want any chance of that happening.

      In addition, by cutting out the royal middleman, as it were, the Yahwist priests hoped to solidify the supremacy of the priesthood over any future king. “Along with the idea of exalting the status of Moses and especially his role as lawgiver, there was the strategy of diminishing or distancing David as a role model.”74 Since Persian days, the Davidic dynasty’s only role has been to continue to exist, so that someday a messiah might come from that line. Until that distant day, “law would be seen as, and at, the heart of biblical religion, the law revealed through Moses at Mount Sinai.”75 Yahweh—God—was now Israel’s only king. His priests would enforce Yahweh’s laws and rule Israel in his name.

      ONE GOD, ONE LAW

      The two threads that I have laid out here—that Yahweh is The One and Only God, and that he is the actual author of all the laws of the Israelites—were woven together on a loom a thousand years long. In brief, the ancient Israelites gradually came up with the idea of a universal god using bits and pieces of local deities. Then they claimed this god was the source of the laws, traditions, and customs the Israelites had absorbed from their neighbors or developed over time. Accidents of history, priestly desire for power, prophetic indignation, and the campaigns of nearby empires all contributed to the evolution of a theology that has since come to undergird western religion:

      
        	Yahweh is the one and only one God who has ever existed.

        	Everything that happens to us, good and bad, happens by the will of Yahweh.

        	The priests are the interpreters of the will of Yahweh.

        	Yahweh has decreed laws that cannot be changed.

        	Foremost among these laws is that worship of any being other than Yahweh is forbidden.

        	Disobedience to Yahweh’s laws will bring down famine, floods, plague, and destruction.

        	Only the Jews have to obey all of Yahweh’s laws now. But someday, all nations will acknowledge Yahweh as God and obey him.

      

      Jews believed (and many still believe) that the universal acceptance of the God Yahweh is something that will happen of itself, in some vague distant time to come. “When the messiah comes” has been used since Talmudic times to mean some far-off future day. Christians, however, undertook to bring about that universal belief as soon as possible: by persuasion, by missionization, by pressure, and often by force of arms. They also insisted that everyone is already bound to obey the laws of God (as the Christians interpret them).

      The rest of Part 1 explains how Christianity came to take that position. Part 2 examines some of that position’s consequences.
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Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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